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With Cruel Intent





“There is no fire like passion, there is no shark like hatred, there is no snare like folly, there is no torrent like greed.”

--Siddhartha Gautama ~ 400 BC






PROLOGUE


The hammer snapped forward sending the firing pin into the primer cap of the 9mm cartridge. Smoke arose from the barrel as the metal-jacketed slug whined through the air towards the intended target. He rarely missed; hours near the little shed pumping rounds into soup cans had perfected his aim and honed his craft. Gunpowder now filled his nostrils propelling his memory back in time; his dad standing with him on the makeshift gun-range, the Beretta seemed much larger then. He could almost hear the patient, soothing whisper of his father's voice very close to his ear. The strong embrace as he wrapped the boy in his arms, steadying the youth's frame comforted the eager student, holding the handgun outstretched and shaking slightly.
"That's it son, breathe easy, when you're ready to fire, hold your breath and squeeze the trigger. Don't jerk it! Slow and easy, now go ahead, take the shot."
Oh, how he desired to hear those words again. To feel his father's presence, to smell his aftershave or to be wrapped in his arms; he would give everything he had for just a brief moment in time.
The weight of the gun bouncing off his thigh brought his thoughts to the present and the work at hand. An anonymous source had requested his 'special talent' and was willing to pay mightily for it. In the back of his mind, he knew it was almost too good to be true, but who was he to question as his ego reminded him that he was certainly in a class by himself.
"Stir things up!" they'd said.
That was something he knew how to do and the gun would be his insurance.



INTRODUCTION


Thick humidity hung in the air, countless, tiny particles collectively suffocating Blanche as she stood on the corner of 300 Woodrow Wilson Drive. Sunshine streaked through the branches of the ancient oak that stood as a sentinel over the once prominent public library. Recent years had taken their toll on the regal structure that housed both the library and the regional museum. Weather, heat and public indifference had worn on the old girl and she was showing her age much like Baby Jane had in the classic Southern thriller. Gone were the days of government funding and the money pouring in from benefactors like Andrew Carnegie. Self interest and a soaring debt had taken care of almost all of the money needed to keep the library operational, however, a small donation here and there and some money still left over from a grant provided at the death of the towns “Bookmobile Lady” had kept the doors open, at least for now.
Blanche took a white, neatly folded and starched handkerchief from her small clutch and noted the dampness even prior to its use. Gently, she blotted her forehead and nose being careful not to smear her makeup and returned the hanky to her purse.
“Much hotter here than I expected,” she muttered to herself, realizing that she was indeed in a public place and talking to oneself was perhaps not uncommon in the South, but still could label one as ‘odd’.
Doing her best to push the heat, humidity and lack of confidence aside she smoothed her silk-lined pencil skirt over her flat abdomen and ran her hands quickly over her behind for good measure.
“Okay, here goes nothing,” she mused, as she took the first few steps to a new life and the unknown that awaited her in Valdosta, Georgia; fifty six thousand strong in the heart and soul of the 'never say die' confederacy.
Ms. Blanche D. Delaney was born in a rather quaint, unassuming town in southern Utah. Grew up as most kids did in the late 70’s, her days spent in class and evenings playing ‘kick the can’ until dark then ‘no bears are out tonight’ until parents would call them in for the night. It was a simpler time. Two recent wars behind them, people were getting back to work, the economy was thriving and families didn’t perceive a rapist or serial killer behind every closed door. Children were able to roam the streets, playing at will and occasionally getting into mischief. On one memorable outing, Blanche and her ever-eager friend Holly had snuck into the local theater to catch the R-rated, taboo flick, The Fearless Vampire Killers. When her parents learned of the incident, one would have thought the world was coming to an end, ranting about the lack of morals and the decay of modern society. The reaction was a little overblown for Blanche who at 12 didn’t care much about rock and roll, drugs, the hippie culture and certainly not boys.
She was, however, very interested in the forbidden love of a crazed fiend or the swashbuckling antics of every Harlequin romance villain she had read about from the time she could put two words together. Hours had passed in a fantasy land filled with beautiful women and savage men traversing uncharted landscapes in search of treasure but usually only finding love and lust. Her affair with literature and in particular romance novels had led her to college in Arizona where she obtained her degree in library studies and met Anthony, or Tony as he liked to be called, in her last year. Looking back on their relationship Blanche could not figure out what it was about him, beyond his strong jaw and blonde wavy hair that she found appealing. So it came as little or no surprise that after seven years of living together he greeted her at the door of their apartment, suitcase in one hand and their dog, Cuddles, in the other and announced, “I can’t hide my need to be me any longer, I’ve found someone who understands me and my urges and I’ll be moving in with him. Please put my things aside and I’ll be by to get them in a day or two.”
Blanche had to catch herself to prevent tumbling down the stairs of the complex, “Did you say, HIM?” her mouth hanging open, arms lifeless at her sides.
Tony had acted very matter of fact about the whole thing, suggesting that she was standing in his way of a brighter future. What did that mean anyway, and no wonder she’d never felt any connection or burning intimacy with him. She craved and longed for a ‘Jessie’ to ride into town, pull her into his arms and ride off into the sunset, but no, here she was, two jobs later, the economy tanking and no mystery man, no ‘Count Dracula’ and thankfully no Tony Two-steps.
At 33, Valdosta had come as a bit of a shock, after all she’d put her resumes out to over 100 jurisdictions including Saginaw, Michigan, voted ten years running one of the worst and most dangerous places to live in the USA, however, even Saginaw needed a librarian and anything was better than wasting away in Podunksville, AZ collecting unemployment. The offer was enticing especially considering that they were prepared to hire her without an interview thus sparing her the cost of a plane ticket and the possible let down that would follow if she didn’t get the job. The Internet had been encouraging, listing warm temperatures, friendly small-town atmosphere, lower cost of living and lots of parks and trails that would lend themselves to Blanche’s need to keep her body toned.
Her years in Arizona and Utah had harbored within her a yearning to feel the warm rays of the sun caressing her limbs as she jogged the many river washes and ravines that crisscrossed the southwest desert. In Blanche’s mind she was an attractive woman, not really anything special. She had to admit that she was in good physical shape and had been amply blessed in the bosom department, although she never saw herself as busty. Her brothers had never given her any indication that she was shapely and continued to call her flat-chested even when the boys at school noted her sweaters were taking on a life of their own. She ate well, salads and nasty looking green ‘shakes’ that were supposed to cure anything. Holly, still her best friend, had characterized her meals as such, “You can live on 'em, but they taste like shit.” All in all, she was pleased with the possibilities of moving to Georgia and was looking for a fresh start, a new job, and even the notion that Mr. Right might come along and inject some excitement into her life. Barring that, she’d take a steady paycheck, a decent TV and maybe a cat.
The decision to leave Arizona had not been so cut and dried that she didn’t have second thoughts as she sat on the plane, knowing that everything in the world she owned was in the luggage compartment of the Boeing 727. She’d sold everything she could, given a bunch to friends and neighbors, including the ashtray that Tony had brought back from Jamaica on one of his ‘business trips’ that Blanche now knew to be ‘give me the business’ trips. Everything else had gone to charity or the local dumpster. She had saved the ashtray to give Holly as a special going away memento. It was round at the base like most ordinary ashtrays but had a rather large phallus, carved out of local Jamaican wood, that rose from the tray’s rim and defied gravity as it balanced on the table in front of them. When he had brought the odd gift home she thought perhaps he had purchased it to titillate her, but as she looked at it now, the undeniable truth struck her as somewhat funny.
Holly had been speechless when she saw the item. “I don’t know what to… Well, I really think it’s uh… Is it really possible that they ever get that big?” she finally said.
They shared a laugh and hug knowing that they wouldn’t get a chance to see each other until Christmas, if even then. The years following the split with Tony, Holly had been a great source of comfort and solace. They went to the gym together, often ate lunch at the plaza near Holly’s craft store where she sold local home made items and antiques. Blanche really didn’t know how she would make it without her lifelong confidant but was assured that they would only be as far apart as a phone call. Her family on the other hand needed some space from her or perhaps she needed the space from them. It was growing increasingly apparent that they didn’t approve of her lifestyle, and were disappointed that she didn’t have a husband, four children, a mortgage and a Dodge Caravan. That was not Blanche, never was, never would be. Something in the air told her she was meant for something different, something more, something unusual. She didn’t begrudge her friends and women who chose the path of a family and the whole 'settling down routine', but the books of her youth kept her searching for something that, most likely, was completely unattainable.
The farewells at the airport had been awkward but sincere. Tears had flowed freely as she kissed her nieces and nephews goodbye, hugged her mom and dad, and held Holly longer than she should have. “Yes, maybe life does start at 33,” she thought to herself, as she left the teary crew and made her way through security and onto the plane.



CHAPTER ONE


The stairs to the old library were well worn by the soles of book lovers the years over, and it gladdened Blanche's heart to know that she was perhaps among kindred spirits. The top of each step was freshly painted with a yellow stripe in an attempt to keep the senior citizens on their toes and not their knees and elbows. More than once the county had doled out legal fees resulting from errant footfalls. The librarian carefully maneuvered the stairs and paused, her hand on the large handle below the sign reading 'Quietly Enter and Enjoy the World of Books', followed by another sign that read 'Valdosta Public Library — Donations Welcome'. The hinges creaked ever so slightly as she pulled the door open and got her first look at her new home away from home.
Initially it didn't appear to Blanche to be very busy but under closer inspection she could see individuals scurrying about behind the scenes, taking books out of bins, sorting and getting them ready to go back on the shelves. She was surprised to see so many actively working considering the financial crunch they were under. The library itself was a warm and inviting space filled with row after row of shelving units interspersed with tables, computer monitors and comfy armchairs for those wanting to stay awhile. Rich wood accents highlighted the walls and angles giving the library a homey feel that culminated with a large reception desk in the centre of the first floor. Near the desk and stretching to the second floor was the most amazing cantilever staircase. Inlaid hardwood steps, beautiful iron work and an elegant hand carved wood grip, drew Blanche's eyes to the open area above, topped with a domed cathedral style ceiling that she had noted from the moment she'd gotten off the bus, complete with a Georgia flag waving in the noon breeze.
At the desk stood a woman in her late fifties, hair in a graying bun, dress to the floor and wrists, with a nametag hugging her chest. Blanche moved close enough to make out the name, Ester Anderson — Director. She fit every stereotype and unsaid expectation Blanche had ever run into over her years of service in a library setting. Mrs. Anderson appeared to be all business as she moved from the desk counter to the computer and back again. Logging information, moving books from one pile to another and answering the phone while still working the papers and items in front of her, occasionally looking up to cast a sideways glance at the youth in the corner making paper airplanes and sending them into space. Blanche stood patiently waiting for Ester to have a lull so she could introduce herself.
“What can I do for you?” the head librarian said, without even lifting her eyes from the countertop.
“I’m sorry to interrupt but I’m the new librarian, Blanche Delaney from Arizona.”
It was as if the older woman had just been injected with adrenalin, “Well, let’s see, welcome, welcome, but we didn’t expect to see you until, um let’s see, tomorrow August 6th,” she replied, as she moved papers about on the desk looking to find something of importance.
Blanche, in an attempt to be tactful, replied in a hushed tone, “I believe today is the 6th?”
“Oh my heavens, is that right, are you sure? Do you mean to tell me that I’ve spent the entire morning stamping items with the wrong date?” and with that she grabbed the date stamp from the desk, flipped it over and read, “August 5, oh no, that just won’t do. Now I’ll have to spend the remainder of the day correcting the errors of the morning, but that’s neither here nor there for you." She straightened herself up, took in a full breath of air and repeated these obviously rehearsed lines, "We are so pleased to have you join us here at the Valdosta Public Library and we look forward to getting to know you and helping you settle into our little community.” She extended her hand and took Blanche’s in a firm grip and shook it a time or two before releasing it and going back to the desktop in search of the illusive document she needed. “Oh here it is, I knew it was here somewhere. It says here that you are single and will be working full time with responsibility for the library only. I guess that leaves the museum to me but I’m sure I’ll need your help there on occasion as well,” more speaking to herself than Blanche. “Were you planning on working today or do you need some time to get your things taken care of?”
Blanche was nodding yes to her question even before she had finished, “I had anticipated working today. I’ve been in town a couple of days already and got my things,” ‘which aren’t many,’ she thought to herself, “stowed and I’m ready to go.”
“Alrighty, that sounds good. Let’s get you started with a tour of the library and I can answer some questions as we go along.” She turned and motioned to a young man working in the room behind a glass window. As he approached the front desk she said, “Can you watch the desk for a few minutes? I need to show our new librarian, Ms. Delaney our facility.”
“Sure Mrs. Anderson, no problem,” he replied, with a smile on his face, taking in the shapely librarian as she turned and headed off down a row of books with Ester.
The tour was brief but informative. The library had been of service to the community for many years and Mrs. Anderson had been the director for more years than she cared to divulge. The working hours would be typical, starting at 8:30 a.m. and closing one half hour beyond the posted closing time. This would allow time to straighten things up in preparation for the next day. The library, however, was open two nights a week until 10:00 p.m. and Blanche would be expected to work those shifts on a regular basis, as she was the newest member of the staff.
“Mrs. Anderson, you indicated in our correspondence that funding was a concern, yet I see so many young people working in the back room today,” she inquired.
“Oh them, they belong to a work study group from the high school. They come in a couple times a week to help sort books and get them back on the shelf for us. Without them we’d be in real trouble. There are only four of us that are actually paid to be here. That’d be you, me, (pointing at herself), Marcus the custodian, I’ll introduce you to him later today, and Seymour. He’s a college student that helps out in the evenings when we need him. I guess that’s about it,” she said, with a shrug of her lace-covered shoulders. “I think today you should spend some time getting to know the layout of the library, what we have available and familiarize yourself with our computer system. I believe you said you had used something similar in your last position.”
Blanche began to say yes, but was cut off and sent on her way with a flick of Ester’s hand and calling over her shoulder, “Let me know if you have any questions. I’ll be re-stamping all the books that came in this morning.” The next couple of hours just flew by as she inspected the rows of books and wandered the library from top to bottom. She noted that a steady stream of patrons had come and gone with some older people settled into the cozy chairs either reading the paper or sleeping, in some cases. At 3:00 p.m. she excused herself and informed Ester that she'd be back in half an hour after she'd finished her lunch.
As she exited the building and descended the yellow highlighted steps she could hear children laughing and playing, she followed the direction of the noise. Turning the corner on Wilson Drive she could see a group of small children running and playing in and near a fountain. Water sprayed from the white, marble fountain that graced the center of the vibrant little park, arching high into the air coming back to earth in a torrent of splashes at the base. Trusting parents sat idly by talking in small clusters as the children welcomed the cool water on their heads and tanned bodies.
“Just the place for lunch,” she thought. Sitting on the edge of a nearby fountain, Blanche opened the brown paper bag she had hidden away in her purse and pulled out the peanut butter and jelly sandwich that her landlady, Mrs. Carmichael, had made for her that morning, insisting that the homemade jam would be the best she had ever tasted. The spray from the fountain felt good as it acted to nullify some of the humidity. Blanche sat and enjoyed the beauty of the day and the children as they jumped into the fountain only to find that the water was much colder than they had anticipated. Her life perhaps was taking a turn for the better as she thought about her new job and home, as it was.
Miss Caroline Carmichael was a direct descendant of Jefferson Davis of Civil War fame, she was Southern through and through. In her late sixties, she was prim and proper but ran Caroline’s Bed and Breakfast with an iron fist. Insisting that everyone get up and to the breakfast table by 7:00 a.m. “Because there would be nothing to eat any later.” Her home, now business, had been handed down from generation to generation and she was the sole heir after her brother had passed away the previous year from pneumonia, but she was quite sure it was the smuggled Cuban cigars that killed him. Never married, Caroline preferred to spend her days fussing over her guests and making ‘good’ food. Her fruit salad was the talk of the town or at least to hear her tell it, it was.
“You know the secret is to slice the apples just so and to add a bit of walnut.” She had given this little gem away to Blanche on their first night together around the dinner table.
The house really was very nice with all the Southern charm one might expect from an older Georgian style home. Large front porch complete with swing for two, bedrooms with canopy beds and large mahogany headboards. Only drawback was the one bathroom per three rooms so some sort of schedule was available unless you could negotiate a better deal with the other guests. At the moment the B amp;B was not full, just too hot for most people to do any traveling. Blanche thought the rooms were certainly reasonable and were available either by the day or month. Blanche had decided to give her a month's rent in anticipation that she could find a condo or something more suited to her lifestyle.
As long as the food was good, the neighbors quiet and the bus not too far away it would do nicely for now. As she pushed her tongue under the bread lodged on the roof of her mouth and carefully wiped at the corners with a small napkin, that had been thoughtfully included in her bag, she had to admit, most likely, this was by far the best peanut butter sandwich she had ever eaten.



CHAPTER TWO


Overhead the flag rippled in the wind as he surged forward; keeping his balance, step after step, getting closer to home and safety. His rifle slung over his shoulder must have weighed a hundred pounds and was gaining weight with each labored footstep. Images of Sarah by the fire knitting, her beaming face changing with the flames as shadows danced on her image. Up ahead he could not yet see the cabin but smoke was rising where the cabin should be. His heart raced, the anticipation of holding his Sarah overwhelming as he moved, each step more agonizing than the prior. The battle had been hard fought but ultimately a defeat, sending the survivors scattering for home or worse. His mind’s eye pictured the reunion with his beautiful bride, her full breasts crushed to his chest, her arms pulling him close, their lips desperately seeking each other, and then he saw it — a flash of blue from his right, moving quickly. He parried to his left pulling the flag down toward the assailant to act as a weapon and shield but it was too late. He felt the tip of the blade enter his ribs, burning and sharp. Blood trickled from his lip as he fell, his face pressed against the cold earth and in the distance he could hear his Sarah calling…
“Seymour, Mr. Wood,” a pause, “Mr. Wood, are you with us? Will someone nudge Seymour so he can join the discussion?” the instructor said.
Seymour quickly jumped to life following the jab in the ribs from a well-aimed pencil. His sun bleached, course hair matted a little closer to the left side of his head where he’d had it pressed against the desktop. The corner of his mouth was moist but thankfully no saliva was running down his chin. Laughter filled the room as the battle weary soldier realized what had happened.
“Mr. Wood, are you with us now?”
“Oh yeah, Mrs. Wild, I’m really sorry,” somewhat slurring his words, as he tried to regain his consciousness.
“Okay good, let‘s move along. Who can tell me what it was about Ted Bundy that made him so successful as a serial killer? Anyone have an idea?” she said moving back to the whiteboard, marker in hand.
Seymour Wood, 24, although awake, still didn’t have his mind in the game. The long hours helping his mom run their small farm, days taking summer courses and the occasional night at the library were taking their toll. He had to admit the little power nap he’d just had did make him feel better and as he tried to insert himself into the discussion he could feel his second wind kicking in. He really was enjoying the classes he’d selected for the condensed summer schedule. Only two years into his major, he was a few years older than most of the other students, but the years following his dad’s death had been spent just trying to make ends meet and keeping the family farm from bankruptcy. Things were a bit better now. His mother had found a hired hand that was reliable and able to lighten the load, which freed up the time Seymour needed to begin his education. Criminology had always been of particular interest to Seymour. Old Dragnet and Hawaii Five-0 reruns, CSI, and others had filled his young mind with images of busting down doors, high-speed chases and the 'collar'.
Ultimately he wanted to work with the FBI, CIA or GBI, but was happy just to have the part time job with the local library for now. Great job for a student, quiet, not much to do once the books were shelved and the tables and chairs straightened. He even managed to get a few hours every shift to work on his studies. Looking at his watch he mentally calculated how many hours he had before work and what he had to get done before then.
The balance of the class period lapsed without any further incidents. Seymour stood and stretched his frame, bending right then left and a couple toe touches for good measure just to get the kinks out. He stood six feet tall, was not overly muscular but toned, with sleek, well-defined muscles; his dad said he was ‘wiry’. Hours on the basketball and racquetball courts not to mention the unending hours on the farm slinging bales and pulling weeds helped to keep his physique in top form. This had not gone unnoticed by the young co-eds that blushed and giggled when they saw him coming down the hall. Girls had been a bit of an enigma for Seymour, sure he’d had a few girlfriends over the years but the commitment level required in most cases was more than he could give, so he, for the most part, just tried to ignore them.
He’d been raised with Southern gentleman values, respected women, tried to see them as an equal partner in all respects, academically, intellectually, and so on. This was not to say that he did not find the feminine form appealing, on the contrary, he had days when he could think of nothing else, however, he did find it odd that he often found himself thinking and daydreaming more about the instructors and administrative women rather than the young, nubile bimbets bouncing about campus. In either case, he generally kept his distance in an effort to focus on his studies, after all tuition was expensive and his funds were limited.
Seymour was a likable character and had plenty of friends of both sexes; he was quick on his feet with always something witty or insightful to say and didn’t mind poking fun, even if the finger was pointed directly at him. He knew when to have fun and when it was time to buckle down and get things done. The teachers had grown fond of Seymour in his short time at Valdosta University. The ladies often talked of his charming style and the tilted grin that sported a small dimple in his left cheek. Certainly he would be a catch for any of the young women on campus but they respected his choice to put school first, especially considering the challenges he’d overcome to get there.



CHAPTER THREE


Blanche was allowed a reprieve from working the late shift on her first day, so at 6:30 p.m. she gathered up her few personal items and left the stately building in anticipation of a quiet night curled up with her latest romance novel. The humidity wasn’t as thick as it had been at noon so there were couples taking advantage of the beauty of the day, walking with fingers interlaced or arms around one another with the occasionally wandering hand drifting lower to cup a rounded bottom. Blanche sighed as she watched the young lovers move about the downtown area, wishing she could find someone who was thoughtful, caring, but with a hunger to match her own. For now the daring young World War I pilot fighting to free the lustful French maiden from the hands of the barbarian Hun would have to fill the void. Walking away from her first day on the job she felt a sense of both relief and satisfaction.
“I think I’ll do okay here,” she thought, standing on the sidewalk looking up and down the street for the closest bus stop. “Screw it, I’ll walk and enjoy the evening as well, even if my pilot ace isn’t here to walk with me.” She turned on her heels and headed in what she hoped was the direction of Caroline’s establishment.
Finding herself in a section of town that could be perceived as unsavory, to say the least, was not what Blanche had bargained on. The sun was setting and a much rowdier crowd was filling the streets, headed for local bars and eateries. Her feet ached from the days work and the miles she’d walked, most likely in the wrong direction. With cell phone in hand, she remembered that her service would not be available until tomorrow at the earliest so she slipped it back into her purse just as an old, rusted out impala with dark windows slowed to almost a stop and cruised by her, very close to the curb.
“Lookie here now Missy!” floated over the breeze in a deep Southern drawl.
Blanche jumped; startled that someone was behind her. She turned to see an elderly black man sitting on his porch, a short stone throw away. “Excuse me, were you talking to me?”
“Yessiree, ya’ll oughtent be out here all by yosef. Bad things be happinin’ to a raght pertty little thing like ya’ll if’n ya ain’t careful,” the older fellow uttered, from his perch on the porch.
The exact dialog was lost on Blanche but the message was abundantly clear. “I’ve been looking for a taxi but haven’t had much luck.”
He chuckled and shook his head, “Ya ain’t gonna be findin’ any cabs dis pawt of town ta night.”
“Great, that’s just great,” she fumed, scuffing her soles on the rough concrete like she was five years old again. “You wouldn’t happen to have a phone would you?”
“We sho nough got a phone, but ain’t had no powah to it fer some time now. My boy, Jasper, could hep ya with a lift. Where ya’ll be needin’ ta go?” he said, waving his hand and motioning Blanche up onto the porch.
Blanche could feel her anxiety level rising like mercury in a thermometer on a hot day. Wishing not to be impolite, she slowly started to decline, moving her head side to side, when she noted that the Impala had flipped around at the end of the street and was now pulling to a slow stop, engine idling.
“Well, you know what, maybe I’ll take you up on that offer if it’s not too much trouble,” she said, making her way quickly up the sidewalk to the relative safety of the porch.
“You sho is a pertty little thing missy, what be yo name?” the dark skinned gentleman said, extending his bony hand and baring his large yellow, coffee stained teeth.
“Delaney, I mean, Blanche, Blanche Delaney,” takes his hand in hers surprised by the power in his grip.
“Pleasure to be meetin’ ya Miss Delaney, I’d be Rufus and my boy Jasper could sho nough get ya home. Ya cum on in now, ya hear.” He pulled the rickety screen door open and ushered Blanche into the dimly lit living room.
Stepping into the tidy space, an aroma reached her delicate nostrils, not unpleasant, but also not definable. Rufus pointed to a couch with a large afghan thrown over the back, leaned into the doorway of the kitchen and hollered down the stairwell.
“Jasper, Jasper, listen up boy! Cum on up here. Got a job fo ya.”
Moments later, the unmistakable sound of someone lumbering up a flight of stairs, then a giant of a man filled the frame of the doorway, dwarfing his father.
“What you need pops?” Jasper boomed, his deep voice reverberating in Blanche's chest.
Reflexively she moved her hand, lightly pressing the area just above her cleavage. The motion drew Jaspers eyes to meet Blanche’s, and then dropped to the exposed tanned flesh, her breathing accelerated.
“Jasper, dis here is Miss Delaney. She be a bit lost and needin’ a ride to her place. Ya do that for us, ya hear.”
“Miss Delaney,” Jasper nodded his large head in her direction, Blanche responded with a nod of her own, pulling the top of her shirt together in the process.
Her breath continued to come in quick intakes, her head very light now; she reached for the arm of the couch and plopped down on the seat.
“Ya okay, dere little missy?” Rufus said, moving quickly to her side.
“No, I mean yes, I’ll be fine just feeling a bit light headed. Could I trouble you for a glass of water?” Jasper moved from the doorway and she could hear water running in the adjacent room.
“There you go, sorry if I scared you, coming in the room like that,” Jasper said.
“No, no, just the long walk, the heat and the humidity. Guess I’m not quite used to it yet,” she said, drinking the water down quickly.
Blanche suddenly came to the realization that the position of the trio was somewhat ‘uncomfortable’. She on the couch, Rufus standing at her side with the arm of the couch between them and the hulking Jasper standing directly in front of Blanche, her head at the level of his crotch. He stood at least 6’5” and was covered from head to toe in a fine mist of sweat, his muscles large, stretching his skin to a fine sheen. He wore only a very small, very tight pair of shorts that were struggling to contain all of him. She’d read about women getting trapped in these very circumstances and how stupid they were.
“That’s not what a real woman would do,” she had said a hundred times, yet here she was in a home alone with two men, strangers, in a strange place and totally at their mercy. Jasper sensed her uneasiness and took a few steps back and sat on an opposing chair.
“Thank goodness,” she thought, pulling the hanky from her purse and wiping her neck.
“Where is it I can take you?” Jasper said, not taking his eyes off her shapely form.
The color in her cheeks began to recover and her breathing slowed. Rufus’ demeanor was very non-threatening and within minutes she began to calm down and her breathing normalized.
“I’m staying at Caroline’s Bed and Breakfast, are you familiar with it?”
Jasper lowered his gaze to the carpet and shook his head, then looking back into Blanche’s face asked, “Is that over on Jackson Street, got a big porch and flies a Confederate Flag in the front?”
“That’s it, you know how to get there?” she replied, a spark of hope in her voice.
“Yeah, that’s not too far, only take us a couple minutes to get you there,” the bodybuilder said.
Relief must have shown on her face.
“Ya’ll was lookin’ a might worried there missy. We’uns don’t mean ya no harm. Ya ain’t used to bein’ round black folk?” Rufus inquired, gently patting her on the arm.
“No, it’s not that, just been a long day and I’d like to get back to my room. This is so very kind of you to offer me a ride.”
“Pops, I’ll go get the truck and bring it ‘round to the front, if you’ll help her out I’ll take her home.” Jasper stood, again startling Blanche with his obvious strength and brawn.
She couldn’t help finding him attractive, etched features, chiseled — thick muscles, and a ‘carved from stone’ buttocks that shifted as she watched him walk away, the color in her cheeks rising as he left the room. A moment later she could hear a vehicle roaring to life.
“Sounds like he be riddy ta go.” Rufus took her elbow, helping her to her feet and moving toward the front door.
There was that smell again, she looked about trying to place the source but could not. Through the screen and back onto the porch she could see a small, yellow Datsun truck pulled alongside the curb.
She couldn’t help but laugh, “I’m sorry, really, I am sorry. Just Jasper in that tiny truck makes it look like a matchbox car.”
Rufus looked in the direction of her pointing finger, “Oh, he get dat a lot. Pertty big boy fer such a small truck. He’s a good un though, driva dat is.”
Jasper waved a hand, motioning her to the car. On his way to the Datsun he’d taken the time to put on a shirt, to Blanche’s relief. He motioned her around to the passenger door, reaching across to open the door without having to get out. Blanche couldn’t believe that someone so large and bulky could fit into such a confined space. His knees touched the dash and the top of his head grazed the roof of the tiny truck. She bent down to see how she might get in, not wanting to catch her clothing on anything or reveal too much.
Blanche turned facing away from the truck, ran both hands over the back of her skirt, pulling it tight against her fanny, and with the same motion lowered her behind into the seat, pivoting to draw her legs into the cab, being careful not to bang her knees on the frame.
“Ya in?” he asked, and without waiting for an answer, reached across the front of the nervous librarian, grabbed the door handle and pulled it closed with a slam.
Jasper gave her a reassuring nod, extended his left leg, pressed the clutch to the floor, grasped the gearshift knob and thrust it into first gear. Releasing the tension on the clutch and applying the opposite amount of pressure on the gas pedal the little truck pulled away from the curb and rumbled down the street.
“You new to Georgia?” Jasper asked.
“Yeah, only been here a couple of days, just started a new job at the library.”
“You, a librarian, fine looking woman like you? Shoot, wished we’d a had a school librarian nice to look at as you.”
Blanche tightened her grip on the door handle and replied, “Uh thanks, you sure you know where this place is?”
“Sure nough, drive by it all the time on the way to work over in that new housing development, swing a hammer for a living,” he said, as he smoothly shifted the gear box up and accelerated.
In an attempt to keep the conversation light and her mind at ease, Blanche asked, “You read much?”
“Nah, not really, like to read but hard to find the time. Ya know, with work, chasing girls and working out, I have a hard time finding time to do much of anything else. In fact, I was working out when you showed up, try to get at least a couple hours in a day.”
“That’s quite a commitment,” she assessed.
“Tell me about it, would like to be Mr. Universe one day,” and he laughed. “Seriously, would like to try, but got to git bigger to go up against them boys. I’ll be competing in a little event, Mr. Muscle, in a few weeks, you should come,” he said, letting his eyes drift from the road long enough to take in her bosom one more time. “Would be nice to have a beautiful lady, like yourself, rooting for me.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” she said, knowing in the back of her mind she could never see herself at such an event, however, that was the old Blanche.
Thankfully, the chauffeured ride took less time than Blanche had anticipated, and she let loose a noticeable sigh of relief when he pulled in front of Caroline’s.
“There you go, safe and sound,” he said, smiling broadly, a twinkle in his eye.
“Well, Jasper, I just don’t know how to thank you enough. Don’t know what I would have done without you and your dad’s help. It’s certainly much appreciated.”
Jasper bent over to the right as she exited the car framing his face in the car window as she closed it behind her.
“Know how you can repay me?” Jasper said, winking at Blanche as she stooped to say goodbye.
“How’s that?” she replied.
“Come watch me at the competition in a couple weeks,” still grinning ear to ear.
“Well,” she hesitated, “can’t say for sure but I will try.” But she was quick to add, “No promises though.”
Jasper clapped and rubbed his hands together, “That’s good enough for me. I’ll drop by with the details later, now that I know where to find you.”
With that, Blanche offered a wave of her hand and turned to face the B amp;B. Behind her she heard the Datsun’s engine rev and thought she heard Jasper exclaim as he pulled away, “Hot damn!”
“Oh my gosh! What have I done?” she said aloud.
Then it hit her, “Pot”, that was the smell she’d noted at Rufus’s.
“Just great!” she thought, “I’ve just led a steroid pumping, pot smoking, boob crazed, Neanderthal right to my front door.”
Even as one side of her was cursing the turn of events the other side was somewhat intrigued by her newfound ‘friend’, and a wry smile curled across her lips as she ascended Caroline’s steps.



CHAPTER FOUR


The next few days passed quickly, her library responsibilities well in hand, she was able to relax and settle in not only to ‘home’ and work but the community at large. Blanche was learning to love the area and the people, so gentle, kind hearted and the pace of life in general was just so easy going. It didn’t seem that anyone was ever in much of a hurry unless it was the ‘Clueless Wonder’ sharing the bathroom with her on the second floor. Without fail, every morning just as it was her turn for the facility, he would charge down the hall, shaving kit, towel and magazine in hand, rushing into the loo and setting up camp for the next 45 minutes. Blanche had taken to showering at night and wearing her hair up to work so she didn’t have to worry about the time it would take in the morning.
Standing in front of the mirror, Blanche ran her fingers through her strawberry-blonde mane, gently working out the snarls. In no time, the brush slid easily from root to tip. Winding a red, silk scarf among the threads of her hair she quickly manipulated her locks into an impressive updo. Satisfied with her handiwork, she inspected her five and a half foot frame in the long mirror. Freckles, lightly sprinkled across her nose, highlighted her beautiful face and soft complexion. Tan lines strategically marked her most delicate features. Miles across the desert floor were visible in every line, sinew and muscle insertion from her ankles to lower back. She held her shoulders square, trying always to follow the advice of her mother, “Don’t slouch dear, no need to hide what God gave you.” Over the years Blanche had taken special precautions to keep her back muscles in top form. Images of her breasts hanging to her waist had been the source of great motivation and she daily stretched, lifted weights and did push-ups in an attempt to deny gravity the win.
No doubt Blanche was a remarkably beautiful woman but her most striking feature was her eyes. They were absolutely crystal blue, like glacier water reflecting sunlight, changing color relative to her surroundings. An overly large iris diameter and wide lid fissure presented these sapphire gems for the world to behold. It was not unusual for complete strangers to stop Blanche and ask where she got her contacts, commenting on how beautiful they were.
“No way!” was often the response when Blanche indicated that they were all natural, and that went for all of her as questioning eyes were often drawn to her bustline as well.
With so much going for Blanche she still found it difficult to believe that men found her attractive. There was always something lacking perfection that drew her self-confidence and assurance askew. She was happy with who she was and what she looked like but had no intention of flaunting herself for anyone's benefit.
Satisfied that all was in order for another day of work she put on her most conservative, bust reducing bra, beige slacks and modest cotton blouse and headed down the stairs for breakfast with her host and other guests.
“Good morning dear, did you sleep well?” Ms. Carmichael greeted her as she moved between the kitchen and dining area as if on roller skates. “I trust you are finding the accommodations to your liking.”
“The room is fine, Ms. Carmichael, the bed is actually really cozy and the pillows must be down. Is that right?” Blanche questioned, trying to keep the conversation going.
“Why yes they are. Not many guests mention that, so nice of you to notice. I’ve always tried to provide only the very best you know. What would you like this morning? Got some grits a cookin’ if you like or there’s fresh fruit and yogurt on the table.”
“I’ll be fine with the fruit, thank you.”
A handful of guests were huddled around the table each with a newspaper in hand and talking back and forth, apparently about a particular article that had caught their attention.
“Can you imagine waking up like that?” Mrs. Muir said, sipping her coffee and pointing to a picture and article on the front page of the Valdosta Daily Times.
”She must have crapped herself,” ‘Mr. Wonder’ eloquently pronounced. “Really must have been an eye opener for sure,” he continued.
“What’s going on?” Blanche questioned.
“You haven’t heard?” Mrs. Muir inquired.
“No, what’s up?”
“Well, you won’t believe this but the headline this morning is about some nut job that snuck into this ladies house,” pointing at the cover picture, “put on her undergarments while she was asleep then took a picture of himself and left it on the pillow next to her. Is that creepy or what? Just gives me the heebie-jeebies.”
“Now Mrs. Muir, don’t go scaring Ms. Delaney, after all she’s single as well,” cautioned Caroline.
“Guy must have balls of steel,” concluded ‘Clueless’, “He’s just asking to get caught leaving behind a picture and all. Bet the police have him by the end of the day.”
“You certainly have more confidence in the constabulary than most of the locals,” Caroline asserted.
Blanche took a seat and pulled a copy of the Times within range for her inspection. Sure enough, there on the cover was a picture of Mrs. Thelma Riddle of Valdosta, GA holding a picture of some guy with his face obscured, wearing a pair of her panties and bra, standing in a bedroom with a sleeping Thelma in the background. He’d obviously not used a flash in an attempt not to awaken the slumbering woman but the quality was good enough to make out what was going on. Between bites of fruit and gulps of juice Blanche read the police report describing the scene upon their arrival in the early morning hours.
They had been called, responding to a hysterical woman’s 911 report of a home invasion on Cat Creek Road. Two squad cars had arrived at approximately 5:30 a.m. to find Mrs. Riddle on the front step, shotgun lying loosely across her lap, head in her hands apparently sobbing. The officers led Mrs. Riddle to one of their units, assured her of her safety, and then entered the premises. They found nothing out of the ordinary, no indication of a break and enter. Locks all appeared to be intact, windows all closed with no breakage and no sign of forced entry.
Once the scene was secure they interviewed Thelma who reported, “I always have to get up about four or five o’clock to go pee but this morning when I went back to bed there was this picture on my pillow.”
The officers reported that she was still shaking from the ordeal and would be staying with friends for the next few days. The paper went on to detail that nothing in the home appeared to be tampered with other than a few of her drawers and clothing. How the perpetrator managed to gain entrance to the home was still under investigation but they believed a door may have been left unlocked. No further information was available at the time the paper was published.
The small talk continued another 15 minutes before the guests got up to begin their day.
Caroline hurried into the room. “Listen ya’ll,” she said, in her best Southern accent. “We’ll be welcoming a young couple later today celebrating their wedding and spending a few days of their honeymoon with us. I’d sure appreciate it if ya’ll would be extra nice to them while they’re here.”
Blanche tossed in a cheerful, “Sure,” as she sidestepped ‘Clueless’, controlling the urge to plant an elbow in his ribs; then skipped up the stairs to brush her teeth, grab her umbrella and head to the bus stop.
Tonight would be her first late shift and she wanted to get a few things done before having to check in at the library by noon.
Over the past couple days she’d spent her spare time looking through the paper and online at condo listings hoping to find something small, affordable and now more than ever, safe! Blanche was quite pleased with the modest nest egg resting in her Georgia Trust Bank Account. Not enough for anything extravagant by any means but nonetheless would hold her over in an emergency or make a nice little down payment on a small home or condo. The idea of a condo was appealing, no maintenance, no yard to mow and neighbors close by. From prior experience Blanche had learned that having neighbors nearby could be a double-edged sword. There’s always the jerk with the music too loud, the parties too often, the shirts unbuttoned to the navel with the gold chains and beer gut.
Blanche had often thought to herself when confronted with these brutes, “Are there really women out there that find you attractive, and if there are then God help us.”
Her last residence in Arizona had been a condo unlike any other she’d lived in before. The people were respectful, hard working, quiet and for the most part stayed to themselves, but were always pleasant when opportunities for interaction arose. On the other hand, she had lived in units where everyone knew or wanted to know everyone else’s business with a peeping tom thrown in for good measure. The last thing she wanted to do here in Valdosta was buy something before knowing all the facts. Like she’d heard a hundred times, location, location, location and being new to town she needed some help.
On this particular morning she had made an appointment with Beverly Davis of Southern States Realty. Her ad had been prominently displayed along with many others in the local paper but there was something about her smile that prompted Blanche to phone her. A five-minute conversation left Blanche with the following observations; Beverly was Southern, through and through, with a thick accent and an immediate distrust of Yankees. She was quite pleased to see that her latest client was from the West and not a Northerner. The realtor was anything but soft spoken, their conversation could have been heard at least one county over and Ms. Davis’ laugh began at her toes and worked up volume as it traveled upward. Blanche was pleased to discover that Beverly was a seasoned professional, appeared to know the area well and had the time to show her the town.
The meeting was scheduled at 10:00 a.m. with the office located not far from the library. Blanche arrived a few minutes early to make a positive impression and sat in the waiting room while the receptionist called Ms. Davis.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass if Harvey says that property line is wrong or not, we had a surveyor out there last week to confirm that he’s squatin’ on my client’s property and he better get his act together or we’ll move our litigation forward!” A woman’s voice echoed down the narrow hallway promptly followed by a phone being slammed down on a cradle.
“What is it?” again from the back room as the receptionist made contact with the unmistakable Beverly in the rear office.
“Your ten o'clock is here.”
Then a more subdued voice, “I’ll be right out."
A moment later a woman who appeared to be in her late forties, short and thick, came walking briskly down the hallway, black curly locks swaying from side to side and the distinct sound of nylon on nylon with each advancing step.
“Well I’ll be, lookie here, you must be Ms. Delaney all the way from Arizona,” she said, extending her warm little hand, taking Blanche’s in a wrestler’s grip and pumping it up and down. “If you aren’t the prettiest little thing I’ve seen in some time. Men back home must be havin’ fits, losin’ one of the good en’s.”
It didn’t take Blanche long to recognize that the picture from the paper must have been at least 15 years and 50 lbs ago but she couldn’t help but like Beverly.
Ms. Beverly Davis, formerly Mrs. Beverly Davis Newton Marshall, had married her high school sweetheart, then 18, resulting in two children now grown and on their own, both living in Atlanta or “Hotlanta” as they liked to tell her. A few years back, in an effort to reduce and simplify her life, she had dropped the Newton and Marshall from her name and went back to her maiden name, Davis. Beverly had never been much of the motherly type, and really not much of the ‘loving wife type’ either. Thus her first marriage ended in a mutual parting of the way with no money, assets or property to dispute. Both sides were quite sure they didn’t want exclusive custody so joint custody was easily negotiated and the next 13 years were spent bouncing the kids back and forth a few weeks at a time.
Beverly had tried her hand at marriage a second time a few years back. Married a wealthy landowner from Charleston, with a love of bacon and all things deep-fried, that suffered a massive heart attack two years into the marriage resulting in his death. The past eight years had been spent fighting his estranged son over the estate, and just recently had signed the final documents entitling her to 50 % of the assets after the complete liquidation of the estate. Her lawyer estimated this would come to a cool 36 million once the legal firm got their cut.
She had started this journey an attractive businesswoman, eager to advance her position and anxious to help the buyers who trusted her expertise. Her journey, now ten years after her second marriage, much heavier, cynical and untrusting of people in general but still eager to please and she put on a good show. It didn’t take long for Blanche to learn all this and more about Ms. Davis as they cruised the streets of Valdosta looking over the neighborhoods and condo complexes.
By the end of the two hours Blanche was no closer to being a homeowner than she was prior to their meeting, but she had forged almost an instant bond with a woman who was funny, insightful and as her dad would have said, “full of piss and vinegar.” Beverly pulled her BMW coupe in front of the library, dug through her purse for a business card, extracted one and handed it to her client.
“I’ll do some searching and let you know what I find. I think I have a pretty good idea of what you want and need. I have to tell you though, I had the best time today and I’m not just saying that. Didn’t know the gals from the Wild West were so fun.”
“I’ll take that as a complement,” Blanche said, offering her hand in a warm embrace while exiting the car.
“So should I just wait to hear from you or what?”
“I think we should get together again in the next few days, if not to look at condo’s, I’d like to trash talk men again for a few hours,” Beverly said, with a laugh that made her jiggle all over.
“Sounds good Beverly, I’ll wait for your call.”
Beverly didn’t pull away from the curb until she saw Blanche enter the building. “Now that woman has got a nice can,” she said, as she thumbed through her Day-Timer looking for what she might do to fill the balance of her day. “Nothing for a couple hours, Dunkin Donuts here we come,” she thought, cranking up the tunes and engaging the autopilot in her head that knew exactly how to get to the closest donut shop.
Working in a library requires a certain skill set that only few possess and even fewer excel at, Blanche was one of the latter. There were hours of mind numbing boredom followed by intermittent periods of hustle requiring organizational skills and the ability to compartmentalize the tasks at hand. The trick was being able to juggle the two components without losing your mind. Keeping your mind active and alert was the secret and Blanche was a professional at this game. She knew that when it got boring the tendency was to become complacent, lazy and unsatisfied with the work and the job.
She had a theory, ‘that’s why librarians are supposed to be bitter, sour faced old-maids with nothing better to do than hush patrons and shelve books.’ Blanche on the other hand was determined to break out of the stereotype and avoid being cast in that lot. On days that were busy she sorted the work that needed to be done into various slots in her mind then in baskets that she fashioned out of shoeboxes she’d scrounged from the B amp;B.
It kind of worked like a triage center in a hospital, at times even picturing herself on the front lines of a M*A*S*H unit whisking patients from the choppers to the waiting area, surgical tent or morgue as the circumstances dictated. Books, video tapes and CD’s were certainly no match for blood and guts but in her mind's eye to maintain her sanity she played out these little comparisons throughout the day. Items that required her immediate attention were put into a basket labeled ‘Now’, those that could wait until later in the day were in ‘Night’, and those that were saved for the mind-numbing days were in ‘Never’.
Mrs. Anderson didn’t wholly appreciate the system and did not sign on to participate but she could see that it worked for Blanche so she let her do her own thing as long as the work was getting done and the library ran efficiently. Ester was impressed with the devotion that her new helper brought to the job and enjoyed the time she could now dedicate to the regional museum.
Arriving at noon the library had already been open for a few hours and there were people scattered about the library, some reading, some dozing and others having quiet conversations over tables or with chairs pulled close together in out of the way places. Blanche generally liked to take a look around to see who was where and what was going on before she set herself to completing the desk related items that demanded her attention. She could tell this was going to be a ‘pull out the Never box’ kind of day so she quickly took care of the few items that were pressing and reached for the ‘Never’ box.
“Nope,” she thought, “don’t have the stamina to even look at this stuff right now.” Blanche pushed the box back into its place, hopped down from her chair and made one more swing through the library looking for rule breakers, which weren't unusual. After all, she’d worked in some pretty big libraries in very large urban centers and just when she thought she had seen it all someone or something else would surprise her. Finding ‘things’ in books were commonplace and they ranged anywhere from graffiti in the margins to porn pictures put into children’s books, to marijuana cigarettes crushed between the pages of a literary masterpiece. Every book that came into the library now had to be thumbed through to find such nuisances.
It hadn’t always been this way but she could see the respect for things she held so dear being devalued and diminished. In the bigger centers the libraries had to install security cameras in an attempt to discourage some of the behavior that was becoming all too common. With the advent and rise in the use of the Internet, libraries had been forced to install computers for research purposes and as a service to the public. Most used them with decency and respect but there will always be some that want to ruin a good thing for everyone. Keeping pornography and viruses cleaned from the systems was almost a full time job, however, in Valdosta Blanche had not run into such a problem, at least not yet.
In her last position on the campus of a university known for its hard partying, Blanche had been more than a little shocked to see students engaged in sexual acts right in the library or on the internet with their webcams rolling. She was happy to put such behavior behind her and her experience in this Southern library had proven to be a piece of cake in comparison. That was not to say that she was any less determined to remain vigilant. The final thing, which she found to be perhaps the most disgusting, was the inability for some to make it to the washrooms to relieve their bodily functions. She wasn’t sure if it was lack of control or just the odds that there are opportunistic weirdoes out there that will try at every turn to get their jollies in one way or the other.
Satisfied that there was nothing going on but a little handy-holdy throughout the library she negotiated the large, heavily laden shelves and arrived at the bathrooms for a quick inspection. Stepping into the ladies room she was greeted with the appearance of a man in coveralls kneeling on the floor looking under one of the stall doors. He didn’t appear to be doing anything other than cranking his neck to get a better view.
“Hmmm,” pretending to clear her throat, “Can I help you?”
“Yeah, could you? Would you hand me a flashlight?” the little character said, without moving from his position on the floor.
“I most certainly will not!” she said, with a rising tone in her voice.
“Why not, it’s right over there in my box by the wall.”
“Excuse me, is there anyone in that stall?” she inquired.
“Heavens no, I’m just here all by my lonesome but I could sure use that flashlight,” he indicated again pointing to the box.
“Do you mind telling me just what the hell it is you’re doing in here? This is the ladies restroom after all.” She could feel her cheeks turning redder by the minute.
“You show me yours and I’ll show you mine,” he snickered and paused before saying, “Just joking you. I’m Marcus the custodian round here, and you are?”
“I’m Blanche, that is, Blanche Delaney, I’m the new librarian.”
“Oh, I heard we was getting someone new, pleased to meet you. Would love to see you face to face and shake your hand but I got to take care of this before I get up.”
“Just what is it you’re doing in here?” she questioned.
“Well, you see, there was a report of an increase in water bugs and roaches in this here bathroom and I think I found the nest but I can’t quite be sure, too dark.”
Blanche was already moving to the toolbox in search of the flashlight as soon as she heard the word ‘roaches’.
“Here it is," handing it over his shoulder and placing it into his hand.
“Thanks, yup sure enough, there it is, little buggers been going in and out right there,” he exclaimed, clicking the flashlight off and getting to his feet.
Mr. Marcus was a tiny little guy. He must not have been much bigger than 5’ 4” and certainly no more than 120 lbs soaking wet. She searched for a word to describe him in her mind and all she could come up with was ‘cute’. Yes, he was probably 50 years old with a receding hairline, a face that was deeply tanned and grooved, his nose and ears were showing those middle aged signs of continued growth. Blanche made a mental note: ‘find out if only a man’s cartilage continues to grow until death or if women are equally affected,’ and she filed it in her mental ‘Night’ box. He was wearing a pair of coveralls that covered him from neck to ankles and then a bit more, with a patch above the pocket on his right side that said, ‘Marcus’.
She knew instantly without the least bit of hesitation that Marcus was a man who could be trusted. He met her inquisitive gaze with his own and saw within her blue eyes a spark of recognition and acceptance.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, um, ah, I’m sorry, was it Barbara?” he stammered.
“No, it’s my pleasure and it’s Blanche,” she said, with a broad smile on her face, not really understanding what it was about him that made her feel so good.
His smile was liberating and she felt like they’d been friends for years.
“Most round here call me Mr. Marcus, but I’ll answer to just about anything. You need to use the facility? I can wait a few minutes and guard the door fer ya,” he said, moving toward the entrance.
“Oh, no, not at all. I was just looking to make sure things were in order and I can see that you have this totally under control. So you just do whatever you do and I’ll leave you to it,” she said, once again unable to explain why it was that being in his presence almost made her feel euphoric.
“I shouldn’t be too long; maybe I should put a sign out or something ‘til I’m done.”
“I think that would be appropriate.” She backed to the door, gave a quick wave and headed to the Sciences — Anatomy book section of the library.
Six o’clock came quickly with the triage boxes empty including the ‘Never’ stuff, leaving Blanche to do what she loved most about working in a library, the ability to read. While at work she avoided her true favorite genre, the adventure romance, but she loved to learn new things so she explored a different section at every opportunity. Today Blanche had picked up a couple of books on real estate in hopes of learning some tricks before making a purchase. Before settling in for the last few hours of her shift, which she expected to be quieter than during the day, she said goodnight to the balance of the staff as they exited the building.
The teenagers were always happy when their volunteer hours were completed and Ester and Marcus departed at the same time, stopping at the desk to exchange pleasantries before leaving for the night.
“Well, I guess it’s just me and you tonight,” she said, looking at the books she had rounded up and placed on the desk. Flipping to page one she began to read.
Outside, Jared, one of the teen volunteers, was unchaining his bike from the rack when he saw Seymour running down the street toward the library.
“Yo Seymour, what’s up man?” the cheerful Jared shouted.
“Hey Jared, I’m late for work, Ester’s gonna be pissed,” Seymour managed to get out, taking in big gulps of air.
“Don’t sweat it, Mrs. Anderson’s gone for the night already. The new librarian is calling the shots tonight. You haven’t met her yet?”
“No, guess this is my first shift with her,” Seymour responded.
“You really ain’t seen Ms. Blanche Double D, dude?”
“Show some respect man, she’s my boss,” he said, tilting his head and raising a brow.
“No, dude, those are really her initials. We’ve been calling her that all week, at least the guys in the back and not to her face. She is built, but tries to hide it with her ‘librarian’ clothes,” the younger man excitedly declared.
“Ok, ok, I get the picture. Is she nice and all that?” Seymour further inquired.
“Yeah, she’s great, eats lunch with us and is real anxious to make a good impression. Maybe you could score a few brownie points with her, if you know what I mean,” Jared said.
“Not if I’m late on my first day, I’m not,” and with the exchange over he bounded up the steps and through the front door of the library.
Sitting on a chair that lifted her torso above the height of the desk was the most beautiful woman Seymour had ever seen. She was obviously engrossed in what she was looking at and didn’t even bother to acknowledge his entrance through the doors. Her head was tipped down, both hands on either side of her head covering her ears only moving one periodically to turn the page, returning her hand to her head. He dared not interrupt her as she seemed so picturesque and was so pleasing to look at. He moved closer in an effort to get a better view. With her head down, the angle provided a bird’s eye view down her blouse. He couldn’t help but blush getting such a view without her even knowing it, at least until she lifted her eyes and noted him taking in the sights.
“Like what you see?” she said with a hint of sarcasm.
“Oh, I’m sorry, didn’t want to disturb you. Looked like you were deep in thought.”
“Uh huh,” she replied straightening herself up and pulling the top of her blouse together. “Can I help you with something?”
“No, I mean yeah, I think you’re my new boss.”
“You must be Seymour then,” she surmised, reaching her hand across the desk to take his in a firm shake.
In doing so the scent of her perfume wafted across the distance between them and filled Seymour’s nostrils with the aroma of what he could not identify, other than to note that it must have been heaven sent. Her hand was soft, smooth, petite, but with strength he had not expected. He stood mesmerized, holding her hand and staring directly into her hypnotic blue eyes.
“Well, ok then, I think that will do for introductions," she said, having to wrench her hand from his. "I’m Ms. Delaney but you can call me Blanche, as long as we don’t have patrons around.”
She had to admit inwardly that she loved it when she had this effect on men, mostly seemed to be the young ones, as the older men always tried to play it cool, like they really knew the score, even though most were clueless.
“So, what’s on the agenda for the evening. Should I just do the normal stuff?” Seymour asked.
“Well, Seymour, I guess that depends on what the ‘normal stuff’ is?” she said, smiling at the young man and trying to make him feel at ease.
“Mrs. Anderson usually has me tidy the place up, you know, take the books off the tables and shelve them. Put the newspapers away and throw away any garbage that might be left behind from the day and stuff like that. Then before we close I need to run the vacuum around to make sure the carpets look good for tomorrow morning,” he said, pointing to the areas that were carpeted.
“That sounds like a good start. Yeah, go ahead and do your thing and let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. There are still a few visitors over there (pointing), so try not to disturb them,” Blanche said.
“All right, I’ll get started, was really nice to meet you and I’m looking forward to having you,” he said, tripping over his tongue. “Having you to look at. Oh crap! That’s not what I meant either. What I’m trying to say is, I’m really looking forward to getting to know you and working with you. Thanks for being so understanding about me being a few minutes late,” he finally managed to get out.
“Late, were you late? Hadn’t noticed, please try to be prompt if you want to stay in my good books. Got that young man?” she jokingly said, pointing a delicate finger at him.
“Yes ma’am, I mean no ma’am you won’t see me coming in late again, thanks,” Seymour said, turning and tripping on the edge of the carpet propelling him into a bookshelf almost toppling it over. “Whew, that was a close call,” he said, looking back over his shoulder to see the blonde beauty back at her book studying intently.
“Well, I’m sure that little episode left quite an impression with her,” he thought, making himself busy with the evenings chores. He did note that she kept a close eye on him throughout the evening. “Must be one of those micro manager types,” he said to himself, each time he passed the desk and she looked up to see what he was up to. Always had a smile on her face though as if not seeing him but seeing through him, seemed kind of weird.
For Blanche, the day had been nicer than expected. She had made some new friends in Beverly and Marcus, and this new guy, Seymour, kind of intrigued her. He was too young to amount to anything romantic, but what a polite, pleasant young man. Couldn’t be any cuter; strong hands, and she’d paid special attention to his forearms when he’d clutched her hand in his.
“Must work out or do a lot of lifting to have forearms so built,” she’d thought. "Might not be so bad to have some ‘eye candy’ to help pass the hours on the quiet night shifts."
“Ten o’clock already?” Seymour asked, as he saw Blanche rounding up her things and getting her umbrella from the back room.
“Have you done a walk through to make sure everyone is out of the library?” Blanche asked.
“Yup, last ones left about 30 minutes ago, couple a kids that were making out behind the mystery section. So we should be good to lock ‘er up.”
“Great, let’s get the lights and go home,” she said.
Seymour walked Blanche to the bus stop, his heart in his throat the whole time and his feet gliding a foot above the ground. Blanche’s bus arrived before his, so they exchanged goodbyes and then their eyes met again, not unusually long but long enough to know that there was more to the look than just the usual farewell. Then she was gone.



CHAPTER FIVE


Latex covered hands assorted the pictures on the desk before him, he arranged them first by content then, changing his mind, put them in order of preference. Taking his time to look over each image carefully, appreciating the nuances of each grainy photo.
“Wish I could have used a flash, at least on the ones in the bedroom,” he thought, reflecting back on the exhilaration he’d felt as he’d taken pictures of his ‘victim’, so still, so unsuspecting and totally at his mercy.
The pictures taken in the living room were much better, he’d felt safe enough to turn on a small lamp so the picture quality was significantly enhanced, however, he kept going back to the lower quality, dimmer images taken of Thelma. On a pad to his right he carefully wrote under a header he had already scrawled and underlined across the top that read:

Next Outing
extra Polaroid film and camera (disable flash)
small digital camera (check batteries)
thin nylon rope
hunting knife — sharpen
gloves (no powder)
new socks
cloth and alcohol
backpack (electrical tape over metal)

He sat back in his chair, tapping the side of his jaw with the pencil, “What else, what else?” he said, closing his eyes and trying to imagine what was missing from the first ‘outing’.
He hadn’t thought he would enjoy it as much as he did, the excitement of being in someone's home had always been a thrill but being there while they slept was ‘magical’. Beyond that, taking their picture seemed so much more invasive, exponentially more personal than merely stealing a few valuable items, getting in and out as quickly as possible.
Last night had gone better than he had planned but looking back he knew he could improve. The information he had received had been valuable, the layout of the house was exact, the area dark and quiet, door had been unlocked — no need to use the key they had provided, no dogs or children. He hated little unexpected surprises in this line of work, but he was always prepared for such emergencies or at least he thought he was.
He’d made a career as a burglar all over Southern Georgia and had managed to avoid capture thus far, and had no intention of spending any time behind bars in the near future. Always waiting for one big score, a valuable diamond, a gold brick, anything that would bring big bucks. Who would have known that his big score would involve putting on women’s underwear in the dead of night then taking pictures of himself as he went. He’d been instructed only to take the one picture to be left behind on the pillow but once he got started he kind of got carried away.
Putting on the clothing was, at first, odd and uncomfortable but doable; it was the taking of the pictures that he had not expected to give him such a rush. Looking back at the images splayed before him he reached for his favorite, very grainy but still enough in focus to make out what was captured. He stood very close to the bed, hovering over Thelma, wearing a black bra with white lace trim, matching panties, his face very close to hers with his tongue extended, almost touching the tip of her nose.
“She would've shit a brick if I’d left that one on her pillow,” he said aloud, laughing to himself, then more raucously.



CHAPTER SIX


The short walk from the bus stop gave Blanche time to put the day’s events into perspective, she enjoyed the light breeze, the old homes lining the street and the sight and sound of fireflies breaking the darkness before her. Arriving at Caroline’s well after everyone else had gone to bed, Blanche entered quietly, slipping her shoes off at the doorway, and tiptoed up the stairs to her room. Squinting, she rummaged through her purse and finding the old skeleton key aimed it at the lock, when a hand lightly squeezed her shoulder. The key dropped to the floor, ping, ping, ping, as it danced across the wood, Blanche shrieked, pulling her purse to her chest and spinning in the same moment, pressing her back firmly against the door jam.
“Ms. Carmichael, you ‘bout gave me a heart attack!”
“Sorry deary, but I wanted to let you know that you have new neighbors. The newlyweds were across the hall but they wanted a room with a view so I had to move them next to you. Hope you don’t mind,” she whispered.
“Mind? Why should I mind?” Blanche replied in a hushed tone, her heart still thumping in her chest.
“Oh, I don’t know but I didn't’ want you to be upset with me.”
“Don’t worry about it, I’m sure it will be just fine. Can you see my key anywhere?”
Both looked to the floor and the shadows cast by the dim hallway lamp.
“Here it is,” Caroline said, after only a few seconds of looking.
“Thanks, guess I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Yes, seven sharp, don’t forget.”
“How could I?” the tired librarian whispered to herself, as she opened the door and stepped inside, gently closing it behind her.
Washing her face was a nighttime ritual that she both loved and hated; loved the feeling of having a fresh clean face, free from makeup and the oils that inevitably cover one’s skin by the end of the day, but hating the few minutes it took, especially after a full day. Pulling her hair back and wrapping the knitted bandana around her forehead and ears, she grabbed the cleanser with her left, cotton ball with her right and began the process of removing her makeup. The bandana, although not stylish, was a girl’s best friend when it came to this process. Holly had made it for Blanche as a going away gift, hoping it would make her think of her best friend each night before bed. It had worked.
Blanche reflected on the past few days, realizing she had not even taken the time to call, only a few hurried texts had been sent and received.
“I must remember to call her tomorrow,” Blanche thought, reaching for her phone and putting a reminder into the notes.
The job finished and too tired to shower she removed her clothing, hanging the slacks in the closet and tossing the blouse into the pile of dirty laundry. Reaching behind her back, she unclasped the bra and let out an audible ‘Ahhh’ as she laid the garment aside and rubbed under each breast where the strap had indented the delicate skin. Neatly folded and placed at the foot of the bed were her pajamas. She couldn’t remember leaving them in that condition, in fact, she was sure she had quickly taken them off and thrown them in a heap on the bed before getting ready earlier in the day.
“That Caroline, she really is a sweetheart,” Blanche thought.
Slipping the silk over her left then right arm, pulling the material together to be buttoned up the front, Blanche closed her eyes enjoying the silk as it caressed her body.
“Mmmmm, that does feel good,” escaped her lips, as she pulled the bottoms up and made a quick knot in the drawstring.
Ready for bed, she fluffed the pillows, pulled the light switch on the end table lamp illuminating the adjacent space and lifted the book that would be her companion for the next hour. ‘Mandingo’, it had practically leapt off the shelf the morning after meeting Jasper but she was careful to put the paperback in her purse without anyone at the library knowing. The story had captured her imagination; slaves, helpless white women, strong black men all set against the background of the civil war. Blanche pulled her knees up, her feet flat on the bed, resting the book between her thighs. Opening the book to the marker, the story once again jumped from the pages, drawing her into its grasp and filling her head with images of the Old South. Almost holding her breath in anticipation of what may happen next she dared not turn the page…. then it started.
Initially, Blanche thought she must have been hearing the distant sound of people arguing. She tried to ignore it, going back to her book, reading a few more lines, concentrating on the images formed in her head, but the incoming sound seemed to ebb and flow, soft, muffled then building then dropping off again. She placed the book on the bed and listened more intently trying to figure out where it was coming from. There were two distinct voices, male and female, but the exchange didn’t make much sense. She would periodically pick up a word here and a word there but nothing that could be associated with typical dialog. The more carefully she listened the more concerned she became, it sounded as if the woman was being assaulted.
“Should I phone someone or wake up Caroline?” she thought.
“No, no. No, no. Stop, stop, stop! Give me a minute!” she heard the female voice say louder now.
Blanche held her breath. Suddenly, there was a knock on the wall directly behind Blanche’s head, startling her and making her drop ‘Mandingo’ to the floor, then another and another that worked into an unmistakable rhythm. The words of Ms. Carmichael immediately came again to Blanche’s mind, “newlyweds …moved next to you…hope you don’t mind.”
“Just lovely!” she said, picking her book up and climbing back into bed.
Before long the distraction next door died down, her eyes heavy, she placed the book aside, turned off the light and began drifting in and out of consciousness, her last sarcastic thought being, “never should have given that ashtray to Holly.” And she gave up, giving herself to the fatigue that enveloped her.
Blanche stood between the white columns that pushed up from the porch supporting the second story of the plantation mansion. Ahead she could see the gardens to the right and left of the walkway that extended over a hundred feet before reaching a gate and brick fence that surrounded the property. Beyond the fence she could see ten housing structures also of brick running in a uniform row, but shielded by large oak trees that dotted the property. Seeing her, as if from someone else’s perspective, she was dressed in the most beautiful gown, orange and cream, with a necklace of gemstones around her neck, sparkling in the noonday sun.
The dress was exquisite, made of multiple layers of taffeta, the inner layers being a rustic burnt-orange with the outer shell, having a satin like texture in a subtle, off white. Her waist was cinched tight with the assistance of a bone corset accentuating both her tiny waist and bountiful bosom. From the waist there were six runners of orange fabric over the cream that terminated in a bow six inches from the bottom of the dress. The lighter fabric draped over the orange and inside the runners giving a three-dimensional look to the dress that was striking. Between bows the cream taffeta cascaded down creating folds and a scalloped border allowing for an orange trim around the bottom of the dress, reaching the ground.
The lower half of the dress was unique and beautiful but it was the top half that had the Southern Gentlemen on the porch, and the black butlers staring in obvious admiration and lust. The sleeves began a few inches below the roundest part of her shoulders and only covered a few inches of each arm. Her neck and shoulders were completely bare except for the necklace that shimmered and reflected light with each slight movement of her torso. Lace trimmed the fabric at the top of the dress that rode just above her shoulder blades in back and dangerously low in the front. The white of her upper breasts spilled to overflowing from the top of the gown, drawing attention from male and female alike.
Blanche moved about the porch making small talk and enjoying the discomfort she was creating amongst the guests that were there. Other women moved about within the confines of the gardens but none ventured beyond the gate, except to mount a horse drawn carriage to be escorted from the property down the long, oak lined lane that led to the border of the plantation. Black male servants stood at the entrance to the gardened expanse, helping individuals in and out of carriages as more and more people arrived, filling the porch and surrounding area.
She knew that some sort of party was taking place but was confused, not really knowing anyone but being the center of attention. She flirted, fanning herself and bending lower than needed to allow the young men to get a better look at her assets. Within minutes she had men fawning over her, offering her drinks and requesting the opportunity to dance with her later in the event. The power of her position was readily apparent and she was reveling in it. In her dream, she looked about, taking in the eyes of the men around her, all intent on her form.
Her role as plantation tease complete, she excused herself and retreated into the mansion. Large, imported doors from England swung open to a grand entryway, hardwood floor and spiral staircase that dominated the center of the home. Two butlers opened both doors to allow her entrance; the bone hoop skirt needed a wide birth. She could hear herself speaking with a thick Southern accent, moving freely among the guests in the drawing room, stopping to see if any conversation was of interest to her but knowing that she was only there to entice the men and drive them crazy. A goal she was easily attaining. Growing tired of the little game she was playing she looked about for the man she knew truly wanted her and she, him.
Searching the main floor he was nowhere to be seen. Gliding up the stairs, she went from room to room, trying not to be obvious that she was looking for a particular individual, for if she was found out it would lead to certain ruination. Unable to locate him in the plantation mansion she ventured outside to the rear of the house that led to the river and the rice fields beyond. Holding up the dress to move more quickly, she moved to the kitchen adjacent to the mansion, peered inside and saw the source of her yearning. Two black female slaves stood, sweat beading up on their skin from the intense heat of the kitchen and the warmth of the day. Both reacted with surprise when they saw Blanche at the doorway.
“You ought not to be here ma’am this here’s for slaves and kitchen worka’s. There be sumpin’ we can hep ya wit?” the older one asked.
“Not you, but I need a strong back to do some lifting for me, need that big fella there,” Blanche said, pointing to the black man, back to her, putting wood on the large fire where the pig was roasting.
Jasper recognized the voice, turned around, but could not stand fully without cracking his head on the shallow ceiling. A wide smile crossed his lips, which he immediately muted when the kitchen workers scowled in his direction.
“Yes ma'am, Ms. Delaney, ya’ll be needin’ Jasper’s help with somethin’?”
His broad, hairless chest, turned dark from the hours in the cotton fields glistened with droplets of perspiration, expanding in and out as he recuperated from the job of feeding the fire.
“Yes, I surely do Jasper, come out here a minute and let me get a better look at you. Need to make sure you’re up to the job,” winking at just the right moment so the other help couldn’t see.
Jasper ducked his head low enough to exit the kitchen and stood before his owner.
“What you be needin’ missy?” he said, a knowing look in his eye.
“You know perfectly well what I ‘be needin’ and I’m not going to get it here! Come with me.”
Blanche turned and strode in the direction of the river, Jasper close behind, looking over his shoulder to see if anyone was looking or following. Once at the river, the pair knew there was an old kitchen structure that had partially burned down, with three walls still erect. Standing inside, one could see across the river but those in the house could not see what was going on inside. Blanche scurried around the wall and into the structure, turning to face Jasper as he entered.
She went to him without worry of soiling her dress or fear of retribution but to quench the fire that was burning in her loins. Their lips meshed, his massive arms pulling her close, lifting her from the ground he dropped his hungry mouth to her neck and lower. Blanche pushed his mouth away and motioned for him to put her down. She backed up, reached for the rope that ran through the loops of his knee-length pants and began untying the knot.
She struggled with the knot, frustration level rising, working it this way and that, using her nails to pry at the thick fibers without success. Her dress, without reason, became a cocoon, enclosing her, cutting her off from Jasper and the beautiful plantation. Claustrophobia, shortness of breath, heart pounding, sexual tension all but gone…she opened her eyes to find herself wound up in the sheets and blankets of her bed, both hands pulling at the knot of her pajama bottoms. Throwing her arms wide she breathed deeply, and then crossed her arms under her breasts in an effort to slow down her breathing before she hyperventilated. Blanche looked at the clock, 5:55 a.m. glared at her through the dark.
Literally jumping from bed Blanche grabbed her ‘shower kit’, key and towel, knowing that ‘Mr. Wonder’ would be trying to beat her to the bathroom at 6:00 a.m. Throwing the door open and stepping into the hall she saw him from the corner of her eye moving down the hall toward the bathroom. His pace accelerated when he saw Blanche’s door open and was at a fairly good lope when he reached her. Without a word, Blanche spun, tucked the kit and towel under her left arm like a running back for the Falcons and sprinted for the bathroom. Blanche and ‘Clueless’ reached the door at the same time, both slamming into it, overpowering the antique little lock, throwing the door open in the process.
The unlikely tandem stood in the doorway of the bathroom, side by side, filling the area between the jams. Blanche’s arms crossing her chest, and his arms at his sides, towels and shower kits on the floor. Before them a young black couple sat in the old style porcelain tub, facing one another with bubbles spilling over and onto the floor. They sat motionless, faces turned to the doorway following the abrupt interruption and entrance of their neighbors. All were speechless. It was Blanche who moved first. She bent down, picked up her things and without saying a word headed back to her room. Once Blanche was inside she grabbed her pillow, wrapped her arms and knees around it and drifted back to sleep.



CHAPTER SEVEN


“Okay class, can I have it quiet please, can I get everyone to settle down so we can get started,” a pause, chairs sliding, books dropping on tables, then quiet. “Thank you, I know this is the first time that we’ve met since the Thelma Riddle story broke. We’ll take a few minutes to talk about it and see what you think and do some comparisons,” said Mrs. Ella Pinkerton Wild.
Mrs. Wild taught the ‘Deviant Behavior’ course in the department of Criminology where Seymour was taking classes. She was a direct descendant of Allan Pinkerton of the legendary Pinkerton Detective Agency. The agency was formed in the mid 1800’s and the founder gained fame when, in 1861, he uncovered and foiled an assassination plot against Pres. Abraham Lincoln. The agency continued to make headline for years with their exploits, tracking the likes of Jesse James, The Dalton Brothers and the Wild Bunch.
Ella had worked at the Pinkerton Forensics Lab in Atlanta for 25 years, long enough to draw her retirement, but was too young to actually retire. She and her husband, a former Georgia State Trooper, had settled on Valdosta when Ella heard through the grapevine that the university was expanding its criminology department. The dean could hardly contain himself when he learned that an actual ‘Pinkerton’ would be applying for the job. The decision to hire her had been made, at least in his mind, before the interview began.
Mrs. Ella Wild, or ‘Pink’ as she was known by friends and family, was a no nonsense woman in her late 50’s with a wry sense of humor, warped by too many hours staring through a microscope and dealing with materials directly related to death in one way or another. Her sense of humor was, more than likely, a defense mechanism but it was endearing to her students who thought the world of her.
Not overly attractive but not ugly either, just kind of plain in her own unique way, she wore round glasses with a prominent bifocal line bisecting the lens over each eye. Her skin was pale, chronically clammy, with age spots forming on her hands, neck and face. The sun was not her friend and she knew it. Most days she wore clothing not characteristic of those living in the South, which seemed a trifle odd. While weather and community standards called for short sleeves, tanks and shorts, she wore long sleeves and slacks with her silver-streaked hair wound into a ponytail.
Her frame was ‘thick’, not unfeminine, but just thick and sturdy; however, this was not to say that she was in poor physical condition. Every Wednesday night she and her husband taught, as volunteers, a free self-defense course for anyone that wished to learn a thing or two about the art. She excelled at chokeholds and groin kicks where Dave, her husband, was the boxer.
Today, ‘Pink’ had her hair in the traditional ponytail but wore an Atlanta Braves baseball hat with the ponytail dangling out the back. Her countenance was pleasant but focused.
“I trust you each had a good weekend and are ready to get back to work. Mr. Rickert, I saw your rugby game on Saturday, you played well, need to learn to avoid those elbows.”
Mr. Rickert replied in the affirmative with a very nasty looking swollen, black eye and bruised cheek.
“Let’s put aside what we were dealing with last week to take a closer look at this newspaper report that had you all abuzz this morning,” she said, turning to the overhead which she illuminated, projecting a copy of the newspaper article onto the wall.
“What’s your first impression?” There was a long minute without any volunteers. “Come on now, surely there is someone brave enough to express their opinion.”
Seymour slowly raised his hand. “There was a follow up to the first article this morning, don’t know if you’ve seen it yet, but the police are playing it down and saying that it was just a prank. I don’t know if I’m buying that but they said Mrs. Riddle was back in her home and there have been no further problems. But it did say she’s sleeping with her shotgun.”
Laughter drifted throughout the classroom and brought a smile to Ella’s face.
”Rightly so, rightly so!” she said. “Son of a bitch better not try the same thing in my bedroom!” she barked, bringing more enthusiastic laughter from the students. “So Seymour, what’s your take on this guy? Is he a deviant? Is he a prankster or is he just a really bad thief?” she questioned, moving across the room to stand in front of her student.
“Well, I’m not really sure, my gut feeling is he’s a trickster just trying to get his jollies. Obviously has a thing for wearing women’s clothing so I would think that would place him into a deviant category, but the fact that he didn’t take anything, even left behind the underwear, is kind of weird. I guess it’s possible that he’s actually a student or someone that was dared to do it, like a frat thing or something similar.”
“Good thought, let’s expand on that.”
“Mrs. Wild, it doesn’t sound like the police department is going to pursue this any further. Why aren’t they sending the underwear or other possible clues to the state crime lab or the FBI?” a young female piped up from the back of the room.
“Let me turn that around on you. How many of these little ‘victimless’ crimes take place in Valdosta, Lowndes County or Georgia for that matter every single day? Any takers?” Pink wandered back to the other side of the room, tapping a pointer in her palm.
“Nobody? Well I’ll tell you,” she quipped, returning to the projector, she removed the initial image and placed a transparency on the overhead.
A chart of numbers and titles covered the opposing wall.
“All right, these number are for 2005 alone and were provided by the GBI. You should all know what that stands for. Who can tell us?”
Mr. Rickert raised his hand.
“Yes,” aiming the pointer in his direction.
“Georgia Bureau of Investigation,” he said.
“Thanks, correct. They have a statistical division that generates this database every year. So let’s take a look,” and she pointed at each column and read aloud:
“Murder — 526, Rape — 2086, Robbery — 13,800, Aggravated Assault — 22,409. Bringing the total violent crimes in the state of Georgia for one year to 38,821. Anyone surprised?” She paused then continued. “Okay then, let’s take a look at the property or more victimless crimes. Burglary — 79,834, Larceny — 234,436 and yes that comma is in the right place, Auto Theft — 43,411, Arson — 1130, Total Property Crime — 358,811. What do you think of those numbers?” Without waiting for anyone to answer, Pink questioned, “Do you think the GBI or the FBI has time on their hands to process DNA on every case that involves some pervert taking pictures of a sleeping woman in little old Valdosta, Georgia? Don’t think so. Nope don’t think they’ll be wasting thousands of your taxpayer dollars to track down every two-bit peeping tom or night crawler that makes the paper. I could be wrong, does anyone else have an opinion?”
The same young lady that posed the initial question asked, “But what if he does it again and someone gets hurt or even killed?”
Ella’s face almost appeared a bit sad when she replied, “That’s the heartbreaking part, isn’t it? So often these types of people do a harmless little ‘prank’, if you want to call it that, but they get hooked on the adrenalin rush and can’t stop. They’re always looking for the next opportunity to fulfill some inner need, some fantasy, and unfortunately we know from experience that it often escalates and someone does get hurt. In the event that there is substantial property loss and certainly physical harm or death, the state is then obligated to get involved and put forth their resources. But in cases like this there aren’t enough dollars to go around and the local police just have to do the best they can with what they’ve got. You just gotta know hindsight is always 20/20 so if this 'nut job' does hurt somebody down the road, you can sure as hell bet there will be those wanting to know where CSI was. Sadly, that’s just the reality of the job. Often times, someone does have to get hurt before anything gets done.”
Pink turned off the overhead, the whir of the fan still going as she addressed the class.
“I’d like you each to look a little more carefully at this case as a way of understanding deviant behavior. Perhaps it was just a prank, at least this incident, but do some research and see what you can dig up on individuals that started their criminal careers with similar events and see if you can document any patterns or known profiles. In the few minutes we have left today I want to introduce the topic of deviant behavior and brain dysfunction.”
Having completed her thought, she started into a brief lecture, explaining chemical imbalance, learned behavior and the road to deviant criminal behavior. Seymour was pumped about the assignment and as the instructor droned on in the background he put pen to paper and was quickly writing down all the things that came to mind and the possibilities that he could explore. The library would be a great resource for the assignment both in terms of material available at hand, the time he could put into researching while getting paid, and the prospects of roping Blanche into helping him. It had been a few days since they’d worked together and he couldn’t get her out of his mind. Granted, she was a decade older than him but there was something about her that he couldn’t shake. She had filled his dreams the past few nights, where he had been so debonair and self assured, sweeping her off her feet with his style and charm.
“Why can’t I be that guy for real?” he thought, as the period ended and the students gathered up their things and exited the classroom. Seymour sat for a few more minutes jotting down his last minute thoughts, then stuffed his backpack full of his belongings and hurried out the door.
Forensics would have to wait; first he’d hit the school library before his classmates cleaned it out. He didn’t think he could rely solely on the public library for insight but the idea of asking Blanche for help was both exciting and nerve racking for the young man, who needed the hours between class and work to build up his courage. However, courage would not be the only thing he would need to win over the strawberry blonde’s heart.



CHAPTER EIGHT


Over the sound of an audience alternately chanting ‘Jerry, Jerry’ and ‘Take It Off’, he could just barely make out the sound of a ringtone cutting through the melee.
“Shit, where did I put that frickin’ cell phone?” he cussed as pillows; newspapers and a pizza box flew across the room as he searched.
Grabbing the remote he muted the TV to help in his search. The sound drew him to the bookshelf lining the wall adjacent to the entertainment center. Grasping a volume of the Koran on the upper shelf, he pulled, but the book did not budge instead the entire unit began to pivot away exposing a hidden room. He pulled until the opening into the small inner room was big enough for him to pass through. Inside, a makeshift plywood desk lined one wall with a bar stool as a chair. The pictures he’d taken at Thelma’s still neatly arranged on the rough surface, a ringing cell phone laid nearby. On the wall above the desk he had carefully pinned a map of Georgia with some areas circled in red, and Moody Air Force Base deliberately outlined in blue, with the area directly south of the base crosshatched in green. A single yellow-topped pin was stuck in the map on Cat Creek Road. In the corner of the room sat a backpack that appeared to be full, with the metal buckles covered in black electrical tape.
Picking up the phone he flipped it open and lifted it to his right ear knowing that if he placed it to his left he would not be able to make out the muffled voice of the caller.
“Yeah, I’m here,” he pulled the phone closer to his ear and closed his eyes to help focus his attention on the needed sense.
“What do you mean? I thought it went pretty well. Looked like she was scared shitless in that interview.” Again listening intently as the person on the other end spoke and relayed the message.
“I had expected that, lazy stinkin’ cops!” He paused and listened, then reached for a pencil and notepad sitting on the table.
“Hold on, hold on, I’m getting a pencil, (paused) okay, give it to me.”
He wrote an address on the pad and asked, “Same as before. The information will show up in my mailbox sometime this week?”
A response in the positive came from the other end.
“You want me to be creative? Just how creative are we talking? I told you from the start that there’s just some shit I won’t do regardless of how much you’re paying me.”
The tone and volume of the caller noticeably increased and he pulled the phone away from his good ear.
“I know a stupid photo op is not going to cut it anymore but,” he was cut off with the terse interjection at the other end. He waggled his head back and forth and shook his finger in the air as if mocking the unseen caller.
Rolling his eyes and running his fingers through his unwashed hair he finally replied, “Yeah, Yeah, I get it. You won’t be disappointed. Just watch the news.”
Before he could say goodbye there was an audible click at the other end. “Well, that was rude,” he said aloud.
Looking back at the notepad he read aloud, “412 Big Buck Circle,” and drew a dark line around it. Flipping back a page he found the list he had prepared earlier and across the bottom he added:
Trip to library!!!
Then he underlined it twice with bold, menacing strokes of the pencil, breaking the tip of the pencil off with the last exclamation point.



CHAPTER NINE


Having a couple of days off had done wonders for Blanche’s spirits. She had spent most of the time lost in the Deep South, fighting deference and finding passion in the arms of forbidden love. When not reading she napped periodically, enjoying the dreams that floated on the clouds of her imagination as her unconscious mind filled in the details of her dream lover. Not forgetting the events of the day before and the bathroom scramble, she had done her best to avoid the other guests and the awkward conversations that were likely to ensue.
By noon on the second day, she could take it no longer and she made her way to the bathroom, showered and snuck back to her room without anyone being the wiser. She could hear Ms. Carmichael in the kitchen whipping up some of her ‘to die for’ rolls which would accompany some Southern delicacy that she was preparing for dinner. Blanche was well aware of the rule of the house, ‘There is no food except at breakfast and dinner prepared by the proprietor’, but she was hoping she could talk Caroline into making her another one of those incredible peanut butter sandwiches just to hold her over until dinner.
The kitchen was littered with pots and pans', taking up most of the counter space and the marble topped island was covered with flour and a large lump of dough sat in the middle of it. Caroline wore a vintage apron pulled over her head and tied in a smart little bow in the back with two large pockets in the front. Ruffles trimmed the edges and pockets giving the apron a very feminine, finished look. The cook lifted her head and eyes from the task at hand as Blanche entered the room, a smear of flour across her forehead, where she had attempted to wipe her hair from her eyes with the back of her wrist.
“Was just about to call the police and have one of them cadaver dogs come over here to see if you were still alive,” she joked, with a wink of her eye.
“Very funny!” Blanche said. “Just needed some time to myself and it was wonderful. Sounds like my neighbors must have moved out?”
“Nope, they’re still in the room next to you but I ‘spect you and Mr. Unger put the fear of God into ‘em yesterday morning, so they’re being a bit more discreet, if you know what I mean.”
Caroline couldn’t help but smile as she filled Blanche in.
“You might have a chance to meet them this afternoon, don’t think they’ve left the house yet today.”
“No, that’s ok; I think I can manage with the informal pleasantries that we exchanged yesterday morning and the night before. Do you know when they’ll be checking out?” Blanche inquired.
“Not sure, they had said something about staying on for a couple more days. I think it has something to do with my fruit salad and collard greens.”
Blanche was quite sure it had more to do with the feather pillows and foam top mattress.
Caroline returned to her rolls, punching the middle of the dough ball with the heel of her hand, and then pulling the prolapsed dough back to the middle of the lump only to be smacked down again. Blanche watched this process for a few minutes trying to determine what it was about the punching that made the rolls turn out so delicious, but she remembered watching her mother and grandmother do the same thing.
Not wanting to be a pest she asked, “Um, Ms. Carmichael do you think it would be okay if I made myself a sandwich or something?”
The landlady shook a playful finger at Blanche, “Now Ms. Delaney, you know the rules of the house. I don’t do any food preparation ‘cept for breakfast and dinner but if’n you were to find some bread and a smattering of peanut butter and my jam laying about, guess there wouldn’t be anything I could do to keep you from fixing yourself something.” And with that she returned to the dough and slammed it down again against the hard surface.
“Thanks, you’re too kind.”
Pulling up a chair at the small kitchen nook Blanche watched Caroline roll the dough up into a large, round ball and drop it into a metal bowl which she placed on the window sill to accept the sun’s warming rays.
The sandwich was yummy and the chocolate milk she’d scrounged from the fridge went down with an audible, “Oh yeah!” followed quickly with, “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”
“What was that dear, what were you talking about?” Ms. Carmichael asked, not really paying attention to what was going on at the nook.
“Oh nothing, just an expression. This milk just tastes really good to me this afternoon. Anything interesting happen at breakfast earlier today or yesterday?” Blanche questioned.
“Well, the talk at the table yesterday was your crashing the bathtub party with your buddy. Thankfully the newlyweds hadn’t dared leave the bathroom until everyone had left for the day. Today? Wasn’t much to talk about. Oh no, wait a minute. There was some discussion about the weird thing that happened to that unfortunate lady out by the military base, Mrs. Kittle I think her name was,” Caroline said, as she brushed her hands off against the sides of her apron and took a seat next to Blanche at the little table.
“I think her name was Riddle, Thelma Riddle, as I recall.”
Blanche was very good with names, dates and events; just part of the many skills that one acquires as a trained librarian.
“What was said?” she asked.
“Well, you know how Mrs. Muir likes to know all the gory little details about everything. Apparently she has a friend of a friend who works as a dispatcher at the police station and they didn’t find anything all that unusual about the incident. Guess there was an article in the paper said they weren’t going to pursue it any further. No solid evidence or leads, something to that effect.”
Caroline shrugged her shoulders and ran her fingers through her graying hair adding a streak of white, highlighting the intermittent strands of diminished black.
“Oh, and she indicated this friend had also said that they think it was a college student just doing a dare or something foolish. That’s why Thelma wasn’t hurt and nothing was missing.”
“Makes sense I guess,” Blanche slowly uttered, running the scenario through her head trying to make sense of the police’s rational.
“What will you be doing for the rest of your day today, dear?” Ms. Carmichael asked, genuinely interested.
“I’d really like to finish my book, then I’ll…”
Caroline cut her off, “Book, what book are you reading? I just love a good mystery or the like.”
Blanche had perhaps opened up a can of worms that she had not wanted to.
“I’m reading strictly as a research project to acquaint myself more completely with the Southern culture…”
Again the inquisitor cut her off, “But what’s the title?”
Blanche gave up, "Mandingo!"
“Oh My! Oh my, my, my,” Caroline said, over and over, getting a bit giddy and giggling to herself. “Haven’t heard of anybody reading that book for sometime. Heavens, just makes me blush all over thinking that you’re reading that book, sweetie.”
Blanche tried to put on her best professional librarian face and voice, “I’m finding it very informative, the setting and time are riveting. I’d have to say that I’m really enjoying it.”
With a knowing look and a hush in her voice, Ms. Carmichael replied, “I’ll bet you are.”
Blanche wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that statement so she just pressed on, “I guess I’ll spend some more time looking through the paper and Internet for some condo leads. I have an appointment again tomorrow morning, before work, with the realty agency so I want to be prepared.”
“How’s that house hunting going anyway?”
“Slow, at least for now. I’ve got a couple I like but don’t like the neighborhoods very much. Do you have any suggestions?”
“Let me see, let me see,” the older woman whispered to herself, walking around the kitchen until she arrived at the windows overlooking the sink. “Have you looked at the new development just across the highway and south of the Air Force Base? I hear the condos are quite modern and have all the fixtures and appliances included. A fellow who stayed here last month ended up buying one of them. Said it was a good time to buy before the prices start to go up.”
“I’ll have to remember that. I know we haven’t looked anywhere outside of town yet. How much of a drive is it, do you know?”
Caroline rubbed her chin, dusting it with flour residue, “I reckon it’s a good 10 or 15 minutes from where you work but don’t know if they got bus service or not.”
Showing appreciation in her voice, Blanche responded, “That’s very helpful anyway and I’ll see what I can find out about it. Looking forward to those rolls tonight and thanks again for the sandwich.”
Blanche nodded on her way out of the kitchen and could hear the owner say behind her.
“Sandwich, what sandwich?”
Reaching her room and opening the door in anticipation of one more quiet afternoon before having to return to work, she was greeted with the tell tale sound of the thump, thump, thump of the headboard against the wall.
“Are you kidding me!” she said aloud, in hopes that it would quiet the rabbit like neighbors next door. Frustrated and angry, Blanche grabbed her umbrella and purse and stormed out her refuge, leaving the empty room to echo the lover's rhythm being played against the wall.



CHAPTER TEN


Deep, restful sleep was elusive for Blanche prior to her meeting with Beverly. She twisted in the sheets, trying to get comfortable, thoughts passing in and out of her fitful dreams making it impossible to reach that peaceful state her mind craved. She desperately needed just a few hours of rest and a reprieve from the never-ending stream of thoughts and ideas. The clock on the end table, glaring at her, was a constant reminder of the few hours available to her for some sleep, it seemed to mock her and gave her brain just one more thing to think about.
When morning finally did come, she felt more exhausted than she had the night before. With her body yelling 'no' she literally rolled from bed, first landing on her knees, then placed her hands on the bed for support, she pushed herself to a standing position. If there was a joint or muscle that was not stiff or sore she didn't know where it was. She managed a quick, very hot shower, which did little to wake her up but did make her aching body less obstinate.
"Been too long since I've run," she thought as she toweled herself off, hoping that she could find time in the near future to get a workout routine going again.
Blanche wrapped the towel around her head and returned to her room but within minutes the humidity brought a fine mist of moisture to the surface of her skin. The towel was used one more time, extended between her hands, she used it like a shoeshine rag, buffing her skin and bringing it to a pink hue. Once completed, she dressed in something a bit less conservative than usual and prepared for the day.
The guests were already enjoying their homemade biscuits and gravy by the time Blanche made her appearance.
"Good morning," everyone said in unison.
Blanche looked around and noted that Mr. 'Wonder' was not among the seated guests.
"What happened to 'Clueless'?” she asked, more out of surprise than care.
Ms. Carmichael jumped in, "He was suddenly called away to Washington on some very important, hush-hush business."
"Or so he said," included Mrs. Muir, continuing to sop her toast in the white gravy. "What's a guy like that doing with connections in Washington?” pausing only momentarily then continued, “I guess it shouldn't come as any great surprise though, I mean just look at the mentality of most of our elected officials."
"Still kind of rubs me wrong, the way he lit out of here with not so much as a good day or thank you," said Caroline.
"What was it he said he did?" the young librarian asked.
"Oh, he said he was in marketing or something like that, never really clarified what he was doing here, always changed the subject when asked directly. Seems more weird now than it did at the time," said Mrs. Muir.
Blanche joined the group and covered her plate with one biscuit, no gravy, a round of sausage and a cup of fruit. Everyone at the table watched as she readied her breakfast before continuing.
"Looks like you had a rough night sweetie," her landlady perceived. "Wasn't our newlyweds was it?"
"No, just too much on my mind, had a hard time getting to sleep," Blanche informed her breakfast companions.
For the next few minutes everyone sat in silence and concentrated on finishing their meal. Blanche was trying to remember what she'd done with the list of condos she'd prepared the afternoon before at the local Internet cafe, when she heard footsteps coming down the stairs.
“Good morning everyone,” came a voice from behind her. It sounded somewhat familiar and then it dawned on her. It was the voice she’d heard coming through the wall the past few days. She pivoted in her chair to get a better view of the young couple. They appeared a little different this time around, less shock and surprise on their faces and much less skin showing.
The young bride was even more attractive than Blanche remembered her from the bathroom incident, her black hair framing her face and accentuating her cheekbones and full lips. She was petite but curvy in all the right places and her behind, though very round, looked like you could bounce quarters off of it. Blanche watched her wiggle her bottom around the table and into a chair opposing her own. Her husband was stout and looked like he could pick his wife up with one arm and pack their entire luggage with the other. Not really attractive from Blanche’s perspective but he was fit with a manly, commanding voice.
Hellos were exchanged and introductions made for those that hadn’t had the pleasure. Blanche tried not to meet their eyes, just too embarrassed, knowing what she did about their ‘activities’. As irritated as she was with them, and the impact they had on her sleep the past few days, she had to admit that they looked extremely happy and excited about starting their life together. She was more than a little jealous, the easy smiles back and forth, the hands on the knees under the table, the knowing looks exchanged even with all these people in the room. Ever the hopeless romantic, it still was driving Blanche crazy that they had each other and she had nothing but her books and her dreams of ‘Mandingo’.
Mrs. Muir was the only one brave enough to put forth a challenging question, “So, you two just look so happy. You must be having a great time. What do you think of our little town?”
The young wife just about choked on her sausage but managed to say, looking down into her lap, blushing slightly with her response, “Well, to tell you the truth, we really haven’t seen much of your beautiful little city but we are still finding things to do and we’re having a great time.”
“You don’t have to tell me that,” thought Blanche, sarcastically rolling her eyes and hoping that nobody noticed.
Caroline, wanting to clarify their reservation, jumped in, “Have you decided how much longer you’ll be staying?”
The husband took a drink of his juice before answering, “Looks like we’ll need to get going later today. We’re so close to the Okefenokee Swamp that we decided to head over to Waycross and see what’s going on over there, but we have enjoyed our stay with ya’ll.”
“I don’t think there’s any question of that,” Blanche almost said aloud, but what did come out of her mouth was most likely worse, “Yes, young love can be so exciting, learning all the ins and outs can be trying but worth the sacrifice, if you know what I mean.”
With nothing further to say and no retort from the guests, Blanche excused herself and left for her room. As an afterthought she said, while climbing the staircase, “By the way, really enjoyed sharing the bathroom and the ambiance with you.”
Her meeting with Beverly was to be at 10:00 a.m. so she tidied up her room and spent a few more minutes looking over the list of condos she wanted to look at that day. When she’d talked with Bev earlier in the week the house hunting didn’t sound very promising. There were a lot available but nothing that really fit her needs or budget. She had to remind herself that she was still early in the hunt and not to get discouraged, surely something would come along that would be well suited for her. The trick was not to get too impatient and settle for something less than desirable. The units that Mrs. Carmichael had mentioned to her looked promising but there wouldn’t be enough time today to drive out to look at them hopefully next week.
With her room in order and nothing else to do for a couple of hours she lay back on the bed and picked up her book. Before long she was back in the ‘Old South’, the words on the page going in and out of focus, she placed the book upon her abdomen, closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.
She awoke with a jolt, her eyes searched for the clock and the time alarmed her, 9:45 a.m. in bright red, illuminated numbers. Blanche scrambled to get the few things together that she needed for the day, checked her looks quickly in the mirror, adjusted herself in her bra, and dashed from the room, down the stairs and out the front door, nearly knocking Mrs. Muir over in the process.
“Well, I never!” she exclaimed, looking on as Blanche ran down the street toward the bus.
The stop was about two blocks from the B amp;B, normally a pleasant, peaceful walk along azalea-fronted homes, but not today. She could see the bus moving down the street. Lifting her feet a little more quickly she raced for the stop, waving her hands and trying to grab the attention of the driver in hopes that he would wait for her, but it was to no avail. She arrived at the bench in time to see the bus turn the next corner and it was gone.
“Just frickin’ great!” she said, slamming her things down on the bench and placing her hands on her hips, walking in circles trying to catch her breath. Rifling through her purse she retrieved her cell phone and placed a call to Beverly at her office. Ring, ring, ring…, no answer.
“What else is going to go wrong today!”
She tried Bev’s cell number, “Hello Ms. Davis, this is Blanche, I have an appointment with you right now but I’ve missed my bus. Would it be possible to reschedule?”
“Don’t be silly, where are you? I’ll just come by and pick you up,” Bev enthusiastically belted into the phone.
Blanche gave her the approximate address and the realtor indicated she’d be there shortly.
“That was one crazy run for the bus there lady,” a young man half hollered, followed by a different voice.
“Yeah, would sure like to see some of that action again. You interested?”
Blanche lifted her umbrella in case she needed a weapon and turned to confront the verbal assailants. Three young men in their late teens were walking toward her, skateboards in hands. Each had a different baseball hat sitting askew on their head with dark glasses covering their wandering eyes. Jeans worn very low, crotch between their knees and skater type shoes on their feet.
The presumed leader spoke, “Yo, mama, you's lookin’ so fine dis moanin’. You need some hep with somethin’? We’s sure we got what ya could use.”
Looking at each other they laughed and shook each other’s hands in some secret combination. The creepy young guy strutted closer to Blanche, looking her up and down. A tattoo curled from the inside of his t-shirt, up and around his neck and terminated in a snake’s head on his Adam's apple.
“Listen, why don’t you boys just mind your own business and be on your way?” the increasingly frightened Blanche said, through clenched teeth.
“How ‘bout you come wit us then, bootiful.”
They circled her, cutting off any possibility of escape except it be through them. She lowered the umbrella and issued another warning, “I don’t want any trouble, I’m just trying to get through my day, so I’d appreciate it if you’d just leave me alone.”
More laughter, “Yeah, Mikey, leave the poor little woman alone,” they taunted.
“I’ll leave her ‘lone aw ight once she takes care a sum buidness fer me.” Mikey extended his arm and ran his hand over her shoulder.
Reflexively, Blanche spun the umbrella, knocking his hand away and swung the object in a circle pushing the teens beyond an arm's reach.
“Grab dis bitch so I’s can get a feel,” the startled leader yelled. As the two accomplices circled Blanche looking for an opening their attention was drawn to the road.
The sounds of squealing tires and locked up brakes startled the group who turned in the direction of the incoming sounds. A yellow Datsun could be seen on the opposite side of the road making a quick turn, jumping the meridian; a dark figure huddled over the wheel.
“What’s this sheeeit?” Mikey said, stepping ahead of the others, bringing his skateboard up in a defensive stance.
The little truck came to a screeching halt, only meters away from the skaters, and a very large, agitated black man squeezed his way out of the truck.
He took two quick steps toward Mikey, puffed up his chest and said, “Miss Delaney, these punks giving ya any trouble?”
Blanche quickly sidestepped the trio and ran behind Jasper. “Rescuing me again? I must say you have impeccable timing.”
Mikey was not discouraged, “Lady, yo pet gorilla don’t scare us none, do he boys?” There was no reply, “Right boys?”
He turned to see why his partners were quiet and could only make out the back of their hats as they bounded over the fence of the nearest house. With his head turned, Jasper moved to action, grabbed the skateboard with both hands, wrenching it away from the thug, dropping Mikey to his knees in the process.
“Man, we was jus havin' some fun wit her, we wasn’t goin’ to hurt her or nothin’,” he pleaded.
“You little creeps are giving Valdosta a bad rep, how ‘bout you get on your way ‘fore I do something terrible,” Jasper hissed, arms and shoulders towering over the quaking Mikey.
“Gimme back my board, man.”
“Oh yeah, right!” Jasper took the skateboard with his hands positioned at opposite ends and extended the board as if to hand it to the troubled youth. Mikey stretched forth his hands to accept the board, but before he could, Jasper lifted his powerful leg and brought the board down with a mighty thrust, breaking the board in half across his thigh. Splinters and wheels twirled through the air.
“There you go (handing the board back to Mikey), now get out of here you scumbag.”
The hood took a couple steps backwards, threw half of the remaining board at Jasper who brushed it aside like a mosquito, before turning and running at full speed across the space and over the same fence his friends had used as an avenue of escape. A moment later a defiant finger raised in belligerent triumph appeared above the top of the fence.
“Punks” Jasper spewed, then turning his attention to the quivering librarian he said, “You okay?”
“Just about peed myself but I’m okay, lucky you showed up when you did,” Blanche replied, still shaking from the ordeal.
“I was just on my way out to the job site and saw you was in trouble,” he said compassionately, putting both of his strong hands on her shoulders to help steady her. “Been meaning to drop by your place anyway to give you the details on that competition I was telling you about.”
He provided the information which Blanche put into her phone, promising to attend, after all he had been her rescuer on two separate occasions and he was really, really buff and quite sweet for a ‘gorilla’. Jasper promised to stay with Blanche until her ride showed up so they sat on the bench and enjoyed a minute or two of small talk before Blanche saw a BMW turn the corner and accelerate toward them.
“Looks like my ride,” Blanche said, tilting her head in the direction of the oncoming car.
“Too bad, I'd have enjoyed some more time with my damsel in distress,” Jasper said, as he stood and took her hand to help her up. She was still trembling from the fright she’d received at the hands of Mikey and crew. “You sure you’ll be okay?”
“Yeah, but thanks, you are just so sweet.” She wrapped her arms around his thick neck and pulled him down so she could kiss his cheek. “Thanks again, don’t know what I would have done without your help.”
The BMW skidded to a stop at the curb and Bev’s head popped out of the sunroof, “Blanche, you need me to call the cops, this guy bothering you?”
“No, no, nothing like that, he just saved me from a bunch of thugs.” Once again, Blanche committed to attending the upcoming competition. They hugged and Blanche was on her way comfortably seated in the front of Bev’s B’mer.
“That’s quite a hunk of man you’ve found yourself there?” Beverly’s voice suggested more of a question than a statement.
“Jasper? Yeah he’s been my hero on more than one occasion since I hit town. Lucky for me he was close by this morning. Don’t know how long I could have held off three horny teenagers with an umbrella,” Blanche said, trying to laugh, her voice still quivering.
It was obvious to Beverly that her client was in no condition or state of mind to do any house hunting so she suggested a quiet location with hot coffee, padded seats and delicious donuts. After finishing her first cup of white-hot chocolate and glazed donut, Blanche began to feel somewhat better. The tremor in her hands had ceased and her voice was much less shaky but her anxiety level was still elevated as Beverly tried to console her.
“Men, and boys for that matter, walk around with their brains in their penis with no thought for anyone but themselves,” Beverly suggested, polishing off her third donut, this one covered in white frosting drizzled with maple. “Believe me, I’ve known my share and most are idiots through and through. Even the ones that you think are semi-normal turn into some sort of sex crazed alien the minute they get a hard on. Take my deceased husband, the one I was telling you about with the spoiled rotten son, he was a genius when it came to money and real estate. I learned so much from him about the markets, when to buy, when to sell, that sort of stuff, but the minute I’d show him these.” Taking her covered breasts in both hands, making sure not to get any icing on either one, she bounced them slightly; drawing stares from some of the locals seated a few tables over. “He’d turn into a babbling fool, unable to make a coherent sentence until he’d gotten his rocks off, pardon my French.”
Bev was enjoying having someone she could spout off too. Her favorite subject as of late was the abuse she’d received at the hands of men in general but more specifically from the son of her dearly departed.
“Did I tell you the latest? Did I?” she asked, not waiting for a reply she pressed on. “Well, I’ll tell you what darlin’, that little son of a bitch is still screwing with me even after the courts awarded me my fair share. My stepson, some kind of aid to a high falootin’ congressmen up there in Washington, has got it in his head that I’m just gonna roll over and let him push me around and give up my millions,” she continued in her over the top Southern accent. “That pompous piece of shit really gets me going. First it was momma this and momma that, now that some money is involved he treats me like a two bit whore that was screwing his daddy just for his money. I’ll show that little pipsqueak what this mommas got in store for him,” she said rather loudly, drawing more looks and quiet whispers from customers throughout the shop.
Blanche nodded when she felt it was appropriate and tried to act understanding, but wasn’t it her that was the victim this morning and not Bev? It was sweet that she was trying to take her mind off the skaters but she was kind of ranting and Blanche was not enjoying the additional attention.
“So tell me about the job the oldest one has, he really works for a congressman, a US Congressman?” Blanche politely asked.
“Yeah, little kiss ass that he is, worked his way into this job with the help of his daddy. From what I gather he does all the congressman’s dirty work. Does all the hiring and firing and finds little trollops for the congressman to screw when his wife ain’t around. I ‘spect Jeremy gets his fill of that office poontang as well, takes after his daddy in that respect,” the agitated real estate woman fumed.
“That’s his name, Jeremy?” Blanche asked.
“Yeah, Jeremy ‘Kiss My Ass’ Marshall and the worse thing is he keeps sticking his nose in my business here in Valdosta. Don’t know why he can’t just leave well enough alone and worry about his father’s estate and getting this behind us. Some of my friends in the business tell me he’s prodding around about some land that is soon to be developed just north of here. Probably needs my millions to secure some financing for something he’s got in the works, most likely very underhanded if I know Jeremy and the way he operates.” She paused long enough to fill her mouth with another bite of donut.
“You must be sick of hearing about my troubles, honey. What’s up with you other than fighting off a pack of boys after your goods?” she said, pointing the half eaten donut at Blanche’s front, leaving powdered sugar on her friend.
Blanche didn’t want to get into much with Bev after hearing the realtor go on and on about her woes so she tried to bring the subject back around to her housing needs. After approximately thirty minutes of condo talk and another cup of cocoa, the women left the donut shop, all eyes on them as they hurried through the doors and into the BMW. Beverly was good enough to swing by the library for Blanche then sped off, anxious to meet with her lawyer and cuss for another couple of hours about her stepson. In her mind she’d worked hard for those millions and he was not about to take that away from her. No frickin’ way she was going to let her stepson screw her, that was for sure.
Blanche’s workday began like most once she got to the library. She was relieved to see that there were only a few items in her assorted boxes and no skulking teenage boys prowling among the shelves. She’d had her fill of testosterone driven madness for one day. Mr. Marcus was busy tinkering with some shelving units on the upper floor when she arrived and she had not yet had an opportunity to speak with him, but he was making some incredible ‘worker man’ noises that echoed throughout the library. Thankfully, it wasn’t busy and no one seemed to care that the occasional clang or bang could be heard, followed by a random cuss spoken harshly by the maintenance man. Two hours into the racket and just before Blanche was to take a break to get some lunch the little custodian ambled down the steps from the second floor. Sweat ran down his cheeks and a white, stretchy headband ran around his forehead in an effort to keep the salty solution out of his eyes.
“Sorry about all the commotion up there this afternoon,” he offered. “Those new shelving units they sent for the magazines didn’t quite go together with the ease that the instructions indicated. Never do for some reason, anyway, got them together and they look nice. You’ll have to mosey up there when you get time and take a look.”
She always looked forward to the random interactions she got to have with the personable, little man throughout her day. Kind of reminded her of her dad and brought back some fond memories of her childhood. He was always quick with a compliment and a smile and today was no different.
“That’s quite the outfit you’ve got on there today, really highlights your figure, you’ll have the boys in the back fighting over who gets to help you with the coding this afternoon.”
Blanche knew the remark was intended just as it was given, a sincere observation meant to compliment with no creepy overtones or insinuations.
“Why thank you Marcus, just a little something I haven’t worn since I started here and thought I’d give it a go.” Blanche blushed slightly, making her face glow with appreciation.
“Well, you did good, anybody in particular you ah, um, how do I put this tactfully? You got your sites on a particular target with this?” He gestured with his hands, indicating her figure in the tight, thin sweater stretching a little lower than her usual attire and the slacks a bit tighter in the seat than anything she’d worn to date.
“Now, now Marcus, you know you’re the only man around here that I’ve got an eye for,” she said, with a wink of her striking blue eyes and a pat on his shoulder.
They both laughed but Marcus had his suspicions. Blanche was like the daughter he never had and he enjoyed her personality and the fun banter they exchanged on a regular basis, but he strangely felt a certain obligation to watch out for her best interests as well.
“Marcus, Mr. Marcus, you got that shelving unit up yet? My heavens with all the noise going on up there one would have thought you were putting together a tank or something,” the words arrived almost before the director as she scurried up to the front desk.
“Yes ma'am, was just telling Blanche here how nice they look. You should get up there yourself and have a gander,” Marcus replied.
“Well I shall, once I get the new items for the museum cataloged and put into place. I just can’t seem to keep up with it all. Thank goodness we’ve got Blanche to look after the library for us. Heavens dear, you trying to attract every man within a ten mile radius?” Ester inquired sarcastically, eyeing the curvaceous, young librarian.
“I hope it’s not too much,” Blanche squeaked out, crossing her arms over her bosom.
“Perhaps we should endeavor to keep your assets a bit more under wraps in the future or we’ll never get these high school students to stop talking about you,” the director smiled politely, turned on her heels to walk away but said over her shoulder. “On second thought maybe we need to put the donation sign on the desk right in front of you today, dear, might be the best day we’ve had in years. See what you can do with that, will you?” And with that she was gone, calling for Mr. Marcus to follow her without turning to address him directly.
* * *
Blanche sat on the bench immediately in front of the library under a large magnolia tree, its glossy leaves providing a haven of shade from the afternoon sun. It had rained for about 30 minutes an hour prior but now the sun was shining and the rainfall had given everything around her a brilliant, clean luster that accentuated the shrubbery and flowers. She did love it here, the city itself was beautiful, the people in general so genuine and caring, her job was a breeze and she loved the people she worked with but most of all she was content.
The poor night's sleep seemed less significant as she sat and looked around at the pretty little square and the laid back atmosphere that seemed to encompass the town and the South in general. The worry of finding a place to live, for whatever reason, seemed less important at this very moment. She was feeling something she hadn’t felt for quite some time, happiness.
“Yes, that was it!” she thought, reflecting on the past few weeks. She had not been able to quite put her finger on it this afternoon but she was sure that this is what true happiness must feel like. Being able to look beyond the events of the day it was interesting to her that such an epiphany was possible, but there it was right in the middle of her chest, that burning sensation that speaks to one’s soul that all is well and life is good.
As she was basking in her new found realization Blanche noted a gentleman approaching the steps of the library, cane in his right hand and a bit slumped over, but she thought he seemed awfully young to be walking with a cane and hunched over in that manner. She watched as he reached the steps, straightened up slightly, and looked around as if expecting to meet someone. Blanche noted that rather than looking through his glasses, he tended to tip his head so he could see over them.
It was what happened on the steps that struck her as odd. He seemed to be having a hard time judging the distance to each step. He would take a step, pull his glasses down his nose, look over them then take the next step. On the final step he failed to perform the same operation and tripped sending him falling. Rather than hitting the concrete as expected, he reacted with cat like reflexes, regained his balance without the use of the cane. Once secure that he was steady, he put his weight back on the cane, bent over and proceeded through the main doors.
The incident hung in her thoughts for only a minute or two chalking it up to her father’s favorite saying, ‘It takes all kinds’, before her thoughts returned to the beauty of the day and the happiness she was feeling. She wanted to remember the way she felt right at that moment, capture it, bottle it up along with the sunshine’s comforting rays before she had to return to her duties inside.

Earlier in the day the burglar had tossed numerous ideas around. Perhaps he should just use the Internet to help him hone his ideas and provide new ones, after all he’d been told to be creative, however, ‘creative’ was not on his resume. Breaking into a home without detection, yes it was on there, not getting caught was on there, but breaking into a home, not getting caught and making a statement for all to see, that was definitely not included in his skill set. He’d had second thoughts about using the Internet; it would be traceable. All they’d need was his list of searches in conjunction with his IP address and they’d be knocking on his door. He’d seen it happen before and didn’t want to be a part of that.
Most of the morning he wrote list after list of what he thought were good ideas only to come full circle with the understanding that most of the schemes sucked. After the press and the police had turned his first outing into a bit of a laughing matter, giving some phantom college student the credit for his well orchestrated crime, he needed something with some pizzazz. Something that says ‘Holy Shit’ to the unsuspecting public, something that will really get their attention without drawing undue attention to himself or the ultimate goal. He obviously needed some help and he knew the trip he’d planned for the library must take place, however, he didn’t want to go as himself just in case they had security cams scattered about. It had been years since he’d visited a public library and he had no idea what to expect, except for an old maid behind the counter and dusty books on the shelf.
Several options for a makeshift disguise presented themselves but he settled on a Gulf War vet with a back injury. His father’s old cane would suffice as a prop and an old baggy, green army issue jacket would complete the ruse. To enhance the look he filled his hands with hair gel and smoothed it through his straight black hair, pulling it back, exposing his forehead and uncovering his ears in the process. Perfect, he had thought, looking in the mirror, and to top it off he pulled a pinch of chewing tobacco from a tin his father had left behind and put it between his cheek and gum.
“Not so bad,” he thought, as the juices filled his mouth and he swallowed.
Big mistake! He couldn’t get to the toilet fast enough and he’d spewed tobacco and his breakfast all over the bathroom floor. It had taken him until almost noon to get things cleaned up and his disguise completed again minus the tobacco. Instead he settled on an old pair of glasses, also left behind by his father, who used them for reading in his later years. They made his eyes look funny in the mirror, kind of magnified and larger than life but he could manage to see through them well enough to get around. The distance vision was poor so he wouldn’t be able to drive with them on but the near acuity was acceptable so he shouldn’t draw any undue attention to himself, especially in a place where everyone would be reading. Before leaving on the appointed mission he stood in front of the mirror admiring the work he’d done.
“Me own mum wouldn’t recognize me,” he uttered under his breath in a funny little accent, and with cane in hand he had headed for the Valdosta Public Library.

Blanche returned to the main lobby of the library to find a donation sign positioned squarely in the middle of the desk with a canister nearby to accept cash and coins. She chuckled lightly before addressing the items filling her ‘to do’ boxes. Seated at the desk she could see a fair portion of the library but failed to see where the green clad fellow had gone.
“Must be upstairs. Hope he didn’t hurt himself,” she thought, returning her attention to the damaged books she was mending with strapping tape on the counter with the assistance of one of the young men from the school program.
She noted that he was having a very difficult time focusing on the project at hand and made a mental note not to wear this sweater again. Too distracting at work but would possibly work wonders under the right circumstances. Once the few mending jobs were completed she excused the young man with the wandering eyes and made her way around the library, checking on the facility and making sure that all was well. The later afternoon patrons tended to be younger and that was the case today. In the far, back corner of the lower level a group of college students were huddled together working on term papers.
Must have been a group project as each appeared to be throwing his or her own ideas into the ring and a cute young redhead was moderating. Blanche approached the group surrounding one of the longer tables, stood at the shorter end and tried to get their attention to no avail. Placing both hands on the flat surface she leaned forward extending her torso closer to the cluster of youth and drummed her nails on the tabletop until they all looked in her direction and stopped talking.
She quietly whispered in a hushed tone, “I know you’re working on something as a group but we’ll need you to keep it down just a bit more than you are now, okay.”
The students responded with a flurry of responses indicating that they understood and would be quieter. A good looking guy sitting next to the redhead must have paid too much attention to the shapely librarian and as Blanche turned to walk away, the redhead gave him a swift elbow in the ribs and a look of scorn for good measure.
Working her way up to the second floor it appeared to be deserted except for a lone patron wearing a green army jacket seated in front of a computer monitor and a stack of books scattered on the table beside him. Blanche's curiosity was peaked so she wandered through the upper level appearing to be busy with adjusting books on shelves, straightening things up as she went, gradually working her way closer to the unusual stranger.
He seemed intent on what he was reading, both on the screen and the books, as he thumbed through them. The curious librarian eventually found herself directly behind him only separated by a bookshelf with his back to her. She quietly slid a handful of books aside and removed a few others to clear a path so that she could see what he was doing. He wouldn’t be the first that they’d had to reprimand for viewing illicit content with a library computer but that was not the case here. She could see the books stacked near him and each appeared to be crime related, Helter Skelter, The Stranger Beside Me, and other popular true crime novels, each with torn pieces of paper holding place throughout the titles.
The individual was also working with a notepad he held on his lap, periodically making notes then returning the pad, out of the view of others that may be passing by. It did not appear he had any idea that Blanche was behind him as he googled ‘bizarre crime stories’ and ‘shocking crime stories’.
“Must be a lover of non-fiction crime genre,” Blanche thought. “I wonder if he could use some direction.”
She left her hiding place and stepped around the end of the shelving unit to stand directly at the side of the stranger. In her most professional librarian whispered voice she said, “Is there anything I can help you with?”
It became readily apparent that he’d had no idea that the librarian was even on the same floor as himself, let alone right next to him. He bounced in the chair as if it had been electrified, sending his notepad skidding across the floor and the mouse cord being yanked from the back of the computer tower. Blanche reacted with a slight giggle but maintained her librarian demeanor in the process.
“I’m so sorry, I thought you knew I was standing next to you,” she lied.
“Holy hell lady, you about gave me a heart attack. You work here or something?” the disheveled reader reasoned.
“Yeah, I’m in charge around here in the evenings. I saw you were looking up some non-fiction material. Is there anything I can help you find?”
“No, I uh, I think I’ve got what I came for but thanks for the offer.” He couldn’t help but let his eyes wander up and down the frame of the attractive librarian.
Blanche looked directly in his eyes through the thick glasses that made his iris's look like large, green saucers. It was somehow strange that he was looking at her but not engaging her eyes directly, however, she couldn’t help but notice when those over-sized saucers looked her up and down, then came to rest back on her face with an approving smile on his lips.
Her curiosity pushed her to say, “I couldn’t help but notice you having some trouble on the steps outside. Did you get hurt?”
“No, just a little stumble was all, ever since I got injured in the Gulf War I’ve had to put up with a bum leg and bent spine.” He hunched over a bit to make his point.
“Oh, I see, sorry to hear that. Is there anything more we can do to make your experience with us more pleasant or comfortable? We love to support our troops both past and present. Will you please let me know if there is anything we can do for you?” she said, in the most pleasing way possible.
His mind was trying to process a thousand things at once. "She's getting too good a look at me, have got to distract her and make an exit. Do I have everything I need to advance our agenda? Is my disguise still holding up? Can’t see very well but don’t remove the glasses. Don’t remove the glasses! Damn this librarian is hot, reminds me of Virginia May, filthy slut. Nothing like what I expected — no dusty shelves and a tasty treat as a librarian. Focus damn it, focus!"
He tried to get his thoughts sorted and his tongue under control before he said something stupid or telling.
“That’s really nice of you but I think I’m finished and I’ll be on my way shortly.” Is what he said but what he was thinking was, “Hell yes, there is something you can do for me, set yourself up here on this table and let’s have a go.” The wicked thought brought a smile to his face as he let that little fantasy play out in his mind, if only for a moment.
“Do you want to take these books with you?” Blanche said, pointing to the pile of books on the table.
“No, I just wanted to take a look through them for now and I don’t have a library card anyway,” he replied.
“We can take care of that if you like, come with me and we’ll get you a card,” she said reassuringly, as she scooped up the books in an effort to help him.
He suddenly thrust out his hand and slammed the books back to the tabletop. Blanche stepped back in shock at his reaction to her assistance and he could tell she was upset.
“Don’t mind me, just don’t like folks helping me if you know what I mean.” Motioning to the cane.
“I see, would you like me to take these and put them away for you?” she said, relaxing a bit but still on her guard.
“I can get it, don’t like to make work for anybody. I’ll just get my things and be on my way.”
He stood using the cane to steady himself and retrieved the notepad from the floor. Blanche, still trying to be helpful, plugged the mouse back in, then instructed the odd character to leave the books on the end of the table and she’d make sure someone put them away. He smiled but she could tell he was determined to clean up the items he’d used and be gone. She retreated to the main desk just as the students were leaving for the day and offered a cheerful goodbye to each as they waved on their way home or elsewhere for the evening. A moment later she could see the hunched over man descending the stairs leading to the foyer. One hand wrapped tightly around the notebook he seemed to prize and the other manipulating the cane as he worked his way down the steps.
She felt a certain degree of pity for him; the sacrifice of those in the service of their country had always held a soft spot in her heart. She had family members who had served and offered the greatest sacrifice of all to defend her freedoms and she respected those that were willing to serve. Her heart filled with appreciation for this crippled individual as she struggled to understand him, if only in a cursory way. He passed by the desk, tipping his eyes to look over the lenses at her, gave her a friendly nod and shuffled toward the exit. A tear came to her eye as she felt true compassion for his plight and that’s when something struck her as unusual, no, different.
Looking at him from this angle it looked like he was holding the cane in his left hand and limping with the right. Her mind flashed back to the image of him climbing the steps earlier. She was sure he had used the cane in the right hand and limped with the left. Watching him carefully now, he stopped at the exit door, tucked the notepad under his left arm and used the right to open the door, leaving the cane in the left. With the door open he returned the notepad to the right and limped his way out the door, dragging the right leg.
“What the hell?” she thought. “It’s not Halloween so what’s this dude’s game?” she mused.
The thought had not completely vanished from her mind before the door swung open and an excited Seymour hustled through it and approached the desk and Blanche.
“Hey Ms. Delaney, how ya doing?” he said, as he tried to catch his breath.
“I’m good Seymour, what’s the rush?” the librarian replied.
“The bus was late so I had to run from the drop off.”
The war vet was still in the back of Blanche’s mind and she asked, “Did you see the guy with the green army jacket before you came in?”
“Yeah, ‘bout ran him over at the bottom of the steps. Why — what’s up?”
“He was in here doing some research and just seemed really weird. I would swear one minute he was using the cane with the right and limping with the left, then when he exited just now, it switched and he was using the cane with the left and dragging the right. Just seems kind of out there to me. Didn’t appreciate me offering him any help either, almost acted like I was stepping on his toes,” she said.
“You offered to help him or something?” Seymour asked.
“Yes, thought I could be helpful seeing how he’s a bit crippled and a vet.”
“That was nice of you. Was he deaf, dumb and blind as well?” he questioned sarcastically.
She laughed, “Why do you think that?”
He continued, “That’s the only thing I can think of that would prevent him from accepting help from the best looking woman in Valdosta.”
“Well Seymour, you’re making me blush, but thanks anyway.”
The outfit Blanche was wearing had not gone unnoticed by Seymour. His pulse continued to be north of 100 beats per minute and not because he’d been running. On the few opportunities he had worked with Blanche he had learned a number of things about himself. Firstly, he had a hard time expressing what he really wanted to say without tripping over his tongue and twisting his thoughts into a jumbled mess before they came out. Blanche had picked up on this and found it somewhat sweet and endearing. Secondly, he found it increasingly difficult to focus when she was around.
He had no illusion that he was infatuated with the beautiful librarian and there was no doubt he loved being around her. She was so pleasant, with such a wonderful listening ear and people skills that were genuine and caring. He was impressed and enchanted with Blanche after watching her interact with the staff and public. Increasingly he found himself thinking about her during the day, at school, losing track of where he was and what he should be doing, but he just didn’t care because the thoughts of her smile and timid laugh made him feel good, right down to his toes.
“What’s the deal with the sign?” he asked, pointing at the donation sign still prominently displayed on the counter.
“Oh that, I almost forgot it was there,” she replied, leaning over the desk to get a better view of the sign and in the process sending Seymour’s heart rate ten percent higher.
“Mrs. Anderson was giving me a hard time about my outfit and thought it would generate a few more bucks for the coffers if we had it on the desk.” She paused, and with a sly grin continued, “What do you think?”
Without saying a word, Seymour pulled his wallet from his back pocket, took a $20 bill and put it into the receptacle. His point made, he kicked himself mentally, “There’s my lunch money for the rest of the week but I think it was worth it.”
“Why thank you my good man,” Blanche said, “Lean over here.” She planted a tender kiss on his cheek, after he leaned in.
Two hours into the shift, Seymour basically had his responsibilities taken care of and was anxious to do some work on the assignment given to him earlier by his instructor, Pink. There had been no further news regarding the photo taken of Thelma or a follow up among the college students and no one had come forward to claim responsibility, but he was fascinated by the prospect that it wasn’t a joke and there perhaps was someone out there that was somewhat disturbed and doing these types of things.
Blanche was seated at the desk looking over a list of books that the local chapter of The Southern Ladies Society had put together and wanted to donate. Some of the titles evaded her recollection but the dates of many were impressive and would add some wonderful flavor to the historical section of the library.
“What’ve you got there?” Seymour asked, stepping around the desk and coming to stand next to Blanche.
“Oh, some ladies want to give us some books and I’m just looking to see which we want and if there are any duplicates we already have on the shelves.” She looked at her watch, “You finished very quickly tonight, is everything done?”
“Yup, hustled my buns so I could work on something, if that’s okay with you.”


“As long as you’ve got everything in order I don’t see any reason why you can’t have some time. What are you working on?”
Seymour took a breath to organize his thoughts so he didn’t sound like a moron and said, “You’re familiar with that weird thing in the paper a week or so ago? The guy in that woman’s house that took the picture of himself?”
She nodded in the affirmative.
“Well, I’m taking a course at the college about criminal deviant behavior and Mrs. Wild, the instructor, wants us to do some research about this type of aberrant behavior and how it can escalate into more troublesome crimes.”
“That sounds really quite interesting. Myself, I’ve never given it much thought, not really my cup of tea but there seems to be quite a bit published and those are some of the books that are checked out most often both here and where I’ve worked in the past.”
Seymour summoned his courage and almost shyly asked, “If you have a few minutes tonight would you mind helping me out? I’m not that great at researching and finding material and I suspect you’re a pro.”
“I don’t know if I’m a pro at anything Seymour, but I’d be happy to help. Why don’t you get started and see what you can come up with and bring what you find here to the front desk and we’ll work on it. Is there anyone else in the library right now?” she asked.
“There’s just some geezer in a lounge chair reading old Life magazines, but that’s it.”
“Good, I’ll be here getting some stuff taken care of while you’re collecting your sources,” she cheerily added.
Seymour thought to himself, “that was much easier than I expected, wish I could come up with something more exciting than looking at old books with me.” Then under his breath as he headed up the stairs he whispered, “at least it’s a start.”
The librarian thought she heard Seymour say something as he trudged up the stairs but couldn’t make it out. He really was cute and she found herself more attracted to him each time they worked together but she just couldn’t get past the age difference, even though it sure didn’t seem to matter to him. It was pretty obvious, to the more seasoned of the two, that he was flirty with her and she undoubtedly was flattered by it, but she just wasn’t sure if it was a big sister kind of caring or something deeper than that. For now, at least in her mind, she decided not to fight it and just take it as it comes, “can’t have too many friends” she thought.
Over the next thirty minutes Miss Delaney watched as Seymour scurried from one shelving unit to another and from one floor to the next, leaving magazines and books at the front desk, as he hurried by without disturbing Blanche with her responsibilities. Several customers entered while he was chasing about but they didn’t seem to care, the place was still very quiet and a little commotion helped to keep some of the patrons from falling asleep in the comfy chairs. Satisfied that he had enough to start with he returned to the main lobby and the pile he had created.
“What do you think?” he said, doing his best Vanna White impersonation and waving his hand in front of the books.
“Looks like you’re going to be spending the night. That’s a lot of material,” she said, scanning the books.
She picked up the top couple of books, looked them over, flipping to the inner front cover and reading the synopsis. She did the same with one of the magazines, noting that it was from the 60’s. Looking through the items Seymour had collected it dawned on her that she’d seen several of these already tonight.
“Seymour, is there a chance that the guy you ran into outside tonight is in your class at school, the deviant behavior class?”
“No, why? I know all the students by face if not by name and he’s definitely not in that course. Is something wrong?” he asked, with a hushed tone.
“No, I’m sure not, but it’s just kind of a strange coincidence that the books he had pulled and was researching are almost exactly the same ones you’ve got sitting before us,” she said, trying to wrap her head around a possible explanation.
“He probably saw the same thing in the paper and wanted to have a look just like your teacher suggested for you to do. No big deal, I just find it rather odd, especially considering his behavior.”
“Yeah, well, nothing we can really do about it, right?” Seymour indicated, pulling a chair up before the reading material and as close as he dared to Blanche.
They both jumped in looking for common behaviors and threads making their own lists to compare later on to see if they had any similarities. Blanche was intrigued by some of the names and crimes she was reading about and she found herself periodically looking up from the information, half expecting to see a madman run through the entryway with a chainsaw buzzing overhead. Feeling increasingly uneasy, the librarian inched a bit closer to Seymour as they did the research, finding comfort in the touch of his arm and thigh.
Seymour had heard about many of the figures he was finding in the readings but knew just bits and pieces about them. He had no idea there were so many crazed killers and nut jobs running around the streets of America, but here was proof before him that truth was absolutely more bizarre than fiction. As they both moved from one bit of information to the next their lists increased, looking for things that were common among serial rapists, killers and the like. What was it about their upbringing, their early crimes, the escalation in their patterns that were similar and their overall psyche?
The criminology student had noted as well that Blanche was much closer than when they started and he was not sure if it was flirtation or fear, as he was also feeling a bit on edge after reading some of the more detailed killing sprees. In either case, he was enjoying the moment and the wonderful smell that was permeating the space between and the light touch of her leg against his was almost more than he could take. He hoped she hadn’t noticed the goose bumps on his arms and the hair standing straight up, as she was certainly having an affect on him like no other woman had before.
Just before closing and after they searched the library for any couples making out in the bathroom or any old timers sleeping the night away, they compared notes and found some commonalities which Seymour highlighted and condensed to the following list:

Bed-wetting
Animal Cruelty (Sadistic behavior in general)
Arson
(Triad above forms a triad of events that may be experienced as a child)
Sadistic daydreaming as a child with a violent twist.

“I’m just a little freaked out after looking at all that stuff tonight, how ‘bout you?” Blanche asked.
“Nah, but I’ll bet I have strange dreams, that’s if I can sleep. Hope I don’t wake up with some nut standing over me taking pictures of himself in my mom’s bra and panties. Eee Gad, just the thought of that makes me nauseous. Come on, I’ll walk you to the bus and ride with you to your stop and make sure you get home okay.”
“You don’t have to do that, I’m sure I’ll be fine,” she said.
“Listen Blanche, after the day you’ve had I’d be a jerk not to make sure you get home safe and sound.”
The pair left the library, walked toward the stop and talked of anything but serial killers and deviants. A short distance away and parked obscurely at the end of a service lane a grey van sat, engine idling, and the driver taking pictures of the strolling couple with an expensive high powered telephoto lens. The photographer was already imagining what the librarian’s pictures would look like added to his growing collection.



CHAPTER ELEVEN


The trip to the library had proven more helpful than he had anticipated and he was anxious to try his latest ideas on the unsuspecting public. Sitting at his desk he ran the upcoming events through his mind, every detail, every possible outcome played as a macabre movie trailer, hitting all the highlights and entertaining the one-man audience. He felt satisfied that his plan would be successful and placate his ‘employers’, so he turned his attention to something meant to fulfill his own selfish pursuits.
A cable connected the computer to a camera that sat on the desk, his hand danced with the mouse, manipulating the images on the screen. A young man walking with a shapely woman wearing a tight sweater filled the screen. He clicked an icon at the top of the application and the image momentarily vanished only to return with just the face of the young woman visible. Her hair appeared darker than it had under the lighting in the library, but there was no mistaking the ample curves and the smile he’d captured, even from the distance he’d been forced to accept. It excited him almost as much now as it had when he’d so carefully taken the shots from the safety of the van. The mouse moved and again the image changed, this time the monitor filled his eyes with dozens of pictures taken in sequence, cataloging the walk from the library to the point he could no longer see the couple.
“Little prick,” he cussed out loud, “better not get in my way.”
He leaned back in the chair taking in the series of pictures, his fingers interlaced and placed behind his head. He let his mind wander; imagining what he could do with the tantalizing librarian that would feed his new found hunger. For so many years he’d found excitement in the preparation for a job and the adrenalin rush that would come with the actual crime, but unbeknown to his employers they had opened a whole new world to him. He couldn’t put his finger on it but there was something euphoric about stalking a target and the ultimate sense of power that came with viewing the pictures and fantasizing about what he could and would do.
“I need something special for you,” he once again said aloud returning his hand to the mouse and clicking on a close-up shot of Blanche from the waist up. “Yup, you nosey little bimbo, I’ll find something extra special for you, and I won’t even charge them for it.”
Clicking the printer icon caused the green light on the photo style printer to blink and the sound of the printer coming to life filled the room. A moment later the paper wound its way through the printer and a full sheet dropped in the tray within his reach. Picking it up he turned it over to see the face of Ms. Blanche Delaney staring back at him, hair tossed gently in the breeze, her face framed perfectly over her right shoulder, and just enough of her curves visible to excite him as he viewed his favorite picture.
It had been genius when he decided to honk the horn at the appropriate moment and the gamble had paid off with this prized possession. With the picture in hand he left the desk and moved to the opening in the bookshelf and stood before the map on the wall. He pinned Blanche’s picture carefully to the side of the map and took a small ribbon of very fine thread, wound it around the head of the pin holding the picture and attached it to another pin stuck in the map precisely at the address of Ms. Carmichael’s Bed and Breakfast. He smiled and enjoyed thinking about how clever he was.
“This gig is turning out to be more fun than I’d expected,” he thought.
A third and a fourth image were prominently displayed on the wall as well, both held in place by pins as the others, with thread leading to a location on the map, 412 Big Buck Circle. The first of the images was that of a bungalow set on a lot with large, mature trees shielding the entrance, and a driveway that ran along the side of the house leading to a small garage in the back. The home appeared to be fairly new with no toys strewn across the yard and no signs of a pet. The newly, self-discovered voyeur had studied the pictures carefully.
Each photo that had been included in the packet, delivered under the cover of night, had bits of information that would be crucial for his success, and he had committed them to memory along with the floor plan and layout of the home. The other picture was that of an attractive middle-aged woman dressed in jeans and t-shirt, with short-cropped brown hair, tinted with streaks of gold. It had been taken while the woman was shopping, without her having a clue that she was under surveillance.
Her name was Katherine Criddle but she preferred to be called Katie. The 50ish woman had been widowed over ten years ago and lived on her own in the pictured home, and drove a vintage mustang that she had purchased with some of the insurance money that had come her way after the death of her husband. At the time, the car had brought her some degree of solace, but she had been criticized for what some perceived as giving in to her midlife crisis. Katie dated little but worked full time at the local Piggly Wiggly as a cashier and counted her co-workers as her closest friends. She had one grown child that lived in Jacksonville, Florida, and worked as a manager of a restaurant. Her son was married but had no children and did not visit his mother often and generally only on holidays.
The home in question was at the end of a cul-de-sac and would offer access from the rear over a fence that backed onto a green belt, with no houses within distance to see him either coming or going. The thief reviewed the items he would be taking with him again, checked to make sure the camera had fresh batteries, and that all else was ready for the outing.
Earlier in the day he had taken a rasping file to the bottom of his athletic shoes to wear away any possible identifying marks that could be used to trace what type of shoe he was wearing. Tomorrow he would be burning everything in a 50-gallon drum at the back of his property for good measure anyway. Knowing that it was going to be a very long night he took one final look at the board and the faces looking back at him. He blew a kiss intended for all three ladies pictured there and left the hiding place, closed the wall unit to secure the room and laid down on the couch for a quick nap before having to head out once it was dark.
He pulled the van quietly, without trying to draw attention to himself, into a parking spot near the dumpster at the back of Saints and Sinners, a bar located about two miles from the Criddle home. It was the closest place he had scouted that would keep the vehicle under wraps, until he could return after the outing, without it appearing to be out of place. The bar would be open till almost morning and the old van would blend in with the other customer’s cars parked around the area. He arrived at 11:30 p.m. and waited for a biker couple to park their Harley and enter the bar before he exited the van and started the walk to Big Buck Circle.
He stayed off the main roads and tried his best to look like any other hitchhiker or homeless person getting from point A to point B with a backpack, a bandana around his head and nothing else that would distinguish him from the normal late night crowd. Traffic was light and he worked his way through some fields, in and out of a few dimly lit neighborhoods, until he arrived at the fence dividing the yard of Katie’s home and the green space behind.
A train track was approximately 100 yards from the home that had not been included in the information provided by the anonymous supplier. He quickly and easily scaled the fence, once on the other side, he could see that the lights in the home appeared to be off with no back porch light, and no street light to brighten the backyard space. Pulling the sleeve up on his black shirt he could see the illuminated dial of his watch, 12:15 a.m., he’d made good time and was earlier than he dared enter the home. The professional burglar felt in the front pocket of his dark jeans and secured the key deposited there.
It wouldn’t hurt to at least try the lock to be sure that his entry would be unencumbered, so he purposefully took the backpack from around his shoulder and laid it down on the porch. Painstakingly he eased the screen door open just enough to allow access to the locked handle of the wooden inner door. The screen squeaked ever so slightly, just enough to cause him some concern. Reaching into the pack he removed a small can of WD-40 and applied a quick blast to the hinges. The door now glided open without a whisper and he placed the door against his back as he inserted the key into the lock.
The key fit perfectly and he felt somewhat guilty about entering this way, after all he was a pro and didn’t need the extra help to gain entrance, but the ‘employers’ had insisted that he use the means they provided to leave minimal clues and shake up the public even further. He placed his ear very close to the glass insert in the rear door to confirm no one was still moving about inside before he tried to turn the key. His heart raced as his adrenalin began to kick in and his senses were heightened to the level of a world-class athlete. No sounds reverberated through the glass and he felt it safe to try the lock. He turned his wrist but the key did not budge.
“What the hell,” he thought, and he exerted more pressure on the lock without success.
The key was pulled free of the lock and he inspected it the best he could in the non-existent light. He ran his fingers over the ridges of the key, feeling for burs or irregularities, nothing. Once again the key was inserted into the lock making sure that it hit bottom and he turned, still nothing, and he dared not force the key any more to prevent it from breaking off in the lock.
Somewhere in his memory he recalled his father complaining about a new house key he’d had cut that wouldn’t work. They had returned to the True Value store and the clerk had instructed them to wiggle the key up and down while turning. Apparently, it was not uncommon for new keys to take a few weeks of use before they wore down slightly and worked more efficiently, especially in older locks.
It was still too early to try such an experiment with this particular key and he opted to wait until 1:00 a.m. before trying again. He picked up his bag and moved to a shadowed corner of the yard and sat in the dark, waiting for the next few minutes to pass. While waiting, he removed the camera from the bag and tested the image quality by taking a picture of the back of the house. Not bad, but not great either and he dared not use the flash, at least not outside where it could be seen for miles. Instead he changed the setting for shooting night scenes, opened up the aperture and took a picture of the house again with his face smiling into the camera, taking up a third of the image.
“Good start,” he thought, before returning the camera to the bag.
At exactly 1:00 a.m. he brought the key back to the lock and gently jiggled it up and down while applying some rotational force. Click! It moved and the sound of the lock giving way brought a sigh of relief to his lips. He very carefully and slowly opened the door, feeling for any obstruction that may bang against the back of the door that he had not anticipated. Nothing. It opened enough for him to slide in, including his bag, leaving his shoes on the porch.
He wore latex gloves without the powder, a hair net under the bandana wrapped firmly around his head. Black makeup had been smeared over the surface of his face while he had sat in the corner of the yard, not so much to assist while in the house but just in case he needed to make a quick getaway, he’d be harder to see moving outdoors. The first thing he needed to do was secure the location and make sure Katie was in the bedroom asleep.
He had looked over the pictures and schematic of the interior enough that he felt like he had been there before, but of course he had not. He left the kitchen, turned down a narrow hallway, passed a bathroom and laundry room on his right and a spare bedroom on his left. Katie’s room was directly at the end of the hall. There were no lights on and the door was open about ten inches.
At the door, he stood holding his breath and listened. He could just make out the rhythmic breathing of someone sleeping so he pushed the door open just enough to poke his head around to get a look at the widow. The room was not entirely dark; an en suite bathroom positioned toward the front of the house had the door slightly ajar and the light on. He didn’t find this unusual, as his parents had done the same thing for years when they’d gotten older, made it so much easier to get to the toilet in the middle of the night without breaking one’s neck.
He could make out Katherine’s form in the bed. She was lying on her right side, head on a pillow with a sheet covering her, except for her left leg extending from underneath the sheet, lying atop another pillow in the middle of the bed. Her left arm wrapped tightly around the top of the same pillow pulling it close to her chest. The in and out of her breathing was almost hypnotic and helped him relax as he surveyed the room. The foot of the bed faced the door and the lighting from the bathroom would provide better pictures when he was ready.
He pulled the door closed, not letting the latch catch but having the jam provide enough friction that the door was almost shut, and he returned to the kitchen. On the table he removed the camera from the bag, along with a can of red spray paint and four flat pieces of plastic, which he would soon use to help him move the heavier pieces of furniture. First off he needed something to eat.
Opening the fridge with his gloved hand, he looked for something that struck his fancy. Orange juice and milk made him think of breakfast so he removed the two items from the refrigerator and sat them on the counter. Carefully opening the cupboards he used his LED penlight to search for a bowl and some cereal. He assumed every home in America surely would have some type of cereal. It didn’t take him long to find everything he was looking for, however, he was not entirely pleased with the brands of cereal that Katie had available, but he settled on the Raisin Bran and poured himself a small bowl, covering the flakes with milk.
Sitting at the table in the dark he drank his glass of juice and ate the cereal, always listening for any movement from the back bedroom. Nothing came as he polished off the snack but before cleaning up he positioned his Polaroid camera across the table from himself, lined it up so it would take the image from his mouth and down, showing the juice glass in one hand and a spoonful of cereal in the other, as well as capturing the bowl on the table with his torso behind.
He positioned the penlight in such a way to help illuminate the picture without providing additional clues as to who he was, but wanted to send a message that he could come into any home and do whatever he wanted. The picture turned out exactly as he had hoped, not too much detail but enough to see what he was doing. The Polaroid went back into the backpack and he removed the digital camera.
The living room was just off the kitchen and at the front of the house. The main entry led here and the room was fairly dark, even with the large bay window curtains open, due to the abundance of trees outside blocking most of the light from the moon and stars. He crossed the room, closed the curtains and found a small table lamp, which he turned on. Not enough light to alert a sleepless neighbor but enough to help him accomplish his task at hand.
In the room she had two recliners positioned across from a 42” television sitting atop an entertainment center that was full of DVD’s and a sound system. There were two oval end tables, each topped with small lamps, and a telephone atop its’ charger on the stand nearest the kitchen. A coffee table was positioned between the recliners and had a dirty plate and glass resting where she’d left them before going to bed, a small couch sat perfectly between the recliners and behind the coffee table. The piece looked like it didn’t get used much as she still had it covered with plastic.
The intruder imagined how he might like to rearrange the furniture and once he had the picture in his mind he got to work. He used the small square cuts of plastic to put under the legs of the larger furniture pieces and was able to slide them, with minimal noise, into place. Before long the room looked entirely different but still very well kept and stylish. The dirty dishes were taken to the sink where he washed them, along with the ones he had used, setting them on a dry dishtowel next to the empty sink. Before moving the furniture he had been sure to take a ‘before’ picture, then once everything was where he wanted it he took an ‘after’ photo. He was really having a good time and was thankful that the slumbering Katie was none the wiser.
The nighttime interior decorator had almost forgotten about the spray paint, but seeing it sitting on the kitchen table reminded him that he had a few more things to get done. Taking the paint in hand he stepped from the kitchen into the hallway and was about to enter the living room when he saw a light suddenly appear under the door at the end of the hallway.
His heart jumped into his throat and he froze, unable to move or breathe. Slowly, he backed up retracing his steps until he had reached the kitchen table. Rummaging around in the pack he found what he was looking for, and removed the can of pepper spray he’d picked up in a hunting store a few months ago when he’d been traveling through Kentucky. Seems they use it there for defense against black bears but he suspected it would be just as effective against middle-aged women in nightgowns as well.
One side of him was screaming to get the hell out of there and the other was pushing him beyond limits he’d never known. How could he leave yet, still didn’t have any pictures of what really interested him personally. The work he’d been paid to do was pretty much taken care of but he wanted it all. At any moment he expected her to open the door and come walking down the hallway, but it didn’t happen. Patiently he listened as he inched his way down the hallway to the point that he was standing just outside her door again, this time with the pepper spray in one hand and his camera in the other. If she was going to get a face full of this stuff he wanted to document it for later review.
Intently he listened and then he heard some movement coming from inside the room. He tried to imagine what was happening on the other side of the door, he strained for clarity. The sound of her moving about on the bed was followed by the box springs squeaking as he pictured her sitting on the edge of the bed getting ready to stand.
“What’s she doing in there?” he thought. “Does she know something is wrong? Do I bust through the door and pepper spray her into oblivion or simply wait?”
He chose the latter, inched as close to the door as he dared, closed his eyes and focused on the auditory signals coming from the bedroom. Time stood still as he listened and waited. Another sound, this time the opening and closing of a drawer in rapid succession, followed by an unmistakable quick ‘CHKKK CHKKK’, metal sliding smoothly against metal in a finely engineered mechanism.
THUMP thump, THUMP thump, THUMP thump, his heart hammered against his chest wall making it almost impossible to hear as the sound echoed in his ears. His blood pressure rising, and with it the swishing sound of blood in his own head. Footsteps! Yes footsteps, he was sure of it! Getting louder, moving toward the door, then stopping. Had she heard him or noted the door to her bedroom was now closed? He was overcome with fear but the adrenalin blasting through his arteries kept him rooted in place, finger on the button of the pepper spray.
“Here it comes!” The night crawler readied himself for the assault but the opportunity never came. A few minutes passed and he could hear a toilet flush and feet moving back to the bed.
Quietly he waited, held his breath and listened, expecting the light to be turned off and the sound of intermittent snoring to begin again. Instead he could hear the box springs giving way to her weight, then again the metallic ‘CHKKK CHKKK’.
“Does this woman go the bathroom with a shotgun?” he thought, not wanting his initial impression to be true.
There was nothing he could do but wait. His back ached from having to stand so perfectly still for so long. His imagination was running wild, conjuring up all sorts of outlandish possibilities, each of which had a very negative impact on his health. He shuffled his feet, lowered the camera and spray to allow his muscles a quick break. They’d be useless in a fight if it came to that. Ambient sounds from the bedroom could again be heard coming through the door, the rustling of sheets and covers and bed springs reacting to her trying to get comfortable. The noises continued for a second or two before there was complete silence. He took a deep breath in and slowly blew it out continuing to be absolutely motionless and quiet, then as quickly as it had all started the light under the door vanished.
He waited, huddled by the door, until he could make out the delicate sounds of her sleeping and then returned to the work at hand. Time was running short and he had to be out of there soon to make it back to the van and home before the sun came up. He anticipated all hell would break loose in the morning once Mrs. Criddle woke up and discovered his antics of the night.
Methodically he packed up his things, matching everything that went back into the backpack with a list he had created earlier. Once he was sure that he had all his belongings he took the paint back to the living room and wrote in large bold letters above the couch, ‘We’re Back!’. Last but not least he needed a picture of the heart-stopping Katie. With the digital camera in hand he crept back to her entry, took a preparatory deep breath and put enough pressure on the door to swing it open.
The gap was just big enough for him to get through but he didn’t slide in until he ducked his head around the edge, checking to make sure she wasn’t sitting up in bed with a shotgun aimed at the door. He was relieved to see her lying on her back with her right leg again under the covers and her left leg slipped out from the sheets and lying bent into a figure four with the other.
Emboldened, he entered the room, lifted the camera and took a couple of pictures of his victim, as she lay so exposed to his penetrating eyes. Suddenly she shifted, pulled her left leg back under the covers and rolled over on her right side, her face now directed to the bathroom and the diffuse light coming from the partially open door. She pulled her knees to her chest and hugged herself in a fetal position before her steady, even breaths returned.
The intruder waited for her to settle down before moving even closer to Katie. He moved slowly and deliberately to the side of the mattress, careful not to bring his feet down too heavily on the hardwood flooring. Rounding the end of the bed, he could see a book and a pair of spectacles on the night table along with an alarm clock that read 3:18. Keeping his eye on the Criddle woman he swung his right foot forward, and in the same motion brought the camera up to get a profile picture of his sleeping prize. Without warning his right foot slammed into something shadowed at the base of the bed. Pain shot through his stocking clad toes, radiating upward through his leg and sending signals to his brain to scream in agony. Rather than uttering a string of blasphemies, he dropped to his knees, grabbed his aching foot and rubbed the injured digits. Katie had not budged and her slumbering remained stable as he nursed his throbbing extremity.
Once he regained his composure the prowler looked for the instrument of his discomfort, and there lying next to his swollen foot, was a prosthetic leg.
“Now I’d say that was some vital, need-to-know information,” he thought.
The attachment was skin-toned, designed for coupling at the knee with a metallic latching mechanism near the top. He considered taking it as a reward for his efforts, but excused the thought when he imagined himself walking down the road with a leg sticking out of his backpack. Finally rising to his feet, he took one last parting shot of Katherine and backed from her room.
The long walk back to the van would be agonizing but at the least the ‘outing’ was a success, and with one last quick surprise for the woman of the house completed, he threw his backpack over his shoulder, put his altered shoes on, scaled the fence and was on his way. Mission accomplished with only a broken toe or two to show for his troubles.



CHAPTER TWELVE


Sunlight filtered through the discolored drapes hanging over the windows that faced the almost deserted parking lot. It had taken him a couple of hours to find a location that would be appropriate for their meeting, one that would be quiet, out of the way and without security cameras. The last thing he wanted to see was his face or his colleague's mugs prominently displayed on the evening news. In his line of work it never hurt to be too careful, always sweat the small stuff, was his moniker and he was proud of it. He had already gone over the motel room once but while waiting for his two associates he again looked under the bed, adjusted the blinds over the windows and looked for any listening devices. Clean, he breathed a sigh of relief.
Would have taken a mind reader to figure out this location, and he had even been so careful as to park a couple blocks away at a Denny’s, used their bathroom, then exited the establishment through the side door and made his way here. No one would ever be able to associate his car with this meeting or hotel room. He had turned his cell phone off a couple of hours ago and instructed his partners to do the same, didn’t want texts or calls on any cellular record that could pinpoint their locations at some later date.
Fifteen minutes later there was a knock on the door, two quick raps, a pause followed by three more in rapid succession. Jeremy peered through the peephole, recognized the guest and opened the door, ushering the man inside with a sweep of his hand.
“Did you have any trouble finding the place?” Jeremy whispered, as he closed the door.
“No, your directions were perfect, drove right to it,” the newcomer indicated.
Agitated Jeremy said, “I told you not to drive directly here, what were you thinking?”
“Hold on, hold on, I didn’t mean it literally. I parked at the Dixie whatever, like you suggested and walked here. That’s why I’m sweating so much, hotter than hell out there today.”
“Good,” said the congressional aide, “I don’t need to remind you how careful we have to be about these meetings.”
“I get that, I really do but do you think there are people who even have an inkling what we’re up to?” the short, heavier man said.
“No, at this point I’m sure no one has a clue, but we don’t want to give anybody any ammunition once things get heavy.”
“Where’s Felix? I’m anxious to see what he learned while he was in Valdosta,” Jeremy inquired of his partner.
“Should be here any minute. This morning I saw one of his coded messages posted on the network forum that we’re using and he confirmed he would be here.”
“Excellent, we need to make sure we’re all on the same page moving forward.”
The squatty little fellow was Ignatius Alvaro Savard, Iggy for short. His parents were students of religious history and couldn’t resist the name and were sorely disappointed when everyone called him Iggy and it stuck. Normally he was dressed in slacks, a men’s large shirt, casual fit rather than tailored, and slip on loafers. It was much too difficult to reach his own shoes these days. Today he looked like he’d just stepped off a cruise ship. His idea of inconspicuous was somewhat different than Jeremy’s. A straw hat covered his thinning silver hair, Ray-Ban Aviator shades now sat on the brim of the hat and beads of sweat ran down his neck and into the floral print shirt he’d purchased from Kmart. The khaki shorts fit snugly under his belly that hid the belt buckle also purchased at the discount store, completing the ensemble were white knee high socks slid comfortably into a pair of leather sandals. Stylish was not the word that came to mind when Jeremy opened the door but he said nothing.
Iggy was director of operations at the Lowndes County Land Title Authority and had been for ten years, with no more upward mobility available to him, he was eager to advance his station in life, regardless of what it would take.
“I’m gonna get a Coke from the vending machine outside, you want one?” Iggy asked.
“No thanks but make it quick.”
Ignatius returned a few minutes later with Felix in tow.
“Look who I found wandering around outside,” the chubby fellow said pointing at the taller, good-looking gentleman.
Felix Unger was the third member of their conspiracy group that Jeremy had brought on board just two years ago when it became evident that his problem would not be solved through legal means. It had taken weeks of searching for the perfect individual without himself getting caught up in an FBI operation or worse. A lobbyist had ultimately given Jeremy the help he needed without her even knowing. She had alluded to a man she’d met in Chicago that had seedy ties but was quite a mover and shaker. She’d described him as good looking, suave, in a cheap kind of way, but fun to be with and knew how to get things done. Jeremy had acted quite nonchalant about the information but was sure he’d found his man.
A little background check revealed Felix to be a low level mobster with ties to the local city government in Chicago. He did lots of work behind the scenes, land deals, intimidation, anything to raise a buck. Jeremy could not believe his good fortune, and the promise of millions for a few years of part time work easily drew Mr. Unger into the fold.
“Thought we were meeting in the parking lot, had no idea which room you were in,” Felix said, his black hair combed straight back and wavy. The tanned face was smiling that perpetual smile that made people feel at ease, an important asset in his line of work.
“Did you not look at the last posting I put on the forum this morning? We agreed it would be safer if we all showed up at different times, remember? I guess you also drove directly here and parked in the parking lot?” Jeremy grunted, moving to the windows and pulling the shade aside to inspect the lot.
“Well yeah, didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to.”
“For heaven's sake, Felix, if you can’t follow simple directions you will jeopardize the entire operation. Right, Jeremy?” Iggy interjected, the other taller men looked at him, ignored his input and moved to the kitchen table.
Felix had a black briefcase with him that he sat on the 1960’s style table, complete with chrome legs and red Formica top.
“So, what did you learn in Valdosta?” Jeremy inquired.
“I learned that your step mommy is a hot headed little bitch,” he replied, sarcastically.
“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. You try to sway her with your good ol’ boy charm?” Jeremy asked.
“Never had a chance or needed to, at least not yet (winking). I did hear through the grapevine that she’s sure sick of you screwing with her. Got her lawyer all revved up and chomping at the bit to take your head off.”
“Course she does. Every time he makes so much as a phone call it comes out of her share of the estate. It doesn’t bother me any if she wants to piss her millions away on legal fees.”
“Anything happened in that housing area we’re concentrating on?” the director asked.
Felix didn’t have much use for the tubby member of their trio but still recognized his question as valid.
“I spoke with him on the way over here,” he said, looking at his watch.
“He didn’t elaborate but said to watch the news this morning, said something about that woman we profiled having a fake leg. Anyway, he said he was more creative this time around so we’ll have to watch and see what happens from here. I told him we wanted a couple more ‘outings’ within the week.”
“Hold on there, I’m not going to have time to find a victim, a house and get keys and all that other stuff in just a day or two. These things take time and I have to be careful that nobody at the office sees me working on it,” Iggy said, mopping his brow with a hanky he’d pulled from his shorts.

Miles away, as the three collaborators were meeting outside of Washington D.C., a very groggy Katherine Criddle was awaking from her sleep. Stirring from a wonderful dream filled with friends from years past and dancing her heart out with both legs present was just too good to give up, but looking at the clock she realized she couldn’t waste the day laying in bed. Weighing which she needed more, a warm shower or breakfast, the need to use the bathroom helped her decide and she swung her legs to the side of the bed, reached down and picked up her prosthetic and with a ‘CHKKK CHKKK’ clicked the artificial leg into place.
She staggered to the bathroom, splashed some cold water on her face in an effort to wake up, still half thinking about the ‘foxy’ guys vying for her attention. The pellets of hot water felt good, she stood with her head under the forceful stream using both hands against the wall of the shower to steady her, the water running down her back and into the waiting drain. Once she was awake enough to finish the job she quickly ran the bar of soap over her smooth skin and washed her hair, lingering under the flow for a few more minutes as the conditioner worked its magic, then she turned the faucet off and twisted the excess water from her hair and used her hands as squeegees to push the water from her body and into the tub.
Toweling off, she could see her reflection in the mirror, not quite what she remembered from the dream but still happy with the way she looked at 50. Things were moving a little bit south on her but could be worse, a lot worse. Didn’t take much imagination to see what was happening to most of the people her age so she was thankful for the God-given looks and genetics that had come her way. She wrapped the cotton towel around her breasts, creating an enhanced cleavage and tipped her head to one side, as she looked at her reflection.
“Yeah,” she thought, “I still got it!” and blew herself an exaggerated kiss into the mirror.
Katie ran a brush quickly through her hair, enough to remove most of the snarls, before she browsed through her closet for the day’s attire. The forecast had called for another warm day with afternoon showers, the usual for August. An aquamarine short sleeve shirt caught her eye, which she matched with a light pair of gingham slacks. She seldom wore shorts, even when the weather called for it, due to the appearance of her prosthetic and the looks that it brought her way, especially from the children. She pulled a white tank over her wet head, reached into each cup of her pushup bra and adjusted herself accordingly, before pulling on the slacks and slipping the shirt around her shoulders.
Without much in store for the day, other than work later in the afternoon for a short shift, she had concluded to avoid the yard work that needed to be done and make a trip into town to check out the farmers market and try to meet some friends for a late lunch. Ms. Criddle was not one to leave chores undone but she just had a feeling this was going to be a very special day and she didn’t want a few menial chores to get in her way of capitalizing on what the day may offer.
“First things first,” she thought. “I’ll grab a quick bite then run down to the gas station, fill up, wash the ‘stang; then head to town. I wonder if that good looking Russell, at the hardware store, would be up for a visit from the hottest babe in town?” her thoughts drifted, as she opened her bedroom door and ambled toward the kitchen.
“He’s probably pretty lonely since his divorce was finalized, could use some female companionship and maybe a shoulder to cry on. Oh yeah, I’ll be stopping by there today and…,” then aloud, but not fully registering the import of what stood before her, “What in the….,” and then it hit her. “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh!” she screamed, turning circles in the kitchen, unsure where to go or what to do, but her stomach forced the issue sending her running for the kitchen sink where she vomited up the remains of her dinner the night before.
She stood at the sink, spitting, mind reeling, unsure of what to do next. “Think, think!” she told herself, “don’t panic, get a grip!” The distressed widow slowly turned to take in the horror that was her kitchen. There before her was the kitchen table with all six chairs arranged in a pyramid on top of the table, balanced perfectly. She stepped to the backdoor to see if it was securely locked. It was. She carefully walked around the table as not to disturb the structure but to get a closer look, still in shock that someone or something had been in her home and had done such a thing. As she ringed the table, she spotted something nestled between the legs of two chairs a bit higher than she could reach. It appeared to be a small piece of paper or perhaps a photograph.
“Dear God, what’s happening?” she whispered, tears staining her blouse. Katie finally got enough of a grip on her emotions that she realized she needed to call the authorities. “The phone, where did I leave that damn phone?” questioning herself out loud. The sound of her voice seemed to offer some degree of comfort and safety. Her mind shot scenarios at her faster than she could compute them but one stood out more than the others. “What if he’s still in the house? WHAT IF HE’S STILL IN THE HOUSE!”
“Got to get the police and get out of here,” she continued to talk to herself. She suddenly remembered seeing the phone near the sink after she’d showered. Without hesitating she quickly made her way back to her bedroom, peering into the laundry room and spare bedroom as she passed, hoping not to see anything out of the ordinary, and she didn’t. The phone was next to the sink as she had thought. Rapidly she dialed 911 and waited trying to contain her breathing, feeling a bit light headed.
There was an answer at the other end, “9-1-1, what is the nature of your emergency?”
Now whispering as not to alert an intruder if he was, in fact, still inside the home, “Someone broke into my house and I’m not sure if he’s still here, son of a bitch stacked my chairs on my table,” Katie slowly started back down the hallway to the kitchen.
“Excuse me, he did what?” the operator seated inside the Lowndes County Sheriff’s Office inquired.
“He piled my kitchen chairs on the table like a pyramid thingy. I need some help, please send somebody!”
“I’ve got officers responding; please confirm your address for me, okay. Stay on the line, don’t do anything but stay on the phone with me. Is he still in the house?” she asked firmly.
“I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t dare look around. What do I do if he’s here?” tearfully whispered the terrified woman back into the receiver.
“Listen to me, is this Katherine Criddle?” no reply. “Katherine, you with me, don’t leave the phone, are you with me?” the operator said forcefully, trying to keep the victim’s attention.
“Yeah, I’m here, I’m so scared, please help me, please send somebody!” she sobbed into the phone; tears running incessantly down her cherry cheeks.
“Okay Katherine, I want you to get out of the house, can you do that? I want you to get to the front door and get out of there and wait for the officers in the street. You hear me? Get out of there now!”
“Okay, okay I can see the front door from here,” she said, moving toward the living room and her escape.
“No, No, No! Please no! Why me? I… I… I ……” Screaming,then silence. The 911 operator listened. Nothing.
“Katherine! Mrs. Criddle what’s happened? Can you hear me?” She pressed her ear firmly to the headset, trying to draw any possible response from the petrified woman. Then she heard it, very faint, very light, but the unmistakable sound of someone breathing, almost snoring, coming from within the living room of 412 Big Buck Circle.
The operator, knowing that only one Sheriff’s Unit was available to respond, called upon the help of the Valdosta PD and emergency fire and ambulance crews to assist as well. Multiple squad cars and emergency vehicles from the county and city were soon rushing to aid the victim, her circumstances unknown.
At the same time the 911 operator was scrambling help to Katherine’s location, Blanche was standing in the shade of one of the larger trees populating the grounds of the old library, having an early morning banter with Mr. Marcus. Suddenly, they saw the first squad car speed through the intersection, lights and sirens blaring, sending pedestrians running for the safety of the sidewalks.
“Whoa, what’s that about?” Marcus hollered above the sounds of the sirens. Blanche shrugged her shoulders, thinking of the next barb she might send his way, when a second unit roared past the two, again with lights and sirens going.
“Quite a bit of excitement for little old Valdosta this morning, eh Marcus? You forget to turn off your stove after you brewed your coffee or something?” she jokingly put forth.
“Now that you mention it, the Mrs. said something about mowing the lawn this morning, hope she didn’t cut her foot off or anything. Don’t think the insurance will cover that,” he replied sarcastically.
A couple of miles away the students on the college campus were also alarmed at the number of sirens they were hearing.
“Must be quite the emergency, sounds like the entire force is on the move this morning,” Seymour said to the cute freshman, standing with him just outside the athletic department.
He’d just finished his morning workout and shower when he’d heard the commotion and hustled outside to see what was afoot.
She adoringly looked up at the older, more experienced college student, batted her eyes a few times and replied.“ Maybe there’s some crazy person on campus running around with a gun or something. Might be safer if we go to my dorm room and wait this little emergency out.”
The innuendo and offer were totally lost on Seymour who took a few steps closer in the direction of the noise and inferred, “No, don’t think this is a campus issue, sounds are moving away from downtown rather than coming toward us.”
The young lady, disappointment showing on her face, pulled her book and binder to her chest, rocked herself from the waist up and said in childish tone, “Won’t you at weast walk me to my next cwass, I’m a wittle sceawwed?”
Seymour turned to address the persistent young lady when the sound of another siren caught his ear, this one moving quickly in their direction. She advanced the couple of steps to join Seymour at his side, ran a hand between his side and arm and pulled his bicep to her breast and laid her head against his shoulder, appreciating the bulge that was there. More students filled the empty spaces around the two as the sounds approached. Questions filled the air in shouted tones to get above the sound of the multiple sirens.
The freshman, lost in the thrill of holding the older student so close, forgot about the possible threat at hand, and nuzzled her face against Seymour who seemed unaware of her affections. Within a moment or two an ambulance could be seen weaving its way between stalled traffic, working its way down the main boulevard, followed closely behind by a fire engine, lights reflecting off the buildings and sirens screaming. The group of students, including Seymour with the cute student latched on, surged to the street in an effort to get a better view and postulate what might be happening. To the relief of the young lady the emergency vehicles advanced beyond the college and raced toward their ultimate destination.
“Good crap, are they ever in a hurry. What could they be up to this early in the morning?” Seymour said, more to himself than to anyone in particular.
“Well, I surely don’t know, but I’d sure like to spend some more time with you this morning,” she said, pulling his arm close and rubbing it suggestively against her clad bosom. Once she’d gotten his attention and she could see that he was looking directly into her eyes, she continued, “If you know what I mean?” winking.
“Oh, yeah, I mean no, really I’d love to hang out with you for awhile this morning but I’ve got a project I’ve got to get together and need to hit the library before my noon class,” he tripped over his tongue but he was sure she’d gotten the message.
“You sure? I think I can make it worth your while,” she said; in her best Southern drawl in a final attempt to sway her crush.
“I really appreciate the offer; maybe another day.” Pulling him away from her grasp and waving as he jogged toward the library, Blanche foremost on his mind.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN


A light breeze swayed the limbs of the old oak tree just outside the second story window of Blanche’s room. Spanish moss hung in great sheets from the angled branches, some extending almost to the ground, casting spider web like shadows on the bedspread upon which Blanche lay. The fleeing sunlight, all but gone for the day, Blanche lay meditating, as she always did upon completing a novel, absorbing the full impact and importance of the words that had so touched her soul over these past two weeks. She loved a book that could pull her into the pages and make her a part, as had Mandingo.
The beating of her heart could be felt, her hand resting there, her eyes closed, lost in the story, mingling it with her own life and journey. She thought of her childhood, her strict upbringing from parents who obviously loved her and wanted only the best for her, and the many miles that now separated them. The feelings of joy and fulfillment, although not always present, had been more readily apparent since her move, however, she longed for someone to hold her hand, a strong hero who would sweep into her life and transport her to a place of love and ecstasy that she only could imagine.
With her eyes closed, in that state between sleep and cognition, she could almost see him. His broad shoulders, muscled arms testing the limits of the uniform he wore, sworn to protect God and country. A light smile parted her lips as the pleasant thought floated through her mind, causing a burning in her bosom, providing hope to a once hopeless passage. In the shadow cast rental room, her mind still fully engaged with the man of her dreams, she said a little prayer, not aloud but with the faith of a child she’d possessed years ago, “Father, if you are there and you do know who I am, would it be too much to ask for someone to come my way that would love me, take care of me and treat me like someone special.” As her thought passed from this dimension to the next, she saw him for only a split second. The man of her dreams, brown hair under his tilted cap, profile only, but a distinctive dimple in his left cheek.
“What could she possibly be doing, she’s been just laying there for more than a half hour,” he thought, posed on the balcony of a home less than a block away. He’d been lucky to find a place with no one home for the evening, which gave him the vantage point he needed to see directly into her room. “Tonight is for me,” he thought. “No agenda, no hazardous duty pay, just for me.” The viewfinder filled with the shadowed image of the woman on the bed. Click.
He was not quite sure what he’d expected from this ‘Peeping Tom’ routine. The pictures taken from the safety of the van continued to excite him and give him a sense of power, however, skulking in the dim fading light of day did not provide the same pleasure that confronting her face to face had. He again found her in the viewfinder and extended the telephoto lens, he could see her hand on her chest, “Perhaps she is thinking of me the way I have her since our encounter,” he thought.
As he sat back in the wooden chair provided by the unknowing homeowners and looked across the distance from his perch to her room, he wondered what it would be like to possess such a rare creature. He thought of the pictures of her walking with the young guy from the library and imagined himself taking that role. It was not entirely unlikely; he was not a bad looking guy. In his line of work he had to keep himself in tip top shape and there’d been nights when he’d walked away from the bar with the best looking woman in the place, even if she was a little more tipsy than he preferred.
Before long he got tired of waiting for something to happen, a couple more pictures were taken for good measure and he left the relative security of the balcony and walked the few blocks to his van and headed home. The drive had been one of unrestrained fantasy. Why was this woman, that he did not know, having this affect on him? The short and not overly friendly exchange they had in the library was not one made of dreams.
He found her attractive and intriguing; the soft spot she had for ‘authentic’ patriots kind of pulled at his heartstrings and helped him remember the man he used to be. He harkened back to days in the field with his dad before he got sick and the times they had shared hunting the backwoods near their home and the long, lazy days on the banks of the river catching catfish. His mother had passed when he was young; cancer had taken her from his life, but not his memory.
The thought of her standing at the kitchen sink, welcoming him home from school, the smell of fresh baked sugar cookies still lingering in the air, were as vibrant now as the day he reflected on. She was quick to bring him inline but equally quick to offer a loving hug. His dad had been much the same and he missed the time together and had been bitter when his father had also been taken before his time. Solace had come at a critical time for him, the passing of his father and the void that created had been partially filled by Virginia May, a farmer’s daughter he’d known from his youth.
Red hair, pale, freckle covered skin, an innocence that he had found refreshing. She had brought passion, and what he thought would be lasting love, to his life when he thought all was lost. They lived in the home in which he was raised, lived off the land and farmed what they could to make ends meet. It was not an abundant life but a satisfying one as far as he was concerned. He was unaware of her discontent until it was too late.
The hours he spent caring for the land, the animals and making a living for them were hours away from her and it was more than she could bear. She needed constant reassurance and the meager existence they were scraping out was less than she’d dreamed of having. Raised in difficult times, her parents had always provided food on the table and adequate clothing but there was nothing exquisite about her surroundings or belongings, and she longed for that. Surely there was more in store for her, and in her own mind, she had settled and wound up in the same circumstances as her parents.
Virginia May knew he loved her, would give his life for her, however, she was unable to cope with the many hours spent alone, ultimately what the redhead did with those hours led to their destruction. The day of her departing haunted him still, the fancy SUV sitting in the driveway, her bags by the door, a simple lunch on the table as she always did when he came home for a quick break from the fields. A dark, handsome man had stood near the Escalade, pacing back and forth, checking the time on his Rolex repeatedly. Not much of an explanation other than she’d found new love and was moving on but, “they could still be friends”, she’d said, with a parting, pathetic kiss on his cheek. She might as well have ripped his heart from his chest and crushed it under her heels.
The love of his life gone, his parents taken suddenly from him, his will to live destroyed, he’d been forced to sell the farm to survive. He retained the house and a few acres surrounding the structures but everything else was gone. The funds from the sale had provided sustenance but not for long. He’d had hours and days filled with rage and resentment and no outlet until, one late night, he’d watched To Catch a Thief and his destiny was set in motion.
He’d get back at that rich bastard that took his Virginia May and every other money grubbing scumbag that he could find. He’d set things right and all would be well. His energy and anger toward God and man were funneled into perfecting his craft and it had paid off. His first target had been Virginia May’s home. What a thrill that had been, rifling through their belongings, knowing what he did of her wants and desires had been overwhelming, as he stood in their bedroom imagining what took place there.
The crime had actually been easier than he had imagined, valuables were plentiful, access barely unrestricted and unloading the items a breeze. A newfound career with untold benefits, the thrill of the hunt ever present had paid off for him over the past ten years. He was free from a criminal record, except in his heart, and the scattered bank accounts only needed one final deposit to set him free.
There was no question that the librarian, Blanche 'Whatever', had caught his attention due to her similarity to Virginia May, but there was more to it than that, and he was sure he’d seen it in her eyes. She wanted him. His sloppy performance at the library was suspect, and the exchange disconcerting, but there was no mistaking the glint in her eye as he had left. In his mind it was unmistakable. There had been an attraction there, but what to do from here. She knew him as a handicapped vet with poor vision and a cane. He suspected his performance and disguise would not linger in the woman’s memory, but when he appeared before her as himself she would be unable to resist the connection. The thought of how that may play out occupied his mind until he returned home.
Entering the hidden desk area he could see a message was waiting on the restricted cell phone. He dialed, “Where are you? You’re suppose to have this phone with you at all times, is that understood? Don’t phone me back. I’ll be busy but we want two quick outings back to back on the heels of what you did last night. By the way, good job, the press is going nuts and the police won’t release any information. A wonderful little panic is starting to develop, keep it going. Won’t be any package of info for these next two, sorry, no time. Do something on your own, we’ll leave it up to you, but keep it within the same zone we’re working with. If you have any questions you can try me tomorrow.”
“Finally,” he thought, “I’m tired of having to pick on these common folk, ‘bout time somebody with some cash paid the price.”

The dreamy librarian eventually found the energy to pull herself from her fantasies and returned to real life. She really needed someone tonight, if not to hold at least to talk to. The thought of Mrs. Muir or Caroline came to mind, but she just didn’t have the will to spend another hour talking about fruit salad or the latest soaps. She considered going for a walk but the assault at the bus stop prevented her from mustering the courage to venture out, at least not alone.
Jasper and his powerful chest flashed through her mind, remembering that tomorrow night she needed to attend the bodybuilding competition. The idea both disgusted and titillated her at the same time.
“Hope I don’t embarrass myself,” she thought as she pictured all the buff men in tiny little Speedo’s displayed before her. “No, better not contact Jasper, that would be way too forward. Maybe Seymour. Could pretend I was curious about the project we’d worked on together. That’s a plausible reason for a call, right?” she surmised, running ideas through her head as she paced her room. “But what would his mother think, a mature woman like myself phoning her younger son? Screw it, he’s cute and I know he’s got the hots for me, a quick phone call won’t hurt, I’ll keep it very professional.”
Blanche could feel her pulse quicken, anxiety rising, breath coming in shorter, faster intakes and exhales, her hand shook slightly as she picked up the phone and dialed.
A woman answered, “Hello, Wood residence.”
“Must be his mother,” she thought. "Why couldn’t Seymour have answered?"
“Yes, hello, I was wondering if I might speak to Seymour?” her voice quivered slightly, as she made the request.
“So would I,” his mother said back into the receiver. “Never get much of a chance to see him these days, I think he sleeps here cause his bed is tussled in the mornin’ and food is missing from the fridge but he’s nothing more than a ghost around here, I'm afraid.”
“Sorry to hear it,” Blanche sincerely responded.
“Can I take a message or you could try his cell?”
“He’s got a cell phone?” she questioned, wishing she had had that information before trying his home.
On his fixed income and school expenses she hadn’t imagined he could afford a phone as well, but then again every kid eight and older had a cell phone these days.
“Yup, not for very long. Would you like the number?”
“That would be helpful, thank you,” her pulse slowing, with the cheerful mood of the call.
“You ready? 229-412-3838, don’t have any idea where he is tonight but you are welcome to give him a try. Do you mind me asking what this is in reference to?” his mother questioned the stranger.
“No, not at all, this is Blanche Delaney, I work with Seymour at the library. I just had a couple of work related questions for him. While I’ve got you, I must tell you, he’s a very courteous young man and a pleasure to work with.”
“Thank you, thank you very much, it’s nice to hear once in awhile that your efforts are paying off. Hasn’t been easy ‘round here since his father passed but don’t know what I'd do without him. I’ve heard him talk about you. You the pretty red haired woman?”
Blanche could feel her cheeks warming and reflexively turning red, “I guess you could say my hair is a shade of red, everybody else at the library is graying so guess that would be me.”
“Well, this here boy of mine has got a tender heart and I believe a pretty big crush on you. I’d appreciate it if you’d be careful with his feelings,” his mother said, worried that she had perhaps overstepped her bounds but forging ahead anyway.
“No, no, it’s not like that at all, just needing to talk about some shift changes we’re considering and I needed his input.”
“Well that’s fine, he’s a grown man and all, but just don’t want to see him get hurt, if you know what I mean,” the concerned mother continued.
“I certainly appreciate your concern and will do all I can to avoid causing your son any distress,” Blanche replied. “Thanks for the phone number and it was nice talking with you Mrs. Wood, good night.”
His mother’s tone gave her pause. The phone shook in her hand as she considered both the up and down sides of making the call. Her mind made up she pressed the digits and lifted the small phone to her ear, a pause much longer than she expected, then a ring, ring, ring, ring, finally someone picked up at the other end.
“Hello Blanche, that really you?” the voice said.
“Yeah, it’s really me, how are you?” she excitedly said into her cellular.
“I can’t believe you’ve finally found time to phone me, thought maybe you’d forgotten about your best friend,” Holly said.
“Never, no way, just been so crazy with trying to get my life settled here and everything. You know how it can be?” Blanche responded.
The old friends picked up their conversation like it had been yesterday that they had talked last. The librarian filled her friend in on what she’d been doing, information about the job and the area. Holly was anxious to hear all that but was more than a little interested to hear about Blanche’s love life.
“So, I can tell you’ve been avoiding the topic, but what about the men out there, any Southern Gentleman calling on you,” she said, with a distinctively fake Southern accent.
Blanche filled her in on meeting Jasper and Rufus, and the bodybuilding thing that was happening the next day, as well as her run-in with Mikey and company.
“Blanche, you have got to be more careful, a babelicious little nugget like yourself is gonna attract every swingin’ dick in the county with a pea-sized brain controlling it,” Holly said laughing at her end.
“You sure know how to turn a phrase Holly, and with so much tact as well.”
They continued to joke with one another for some time not realizing how long they’d been talking or how much this call would cost Blanche. At the end of the call, Holly tried to be a bit more serious, expressing love and true concern for her friend located so far away.
“Really Blanche, how are you, you okay?”
“Holly, I have to tell you, I really miss you and everybody there, but moving here is the best thing I think I’ve ever done. I love my job, Valdosta is great, and I’ve had this funny feeling lately, it’s hard to describe, but I think it’s what happiness must feel like,” Blanche expressed.
She lay back on her bed and continued, saying more than she had intended to, “And I’ve met a young guy that makes me feel good, makes me feel special. Not so much in a love interest kind of way, but just makes me feel important and that I make a difference.”
“Blanche, I’m so happy for you and glad that it’s going well there. I miss you too, but I know you did what you knew you had to. So tell me, how much younger is he. What’s his name? You know, all the good stuff.” Holly anxiously awaited the answers.
“Well, he’s only 24, so that’s why I said he can’t really be a love interest or anything, but his name is Seymour, Seymour Wood,” Blanche detailed.
A loud laugh burst through the line that originated in Arizona and wound up in Georgia causing Blanche to push the phone away from her ear. Holly went on for what seemed like a minute or two before she could get herself under control.
“What? What’s so funny about a young guy maybe being into me, it’s only 9 years. I’ve seen worse and the fact that I’m his boss shouldn’t have anything to do with it.”
Holly finally contained her laughter and continued to snicker when she replied, “Oh Blanche, you are just too cute and naive. I think it’s great that you’ve got a younger admirer. Hold on a minute, did you just say you’re his boss. Oh that’s perfect, just perfect,” she started laughing again.
“What is so damn funny?” Blanche was starting to get a little irritated that her friend was having so much fun at her expense.
“It’s not that at all, it’s his name. Seymour Wood,” Holly chucked into the phone.
“I don’t get it, what’s the deal?”
“Are you serious, Blanche? You are kidding right?” her friend asked.
“No, I know it’s an old school name but I don’t find it that funny.”
“Blanche listen, k. Just listen. See More Wood,” Holly said, with distinct gaps in the syllables.
“Yeah, so what?”
Holly was stupefied, “Wood, Blanche, Wood. His last name is Wood! You know erection, stiff dick, hardon, woody…..See More Wood.”
“Oh, my gosh! Oh, my gosh, Holly! I’d never even…, oh that is kind of funny. Bet he gets crap for that all the time.”
The two shared a good laugh that only the best of friends can share; all that was missing was the extended hug that should follow.
After having caught up with each other, and everything, the two parted, a promise to talk again soon. Blanche placed the phone on the bed next to her, new thoughts flooding her mind, thoughts of home, Holly and Seymour.
“Seymour Wood,” she said it out loud, and laughed again before getting ready for bed.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“Sheriff, can you give us any more information about the nature of the crime and the injuries sustained by the victim?” the reporter for the newspaper inquired.
Sheriff Angelo Lupo, or 'The Wolf' as he was known by his fellow officers, stood before a handful of reporters gathered at the front steps of the Lowndes County Sheriff’s Office, a two story structure with offices, conference area and a computerized dispatch room. The two-acre facility was dotted with other buildings, including a minimum-security lockup, motor pool and forensics labs with an annex to the main structure. There were a cluster of microphones arrayed before him that he didn’t feel was necessary, but the techno types had insisted.
“Now I know you all are anxious to get the details about the crime in question but we are not prepared to share very much with the public at this time. I can tell you that we believe the episode a short time ago, involving Ms. Riddle, and this latest event are linked. We believe they perhaps involve the same individual or individuals. Our investigation is ongoing but for now our leads are limited and we could use your help in getting the word out to the public to report anything suspicious, and to double check that their homes are secure before turning in for the night. We are not releasing the name of the most recent victim but we can report and stress that she was not harmed as the crime was perpetrated. She was taken to the hospital with minor injuries from a fall she took once she discovered the nature of the crime and she has since been released. Our office will be conducting the investigation with the cooperation of the Valdosta Police Department and the State Police if necessary. The crime was committed beyond the city limits and that is why our department is involved. You’ll note that we had responders from several jurisdictions yesterday and we’d like to thank all those involved that helped us secure the scene, and who are and will help, in the processing of clues found at the location.”
A balding, mousey little reporter interrupted the Sheriff, “So there are some clues that were left at the scene?”
The broad chested Sheriff stared the reporter down, not accustomed to being interrupted, “I said, we are not prepared to release any details at this time and I’ll take a couple of questions but nothing related to the scene, victim or our investigation at large.”
The same diminutive reporter spoke up, a high pitched whine accentuating his nasal tone, “You indicated that you believe the Riddle woman and this latest crime are somehow related, can you expand on that thought?”
“Not at this time. Next question,” Angelo curtly replied, wondering if the dogs in the back were having issues with the reporter’s voice.
A beautiful, young and very eager woman stepped forward, her hand waving in the air, “Sheriff are you able to clarify the nature of the crime. We’d like to inform the public if their safety is at risk? Secondly, does your department handle this type of crime regularly and are you equipped to deal with a serial criminal as it seems we have here?”
“Let me first say that the Lowndes County Sheriff Department is perfectly capable of dealing with this type of criminal behavior. We have seasoned veterans on our staff that have worked similar cases and I have no doubt that we will bring the perpetrator to justice quickly and efficiently. Furthermore, we have been assured if outside resources are needed and requested that they will be made readily available to this office. I cannot stress enough that in both of these crimes; the victims were not physically harmed. They were shaken up, as anyone would be under similar circumstances, but neither victim confronted the subject in question or was assaulted in any way.
We believe the public to be safe for the present time but vigilance is the key. I'm going to go out on a limb here and predict that we're not dealing with a classic serial criminal as you've suggested, but I believe as we thought in the first instance, that this is more of a prank, most likely kids with too much time on their hands. Thank you for coming; we will notify you when we are prepared to release further details. Good day.” He slipped his aviator style sunglasses on but gave the annoying little reporter a stern look over the top of the shades before sliding them on fully. Questions continued to be fired at him as he turned his back on the small group and walked up the stairs that led to the front entrance of his domain.
Sheriff Lupo was a very no nonsense kind of guy, from Italian descent but raised in the suburbs of Savannah, he spoke no Italian but could understand some of the older family members that spoke a combination of English and Italian, he liked to call Itanglish. His father had served in Vietnam as a grunt, fighting the Viet Cong in the fields and villages all along the Laos and Cambodian borders. He’d returned home with two Purple Hearts, Silver and a Bronze Star and had taught his son the value of patriotism, love of country and the importance of selfless service. Angelo had learned at a young age that there was a time for patience and understanding and a time to kick some ass. Well into his third term for the people of Lowndes County, Sheriff Lupo was elected rather than appointed, he was not only respected but liked by the populous, and in the most recent election he had run unopposed.
Early in life his friends had nicknamed him ‘The Wolf’, as Lupo denotes wolf in Italian, but more for his tenacious personality, once he set his mind to something he wouldn’t leave it alone until he’d conquered it. This ‘never give up’ attribute had served him well as Sheriff. 'The Wolf' was a big man, 230 lbs, with a broad hairy chest, tight abs and arms that had done their share of lifting. Two tours of duty in Iraq with Delta Force had honed his skills and his compassion for the weak and oppressed. He’d seen battle not only in the streets of Baghdad and Tikrit, but also on almost every major military base on the planet. He’d held the Heavyweight Division Championship belt for 8 years running and his knockout record still held firm.
It had just been over 24 hours since they discovered Ms. Katherine Criddle lying near her entry on the floor, a small bruise on her temple but otherwise unharmed. Finding her living room in its reorganized state with the words emblazoned across her wall, ‘We’re Back’, was more than she could take and she had fainted, hitting her head on the edge of the television. First to arrive on the scene were the Valdosta PD, two squad cars blocked off the street and cordoned off the area so a thorough search could be conducted. Once they were confident that the perpetrator was no longer on the premises, they had allowed the ambulance crew into the house to assist Ms. Criddle and get her to the hospital for a complete assessment. The Sheriff’s Office arrived a short time later, Angelo taking command of the scene after extending his sincere thanks to the men and women who had been first to assist. No one was allowed into the house once the ambulance had departed except for Angelo who did a cursory walk through to get his first impressions while the scene was still untouched.
Several things stuck out in his mind, and without a statement from the owner, he was unsure if they were pertinent or not. She had said, as they were wheeling her to the ambulance, “He moved my furniture. Who does that? Who goes into a person’s home and rearranges their furniture?” It appeared the motive for the intrusion was not theft. Typically a burglar wants to get in and out in the least amount of time, capitalizing on small, expensive items that won’t slow him down as he makes his departure, but here it was in reverse. He still didn’t know if anything had been taken but the perp had spent hours in this home. It would take time and an agenda to perform such unusual tasks. He stood facing the text on the wall, saying the words over and over again, letting it sink in and trying to determine the meaning, “We’re back. We’re back…Who’s back?” He suspected this was in reference to the Riddle woman and the connection between the two, indicating that they had successfully pulled off another break and enter, but he still could not put his finger on a motive other than that which he alluded to with the press. Some individual or group was having some fun at the expense of these poor women and the authorities. Adding to the list in his head, he noted that the furniture was undamaged but simply moved about in what might be considered a functional layout for the items within the room, however, the kitchen was a different story.
'The Wolf' called the deputy with the digital camera into the kitchen, “Get some shots of this before forensics gets here.”
The deputy carefully and methodically photographed the entire kitchen, paying special attention to the table and chairs and the items sitting on the drying towel near the sink. Sitting toward the top of the chair pyramid was the small item that Katie had noted earlier in the day. It had not been disturbed. The Sheriff directed the deputy to get a couple pictures of the item before he reached up with a pair of rubber tipped tweezers to bring it down. He closely inspected the picture, checking the front and back of the Polaroid image before placing it into a clear, plastic evidence bag.
“Sheriff, Sheriff Lupo, the K-9 unit is here,” another deputy yelled from the driveway as a station wagon styled sheriff’s vehicle pulled in front of the house. A petite woman dressed in a uniform stepped out of the wagon and put on her hat, brown sun-streaked locks extended from the hat to her shoulders, framing a pretty face with an upturned, button nose. Her skin was darkly tanned with a golden hue accentuating taut, lean muscles. She stood five foot two and could not have weighed more than 120 lbs. Deputy Natalie Guest was the newest member of the department, with little experience but a fiery temperament.
The tiny young graduate had quickly won the respect of her male counterparts when, on her first day, one of the men had jokingly patted her on the bottom and said something about her small stature. Her response had been quick and decisive. She had spun, jumping in the same motion, bringing both legs high off the ground, whipping the right leg out with the foot extended to the height of the male officer's nose, breaking it across the bridge. Her skills, demonstrated for the office, left little doubt that the young officer could take care of herself. Being a black belt from the age of 17 had paid off on more than this occasion, but she had felt bad and admitted that it was an overreaction. The officer in question was now her most vocal supporter and he enjoyed the friendship that had developed since the incident.
Natalie had been hired to serve as a full time deputy based on one skill and one skill alone, she had an uncanny ability to communicate with dogs. Her reputation had preceded her with the highest recommendation from the academy where she had received her training. They had reported that it was almost magical the way she could read a dog's signals and the animals responded to her like no other trainee. 'The Wolf' had been looking for such an officer for some time and was happy to bring Ms. Guest into the fold. He suspected she would have to win the hearts and minds of the other officers, as each new recruit had done prior to her, but he was surprised in the manner in which it happened, however, a broken nose is much easier to deal with than a sexual harassment claim.
Officer Guest retrieved the shepherd from the back of the K-9 Unit and stood near the vehicle awaiting instructions from her boss. A moment later, the Sheriff exited the home and approached the small woman. Seeing the hulking frame of Angelo towering over Natalie was almost comical as the other officers looked on. Her size made absolutely no difference to Sheriff Lupo, he knew of her abilities and he intended to capitalize on them to help solve this crime.
“Officer Guest, we believe the intruder spent a fair amount of time in the house, so the dog should be able to start with a good scent. Spend a few minutes in there and once you’re satisfied that you’ve got the scent, lets see where it leads us. Based on our first assessment of the place it looks like he must have entered from the rear, probably crossed the fields behind, and jumped the fence. Anyway, take Officer Breland with you and see what you find. Must have had a car stashed somewhere nearby. Call if you find anything or need backup.”
“Will do boss,” the young officer said, tipping her hat and pulling on the leash, “Come on Otis, let’s catch us a bad guy.” The dog obediently followed his master, excited, obviously loving the work he did, tail bouncing from side to side in anticipation of the hunt.
The pair entered the front door of the house, noting that nothing appeared to be in disarray. She led the dog around allowing him to smell everything that the perp could have touched. She gave him enough leeway on the leash so he could do his own exploring but not allowing him to take off on her. He moved from the living room down the hallway to the bedroom, stopping to take a minute to explore the doorknob with his sensitive snout. Entering the master bedroom he immediately went to the side of the bed where the thief had broken his toes. The dog issued a signal to the handler indicating that this was a hotspot, a strong scent there. He moved about the same room but kept returning to the side of the bed before moving into the hallway to explore the other rooms. He spent little, if any time, in the spare room, bathroom and laundry room, indicating to Officer Guest that the intruder had not entered these rooms. Otis trotted to the kitchen where he was frantic, jumping up and placing his paws on the sink area and smelling the dishes that were there, followed by a very close inspection of the table and elevated chairs. Lastly he stood by the back door smelling the doorknob and he began to growl, and then barks, in a low, deep tone that reverberated in Natalie’s chest.
“Good boy, good boy,” she said, scratching behind his ears. The dog sat and waited further instructions, his tail still going a mile a minute.
“Anything?” the Sheriff inquired, standing in the doorway of the kitchen.
“Yeah, lots of hotspots, especially in the bedroom and here,” she said, pointing to the table and the sink. “I think he must have actually used the items that were washed and placed next to the sink. Do we have any word from the victim on any of this?”
The Sheriff pulled the picture from his pocket. “Nothing from the victim, but an absolute affirmative from the intruder,“ he said, turning the picture around for the handler to inspect.
“Okay, well Otis’s hit on the sink was accurate then. I know for sure that he entered the woman’s bedroom and must have sat down or kneeled by the side of her bed. Other than that it’s pretty obvious that he was in the living room moving the furniture and all, but I’m pretty sure that he didn’t enter any of the other rooms in the house. Otis didn’t hit on anything other than the three rooms and the hallway. I suspect as you said, that he exited the back door, Otis is really anxious to get out there and take a look.”
“Go ahead, see where it takes you, but don’t be a hero, if you need us send for help. Check your radio with base before you get too far away,” Angelo instructed, moving back to the front of the house.
“Hey Breland, you coming with us?” she hollered from the kitchen.
“Yeah, yeah hold your horses, I’ll be right there,” he yelled back, pulling a shotgun from the cruiser and walking quickly to the house.
The trio moved about the backyard catching another strong sign in the back corner where they could see the grass was matted as if someone had sat there. Otis thoroughly sniffed his way around the backspace showing particular attention to a section of the fence where the intruder had climbed over. Once they managed to find a way to the other side of the fence, the group took off at a run, as Otis bounded along the trail that led to the train tracks and beyond.
The sound of Otis barking, hot on the trail, was scarcely audible when the forensic unit arrived complete with their on site van. Sheriff Lupo filled the technicians in on what had been done and left it to them to scour the house for clues. He also turned the picture over to the techs to receive an ID number, and then tucked it away in his shirt pocket for further scrutiny back at the office. Confident that a deputy left at the site, along with the forensics crew, could handle anything else that needed to be done, the Sheriff and other law enforcement officials at the scene returned to their duties and the Sheriff contacted Natalie on his radio.
“Officer Guest, Sheriff Lupo here, where are you and what have you found?”
“We’re about half a mile northwest of your location moving through some fields that lie between some of the neighborhoods over here. It looks like he didn’t take a straight line back to his vehicle but he definitely avoided any lighted areas and did not come close to any other houses. Kept to the tracks, then fields, at some point he’s got to hit the blacktop, but not yet. We’ll keep you posted,” the officer said, trying to both run with Otis and talk into her shoulder microphone at the same time.
“You do that, if nothing turns up return to the office and issue a verbal report for me before you do your written,” he instructed.
“Affirmative, out,” she responded.
Once the house was processed the remaining units returned to their respective responsibilities and the search for evidence began in earnest. The Sheriff, as the head of the department, now had some difficult decisions to make. The processing of a crime scene can get expensive very quickly. Anything sent to the crime lab had a substantial bill associated with it, as well as, slowing down other investigations that may prove to be more important. On the surface, this and the previous B amp;E with Thelma, seemed harmless really, nothing taken, no one hurt, no damage to property, just seemed to be geared at scaring someone, and not at the time, but after the perp was safely away. Still something in the back of his mind told him there was something more to it than that, especially after looking at the malevolent picture of the thief eating his cereal. Weighing his alternatives he had his secretary call the press and arrange for a press conference the next morning, followed by a meeting of all pertinent officers, tech support, forensics and others that may have any impact on the investigation, to bring him up to speed on the crime. Based on that information and his gut feeling he would need to decide if it should be pursued beyond the normal bounds of a routine B amp;E.
The press conference had gone as well as he had expected, always had to be at least one reporter that tried to press for more information than they were willing to give. “Jackass,” he thought, thinking back on the exchange. He’d returned to his office long enough to get a fresh cup of coffee and allow a few minutes for all those invited to the investigative review meeting to make their way to the conference room. Sitting at his desk, a notepad resting before him, Angelo organized his thoughts and jotted down details he wanted to discuss with the group. Leaning back in the leather chair, he looked at the pictures arrayed on the wall, his father in uniform, medals decorating his left breast. Another of his wife and two children taken when they were much younger, but it still filled his large chest with pride when he recognized how blessed he had been. He understood that nothing was more important than family and he took his oath to protect all families within his jurisdiction as a sacred covenant. Once he was confident that everyone was assembled, he checked to make sure the picture taken from the Criddle home was in his shirt pocket, picked up his coffee mug, the notepad, and headed to the meeting.
Entering the room, a respectful silence replaced what was, a few moments ago, a circus atmosphere. Approximately 20 people were scattered around the long table that extended down the center of the room. Most stood, but a few were seated around the table, pens at the ready. Some were easily recognizable as troopers, uniforms with hats, but many were dressed much more casual, the support staff and forensics people. This was his extended family, the men and women that he loved to serve with, he knew within his heart that he would take a bullet for any of them, and they for him, if circumstances dictated. The Sheriff’s Department was a close knit, cohesive unit that had fused together as one over the past 10 years of his leadership, they knew he expected the best from each of them and wouldn’t tolerate bullshit of any kind. He both demanded and gave respect and praise when it was worthy. The members of the department anxiously awaited his direction.
“Thank ya’ll for coming,” he began. “We are going to take some time today to review both the cases that have fallen into our laps over the past couple of weeks involving these single ladies,” he said, pointing to the pictures of Thelma Riddle and Katherine Criddle that were thumb tacked up on a rollaway display. “I’d like to begin with what I know you are all thinking, Riddle and Criddle. Is this a joke or a random occurrence? Is he selecting his victims based on some strange last name comparison? You’ll note I said individual rather than group, I believe this to be the work of one man based on the evidence that I’ve seen. Anyone think otherwise?” he asked the group. No one offered an alternative theory. “Good, so back to the names, any thoughts?”
“Sheriff, we did some checking yesterday afternoon on the backgrounds of both of the victims. There is absolutely nothing that links them. They don’t know each other, never met, don’t attend the same church, don’t shop at the same stores, have different circle of friends. There was nothing we could find, at least to date, other than the fact that they live within a few miles of each other and that could just be random as well,” one of the investigators offered.
“Good. I’ve done some thinking on this myself and I think we need to consider a couple more things. Both women were single, had no steady boyfriends, no children, no pets, owned their own homes, we shouldn’t overlook the obvious just because they didn’t know one another. Does anyone else have any ideas on how he selected these two women? Did he just go to the phonebook and randomly pick these locations or did he pick the women first?” the Sheriff stood, waiting for a reply.
An answer came by way of the smallest person present, “I believe he must have a criteria that he’s sticking to. First, he picks a house based on the entry. Is it dark and secluded, does it have fairly easy access from the back without any other homes close by? Then once that satisfies him he does his homework on the victim. For what he wants to do he has to have lots of time, doesn’t want to be interrupted. I mean, for God’s sake, he sat down and ate a bowl of cereal in the woman’s kitchen while she slept in the next room. So no kids, no pets, no boyfriends, no unexpected surprises, no pesky neighbors and he’s smart, real smart. He knows dogs too. He ran us around in circles for the better part of two hours yesterday trying to get old Otis to lose his scent, and he finally succeeded, but we estimate that he parked the car within a three-mile radius, probably in an alley somewhere. We have plans to go do some interviews this afternoon with some of the late night establishments in that northwest quadrant. If that’s okay with you Sheriff?" Officer Guest requested.
He liked her eagerness. “Yup, do what ya gotta do. I think, Natalie here, is right. The only way I see the two names as a common denominator is, if in fact, these are total pranks done by somebody with a sick sense of humor. I’d like the public to believe that for now. But as far as we are concerned we are going to move ahead with the assumption that there is something more sinister at work here. Officer Guest mentioned the photo, has everyone seen it?” Several of the officers indicated that they had not, so Angelo passed it around. “Much like the first photo, same camera it’s been confirmed, less of his face visible this time around, but the portion showing is much more detailed due to the better lighting. He was careful to demonstrate for us what he was up to. I expect that’s some power trip or some kind of a taunt directed at us. Note the black face paint, possible ex-military or survivalist, somebody check that angle. Any more thoughts on how or why he’s choosing these victims?” No one spoke up.
“Okay let’s move on. We heard from Ms. Criddle this morning and she confirmed there was nothing missing from the home and nothing in her bedroom appeared to be moved and no underwear tampered with. This is different from the first. You will recall that he actually put her intimates on and took the picture with the victim in the adjacent bed. This changed with Katherine, however, we know that he entered the victim's bedroom here, as well, due to the dog evidence. Why risk that, if it’s not to deliver the same shock value as he did with the first event?” again the Sheriff looked about for any takers on the question.
A senior deputy with a graying handlebar mustache and thick sideburns offered a thought, “It’s a power trip right? Perhaps he likes to feel like he can do whatever he wants to while in their homes but doesn’t have the balls to carry it any further, other than just being there, seeing them and taking these pictures.” As an afterthought he continued, “Hell, maybe that’s what he was doing by the side of her bed, maybe he was taking more pictures.” Proud of what he’d contributed, he reached up, stroked the mustache and smiled at his associates.
“That’s a good thought,” Natalie said, giving the mustached deputy thumbs up. “Why go to all this trouble without some sort of trophy? He doesn’t take anything, maybe that’s because what he takes he’s already brought with him.”
“I’m apt to agree with both of these officers,” 'The Wolf' declared retrieving the picture after it had made the rounds. “He certainly won’t be having these developed in the local Fotomart or online, so he must have a color printer and computer that will do the work for him. Breland, will you do some checking today with the computer suppliers in town and see if anyone has recently purchased what they’d need to make this happen? Something concerns me with what my buddy at the back said there a minute ago. He said, ‘he doesn’t have the courage to carry it any further’, that’s what really bothers me about this case. If he’s a serial, and I believe our perp is, we have to assume that his behavior will escalate. It’s just a matter of how fast, where, when, and in what magnitude. When you can answer these questions for me I’d like to talk with you all further.”
The meeting lasted another 90 minutes with ideas and suggestions bantered about. The forensics people had not had much time yet to review what they had, but they were able to collect a number of fiber samples from the site that looked like they didn’t belong there. There were no prints, other than those of Katie, and the dishes had been washed clean. They were able to determine that he had used some kind of plastic sheets to move the furniture, as small trace samples had been pressed into the carpet, but the sheets themselves must have been brought and taken by the perpetrator. They agreed with Officer Guest, he was bright and knew what he was doing, very little evidence and he’d done this before and not just once but many times. Too slick and too well practiced to do what he was able to do without the owner having a clue.
“Okay, let’s wrap this up ladies and gentlemen; we’ve got lots to work on. I want you to focus on a few things that we’ve highlighted today. First, we need to figure out how he’s getting access without any signs of forced entry. Both victims think they locked their doors, but this is Georgia so we can’t be sure, but let’s assume that they did, so he’s getting keys somewhere. Maybe he works at a hardware store and is making duplicates or something. Breland or Arnold, check with the victims to see if either one has had new keys made in the past year. Secondly, I want to know this psycho’s agenda, any ideas I want them brought to me right away. Now people we have more than this case to deal with but I want everyone to be vigilant and let’s follow this one through. Does anyone have anything further before we break for the day? I’ll be heading this one up myself so address any issues to myself or Arlene at the desk.”
A hand shot up at the back, Ricky Dean, the most senior of the forensic department stepped forward, making it easier to address the large man. Ricky was not a big man himself, only about five and a half feet tall, receding hairline, full mustache but in excellent shape for being almost 60. He was one of those guys that knew a little bit about everything and could fix anything he put his mind to. Whenever anything broke down at the Sheriff’s Office, Rick was the first one called, whether auto, equipment, or guns, he could fix it all.
“Sheriff, I was a thinking, ever since I stepped into that living room that I had seen something like that before, you know like a copycat. It ate at me most of the night and I asked my sweetheart about it and she pegged it right away, The Manson Family out there in California ‘bout 40 years ago. You remember, the Helter Skelter stuff, they made a movie and there was a book I believe. Anyway, after they killed those people they wrote stuff on the walls in their blood. Now that’s not that strange, we’ve seen that even here in Valdosta, but the thing that put it together for me was the furniture. Something about that bugged me, so I got online today and did some research and they did that too. The Manson Family used to go out at night and break into people’s homes and move their furniture around, not for any other reason than to just freak them out when they woke up. Just like our perp is doing here, don’t you think? They called it ‘Creepy Crawling’, kind of gives me the creeps just thinking about it,” Rick explained before moving to the back of the room and out of the limelight.
“Good work, Rick. Will you further that idea of the ‘Creepy Crawling’ and see if there is anything more we need to know about that and any connection we might have to this Manson Family? I’m not aware of any followers living here but let’s be sure. Okay people look sharp; let’s get ‘er done,” the Sheriff concluded, returning to his office, picking up a fresh cup of coffee on the way.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Mr. Marcus greeted Blanche the morning after her conversation with Holly, as he raked up some leaves, scattered about on the grass in the front of the library, “How’s my girl this mornin’?” He stood the rake up next to himself using it as a brace to support his weight while he talked with Blanche, the handle nearly as tall as the small grounds keeper.
“I’m good, really good, thanks for asking. Looks like another beautiful day in store for us. You got lots to do outside today I hope?” her polite nature coming through with her inquiry.
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll find enough to keep me busy out here until it rains this afternoon, then I’ll move indoors to pester you for awhile,” he said, smiling broadly.
“Sounds good to me. We should have lunch together; did your wife fix you something?”
“Yes sirree. It’s a date then, I’ll swing by the desk around noon,” Marcus indicated, putting the rake back to the ground.
“Nothing like a lunch with my favorite man,” she joked, as she bounded up the stairs to the main doors. “See you then. Have a good morning.”
Mrs. Anderson met her at the main desk, date stamp in hand, anxiously engaged in organizing the materials in front of her. “Blanche, good morning, you look lovely this morning, thank you for toning down the ah, headlights.” Referring to her bust and the outfit she’d worn the other day that had garnered too much attention, according to the director. However, and not a coincidence she was sure, they had accumulated the most single day donations the library had ever seen, that day.
“Thanks and you’re welcome,” the younger librarian said, smiling.
“Take a minute to put your things away then I’ll turn the desk over to you. I’ll be in the museum archives most of the day in case you need me and just have one of the volunteers man the desk while you take your lunch.” The director went back to her stamping and shuffling allowing Blanche the few minutes she needed to get settled.
Back at the desk with her ‘now’, ‘night’ and ‘never’ boxes in front of her, she laid out her plans for the workday. With a few weeks behind her and her responsibilities well under control, the young librarian found that her work days just sort of glided by, very few hiccups from day to day except for the occasional drunk that would stumble in looking for a bathroom or the kids that often got too rambunctious. Just before noon, and her date with Marcus, the phone rang.
“Good morning, Valdosta Public Library, how may I help you?” she said, very professionally into the phone.
“Hey Ms. Delaney, this is Seymour. My mom said you tried to get a hold of me last night. Sorry I missed your call, why didn’t you try my cell?” he said, his Adam's Apple in the back of his throat.
“Oh, I didn’t want to bother you if you were out with friends and it wasn’t that important anyway. We just were thinking of adding some more nights to the schedule with school starting soon and wondered if you’d be interested in some more shifts,” she scrambled to think of a plausible reason for her call the night before. It was not totally untrue, they had discussed the possibility of the extra nights, as long as they could get proper staffing.
“I see,” he said, somewhat disappointed, then after a moment of consideration continued, “Who would I be working with, are you taking the extra late shifts as well?”
“I’m sure I’ll have to do my fair share, why?” she inquired, already knowing the answer.
“Okay, I could use the extra cash and if it means more shifts working with you then I’m up for that. Just let me know so I can make sure it doesn’t conflict with my upcoming class schedule. While I’ve got you, did you see all the police activity yesterday?” he said, all the more excited about the prospect of working with, and hanging out more, with his new found crush.
“Yeah, yesterday morning right? I never did hear anything about it though. Why, what’s up?” Blanche spoke in hushed tones as to not bother those reading at the tables nearby.
“The Sheriff’s Department is running the investigation so I guess there was another break in like the Riddle woman a couple weeks ago. Remember, the one with the guy in the underwear?”
“I remember. Did anybody get hurt and where was it?” she strained to hear the somewhat poor connection.
“There was a press conference this morning but they didn’t release any details, but it sounds like a real crime wave has hit Valdosta. Do you think we could have a serial ‘something’ living here?” Seymour did his best to contain his enthusiasm.
“You almost sound glad that this is happening. That scares me a little bit. What if somebody gets hurt?” Blanche said, a concerned inflection to her hushed voice.
“I’m not glad but with the stuff we’ve been talking about lately in class, it’s weird that we’d have a deviant starting to do some of the same things here, that we’ve studied, that’s all. I hope nobody gets hurt too. Worries me when I’m at school and my mom is home alone. Anyway, I’m anxious to hand in my project today, you know, the one you helped me with the other night? It’s due this afternoon and I think we did pretty well on it. Maybe when I’m done today, I’ll swing by the library and update you on what’s going on, that is if you’re interested,” he coyly asked.
“That would be fine. I’ll be here all day, but I’ve got something tonight so I have to be sure to leave on time.”
He was dying to ask what it was she had that evening but didn’t want to pry or sound possessive, so he let it drop. If she wanted to tell him, it would come out, especially if she’d started dating someone.
“K, well have a good day and I’ll maybe see you later,” he said, snapping his phone shut.
The balance of the day passed quickly. Her lunch with Marcus was fun as usual, she loved the back and forth jabs and the lighthearted conversations that helped to pass the time when he was around. By 3:00 p.m. she had cleared her boxes of the items contained therein and was looking for things to do, when a man, approximately her own age, came to the front desk and asked her where he might find some information on ‘Voodoo’ and the ‘Occult’. She couldn’t remember the last time that she’d had to find such material and it took her a few minutes to wrap her librarian brain around the request, before sending him in the desired direction.
“Well, that's a tough one. Can’t say I’ve done much reading myself on those subjects so give me a minute and let me look through the electronic catalog,” she said, keeping a very courteous and professional lilt to her voice.
“No problem. I’m in no rush take your time. I’ll just hang out here while you look.” He was attractive, in a unique sort of way; Blanche had thought when she’d first seen him from her desk. It looked like he’d just gotten a haircut, his dark hair trimmed above his ears with slight bangs and no sideburns. He was clean-shaven, wore no spectacles, was thin faced and she could tell, under his form fitting shirt and shorts that he was in remarkable shape. There was a moment when she had first looked into his eyes, a sense of acknowledgement, almost recognition, which she dismissed quickly. She hadn’t met that many people yet and she was sure she would have remembered this good-looking guy. He politely waited patiently at the desk, not taking his eyes off of Blanche, as she looked for the requested information. He made light of the weather and tried to keep some type of conversation going.
“You’re not from around here. No accent, where you from?” he asked.
“Yeah, you’re right. I’m from out west, Arizona to be exact. Not much of an accent out there but some have told me I have a bit of a drawl. What do you think?” she said, being a bit flirtatious.
“I don’t know if I’d call it a drawl or not but your voice is certainly sexy. Not what I’d expect for a librarian, if you don’t mind me saying,” he said, taking her cue.
“Oh, I don’t mind, but don’t tell that to Mrs. Anderson, the director, she’s already worried about the clothing I wear.” They both laughed in that, ‘I’m in a library’, kind of hush. “Here we go, I think I’ve found what you are looking for, section H next to the shelves on travel. Do you need any help finding that?”
“That would be very helpful. I’ve never been in this library before and could use a hand. Do you do everything around here, manage the front desk, and assist clients, the whole nine yards?”
"Some days. Mrs. Anderson helps out a lot and we have a college student that works nights."
"Oh really, where does he go? I went to school here in Valdosta," he said, through lying lips.
"Is that right? He goes to The University. How 'bout you?”
He had to think quickly or get caught in his lie. “I, ah, just went to the tech college, hands on stuff,” he said, following Blanche through the library.
They walked together to the section in question on the main floor and Blanche showed him where he could find the type of material he had mentioned. He thanked her, shaking her hand and introducing himself as Rob, no last name, but she returned the favor and walked back to her desk. A short time later she noted that he had selected a book and had sat in a chair that gave him a direct line of sight to the front desk. He seemed engaged in what he was reading but on more than one occasion she had looked up to catch him eyeing her, and had quickly averted his eyes back to the pages of the book when she’d caught him staring. She thought it odd but it wasn’t the first time that men had been caught staring at her both here and elsewhere. After all, he kind of intrigued her a bit, nothing wrong with him checking her out, he was pleasant enough and she hadn’t seen any rings. The notion that she’d seen him before continued to eat at her until he approached the front desk again, thanked her for being so helpful, placed a $5 bill in the donation container and left, but not before promising that he’d be back and was sure he’d need her services again.
With the library locked up and the staff on their way home, Blanche hailed a taxi with instructions to take her to the university campus and to drop her as close as possible to the auditorium, wherever that was. The campus was beautiful, sprawling lawn; cream pillared buildings with contrasting orange tiled roofs dotted the grounds. A large iron gate dominated the entrance to the campus and a bricked walkway extended beyond the gate that led to a two-story building, with people funneling into the front doors. She saw no signs, other than the few scattered along the path, ‘Go Blazers’ and ‘We Love Our Blazers’, but the only building that seemed to have any activity was the one straight ahead. Situated in front of the building was a large fountain, water cascading into a sparkling pool, a few students seated on the rim, splashing their hands in the cool water. Maneuvering past the students she noted a large placard on the wall near the open doors, ‘Auditorium’, and a sign on an easel that read, ‘Lowndes County Mr. Muscle Competition’ with the details listed below. A brochure sat on a nearby table featuring a very muscular man and woman on the front, all oiled up, posing, and muscles ready to burst. She reluctantly took one, looking around to see if anyone saw her slip it into her purse. Blanche followed the moving crowd until she could see a stage with lighting technicians making final adjustments for the upcoming event. The room was about 50 % of capacity and of course she could see no one that she was familiar with, so she tried to find an inconspicuous place to ride out the event.
She spotted a chair in the back left corner with very few people around and started slipping between the rows of chairs when she heard, “Ms. Delaney, dat you?” Her heart stopped. Who would be calling her name so loudly in a public arena with so many people filling the room? She turned to see an older black man walking toward her, arms outstretched, one leg appearing to be a little shorter than the other, causing him to hop step as he moved. “I knowed dat was you. Sho nuff, ya did come, just like Jasper said ya would.” Rufus, by this time had reached Blanche and taken both of her hands in his. “Ya lookin’ as pertty today as when we met dat day on my poche. Why you sittin’ all da way back heah? I done got us a place right up at da front where we can see betta. Come on now, Jasper be so happy to see ya right up dere at da front.”
“Well Rufus, I don’t know, seems awfully close and the lights are so warm. Maybe I better just sit back here, I’m sure I’ll see just fine,” Blanche tried to convince him, giving some resistance to his persistent pulling.
“Ms. Delaney, don’t ya be silly, don’t ya want ta git a close look at these muscle mens,” Rufus said, winking at the good-looking white woman.
“Of course, but don’t you need to save that for family or somebody more important?” she mildly continued to object.
“Jasper says nobody comin’ to dis tonight that’d be mo impotant than Ms. Delaney,” again smiling and showing the spaces in his teeth.
“Well, I’m very flattered. Okay, I guess we can sit up there if that’s what you want,” she said, finally giving in and allowed the older gentleman to pull her down the aisle and to the seats closer to the front.
Jasper had been watching from the security of the stage behind the large curtain pulled to either side and held in place by gold hooks fashioned into lion heads. He was pleased to see her. She was everything he’d been looking for in a woman and destiny had thrown them together not once, but twice. He was sure it was a sign. He had hoped she would come tonight; maybe he’d have the courage to ask her out on a real date. The few minutes he’d spent with her over the past few weeks had filled his memory and fueled his imagination. On more than one occasion he’d been pulled from a dream much sooner than he would have liked. Just seemed every time she was about to drop the bikini top or come crawling into his bed, he’d wake up spoiling the inevitable. Other contestants milled about on the stage, friends and handlers covering their hairless bodies with oil, in preparation for the judging. Jasper knew that on this night he’d be performing for only one person and she was no judge.
On the very last row of seats, a man sat, light jacket over a dark t-shirt, long denim jeans, athletic shoes, a Brave’s baseball cap covering a fresh haircut, pulled over his forehead and dark sunglasses. He had hoped that the librarian would not have given in to the older black man and stayed at the back of the auditorium. The Stalker could have gotten some awesome voyeuristic pictures of her seated alone, nothing to obstruct his view. He cursed Rufus under his breath, the small compact digital camera hugging his palm. He hoped that the trouble of following her tonight would pay off, with at least a few pictures, if not something more. The lights dimmed throughout the auditorium as those on stage intensified. He thought back to the few hours prior. Holding her hand in his, so soft, so feminine, he’d gotten caught up in the moment and almost gave her his real name. Thankfully, ‘Rob’ had come to his mind quickly. Surely he’d be able to come up with a logical explanation for that guffaw later, when he revealed himself to her completely.
An announcer made his way to the microphone positioned in the front center of the large stage. He wore a striking, classic black suit, white ruffled shirt and black bow tie. Blanche suspected he’d be the only one dressed so modestly appearing on stage tonight. He welcomed the crowd who responded with hoots and hollers, except for the timid Blanche, who clapped in her own unassuming way. Rufus, on the other hand, was making enough noise for both of them. The MC explained the rules of the competition and introduced the three judges seated at a long table in front of the stage, a pitcher of water and glasses with ice, before each judge, as well as pads and pens. The women’s portion of the evening would start, beginning with the mandatory portion of the event. Blanche understood, based on the explanation, that contestants must present themselves on stage and perform a set series of poses to display their overall fitness and physique. Scores would be tabulated and recorded, and then the second half of the competition would begin. It was deemed ‘freestyle’ and was set to music. The bodybuilders were allowed 90 seconds to wow the crowd with whatever moves and poses they saw fit. Again, this would be scored and the highest overall tally would be reigned Ms. Muscle or Mr. Muscle, respectively.
Blanche had no idea what to expect, she’d never seen such a competition either on television or live. There were seven men and seven women vying for the titles. The original field of applicants had been over a hundred but the judges had looked at photos and past performances to determine who would compete in the final seven. The women were introduced one by one as they walked onto the stage, each wore a small cover up that they dropped to the floor when they reached their marker on the stage floor and their name was announced. The male portion of the audience greeted the dropping of the shroud with exuberant applause and catcalls. The women were a bit too mannish for Blanche’s taste but they were in phenomenal shape, each muscle group well defined and shimmering in the lights as the oil reflected the multi directional beams. There were four black ladies, two Caucasian and a Filipino; the heaviest of the group was 195 lbs of rock solid muscle. As far as the toned, but less than muscular Delaney could tell, most of the women appeared to have breast implants, some more natural looking than the others. The smallest of the group was the Southeast Asian, she stood 5’ 4” and weighed only 150 lbs, but she was very well proportioned and perhaps even had natural breasts, at least what was left of them. Apparently, Blanche gathered, bodybuilding was not for women interested in keeping a full, natural bustline. She noted that the women were all quite dark except for their faces. It was obvious that they were tanning from the neck down but avoiding their faces, even the black contestants. She filed away in her memory a question for Jasper regarding this observation.
The contest began with the larger of the Caucasian women, and before she was allowed to start, the judge reminded the audience to be respectful of the ladies and keep the sexual epitaphs to a minimum. Concentration was needed and the contestants had worked hard to get to this stage of the competition. That said, the first ran through her routine, demonstrating the various mandatory poses, exited the stage to the rampant applause of many in the audience.
“Must have a lot of family here,” Blanche thought, looking over her shoulder at the people clapping in wild abandons.
This repeated itself six more times until the compulsory portion of the competition was over. Blanche favored the smaller woman but each could hold the title as far as she could tell. Amazing what one can do with their body, a barbell, hours of spare time and hard work in a gym, Blanche concluded, and determined to make sure she allowed time for a run in the morning.
The men’s portion began a few moments later, giving the women a chance to change and prepare for the freestyle portion of the program. The men, one by one, entered the stage sans cover up, each taking up a spot on the platform and did a couple of quick poses to the delight and thunderous applause of the audience. Jasper was number four in the lineup and Blanche had to admit he looked good, very good, all shiny and pumped up. He gave her a quick wink when he’d concluded his introduction; she applauded and waved in return.
Rufus was much more excited than Blanche, he stood and stomped his foot on the ground and chanted, “Whoot, Whoot Jasper — Whoot, Whoot Jasper!” Bringing even more applause from the revved up audience.
Much like the women’s portion had been, the men each had their time on stage to display their physiques and their ability to present a set routine of poses. Each contestant was very muscular. Jasper was the tallest of the bunch, but not the thickest. One fellow had extremely broad shoulders, giving the illusion that he was as big around through the chest and arms as he was tall. The smallest of the group again appeared to be of Asian descent, was well proportioned but perhaps not as defined as the rest of the field. Blanche, oddly enough, felt more comfortable watching the men’s portion of the competition than the women’s, but she found herself enjoying both. At the conclusion of the men’s compulsory, the women started into the freestyle.
“This looks like it should be fun,” she leaned over and said to Rufus, who had his eyes glued on the stage in anticipation of the first female competitor.
“Oh, yeah, dis is gonna be good, ah ight, rea good!” he indicated, without taking his eyes from the stage.
The first woman waltzed onto the stage, a different suit barely covering her unmentionables, and a popular tune with lots of percussion began thumping out a beat. She moved, flexed, pirouetted and shook her ‘things’ like nobody's business. Blanche found herself looking around, expecting the police department to raid the place, but none did and the audience members, women and men alike, got into the groove with the young woman and cheered her on until the final note played. Again, this carried on for six more contestants, each tune somewhat different, some having more dance skills than others, but each uniquely talented and possessing a body blown up beyond its normal limits. The judges madly conversed with one another, frantically writing down notes, as the dancing and flexing finally concluded. Blanche felt like she needed to get home and take a shower. The awarding of the Ms. Muscle title would be postponed until the men had completed their side of the event.
Blanche was surprised to see the men do basically the same thing but with somewhat less finesse. After all, how to you bump and grind 300 lbs of muscle and make it look appealing? However, when Jasper took the stage, she was in awe at how well he could move that huge physique? She was also surprised that he had been able to find a thong swimsuit smaller than the one he’d worn in the first half of the competition. The massive bodybuilder played well to the audience but went out of his way to look in her direction as he worked his way through the 90 seconds of music. Again, Blanche was impressed with all the contestants, thinking that any of them could hold the title.
“What’s the deal with this Jasper character?” ‘Rob’ said, loud enough for the guy two rows ahead of him to hear. “She got something going with this black guy?” again he said aloud, but somewhat more subdued. He didn’t want one of the local brotha’s to take exception and beat the shit out of him over the remark. He was more than a little annoyed that she was here and obviously at the request of the large black man. Somehow he felt betrayed, angry that she was sneaking around on him. “I’ll have to put a stop to this, that’s for sure,” he said, even more quietly than he had the other remarks. Standing, he zoomed in as much as the little camera would allow, and took a picture of Jasper as he flexed his quads to the overwhelming acceptance of the audience. “Gross, you oversized gorilla! I’ve got an equalizer I’ll be introducing you to, yeah then let’s see how tough you are.” He walked down the right side of the auditorium until he was in a position to take some pictures of Blanche without her knowing. Once satisfied, he placed the camera in his pocket, pulled his hat down over his eyes and left the arena. He was in the mood to deliver another message to the people of Valdosta.
At what Blanche thought would be the conclusion of the event, all of the contestants were brought back onto the stage and the runner’s up were announced for both sexes leaving only two of each sex left standing, still playing to the crowd. Fortunately Jasper was one of them, to Rufus’ jubilance. A black woman and the Filipino stood side by side, awaiting the judge’s decision. The auditorium was a hush as the name was read and the crowd burst into chants and applause. The black woman accepted the title, the roses and the trophy, parting with a few poses for good measure.
The women were ushered off the stage and the MC took to the central microphone, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have an unusual finale for you tonight. Our two male competitors have tied for the title of Mr. Muscle.” The crowd went wild, people stomping their feet and issuing hand breaking applause before the MC could get them back under control. “We are going to have a flex-off. One song will be played, of the judges choosing, and both men will appear on stage at the same time. They will perform as they see most appropriate to win them the title of Mr. Muscle. They will have 90 seconds to impress you and the judges. We will begin in one minute!” Blanche was on pins and needles. Very energized, hoping for a Jasper win. The entire event had been very exciting and she finally felt the thrill the audience had been feeling all night. The two men each took to the stage and awaited the music. Jasper positioned himself directly in front of Rufus and Blanche.
“Dat’s my boy, dat’s my boy,” he said, excitedly pointing to Jasper.
The music began, and the men flexed, bounced and jiggled for the audience, bringing catcalls and whistles from even the most reserved looking women. At one segment in the music there was a heavy thumping of the drums. Jasper put his hands on his hips, flexing his back, making him appear twice as wide and whipped his package forward in a rather ‘stripper like’ fashion. Blanche reflexively snapped her head back as if she’d been hit in the forehead. He did the move a few more times after seeing the reaction he got from the crowd. Now she was sure there would be a raid from the vice squad. The music stopped and Blanche rifled through her purse for the hanky she hoped she had hidden there.
“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your patience, we have a winner. Join me in awarding the title of Mr. Muscle to Jasper Jackson of Valdosta, Georgia. He jumped and thrust his hand into the air before giving the audience a few more muscle crunching moves. Blanche and Rufus jumped up and down, and hugged, seemed like the natural thing to do. A moment later Jasper jumped from the stage, took the librarian in his arms, picked her up, smearing her clothing with body oil and spun her around in a triumphant dance of celebration. She didn’t quite know how to react but gave him a kiss on the cheek and congratulated the hulking giant for his win. He placed the little woman down and picked up Rufus in a monster bear hug and repeated the same happy dance.
“Can’t believe I won. I really won! Thanks so much for comin' Blanche. You were my inspiration tonight, could notta done it without ya cheerin' me on,” Jasper said, trying to catch his breath.
“I don’t know how true that is, I think the whole crowd had your back tonight, but I’m so glad I came. It was a lot of fun,” she sincerely responded.
“Ya sho nuff kicked der ass ta night son,” Rufus threw in, still pumping his fist in a celebratory fashion.
“You gonna stick around till I get cleaned up?” the bodybuilder asked.
Blanche looked down at herself and her now almost see through blouse, “Under the circumstances, I think I better get home and get these things in some cold water before they stain.” She could tell he was disappointed so she continued, “But, how about we get together this weekend for a celebration, like an ice cream Sunday or something really unhealthy?” His smile returned to his face.
“That would be awesome. I’d like that a lot,” Jasper replied.
“Yup, dat sounds like fun, where should we go?” Rufus interjected.
“I don’t think she was including you pops,” the nearly naked man clarified.
“Sho she was, why ya think des good lookin’ women always jus intrested in you? I still got what it takes.” Putting his hands on his hips, mimicking what Jasper had done on stage, and flexed his groin forward. “Tode ya so.”
“Listen you two, I’ll let you sort out the details and I’m happy with one or both of you coming, but I should run. Why don’t you pick me up around 6:30 on Saturday night?” She registered the day in her head, remembering that it was now Wednesday.
“It’s a date,” Rufus said, as Jasper shrugged his shoulder and winked at Blanche.
“See you then,” Jasper whispered, without making a sound.
Blanche found the same cab she’d taken to the event and lazily enjoyed the ride back to her room, running the image of Rufus doing the ‘bump and grind’ through her head, bringing a smile to her face each time she imagined the old guy shaking his groove thing.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN


‘Rob’ left the Mr. Muscle competition angry that he’d not had a greater opportunity to photograph Blanche. Frustration, and the pressure from his employers to get two more outings in before the weekend, had set him on edge and he knew he needed some release. A house in an estate area, with plenty of valuables, would ease his tension. He cautioned himself that working out of impulse and rage could lead to sloppy work, and the possibility of leaving unwanted clues, or even capture. Pulling the van to the side of a lonely road, he took a couple of deep breaths, closed his eyes, and focused on the job at hand. His pulse reacted, slowing, 80 bpm — 70–60 and stable, his breathing also more shallow, more controlled, his mind more clear, as he meditated and drew his attention away from the librarian and saw within his mind’s eye the house he intended to invade.
Months ago, he had almost burgled the home he saw now, but the owners had come home unexpectedly, just as he was climbing the back fence and he had aborted the mission. It was a large brick home, four-car garage, with at least one Porsche, but best of all, no security system. He’d noted the signs in the windows and the placard displayed prominently near the front door, indicating that a security system was in place. Normally, he would simply bypass such a house but this was too perfect, too good a score to just let it slide. Two months ago, he’d donned a pair of coveralls, complete with sunglasses, hat, and clipboard and had walked the neighborhood pretending to read the meters on the side of each home. When he had arrived at the house in question, he had carefully examined the wiring leading into the home, as well as the casement around the windows, for signs of a security system. Nothing. He also had managed to get a view through a window to the entryway, no control panel, nothing that would point to a security system in place.
“Cheap bastard,” he’d thought. Could afford the bogus signs but not the actual system, he would pay for that greedy decision.
He’d gazed into the interior of the home, marble floors, expensive furnishings, and limited edition paintings hanging on the walls. He could not help but wonder what it would be like to have such wealth and power. Soon though, he’d have it all! The house, the car, the hot women, finish this job and he’d be set.
His initial impulse was to drive by the home and see if any lights were on, however, 10:45 p.m. was really too early to do the kind of work that needed to be done here. He could just see the police, going door to door, after they discovered his crime, “Did you see any suspicious vehicles in the area? Any that looked like they didn’t belong?”
“Officer, there was an ugly, gray van that slowly rolled down the street before the break in,” some woman with curlers in her hair and a scarf wrapped around her head would say, standing at her front door, dressed in a bathrobe. Not a good idea after all.
He drove the ugly, gray van down Bemiss Road trying to remember where he’d seen a small church that would act as a shield for the van. He passed several streets that looked familiar, then as he approached Lori Street, he could see some floodlights to the left that he was sure were at the church site. He pulled to a complete stop at the light, being careful to obey all traffic laws. Getting pulled over tonight would be more than inconvenient. A few blocks down on the left was a country church. The parking lot and front of the chapel were flooded in light, but no cars were present. He drove past the church to see if anyone was out walking their dog, or any other activity, none was evident. A mile past the church he flipped around and returned to the chapel, pulling to the rear of the building where it was dark and a small shed stood. It was probably used to store the yard care equipment and would block the van from the street if a patrol car were to cruise by. He sat his backpack, full of the tools of his trade, on the seat next to him, inspected each pocket to make sure everything was in its place, including the black face paint that he would need to apply when he was closer to the house. There was no sense alarming someone that may see him walking down the street.
For now he was a college student that had missed the bus and was walking home. Leaving the back of the church, he cut through an empty field full of knee high weeds and found a road that would cut across Bemiss Road, and into the vicinity of the target. He’d seen the couple that lived there a few times, as he’d prepared to rob them before. Didn’t think they’d be any trouble if he was confronted, but as a precaution he still had the pepper spray, and had thrown a seven-inch hunting knife into the bag in case his life was threatened. The burglar knew how to use a gun. He was quite proficient with the semi automatic Beretta his father had bought him on his 18th birthday, but it could get him many more years in prison if he were ever caught in the act and had the pistol on him.
He lay in a ditch paralleling the main road, waited for a lone pickup truck to roar by before kneeling, then scampering across the road, in a low crouch. The black paint, now covered his face, and his dark clothing helped to hide his location even though there were dim lights from homes and streetlights not far off. The moon was in his favor, with only a sliver emitting light over the expanse before him. Alternating walking hunched over, and crawling, he found the orchard that the homes of the upper end sub division backed onto. The pecan trees rustled very gently in the wind as he moved from trunk to trunk, concealing himself and his movements, the best he could. The Stalker reached the back of the home he had in mind, recognized the area where he’d waited before, in his first attempt. No lights were visible, including the porch light. His watch read 11:45, still earlier than he’d like. Some of the houses down the row had numerous lights on casting beams and shadows into the yards and orchard. ‘Rob’ concluded to wait an hour before proceeding. He needed more of the neighbors to get shut down for the night to reduce his risk.
The minutes sluggishly ticked off, 60 seconds at a time, providing him an opportunity to contemplate his situation and what he must do. “Don’t get overconfident, don’t screw up,” he reminded himself. The job that lay before him had too much uncertainty; the first two had been a breeze; keys, single women, a set of instructions, but not this time. He had done some prep, but that was months ago, and there were variables he had no control over. Something felt wrong but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He expected no 'gimmies' here; only luck would provide an unlocked door or an empty house. His employers would be pissed, if he screwed up this early in the plot, and they were out of an experienced ‘night crawler’. A sudden flash of light from his right brought all of his senses to full alert. He slowly rotated his head in the direction of the random light. Three houses down, someone had turned on the back porch light, he waited, listening, squinting his eyes to make out any movement, and then as quickly as it was switched on it was extinguished.
“Must have put the dog out to crap,” he postulated. The watch on his wrist now read 12:39, there had been no lights or any change in the house in front of him. “It’s go time,” he whispered.
He crept to the fence, keeping a low profile, lifted the backpack over the fence and hung it from the top, dangling on the other side. Carefully and quietly, he overcame his first obstacle, pulled the backpack from the fence and moved to a black, shadowed area of the yard. He waited and listened; his best defense now would be his keen senses. Nothing. He moved to the back door. No screen, but a dead bolt. A decorative glass inset occupied the top one third of the door; he brought his eye as close as he could to the glass, finding a place where the inside could be viewed with the least amount of distortion. No movement, no lights, no people, so far so good. He sat for a moment on the raised cement landing, adjacent to the door, removed his newly altered Nike’s and opened a zippered compartment in his backpack that held the glass cutter.
Returning to the door, he began etching the glass in a small rectangle that would be big enough for his hand and arm to pass through. He ran the diamond bit over the same spot repeatedly, until he felt he was almost there, took a small suction cup from his pocket and applied it to the center of the rectangle. The pro continued to cut, holding the suction device with his left and etching the glass with his right. He suddenly felt the slightest degree of give with his left hand. He stopped cutting, and gently, very gently, moved the suction cup right and left, back and forth, seeing the tiny slivers of glass give way as the opening was created. Finally, the piece lifted out and he sat it aside on the concrete far enough away that he wouldn’t step on it if he were in a hurry to get out. He returned the cup and cutter to the backpack but did not immediately extend his hand into the freshly cut opening. He waited for any indication of sound or movement, just in case he’d been wrong about the alarm.
Relieved that nothing happened, he cautiously inserted his gloved hand through the small opening until his elbow was at the door, bent his hand down and quietly spun the dead bolt. Once done, he reached to the handle and unlocked it as well.
“Obstacle two breached,” he thought.
The thief was in. It appeared the only light on in the entire two-story structure was the small hood lamp over the stove. His entry from the back door had placed him in the kitchen, with a sunken media room to his right. He removed a small LED light from his pocket and turned it onto the lowest setting. Light filled the room, much more than he’d expected, and he wrapped his hand around the end of the small device to mute the display. He held it in this fashion as he moved throughout the lower level. There was nothing unusual, only living space, with no bedrooms. Before he ventured up the stairs, he returned to the pack sitting near the back door and removed the pepper spray and hunting blade, snapping the latter to his belt just in case.
Flicking the light on again, this time his hand already in place, he moved to the stairs. His new socks slid quietly on the tiled kitchen floor, the carpet on the stairs was plush and would mask any noise from his steps. He moved a stair at a time, waiting a few seconds between each step; this was painstaking work and required the utmost patience. Finally, he stood at the top of the staircase, a long hallway before him, with doors on either side, none of them were closed, but one. He crouched low, keeping the light from the LED showing the way, but just barely. The first room to his right was what his mother would have called a craft room, pieces of fabric covered tables, with a sewing machine and ironing board taking up space, nothing of interest to him there. He stepped to the other side of the hallway, another open door, a computer room with a large desk, leather chair and bookshelves lining the walls.
“Possibly worth a look,” he thought, but moved on.
Each room of the upper floor was investigated and evaluated for possible objects of value. Ultimately, he came to the room he was looking for, the last room at the end of the hallway. The door was shut and no light could be seen underneath. He held his ear close to the door for any telltale signs of breathing, snoring, sex or the like. ‘Rob’ was pleased to hear nothing, but this brought some degree of concern. Had he been lucky enough to hit a night when the owners were away, or were they expected home at any minute? A small degree of panic set in and he looked at his watch.
“Hold it together, stay cool, stay cool!” Ran through his mind.
He turned off the light and placed the small device in his pocket, took the pepper spray in his left hand and slowly turned the doorknob with his right. The sound of the latch moving against the metal of the jam made him stop and listen; he could hear nothing, so he forged on. A moment later the two disengaged and the door pivoted inward, an inch, then two, as he applied enough force to soundlessly open the door. Again, he paused, before entering the darkened space. Still nothing. Making him as thin as possible he moved through the opening. Ghostly shadows danced on the walls as large windows allowed moonlight into the bedroom, slipping through angular tree branches swaying easily in the wind. The bed appeared to be unoccupied and no other sign of life, with greater confidence; he took the light in hand and turned it on.
“Yes!” he said, making a fist and pumping it forward in a crouched position like he’d just scored the winning goal of the Stanley Cup Final. “Nobody here but us would be millionaires.”
He wasted no time, knowing exactly where most people kept their most valuable possessions. He scoured the room looking for gold, silver, anything that he could sell easily. Pulling the casing from one of the bed pillows he collected his bounty, quite happy with what he was finding. The woman obviously had remarkable taste in only the finest of jewelry, which pleased him, as he stuffed her items into the bag. Satisfied that everything he wanted or needed was cleared from the bedroom, he trotted down the hall to the office. Again, he looked through the drawers, cupboards, closet, until he found a.38 caliber handgun hidden in the bottom drawer of the desk, sitting atop a strongbox, designed to be screwed-down to a concrete floor, but this one was free floating.
“Either new, or the jerk is too lazy to take care of his shit,” ‘Rob’ thought. “His loss is my gain.”
Unfortunately, it was locked, but not so heavy that he couldn’t just take the whole thing, which he did. He was surprised that the owner had not foreseen this. He also included the gun, tossing it in with the other items collected from the bedroom.
"Now to the business of scaring the shit out of the neighborhood."
The intruder returned to the kitchen, with his booty in tow, placed the pillowcase on the table before stuffing the lockbox into the backpack for later discovery. He surveyed the kitchen looking for two important items, a large butcher knife and a carving fork. Finding both, he removed a can of spray paint from another pocket in the pack, the same red that was used to write, ‘We’re Back’, in the Criddle home. Then he bounded up the stairs, two at a time, to finish his work. In the bedroom he had previously noted a picture of the loving couple standing at the back of a chartered fishing vessel, a large fish, most likely a tuna or halibut, hanging from the rear fin and the couple smiling broadly, standing on either side, fishing poles in hand. Next to this picture was a 14x11” studio styled portrait of the man of the house, and on the other side of the fishing picture, a similar sized photo of the wife. Taking both pictures he smashed the frames on the side of the end table and removed the picture of the man first. He looked it over carefully before positioning it above the headboard of the bed, and drove the carving fork through his face, embedding the tongs in the drywall. With the man symbolically murdered, he turned his twisted attention to the female portrait. Positioning the picture symmetrically above the headboard, he drove the knife a good 6 inches through her face and into the wall. He stood back at the end of the bed and studied his work.
“Perfect! Time for the artwork,” he thought. He shook the paint can, listening to the ball bearing moving throughout the can, mixing the paint. Aiming the nozzle at the wall he began to spray. Large ten-inch letters began to fill the space on the wall between the pictures, “DEATH TO RICH PIGS”, again he examined his handiwork and was pleased with the results.
A moment later he was standing at the kitchen table collecting his thoughts and his things, when he heard the sound of a garage door opening. He looked toward the front door to see headlights fill the large windows and scan the walls moving from right to left. Sheer panic gripped him. No time, no time! He slung the backpack over his shoulders, took the pillowcase in hand, just as he heard car doors slam. ‘Rob’ swung the back door open, exited quickly, but took the time to close the door behind him. He ran for his freedom, with the pillowcase in the right and shoes in his left. Reaching the fence he tossed both over, sensing lights being turned on behind him. Climbing the obstacle was much tougher without shoes on but he managed just as the kitchen light came on, then the back porch light. He found his shoes, slipped them on without tying the laces, and at a dead run weaved his way through the pecan trees, headed back towards the church. He’d covered about 50 feet when he heard the first blood-curdling scream from the bedroom, followed by another, and another.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Thursday morning Beverly Davis sat at her kitchen table enjoying a cup of her favorite coffee, she’d had another sleepless night. The loss of her husband eight years ago and the ongoing battle with his stepson, Jeremy, was adding pounds and wrinkles to the middle-aged woman. Her Day-Timer was open before her, nothing too pressing, needed to talk with Blanche Delaney about a couple of condos that just went on the market in the new area south of the base, also needed to check the status of the estate sale. She was anxious to get her hands on the money after so many years of legal battles but she was certain the war was not over. The coffee was just what she needed to get going this morning. Taking another drink she let it swirl around in her mouth before swallowing it down.
“Wish I had a donut to dunk in this,” she thought.
Her cell phone rang and ‘Dixie’ played, she flipped it open, “Good mornin’, this is Bev,” in her sweetest, what the hell do you want already this morning, accent.
“Morning Beverly, this is Earl Tidball, I’m calling on behalf of the Okala Development Group.”
Her ears perked up. This was the group that had been in negotiations in regards to a large tract of land, that she had the realty rights to, a few miles from Moody Air Force Base. She was sure it was a done deal and was waiting for the finalization of some paperwork, title searches and such.
“Yes, Mr. Tidball, I’m well aware of who you are. How are you this morning? I was hoping we might wind things up this week and get that property transferred to your group.” She always tried to put a positive spin on every deal, even if it wasn’t a firm offer yet.
“Yes, well, that’s why I’m calling. We, or shall I say, the purchasing department, is having second thoughts about the timing of this transaction. In the past week alone we’ve seen the number of condominiums on the market skyrocket in the properties adjacent to this particular section of land. The group is concerned that perhaps the area is already saturated and our intent would be to put more multiunit housing projects in place. We’ve also noted a downward trend in the real market values of the homes in that particular area as well. This is a difficult trend for us to navigate when considering a purchase so very close to this unusual local phenomenon.” Not allowing Ms. Davis a chance to ask any questions, he pressed on, “I’m sure you’re well aware of the problems they’re having, which seem to be escalating, and we realize it could all well be over within a day or two but there is the remote possibility that it could be years. We are just not willing to assume the risk, at least not at this time. We are terribly sorry, we understand that you’ve put a great deal of work into the sale and our negotiations, but we are well within our legal rights to withdraw our offer, which is what we intend to do, in writing, this morning.”
It felt, to Beverly, like someone had just run a dagger through her heart, chest pain, unable to breath, anxiety and anger rising, “I thought, I mean, this is coming out of left field. Just yesterday we were on track and there were no problems. Surely the little blip in condo prices is not enough to pull out of such an amazing opportunity. This is literally one of two parcels of land that will ever be available to develop in the Northern Valdosta Region. The upside is huge! I can’t believe you’re considering withdrawing your offer. Perhaps if we just met this morning and addressed your concerns we could….”
He cut her off, “Ms. Davis, unless you can assure us that the serial predator stalking the people and homes in that area can be stopped before we sign on the dotted line, it’s just not going to happen.”
“What are you talking about? You mean that thing with the guy that did those break-ins over the past couple weeks? He’s harmless, a prankster, hasn’t hurt anybody. The cops think it’s just a couple of kids playing games. You are seriously going to cancel a multimillion dollar deal because of that?” she incredulously asked.
“Ms. Davis,” he said, in a stern, attention getting voice, “Have you not seen the news this morning or read the paper? This guy is for real, no college prankster; the police are issuing warnings for people living in that entire region. It’s just more than we wish to engage at this time. Our lawyers will be in touch with your office later this morning. Again, we are truly sorry, but business is business. Good day.”
She couldn’t believe what she’d just heard, another nail in her financial coffin. The sale of the property would have meant hundreds of thousands of dollars in fees she would have collected, the largest sale of her career, now squashed by some pervert getting his jollies. “Shit, shit, shit,” she hammered out with increasing volume, “Why now?” She circled the table talking to herself, “I can’t frickin’ believe this, not now, not when we were so close. Now what the hell am I going to do? I’ll never find another buyer like Okala.” Her mind going a hundred miles an hour, she tried to focus. What had he said about the news, what news? She switched on the local broadcast.
A strikingly beautiful blonde in a business suit, just cut low enough to entice the male audience, sat upright behind a large, expansive desk, computer monitor to her right and a stack of papers in her hands. She looked to be all business this morning, no sweet, sheepish grin, no funny banter with the co-anchor, just right to the facts. “Again, the Sheriff’s Department, by way of Sheriff Lupo himself, has issued a strict warning to the people living in the area south and west of the Air Force Base. There is a very real threat, as they’ve concluded a serial predator is working the aforementioned area and every caution should be taken to secure your safety and the safety of your home and family.”
“What has happened?” she thought. “Come on, tell us what the hell has happened since yesterday!” Bev screamed at the television.
As if the female anchor had heard her, she continued, “Let’s recap that story again for those just joining us. Last night a house on Lori Street was broken into while the owners were out. The home appeared to be ransacked in a search for valuables and the couple has identified numerous items missing from the premises. Based on evidence at the scene, the authorities believe the couple returned home while the perpetrator was still inside. Fortunately there was no confrontation, but significant damage was done to the home and the department was unable to release more details this morning. They will be holding a press conference later in the day to keep the public apprised of the investigation, however, they did specify that this latest break in is a significant escalation in the violent nature of the crimes to date. They are asking the public to report suspicious individuals or behavior, particularly in the area we’ve been talking about. The Sheriff’s Department has set up a hotline that you can call and we’ll put that on the screen for you momentarily.”
Beverly sat back in her chair staring blankly at the woman on the screen. She was lost for words. She had worked her ass off the past ten years, married a husband with a defective heart, inherited a jackass of a stepson, gained fifty pounds, given up every opportunity for another man in her life, and for what? To have it all pulled out from underneath her by a little prick breaking into people’s homes. “Damn it!” she yelled, sweeping her arm across the table sending the now empty coffee cup sailing through the air, shattering on the kitchen wall.

Blanche casually swung back and forth on the porch of Caroline’s B amp;B enjoying the light early morning breeze as it helped dry the droplets of perspiration that were still forming on her skin. She’d kept her promise to herself to get out and run this morning, had been more difficult than expected but still felt great to stretch out and feel the sun on her back as she maneuvered the sidewalks, for three miles, that felt like ten. She had only been enjoying the porch swing for a few minutes before Mrs. Muir joined her.
“Room for two?” she asked.
“Sure, if you don’t mind sitting next to me while I sweat like a pig,” Blanche said, with a smirk.
“Beautiful morning, just love it when there’s enough of a breeze to dampen this stifling humidity. Too bad the news this morning is such a downer,” Mrs. Muir said, trying to read Blanche to see if she’d heard the latest details.
“Yeah, it is beautiful this morning, but what news are you talking about?”
Happy that she got to be the bearer of the bad news, Mrs. Muir expounded, “Well, you know what’s been happening in those homes up by the base, right?” She didn’t wait for Blanche to reply. “There was another one last night and they almost caught him. Was in the house when the couple got home. The Sheriff isn’t saying much but I phoned that friend of mine, you know the one I was telling you about? Anyway, she said, and she has very good connections, don’t you know. Well, she said that the home of Mrs. Criddle, the lady with the fake leg and the mustang, she said, there was some warning written on her living room wall in pig blood. Can you imagine?” she said, excitedly.
“I hadn’t heard that, are you sure?” Blanche questioned.
“Oh, I’m sure, she’s very reliable. Then last night, and don’t tell anybody, cause this isn’t supposed to be out, but last night he killed something with a butcher knife and a carving fork, I think she said it was a pig, then wrote another warning on the wall. Is that creepy or what? Don’t know what this world is coming to.”
Blanche, at this point, had stopped the leisurely sway of the swing and listened intently to what the older woman was saying, knowing to take it for what it was, as she considered the source. “Was anybody hurt, do you know?” she said, staring into the street ahead of her.
“Sounds like the pig didn’t fair very well,” she replied
“Those poor people, must have been such a shock to them when they got home. What kind of a person does this kind of stuff? It sounds to me like he’s getting bolder with each outing.” She nailed it without knowing.
“Lots of f….ing punks out there, that’s for sure,” the older woman said, followed by, “Excuse me dear, don’t normally like to use that word but sometimes I just get so riled up.” They laughed as Blanche reached over and patted Mrs. Muir on the knee, assuring her it was understandable.
They started up the swing again, swaying back and forth in silence, each putting into perspective the information they had just shared. A few minutes later, Blanche noted a small truck motoring down the street in front of the B amp;B, the driver blasted out a recognizable greeting with the horn and Blanche stood and waved as Jasper sailed by.

“Alright people, hold it down, quiet down. Quiet down!” the Sheriff elevated his voice above the commotion in the main level conference room. “Let’s have it quiet so we can get started.” He waited for the chairs to fill and order to be restored to the adrenalin filled room. “Thank you, I know we’ve all been up long hours already,” he said, looking at his watch, 1:00 p.m. “I’d like to start with an overview of where we are with the first two cases before we jump into the one from this morning.”
“Arlene, I know you’ve been compiling and coordinating the information as it’s come in, where do we stand?” Sheriff Lupo directed his question to the woman seated directly to his right with laptop computer open, frantically taking notes. Not accustom to having to speak to such a large group of people, she tried to ignore that anyone else was present, and looked directly at her friend ‘The Wolf’ and spoke.
“I wish I could tell you that we know more today than we did a few days ago, but the truth of the matter is, we don’t. The hotline has provided leads but most resulting in dead ends or nut jobs reporting their disgruntled neighbor as The Stalker. We’re checking them as fast as we can but no solid leads yet.” She turned her attention momentarily to the group around the table. “I just want to thank ya’ll for your hard work and for putting up with me calling at all hours of the night. I appreciate your cooperation.” She returned her remarks to the Sheriff, “We were able to get a good casting of the prints left in the backyard of the Criddle woman’s home. Forensics should be able to tell us more on that.”
“Ricky, you in here?” Sheriff Lupo said, looking around the room for the forensics' specialist.
“Yup, right here.” The Sheriff could see a hand sticking up above the heads of the others at the back of the room; they parted as Ricky wiggled his way between them to stand at the end of the table across from the big man. “Yeah, we got a really good impression on the tracks both right and left feet, but we are unable to identify manufacturer or model from the tread.”
Disappointed, 'The Wolf' inquired, “And why is that?”
“Because there ain’t any,” Ricky said, looking around to see if anyone would snicker. “I believe The Stalker filed the tread down to nothing to make it impossible for us to identify them. There is some good news though; we think we can accurately identify the type of file that he used. It’s not your typical file, like you’d use on your lawnmower blade, but a specific type that is used to file down the hoof of a horse when they are being shoed. It’s called a rasp; a farrier would use it to prepare the horse’s hooves before the shoes go on. These are common for the profession and most farmers probably have one but I think it’s quite likely that we’re looking for a country person.”
The room spontaneously erupted with applause and some scattered cheers. “Finally something we can go on!” the Sheriff approvingly said. Good work there Ricky, I can tell you’ve done your homework, well done. Okay, that gives us something to work on, anything further on the shoes?”
“Is it okay to talk about this morning yet?” Ricky asked, “Cause I already got the castings from this morning done and we got a footprint.”
“You got a what?” the large man asked, scarcely believing what he’d just heard.
“I know it’s crazy! We got an actual impression of the guys foot, right foot to be exact. It fits perfectly with what you thought happened last night when we were at the scene. They got home, scared him, and he had to make a hasty exit. We weren’t able to get started with the castings until this morning because of the poor lighting out there but we got some really good ones after the sun came up. Should I go on?” he asked his boss.
“Hell yes, let’s hear it all.”
“Good, so we kind of expected some more of those treadless imprints, which we did find, but even those are different.”
“How so?” the Sheriff asked.
“The sole is a different width and the deflection of the angle from the heel to toe is different than the first pair. Anyway, back to the footprint. Let me tell you what we think he does first. He climbs the fence, all three places had fences if you’ll remember, has his shoes on at this point, then when he gets to the backdoor, he takes them off, maybe he thinks it’s going to be more quiet or something, but he definitely takes them off and leaves them outside on the porch. Last night in his mad dash to get out of there, he doesn’t have time to put them on, so he grabs them, runs to the fence, throws them over along with his stuff and then scales the fence in his stocking feet.”
Ricky Dean was getting more excited as he laid out the work that his team had done that morning, and he’d not gotten to the good stuff yet. He had a hard time not just blurting it out but was enjoying being the center of attention, if only for a moment, in this important investigation. He continued, reminding himself to slow down and make sense, “We know he was in his stocking feet because the fibers we found inside the house match some of those we found stuck on the wood slivers on the fence, black, wool stockings. We’re working on the type of dye now that may give us the manufacturer.”
“Damn good work, Ricky. Your team is giving us some excellent information to go on. About the footprint….”
Ricky jumped in to tell the rest of his findings, “Yeah, this is the best part, I ‘bout pissed myself when I saw it this morning, right there at the base of the fence just as clear as it could be. I think it’s where he stood to throw the stuff over, cause he would have come to a complete stop, for just an instant, before he hurled the stuff over, and in doing so put enough force on the right foot to push it into the dirt.” He stopped talking long enough to demonstrate for the team what he was talking about. Ricky motioned with his hands for the other unit members to part and give him a clear isle. He started from the side of the room, took a couple quick steps as if running, something in both hands, stopped and went through the motion of throwing the items over the imaginary fence. As he demonstrated the motion he explained, “If our perp is right handed he would have stopped short of the fence leading with his left leg and bracing himself with the right. To get enough leverage to throw over something heavy he would shift his weight from the left foot, to the right, and then back to the left, as he followed through with the throw, like this.” Again he confirmed his theory by demonstrating it to those watching. “We got lucky, I think the owner was trying to fix a patch of sparse grass and had put down a little topsoil and seed in that particular area.”
“So we, I mean, the forensic bunch of us, also think he’s right handed,” he smiled, his mustache twitching ever so slightly.
“Outstanding, absolutely outstanding! You’ve earned your pay this week. Is everybody getting this? I don’t see many pens moving take this stuff down. I don’t want anybody out of the loop,” the Sheriff instructed.
Ricky, however, wasn’t done; he still had a couple of important cards up his sleeve to play. “Okay, okay Sheriff, there’s a bit more. So we, so we got the casting of the foot, absolutely perfect, like I said,” he was speaking so fast now that he was tripping over himself.
“Ricky, slow down, for heaven’s sake we’ve got time, just slow down and tell us what you’re trying to say.”
He stopped, put both hands on the table in front of him, and took a couple deep breaths before he continued, “Thanks Sheriff, I’m okay now, I’m okay. So we know he threw the shoes over the fence, right?” He paused, “The forensics God’s were with us last night is all I can think. We got the footprint, you’re gonna love the way that set up, we’ll know exactly the size of his foot right down to his bunions and corns, but we also know he was wearing Nike’s.”
“Ricky!” Deputy Guest interjected, “How the hell can you tell what kind of shoes he was wearing based on the footprint? You’ve already said the tread was no help.”
“This is so good I can’t believe it myself,” he said. “You ready for this? When he tossed the shoes over the fence, the soil on the other side was just moist enough from the humidity that it left an impression where the shoes landed.” He stopped talking and looked around the room for effect. “The bag full of stuff left a pretty big dent where it landed but the shoes, one landed on the sole, so it was no help, but the other landed heel down.” He looked over his shoulder to the back of the room. “Becky, you got that picture we took out at the house this morning, the one from the orchard?”
A stout woman stepped forward taking some papers and pictures from a file folder she held. She quickly rifled through the material and extracted an 8x10 glossy photograph and handed it to Ricky. Without saying a word he flicked the photograph into the air, it spun, rotating a couple of times before it drifted to a stop in the middle of the large conference table. There, staring back at them was the undeniable impression of the Nike logo, taken from the soft mud, just over the fence of the latest victim’s home.

The Stalker’s drive from the chapel to his house had been almost as frantic as the run from the orchard. Sheriff units had responded much quicker than he had anticipated, causing him to drive thirty miles out of his way, in a very indirect path to his home. He was happy with the haul and was anxious to see what was hidden in the lockbox, but other than that the ‘outing’ was a total pooch screw. He was angry with his employers for pushing him beyond what he had agreed to do, each job was to be well laid out, planned and methodical, with very little risk. He’d just about got caught last night and was sure there was ample evidence left in the wake of his speedy exit. He wouldn’t be doing another one of those again without talking to ‘the man’ first, the cost of doing business just got more expensive.
‘Rob’ gathered up his things, the shoes, socks, anything that would have left fiber evidence and walked down the trail that led from his house to the fishing shed where the 50 gallon drum was that he used to burn garbage and evidence. Tossing the items in, he doused them with gas and ignited it with the strike of a match. He stood looking into the flames for a moment knowing that he’d have to give it a stir in a few hours and ignite it again with another liberal sprinkling of accelerant. Nothing could be left to chance. Confident that the materials would burn on their own for a time, his attention was drawn back to the strongbox and the unknown contents.
On the way back to the house he stopped by the barn and grabbed a small sledgehammer, perfect for delicate work like he had in mind. There was not another house within earshot so he didn’t worry about the noise when he brought the hammer down on the box for the first time. Crash! The box bounced off the cement slab he was using as a backstop, landing on the grass. “Damn!” He lined up the lock again and repeated the strike directly on the face with the same result, but a bigger bounce. It was much more durable than he had first thought, a third and fourth slam of the sledge did nothing but distort the box’s shape but did not reveal the contents. Frustrated he left the sledge on the ground near the damaged container and headed to the barn. A moment later he returned, pulling a small, portable acetylene torch.
He was careful not to heat up the metal box to the point that paper items inside would ignite but he used the torch in conjunction with the sledge to persuade the assembly to give up its contents. The heavily damaged lockbox finally popped open with one last swing of the hammer.
“Damn, lookie here! What we got?” he said, looking at the items as they gleamed back at him. It was obvious to him that the wife kept the good stuff under wraps and hidden away but the old man had some nice things too. Two Rolex cases sat at the bottom of the chest but only one contained a watch. He continued his search undiscouraged. Lying underneath the watchcases and the gems was a rectangular package, folded and wrapped like a Christmas present, but in newspaper. Rob’s hand shook in anticipation. He gently laid the other items aside and pulled the bundle from the bottom of the box. He had hoped a gold brick but much too flexible. Taking the tape from the bottom of the parcel, he uncovered a pile of US $100 bills almost too thick to hold in one hand. The thief, in all his years of taking what was not his, had never encountered such an awesome prize. Returning the items to the box he went inside and began counting, 700, 725, 750, and placed the last, crisp bill on the table. He sat back in one of the chairs, ran his fingers through his dark hair, while staring at the eight small stacks of hundreds that he had organized on the table.
“Who in the hell, keeps $75,000 in cash in their desk drawer?”
The first thing that came to mind was the mob. Maybe a drug dealer, but after much self-debate he decided he’d found somebody’s stash, money the private citizen did not want to declare to Uncle Sam for tax purposes. Most likely he wouldn’t report it to the police either. That would create all kinds of questions from the IRS, the jewelry would be replaced by the insurance so he didn’t feel the least bit bad about that, he never did. The money, however, gave him a boost in self-confidence and made him think that perhaps the risk had paid off. Anyway, wouldn’t be long before he’d be cashed out and on his way.
“Should have spent one of these hundreds having the box properly installed, jackass!” he said, mocking the absent victim. “I’m making a call but they ain’t gonna hear about this cash,” he laughed to himself, as he retrieved the untraceable phone from his jacket, dialed and waited.
“Lester, what’s up my friend?” Felix was in an especially good mood after the reports of the morning. “Your work last night was brilliant! Absolutely brilliant, could not have done it better myself.”
“Yeah, I know, that’s why you hired me, remember?” Lester responded. “I thought we weren’t supposed to use our real names in our correspondence, even on the phone?”
“Pshaw, that Jeremy, he’s wound so tight he farts diamonds. There's not going be anybody listening to this conversation. These phones are solid don’t worry about it. Have you given any thought to where you’ll hit next? One more this week will put us over the top, my man.”
“Why was this guy talking like we’re best friends? I probably wouldn’t be doing this if he wasn’t a friend of a friend of an acquaintance but we ain’t friends,” he thought, but did not say. “I’ve got a couple ideas for tomorrow but I’m laying low today. Too much police activity to be out, especially if somebody ID’d my van in the area.”
“I see from the reports that you were able to search the place for valuables. Come up with anything?” Felix asked, expecting a cut if there was anything of significance.
“Naw, not really, a couple necklaces and a watch but I think it’s a Chinese knock off,” Lester said, keeping the money, gun and valuable jewelry to himself.
“Too bad, would have been more worth the risk, I guess. I’m meeting with the other guys tomorrow to see where we go from here, but you’re doing great. I’ll report that to them,” the low level wise guy indicated.
“Okay, but I feel like I should be brought up to speed on where this is all headed, I get the fact that you want the people in that area to panic and have it affect the real estate market but there has to be a bigger picture. I just feel that I should be brought in, you know have a bigger piece of the pie,” he said, trying to feel his way through the conversation. “Like who is this Jeremy guy, what has he got to do with anything? That’s the first I’ve heard you even mention his name.”
“Jeremy who? You didn’t hear me say anything about any Jeremy. I’ve said enough, just keep doing your job and don’t get greedy,” Felix indicated, getting a bit annoyed with the thief.
“Okay, okay, hold your horses, I get the picture, but let me tell you this all stops right now if I don’t see another 5 G’s in that envelope dropped in my mailbox tomorrow. You understand? And don’t YOU get greedy. I’m the one assuming all the risk! I’m the one creating the panic! Without me you got nothing! You hear me? You got that, Felix?” Lester exaggerated his inflections into the small cell phone mouthpiece and promptly clipped it closed. “If that money isn’t there tomorrow I’m done, I’m done,” he said, tossing the phone on the table, knocking bills everywhere.

Mrs. Ella Wild was exhausted. The Wednesday evening self-defense class the night before had been more than she or her husband had counted on. There were too many people to work with in one session, so they ended up having most of the newcomers wait until the first class was over, then taught it all over again to everyone that had patiently waited, which was significant. The majority of those present were women and most of those spurred on by the recent activities of the predator. Pink and her husband, Dave, understood the insecurities and fears of those they taught so they were happy to help, but it had taken its toll. Ella ached in every joint and the pain medication taken with breakfast had not fully kicked in yet. Standing before her students she struggled to stay focused and hoped the class would be able to carry the discussion so she didn’t have to.
She had not had time to review and mark the assignment given out a few days before but she was impressed with the dozen she had evaluated. “I take it many of you are quite interested in the recent events north of the city?” she said, more as a question than a statement. “I’m intrigued. Why is that? Why would you be so interested in the acts of a degenerate and the suffering that he causes? Granted, I sort of get it, after all this is the Deviant Behavior Course, but I think it goes beyond that. I think for many of you it’s like a train wreck, you just can’t help yourself, you just can’t help but having to look. Am I right?” No one volunteered an answer; afraid they might get their head taken off with the mood she seemed to be in this morning.
“While you are sitting there trying to decide if you have the courage to answer, let me say this, I love it, to a degree that is. I hate the pain and suffering these people cause, the loss of life, the uncertainty they create, the fear they instill, but I love studying their deviant minds and what it is about them that makes them tick. It is people like you and me that have the capacity within us to stop these beasts and bring them to justice. That’s why I teach this course. That’s why I push you to learn more than I know. To understand them in ways that I cannot, you need to be better than I ever was. I believe some of you will get there and make me proud, and the rest of you, well, the world needs ditch diggers too, my dad always used to say.”
This drew some laughter from the uneasy students, but those who connected with her on the level she intended, knew she was talking to them, Seymour Wood was one of them. Most of the students had seen the news that morning and were curious what Pink would do with the story during class today.
“Let’s do something different today, shall we?” she inquired. “I want this half of the room to be the Sheriff’s Office.” She waved her hand indicating the right half of the room. “And you,” waving her hand to the remainder of the group to the left, “will be the predator or stalker as you like.” The students taunted and jeered at each other across the classroom. “Okay now, settle down a bit, I’m going to give you a few questions to consider. Work together as a unit and come up with some concrete answers.”
“Sheriff’s, okay this morning you’ve had your third B amp;E within three weeks with an increasing propensity towards violence. The populous is scared, housewives are buying handguns, you have little if no clues, what do you do?” Ella asked.
“Serial predators, you have successfully claimed three victims in three weeks and your confidence is soaring. What do you do now? What’s your agenda? Why are you doing what you’re doing? Who are you?” she asked the other half of the class.
She gave the group about ten minutes to discuss the questions among themselves and asked them to assign a spokesperson for their side. Seymour was chosen to represent his side of the discussion, the Sheriff’s Office, and a heavy set black girl, named Tequina, was chosen as the representative for the degenerates.
“Okay Seymour, let’s start with you. First let’s see what you’ve got to say, then we’ll have the predators ask any questions they may have, then we’ll switch. Sound good?” Pink directed and the students listened.
A nervous Seymour walked to the front of the class, a pad of paper held with their ideas in hand. “A couple of us went to the press conference the Sheriff’s Office did this morning and they still claim they have very few clues. We think they are just telling the public enough to keep them happy but they are not releasing everything they know. Mrs. Wild, I think you would consider that SOP, right, Standard Operating Procedure?”
“I’d say you are right on there. There will be things they’ve discovered that they will hold back to strengthen their case once they bust somebody and have to prosecute,” she agreed.
“With three crime scenes behind them, we were in agreement that they would be looking for similarities between those three, and trying to connect them to any known criminal behavior or patterns. Forensics would be scouring these places for clues and trying to confirm that the same person is responsible for each. Sheriff Lupo is not denying that at this point, and he’s given up the theory that it’s a prankster or one of us.” His fellow students laughed.
“Good, but what would you be doing now, this afternoon after the press conference, what do you think the officers were assigned to do?” Pink pushed him.
“I’m sure they were back in all three neighborhoods going door to door interviewing people, trying to draw information out of neighbors that think they don’t know anything. Somewhere out there someone has seen this guy or his car or noticed something out of the ordinary and it’s the officer’s job to drag it out of them. We didn’t think he was selecting his victims at random, however, we think there is some sort of a pattern to his work. We also think he’s a local boy, knows the area and knows his way around. Bottom line, he likes what he is doing and is learning to love it.”
“I’d tend to agree, good work. Okay predators, any questions for Deputy Seymour and company?”
A few questions were offered and discussed but nothing Seymour couldn’t handle. The floor was then given to Tequina and she did the same for the other side of the room. They offered some good suggestions but Ella wanted them to see inside the guy's head. “What is his motivation? Why is he doing this?” she asked.
“We talked about that but couldn’t reach a consensus. Some of us thought he was doing it as some kind of a sexual release but he hasn’t accosted any of the victims, at least not yet. The others think it’s a material thing, like most B amp;E, just looking for items he can steal,” the female student offered.
Pink paced the floor and instructed the young woman to take a seat. “All good ideas and insights, but to be successful at this game you have got to learn to think like a predator. I know it’s kind of creepy, but you have to learn to get inside their head, walk around in their skin and see what makes them tick. You can’t beat a serial predator or killer if you can’t put yourself in his situation. Good work today, I’ve had some fun with this and I hope you have. See you Friday. If you think of anything in regards to this case write it down and we’ll talk about it then.”

Blanche thought for sure she would hear from Beverly Davis sometime throughout the day. By the time she got to work at noon she had still not heard anything and was hoping that perhaps she had found some housing options. That did not seem to be the case, so at lunch she phoned Bev’s cell, but was directed to her voice mail where she left a message. It was unlike her not to return calls, the librarian had been impressed with how quickly she’d helped her in the past and it was a bit troubling for Blanche. She tried to put a positive spin on it, thinking that she must just be busy with other things, closing a deal, but a feeling kept tugging at her that something was not quite right.
It was nothing more than a typical day at work, steady flow of people in and out of the library. The students that normally helped out had the day off. School would be starting soon and they needed the time to shop and register for classes. Although the library seemed quiet, Blanche found herself more on edge than usual. Each patron that walked through the door she sized up as a threat or not. The news from the morning, she suspected, had everyone paying more attention to his or her surroundings. Probably would not have been as big a deal if she had not looked through the material the other night in an effort to help Seymour.
“He must be reveling in this stuff,” she thought, and then realized he would be in to work shortly and her sympathetic nervous system responded. She suddenly felt anxious to see him, her palms were instantly moist, her face felt warm and she detected the slightest increase in her breathing and pulse rate. “What’s the deal?” she thought. “I’m not a school girl any more, for heaven’s sake, get a grip Blanche.”
The rest of the afternoon passed much slower than she would have liked. She looked at her watch often, counting the hours, then minutes, until 6:00 p.m., however, the distraction and her excitement over the arrival of Seymour had eased her tension over the predator, until at half past five, a gentleman walked into the library that gave Blanche pause.
He walked through the entry, waited for the door to close behind him, then just stood and surveyed the library from that vantage point. A straw trilby hat sat atop his head with a red checked band running around the circumference. He was unkempt, dressed in a flowered shirt from the 60’s and a pair of grubby jeans that had not seen the inside of a washing machine for far too long, but it was more than his appearance, something just didn’t feel right to the librarian. As he took in the main floor, eyes moving over every shelf, patron, and finally the main desk, his eyes locked on Blanche and he grinned, noting that the shapely librarian seemed to be staring at him.
“That face, I’ve seen that somewhere before, I know I have.” Her mind went into overdrive, sorting through memory banks in an effort to remember how she knew him. If he’d just take off the darkly tinted glasses she’d have a better idea if she knew him, and there was something odd about his hair, just couldn’t quite put her finger on it but it was somehow unusual. “Or maybe he just has one of those familiar faces,” she ultimately reasoned.
When he finally moved away from the entry and appeared to be browsing, like most people do when they get their bearings, she breathed a sigh of relief. A few minutes later she saw him again, this time ignoring her. His brown shaggy hair was hanging over his ears, as he moved in and out between the shelving units, but not really looking at the titles. She looked at her watch again, quarter till, she’d be glad when Seymour got there. This guy was making her very nervous. He passed by the desk, nodded his head as if to say hello but did not open his mouth, rather moved up the elegant staircase to the second floor. She stared after him wondering what his game was.
At exactly six Seymour burst through the main doors as he always did after a spirited run from the bus stop. Blanche was so relieved to see his smiling face, more than she dared to admit. He acknowledged her from the doorway with a wave and quickly moved to the desk. The anxious librarian scooted from behind the large desk to meet Seymour in the empty space at the bottom of the stairs. She grasped his arm, pulling him close to her, cradling his arm between her breasts as she pulled his ear low enough for her to whisper into.
“I am so glad to see you today,” she quietly spoke, her breath raising the hair on the back of his neck.
He turned his face to look into her eyes, she was beautiful, and having her so close made him feel warm all over. “And I you, is there something wrong?” He could see the worry in her face.
“I don’t know, I’m just a little freaked out by the stuff that is going on, you know The Stalker and all,” she said, not letting go of his arm, her lips moving dangerously close to his. “A guy with a straw hat came in about a half hour ago, kind of gave me the creeps and he’s upstairs doing something, I don’t dare go up and see.”
“Would you like me to take a look?” Seymour offered, wanting to shorten the distance even further and pull her into his arms.
“Could you? It would make me feel so much better if you would just see what he’s up to.”
He loved coming to her rescue, made him feel like her knight in shining armor, but he was sure he’d find the guy just reading a magazine or surfing the net on one of the many computers on the second floor. “Sure, your wish is my command,” he said, bowing before her as if she were a queen.
“Okay, knock it off and get your butt upstairs,” she said, with a girlish grin.
Seymour bounded up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and was gone from Blanche’s view. She returned to the desk and the work she had been putting off all day. A few minutes passed, then a few more, Blanche anxiously looked up the stairs but could see no one. Fifteen minutes later she felt she could wait no longer. “What is taking him so long, it’s not that much space. Must have found him and is having a heart to heart, or — or else…” Her mind ran wild with possibilities. “I’ve got to know,” she thought, anxious and trembling as she started up the stairs.
Half way up, she saw Seymour coming down. He lifted both hands, signifying empty, and met her in the middle of the staircase. “There’s nobody up there, I looked everywhere and then some. You sure he went up there?”
“I definitely saw him go up and it was about 30 minutes ago, I’m sure of it. I guess it’s possible that he came down and left the library when I was distracted, but I really haven’t left the desk.” She thought for a moment, running the past half hour through her mind. “That’s really the only logical explanation, I did step to the back for just a quick minute to get a box of tissues, he must have come down the stairs then and I didn’t notice.” Relieved she again took his arm and led him down the stairs to the desk. “I do appreciate you doing that for me, I’ve been a nervous wreck this afternoon. I feel so much better now that you’re here, thanks.”
“Glad I could help. Can I tell you something, and I hope it doesn’t sound corny to you.” He mustered up the courage to speak from his heart.
“Sure, what’s up?”
“I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m a little awkward around girls, I mean women.”
Blanche interrupted him with a little white lie, “No, no, I don’t think you are.”
“Well I am, anyway, I just wanted to tell you that when I’m with you I don’t feel that way. I feel like I can just be myself and you’ll still like me,” he managed to say, moving his eyes from his feet to her eyes as he expressed himself.
She wanted to pull the young man to her and hug him. She could tell this was difficult for him and she wanted to let him know that she felt the same way, but the words of his mother kept ringing in her ears, “Don’t hurt my son.”
“What I’m trying to say, I guess, is I really like you more than I think you know and I was wondering, and I know we work together and everything, but I was wondering if you would have dinner with me tomorrow night so we could be together someplace other than here,” he said, looking around the library.
Blanche’s heart skipped a beat and she wanted to enthusiastically say yes, but she hesitated for numerous reasons and moved her eyes away from his, as she dipped her chin to her chest. Seymour read the gesture as a no, and was almost sick, until she raised her head with a twinkle in her eyes and a beautiful smile across her lips.
“There is nothing I would like more than to spend an evening with you Seymour, when will you pick me up?”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


(Eight Years Earlier)
Jeremy Marshall sat in the office down the hall from his congressional boss, head in his hands, trying to weep but could not. The phone call had come out of the blue; his father was in the Emory University Hospital in Atlanta after suffering a massive heart attack in Valdosta. Emergency units there had responded, delivering him to the local hospital after stabilizing his vitals. The Valdosta doctors had concluded, under advisement from a local cardiologist, that his father’s condition warranted a transfer to a better-equipped cardiac unit in Atlanta.
The younger Marshall man had just celebrated his 28th birthday, but with the day’s events was feeling much older. Premature thick, grey hair, cut short at the sides and swept back, with no bangs, accentuated his thin face and slightly furrowed forehead. Green eyes, set back with narrow fissures, and long lashes almost made Jeremy look sinister, but a cosmetically altered row of teeth and a picture perfect smile, soon overcame most people’s first impressions. His nose, he’d inherited from his mother, was slightly angled to the left with an odd, little cleft right in the middle at the end. It drove him crazy but added character to his aging face. At almost 30, Jeremy’s lifestyle was already taking its toll. Too many meals at the mall and no exercise were wearing him down physically, but his brain was ever active, never a moment without something winding its way through the vast networks of his mind. Nights were often spent on the computer or reading material to keep his boss informed, but he could quite easily get by on four hours sleep without looking any worse for wear. Women found Jeremy Marshall attractive but he could not be bothered, the young clerks, interns and the occasional hooker were enough to satisfy his sexual urges, but a marriage relationship was nowhere on his radar, at least not yet.
The father and son had not spoken for months. The older Marshall’s wedding to a realtor, two years previous, had driven a wedge between them that seemed immovable. The woman, Beverly Davis, was a feisty piece of work, aggressive, motivated, and certainly not without merit, but Jeremy, from the beginning, believed the relationship was more about money than love. The weeks leading up to the marriage had put an unbearable strain on the father-son relationship; Jeremy had pushed for a pre-nup, which his father refused to consider. Blinded by love and lust, a man in the middle of his life would do all sorts of stupid things; at least Jeremy saw it that way.
His father had significant real estate holdings throughout the South, enough to make Beverly a very rich woman should he have an early demise, however, word of his heart attack had been a total surprise to the estranged son, and he suspected his stepmother had nothing to do with it. His interactions with Ms. Davis had been quite formal, with very little opportunity to get to know each other on a personal level, both lead very busy professional lives. She was likable and seemed to make his father happy, but two years for half his father’s estate was more than he could bear.
Jeremy was a top aide to a longstanding republican congressman who had a prominent position on the House Armed Services Committee. Most of his time was spent in Washington D.C. but he kept a home in Charleston, South Carolina, the place of his birth. It had been Beverly that had convinced his father to pull up roots and move his operation and home to Valdosta. The move had been more than troubling for Jeremy, what little control or influence he had with his father was gone, and he knew it. It was not that his father did not love him, he knew better, but the two men, both very independent, did not see eye to eye, and that was it.
The news of his father’s condition sent Jeremy’s mind into full, self-preservation mode. He wondered how much information, in regards to his father’s vast holdings, had been released to his new wife. Prior to the wedding he had warned his dad not to make his business affairs an open book to the realtor, but rather give it some time, see how the marriage went before disclosing everything. He hoped, as he sat in the office, that his father had taken that advice to heart. Jeremy had not been privy to the will since his father’s wedding, but suspected that it had been re-drafted over the past two years to include Beverly as a 50 % claimant.
He picked up the phone, but only after practicing speaking in a distraught, emotional tone, “Hello Bev, this is Jeremy, how’s my dad?” He needed some firsthand information before he’d be able to make any concrete business arrangements, didn’t want to appear too greedy, too quickly.
“Jeremy, you poor thing, all the way up there in DC by yourself,” she spoke in a sickening sweet Southern accent that he saw through in an instant. “How you holding up?”
Like she really cared. He again kept his voice quivering and full of concerned emotion, “I’m trying to keep it together but it’s hard, not being there and not knowing what to expect.” He played this game of chess better than most; his political career had taught him well.
“I’ve just spoken to the cardio specialist here at the hospital and he’s optimistic. They’ve got his vital signs stable for now, but he’s weak, very weak,” she repeated. “Are you going to catch a flight?”
“Just as soon as I can.” His mind reeled; he needed some time to do a few things before he showed up as the grieving son. “I’m thinking I’ll be there sometime tomorrow night at the earliest.” Needing to know the possibility of his father’s likely death, but not wanting to sound anxious, he was careful in the delivery of his questions. Mustering his best possible performance and even squeezing a tear from his eyes, he asked, “Is he expected to survive? Is my dad going to live?” That said, he listened carefully to the answer and the intonation. Chess was more than just making moves; it was knowing the mind of your opponent.
“It’s just too early to tell, like I said, they are trying to be optimistic, but I’m praying he’ll pull through for all our sakes,” she said, through real life sobs and tears. Maybe he’d read her wrong but on the other hand maybe he’d just met his match.
“Me too, me too,” he quietly said. “Listen, I’m going to get there as quick as I can, you’ve got my cell number so update me as needed, okay?”
“Sure, will do dear, goodbye.”
Jeremy spent the next three hours in his office making notes, running some through a shredder and setting others in a file folder situated prominently on his desk. At the end of that time he had devised what he considered to be a foolproof plan contingent upon two very key factors. One, that the will, did indeed, split the estate between himself and Beverly, and two, that in the event of his stepmother’s death the entire estate would revert to the sole heir, himself.
Jeremy looked at his watch, 2:30 p.m., he’d read between the lines of what his stepmother had said, knowing as well as she did that there was little chance of his father’s survival. Every minute between now and then would be critical. The aide walked down the hall, peering into offices, offering a friendly hello to his co-workers until he found an office that was unoccupied. Pulling the door closed behind him, he sat at the computer and searched for Lowndes County Land and Title, it appeared at the top of the search field. He clicked on the link that opened a homepage; scrolling to the bottom he found a contact number, which he dialed from the phone sitting on the same desk.
A woman answered the phone in a very professional manner, an accent, but not Southern, perhaps Texan, he asked to speak to the director and was put on hold while she patched him through. Mr. Ignatius Savard answered the phone, “Hello, this is Director Savard, how can I help you?”
“Iggy, Jeremy Marshall, how are you?” doing his best to sound sincere.
“Mr. Marshall, so nice to hear from you, I’m well, thanks for asking. How are things in our capital?”
“They’re good here but I wish I could say the same for my father, he had a heart attack today there in Valdosta and was airlifted to Atlanta.” Assuming the role of the concerned son once again.
Ignatius, Iggy to most, had been very helpful to the Marshall’s over the years as they bought and sold properties in Lowndes County. Jeremy knew Iggy to be a hard worker, stuck in a go nowhere job. Mr. Savard had reached the pinnacle of his career, opportunities had come and gone and with each advancing year Iggy found himself further and further behind. A penchant for gambling and an ex-wife to support had driven the balding, heavyset director almost to suicide. Jeremy considered them to be a bit more than casual acquaintances, more a resource than friend though, but the director didn’t need to know that. For his plan to succeed there would need to be eyes and ears on the ground in Valdosta as well as someone with access to county records. Iggy was the perfect man for the job, but Jeremy knew the director would need to be convinced.
“I’m shocked, I just saw your dad the other day over at the courthouse, he seemed fine. How’s he doing? Do the doctors know anything yet?” a concerned Iggy asked.
“We’re trying to remain positive, but I haven’t even seen him yet, just trying to get things in order so I can drive down.“
It suddenly seemed odd to Ignatius that Mr. Marshall would be taking the time to contact him before flying to his father’s side. Without asking, he could tell that something was up, but patiently waited to see where the conversation was going.
“I’m sure you think it strange that I’d be calling but I have something that I’d like to run by you, that is if you have time,” Jeremy conveyed in his smooth, convincing voice. “I’ll be driving to Atlanta over night and could stop in Valdosta in the morning.”
“Can I ask what this is in reference to?”
“Let’s just say that if Mr. Marshall passes I’m not likely to be in a very generous mood with reference to his bride of two years and I think you could play a helpful role in something I have in mind,” the son said, while trying to pick up the vibe coming from the other end of the line.
“I don’t see how I could possibly be of help, just what would you need me to do, exactly?” he cautiously asked. But before he could get a reply he thought of his surroundings and said, “Hold on, give me a moment.” He got up from his chair, closed the door and lowered the shutters that prevented prying eyes from seeing into his office. Returning to the phone he said, “We’re talking about something outside the law, right?”
The voice at the other end concurred, “You are correct, however, it’s a very victimless proposition, one in which you won’t have to get your hands dirty.” Jeremy was careful not to use the word crime as he lied to his ‘would be’ accomplice. “I can assure you, if all goes as I suspect it will, we will both be very wealthy men for the rest of our lives. Let me emphasize that again, very, very wealthy.” He knew he had Mr. Savard’s attention.
“Okay, let’s just say for the sake of argument that I’m mildly interested, can you tell me what I’d have to do?” the round little man inquired, beads of sweat forming on his brow. The possibility of a sting operation crossed his mind, but the thought of millions in his pocket forced him to press on.
“I’ll be leaving very shortly and will be arriving in Valdosta in approximately 14 hours. We’ll need to meet face to face but somewhere without any onlookers, do you have a suggestion?”
Iggy thought, pausing, just his breathe audible at the other end, “How about a vacant house? I just processed the paperwork on it today, some older home in the country that was part of an estate sale that is empty at the moment. New owners live out of state, won’t be anybody around for miles.” He was pleased that he’d been able to come up with someplace so quickly and under pressure.
“Sounds perfect, get me the details, and Mr. Savard if the authorities show up I will deny everything we’ve discussed and I am very persuasive. You can consider your present career over if you do anything to undermine our little arrangement. Do you understand?” the more aggressive man uttered into the phone.
“Yeah, yeah, wealthy you said, right and this is no joke?”
“No joke!”
Iggy scrambled through a couple of folders on his desk until he found the one he needed. He relayed the address and directions quickly over the phone to Jeremy who scribbled it down and placed it into his file folder.
“I don’t have to remind you not to tell a soul about this conversation. Is that understood? Not anyone, but if I get even a hint that you’ve talked, I will pull out and leave you penniless, are we clear?” There was no answer; he repeated rather forcefully, “Are we clear?”
“Yeah, yeah, crystal. So when should I be there?” the shaken director replied.
“Let’s say 6:00 a.m. at the location, come alone.”
“But what is it we are….”
Jeremy cut him off, driving home the point that he was in charge, “There’s absolutely nothing more you need to know now, I’ll explain in the morning.” He dropped the receiver back onto the cradle.
He was a time management genius, a stickler for details, and as he walked the short distance back to his office he started putting his ducks in a row. Rather than flying, he’d drive, reasoning that he’d felt the urgency to get to his father’s bedside and couldn’t wait to arrange a flight. The 13 hours it would take to drive would be valuable time for furthering his agenda and get the small details worked out in his mind before meeting with Iggy. The more he considered the plot, the more it became structurally sound in his mind. He, nor his partner, Ignatius, would have to get his hands dirty, but somebody would. Somebody would have to get their hands very dirty, but who. He could work that out later. Right now, more than anything, he needed to make sure his inheritance didn’t fall into the lap of some gold digging realtor.
Jeremy was unsure of exactly where all his father’s holdings were but he knew they were substantial. The largest and most valuable piece of property in his portfolio was just outside of Valdosta, one that he had purchased years ago with his forward looking vision, and his ability to turn worthless land into viable real estate. He had purchased the land with the expectation that, at some point, the military would need to expand the Air Force Base and the only direction they could go was south. The land had been obtained through multiple purchases from small farms and landowners, until he owned the entire section, save for one tract that fell to the extreme south of his.
With nothing more he could do from Washington, he made the rounds, telling everyone that his father was gravely ill and he would need to leave immediately for Atlanta. He put the most senior aide in charge with instructions to contact him via cell phone should anything urgent arise.
Packing was quick, only taking the necessities; he could buy anything that he’d forgotten later as the need arose. Confident that he had everything, including a small handheld recorder, he filled up with gas and started on the long journey south on highway I-95.
The drive had proven more difficult than Jeremy had imagined. Emotion, stress and the prospect of having to move an illegal conspiracy forward to achieve his goals, weighed heavily on his mind. When he allowed his thoughts to wander, he was taken back to happier times, his father sitting in the stands at his little league baseball game, a trip to New York to see the Yankees, nights around the kitchen table playing cards with family. All fond memories overshadowed by events of the past few years, mostly of his own doing. Opportunities lost, the birthday cards never sent, the phone calls left undone and so many other chances to repair the bridge that separated he and his dad, plagued his thoughts. The selfish panic that had set in when he received word of his father’s condition had mellowed as he’d driven the many hours throughout the night. There was no doubt in his mind that he loved his father. He had been a wonderful man, the example of his youth, a man of character and wisdom. Jeremy had envisioned himself as such a man, but the ugly side of politics had warped his perception of the world, seeing the dark and cynical as the norm, rather the exception. The plot that he had so quickly concocted took further shape and came together within his realist view of things. On one hand, he hoped for a full recovery, vowing to set things right and start anew with their relationship, but the power that would come from his father’s death pushed at him to embrace a more sinister view.
Playing devil’s advocate he spoke into the tiny recorder, hour after hour, trying to foresee any possible angle, any remote, unforeseen hiccup that could derail a strategy that would lead to his destiny. The exercise proved helpful not only to lay the puzzle out in his mind’s eye but also to keep him awake. The highway was black, very few cars, only semis and trailers delivering goods up and down the coastal highway. By the time he started to see mileage markers, indicating the remaining distance to Valdosta, he was physically and emotionally drained. He pulled off the highway at a rest area to stretch and confirm the directions to the meeting place.
It appeared he would be early, “I’ll maybe get a few minutes to sleep,” he thought, taking the time to use the bathroom, get a drink, then he was back on the road.
The directions Iggy had given were flawless. Jeremy pulled into the long, dirt path that lead to the house, arriving shortly after 5:00 a.m.. A whitetail deer, with a small fawn, stood on the lawn under a large oak tree, they darted into the brush that extended on either side of the home when the approaching lights hit them. The house, an older country style home with an extensive wraparound porch, was well kept with some wear to the dated paint, but for the most part was a sound looking property. His father had taught him what to look for when investing in real estate. He’d listened carefully, perhaps it was those early instructions that had trained him to be so careful, to examine everything he did from multiple angles and to second-guess nothing. His engine finally quiet, he reclined the driver’s seat and closed his eyes, sleep overtook him in seconds but he did not dream.
Tap, tap, tap, Mr. Savard gently rapped his knuckle against the driver's window. Slightly harder this time, tap, tap, tap, and a response from within the sedan's front seat. Mr. Jeremy Marshall shot forward in his seat, slamming his chest against the steering wheel and in the process honking the horn. Not exactly the reaction he had expected, but Iggy couldn’t help but laugh as the dazed man tried to get his bearings. Jeremy looked doe eyed through the window to see a trench coat covered Iggy staring back at him, knuckle still pressed against the glass. They nodded to one another in recognition and Iggy moved away from the door allowing Jeremy to climb out.
A very groggy Jeremy stretched forth his hand, taking Iggy’s in his, and shook it lazily. “Sorry about that, thought I’d catch a couple winks and fell sound asleep. Glad that was you looking back at me.”
“Hope it’s okay that I’m a few minutes late, took longer to drive out here than I estimated?” Ignatius explained in a hushed tone.
“Sure, I needed the extra minutes anyway. I don’t think there’s any need to whisper, you’d said nothing around for miles, right?”
“Yeah, that’s right. How was the drive? Bet you’re worn out,” the shorter man said in an effort to break the ice and set them both at ease.
“It was good, long, I’m almost regretting not flying,” Jeremy replied, reaching into his pocket and turning the recorder on. “You still interested in what we discussed over the phone?”
The generally cautious Iggy looked at the ground, again weighing the answer to that decision in his head, "I'd like to hear you out. I'm not interested in anything that gets anybody hurt, other than financially. Didn't get much sleep these past few hours thinking about what you've said but I'm still very much in the dark."
"Fair enough, I wasn't able to lay very much out over the phone so let's see what you think after I give you some details." Jeremy didn't want to give everything away, there would be time for that later, for now getting him to take the bait was the priority, setting the hook would be secondary. The two walked the short distance to the front porch of the house, no chairs, but the railing was clean and sturdy and the men sat in the early morning light and discussed the possible death of Mr. Marshall and the repercussions that would follow.
"I understand and agree that this Beverly Davis should be entitled to some portion of the estate, as you've explained, but certainly not 50 %, especially if your father has the assets you've alluded to. I'm not entirely sure how you'll keep her from securing it should your father pass away and the will shows her as a one half heir, but I'd like to help, as long as you keep the money rolling in. There's nothing worse than dealing with a greedy bitch, believe me, been there — done that, pretty much ruined my life. Everything I've worked for my whole life flushed down the toilet because of an ex-wife. A little payback would feel good for a change."
"There is no doubt that she will get the house, and I'm okay with that, but it's the properties and bank accounts that I find more troubling. I think the first thing we need to do is play this on the up and up, go down the road of executing all the legal options set before us, and only put our 'plan' into motion once we've exhausted all those avenues. We will need to wear her down, get her to the point that she is so anxious to settle that she'll take an offer that is more reasonable to us. I think that's where you'll be able to help." Jeremy saw the other gentleman lean in, his body language expressing how very interested he was in the discussion.
"I have no idea how much Beverly knows about my father's holdings but do you remember the amalgamation of properties he bought a number of years ago, just south of Moody?"
"Yeah, they were pretty rapid fire, one after the other. I think he owns most of that land except for maybe a few farms that were holdouts." Mr. Savard tried to remember the details of the acquisitions but it was too long ago to bring all the minutiae forward.
"He does, except for a single fairly large tract to the extreme south, but it's not of any critical importance. Effectively I need you to throw up any roadblocks you can to slow down her side of this forthcoming battle. I don't understand it enough to tell you how to do it, I'll leave that up to you, but you need to do everything within your power to manipulate, hide, disrupt the flow of information, to Beverly and her legal team, without it drawing attention to you or me. Can that be done?"
Iggy scratched his head, wheels turning, "I don't know for how long I'll be able to stall her, but I'm pretty sure I can slow them down. How long do we need to drag this out?"
"As long as it takes, like I said, we need to really wear her down. She's not getting any younger and she'll eventually see it our way and concede. I've dealt with people like her my whole life, I know she's going to have a breaking point; we just need to find it. I'm not going to blow smoke up your ass Iggy, I need to know if you're in this for the long haul. This could take months or even years, but I can tell you that at the end of the day you'll be a very rich man," Jeremy promised.
"Can you guarantee for me that no one will get hurt?" he asked, but the answer didn't matter, Iggy knew he was in regardless; the dream of wealth untold for a gambling addict was more than he could reject. Jeremy had counted on it.
"Yes, based on the information we have today, I can say yes, but we may have to tweak how we deal with her responses on an ongoing basis. The other thing I'll need from you is your watchful eyes right here in Valdosta. I can't follow everything going on here, I'll need to appear that I'm continuing to keep my nose to the grindstone in DC," the younger Marshall confirmed.
Over the next two hours the two conspirators worked out the logistics of how they would communicate, via the Internet, with a simple coded system. Phone calls would be almost never and generally only payphone-to-payphone. The connection between the two would need to remain totally obscure. Jeremy suspected, barring a quick acceptance of a limited offer, that another conspirator would need to be brought in at a later date to facilitate the nastier handiwork, but he did not address that or a number of other important details with the land and title director. Of course, the entire discussion and plans of the morning would be forgotten if his father survived. Jeremy tried to convince himself that his father's successful recovery was what he truly wanted.
The two, now on the same page, shook hands with a promise to stay in touch. Iggy left the home first, giving himself enough time to stop at a Waffle House for breakfast. Jeremy waited about 30 minutes before starting the four-hour drive to Atlanta. He confirmed the recording taken over the previous few hours, every word, every discussion; every communication would be documented and saved. One thing he'd learned dealing with slippery politicians was the need for ammunition, the more the better, especially if someone begins to develop selective amnesia.
Back on the road, Jeremy tried not to think about the discussion he’d just had with Ignatius, but rather poured his energy into what he would say to his father, if he was given the chance. A voice inside his head scolded him for thinking of his father as already gone, suspecting it was a foregone conclusion that he would not survive the heart attack. He vowed to himself that he could be the bigger man and say he was sorry for the misunderstandings, but as for Beverly, he was still unsure. The closer he got to Atlanta the more his heart ached for the fatherly companionship he’d once had. The prospect of never seeing his father’s smiling face again finally brought true grief, and for the first time in the past 36 hours, he cried.
The hospital was a massive structure with wings extended in every possible direction. At the front desk he asked for assistance in getting to the Cardiac ICU. A rotund, short black woman pulled a map from a thick pad and explained how he would navigate the hospital to get to the unit, highlighting the path with a pink highlighter. With map in hand, Jeremy moved through corridors filled with patients, visitors and medical staff, some obviously in a hurry, and others with ashen faces being consoled by loved ones. He reached the 4th floor of the cardiac unit, still unsure of what he would say but confident the words would come. Outside of the unit a set of doors blocked entrance without the approval of the nurses manning the unit station. A buzzer on the wall had a small note indicating that access would be granted once you explained your reason for being there. Jeremy depressed the buzzer and waited.
“Cardiac Unit, can we help you?” a female's voice echoed from behind the doors.
“I’m here to see my dad, Mr. Marshall. I’m Jeremy Marshall, just got here from DC,” he declared.
“Hold on a minute. Is there anybody here with the Marshall man?” he could hear her saying to someone close by. There was a shuffle of papers and then the phone went silent. A few seconds later he heard the latch on the door electronically open and the voice re-emerged over the intercom, “Come on in. Meet Beverly Marshall at the front desk please.”
He expected that it would be customary to hug the bereaved woman, even if he had little if any affection for her. Beverly was pacing near the desk where two nurses sat, one talking into a phone, the other flipping through a patient’s chart, but both ignoring everything else. The sound of respirators and other pieces of medical wonder beeped, pulsed and hissed all around them. The desk sat in the center of what looked to be ten rooms, separated only by curtains. Equipment filled each room, allowing just enough space for a hospital bed and a table on wheels, extending over the foot of each bed. Other nurses were moving in and out of the rooms, stethoscopes draped around their necks, each with a clipboard in their hand.
Beverly could be seen chewing her nails as she wore a groove in the carpet, “Jeremy, Jeremy, I’m so glad you’re here! I’ve been trying to call your cell but I just kept getting your voice mail. I was afraid something had happened to you as well!”
He had turned off his phone prior to talking with Iggy, so no calls could be traced, and he must have forgotten to turn it back on. They met in a somewhat awkward embrace before the two nurses at the desk neither acknowledged the union. “I got here as quickly as I could. Drove all night. What’s happened? Is he okay?” the distraught son asked.
“A couple of hours ago it looked like he was starting to regain consciousness but then lapsed back into a drug induced coma and we’ve not been able to communicate with him since. The doctors keep telling me that’s normal, but I’m terrified,” the deeply sad woman said, through tears streaming down her face.
“Has he said anything since he was taken to the ER in Valdosta?” Jeremy asked.
“You know your dad. All the way to the hospital he was telling them he was fine, probably just heartburn or something, but when they got him hooked up to the machines there, he had a second attack that was much worse than the first. That’s when they pumped him full of drugs and shipped him here. The staff at both hospitals have been phenomenal, really helpful, I think they are doing their best.”
“They damn well better be,” Jeremy warned, looking at the nurses seated across the desk, making sure they had heard what he said.
“Believe me they are. This is the best cardiac unit in the city and the specialist has been checking him regularly.”
“Is it okay if I see him?” Jeremy said, his voice hesitant and tensing.
“Absolutely! He’s sleeping, or at least it looks to me like he’s sleeping, but with the coma I don’t know for sure. I’ve been reading to him, seems to bring his heart rate down some if he can hear my voice,” Bev explained. She turned and walked around behind the station to room #9 where his father lay, tubes running into his nose and throat, with others hooked to bottles, hanging on either side of the bed, feeding unknown clear liquids into his veins.
The scene before him was not at all what he had expected. He had somehow thought he would show up, his dad would be sitting up in the bed complaining about hospital food and trying to convince the staff to bring him a milk shake. This was all too real, too overwhelming, too fast. He could feel sweat forming on his inner arms and the back of his knees; suddenly his peripheral vision wavered and turned dark.
Somewhere in a far off place he could hear people moving about and then a soothing voice saying, “Get his head between his knees, don’t let him fall on the floor again. Okay, that’s fine, looks like he’s starting to come back to us. Mr. Marshall. Mr. Marshall, can you hear me? You starting to feel a little better?” He felt some strength return to his limbs and he was able to hold his own head, with his elbows bracing the weight.
“Did I pass out?” he asked.
“Dead away,” a cute little nurse answered. “You’ll be okay, this happens more than you’d think. Just keep your head between your knees for a few minutes; somebody will bring you some juice. If you need us just holler, k?”
“Good hell Jeremy, scared me to death!” Beverly added her two cents.
“Sorry, didn’t know I would react this way. Probably lack of sleep and I’ve not eaten anything for hours.” A glass of orange juice was pressed into his hands, which he quickly downed. “I think I’ll be okay, feeling a lot better now.” He lifted his head to see his father’s figure laid out before him, monitors flashing numbers, and a heart beat pattern next to his bed. Jeremy slid his chair over next to the bed and laid his hand on his father’s extended right arm. It was warm, but there was no reaction from his touch. He lightly caressed the arm, trying to think of what he might say, but emotion tied his tongue and he could not speak. He sat like that for an hour, thinking, contemplating, and praying for a miracle.
“Jeremy,” he heard a whisper. “Jeremy, the specialist is here and wants to check him, you’ll need to leave the room for a minute,” Beverly said.
A tall, dark haired doctor, complete with lab coat, moved in and out of the rooms spending a few minutes with each patient, reviewing the chart and speaking to those that were coherent. The graying temples and slight paunch led Jeremy to believe that he must be about 50. Once he had spent a few minutes with his father, the surgeon greeted Beverly and Jeremy just outside the curtained room. “He’s stable. Vitals are good. Not much more we can do now but give it some time.”
“What are his chances?” the younger Marshall asked and followed up with, “If he does survive will he still be himself?”
“He’s suffered not one, but two, very serious MI’s in the past two days. He’s incredibly strong, a lesser man would be dead already. I can’t predict the outcome but in my experience he’s got a 50/50 chance of coming out of this okay,” the doctor carefully phrased his reply, looking at his watch before excusing himself and moving to the next patient.
“50/50? Could be worse,” Bev said.
“Yeah, I guess, wish there was something we could do other than wait. I feel so helpless.”
“You should get some sleep. I’ve got a room across the street at the hotel. Take my key and sleep for a couple hours, I’ll monitor things from here until you feel up to it.” She pulled a passkey from her wallet and handed it to him. “Take your time; I’ll phone if anything happens. Your phone on now?”
“Yup, I’ll take you up on that but I won’t be long,” a very tired Jeremy said, every ounce of energy he possessed zapped from his body.
He walked the short distance to the hotel, made it to the room but had a hard time remembering how he actually got there. He toppled over on the freshly made bed and was out before his head hit the pillow.
Five hours later the vibration, and then the sound of his cell phone ringing could be heard as it shifted about on the countertop, waking him up. “Hello, what’s up? Anything happened?” he managed to get out, his mind still very fuzzy.
“Jeremy, get back over here, we’ve run into a problem!”
He was suddenly very awake. “What kind of a problem? What’s going on Bev?”
“Just get over here as quickly as you can.” He could hear the sounds of nurses talking in the background and a doctor issuing orders.
“Okay, I’m on my way! I’m coming!” he said into the phone, already moving down the hall and running toward the hospital and his father.
The look on Beverly Marshall’s face was grim. A collection of nurses and doctors were huddled around the monitors, each taking notes, commenting to one another and the doctors whispering in distinctly subdued tones.
“What’s happened?” Jeremy said, not specifically to anyone but to all those present. Beverly took him by the elbow and pulled him aside.
“They’re not sure, but your father has started to run a fever and is having mini-seizures,” she said, trying to keep her composure.
“But what does that mean? What do they think is causing it?” Jeremy spoke loud enough for all to hear, which was his intent.
“I wish I knew,” Bev said and then again more quietly, “I truly wish I knew.”
The doctor that they had spoken with earlier, with the graying temples approached the two with a look of grave concern on his face. “Mrs. Marshall, Mr. Marshall, I’m afraid we have some rather distressing news for you. It appears that Mr. Marshall has, and is experiencing, a number of small but devastating strokes. We’ve intervened with some medication to expand the vessels that feed his brain but we don’t know, and won’t know for a time, how much damage has already been done. His heart is still pumping arteriole blood throughout his system but it’s just getting by.”
Jeremy spoke first, “What are you saying? That he won’t be able to recover from this or if he does he’ll be a vegetable?” He hated to use that phrase but couldn’t think of any other way of putting it, and he had to know.
Bev jumped in before the doctor could respond, “How long could he stay like this?”
“Could be minutes, hours or days, we just can’t predict it, but if we take him off the life support that is sustaining him at the present time, he’ll pass fairly quickly. His heart just can’t cope and his brain is showing less function even as we’re speaking.”
“Do you think you could give us a minute doctor?” Bev asked, nodding at Jeremy.
“Sure, take a minute, but we need to know how you’d like to proceed,” he said.
“Well Jeremy, I don’t know about you but I know your dad, and I don’t think life to him would be worth living if he had to be in a home surrounded with machines keeping him alive. We’ve got the money to do that if you think that’s best, but I just don’t see that as what he’d want. What do you think?”
The son looked at his shoes, both hands in his pockets, trying desperately to make the right decision based on what was best for his dad and not what was best for him. “I think you’re right. He loved life too much to want this as his ending. I know he believed in an afterlife, I’ve heard him say what a wonderful reunion it would be with grandma and grandpa when he joined them. If it’s his time, I think he’d want to go, as hard as that will be on us, I think that is what he would want.”
United in their decision, they shared a more compassionate hug than they had earlier in the day. “Doctor, we need some time to say our goodbyes, would you please turn off the equipment and let him pass naturally,” Beverly requested, tears staining her blouse as she heard her own words issue the death of her husband.
Beverly leaned over the heavily sedated Marshall in the hospital bed, she held him, his head in her bosom as she rocked back and forth, her tears spilling and running down his face. Jeremy stood away in the shadows of the curtains giving her some time alone with his father. He could hear her gently speaking to him, offering words of comfort and enduring love. The nurses had done as requested and disconnected all the tubes and machines, except for a lone heart monitor, that beeped out the rhythm of his weakening heart. Ten minutes after his stepmother entered, she exited, running past him and into the nearest bathroom.
Jeremy took a deep breath and entered the confined space of the intensive care room, closing the curtain behind him. He knelt by his father’s side took his hand in his and held it firmly. There was no response. “Dad, I’m here, it’s Jeremy. I don’t know if you can hear me but I had to tell you I’m sorry for all the stupid things I’ve done. I wish I could turn back the hands of time and spend the past two years with you, but I can’t, and now here we are. You can’t imagine how I’ve missed you. I guess you raised a son just as bull-headed and stubborn as yourself. I’ll never forget you dad, the times we spent together I’ll one day tell my own son, and your memory will live on.”
A beep on the monitor alerted Jeremy that something had changed; he looked up to see the bps signal dropping, now only registering 36. This is happening too fast, he’s slipping away faster than…. “Dad, I need you to know that I love you. I always have and I always will.” At that moment a miraculous thing happened, Jeremy didn’t know if it was his father speaking back to him in the only way he could, or just the muscles reacting to death as one finally gives in, but there was a very distinct, knowing squeeze of Jeremy’s hand, the assurance that a son needs to carry on, and then he was gone. The blue signal on the monitor flat-lined, and a steady beep sounded the end of a remarkable life.



CHAPTER NINETEEN


Lester bolted upright, sweat dripping from his nose and chin, his hands clenched together in a balled up fist, a cluster of bedding squeezed tightly between them. Drawn from his murderous dream too quickly, he’d literally held the fate of Virginia May in his hands, and now it was lost. His nights, over the many years since she’d left him, were filled with such dreams, but they teased him, never completing the act whether malicious or sexual. He kicked the covers off and lay back on the cool sheets, letting his heart rate return to normal as he thought of the things that he needed to accomplish before he returned to his bed. The phone call he’d had with Felix the day before still troubled him.
“What an arrogant jerk,” he thought. “I’m done with the whole damn thing if that five grand isn’t in the mailbox this morning!”
The thought of which gave him the energy to rise from the comfortable bed and throw on some shorts so he could check for the money. The walk down the path to the mailbox was a beautiful one this time of the morning. The sun glistened off the dew that covered everything, a pair of hummingbirds hovered over some honeysuckle that lined the drive and lead to the modest farm home. A mailbox sat at the end of the drive, weeds lined the ditch and were on the verge of consuming the box. Lester flipped down the front door and peered inside. A manila envelope was stuffed into the enclosure, folded over on itself with nothing written on the outside, but he knew it was for him. He pulled the parcel out and bounced it lightly in his hand.
“Looks like I’m still employed,” he said, as he strolled back up the dirt path, thinking of what mischief he might cause today.
The parcel contained the $5000 he had requested, 250 well-worn $20’s stacked and bundled, with a green rubber band holding them together. However, there were no directions, instructions or pictures to compliment the money and no indication of what they wanted done next. Lester assumed the plan would move forward as discussed with Felix, one more off the cuff 'outing', and then they would decide the next move based on the publics and authorities response. Today would be tricky; the police presence in the area near the Air Force Base would certainly be extensive. The people of the county had all but demanded the Sheriff Department increase their patrols, and some neighborhoods had instituted a watch program, civilians taking turns walking the streets to stop or report suspicious activities. Sheriff Lupo had warned these individuals to stay within the laws and only carry firearms if a permit was issued, but Lester knew better, every one of them would be packing, increasing the risk to him and them.
He had spent a couple of hours drinking coffee and sizing up possible targets while looking over the map pinned to the wall in his cloaked office. The pictures, that covered a portion of the wall, brought back some adrenalin filled memories that fueled his desire for more. Unbeknownst to Blanche, she would be the subject of his next photo shoot, but there was much to be done before he could have his fun with her. A house on Pine Breeze Circle caught his eye, much like the others, it had access from a green belt and very quiet. The officers investigating the previous crimes would be looking for another nighttime caper. If he acted during the day maybe he could shake them up and prove that he was more than a one-dimensional criminal. It had been a while since he'd worked during the day, he would want to blend in, the van would be out, too many watchful eyes and people were already on the alert. The backpack was ready to go, with one new item, thanks to the most recent couple and their lack of security. A.38 Special was added to the pack, the thief telling himself it would only be used in self-defense and not as an offensive weapon.
Lester wore a long sleeved plaid shirt, his trademark black jeans, and a new pair of Nike's with the bottom of each shoe altered as before. He exited the back of his country home, a helmet with dark visor on his head, the backpack secured over his shoulders and clipped at his midsection. From the barn he pulled a Yamaha 350 cc dirt bike that he'd used as a youth, racing the MX circuit, to the thrill of his father. He'd kept the bike in good running order and licensed for just such occasions, besides he still loved the feeling of the wind rushing by and the sense of power that could be unleashed with a simple twist of his wrist. He avoided the main routes, taking as many back roads as possible, working his way around to access the house from the rear. As he hugged the corners, laying the bike almost to the ground, he remembered why he loved the sport so much and he couldn't help but smile. A couple of miles from the house he went off road, following the train tracks, riding just along the base where the brush had been cleared away. It was not unusual to see motorcycles traversing the sub-grade, so he felt safe in the decision to close the distance in this manner. When he was sure there was only a few hundred yards left he cut the power to the bike and coasted to a stop. From this location he could see the back of three homes, with fences dividing their property from the unoccupied beltway, but no obvious traffic in sight in any direction.
"Perfect," he thought.
He pushed the Yamaha until he found a suitable low spot in the ground that would provide an adequate hiding place and he laid the bike on its side. Kneeling in the fine powdered dirt he had just enough height to see over the brush and weeds. The back fence was wooden, with alternating slats that would provide footholds as he climbed the minimal obstacle. He debated taking the pack but needed too many of the items to leave it behind. The helmet sat atop the motorcycle hidden in the foliage.
Lester had no idea what to expect. What little research he could do showed a Mr. and Mrs. in the online phone book, but nothing further. He pressed his eye to a slit in the fence looking for a swing set or toys left lying on the grass, neither — good. If a dog was present it would already be going nuts and no barking was coming from the house. The home sat on a large lot with the next neighbor a good 80 yards away and only scrub brush between them. He pulled himself part way up the fence and looked into the windows in an effort to assess if the owners were home. Confident that he could get to the back door without being seen, he lifted himself to the crown of the fence, then rolled over landing on his feet, the backpack still in place. A large picture window dominated the back of the house, allowing him a perfect view into the kitchen and beyond, no movement and no people. From his pocket, he extracted a pair of latex gloves, and swapped those with the riding gloves he'd worn until now. The backdoor was dead bolted and the handle was locked. To the left of the large window, a cement slab dominated the yard, a portable fire pit in the center and lounge chairs surrounding it. A doorway led from this patio to what he suspected would be the garage. The handle of the door turned easily to the right and allowed him easy access.
Light from the open door illuminated a portion of the interior and cast shadows on the rest. A cream colored Mercedes Sedan sat on the parking pad with a low-rise speedboat taking up the other half of the provided space. Life vests hung from the wood rafters of the unfinished garage and fishing poles extended between the 2x4’s that supported the roof. He quickly pulled the small light from his pack that now sat at his feet and shined it around the garage hoping to find something of enough value to preclude a break into the home. He had no such luck but instead could see how the wealthy lived and played. Lots of expensive toys and outdoor gear but nothing he could easily remove or sell. He thought about taking the car, but reconsidered, knowing that a police pursuit would almost be impossible to elude, the motorcycle would be much safer. Nothing else in the garage looked of interest to the burglar. He turned off the LED and reached for the doorknob. It was locked but no deadbolt in place. Within the quiet and safety of the garage he was not hesitant to use brute force to gain access. He considered trying to kick the door in, but the possibility of an injury was too great, something heavy would be more practical. Lester scanned the walls of the congested garage for a workable instrument.
Mounted on the wall between the door and a set of shelves, stocked with beer and assorted soft drinks, a red fire extinguisher hung, its black hose securely strapped to the round cylinder shaped body. Once he busted through the door there would be no turning back, whether there was someone home or not. He had still not heard anything coming from inside, but that didn't mean a homeowner was not taking a nap or just watching television somewhere in the house. After the experience of the last home, he opted to leave the Nike's on in case a quick getaway was needed. He lifted the extinguisher from the wall and held it in his hands. It was much heavier than he expected.
"Should do nicely on the door," he thought.
He cupped the bottom, cylindrical portion of the extinguisher in his left hand, leaving the flat striking surface free and clear to slam against the door, his right held the top to provide the direction and thrust needed to break through the obstacle. He tested it a couple of times, getting a feel for the weight as he rocked it back and forth in his grip.
"Here goes nothing!" he said, as he let the weight do the work. The bottom of the cylinder crashed against the wooden door just above the handle. Thwack! There was the faintest sound of wood cracking, but entrance was denied. He swung the extinguisher back again into its cradled position and rocketed it forward with even greater force. A degree of give was evident as a small gap appeared around the seam of the door where it had been snug. Before, what he thought would be the final thrust; he waited to see if anything stirred, nothing did. The thief was correct, on the third and final assault wood splintered and the door swung free from the jam, leaving wood bits from the frame scattered on the kitchen floor and counters. He placed the extinguisher back on the support and entered the home. The kitchen was very modern with stainless steel appliances, granite counter tops and an immaculate hardwood floor, which gleamed and reflected the other polished surfaces that were all around. A small kitchen table occupied a nook area, a stack of letters sat atop it with a cereal bowl and empty juice glass nearby. Milk sat stagnant in the bottom of the bowl, an indication that someone had been home not that long ago.
Lester unlocked the back door and sat the backpack just outside after removing the pepper spray, paint can, and.38 that he put in his pocket. He took a few minutes to clean up the evidence of the explosive entry, taking the splintered wood chips and tossing them into the garage. He closed the damaged door as best he could, allowing it to snug somewhat back into the door jam. On a quick cursory look perhaps someone would overlook the damage unless they examined it more closely. Stepping outside, he closed the back door and stood on the stoop, pointed the paint nozzle at the lower section of the door, and painted the words in bold strokes, R I C H P I G S, the paint thick enough that gravity stretched the letters downward.
Inside the home he surveyed the layout looking for items of value, eventually finding his way to the bedroom. There he found the usual items lying about on dresser tops and in the drawers. Nothing really surprised him anymore. Over the years he’d found just about everything imaginable hidden away in the personal hiding places of unsuspecting people. Today was no different. In what he believed to be the husband’s side of the bed, a small night table with drawer, gave up an adult novel, “The Lusty Librarian.” It looked pretty tame by today’s standards, but he placed it in the pillowcase anyway. Lester pictured the couple in their mid to late 50’s based on the clothing and items he was finding. He tried to leave the room as he found it, returning useless items to their original state and throwing the items of value into a stolen pillowcase as he’d done on previous occasions.
Somewhat disappointed in what he’d found he decided it was time to create some controversy. He returned to the back porch, deposited the half full pillowcase alongside his backpack, and walked through the house looking for an ideal wall to paint more graffiti. The house was a split with a main floor, a half flight of stairs going both up and down. He’d explored everywhere but the lower level that appeared to be only partially finished. The thought of a gun case pushed him lower into the home, thinking that some more handguns would be easy to sell or keep for his own amusement. A laundry area had been somewhat finished as he descended the stairs, located on the right hand side, with bi-fold doors hiding the washer and dryer that were in a stacked configuration. Another matching bi-fold covered an empty space to the right, with a couple of shelves upon which detergent and fabric softener sat, bits of clothing cut into squares filled a bucket, apparently to be used as rags. Some dirty clothing littered the bare floor, but no gun cabinet or safe. The intruder determined that there was nothing of significance in the basement and was about to return to the main floor when he heard a key in the front door deadbolt.
He considered running up the stairs and out the back door but the front entrance was so close to the stairs that a confrontation was bound to happen. Lester pulled the gun from his right pocket and the pepper spray from his left and armed each hand with a means of escape, if necessary. His stomach was doing flip-flops. In all the years of robbing people he had never had to deal with a victim face to face and he didn’t want to start now. Retreating to the laundry area, he opened the bi-fold quietly, hearing the key now enter the locked door handle. He stepped into the empty space below the shelves, and pulled the bi-folds closed, hiding himself and the washer and dryer. He knelt and waited, being able to see through the horizontal slats that made up the central portion of the sectional doors. His breathing increased and he realized there was a very real possibility that he would hyperventilate. The thief momentarily closed his eyes and tried to calm his fight or flight response that was screaming for him to fly. Movement could be heard on the floor just up the first few stairs.
“No speaking, just walking. Whoever it is they must be alone,” he thought.
The gun felt cold in his palm, but there was no doubt he knew how to use it, and the pepper spray, damn…, the pepper spray! He had meant to test it that morning before heading out, but had forgotten in the rush to get this job over with. Hopefully it would function normally. The gun really had to be a last resort, but he could not allow anyone to identify him regardless of the cost.
More movement, then the delicate sound of scraping on the hardwood floor above, followed by a dog whining. “Oh no, this can’t be happening!” he thought, trying desperately to keep from peeing his pants. He could hear the dog moving about, growling lowly, panting and letting out the occasional little bark. At least it didn’t sound like a big dog; perhaps he’d be able to handle it if it were pint sized.
“Rascal, what are you doing in there? Come here, come to mommy,” a woman could be heard saying.
“Maybe she’ll go shopping or something before she notices what’s going on,” Lester thought. Then he realized that when she went from the kitchen to the car, it will be obvious that they’d been broken into. “Oh please, just go into your bedroom, close the door and have a nap.”
The dog continued to run about on the main floor, making some disturbing sounds but not going into full pursuit mode. “Rascal, for heaven’s sake, come to mommy. Wanna treat, wanna treat? Mommy's got a treat for you. Come on boy, come and get it,” she said, trying to convince the animal to join her on the upper level.
“What is she doing up there?”
He listened ever so closely for anything that would give him a clue. Nothing came, other than her footsteps directly above him and the sound of the dog finally joining her for his treat.
“Good boy, good boy,” she exclaimed, in a strange baby like voice.
Whatever she was doing, the noises he was hearing drifting down from the upper level led him to believe that she was going from room to room. But why, and finally he could hear her making her way down the upper stairs, stopping briefly on the main level. He readied the spray and the gun, his left foot flat on the floor and his right knee down, foot back, ready to push him forward in an attack posture. The sound of her steps could be heard coming down the stairs directly at him, the dog leading the way. He held his breath, suddenly realizing that he needed something to disguise his face. On the floor scattered among the few dirty clothing items was a pair of women’s underwear. He looked for something more suitable but there was no time, it would be a second before the dog was at the door. He moved the spray to the right hand, along with the gun, holding them awkwardly while he stretched the granny panties over his head, leaving one eye exposed so he could see where he was shooting or running. The spray was quickly returned to the left hand and he assumed the previous posture again.
“Rascal, what has gotten into you today? You little monster,” she teasingly said.
The dog stopped at the door behind which he knelt. He could see the mutt through the slats in the dim light of the basement. Rascal tilted his head and lifted his nose into the air, letting out a bark before moving to the door, and smelling along the small gap at the bottom.
“Rascal, I know what’s in there, and no, you can’t chew up another pair of mommy’s panties. You’ve already ruined two pair this week.”
He could now see the slender woman standing behind the dog, a laundry basket held with one hand, pressing the edge of the basket against her hip to hold it in place. “Come on, get out of the way so I can get this stuff in the wash,” she insisted.
Lester slowly moved his position as far to his left as possible without making a sound. He kept his eyes on the woman and could see her set the basket down to her right and reach for the bi-fold handle that would uncover the appliances. He tried to make himself invisible, lowering himself as close to the floor as possible, without losing his ability to strike. Suddenly the door slid open, exposing the washer and dryer, but leaving him somewhat in the dark. Rascal was protesting loudly now and the woman continued to explain why he couldn’t get at her panties.
“If only she knew.” He couldn’t help but find some humor in what this must look like from the dog’s perspective.
The panty covered thief held his breath, watching her load the washer inches away from the gun pointed at her, just behind the closed door. Suddenly, the woman reached through the narrow opening, to the side of the dryer, in an effort to pull the detergent from the shelf above Lester. Her elbow was mere inches from his shoulder but he remained stone still, she was unable to reach, and she retracted her arm, pushing the small dog out of the way with her foot in the same instant. He could see her body moving to his left, placing her directly in front of him, her hand reaching for the knob that would expose his hiding place. Never before had he felt so alive. Every muscle taut, nerves raw, his senses in overdrive and his fingers tight against the triggers. Rascal continued to whine and yap, snapping at her slipper covered feet. She momentarily withdrew her hand from the knob and scooped up the small dog in her right, cuddling him close to her breast, and pulled the door open with her left.
Lester burst from the closet, panty on his head, screaming like a madman and pulling the trigger at point blank range on both the woman and Rascal. The woman fell backwards, landing in a heap in the laundry basket, the dog firmly pulled to her chest, pepper spray burning their eyes, nasal passages and mouth, making it difficult to breath but not keeping her from screaming at the top of her lungs. The sprayer leaned in closer to make sure he gave them both a liberal application of the pepper mixture, covering his own face with a bent inner arm in an attempt to avoid himself being overcome. The woman remained in the basket, her legs kicking wildly, hoping to take the attackers feet out from underneath him but being ineffective. With her free left hand she swung at Lester, her eyes squeezed shut, and unable to connect with any of the pathetic blows.
Satisfied that they were out of commission for a few minutes, he issued a verbal warning, “Don’t leave the basement for 10 minutes or I’ll come back and finish the job!” He repeated it a second time, screaming above her hysteria, to get his point across.
He ran up the stairs, also feeling some of the effects of the spray that had drifted into his own eyes. Fighting to see his way out the back, he grabbed the pillowcase and backpack, stuffing the gun and pepper spray into the open mouth of the bag, and dashed for the fence and the motorcycle beyond. At first he ran in the wrong direction, the sounds of the woman still fresh in his ears and unsure if it was his memory or if she was still screaming that loudly. He stopped, knelt down and looked around to get his bearings, wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt. Remembering where the Yamaha was hidden, he ran for it, jumping over the low brush and pulling the backpack around his shoulders as he went. Upon reaching the bike he undid a couple of buttons at the top of his shirt, stuffed the few items and the pillowcase inside, slammed the helmet down on his head and lifted the bike from the dirt. A quick kick of the starter and he was on his way back down the tracks and the path to a paved road.
“Faster, faster!” he told himself, “she’ll be on the phone by now, faster, faster!”
He rode like Steve McQueen, in a race for his life, until he got to the blacktop where he knew he would have to regain his cool and not draw attention to himself. In the distance he could hear sirens screaming toward him, but he fought the urge to accelerate and start going cross-country. Alternating red and blue lights were flashing dead ahead and coming at a breakneck speed.
“Keep it together! Damn it Lester, keep it together!” He commanded himself, his right hand itching to crank up the rpm’s.
The Sheriff’s vehicle raced past him, not giving him a second look, he spun his head around and watched the lights become smaller as the car hurled down the road. Lester saw before he heard it, the brake lights on the squad car suddenly lit up, the screeching of the tires barely audible over the sound of his own bike, but undeniable that he’d been made. The Sheriff’s unit desperately tried to stop and turn around, sending the vehicle into a broad slide and landing it in a ditch, dust and smoke covering the scene and for a moment blinding the driver. Breland cussed, rocking the transmission from reverse to drive, and back again, in an effort to work the car out of the predicament he’d put it in.
Lester didn’t wait around to see if the deputy was really after him or not. He downshifted, increased the torque and left a trail of rubber, as he high tailed it for home and the safety it would provide.
“Felix better be pretty damn happy,” he said, thinking of the.38 in his pack and how much he’d love to use it on the Chicago gangster right about now.



CHAPTER TWENTY


Iggy pulled his sunglasses down on the end of his nose, peering over the top to see if it improved his ability to see down the country lane. He looked at his watch, having to extend his arm as far as he could to read the time.
“Should have spent the few extra bucks and got the bifocal,” he said, to himself. “Where are these guys? I’ve got to be back at the office in a couple of hours.”
At the conclusion of their last clandestine meeting they had agreed to meet one final time before sending their hired thief in for his ultimate mission. With the past outings paying off better than they had anticipated, it was time to move their agenda along. Iggy had waited a long time to get his hands on some big money; the eight years had eaten away at him, slowly killing him inside with nothing really to show for it, other than less hair and more fat. He had to admit that Jeremy had been good to him, advancing him a little here and a little there, but not any of the big money that had been promised him from the outset.
“That stupid, greedy Beverly Davis,” the thought repeated itself in his mind in various slurs and slanders. “If she’d only been reasonable at the outset, I’d be laying on the beach, margarita in hand and some Caribbean hooker massaging my neck.”
Different scenarios had played out in his imagination over the past eight years, each complete with beautiful women, exotic locations and lots and lots of money. When Jeremy’s dad passed away it looked like cooler heads were going to prevail, and Beverly would concede and see the will as overreaching and unfair, in light of only a two-year marriage. In an attempt to avoid years in court and numerous parties contesting the will, Jeremy had his attorneys draft an offer to his stepmother with a cash settlement without having to liquidate the estate. He had thought it more than fair and Ignatius had agreed. The will would have been settled, leaving all the assets, or at least most of them intact. Jeremy would have to sell off some of the smaller holdings to come up with the five million he had offered, but after the way they had bonded in the Atlanta hospital, he felt it very generous.
The realtor had also considered it quite reasonable, and in theory, thought they had a deal, until the lawyers got involved. Iggy recalled the greed and avarice that the council on both sides had shown. At the time, their suggestions and advice seemed to make sense, but in hindsight it was clear they had more interest in dragging the negotiations out as long as possible. At the time of his father’s death, Jeremy estimated the entire estate worth about twenty five million, however, Bev’s attorney’s estimated the value closer to forty million, even after Beverly Davis, realtor, had done an assessment and found the value closer to her stepson's.
Over these long, past eight years there continued to be one piece of information that Jeremy never disclosed to anyone, not even Iggy. The property that his father owned south of Moody Air Force Base would be a gold mine when, and if, the US Government decided to expand. The possibility had been bantered around a number of times but kept behind closed doors. Very few had access to the information but the congressman that Jeremy worked for was one of the privileged. The aide was not even sure if the congressman knew that technically his top aide owned the property, or at least half of it, if the will should be upheld. What the younger Marshall did know was the time was not right, at least not yet, and the ‘IF’ in the equation of the government buyout loomed very large.
As Iggy looked back over the rollercoaster of a ride in and out of court, himself always taking a backseat, not letting on that he was anything but an interested party representing the county, he had always been there for Jeremy, a confidant and source of information in all of the legal shenanigans. He was glad that his conspirator trusted him; he was the closest ‘friend’ he had and would miss him when they concluded their business arrangement.
The possible buyout of five million had been buried, along with a number of other equally fair offers, but meetings turned into, “he said” — “she said”, name calling affairs that Jeremy had recounted to Iggy through their coded communication system online. Eventually the two sides squared off in a battle over the authenticity and veracity of the will. Jeremy contested and sent the proceedings into court after court, along with every other relative, including his mother, contesting for a portion of the estate as well.
It was incredible how much money could be poured down a drain and into a legal firm's pocket once the ball is rolling. They just never roll the ball very fast, just enough to suck every nickel they can out of their clients, all the time telling them that they were keeping their best interest in mind. Iggy and Jeremy had learned to hate attorneys and the legal profession at large.
“Yup, eight years I’ve been doing this,” Iggy said, looking into the driver’s side mirror of his older model sedan, adjusting his sunglasses in the process. “Pretty damn tired of it!” he concluded.
A car turned down the lane from the main road, paused for a moment, then proceeded until it came to a stop next to Iggy’s vehicle. A smiling Felix stepped from the driver’s door, brought two fingers to his forehead in a makeshift salute, and greeted the heavier fellow.
“You been waiting long?”
“Well, I for one was on time. Where you been? I can’t believe Jeremy’s not here. He’s always on time. Do you think he didn’t see the location notice I posted?” the sweating director asked.
“I got it, no reason he should have missed it. Did you catch what our friend did today just a short ways from here?” Felix asked.
“No, how would I have access to that information? Is it already on the news or something?” he responded, somewhat irritated.
“Nothing on the news, but I’ve got a scanner and there’s all kinds of shit on there about a break-in where a woman was assaulted. Had to be our guy. He’s pulling out all the stops, the extra five grand you put in his mailbox looks to have paid off,” a very chipper Felix informed the more serious Iggy.
“When Jeremy gets here we need to talk about this last job we have for him. Hope you’re up to it,” he said, looking for a response from Felix.
“I do what I get paid to do, little man, and don’t you forget it. I’ll hold up my end of the deal, don’t fall down on yours,” Felix said, still remaining cheerful.
“What’s got you so happy today? Thought the idea of having to move back to Valdosta for a few days would have you on edge.”
“Nah, I loved the little place for the few days I was there. Can’t wait to get back to that bed and breakfast where I stayed before. You wouldn’t believe the body on this blonde staying there. Don’t think she likes me very much but I can be very persuasive,” Felix said, cupping his hands in front of himself to describe the woman more fully to Iggy.
The sound of a car turning into the drive brought both of their attention to the newcomer.
“Finally,” they said, in unison.
The silver car eased down the dirt path, the driver trying not to stir up the dust that was sure to result. Jeremy saw his co-conspirators before him, unhappy that he was the last to arrive. The drive from DC had taken much longer than expected, with construction delays the entire way. It had been good though, giving him plenty of time to put his calculating mind to work, sorting out the final details.
“Gentlemen,” he said, as he exited his Acura. “Good to see you both, hope everything is going well.”
“You in a good mood too?” Iggy asked. “Why is everyone in such a good mood? I don’t get it, we could all go to prison for the rest of our lives and you two seem happy for some reason. Could you give me a clue or was I the only one here that didn’t get laid today or something?”
“Yes, and most likely yes again,” Felix taunted the older man.
“Okay, we have a lot to decide on today and only a short time to finalize these arrangements,” Jeremy said, knowing that the pocket recorder was picking up everything that was being said. “Let me bring you up to speed on where we are with the legal developments. Short and simple, we lost. The courts, as high as I want to take this sham, have concluded that the will is authentic and has stood up to every legal barb we’ve thrown at it. Bottom line, I get half the estate, less thirty percent to the blood-sucking lawyers, and the same for Beverly. They have concluded that the entire estate must be liquidated and a disbursement of the resulting assets. I have an option to buy her half out, at a number the court has decided on, with no input from either side. That number is fifty million dollars, and I can tell you that is not going to happen!”
The congressional aide took a deep breath to collect his thoughts and continued, “My legal council has offered one possible sidestep to this whole thing, and that has to do with our friend and his affect on the market, also as we predicted. The court came up with their estimation of property value when markets were higher, but included in their final wording a ‘shotgun’ type clause, that allows either Beverly, to offer the other party a buyout or myself. If that offer is accepted it concludes the will, but if not, the one making the offer must be willing to accept that same amount for their half of the estate, without the right of refusal. Does that make sense?” He did not wait to see how much of this they were getting, didn’t really concern them anyway.
“In any case, I can return to court and press that the amount is too high in today’s market, and I think we have a pretty good case to bring the value down or I can lowball her again, but she could turn it around on me. That’s where we stand today if we decide that we don’t move ahead. It could mean a lot of money out of all our pockets.” He gave that a minute to sink in.
As the three mulled that over, Jeremy looked around at the setting Iggy had selected for the meeting, reminding him of the place where it all started on that morning his father passed away eight years ago.
“Iggy, you did well, I like this place, another foreclosure?” he asked.
“Yeah, lots of them these days. I knew the place was empty and it’s not listed yet so no one will be around. I was thinking it was kind of like that first place we met years ago.”
“I was thinking the same thing, guess great minds think alike,” Marshall said.
“Okay, you two are we done with the reminiscing and can we get to the work at hand?” an anxious Felix asked.
“Why not, alright then, Felix fill us in on what is happening with our hired help,” the ringleader directed.
Felix filled in the other two on the events of the past couple of days and what he had heard that morning over the scanner. The authorities were in pursuit of a possible assailant that was last seen leaving the area near the assault, on a yellow motorcycle, wearing a matching helmet, painted with flames on the sides; however, they didn’t catch him. Some numb-nuts deputy put his car in the ditch and couldn’t continue the chase. Doesn’t sound like they got a very good look at him though, he’s a cagey one, but he’s getting sloppy, too sloppy for my liking.”
“That’s okay, which actually plays into our needs even better than I would have thought. We need him to just lay low now for a week. Nothing, and I mean nothing. Give him a few extra bucks to maybe leave the area for the week and entertain himself with hookers or whatever he does for fun. We just need to see how the public and authorities deal with this for a few days,” the mastermind instructed the other men.
“I have good news on the sale of that property that was represented by Beverly. It fell through just like you said it would. Wish I could have been there the day she found that out, stupid bitch is getting what she deserves. So I guess that leaves the field wide open for you to step in and sweep her off her feet, eh Felix?” Iggy joked.
“Ain’t nothing wrong with a little meat on the bones once in awhile Iggy, I would have thought her just your type,” he countered. As far as that goes, I was able to line up a small investor that is interested in taking a look at the property, now that the Okala Group has pulled out. He’s not dying to purchase but has enough interest that I can approach this Ms. Davis and get my foot in the door.”
“Good, real good. I’ve tried to look at this from every possible angle and I think we’re covered. When this thing goes down there will be a shit storm coming at me from every possible direction and I need to know that you guys have got my back. You don’t speak to anybody. You don’t know me. Is that understood? Iggy, we have a very casual, business relationship from years past but we’ve not talked in years. You got that?” he said, looking back and forth at both men.
Iggy and Felix shook their heads in agreement, verbally confirming that they understood, and were in full compliance with Jeremy’s directions.
“You think they’ll figure you were involved somehow?” Felix asked.
“Her lawyers will do anything to collect their fifteen million, so yes, I think they will try to persuade the authorities that I was involved, otherwise, they lose their payday and I end up with the entire estate, less your and Iggy’s share of course.”
“I have a question about that.” Ignatius became very serious.
“Of course,” Jeremy encouraged his ‘friend’ to continue.
“Just how is it that we get paid out? I mean not the little bit you’ve been dishing out till now, I mean the big money, the millions?”
“I know what you are referring to. I’ve set a couple of offshore accounts in countries with no treaty agreements with the US, I will steadily, through a source that you need not concern yourself with, funnel money into those accounts until you have received the amounts we talked about. Some of that money is there today, but I can’t give you access until we finalize this little arrangement.”
“And just how much money was that again?” Felix asked.
“I’ve told you I was not willing to discuss the amount that you are both receiving. Those terms were negotiated separately, Iggy has been involved and working for many more years than yourself, therefore, he is getting paid somewhat more than you but the sums are, at this point, no longer negotiable and confidential, as we agreed.”
“But I’m assuming so much more of the actual risk, if you know what I mean. When you think of it, you’d be nowhere if I hadn’t found our guy and convinced him to come on board,” Felix countered.
“And you are being compensated very handsomely,” Jeremy reminded him.
“Yeah, I guess, but just seems to me that my piece should be bigger. I mean you’re coming out of this with something worth a hundred million bucks.”
“On paper, remember, that’s not cash. If the property doesn’t sell for what we think it’s worth, I may end up with just a very large farm,” Jeremy tried to assure him.
“Okay, I get your point, I was just asking.”
The men continued to nail down some of the logistics that needed to work themselves out over the coming week.
Jeremy summarized before they split up, “Iggy, tell me again, what are you doing this week?”
“I’m getting the information, as I’ve done before, to our guy, The Stalker. The locksmith that has been doing our keys wants more money, but I’ve handled it. He won’t be a problem. He’s been very helpful in providing me with information about possible homes to hit, but he’s got two strikes against him, so he won’t screw with us and risk going back to prison for good. Anyway, I’ll secure a key, photo, and everything else, just like before, so he’s good to go,” Mr. Savard relayed, confident that he had his directions straight.
“That’s right and Felix what do you need to do?”
“I need to hook up with your stepmother and screw her to death,” he said, laughing. “Sorry, I just couldn’t resist that one. Guarantee you though that she’d go out with a smile on her face.”
“If it were only that easy, I would have done that myself,” Jeremy said.
All three enjoyed a good laugh, finding the image of such a conclusion to all their hard work rather funny.
“Okay, okay, what do I need to do this week? Okay, I’m going to contact Ms. Davis through her realty company, and let her know I’m representing this little corporation that’s interested in the section out by the base. I think I’m free to schmooze her as I see fit, right?” he said, questioning the direction he was going.
Jeremy nodded his approval.
“Good, then I hook up with the hot librarian and your mom for a menage, phone you to collect my money and life is good. Guess that’s about it,” Felix said, turning his palms up in a sign of completion.
“Felix, you ever think about anything but women?” Iggy asked.
Felix looked up thinking, “Uh, no.”
Jeremy was finally able to get Felix back on topic, and once convinced he understood the plan as well as he and Ignatius, they concluded their meeting with no intention of ever meeting again. Any further contact or correspondence would be done through the online sources, and under new user names, which they would need to create. Jeremy had gone to the trouble of assigning the names, logins and the other information his conspirators would need to complete the online task and prepare for the next round of communications, as needed.
The three agreed that their plans should move ahead as previously discussed and each went their separate way. Iggy to work, Jeremy back to Washington D.C. and Felix Unger — his parents, being fans of the popular television show, could not think of a more appropriate name — was excited about his prospects at Caroline's Bed and Breakfast, so off he drove.



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


Blanche had a hard time focusing on anything related to the library Friday morning. Her thought drifted and meandered between her impending date with Seymour and the quasi date, hastily arranged, with Jasper for the following evening, or was it a date with Jasper and Rufus, she wasn't quite sure. Thankfully, the decisions on this particular morning, or any morning for that matter, did not dictate life or death, just the ability to find a book, when shelved out of place, or a late fee charged to the wrong account. The librarian had just managed to complete her morning’s work when Marcus wandered through the main foyer on his way to the second floor.
“You’re looking lovely, as per usual, Blanche,” he said, giving her a friendly smile.
“Why thank you my good man,” she retorted, with an English accent.
He could see from her evident glow and demeanor that something was up. “So what’s the deal?”
“What do you mean, what’s the deal? I’m just working my little keister off trying to keep this place in tip top shape,” again with the accent.
“Oh, I think there’s more to it than that. You seem, I don’t know, kinda bubbly,” he said, for lack of a better word.
“Is that a compliment, or bubbly, as in bubble headed beach blonde?” she jokingly replied.
“Both,” he laughed. “No really, you got something going on today?”
“Am I really that easy to read. After all you’ve only known me a short while?”
“I don’t know, you do kinda wear your emotions on your sleeve. But that’s not a bad thing,” he said, as an afterthought.
“If you must know, I have a date tonight that I’m really looking forward to. I can’t remember the last time I was this excited about a date.”
“Can I ask who with? Do I know him?”
“I think you know him alright, but you must promise me that you won't say anything to Mrs. Anderson, she will likely frown on me dating a coworker,” Blanche said more quietly, looking to make sure they could not be overheard.
“For goodness sake Blanche, don’t tell me you’re going out with Jared, he’s still in high school. Ester will have a conniption and what will his parents say?” he carried on, not giving Blanche a chance to stop him, even though he could see her waving her arms in an attempt to slow him down. “I’ve seen him ogling you and I should have put a stop to it right from the start, but I never dreamed you would agree to dating him. Doesn’t sound like a very good idea to me, nope, no siree,” he finally stopped.
“Marcus, I’m not that stupid. It’s not Jared, it’s Seymour,” she whispered.
“Oh, oh, that’s better. Ain’t he still a little young for you?” he questioned. “Now you just tell me if I'm overstepping my bounds.”
“It’s okay, I don’t mind you being interested, and after all you are sort of my adopted father, apparently. I have been a bit hesitant to encourage Seymour, but he’s just so sweet and I think he likes me for me, and not the other,” she said, looking down at her protruding chest. “Actually looks me in the eyes when we talk, I kind of like that.”
“He’s one hell of a lucky guy, either way, and he’s a good boy to boot.” He reached for Blanche, giving her a hug, and patted her gently on the back.
“Thanks Marcus, your approval is important to me for some crazy reason.”
They chatted about a number of things before Blanche asked, “So what are you up to this morning?”
“I’ve got to check all the safety issues throughout the library today. County safety inspectors are coming the middle of next week. You know, to certify the fire extinguishers, make sure we have the proper signs, that kind of stuff. Has to be done every year so I just double check everything before they show up,” he explained.
“Well, don’t let me hold you up any longer, get to work and I’ll do the same,” she said, returning to her desk.
The attractive young librarian would have been less excited about her day had she known that at the same moment she was discussing her date that two men, Marcus would have been much less approving of, were thinking of Blanche in much more lewd ways.

Lester sat at his plywood desk, his feet pushed against the edge, the chair tipped back on two legs, as he lustfully turned the pages of his newly pilfered book. The thoughts of a naughty librarian stirring his imagination, he looked up from the book long enough to refresh his memory, by looking at the pictures of Blanche pinned to the wall. “Oh yeah babe, won’t be long and you’ll have a real man. The Lester Train is on the tracks and headed your way,” he said, returning his attention to the book before him.

Felix pulled his black Lincoln Town car into the lone parking spot behind Caroline’s and exited the vehicle, a single bag in his hand. He entered through the rear door, off of the kitchen; scarcely making a sound, but no one appeared to be home. Setting the bag at the bottom of the stairs, he hollered, “Anybody here, Caroline you around?”
“Quit yer yelling, I’m a comin', I’m a comin',” Caroline said, scooting down the upper hallway where she’d been doing some cleaning.
“Ms. Carmichael, pleasure to see you again,” he said, turning on the charm.
“Well, I never expected to see your handsome face here this morning,” she said, walking down the stairs and extending her hand.
“Got some work to finish up here in Valdosta over the next couple days and missed your home cooking so much, thought I’d see if you could give me a room.”
“Oh I think I can arrange something fer ya. How long will you be staying and do you want the main floor or the second?” she asked.
“I’m not sure how long, maybe up to a week. Is that librarian still staying here? You know, the good lookin’ one?” he inquired.
“That would be Miss Delaney, oh yeah, she’s still with us. You got your eye on her do you?”
“I wouldn’t mind sharing a bathroom with her again. Of course, if that's okay with you?” he said, with a wink.
“Don’t make no never mind to me who shares what, long as I get paid,” she quipped, motioning for him to pick up his bag and follow her. “The room you were in before is now occupied, some accountant staying in there, but you can have the one that the newlyweds were in, just changed the sheets and cleaned it up fer ya.”
“I’m much obliged. When do I get some of that special fruit salad of yours?” he said, lightly tapping her on the bottom as she turned to walk out of the room.
“You devil, teasing an old lady when all you're really after is her fruit salad,” she said, shaking her large, round bottom at him. “Dinner is at 6:30 sharp. See you then.”
* * *
The remainder of the librarian's day passed as most did, kids and adults coming and going from the library. Blanche had instituted a new afternoon reading program for preschool aged children that she was very much enjoying. Throughout the week when she had a few spare minutes, she would browse the children’s section, looking for books that might entertain the little ones, then on Friday afternoon at 3:00 p.m. parents were invited to bring their children for a reading of these selected books. The first couple of weeks the attendance had been limited but today she had to ask Mr. Marcus to bring in additional chairs for the adults and mats for the children. She enjoyed looking out at the smiling, beaming little faces that were just now learning to have a love of literature.
Today she had chosen, ‘The Marvelous Mind of Marlin Marsh’ written by H. Broby. She held the book so the children could see the colorful illustrations as she read each page, exaggerating the key words, and changing her voice to the delight of the children. A sense of accomplishment and joy filled her heart as the young parents thanked her at the end of the session. Telling her how much their children were enjoying these special Friday afternoons. Blanche couldn’t help but wonder if one day she’d have a chance to share her love of books with her own small children.
As she was cleaning up the area, she noted that Marcus was hauling a ladder up the stairs, again heading to the second floor. “Now what are you up to?” she asked.
“Oh some knucklehead has tampered with the alarm on the fire exit door and I’ve got to see if I can fix it before next week. Always gotta be some idiot making more work for me,” he grunted.
“Is it still safe, I mean the door?” she asked.
“Shouldn’t be used at all except for a fire, but the door still works, just has an alarm that sounds when you open the door, but that’s not working till I can see what’s wrong with it.”
“Let me know if you’re able to fix it, otherwise, I’ll need to speak with Ester about it, okay?”
“Sure, I’ll see what I can do.”
Six o’clock rolled around much more quickly than Blanche had expected. Marcus had stopped by the desk shortly before going home for the day, informing her that the alarm was not repairable, and he’d have to order a new one the beginning of next week, but he’d put a sign by the door indicating that it was not to be used except in the case of an emergency. The door led to a small landing on the exterior of the building, with a slide type shoot that extended to the ground below, specifically designed for fire escapes only.
The evening dinner guests were already seated around the table when Blanche walked in the door from work. She tried to slip by without being noticed so she could get to her room and prepare for her evening with Seymour, but she heard Caroline call from the dining room.
“Blanche, that you dear?’ her voice echoed through the empty foyer.
“Yes Caroline, I’m just hurrying up to my room, going out tonight and need to get ready,” she called back, still moving to the stairs.
“Come here for a minute will you, someone here that would like to say hello. We’ll make it quick.”
The annoyed young woman moved to the dining area, leaned in and said, “Hello everyone, sorry to be interrupting your dinner. What was that you were saying Ms. Carmichael?” Then just as the words left her mouth she saw him sitting among the other guests, 'Clueless Wonder'. “You have got to be kidding me,” she thought.
“Mr. Unger has returned for another few days and he wanted to say hello,” Caroline said, awaiting the response from Blanche, as was Mrs. Muir.
“We thought you’d be anxious to say hello as well,” Mrs. Muir included trying not to snicker.
“Miss Delaney," he said, lifting his hand to wave slightly.
"Hello again," Blanche managed, without being rude.
"I hope you don’t mind sharing the same floor and bathroom again, even appears we’ll be sharing a wall, hope you don’t mind. I was wondering if we could start off, this time around, on better footing,” Felix said, trying to win her over.
“I guess I don’t mind sharing the bathroom, but could we have a more workable arrangement this time. Would be nice if we could have a compromise,” she said, trying to stand up for herself.
“Sure, whatever you want, you name the time you need the facilities in the morning and I’ll work around your schedule. How would that be?” he said.
“Uh, I would appreciate that and thank you. Let’s say I start at 6:00 and I shouldn’t be longer than 20 minutes. That okay?” He wanted something and she knew it.
“Perfect, then we can have breakfast together at 7:00. You’re headed out tonight?” he probed.
“Yeah, going out with a friend from work, so better get ready. Have a good evening everyone,” she said, as she pulled away from the door jam and hustled up the stairs to the safety of her room.
“That guy just makes me feel like I need to shower,” she thought, as she touched up her makeup, brushed her teeth and ran a brush through her hair. She was uncertain of what she should wear so she left her work attire on, didn’t want to make too bold of a statement on their first real date. She sat on the bed and waited for Seymour to arrive, the words of both Marcus and Mrs. Wood played through her mind, bothering her, “Was nine years too many? Was she robbing the cradle?”
She weighed the answers until she could hear Caroline shouting from down the stairs, “Blanche! Miss Delaney, your young friend is here,” heavy emphasis on the ‘young’ or at least her ears heard it that way.
Blanche took one last look at herself in the mirror, quickly ran her tongue over her teeth, and smiled at the image looking back at her. For one of the few times in her life she was quite satisfied with who was looking back, a more self assured, happy version of Blanche D. Delaney, librarian, daughter and now hot, older girlfriend.
The scene that awaited her at the bottom of the stairs both startled and delighted her. Seymour stood near the last step, looking upward, awaiting his date. Mrs. Muir and Caroline stood a few steps behind him looking the scene over, wanting to see the reaction on Blanche’s face when she saw the handsome Seymour. The young man, an ear-to-ear smile on his face, held a beautiful bouquet, vibrant yellow and orange flowers interspersed with pale pink roses, tightly clutched in his right hand, and a delicate corsage, matching the arrangement in his left.
When he saw his date his face lit up as if it were Christmas morning, “I couldn’t decide which would be more appropriate for a first date, so I got both. Hope it’s okay.”
“It’s more than okay,” Blanche said, one hand brought to her neck, the other to a cheek.
“They call this arrangement ‘Autumn Beauty’, kind of reminded me of you and your hair, so I’m glad you like it,” he said, still glowing, but lost in the beauty that was her.
Seymour stood in a suit that was slightly too small for him, a matching tie that was poorly tied, and a pair of shoes that were a bit outdated, but looked like they’d only been worn a few times. He was remarkably handsome tonight, the dimple in his left cheek made her heart skip a beat.
“I feel a little under-dressed. Should I go change into something more formal?” she hesitated, coming all the way to the bottom of the stairs where Seymour and the old hens were clustered.
“No, no, you look amazing. Don’t change a thing. I just wanted to make a good impression so I pulled out this old thing. Fits a little small but my mom thought I looked good enough, so here I am,” he said, not taking his eyes off Blanche.
“Are you sure? Would only take me a minute. Really, is this okay?” she said, motioning to the cotton shirt and dark slacks that hugged her curves.
“If you were wearing a torn t-shirt and ragged jeans you’d still look just as beautiful, so I’d say we’re good to go.”
“Hope you’re a better student than liar,” she said, finally meeting him on the bottom step. Standing on the lowest step they were about the same height, she put her hands on his shoulders and pulled him to her, planting a soft, gentle kiss on his lips, to the surprise of both ladies.
“Thank you for the flowers, can’t remember the last time somebody brought me flowers. Caroline would you please put these in some water for me until I get back?” she asked, taking the bouquet from Seymour’s hand and giving them to the nosey landlord. “Seymour, I’d like you to meet Mrs. Muir and the owner of this fine establishment, Ms. Caroline Carmichael.” Pleasantries were exchanged as the older ladies made a fuss over the flowers and the young couple.
“I think this is supposed to pin on your shirt or something,” he said, holding up the dainty little corsage.
“It’s just so beautiful, Seymour. Would you pin it on me? It’s too awkward to do on myself,” she said, moving toward him and pulling her hair away from the area above her left breast to give him a better shot.
He held the flowers in his left, angling in for just the right location and directed, holding the long, thick pin with the other. Seymour had never pinned a corsage before, so he felt somewhat out of place, especially with the older women watching. He made several attempts, his fingers lightly touching the top of her breast and bra, causing him to pull back and come at it from a different direction.
After about the sixth try Mrs. Muir piped up, “My heavens this is painful, give me that.” And she took the corsage and pin from Seymour as he backed away giving her room. With a swift and adept couple of movements the corsage sat beautifully pinned atop Blanche’s chest.
“Doesn’t she just look stunning, the way that flower highlights her hair?” Caroline said.
“Yes, she sure does,” Seymour was quick to answer.
With the awkwardness behind them, they headed for the door, “Thanks ladies.”
“You’re welcome, have fun tonight,” Mrs. Muir said.
“Have her home early young man,” the stricter Caroline chimed in.
“Don’t wait up for me,” Blanche said, over her shoulder with a careful wink and nod in their direction.
“Seymour, you didn’t have to buy me flowers, I know things are tight for you and your family.”
“I’ll just go without lunch for a few days,” he joked.
“Well it was very sweet of you, thanks again.”
“It was my pleasure, was worth it just to see the look on your face. I’ll have that etched on my mind for awhile,” he said, pulling the door open of the 1996 Ford Pickup. “Hope you don’t mind, my mom’s car is in the shop and it was either the work truck or my old motorcycle.”
“It’s fine, you forget I’m originally from Utah.”
“I tried my best to clean it up but there are still some seeds and small stuff I couldn’t manage to get out, but at least it shouldn’t get your clothes dirty,” he apologetically said.
“So, where we headed? This is all just a mystery to me tonight,” she excitedly inquired, enjoying the time together more than she had thought she might.
“Strange that you should use that word, ‘mystery’, thought that could be kind of the theme of this first date,” he said, looking for approval from his date.
“You’re driving. Sounds like fun.”
They drove for a few minutes down some of the streets of Valdosta that she was not familiar with. She thought she recognized a few places from her condo hunting expeditions with Bev, but by the time they pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant, she was quite lost and directionally confused.
“The Passage to India,” Seymour said, pointing to a sign over a very well lit and sparkling frontage area. “Hope you like Indian food, this is the best in town.”
“Well I don’t know if I do or not, never had it, but I’m up for the adventure. Lead the way.”
The restaurant was tastefully decorated and quite busy with every table occupied and people waiting in the entryway. Seymour approached the young lady working the small, chest high desk in the foyer, leaned over and whispered something in her ear. Blanche couldn’t make out what was said but the girl nodded, obviously understanding what he was talking about, and motioned for one of the hostesses to come to the front area.
“This is the couple that I was telling you about before we opened tonight, remember?” the young lady said to the even younger hostess. “Are we ready for them?”
“They are just finishing up with the table, so give me a minute and I’ll come and get them.”
Addressing Seymour and Blanche the girl said, “Please just stand aside for a minute and the hostess will be back and take you to your table.”
“Thanks,” Seymour said, taking Blanche by the arm and leading her out of the way of the other customers.
“What have you got up your sleeve, you sly dog?” she asked.
“Nothing, just a little dinner with my favorite boss.”
A moment later, the same young hostess returned and ushered the couple to an area toward the back of the establishment. Multi-colored veils of fabric were draped from the center of a private room, reaching to the corners, creating a tent like effect. On the floor was a knee high table with two dozen pillows of different shapes, sizes and textures scattered about on the floor, a Persian carpet underlying the comfortable setting. The atmosphere was instantly warm and inviting, soft Indian music playing in the background and a personal waiter stood at attention, with a linen napkin over his arm, and a tray holding chilled water glasses in his hand. An amazing gold centerpiece provided the only light to the room, as several candles flickered and danced, projecting shadows against the tented backdrop. The scent of curry tantalized their palates.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“I think you’re crazy,” she replied, waving her hand around and pointing at the unexpected surroundings. “How did you manage all this?”
“Let’s just say I’m not without connections,” he whispered, as if the information was top secret.
The dinner was incredible. Blanche had never enjoyed a meal or a 'first date' conversation so much in her entire life. The service from each of the staff had been top notch, taking care of their every need, almost anticipating what they wanted before they asked. The only down side to the evening, thus far, was the tightness in her waistline. The couple talked about all kinds of things, from their youth, to the things they had in common, and their jobs at the library.
“So Seymour, tell me about the suit and shoes. I get the feeling there's a story there, would you share it with me?” she said, smiling.
His demeanor suddenly became very serious and she could tell she had hit a sensitive area. “I, uh, this is something that I don’t talk about very much,” he managed to say, looking down at the candle and the incandescent light it gave off.
“I’m sorry, didn’t mean to bring up anything painful. Let’s talk about something else.”
“That’s okay, I think I’d like you to know; it’s part of who I am. You see, I guess it’s been about five years ago now, my dad got sick real fast with what we thought was a cold. Started out just like most colds with a sore throat and a bad cough, but when the cold went away he didn’t feel much better and the cough just kept getting worse and worse. My momma finally convinced him to see a doctor and by the time he got in, and they did a chest x-ray, it was too late. He had a cancer that spread through both lungs and into his throat. We only had him a short time before God took him and we were left with a farm to run on our own. Those were some tough years,” he said, looking past her and into space.
“I’m so sorry to hear that, Seymour,” she said, placing a caring hand alongside his strong jaw, her thumb lying over his dimple.
“Anyway, the suit. My mom bought this for me to attend my dad’s funeral. Only suit I’ve ever had. Can you tell I’ve grown a little bit since then? Should have had it altered but too much going on and kind of forgot about it till tonight,” he said, leaning his head a bit closer to the warmth of her touch.
“It’s fine, you look wonderful in it.”
“I know the tie looks a little wonky. My mom’s not very good at tying them and this is the best I could do after watching a video on the computer, but it’s not the same when you’re doing it yourself and lookin’ into a mirror. Wish my dad would have had time to teach me to tie one proper like.” A tear ran from his left eye, down his face, and trickled over her fingers.
She used her thumb to wipe the next tear away as it sailed down his cheek.
“Come on, let’s not think of sad things,” he said, taking her by the hand and leading her into the main portion of the restaurant.
A live band, with instruments she’d never seen before, sat at the head of a small partitioned-off area, with a hard wooden floor designed for dancing. The music being played was strange and unusual, but she could see some of the regulars enjoying the funky tunes.
“Hey Zorida, show us some moves,” he said, to one of the young people dressed in ceremonial Indian attire, standing near the band.
“You know these people?” Blanche asked.
“Yeah, the owner and my dad grew up together and most of the people working here are his relatives. Zorida there, is his daughter, goes to school with me at the U. How else do you think I could afford an evening like this? I’m a student don’t you know?”
Zorida moved to the center of the dance area and began moving her hips to the sway of the music, increasing the gyrations as the beat increased. She spun and dipped, clicking small cymbals with her fingers, as she danced to the music. At the completion of the song the restaurant burst into cheers and applause.
“Come on Seymour, I’ll teach you,” Zorida said, coaxing him verbally, then actually dragging him onto the dance floor, Blanche in tow.
The musicians were easy on the beginners, providing slow enough beats that they could copy the movements, slowly they increased the tempo, making the trio move and bounce to the enjoyment of the patrons. A few small children joined them on the floor, showing off their own moves, and bringing even more adults to the stage. At the conclusion of the hypnotic number Blanche collapsed into Seymour’s arms and hugged him tightly.
“I have to tell you Seymour, I am having such a good time.”
“Good, I have one last thing I want to show you before I take you home.”
“Home? Isn’t the night still young?” she asked.
“Yes, but I promised your landlady I’d get you home at a decent hour,” he informed her.
The drive seemed to have them moving away from the city. “Where are you taking me? You’re not really a serial killer or something are you, and now you’re taking me to your private lair?” she jokingly asked, sliding close to him on the front seat, wrapping her left arm around his, as his hand rested on the floor mounted gear lever.
“Crap, you’ve found me out. That takes all the fun out of it. Wanted to surprise you when I pulled out a ball bat and knocked you senseless. Hoped I could get you tied up and in my hideaway before you woke up,” he said, in a sadistic voice.
“Okay, now you’re creeping me out a little bit, where are we really going?” she asked, her nails digging into his arm.
“Ouch, okay, okay, I’ll tell you. We’re headed to my most favorite place in Valdosta. Found it as a kid and go there when I need to think.”
They drove until the lights of the city were well behind them and a dirt road led them another couple of miles off the beaten path. The rattletrap of a pickup bumped and tossed the pair at times almost knocking their heads against the rusted roof, as the shocks gave up trying to absorb the numerous ruts.
“Not much further, just hold on,” Seymour said.
As quickly as the bumping and bouncing has started, it finally stopped, and they came to rest on a small knoll, with trees on either side of the truck. Seymour reached behind the seat and pulled out a flannel, plaid blanket, a thermos and two mugs with cartoon characters on them, the Tasmanian Devil on one and Foghorn Leghorn on the other.
He showed them to Blanche, “You can have your pick, as long as I get Foghorn.”
He opened the door for her and motioned for her to follow him up over the small rise, his hands being full of the items from the truck. As they crested the hilltop, Blanche’s eyes focused on the most awe-inspiring vision of earth and nature that she had ever seen. She stood, unable to move, taking in the scene that stretched out for miles before her.
“Was I right, or was I right?” he said, taking in the same sight and enjoying the impact it was having on his beautiful date. “This is going to sound so corny, but it’s the God’s honest truth.”
“What’s that?” she said not taking her eyes off the panorama before her.
“The first time I saw you and you were just sitting at the desk with your head down and I could see you and you hadn’t noticed me yet.”
“Yes, I remember,” she said.
“Well, seeing you that very first time made me think of this place, and I swore to myself, if there was anyway that you’d agree to go out with me, I’d bring you here first. So, here we are. The only thing more beautiful than this place right here, is you, Blanche Delaney, and I mean that,” he said, moving to throw out the blanket before he made a bigger fool of himself.
“Seymour, I'm afraid you've put me on a pedestal that I’m not going to be able to live up to, but for tonight, I think I’ll stay up there for a while longer, if that’s okay with you,” she said, kneeling down next to him and running her hand over his.
“Madam,” Seymour said, handing a mug to Blanche. He unscrewed the top of the thermos and poured each of them a cup of hot chocolate. “Hope this is still warm enough to drink.”
She took a sip, finding it almost too hot, and blew over the surface of the liquid.
“It’s fine, plenty warm,” she said, still gently blowing the chocolate and lifting it to her lips for another taste.
“Oh crap, I almost forgot the best part, just a minute,” he said, dashing back to the truck, returning with a bag of miniature marshmallows. “Can’t have hot cocoa without these.” He opened the bag and took a handful filling both of their mugs to overflowing before sitting back down next to Blanche.
“Seymour, you’ve thought of everything tonight. I’ve had such a good time, you are truly a man of mystery aren’t you?”
“I don’t know about that. I’m afraid most the time I’m kind of a bumbling idiot, but I know one thing for sure, I like being with you, and the way you make me feel when we're together,” he suggested.
“Ditto Seymour, ditto,” Blanche said, taking another sip of her hot chocolate and staring across a picturesque lake surrounded by lush forested hills and valleys. The moonlight shimmering off the gently moving water provided just enough light to the scene, to bring the entire image into perspective. Near the water's edge she could make out the black shape of an animal drinking from the stillness of the lake and the sounds of crickets surrounded them, playing nature’s own version of a restful hymn. Fireflies danced above them in the air, painting patterns in the sky.
“Blanche, try this,” he said, taking the now empty mug from her hand.
He motioned for her to lay down on the blanket, he did the same, their bodies touching shoulder to shoulder and knee to knee. The sky that stretched out before them twinkled with more than a million brilliant stars and lights. There was no need for words, both could feel what was happening, and they shared the moment in silence for a time. Seymour lifted his hands behind his head to act as a pillow, and Blanche took the cue, moving her head to rest on his muscular chest and shoulder, their backs still firmly pressed against the rigid earth.
“Can you see why I come up here to think?” he finally said.
“Sure, really clears your head and gives you some perspective. Thanks for bringing me here. This is a special place.”
“If you’d like, I’d love to show it to you in the daylight, not quite as romantic but equally as beautiful.”
“You’ve got a date, anytime.” She lifted up on her elbow, leaned down and gave him a kiss that he returned, being careful not to scare her off on their first date. “Thank you so much Seymour Wood.” She laid her head back down on his comfortable, strong shoulder, staring into the night’s sky and whispered ever so softly, just beyond Seymour’s ability to hear, “Thank you.”



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


‘Sweet Home Alabama’ vibrated the speakers and shook the decaying chassis as the driver, parked a little more than a block from the B amp;B, sang along and tapped his hands on the steering wheel to the rhythm of the rock classic. The time on his watch read 8:47, the two hours he’d spent sitting and listening to KRCK had passed much slower than he would have liked. Earlier in the morning he had watched the dog walkers stroll along the sidewalks, stopping occasionally to clean up after their animals, depositing the disgusting little bags in the nearby receptacle. He could not understand why city people wanted dogs, they were meant to be outside, running free, and the owners were certainly not supposed to pick up their dog’s shit with their hands. Sickened him, even though he had grown up with cats, dogs and even a gator that lived in their bathtub, until it was too big, and had to be released back into the river.
Felix had phoned him late the night before, congratulating him on a job well done. It appeared they — whoever ‘they’ were — appreciated the extra effort and risks he had taken and wanted him to lay low for a few days. He was happy to take them up on the offer; having his hinny hanging in the wind was not his idea of a good time. The last outing had taken ten years off his life and most likely Rascal’s as well. The night before, troubled him greatly; first a colored and now this, Blanche taking up with a schoolboy. Lester had followed the couple to the restaurant but grew weary of waiting for them and had finally gone home, seething with anger. As with Virginia May, he could not fully identify the focus of his rage. Blanche would soon enough recognize the important role he would play in her life, but he would need to deal with these distracters first.
Since the Mr. Muscle competition a scenario had been forming in Lester’s mind, and an evolution was taking place, massaging and forming the plan into something that would take care of both of these hounds hot on Blanche’s scent. It would take timing, skill and cunning. Over the coming week he would devote as much time as it took to learn their routines, and act when the stars aligned, and his plot could be set into motion. He was starting with Blanche, the work schedule was easy, she worked five days a week including a couple of nights. He’d enjoyed the time watching her from the shadows and his disguised ventures into her domain. Today was his first chance to observe her 'day off' behaviors, and he came well prepared, binoculars, camera with high-powered telephoto lens, and the stolen.38 caliber pistol tucked into the front of his pants.

Blanche deliberately avoided breakfast, knowing that Felix, aka ‘Clueless Wonder’, would be there trying to put the moves on her, and she just couldn’t imagine putting up with his crap after the lovely evening she’d spent with Seymour. The couple had stayed out much later than he had originally planned but still managed to get her in the door before Caroline called the police. When she’d gotten home there was a message on her phone from Holly wondering how her date with ‘Woody’ had gone. She returned the call knowing the two-hour time differential would still have Holly awake playing games on the computer or watching a movie with her family. The educated guess was correct, they were watching, The Town That Dreaded Sundown, a true story of a killer that stalked a small town’s youth, killing as he went and was never caught. The librarian’s closest friend did love her horror movies. Blanche relished the chance to talk about her date. She’d had a wonderful time but didn’t realize how meaningful it was until she heard herself reliving it again with her dear friend.
Blanche slept peacefully, her mind void of conflict and worry. In the morning she laid in bed lazily, remembering the strength in Seymour’s shoulder and chest as she’d used him as a pillow, and the softness of his lips when they shared their first soulful kiss. He wanted to see her again tonight, forcing Blanche to explain the previous promise made to Jasper, but he was so very understanding, something she’d not seen before in the opposite sex. After the good nights sleep and taking it easy until 9:00 a.m. she decided a run would do her good, get her body in sync with her psyche. She donned a tight fitting sports bra, lycra shorts and running shoes, pulled her hair back into a ponytail and bounced down the stairs. In the entryway of the older home she stretched, twisting and lengthening her muscles before she ventured out. Mrs. Muir was reading in the parlor and could see her young friend getting ready to run.
“Blanche, did you have a good time last night?”
“Oh, hey Mrs. Muir. Yeah, had a great time, ate Indian food for the first time, it was awesome. What are you up to?” she said, continuing to bend and warm up her muscles.
“Just catching up on some reading, the paper this morning has some interesting things on that stalker out by the base. Have you been following that?” Mrs. Muir leaned over a bit to get a better view of the runner.
“Somewhat, mostly what you’ve been telling me, along with Seymour.”
“He’s sure having an impact on our local economy.”
“How so? Thought he was just stealing a few things and frightening people,” she said, moving closer to the older woman so she could hear well.
“I guess the gun stores have completely sold out of handguns and most are to women, and the housing, especially in that area, is in a mess. There are all those new condos across from Moody and they can’t give them away, number of people even looking at them is down 70 %.”
“Crazy how the actions of one person can have so much impact on so many others, just not very fair is it?” she offered.
“No, it’s sure not. The boy you were with last night, he seems very nice, such a polite, well-mannered, young man. We certainly don’t see that very often any more. I hope I’m not prying, but will you be seeing him again?” Mrs. Muir said, enjoying the pressure she was applying to the librarian.
“Oh, I expect so, but tonight I’ve got kind of a date with the big bodybuilder that helped me out a couple of times. I don’t really see that going anywhere but I just can’t help but like him and his dad, he’s quite a character, old Rufus.”
“I see,” she said, in a somewhat disapproving tone. “You be sure to be careful out there today, keep an eye on where you are and who’s around. You just can’t be too careful, especially considering the problem you had with those young punks.”
She offered a goodbye to Mrs. Muir, pledging that she would look over her shoulder often, stay close to crowds, and avoid running in unfamiliar areas. She certainly didn’t want another run-in with Mikey and crew. She generally tried to keep her run to about 30 minutes, especially on workdays, but today she wanted to take her time and enjoy the warm weather and the sun beating down on her.

Lester finally got what he was waiting for. Blanche bounded down the few steps of the home and stood near the sidewalk, retrieving something from the small pack she had tightly run around her waist. He reached for the camera and looked to either side of the van before bringing it up and snapping off a few pictures of the beauty across the street. Man, she was striking, even in track gear, her hair pulled back and no makeup. He loved the look of the tight stretchy material covering and caressing her smooth skin, and he yearned to run his hand over the fabric, reminding himself that patience was a virtue. Lester watched the jogger applying something, probably sunscreen, to her nose, leaving it white and reflective in the sunlight.
Blanche considered her options before she crossed the street and began moving the sidewalk underneath her at a slow, steady pace, her strides putting one foot in each cement slab. Children were already out playing in the yards and a soccer game was underway in a field not far from the corner where she’d make her first turn. A grayish, almost silver van hugged the curb ahead and the warning from Mrs. Muir rang in her ears when she noted a man sitting behind the wheel, a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes, and a magazine held much too close to his face to actually be reading it. She laughed to herself, shaking her head, reading so much into little things. Really, what were the odds that The Stalker would be sitting on her street, and for what reason, nothing here that would interest him and it’s the wrong area of the county.
“Relax girl,” she told herself, offering a cheerful hello to the fellow in the van as she breezed by.
“That was close!” Lester said to himself, throwing the magazine into the passenger seat, watching Blanche’s behind shake its way down the sidewalk in his driver’s side mirror.
He was sure she hadn’t gotten a good look at him, but still he needed to be more careful. Easing the van into gear he quickly made a U-turn and tracked the jogging woman, being careful to keep his distance and his cool. He deliberately stalked his prey, periodically taking pictures. Looking at her sweat-covered neck he longed to know what she would taste like. The cat and unsuspecting mouse game carried on for close to an hour before Blanche made her way back around to the soccer field and took a seat in the stands.
Before long she found herself rooting for the underdogs, the team with the smallest players, and the most girls. Parents encouraged and cheered the players on from the stands, occasionally criticizing the skill of others, bringing some parents to their feet in defense of their children running about on the field. Blanche enjoyed this type of event, the feel of the sun’s rays restored her energy and the laughter and applause from the players, and spectators alike, reinvigorated her spirit.
As Blanche sat enjoying the game before her, a different type of spectator had finally found a spot where he could get some frontal pictures of his target, without anything obstructing his view. Lester had parked his van at the nearby farmer’s market, and with the bulky camera in hand, walked across the street and sat on a hill overlooking the youth’s game. He sat with his left knee raised, and the large lens resting on it, the viewfinder encapsulated the strawberry blonde in the bleachers across the field. He watched as she laughed and applauded the players, taking special notice of her mopping the sweat from between her breasts with a small towel she’d pulled from the pack around her waist. Those close ups would enhance his collection nicely. Watching the expression on Blanche’s face, her long distance photographer didn’t know who was enjoying the day more, the subject, or the professional.
By the time Lester had shot a few hundred pictures, the sun had climbed to its zenith, pushing the crowds into their air-conditioned homes or off to the many lakes and rivers that dotted the landscape. Sitting on the hillside, in the shade of a white-blossomed magnolia tree, the photographer watched Blanche leave the stands and walk the few blocks to her home. He considered staying and watching for her the rest of the day, but knew there were a few plans to conclude before his work was done. He was anxious to get his competitors out of the way and hoped that tonight would present itself to do just that. What he needed, whether tonight, or in the near future, was a viable location, a distraction, a gun, an opportunity, and the will to act. Lester knew he had three of the five, Jasper would provide one more, and God would do the rest.
Blanche spent the balance of the afternoon taking a leisurely long bath, with no one else in the house, except Mrs. Muir. She’d been fortunate enough not to run into Felix and by the time she dragged herself out of the tub and back to her room it was past lunchtime. The thought of leaving the comfort of the home didn’t sit well with her, however, a Hawaiian pizza with Canadian bacon sounded wonderful to the starving woman. She pushed the guilt aside, slipped on some loose fitting sweats and headed downstairs, where Mrs. Muir was lounging in the parlor just starting, ‘The Birds’, on the large screen television.
“Mrs. Muir, how would you like to indulge a guilty pleasure this afternoon and split a large cheesy pizza with me? I’m buying but I can’t eat one by myself.”
“That does sound rather tempting and I was wondering what I might have to eat while I watched this movie. Tell you what, you order the pizza and I’ll make up some homemade lemonade and we’ll have an afternoon at the movies right here.”
“I’m in. Is ham and pineapple okay with you?” Blanche confirmed.
Their lunch arrived and the two women ate pizza, sipped their homemade concoction and enjoyed the macabre from the mind of Alfred Hitchcock.
“They certainly don’t make movies like that anymore,” Mrs. Muir offered, polishing off the last piece of cold pizza.
“It’s a shame really.” Having never seen the movie, Blanche offered her own critique, “I loved the storyline and he did it with a sense of sexuality but no blatant sex scenes. The language was mild but still got the message across with terrifying results. Anymore all they want to show is sex and shock. Books and these old movies are what really do it for me,” Blanche explained.
“I couldn’t agree more, my dear. Thanks for spending the afternoon with a lonely old woman, you’ve made my day.”
“It was my pleasure, we’ll do it again real soon.”
Jasper picked Blanche up at 6:30, with no Rufus to be seen. The Datsun sat idling at the curb as the bodybuilder approached the doorway and knocked on the screen door, being able to see into the interior of the home. Blanche had been sitting visiting with Caroline, when she heard the knock, and greeted Jasper with a wave, saying goodbye to Caroline, who busied herself about, making sure to get a look at the extremely large fellow picking the librarian up.
“She’s suddenly very popular,” Ms. Carmichael said to the accountant sitting at the dinner table punching some numbers through his calculator. He looked up momentarily, ignored the comment and went back to his work.
“Jasper, how’s it going? Saw your picture in the paper this week. You’re a celebrity of sorts,” Blanche said, moving through the screen door and out onto the porch with her date.
“I don’t know about that Ms. Delaney, the guys at work been giving me a hard time since I won. They’s just jealous,” he said, flexing a bicep, expanding the fabric beyond its limits.
“So where are we off to? I’ve shot my healthy diet for the day so I’m thinking maybe I need a banana split.”
“Whoa, a little thing like you, where you gonna put it?”
“Oh, I’ll manage, just show me the way,” she said, taking his arm as they walked to the waiting miniature truck.
Jasper knew of a great, old-fashioned ice cream joint on the other side of the tracks that was only known to the locals. It wasn’t fancy but the portions were huge, the music loud and ice cream delicious. They drove and talked about their week, Blanche hoping that she’d get a chance to explain to Jasper where she’d like their friendship to stand. For now, she put it off, hoping for an opportunity as the evening wore on. Jasper drove quickly, zipping in and out of traffic, using the clutch and gearshift like a professional racecar driver, causing Blanche to believe that the forthcoming ice cream must really be good.
“What the hell is he doing driving like Mario Andretti up there?” Lester cussed, keeping pace with the yellow Datsun, trying desperately not to lose them. “Damn it, I’ve waited all day for this chance, slow down!” he said, through clenched teeth.
The last thing Lester needed tonight was to draw attention to himself or his van. The black man had to go, but it had to be slick, without witnesses, and Blanche couldn’t get hurt. Lester had spent the few hours prior to Blanche's date shooting pop cans off of fence posts near the river. He wanted to get a feel for the.38, it handled a bit differently than his own 9mm, but after knocking down can after can, with only the occasional miss, he was satisfied that given the chance he’d hit his target.
The small truck finally slowed to a crawl and pulled into a parking lot where a strip mall housed a Laundromat, a health food store, and The Dixie Diner. The couple exited the truck and walked into the diner, the big black guy leading the way, and holding the door for Blanche.
“This is going to work better than I could have ever imagined,” he whispered, looking for a place to park the van.
He looped the neighborhood, knowing exactly what he was looking for, and found it a block away from the diner, in a poorly lit location, with a dozen cars parked on the street. He left the van, being sure to lock it, pulled a dark hoodie over his head and placed the pistol in the right front pocket of the jacket, a string of firecrackers, and a lighter went into the left. A baseball cap was tucked under the hoodie, the brim protruding, shadowing his face. Sunglasses hid his shifting eyes and he walked, looking down at the ground, with both hands holding the concealed items. The walk to the diner took only a minute and he tried to estimate how long it would take to get back to the van after the hammer dropped.
He walked past the outside of the diner, looking in, to gauge the crowd and the location of the couple. A dozen tables were scattered about, with half surrounded by youth, young families and his obsession. The parking lot offered a fairly good vantage point to see into the brightly lit eatery, as he stood behind a cement barrier, which surrounded the fire hydrant on three sides. From his newly found perch he could see the events of the next 5 minutes unfold before him. He ran it through his mind, the entry, the firecrackers, the panic, and finally the shot.
Jasper carried two banana splits across the space from the counter, to the table, where his lovely date was anxiously awaiting her treat. She gave him two thumbs up as he approached and he laughed a deep, growling laugh that made heads turn to see where it was coming from. They sat at a small, round table with metal chairs, padded with red leather seats. A jukebox thumped out a rap tune that Blanche was not familiar with, but the kids in the diner were singing along, and shaking their behinds as they downed their ice cream sundaes. No one paid much attention to the stranger, hiding his face with a hoodie and sunglasses, that walked in the front door, moved through the small crowd, away from the counter, to the bathroom on the opposite side of the diner from the couple with the splits.
A moment later, the same cloaked character stepped from the bathroom, sliding a round, metallic garbage can out of the door with his foot, leaving it sitting in the short hallway against the wall. A wad of paper towel lay across the top of the can making it difficult to see into its contents. He moved quickly across the diner floor, between a couple of tables, and out the front door without making eye contact with anyone. As far as he could tell, no one had really noticed or cared that he had gone in, used the bathroom, and left.
Crouched behind the concrete in the parking lot he waited for the fireworks to begin. He didn’t have to wait long. When the first ‘Black Cat’ exploded, he had the attention of everyone in the diner and then the panic set in as 49 more went off in rapid succession. Bang, bang, bang! The sound echoing in the can, shooting shredded paper into the air. Parents scrambled to protect their children, people dove under chairs, and the huge Jasper pulled Blanche by the hand, half dragging — half carrying her from the diner. Lester knelt along the side of the concrete, hidden from the lighting that flooded the other half of the lot. He brought the.38 Special up in his right hand, supporting his arm with the left, pressing his left elbow into his bent left leg, his right knee ground into the pavement.
Jasper pushed the door open with his back, his hands wrapped around Blanche in an effort to shield her with his massive arms. Once free of the door, he pushed Blanche ahead in the direction of the Datsun, and then looked back into the diner to see if there was anyone else he could assist.
In that instant, the gunman had a stationary target, his back turned to him, the light of the diner illuminating Jasper. “Thank you God. Here you go, hero.”
He pulled the trigger only once, one final bang to complete the evening. The smoke from the barrel wafted into the air, recoil from the revolver brought the gun back a few inches before he rammed it back into his right front pocket. He didn’t need to stick around to see the aftermath; he knew the bullet had reached its target. The large man staggered, and then dropped, a split second after the slug left the barrel. Lester imagined him writhing about, swimming in his own blood, as he walked quickly, but with control back to the waiting van.
A smile crossed his lips, which led to a laugh, the sound of Blanche’s screams filling the stagnant night air.



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


In his office, 'The Wolf' sat behind the expansive oak desk, cowboy boots crossed at the ankles under the seat, his chin rested snugly in his hands, elbows firmly against the desktop for support. A stack of files before him, the top one opened to his scrutinizing view. Four break-ins within the span of a couple of weeks, each with a degree of escalation that was without question, the work of one man. His office had been working around the clock, deputies forgoing their days off, conducting interviews, even going door to door in the rural areas trying to drum up any possible leads. Forensics, led by Ricky Dean, were doing their best with the crime scenes and firing information as they assimilated it back to the Sheriff.
The latest incident troubled Lupo. His witness, although pepper sprayed, was sure she had seen a gun in the assailant’s hand.
“You don’t take a gun to a break-in unless you’re willing to use it”, he thought, reading through the final report one more time.
Arlene stuck her head in the door of his office, “Sheriff, did you even go home last night? You’re going to kill yourself if you don’t start eating and getting some sleep. This office can’t run the way it needs to it you’re in the hospital.”
“You’re sounding more like my wife than my secretary. I caught a few hours on the couch, I’ll be okay,” the stubborn man responded.
“Well, you look a mess, if you ask me, you should at least grab a shower and a clean shirt. Did you see anything on that shooting over at The Dixie Diner? Not our jurisdiction but thought you might want to hear about it.”
“Yeah, I caught that over the scanner, some big black guy shot, no apparent motive and no suspects. I’ve got enough to worry about, I’ll let the police department take care of that one,” the Sheriff grumbled, returning his concentration to the papers before him.
“Any possibility it’s connected to our case?” Arlene asked.
“Not likely. Wrong part of town, probably a drug deal gone wrong or a payback shooting,” he responded, again trying to get his focus back to his own case and dismissing his secretary without saying a word. She turned to walk away, but he called after her, “Hey Arlene, do me a favor and send Deputy Guest in here when she shows up will ya?”
“Sure Sheriff, no problem.”
Officer Guest arrived twenty minutes later, with Otis in tow, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth and his tail curled up over his rear end, swinging happily side-to-side. The big shepherd tugged at the leash when he saw the Sheriff.
“Come here you knucklehead. Come here Otis,” Sheriff Lupo called, taking the big dog between his hands and rubbing his neck and ears. Otis responded by extending his long tongue in an attempt to lick the Sheriff’s face. “You being a good boy, huh, you gonna catch the bad guy?”
“You wanted to see me?” Guest inquired.
“Yeah, a friend of mine that teaches over at the University wanted me to speak to one of her classes, but with this investigation ongoing, I just can’t free up any time. I’d like you to take my spot and address the class on my behalf.”
“Me. Why me? I’m no speaker. What would I say? I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Why don’t you send Breland, he likes to talk.”
“I’ve already made up my mind and you can take Otis with you. You’ll need to be there tomorrow morning and tell Mrs. Wild I said hello. Arlene will give you the particulars and don’t screw up. I don’t care if you talk about this stalker investigation but you know what’s classified and what’s not. Use your head. You’re smart. That’s why you’re going and Breland is not,” the Sheriff instructed his youngest recruit.
“Just use your head,” she said, under her breath, on the way to Arlene’s desk. “Just wonderful. Just absolutely wonderful!”
“What was that Deputy Guest?” Arlene asked.
“Oh, the Sheriff wants me to cover his butt tomorrow over at the University, some speaking assignment. You got the location and time?”
“Sure do,” handing a slip of paper to the young officer. “It’ll be fine. Good looks, a way with people, eager to please,” she said petting Otis on the head. “And of course you’ve got some good qualities too Natalie, so don’t sweat it.”
“You’re too kind, thanks. I guess Otis and I will hit that section out by the river this morning, bunch of little farms and country homes. Thought we’d do some more interviews and see if the folks out that way know anybody with a bike that matches the description Deputy Breland gave us.”
“You be careful out there and report in regularly, okay?”
“I got Otis here, he’ll take care of me,” Natalie said, feeling her K-9 friend rubbing his side along her lower thigh.
Deputy Guest, with Otis, parked their unit just off of Knight Academy Road in the northeast section of the county. A number of side roads led off of this main blacktop that accessed small acreages, farms and country homes. Her intent was to walk as many of these rural subsidiaries as she could fit into the day, interviewing the locals, hoping for a lucky break.
With only a short time under her belt with the Sheriff’s office, she had learned that the work was 95 % blood, sweat and tears and 5 % luck. Today she knew that the same would hold true. Otis’ excitement showed as they started their walk to the first hidden driveway. Natalie knew it was bad form to let him just run, but on these long, hot walks, with only a few homes in a one mile stretch, she let him off the leash so he could explore and work his talented snout.
The young officer clicked the mic on her shoulder and checked in with headquarters, giving her location and intent, confirming that she’d report in at the end of each dirt road. Her companion zigzagged in and out of the burrow pit on either side of the road, his nose locked to the ground.
“Otis come!” she commanded. No response from the dog, but she could see him stopped in the ditch, tail wagging. “Otis come!” she again commanded. Otis pounced forward into the brush and a half dozen grouse lifted into the air, wings flapping wildly as their bodies wobbled through the air, landing in the same ditch a few hundred yards down the road.”
Satisfied with the job he was doing, Otis ran back to Natalie expecting a treat for a job well done, there was none. The two walked down the road, taking in the unexpected calm and beauty that existed in the country community. An old timer on a tractor rumbled toward her through a newly turned-over field, his shirt unbuttoned and removed from his shoulders but still tucked in, allowing it to blow in the breeze, flapping like a flag around his waist. His tanned arms, face and neck were a deep leathery brown, and his chest so white it hurt Guest’s eyes to look at him.
“Mornin' Depidy, what brings ya out ar way?” the old man yelled, exposing his tobacco stained teeth and trying to get himself heard over the sound of the tractor. He removed the bandana tied around his neck and mopped the sweat from his face, then returned the material to his wrinkled neck.
“Just interviewing some folks, trying to get some information about the break-ins we’ve had lately. You know anything about those?” she yelled back, straining her voice to be heard.
“What’s at yer saying? Can’t hear ya sa good,” he again bellered back at her.
Deputy Guest motioned for him to turn off the tractor, twisting her wrist as if turning a key, “Turn if off, will ya?”
“Oh, yup sure, no problem,” and the machine was silenced. “Didn’t catch what ya said dere, ya lookin’ fer break-ins?”
“Sort of. We’re trying to see if anybody has any information that could help us catch this guy that has been doing all the break-ins lately. We think he lives in the country so we’re going door to door doing some interviews. You know anything that might help us.”
He sat back, leaned over the side of the tractor and spat a wad of chew from his mouth, wiping the bit away from his chin with his sleeve that dangled at his side. Otis pulled to check out the stuff that landed on the earth but his master restrained him. As if in deep thought, the old guy looked up, squinting into the late morning sun, rubbed his chin, then spat again.
“I don’t reckon I kin hep ya, we ain’t had no trouble out hea, got good nabas and it’s pretty quiet most da time. Dats a fine animal ya got dere, what’s his name?”
“Oh yup, he’s a good boy alright, name is Otis.”
Instinctively the dog knew they were talking about him and he sat, cocked his head to one side, and let out a whine, before lying at Deputy Guest’s feet, ears up and alert.
“You don’t happen to know anybody round here that rides a motorcycle do ya? You know the type for riding off road, call ‘em dirt bikes?”
“I got mysef one a dem dere four wheelas, most farmers got one of dem fer changing pipes and such, but don’t know anybody got a dirt bike,” he said, spitting again to the ground, a couple of drops blown back by the wind, landed on his white belly, leaving a dark stain.
“Thanks for your time, I’ll let you get back to work. If you think of anything or see someone on an old dirt bike, give us a call.”
“Sho will offica, have yersef a good un.”
The pair proceeded down the rutted dirt road, stopping at each house, asking the same questions and not getting any additional information. At the end of the lane she called in, gave an update to the dispatcher, and headed back to the unit. She did this a couple of more hours until she reached Range Road 232 where she parked the unit and released Otis from his cage at the rear. The K-9 ran to a dip in the road and lapped up a quick drink of water that had collected there. Guest was also starting to feel tired, hungry and thirsty.
“Okay boy, this is the last road before we head back for some chow.”
He ran to her side, knowing exactly what she had said. There only appeared to be a handful of homes down the rural road but it was hard to say, some of the homes were tucked away in concealed locations, with years of tree and foliage growth to hide the structures. The first home they encountered was well maintained with a grass front yard that was trimmed, a circular driveway with a Toyota SUV parked before the entry, and a swing set on the side of the house, with a few bikes leaning up alongside the garage door. She could see farm equipment, a tractor, and various other tools of the trade, stored and well cared for, beyond the backyard in the barn area.
The owners were in their thirties and were happy to talk with the Deputy while the children played with Otis in the yard. They had little to report, the people of the lane had lived there for years and they were friendly with all of them. There was one guy, about their age, that lived on his own, a few houses down, that stayed to himself. His parents passed away a number of years ago and left the farm to him. They knew he’d sold the farm and just kept the house and a few acres, must have made pretty good money on the farm, though, because they didn’t think he worked.
“Have you noticed anything unusual with him the past couple of weeks,” the officer inquired.
“No, everybody here just minds their own business, can’t even remember the last time I talked to him. I’ve seen him come and go a little bit in his van but that’s about it.”
“Do you know if he owns a motorcycle?”
“Can’t say that he does, but I could be wrong. Almost everybody's got a quad though, like those over there,” he said, pointing to some knobby tired, four wheeled vehicles, sitting on a trailer on the side of the lot.
“So I’ve heard,” she replied.
“Could you give me his name so I can follow through on some of this?” she asked.
“Sure, it’s Lester…a, honey, what is his last name? It’s slipped my mind,” he said, speaking to his wife.
“Cummings,” his wife said.
“Yeah, that’s it, Cummings, Lester Cummings. Nice enough guy, just likes to be left alone. I heard him doing a bunch of shooting the other day, over by the river. Think he’s got a range over there. His dad was quite a shot.”
“Thanks, you’ve been helpful, hope you enjoy the rest of your day. Come on Otis, let’s get a move on.”
There was no one home at the next place, but the neighbors had indicated that they were a retired couple that leased out their land and spent a lot of time visiting their extended family. Another quarter of a mile down the road the pair came to a section of the ditch bank that was particularly overgrown, a mailbox stood at the end of the dirt drive, weeds as tall as the support. Well before reaching the drive, Otis jerked free of the leash and charged the mailbox, barking and growling, going crazy with the scent around the site.
“What you got boy?” the handler said, taking the leash and leading him down the drive to the small country home. Otis continued smelling the ground before them, weaving side to side, yipping, and straining the leather strap that Deputy Guest had wrapped around her hand. An older model, silver van, sat at the end of the drive, next to the side of the house. The grass in the front area had turned to seed, and what had survived, was long, and interspersed with dandelions and other weeds. Otis sniffed his way around the van and returned to Natalie at the front door.
Lester had heard the commotion coming up the drive and closed the bookshelf, putting his 9mm in the back waistband of his pants, a light jacket hiding it from view. From the bathroom, he peered through the narrow opening in the curtains, to see the officer approaching the front door. If they had anything on him they would have responded in force, not a lone officer with a canine. He stood, sure she couldn’t tell he was watching her, and waited to see what she would do. The dog was acting more overly excited than Lester would have liked to see, he’d never hurt a dog before and didn’t know if he had the will to do it. The doorbell rang. Lester saw it coming as she raised her hand to the bell, but it still startled him when the buzzer sounded in the hallway outside the bathroom. He ignored it, both the second and third time she rang it as well.
She finally gave up and he could see her moving to the side of the home. He couldn’t let her near the barn but he was sure he’d closed it when he’d stashed the bike after his hell-bent ride. He moved to the back of the house and found a vantage point where he could see what she was up to. The dog led her down the trail, away from the barn, but to the fishing shed and the gun range. When she was out of sight, he pulled the gun from his pants, slid the action back, taking a shell from the magazine and loading it into the chamber, then returned it to the small of his back.
He exited the back door and trotted down the path to the shed.
“Hey, can I help you? What’s up?” he shouted, making them aware of his arrival. “Is there something I can help you with? This is private property back here.”
Deputy Guest saw him approaching and took a firm grip on Otis, with the quick release just under her thumb. “Mr. Cummings?” Otis growled and barked at the stranger.
“Yeah, I’m Lester Cummings, what’s going on?”
“I rang your doorbell a couple of times, what took you?”
“I was in the bathroom, is that a crime? Thought it was the neighbor kids playing a joke or something.”
“Neighbors said you were down here doing some shooting yesterday. Can I ask why?” she asked, watching his eyes carefully.
“I come down here a couple of times a week and shoot a bit, got a 9mm my daddy left me that I enjoy shooting cans with,” he said, pointing at the refuse of perforated cans lying on the ground nearby.
“I see. Well, we’re just doing some interviews trying to get some leads on the recent rash of break-ins near the base and thought we’d see if anybody over this way could help out. We think our man is a farmer, or country raised, and rides a motorcycle,” again, looking at his eyes as she spoke. “You don’t happen to have a bike do you?”
“Wish I did. Been saving up to buy a four-wheeler, almost everybody round here's got one, looks like they’d be fun. But, naw, never had much use for a motorcycle,” he lied.
“Do you mind if I look around a little bit. My dog here is acting a little jumpy and I’d like to see why,” she pressed her luck.
Lester put his hand on his hip and turned, blocking the view of the other hand, in case he had to quickly draw the 9mm and fire. “Go ahead, this is where I do my shooting and fishing, hence the shed. Everything else is up in the barn, although not much there anymore since I sold the farm, just the lawnmower and a few tools.”
“Thanks, appreciate it. Do you know anybody around that does ride a dirt bike? A yellow one?”
“Can’t say that I do, but I’ll keep my eyes open for ya’ll,” he again lied.
“If you don’t mind, I’ll just let Otis do some snooping, and I’d appreciate it if you’d return to your home and I’ll talk to you there in a moment.”
“Oh sure, no problem.” He turned and walked back to the house, sat on the back porch and waited.
A short time later the officer and dog returned up the path and approached Lester.
“Officer, I’ve got an appointment in town and need to be on my way. Is there anything else I can do for you before you have to leave?” The pressure of the gun made him feel powerful and able to dominate the situation.
“I’d like to take a look in the house, and barn as well, if that’s okay with you.”
“Actually, it’s not. I do have to run and I just don’t have time to show you around everywhere, perhaps you could make an appointment and we could do it in the next day or two.”
She knew he was up to something and had been lying from the minute she met him, but was unsure of what to make of his behavior. “So let me get this straight. You are denying me access to your house and barn, is that correct?”
“Don’t you have to have a warrant or something? I mean this is private property and you can’t just go around searching people’s homes without some kind of an affidavit. Isn’t that right?” he said, once again moving his hand to his waistline.
“You are right there, but if you give me verbal permission we can avoid the hassle of a warrant, so if you’ll just consent to that I’ll take a look in the barn.” She took a couple of steps towards the barn.
Lester jumped from his position on the porch and cut her off. Otis lurched at him, growling and barking. Natalie restrained him but did put her hand on her service weapon.
“Whoa, whoa take it easy. I think I’m within my rights to ask you to leave if you don’t have a warrant. I’ve been cooperative and let’s leave it at that. If you want to come back later with a warrant, I’d be happy to let you look in every nook and cranny there is, but not without that warrant. This is my private stuff and you are violating my privacy, so I’m going to ask you to leave one more time.”
“Deputy Guest respond, over,” her portable unit squawked.
She took her hand off the weapon and keyed the mic, “Guest here, over.”
“Natalie, Sheriff Lupo wants you to respond to a call from an old guy that you spoke with earlier in the day. Says he’s got some information you may need, something about some questions you asked him earlier. Could hardly make him out when he called, but there’s a message on your voicemail, can listen to it when you’re back at your unit. You got that?”
“Roger, will see what it is and let you know.”
“Alright, Mr. Cummings, we’ll be leaving for now, but I don’t doubt we’ll be back to take a closer look with a warrant.”
“I’ll anxiously await your return,” he said sarcastically, and watched the two walk down the dirt driveway, taking a left, heading back to the service road, his hand caressing the cold grip of the Beretta.
Lester waited a few minutes before he leisurely walked to the end of his drive, stepped out beyond the mailbox to get a better look down the range road, and confirmed that the curious deputy was gone. Her random visit sent a jolt of reality through the thief, his mind active as he ran to the barn. Evidence? What evidence did he have that she may have seen? He was careful the other day to fill his pockets with the spent brass from the.38, should have only been 9mm at the range. He knew he had the paperwork on the Beretta, so there was nothing they could do with those shell casings. He wondered if she’d taken the time to call in the plate on his van, again legally owned, but he didn’t know if it had been reported as a suspicious vehicle. There was one thing he did know, however, the motorcycle had to go. He had plenty of cash to replace it with a newer, bigger one, but there was a degree of sentimentality to the old bike that almost brought him to tears as he wheeled it out from the barn, pushed it up a plank, and into the back of the van.
Tomorrow morning would not come soon enough. It was time to get somebody else in the crosshairs and wrap up this little adventure, and then take the money and run.



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


The parlor, now quiet following a rousing bit of discussion about the recent crime wave, still, except for Felix, who especially enjoyed the discussion, knew who and what he did. A large portrait above the ornate fireplace caught his attention as he thumbed through his Day-Timer looking for Ms. Beverly Davis’ phone number. Being Sunday, he had hoped to spend some quality time with the librarian, before having to put in his obligatory visit to the realtor. He found the slim and stacked, more appealing than the round and short, but a true soldier; he would do his duty and earn his pay, then rub it in the face of that weasel, Iggy.
He dialed the number from the phone in the parlor; it rang only once before she picked up. The over-the-top approach usually worked well with single women, especially of the widowed variety, and he started there, explaining that he was an entrepreneur representing a small land developer that had heard through the real estate grapevine, that she had a property that they’d like to look at. He could tell through the line that she was more than excited about the prospects of showing the land in question. Ms. Davis explained that the parcel had all but been sold a few days ago, the seller was motivated and the price was right. She hadn’t told him anything he didn’t already know. The business woman took his name, Felix Unger, which drew a silent snicker, as it always did from the over 50 crowd, and some particulars about the client, what they were looking for, what they wanted to develop and on and on. Felix tried to stay engaged and interested, but work was work, even for a wise guy.
They made an appointment for later that afternoon, she normally didn’t work or do showings on Sunday, but for the charming Felix, she was willing to make an exception. He would swing by and meet her at the office and they could drive together to the lot south of Moody Air Force Base. He wrote the time into his Day-Timer. Jeremy had stressed how important keeping accurate notes would be when the shit hit the fan. With the work of the morning done, he stretched out on the couch, crossed his legs at the ankles, his arms over his chest, and was asleep before the thought of prostituting himself for a few million dollars floated out of his mind.

Across town Otis was lying on his back, his tail still going, as Angelo rubbed the dog’s belly with his cowboy boot. Deputy Guest had just finished filling her boss in on her encounter with Lester Cummings, anticipating that they would call in the posse, mount up, and ride out to arrest the varmint. The Sheriff was interested, but had seen too many investigations to know that the first subject, regardless of how perfectly they fit the profile, was often the wrong guy. He wanted to proceed with caution and not scare the suspect off. Lester Cummings could very well be just a recluse who valued his privacy. She emphasized the vehicle, a van perfect for a burglar, a shooting range with lots of spent ammo, and a barn for hiding items like a motorcycle.
“But Sheriff, you should have seen the look in his eyes when I made a move toward the barn. I thought Otis there was gonna take his leg off. It was a good thing I had a tight hold on him,” the deputy explained, trying to recreate the look Lester had given her.
Lupo had a hard time not laughing at the antics of the junior officer, but kept it to a smile only. “Okay, bottom line is this, is there enough evidence that we could get the judge to issue a search warrant? Are there any witnesses that put him, or his vehicle, at the scene of any of the crimes? As far as we know, is he in possession of any stolen property? Does he have a motorcycle registered in his name or at that address? Is this Lester a perp with a prior record?
To each of the questions, Natalie sadly had to answer, “no”, or at best, “I don’t know.”
“It sounds to me like you’ve got a bunch of work to do then. Find out the answers to all of those questions and we can go from there, but hitting up the judge now for a warrant, will be a waste of time for us, and an embarrassment for the department.”
“Yes sir, I get your point, I just thought… you know…I had this feeling that he was our guy. You’ve had it before, right in the pit of your stomach, that you just know,” she expressed with all the energy of her soul.
“Don’t get me wrong deputy. I think you’ve done some damn fine work this morning, may break this whole investigation wide open, but there’s some homework that needs to be done before we can go any further. Got that?” he said, pulling at Otis’ collar and lifting his head to his lap so he could give him some attention.
“Yeah, I better do some checking and I’ll keep you posted. Guess I’ll start with a background check on him and his vehicle.” She whistled and Otis begrudgingly left the Sheriff and joined her at the door. “Come on boy, we’ve got some work to do.”
Angelo called after her, “Natalie, don’t get discouraged. Your instincts are good always listen to them. It could save your life someday.”
“Thanks Sheriff, I will.”
The balance of the young deputy’s Sunday was spent submitting data to the computer system, filling out activity reports of the morning, and trying to put some notes together for the unwanted, and unsolicited, presentation before Mrs. Wild’s class tomorrow. She tried to be detailed but succinct, nothing she hated more than filling out forms and sitting in front of the computer. She’d joined the Sheriff’s Office to be on the line, out with the public doing ‘real’ police work, at least she had Otis and did get out much more than the other officers. The voice message she’d received while speaking with Mr. Cummings was all but incoherent. She knew it was the old farmer she’d seen on the tractor earlier in the day but the message did not come through. She had tried a number of times to phone him back but was unsuccessful. Tomorrow after her presentation, she’d run out that way and see if she could track him down. She hoped by then maybe they’d have a better idea who Lester really was and if he was a viable suspect.

The day of rest for Blanche Delaney had been anything but that; the frantic ride to the hospital following the shooting had been harrowing. She now sat in the General Hospital’s waiting room, there had been no word on Jasper’s condition since they arrived. He was taken immediately to surgery and that’s the last she saw of him or the doctors. Police at the scene had already questioned her, but she knew another round would be coming her way, when she saw a runty sized officer walk through the doors, as if he were looking for something. He looked to be about sixteen but she knew that could not be the case, fair complexion, narrow eyes and face with a poor excuse of a mustache under his nose. His uniform fit well and looked like it had been pressed more than once to give it almost sheen at the creases. Blanche watched him, trying not to make eye contact, but she knew she’d been made when he walked through the sea of people and came to stand directly in front of her.
“Ms. Delaney?” he said.
“Yes, I’ve already given a statement and answered a number of questions,” she said, with a pre-emptive strike against the inquisitor.
“I understand that, but we wanted to clarify a few things for our report before we can have you sign off on your statement. Would you mind coming with me? There’s an administrative office where we can have a few minutes of privacy,” the young officer said, pointing the way.
Blanche stood, moved past the officer in the direction he had indicated and asked, “How did you know it was me you were looking for? There are a lot of people in this waiting room.”
“Oh, the officer that you gave the statement to last night described you to me and said you had big…uh, big blue eyes. Knew it was you right away.”
“My, you must have remarkable vision to have spotted my eye color from clear across the room. No wonder you're a police officer,” she said, giving him a knowing grin.
They stepped through the door of the administrative conference room just behind the admittance desk and the officer closed the door behind them. The room itself was cold and uninviting; the long, rectangular table that took up most of the space had nothing on it but fingerprints from a previous meeting. The walls were bare, save for a picture of the hospital taken from an aerial view, and an abstract painting occupying most of one wall at the head of the table. Blanche looked at it trying to identify what it was, and what it had to do with health care, nothing came to her mind.
They sat in the two chairs closest to the door, the cherub of an officer laid the clipboard on the table between them and asked some questions, some new, some old.
“It’s our understanding that you weren’t able to get a good look at the assailant, is that correct?”
“Yes, I told the other officer, that was so interested in my eyes, that I noted a man with a hoodie go into the bathroom but that was about it. I don’t even remember seeing him come out or leave the diner.”
“That’s fine; a few of the other customers were able to give us a bit more than that. Could you tell what nationality or race he was?”
“I want to say Caucasian but I could be wrong. Pretty sure he wasn’t black, but from the angle I saw him the hoodie blocked most of his face, and he had the ball cap and the shades, so I just can’t be certain. It’s been a very long night.”
“I understand, we appreciate your willingness to talk with us again. When the firecrackers starting going off do you remember seeing this guy again? Even as you exited the diner do you remember him being in the parking lot?” he said, trying to remain professional.
“No, all I remember was Jasper practically carrying me out of the place, then him pushing me toward the truck. I turned just as the last bang sounded. I thought it was another blast coming from inside the diner, but thinking back, it was much louder than the others. I mean, it just wasn’t registering to me, the noise, the shouts, and all the confusion, everybody thought we were under attack and were being shot at.”
“Yes, it must have been very traumatic for you and the others. When did you first notice that Jasper was down?”
“I ran to the truck and looked back to see why he wasn’t with me and it seemed like it was almost in slow motion. I heard the final loud clap and I saw Jasper get knocked forward, and then went down on his knees, then onto his chest. I wasn’t sure what had happened to him, just didn’t seem real, you know. I’ve never seen anything like it, these things don’t just happen to normal people.”
“Our point exactly, Ms. Delaney. Now, I hope that you’re not offended, but I need to address a line of questioning that may make you uncomfortable,” he said, not willing to make eye contact with the librarian.
“What do you mean, ‘uncomfortable’?” she asked.
“How long have you known Mr. Jackson?” the patrolman asked.
“Who? Oh, you mean Jasper. I’d say about a month. Met him just after I moved here from Arizona.”
“I see, and what is the nature of your relationship? Were you intimate?” he asked, lifting his eyes to meet hers.
“And what do you mean by, ‘I see’? We were not sleeping together, if that’s what you’re after. He’s a nice guy that has helped me out of a couple of jams and we are friends. Are people not allowed to just be friends anymore?” she said, with indignation rising in her voice.
“No. I mean yes. Certainly it’s okay to just be friends, believe me I don’t enjoy asking these questions, any more than you do answering them. It’s just my job.”
“Okay, well let’s get through them then,” she said, backing off a bit.
“Thank you. So are you aware of Mr. Jackson’s arrest record, and last night did you see him engage in any drug related sales or purchases?”
“Okay, hold it right there! Where is this going? Did you not catch that we were at a family diner having banana splits? We weren’t on the corner of drug central trying to score a kilo.”
“Believe me, I know, but could you just answer the question,” he said, apologetically.
“Fine, no and no.”
“What do you mean, no and no?”
“No, I am not aware of his past. And no, I did not see him engage in any drug deals,” she said, as matter of fact.
The young man couldn’t help himself, and felt bad that she was feeling so defensive, so he said more than he should have. “Listen, I probably shouldn’t say anything to you but I think you deserve to know a few things.”
“Thank you!”
“Jasper Jackson has several arrests for both possession and intent to distribute marijuana. Nothing recent mind you, but back about 4 years ago he had several scrapes with the law, so when something like this happens, we have to rule out that it was not drug related. Unfortunately, they usually are.”
“Oh, my heavens, that had not even occurred to me. Jasper is such a nice guy. I suspected he smoked some weed but didn’t know he was selling or anything.”
“Now don’t get me wrong, he’s never been busted actually selling, he just had enough in his possession that it looked like he was going to distribute. Charges never stuck and he pleaded down to a lesser charge. Has only ever spent a couple of days in jail with no felony charges.”
“Well, that does make me feel a little bit better, but do you think this had something to do with drugs?”
“Most likely; looks like Jasper was singled out by the shooter,” the cop said. “One final question, then you’ll be free to go. I’m sure you're anxious to see your friend.”
“Yes, I am, let’s get this done with,” she agreed.
The officer laid the pen he’d been using on the clipboard and sat back looking at Blanche. “Miss Delaney, are you currently seeing anybody, romantically that is?”
The way the question was posed had Blanche a little confused, “Who’s asking? You or the police department?”
“The police department, of course,” he said, clearing his voice and dropping it an octave in the process.
“Oh, okay. Well yes. It’s not serious but I have just recently, mind you, started to see a college student that I work with. His name is Seymour Wood.”
“Thank you,” he said, reaching for the pen and writing Seymour’s name on the pad. “Is there any possibility that he, either directly or indirectly, could have been involved with last night’s shooting?”
“You think Seymour was involved?” the flabbergasted Blanche asked.
“Remember, we’re just trying to get to the bottom of who hurt your friend. We have to explore every possible avenue.”
“I suppose.”
“Can you answer the question, and can you positively rule out that the man you saw walk through the diner, and into the bathroom, was not this Seymour Wood?” The young police officer stressed his question by leaning closer to Blanche, pen in hand.
She thought for a long moment before she replied, “No, I don’t think there is any way on this earth that Seymour was involved, and I almost hate to answer the second part of your question,” she hesitated. “And no, I can’t 100 % be sure that it was not him in the diner. If you’ll recall, I said I didn’t get a very good look at him, but I know Seymour wouldn’t do anything like that. I swear!”
“That will be all. Thanks for your cooperation, we’ll contact you if we need anything further,” he finished.
They concluded the interview by Blanche providing her current address, contact numbers, place of employment and a few other odds and ends, but then she was free to go after signing the notes that the officer had taken. When she returned to the waiting area she could see Rufus, aimlessly walking around, asking people where Jasper was. Most treated him like a worthless homeless person that was looking for a handout. Blanche quickly went to him and put her arm around his shoulders.
“Where’s ma bo, where’s Jaspa? Cops jus cum n’ pic me up, jus say Jasper’s been shot,” Rufus said, eyes red from the tears and filled with confusion.
“He’s either still in surgery or in recovery by now. Let’s talk to a nurse and see what we can find out,” she sympathetically reacted to the older man’s needs.
They found their way to the nurse’s station and asked about Jasper. The first nurse would not release any information but a young lady standing nearby and hearing what they were after, pulled Blanche aside and whispered to her, “Mr. Jackson is in the recovery room and in a couple of hours will be brought to room 322. Watch for him then, he’ll be able to have family visitors.”
“Thank you so much, you’ve been very helpful,” Blanche said, squeezing the young ladies arm in appreciation.
The old man and beauty spent the next couple of hours chatting in the cafeteria, talking and sometimes laughing. It helped to pass the time and ease the worry. Rufus was certainly a storyteller and Blanche enjoyed the time together. He was a good-hearted old soul and she appreciated the kindness he had extended to her, and she was happy to reciprocate in his hour of need.
At the appointed hour they took the elevator to the third floor and followed the signs until they came to room 322. They could hear Jasper’s deep voice and a young lady giggling inside. The two stepped inside to see Jasper lying on his side, sheets pulled up to his waist, and a hospital gown covering his upper body. He was groggy but awake and had been having some fun with the candy striper, trying to convince her that he needed some assistance taking a leak, and could she hold it for him. Blanche suspected it wasn’t the first time she’d been given that offer.
“There you two are,” he said, as they entered the room. “Was wondering if you had deserted me.”
“Jaspa, me boy, how ya doin’? Ya hurt bad?” his father asked, going to his side and holding his large head against his chest.
“No pops, mutha shot me in my thickest muscle, right in my gluteus maximus. Docs said didn’t hit anythin' but USDA 100 % ass, no bone or vessels. Said surgery was a breeze, just had to remove the slug. I’m feelin' pertty lucky.”
Blanche joined Rufus bedside, leaned over and kissed Jasper on the forehead, “I’m so glad to see that you’ll be okay, we were so worried about you. All that blood, and you were in so much pain, it was pretty scary.”
“How long they be keepin’ ya here, son?” Rufus asked.
Jasper motioned, pointing to the tubes and bottles that were running liquids into his veins, “They said they have ta watch fer infections fer a couple of days, but if I don’t run a fever I can go home if I’m up to it. Just feelin’ really tired and the painkiller is starting to wear off a little bit. Feels like somebody took a bite out of my butt. Hope the scar won’t affect my posing, been told my ass is my second best muscle,” he said, winking at Blanche, causing her to blush.
“Well Jasper, I can see that you need some rest, as do I. I think I’ll be able to go home and get some sleep, now that I know you’re going to be okay. I’ll stop by in a day or two and check on you.”
“I’d like that. Bring a book from the library and read to me,” he said, half joking but quite serious.
“Okay, bye you two.” She departed, but not without kissing each on the cheek before finding her way to the front of the hospital, and into the backseat of a cab for the ride home.
* * *
Beverly Davis sat in the waiting area of her realty office waiting for her newest client to show up. The prospect of showing the large parcel had energized the depressed realtor and given her hope that perhaps she’d still close on some kind of deal soon. The bottom had certainly dropped out of the market the past week and nothing was moving. People had been cancelling opportunities to explore what was available, but the number of new listings was up dramatically, and people willing to take a fairly large hit on the price, if it could just be sold quickly. These were more the units and homes near the base. Beverly had a hard time understanding the whole stalker phenomena. She had a loaded 32 caliber semi-automatic pistol that she kept with her at all times, had a permit to carry it as a concealed weapon and felt pretty comfortable loading and firing it. At close range she was deadly, killing multiple silhouette targets on more than one occasion from twenty to thirty feet. Helped her sleep at night knowing it was by her side.
A large black sedan pulled up out front and a good-looking guy with dark hair and stylish sunglasses got out. He was tall, tanned, and wearing a nice silk shirt and slacks.
“Oh baby, come to Mama,” she said, licking her lips and checking her hair in a pocket mirror she kept in her purse.
She greeted him just outside the office and introduced herself, not hiding the fact that she found him very attractive. The attention was not lost on Felix. He produced an authentic business card and presented it to the woman, and she reciprocated with one of her own. He noted, when she opened her purse to retrieve the card, that she was packing. Felix hadn’t been sure if she carried the 32 with her all the time but was glad to see that she did. The mobster breathed a sigh of relief, knowing he wouldn’t have to search her home for the weapon. Iggy had previously found a gun registered in her name, and the carry license, so they knew she had it, but were unsure how she treated it. The ride through the streets of Valdosta and into the country was pleasant enough. He found himself actually enjoying her company. She was funny, knew how to turn a phrase and in her day was probably quite pretty. He even envisioned himself being attracted to her if she dropped forty pounds. Felix did not hold back when it came to the flattery and moves, he put on the unsuspecting widow, working even more quickly than he normally did to worm his way into her bed.
Beverly could not believe her good fortune. This guy was for real. The development firm he was representing was a limited corporation that had a listing on the Internet, she’d never heard of them before, but she didn’t pretend to know everybody working the market. She had phoned a couple of numbers that afternoon, before they met, to confirm that she wasn’t being conned, and was pleased to finally reach the CEO. He confirmed that Mr. Unger, was indeed, hired by them on a temporary basis to look into this specific property. She enjoyed the drive and was taken by the easy charm of her client. He seemed interested in her as well, been a long time since she’d felt a man alongside her in her bed, maybe she’d get lucky.
“Mr. Unger, do you like what you see?” she said, pointing to the flat stretch of land that lay before them.
“Indeed I do,” he said, ignoring the land and eyeing Bev up and down.
“Felix, you’re making me blush like a schoolgirl,” she said, in an exaggerated Southern accent.
“I’ll tell you what Bev, I think I can talk my guys into having a good HARD look at you…’re property here. I need some time to do a proper analysis, and could you get those statistics to me that we talked about on the drive out here. Once I get all that in hand, I’ll put together a package for the corp., and then I know we’ll have to get together for some more questions. How’s that sound?” he said, making sure to invade her personal space every chance he got.
“I think that sounds great. When do you think I’ll hear from you?” she asked.
“About the property or ….what?” he coyly asked, testing the waters.
“You are a naughty one, aren't you,” she said, tapping him on the shoulder.
“That’s why I’m in the business I’m in Bev, I have an eye for a good thing, and I go after it till I’ve got it. That’s why they pay me the big money.”
“I have no doubts about that, Mr. Unger,” she replied, wishing that he’d just take her right then and there on the hood of her car.
“Okay, well let’s see where tomorrow finds us and I’ll be in touch.”
The drive back was just as much fun as the drive there. The two talked and served sexually suggestive lines back and forth like a couple of tennis pros for the twenty-minute drive back to her office.
“Bev, let me ask you a rather direct question,” he said, leaning in close to her over the console of the BMW.
“Shoot.”
Her phrasing could not have been more appropriate. “Do you ever do business out of your home, or just here at the office?”
Boy, he was a fast mover. “Well, I’ll tell you Felix, it’s been awhile since I’ve conducted any ‘business’ at home but would certainly entertain your offer at my place if and when, you have all the hard data together.” She flicked her fingers in the air like quotation marks when she said the word business.
Even a boy scout would have gotten her message. Felix knew he was good to go whenever Iggy could make it happen.
“That sounds more than promising Bev, I’m sure I’ll be speaking with you real soon. You’ve got my number if you need to reach me and I’ve already got yours programmed into my cell. Pleasure was all mine this afternoon, good day.” He exited the car and tipped his head down for one last wave and goodbye.
Damn, it was just too easy.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


Lester rolled out of bed early, fixed himself some pancakes and eggs, while thinking about the day ahead of him. Monday mornings were no different for him than any other day of the week, but for most, it meant the beginning of a long workweek and the grind of day-to-day living. He suspected it might prove to be a bad day for some, a very bad day indeed. He sat before his television set and watched the morning news while he ate his breakfast. His thoughts wandered back to yesterday and his encounter with the officer and her mutt. After this morning he hoped to no longer be a blip on their radar. The newscaster talked of a few national items before she turned her attention to the unfortunate shooting at The Dixie Diner. The police had not released any information, other than a brief statement, indicating the shooting was most likely drug related, and the department had assigned a couple of senior detectives to the case.
“Maybe I’ll be able to give them a hand,” he mused to himself.
He looked outside to see what the weather had in store, overcast and a thick layer of misty fog hung low to the ground. The weather would certainly create problems for him if it didn’t clear up before he started shooting pictures. The camera, with large lens, still went into the backpack, as well as two old, textbooks and lastly, the stolen.38 caliber pistol that he’d used to shoot Jasper, the spent shell casing still held within the cylinder of the gun.
The perpetrator tried to remember what students were wearing on campus these days. He settled on a logo emblazoned t-shirt, blue jeans, with an appropriate number of holes in them, sandals, and a windbreaker, in case some rain blew in off the ocean. Lester stood in front of the mirror, assuring himself that he looked the part, pulled a ball cap from his bedpost to complete the ensemble, and left his home for Valdosta University.
“First things first,” he thought, after arriving at the campus.
The university was already quite busy with students hurriedly moving from one building to the next. By the time he’d arrived, the fog had all but lifted, burning off with the arrival of the sun. He removed his light jacket and stuffed it into the backpack, trying to blend in as much as possible. Over the years, he had spent some time on the old campus, great place to look at girls, but times had certainly changed, most young women wore sheer blouses or tight T’s, and in some cases a swimsuit top instead of a shirt.
“I think I’m going to enjoy today,” he said to himself, as he studied the layout of the central grassy area outside the library.
Some students, near the library, were congregating on blankets spread out on the dew-covered grass, eating donuts and drinking coffee. Lester located a pay phone just outside the library doors, looked at his watch and the number he had written across the palm of his left hand. He dialed.
A familiar voice answered the phone at the other end. “Good morning, Valdosta Public Library, how can I help you?” Blanche said.
“Hi, yeah, I was in there last week and a really nice guy helped me find a couple of books, and he said to call if I thought of anything else I needed. Anyway, I was wondering if I could speak to him.”
“Do you remember his name? We have a number of students that help us out.”
“No I don’t, but it was in the evening and he’s about six feet tall, kind of thin, brown hair,” he described him, trying not to be too specific.
“Okay, that would be Seymour.”
“Right, right, ah Seymour ah……,” he waited for her to fill in the blank.
“Wood, Seymour Wood. He’s not working this morning, only works a couple of nights a week. Can I take a message for him?” she said, trying to be helpful.
“No, I’ll just drop by the library later and talk to him. When does he work next?”
“I don’t think he works again until tomorrow night, but I’d be happy to help you if you wanted to come in today, I’ll be here until 6:00 p.m. and my name is Miss Delaney.”
“Thanks for the offer, you wouldn’t happen to have a phone number for Seymour would you?” he pressed for that last bit of information he needed.
“I’m sorry, I don’t have his permission to provide those specifics over the phone, but like I said he’ll be here tomorrow night.”
“Okay, well thanks anyway. Have a good day, bye.”
Lester pulled the phone book from underneath the payphone and looked through it until he came to the W’s, 132 listings for Wood. That would take all morning and he didn’t have enough change to make that many calls. He thought a moment before picking up his bag and heading to the administration building.
The line to the reception desk was short. As he waited, he could see a half dozen women tapping away on keyboards situated behind the main reception desk, each with a name placard displayed prominently on their desk. A large clock hung on the wall over a bank of windows that were open, allowing a slight breeze to drift through the office. The woodwork and building itself were turn of the century but the remainder of the office was state of the art, with computers, servers, and monitors galore.
He finally made his way to the front of the line where a young woman, most likely a college student, greeted him. “Good mornin’, what can I do for you'?” she said, with a delicate Southern drawl.
“I’m looking for a friend of mine, we were supposed to meet by the library this morning, but I’ve missed him. I was wondering if you could tell me what class he might be in right now,” he said persuasively, leaving his hat and sunglasses on.
“The name please?”
“Oh, right, Seymour Wood.”
“Thanks.” She went through a number of keystrokes, waited only momentarily before looking at her watch, then back to the screen. “Okay, let’s see here, looks to me like Mr. Wood should just about be finishing up his racquetball class over at the gym. If you hurry you might be able to catch him there.”
“Thanks so much. How would I get there from here?” he asked.
She handed him a map and used a well-manicured nail to trace out the path to the gymnasium.
Lester sprinted across the campus, dodging coed’s as he went. He couldn’t miss his opportunity this morning; the last thing he wanted was for that deputy to show up with a warrant. He had to make it happen this morning, without fail. The gym was a large, prominent structure in the northern part of the campus. It took him almost five minutes to get there, moving as quickly as he dared, without sending up too many alarms. He was glad to see that he was not the only one running, looked like being late was not uncommon.
Once at the gym he looked around but with no obvious signage he finally asked a student where the racquetball courts were. He had little trouble finding them once he was pointed in the right direction. The time on his watch showed just before 10:00 a.m., he knew his chances were slipping away with every tick of the clock. The courts were laid out, side-by-side, with glass enclosures and seating at the end for spectators. He could hear footsteps and the squeaking of gym shoes on wooden floors, racquetballs being slammed against walls, and the occasional grunt from tired participants. Lester walked along the back of each unit, peering inside to see if he could recognize Seymour, he appeared to be gone. As he contemplated his next option a glass door opened and two young women stepped out from the closest racquetball court.
“Hey, you don’t happen to know a Seymour Wood do you? He’s a friend of mine, thought I might catch up with him here.” He was sure he was playing the role successfully.
“For sure, he just finished up, probably in the locker room over there.” The plain one pointed.
Lester moved quickly to the locker area and scanned the rows of grey lockers, looking for his target. On the fourth aisle in, he finally saw him standing, talking with another student, his racquet dangling from his wrist, t-shirt pulled off, and draped over his shoulder. Sweat glistened from his upper body. Lester watched the young man take the shirt from his shoulder and wipe the sweat from his face. The assailant sat his backpack on a bench that extended along the front of each bank of lockers. A central walkway provided a gap of five feet, in between the lockers themselves, each extending from the floor to about the top of Seymour’s head. Other students moved between the lockers and showers before getting dressed.
Wanting to observe Seymour more closely he walked down the row of lockers until he stood directly behind the chatting friends. He opened a locker without a paddle lock and slid the backpack inside, took off his shoes, and laid them on the floor in front of the locker. He could hear the two behind him winding up their conversation and exchanging goodbyes, it had to be now. Lester reached for the outside of the backpack, looked down the row of lockers, in both directions, before he unzipped a pocket and reached inside, felt what he needed, pulled it from the pack and slowly turned around.
Seymour stood before him, only a few feet separating the two. Lester took the pencil and paper in his hands and waited while he looked over Seymour’s shoulder, noting the locker number, and writing it down. Again he checked to see that he was not being watched. Seymour reached for the lock that secured the locker, quickly dropped it, letting it clang against the metal locker door before wiping the sweat from his eyes again, with the stained shirt. He took the paddle lock in hand and spun the dial, right 16, left 9, right 27, the mechanism released the small bolt and access was granted. Lester immediately turned around, repeating the three numbers in his head, sat on the bench looking into his own locker, and wrote the combination down before slipping the paper into his pants pocket. Normally he would not have needed the written copy as a back up, but today there could be no mistakes. He desperately wanted to look over his shoulder to see what Wood’s was up to, but he dared not, instead he tried to make himself look busy by pulling the books from his backpack, and thumbing through one of them. Once Seymour was off to the showers, he stuffed the items back into the bag, put his shoes back on, and walked from the locker area, but he didn’t go far.
A couple of benches were conveniently located just outside the main doors of the gym, offering a perfect place for Lester to wait for Seymour to exit the building. Fifteen minutes passed before the lanky student emerged, books in hand, backpack over a shoulder, and in a hurry to get to his next class. Lester watched him move across the campus until he was sure he would not be coming back.
Now standing in front of locker number 1137, his bag on the floor next to him after removing and putting on his gloves, he spun the dial on the lock, 16-9-27, it opened. The cautious plotter again looked for any sign of trouble before opening the locker and checking out the contents. A white towel hung from one of three metal hooks on the sidewall. From the other two, hung his jockstrap, shorts and smelly t-shirt. Seymour’s wet socks lay in the bottom of the locker on top of a pair of Nike sport shoes. Toward the top, a small shelf separated the locker into two compartments, the top being quite small, but room enough for personal items and toiletries. A clean t-shirt, socks, and trunks were situated behind the deodorant on the shelf.
Lester reached into a secure pocket on the inside of his bag and felt for the.38 he’d put there earlier. The feel of the cold steel sent a thrill through him as he considered the results of his next move. Again, he looked side-to-side, content that no one was around; he removed the revolver from its hiding place and held it inside the locker. He wrapped the towel that hung there around the gun, being sure to wipe every surface, before he moved the gun to the top shelf, and carefully slid it under the clothing that was there. Confident that he had not overlooked anything, he closed the locker, replaced the lock, spun the dial to secure it, and left the building.
He chuckled to himself the entire distance walking back to the library. This was going better than he could have ever imagined. He did not believe in luck, but he could see his destiny with Blanche laid out before him. Lester returned to the same pay phone he had used earlier to speak to the librarian.
“9-1-1, what is the nature of your emergency?”
“I’m a student at the University, and I think I just saw another student with a gun.”
“Who am I speaking with and are you sure it was a gun, sir?”
“Yeah, I’m sure it was a gun, but I’d rather not use my name.”
“Okay, but do you know the name of the student you saw, and can you describe the gun?”
“I thought I heard somebody call him Seymour, but I could be wrong. I don’t know much about guns, but it was a handgun, not the kind with a clip, I think they call it a revolver, was silver with a brown handle.”
“Sir, if you could just…..” the operator noted the line going dead as the caller hung up. The dispatch system correctly identified the call coming from the campus of Valdosta University.
Mrs. Wild’s class was anxious to hear from the tiny deputy that sat at the front of the lecture hall, her companion, Otis, at her feet. The shepherd eyed each student as they went from the door to their seat, occasionally wagging his tail. Natalie sat quietly waiting for the instructor to arrive, not saying anything, but nervously waiting for the task to be completed. She'd gotten little sleep the night before, Lester Cummings occupying most of her waking thoughts. As soon as she completed her morning assignment the duo would be tracking down the old farmer and taking a detailed statement.
A few minutes before class started at 10:30 a.m., a winded Seymour Wood walked through the door and stopped when he saw the officer and Otis. For a second, he thought he was in the wrong room, until he looked into the seats and saw familiar faces. As he walked passed Deputy Guest, he knelt down on one knee and allowed Otis to smell his hand, before scratching the shepherd with Natalie's permission.
"What's his name?" he asked.
"Otis, but he'll answer to Dopey too," she said, smiling at the handsome student that looked about her age.
"Looks like you'll be speaking to us today. Ya nervous?" Seymour said, smiling back at the attractive deputy.
"No more than I am when responding to a 'shots fired' call," Natalie joked, enjoying the opportunity to take her mind off the lecture.
"I'll bet, I'm sure you'll do fine. Bye the way, I'm Seymour and you are… Deputy Guest," he said, looking for the nametag pinned to her uniform.
"Yeah, Natalie to my family, nice to meet you Seymour. Take it easy on me down here today, will ya?"
"I'll see what I can do," he said, giving Otis one last pat before finding a seat among his peers.
Pink showed up a few minutes later, introduced herself to Deputy Guest, and accepted the apology on behalf of the Sheriff, understanding that he was a busy man. She brought the class to order and made some announcements in regards to final exams and marks, before introducing the speaker and her canine companion.
Natalie took center stage before the young crowd and began by explaining why she wanted to join the Sheriff's Department, the criteria and prerequisites that were necessary, and what her experience had been since joining the force. A nervous tremor altered her speech pattern, but improved as she caught her rhythm. Mrs. Wild was impressed with the young officer and opened the floor for questions once Natalie completed her prepared remarks. Otis continued to be unimpressed, however, patiently waiting at the feet of Mrs. Wild while his handler answered questions from the students.
Seymour raised his hand, and spoke, when Natalie acknowledged him. "Can you tell us where the investigation stands with The Stalker and the recent crime wave?"
"I can't give you a lot of specifics but I can say that we are making headway. A profile is emerging of our perp, and I've been authorized to release the following details to you, in an effort to enlist your help in getting the word out. We believe our man is Caucasian, approximately six feet tall, is right handed and has access to a dirt bike styled motorcycle. He's most likely either living on, or raised on a farm, and is getting more bold and taking greater risks with each new crime."
"There was some talk that it's somehow linked to the Manson Family, is that true?" a girl in the first row asked.
"Some of the evidence has pointed to that, as you've read in the papers, but we don't think there is a direct link with the actual followers of Charles Manson," the deputy clarified for the young lady.
"What would you say to single women about protecting yourself against such a threat?" the same young woman asked.
"That's a perfect question for me to conclude with today and I'll turn the time back to your teacher, I understand she teaches a self-defense course and could give more details than I could about protecting yourself. I will say that buying a gun is probably not the best alternative; too many people accidentally shoot themselves, or a loved one. If you are going to own a firearm, take the necessary instruction to be able to use it wisely. Thanks for letting Otis, and I, speak with you today."
Lester sat in the middle of the grassy area outside the library, with his camera mounted on a miniature, portable monopod, allowing him maximum flexibility and stability for using the large telephoto lens. It had been less than five minutes since he called 911 when the first Valdosta Police squad car arrived. The patrol car rolled up with lights, but no siren, and parked near the administration office. Lester began shooting pictures; he wanted to document this day to enjoy for days and years to come. Suddenly there was a buzz of activity, just under the surface, that could have easily been overlooked, but the amateur photographer knew what he was looking for. Campus Security started popping up all around the area, each armed with a nightstick and Glock 9mm at his or her hip. Two more city police cruisers rolled into the parking lot from where Lester could see them, he suspected there were others at various points around the campus, out of his view.
Before long, the first two officers that entered the administrative wing were now leaving the building, along with a couple campus security personnel. The four men split into groups of two and walked in opposite directions, each headed for a different building. The instigator could hardly contain himself, this was better than any live sporting event he had ever attended. The first pair headed the same direction that he had last seen Seymour moving. He spun and positioned himself to be prepared when they emerged with their catch.
Mrs. Wild was just taking back the lead in her room, when a Valdosta City Police Officer, stuck his head in the door and asked to speak with her. Noting the deputy in the room, he waved for her to join them as well, just outside the classroom doors. The officer was obviously running on adrenalin, he spoke in quick, short sentences; his cheeks were flush and he was sweating slightly. The accompanying security officer looked scared 'shitless', pale as a sheet, and hardly able to put together a coherent sentence.
"Mrs. Wild, we have a bit of a situation and we could use your help, and yours too deputy," the officer said, addressing the two women. "We received a 911 call this morning reporting a student was seen on campus with a handgun."
"Do we know who or where?" Natalie chimed in.
"The caller identified the probable student as Seymour, but that is all. We've identified, through the school administrative office, that there are only three Seymour’s enrolled in the summer semester, and one of them is in your class, Mrs. Wild. We've sent other officers to locate the other two possibilities, but we need to talk to this Seymour Wood. We'd like to do this as calmly and securely as possible so we don't end up with anyone getting hurt," the policeman said.
"I can't imagine that Seymour would be packing a weapon on campus. I know this young man, he is an excellent student and will, one day, very likely, be serving with one of you." Pink found it beyond belief that Seymour could be the one they were looking for.
"I can't say I know this guy, but a Seymour did introduce himself to me before class this morning, and as a matter of fact, he was the only one to do so, he also seemed more than interested in The Stalker case. Officer, let me see if I can talk to him and get him to come out here, so we can process him without making a big scene in the classroom," Officer Guest suggested, noting that the security guard was nodding in agreement, happy that somebody else would be assuming the risk.
"That's fine, if you think he will respond to you, I'll come in with you in case we need any extra fire power."
"Good. Mrs. Wild do you think you should come with us?" Guest asked.
"I most certainly do! It's my class and those students and their safety are my responsibility. I don't want anybody hurt on my watch. Natalie lead the way," Pink said, squaring her shoulders and following the deputy into the room.
The room instantly hushed when the officers and Pink returned, Otis on edge, feeling the energy from the humans. Natalie walked the distance to where Seymour sat, leaned down with her right hand on her service weapon, and whispered into his left ear.
"Seymour, I need you to come with me for a minute, we need to talk with you outside."
He was startled, assuming the worst, "What's happened to my mom? Is she okay? Has there been an accident?"
Natalie detected sincere surprise and concern in his voice, not what she expected from someone carrying a concealed weapon. "No, I'm sure she's fine, we just need to ask you a few questions out in the hall, so if you'll just come with me."
"Sure, sure, no problem, but my family is okay, is that what you are saying?"
He followed Officer guest and the other officer out of the doors. Mrs. Wild stayed behind to calm the class. Once outside, the patrolman asked Seymour for his backpack and sat it aside.
"Seymour Wood?"
"Yes, I'm Seymour Wood. What's going on?"
"We have a report that a student named Seymour; brought a handgun on campus with them today and we are investigating that complaint. Do I have permission to search your person and your backpack?" the officer asked.
"Yeah, please do. I don't have a gun, only gun we've got is an old single shot my dad use to hunt with."
The officer instructed Guest to pat Seymour down while he searched through the backpack. Natalie had him stand against the wall and spread his feet and place his hands behind his head. She carefully moved her hands over his arms, waist, pockets, and anywhere she felt a weapon could be concealed. The young officer wished the exercise was under more favorable circumstances but found no hidden weapons. Likewise, the backpack contained school supplies, textbooks and binders, but no gun.
Natalie was relieved to see that the engaging, handsome man she'd met earlier, did not appear to be the subject in question. She asked, "Do you have a car here Seymour?"
"Nah, I take the bus."
"And you do not own any firearms, is that correct?" she asked again.
"How about a locker on campus, you got one?" the security guard jumped in with a pertinent question.
"It's not an assigned locker, but I keep one over at the gym for my racquetball class," Seymour informed them, unconcerned.
"Would you mind showing us that locker?"
"No problem, can I have my backpack?" he asked.
The four walked together, departed the Robert E. Lee building, and headed for the gym. Lester was thrilled to see the student surrounded by three armed officials and headed for the gym. He took picture after picture trying to be casual about it. When the group was a good fifty yards beyond his location, he picked up his things and moved to a vantage point outside the gym, where he could get some classic pictures of Seymour in handcuffs.
Seymour stood in front of locker 1137; it appeared just as he had left it an hour before.
"When did you last access this locker Seymour?" Natalie asked.
"I had racquetball last period, so just over an hour ago. I came here right after the matches, showered and dressed, locked it up and went to Mrs. Wild's class, where I met you."
"That's fine, just open the locker for us and you can get back to your classes," she assured him.
He spun the dial on the lock, like he'd done a hundred times before, but the mechanism did not open. Seymour laughed nervously, looking back at the officers, as he tried the combination again, this time it opened easily, and he pulled the lock from the locker and stepped aside, "Take a look for yourself, just my sweaty gym stuff."
Natalie deferred to the city patrolman, as she was actually outside her jurisdiction. The city officer opened the locker and noted, just as Seymour had indicated, that it appeared to be gym accessories. He looked through the items at the bottom and acknowledged, along with Officer Guest, that the shoes were Nike's. Changing his attention to the upper shelf, nothing seemed out of place. He withdrew a pen from his shirt pocket and lifted the clothing behind the deodorant so he could see underneath. Seymour stood at such an angle that he could not see into the locker, but was not worried, knowing there was nothing there.
"Seymour Wood, I'm placing you under arrest for bringing a firearm onto a state-run university. Other charges are likely to follow, but please turn around and place your hands behind your back."
Natalie was just as shocked as Seymour, "What you got officer?" she asked, as he cuffed Seymour.
He pushed Seymour over to the campus cop, as if he were to watch him then returned to the locker, and lifted the clean clothing, again with the pen, revealing to Guest the silver revolver underneath. She took a pair of white gloves from her rear pocket, put them on, and removed the gun from the hiding place, a Smith amp; Wesson.38 Special. Natalie lifted the barrel to her nose, a faint smell of gunpowder indicated the gun had been fired sometime recently. Looking into the cylinder, she could see the weapon was loaded.
"Seymour, where did you get this gun and have you fired it recently?" she asked.
"I swear, I've never seen that gun before. How could it have gotten there? I don't even know…." he said, not believing what was happening. "Isn't it obvious that somebody put that there for you to find?"
"Seymour, it's going to go way better for you if you cooperate with us now, and tell us everything you know," the patrolman said.
"But I am cooperating! I have no idea how that got there! I've never seen it before!"
Natalie suddenly got a sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach, "Hold on a minute, give me a sec to call in to the Sheriff, okay?" she asked the arresting officer.
"Sure, knock yourself out," he replied.
She keyed the microphone at her shoulder and reached dispatch, "This is Deputy Guest, can you get 'The Wolf' on the horn." A moment later the Sheriff was at the other end.
She explained the situation, the finding of the gun and the arrest of Seymour Wood, and then asked, "Do you remember the make and model of that pistol that was taken from the third of our break-ins?"
"Yup, Smith amp; Wesson.38 Special, why? What you got there?" he asked, excitement unmistakable in his voice.
"The same. I'll go with the officers to booking, then call to get the serial, see if this is really our guy," Natalie said.
"What do you mean, ‘really your guy’? What the hell are you talking about? That is not my gun!" Seymour blurted out, almost in tears.
"Good work Guest, call me when you get there," the Sheriff concluded.
Seymour was read his rights, and the trio again moved together, Seymour in cuffs and the gun being carried by Natalie in a gloved hand. Forensics had been phoned to process the locker, and the campus security individual had been left to secure the site, until they arrived. Lester was absolutely overcome with emotion when he saw the three depart from the gymnasium, click, click, the shutter working quickly. With Seymour, his competition out of the way, almost certainly for an extended period of time, there was nothing more for Lester to do but go home and make the final preparations for his departure with Blanche.
Seymour sat in the back of the squad car, a tear running down his cheek, not understanding what had just happened, but desperately needing someone that would just believe him. He needed to speak with Blanche.



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


Jeremy broke his own rule and phoned Iggy’s cell from a payphone half way between his office and home. The communication through the online apparatus made it sound like the culmination of their years of planning was to take place this week. He wanted to hear it from his mouth that everything was a go. There could be no screw-ups; they would not get a second chance.
Iggy answered the phone on the third ring, “Hello, Director Savard.”
“Iggy, it’s me, I will keep this brief. Your last message said you were prepared for this week. Do you have everything our man will need?”
He immediately recognized the voice as Jeremy’s but was disappointed that there was no exchange of niceties before getting to the gist of the call. “Yeah, Felix coded a message to me yesterday saying, he’s ‘in like Flynn’ with your step mom and thinks either Wednesday or Thursday would work for our guy.”
“Great, but do you have everything he will need? It must appear to him that it’s the same as the others, however, we will want him to be there at a specific time.” Jeremy paused and thought for a moment. The line was silent but for the sound of the two men breathing. “Do this. Tell him that we know the target will be out of the house at 8:00 p.m., doing a showing that we have arranged, and he’ll be free and clear for at least two hours. Tell him we want the place ransacked, needs to be more bizarre than anything he’s done. We want him to carry on the premise that the perpetrator is escalating his theme.”
“Okay, that sounds good. I’ve got the same stuff as before, key, picture, layout and general information. Can you think of anything else?”
“Yeah, throw in an extra thousand bucks cash, tell him it’s a bonus for doing such a good job and that the rest of his money will be sent when the job is done. You think Felix is up to this?”
“I guess we’ll find out. I think he’s actually enjoying himself, in a strange kind of way,” Ignatius said.
“Okay Iggy, make this happen. Coordinate everything for Thursday night, that’s four nights from now, at 8:00 p.m., do you have any questions?”
“No, other than, when do we hear from you again?”
“Could be months, just stick to the plan. Don’t you two screw this up!”
There was no goodbye, just the click of the receiver as the line was disconnected.
Iggy sat in his car mulling over the discussion he’d just had with his ‘friend’. They had thought of everything, he was sure they had. He was anxious to have it all over with. The sneaking around, the plotting, and the stress of it all were taking its toll. He didn’t know how much more he could put up with. At least it appeared as if there was light at the end of the tunnel. He pulled up his laptop and logged onto the forum, formatted the message in such a way that Felix would understand, and hit ‘finish’.
He would get the message, ‘Thursday night it’s a go, 8:00 p.m., final performance, speak with a friend.’
Felix had done his homework, looked over all the information and statistics, land surveys and everything else Beverly had provided him. He spent an hour Monday morning on the phone with the Developers discussing the pros and cons of the property. He was relieved to hear that they weren’t ready to commit but wanted some more work done before making a final decision. This was not Felix’s first time around the block with real estate deals. He’d worked in Chicago behind the scenes, to secure and flip properties identified by the corrupt mayor’s organization, with a little something always kicked back their way. He could make anything look legitimate, which was his specialty.
He worked on the dining room table at Caroline’s, typing and drafting the documents that he would normally want approved and looked over, by both a buyer and seller, before he brokered a final deal. He made sure that Mrs. Muir and Caroline knew exactly what he was doing, the more witnesses the better at this point. “Don’t appear to hide anything,” Jeremy had said. When he completed a list of questions that the CEO wanted answered, he called Beverly Davis.
“Beverly, how are you? Felix Unger here.” He waited for a response.
“Felix, I was hoping I’d hear from you today. Did you get the documents I scanned and emailed you?” she said, while looking into the rear view mirror of her BMW, smoothing her hair and checking her makeup.
“That’s one of the reasons I’m calling. I’ve been on the phone a good part of the day with the CEO, and they are still very interested, even more so now that I’ve filled them in, but they have a few questions and concerns they would like me to address with you,” the smooth Felix said.
“Oh, well that sounds really good. I’m sure I can clear up any concerns or question ya’ll may have, and the other reason you phoned?” she asked, already knowing the answer.
“I don’t know how much longer I’ll be in town but I just can’t get you off my mind. Was wondering if you’d like to have a drink or two with me tomorrow night. I’m kind of tied up till then, we could go over the list of concerns I’ve got and spend some time together, kill two birds with one stone,” he said, almost dropping the phone when he realized what he’d said.
“That sounds lovely. Should we meet or do you want to pick me up?” she asked.
They finalized their meeting arrangements, agreeing to meet at a local bar for some ribs and drinks and 'whatever', the following night.
Felix needed to make one thing clear to Bev and wanted to get the phrasing just right, “Bev, I hate to even say anything, but I just want to be clear about one thing. I have a reputation to uphold, if the company I’m representing were to get word that I was having anything but a professional relationship with a business associate, especially with one as attractive as yourself, it could be devastating for my personal business. Do you see where I’m going with this?”
“Certainly, I understand perfectly. I will keep our meetings and dealings strictly to myself until such time that we need to involve other parties. How does that sound?”
“I would really appreciate it, can’t wait to see you tomorrow.”
Once off the phone with Felix, Bev hit another number from her cell and dialed the Valdosta Library. Blanche answered the phone, as she always did, pleasant and professional.
“Is this the beautiful and busty bombshell that runs the library?” Bev said, in a loud obnoxious voice.
“If this is Bev Davis it is, but if it’s Ester Anderson, then no, you must have me mistaken with someone else,” Blanche responded, a smile on her face.
“How are you girl? I’ve missed our chats the past few days, what’s been takin’ up yer time?” Beverly asked, having no idea what Blanche had been through the past few days.
“Oh heavens Bev, it’s going to take more than a phone call to bring you up to speed on all the excitement in my life, I don’t have a lot of time to talk right now but let’s get together. I’ve got a ton of stuff to tell you. Oh yeah, and aren’t you supposed to be finding me a place to live?”
“Yes, I’m working on it dear. Good time to buy but everything for sale is up by the base; don’t think I want to sell you one of those, at least not right now. When can we get together? There’s a new chick flick at the cinema, why don’t we hit that this week.”
Blanche thought for a moment, she’d not been to the movie in months. “That sounds awesome! I’m working tomorrow and Thursday night, but what’s your Friday look like? Girls night out, I’m pumped!”
“I think I can make that work. I’ve got a little something going on between now and then, hope it keeps me tied up, turned inside out and panting for more, if you know what I mean. By Friday I should be able to disclose all the naughty details, can’t wait to see you. Oh, and I’ll see if I can find you a place to live in the mean time.”
“You are horrible Bev Davis. Talk to you later,” Blanche said, her spirits lifted by the older woman’s enthusiasm.
As Blanche hung up at the library, Felix was picking up again from the B amp;B. A woman answered, “Lowndes County Land and Title, can I help you, this is Marge.”
“Good afternoon Marge, how’s your day going? My name is Felix Unger and I’m looking for some information about a piece of property that is for sale south of the base. Whom would I speak to about past titles and current information on the land?” he asked, continuing to play the role.
“I see Mr. Unger, we have a number of people that could help you with that, may I transfer you?”
“Now hold on there a minute Marge, I don’t want just anybody. This is a multi-million dollar deal so I need somebody with experience. We’d be happy to pay a consultation fee for any help, above and beyond, what your office generally provides, if you know what I mean.”
“Yes, I think I do, you’ll need to speak with our director then, Mr. Savard.”
“He’s the man?”
“Yes, he is,” Marge confirmed.
“Well then, get the man on the phone for me, will you Marge? Thanks for your help.”
“You’re welcome. I’m putting you through to his office now.”
Felix waited patiently for the little weasel to pick up. “Director Savard.”
“I’ll bet he loves hearing himself say that all day,” Felix thought. “Is this the world famous Iggy Savard, virgin slayer and man among men?”
“Is this some kind of joke, who is this?” the director asked.
“Who the hell do you think it is Iggy?” Felix said, kicked back on his bed using his cell phone.
“Felix, why are you calling me? Did you read the latest message I posted?”
“Yeah, I read it. I’ll follow through like we talked about, but I got to thinking, I may need an alibi if this goes sideways on us and I’ve decided that should be you.”
“Why me? Can’t be me! What are you talking about? We don’t know each other, remember?”
“I remember, but I’ve been thinking, maybe Jeremy’s more concerned about his own butt and not so much ours, so I thought up a solution that helps both of us. You ready to hear it?” Felix’s criminal mind was working in overdrive.
“Okay, let‘s hear it but make it quick, I’m at work.”
“I know! Why do you think I called your main line? Met Marge, she seems like a lovely woman, introduced myself and told her I was Felix Unger. Love doing that, mom and dad never would have appreciated the fun I’d have with my name over the years.”
“Did I just hear you correctly? Did you say you told her who you were? Are you friggin’ nuts?” The director was starting to wig out.
“Yea, she knows I’m interested in learning more about the land that Bev is flogging and I wanted to talk with somebody there that knows it all. That’s how I ended up with you. You’ve really got ‘em fooled over there, Iggy.”
“So what’s this grand scheme?”
“On Thursday night when our guys at work, you know at Bev’s, you’re going to be my alibi and I’m yours. Have your secretary put in your planner that you have a meeting with Felix Unger, representing Jenson Development, to discuss the land we’re looking at. Between now and then you get together some information about the land, and do whatever it is you do when you’re doing a consultation. We say we met out at the property, looked things over about six and then grabbed a bucket of chicken and ate it at your place. Of course you’ll do all that on your own, but I was with you the whole time. Got it? Most likely we aren't even going to need it but we need our stories to be straight. Any questions?” the mobster asked.
Ignatius could have spent the next ten minutes shooting holes in Felix’s brainchild but opted to just agree and be done with it. “Whatever. I think I got it, like you said, I don’t think we’re gonna need it. You contacted our thief yet? Tell him I’ll be putting the stuff in his box Wednesday night once all the neighbors are asleep.”
“Okay Iggy, now go and give Marge the appointment and don’t forget what we’ve said. Hell, who knows, maybe I’ll even drop by and introduce myself to you in the next day or two.”
“Oh, Jeremy’s not going to like that.”
“Oh, Jeremy’s not going to find out, is he?” he said in a very threatening tone. “Just do what you’re told Iggy,” concluding his message without a goodbye.
While the two conspirators discussed how they might save themselves if their plans crumbled into chaos, a very sad and lonely Seymour Wood sat in a holding cell of the Valdosta Police station. He had been fingerprinted, photographed and dumped in a cell by himself, charges were pending and a date was being scheduled for his arraignment before the judge. They had not allowed him contact with anyone but had offered to make arrangements for his attorney, which he declined, knowing that he didn’t need one. Innocent men don’t need attorneys.
“How can this be happening? Who would have wanted to frame me? I don’t have anything! I don’t know anything! What’s the point? I just don’t get it,” he ran it over and over again through his mind.
He noted the cute deputy still hanging around the police station and he wondered what she was waiting for. She walked by close enough that she could hear him if he spoke loudly.
“Hey, Deputy Guest, please can I ask you something.”
She hesitantly walked to the cell enclosure and asked him what he wanted.
“What’s going on, why won’t anybody talk to me? They haven’t even let me call anybody.”
“Can’t say much. The gun we found in your locker, technically in your possession, is having some tests run on it. Checking it for ballistics and serial number confirmation. That’s about all I can tell you but I’ll make sure you get your call, be right back.”
“Hold on a second, why are they running all the tests on the gun?”
“Seymour, don’t you get it? The gun you had is possibly the one taken by The Stalker last week, and the black dude shot at The Dixie Diner, was shot with a.38. We’re looking at charging you with a whole list of crimes if the information on the gun comes back as we think it will.”
“But deputy, I didn’t have anything to do with all that stuff! I’m just a student, you’ve got to believe me!” he pleaded with the young woman.
Again her intuition told her he was telling the truth but the facts were staring her in the face, even if she didn’t want to believe them. “I’ll get you that phone Seymour.”
A few minutes later she returned with a land line and a long cord plugged in across the room. He tried desperately to remember her phone number but could not. The library, he’d call the library, surely she would be the one to pick up. The phone rang a couple of times before a voice answered.
“Valdosta Public Library, Jared speaking, how can I help you?”
“Crap, Jared, what are you doing answering the phone?” a demoralized Seymour said.
“Well, howdy doody to you too, who is this?” the teenager asked.
“It’s Seymour; I have to talk to Blanche, right away!” an unmistakable degree of urgency in his voice.
“Well, hold your horses, I’ll get her.”
Five minutes later her sweet voice filled his earpiece. “Seymour, I was hoping I’d hear from you today. I’ve done nothing but think about our date the other night. I have a story to tell…..”
“Blanche, Blanche, listen to me! I’m sorry I cut you off but I’m in trouble and I need your help!”
“What do you mean you’re in trouble? What’s going on? Where are you?” she heard the pitch in her voice rising.
“I’ve been arrested. I’m at the police station and I didn’t know who else to call. This is going to kill my mom and I wanted somebody to break it to her gently, could you do that for me?”
“But why have they arrested you? What have you done?”
“I haven’t done anything, that’s the crazy thing about it. Somebody planted a gun in my locker and they think that I’m The Stalker and shot that black guy on Saturday night,” he said, between sobs.
“They think you shot Jasper?” the words of the police officer with the meager mustache jumped through her mind.
“Who? Who’s Jasper? Blanche, you’re not making any sense. They think I shot that black guy that was involved in the drug shooting on Saturday.”
“I know. That was Jasper. I was there! That was my friend that I told you about; he was the one that was shot. Seymour, please tell me you really don’t know anything about this and you didn’t have anything to do with shooting Jasper! It would just break my heart if you were involved somehow.”
“Blanche, of course I’m not involved! I would never do anything to hurt you. Somebody is setting me up and I don’t know why. Please believe me! I need someone to trust me. I need your help. I don’t know who else I can phone, you and my mom are the only people I can trust.”
“Seymour, I do believe you. What do you want me to do?”

The cell phone rang a dozen times; he looked at it in the palm of his hand, knowing who was at the other end. He was so ready to be done with Felix, and whoever, but he also knew he would not see his money if he didn’t do the one last ‘outing’ they required of him.
“Yeah,” he said, a lack of excitement in his voice.
“Lester, you ready to conclude our business arrangement?” Felix asked.
“Absolutely, I’m ready to move on to bigger and better things,” he said, thinking of Blanche.
“Your info packet will be there Thursday morning when you get up, just as before. This one has to be specific, on time, and nobody gets hurt. The info will be in your packet.”
“What do you mean ‘on time’?” Lester inquired.
“We’ll have the occupant away from the house from 8:00 p.m. to about 10:00. You’ll have the house to yourself, do this one up right, tear it apart like you were in a frenzy. This one has to put the police and the media over the top,” his handler informed him.
“They obviously don’t know about Seymour’s arrest and the implications,” he thought. “Okay, I’ll be there at 8:00 p.m. and out before 10:00. Anything you want left at the scene, pictures or anything like that? I could do some more artwork if you like.” Lester’s plan would move ahead regardless of how it would impact his employer’s scheme. He wasn’t stupid, not by a long shot, he knew it was just a matter of time before they figured out that Seymour had nothing to do with the shooting or the break-ins, but before that revelation came he would need to be on his way with Blanche.
“Nope, you just keep doing what you think is working, you’ve been very good at what you do. Your money will show up when the job is done,” Felix assured him.
“It better! Don’t want to have to track you guys down. So this will be the last time we talk, I’m abandoning my place after Thursday, don’t try to find me,” he concluded.
“Oh, I’m sure we won’t need to, thanks for your help. Good luck!” Felix hung up, a wry smile twisted across his face.



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


Blanche left the library as soon as she was able to secure front desk help. Marcus had been kind enough to offer a ride to the overwrought young lady, and they were on their way to the Wood farm, following the directions Seymour had given her. The ride was a quiet one, she had much to think about and sort out in her own mind. Marcus was cautious, but comforting with his words of hope, he spoke with assurance and clarity that brought peace to her mind. He knew Seymour as well as anybody at the library and knew that he was not the person he was accused of being. It was not in his nature. His confidence in a speedy resolution would make it easier to break the news to Mrs. Wood, and having the older, wiser Marcus there couldn’t hurt.
They rolled up to the modest, unassuming farm. A small country home sat at the end of the drive, the old pickup truck parked there, a couple of hay bales in the back. A barn with red, peeling paint could be seen a ways behind the house, the doors hanging loosely from the worn hinges, and a rusty old tractor just visible inside. It was not what Blanche expected, but she could see signs of the hard work and labor that had fashioned the character of the man she had fallen for. A woman in her late fifties walked onto the porch, an apron around a well worn blue dress and a mixing bowl tucked inside the curve of her left arm, with a spoon handle in her right that extended into the bowl.
The two got out of the Galaxy 500, Marcus’ pride and joy, cherry red and in mint condition.
“Mrs. Wood,” Blanche said, walking toward the woman on the porch and extending her hand.
“Yes, and you must be Blanche.” She easily recognized the librarian from her son’s description. “You are even more beautiful than my son described. It’s no wonder he’s so taken with you. And who’s your friend?”
“Mrs. Wood this is Mr. Marcus, he works at the library with Seymour and me.” The two shook hands.
“Well, what brings the two of you this far out in the middle of the day?” the puzzled woman inquired, looking back and forth between her two visitors.
“I’m afraid we’re bringing some bad news, Mrs. Wood. It seems that Seymour has gotten into some trouble at school.”
“What kind of trouble?” she asked, not allowing Blanche to finish her statement.
“Pretty serious trouble. He’s been arrested for having a concealed weapon hidden in his locker.”
The older woman staggered back, bumped her left elbow against the screen door and dropped the bowl, shattering it into a hundred pieces, shards covering the front porch. Mr. Marcus stepped quickly to catch the woman before she went down as well. Blanche also bolted forward to assist, as she was able. The three moved into the living room and Marcus led Mrs. Wood to a chair where she sat, putting her head in her hands.
“What does this all mean? My Seymour would never do anything like that. He doesn’t own a gun, where would he get one?” Her mouth was speaking the first things that were coming to her mind.
“Now, now Mrs. Wood, we know as well as you do that Seymour isn’t capable of hurting anybody. This is just some sort of practical joke, the authorities will get to the bottom of it and he’ll be home in no time,” Marcus offered.
“I hope you’re right,” she said, taking a hold of Marcus’ wrist and holding it tightly.
“I think we should go see him,” Blanche said.
“Absolutely! My boy must be a mess,” she said, knowing him well. “Give me a minute to get my things together and we’ll go. Should we go together?” she asked.
“You bet mum, I’m at your disposal today. We’ll get this done together.” His upbeat and optimistic attitude helped to lift the women.
The trio arrived at the Valdosta Police Station in the late afternoon and entered the front doors, arm in arm. Mrs. Wood approached the front desk and spoke with the Sergeant that was manning the station.
“Yes, young man, I believe you have my son in custody here, and we would like to see him,” she said, motioning to the others with a sweep of her hand.
“I’d love to let you speak with him Mrs. Wood, but we’ve just transferred him to the Sheriff’s Department. You should be able to catch up with him there,” the officer said, understanding the anguish the accused mother must be feeling.
“The Sheriff’s Department, why have they taken him over there?”
“The Sheriff has jurisdiction over The Stalker case and we positively identified the gun found in your son’s locker as the one stolen from a crime scene, and the one used to shoot Jasper Jackson on the weekend,” the police officer clarified for the group.
“That’s impossible! Seymour was with me at home on Saturday night. He could not have shot anybody. This is ridiculous! Somebody is railroading my boy and I won’t put up with it!” The older woman suddenly became very angry and defiant. She turned, stormed away from the desk, took the other two by the hands and led them from the police station.
“I’ll be damned if I’m going to stand for this bullshit!” the enraged farmwoman hissed through clenched teeth. “We’re going to the Sheriff’s Office.”
The drive took about ten minutes and no one said a word. Mrs. Wood simmered in her seat, a torrent of anger building inside her. She’d survived the death of a husband, the near collapse of her farm, and she was not going to let her son be incarcerated for something he could not have done. She was angry! No, furious! And somebody was going to hear about it.
With the 500 parked, the threesome made their way to the front door, Mrs. Wood leading the way. Mr. Marcus tried to temper her response but she was not in the mood for listening. Stepping inside the doors, she surveyed the landscape, desks with clerical staff, a few deputies milling about and a woman seated at a main desk. She boldly walked to the woman, slammed her fist down on the desk for affect, and grabbed the attention of the woman and most of the office.
“Where in the hell have you got my son?” she half yelled.
Arlene stammered, more than a little surprised by the attack from the modest looking countrywoman. “Who? What are you talking about? Who are you?”
“I’m Lillian Wood, and I better be able to see my son pretty damn quick! You hear me?” she continued her aggressive assault.
“What is going on out here?” came a voice from her left.
She turned to see the large Sheriff standing with his hands on his hips, just outside his office.
“Sheriff, this is Seymour’s mom apparently, and wants to see him.”
“Okay Arlene, I’ll handle this. Mrs. Wood would you step into my office please, and are these folks with you too?” he asked, pointing to Marcus and Blanche.
“I don’t want no run around Sheriff, I respect you, but you got my boy, an innocent man locked up back there and I want to see him.”
“You’ll be allowed all the access you want but give me a minute to talk with you,” he explained, keeping his cool, understanding the plight of the angered mother.
The group entered the office, each taking a seat, but Mrs. Wood continued to stand and pace the floor between Blanche and Marcus. 'The Wolf' sat in his chair and faced the three. Before he could start Lillian peppered him with questions and statements, her emotions boiling over as she collapsed into a nearby chair, sobbing, tears flowing freely down her wrinkled face and dropping onto the blue dress. Blanche immediately went to her, knelt on the floor before her and offered her hanky that she always kept in her clutch. The tears were blotted away and she mumbled into the hanky, talking to herself more than the Sheriff.
“How can it be? How can they have him in jail when he was with me? It just can’t be,” she uttered.
“Mrs. Wood, what was that? He was with you, where and when?” the Sheriff said, pen in hand and taking notes.
“Seymour, he was with me Saturday night. We spent the day rounding up and stacking the hay bales. Didn’t get done till pretty late, was dark when we finished. I fixed us a late dinner, pork and beans, and we watched a little TV before we both went to bed. We were together all night, he could not have shot that black boy,” she explained.
“I see, is there anyone else that can corroborate your story? Did anybody else see you around 7:00 p.m.?”
“It's no story, it’s the God’s honest truth.” She again began to sob.
Sheriff Lupo keyed the intercom on his desk, “Arlene, will you have Officer Guest take a statement from each of these people here to see Seymour, and then let them have access to him for no more than an hour, thanks.”
"Mrs. Wood, I know you are under a lot of stress, but you could help our department immensely if you would allow us to search your home and farm without having to go to a judge for a warrant."
"Will it get my son out of here any faster if I let you?" she said, wiping tears away, Blanche still kneeling before her.
"If he's innocent, yes."
"Then get to work. What do I need to sign?"
Young Deputy Guest had the friends and family follow her to a conference facility. She pulled two chairs from the room, placed them in the hallway, and invited Blanche and Mrs. Wood to have a seat and wait while she interviewed Marcus. Across the building, Sheriff Lupo had Seymour brought to his office for an interview. It was the first time 'The Wolf' had seen the young man and he wanted to get a feel for who he was dealing with before they filed formal charges. For now he was being held on a single charge, more evidence would be necessary before the additional charges could be laid by the district attorney.
Deputy Breland brought Seymour to the office, his hands still cuffed behind his back.
Sheriff Lupo greeted the two men with a nod, "Deputy, I think we can dispense with the cuffs."
The officer quickly removed the cuffs allowing Seymour to rub the soreness from his wrists, and Breland left the office. The two men stood, sizing each other up. The Sheriff spoke first, "Have a seat Seymour, I wanted to have a chance to talk with you before your mom and friends have access to you."
"Is my mom here? How is she doing? She's probably not taking this very well. When will I get to see her?" The questions came in a torrent. It had been hours since he had talked to anyone that would respond, and he had more questions than answers.
"Slow down there a minute fella. Let's take it a bit slower and I'll help you out if you're willing to help me," he said, keeping his voice soothing and even. "Your mom is angry, as you can imagine, I don't blame her, but she seems to be a strong woman and will be okay. She's given us permission to search your home and farm. You okay with that?" The Sheriff watched his eyes carefully for any hint of deceit. There was none.
"Fine. I have nothing to hide; I've tried to tell your people. I'm being set-up. I have no idea where that gun came from."
"You've been read your rights, is that correct?" Seymour nodded, he had. "Fine, and you understand them?" Again a nod, "They tell me you don't want an attorney. If it's a matter of money we can have a public defender assigned to you."
Seymour’s head hung low, looking at his feet. "We don't have much money, but it’s not a matter of money, it's a matter of truth and innocence."
"Would you answer some questions for me and I have to tell you, I will be recording our conversation, okay?" the Sheriff asked, taking a pen and preparing to take notes.
"Let's start with this past weekend. Your mom says you were doing some chores around the farm. Tell me what you were doing and when, be specific as you can."
"Well, I spent most of Saturday with mom, like she said doing chores. In the morning we did some weeding in the garden by the house, then in the afternoon and into the evening we took care of the hay. You know, moving the bales to the barn and storing the rest along side the barn and covered it with tarps. We finished after dark, had dinner, and watched TV for a bit then went to bed. Sunday we went to services in the morning, and had lunch with some neighbor friends. The rest of Sunday I did homework and got ready for my school week."
"That's fine; we can confirm much of that. What did you have to eat Saturday night?"
"Is that important?” Seymour asked.
"It could be, your mom was specific and I'd like to know if you can remember as she did."
"Okay, let’s see. I know Sunday night we were pretty full with the late lunch with those friends and I think we had soup, but Saturday after we cleaned up from doing the hay we had pork and beans. I remember cause I fried up the bacon while momma got the rest together. Is that right, is that what she said?"
"And what time do you think that was?" the Sheriff continued.
"It was dark so I think about 7:00 or 7:30, thereabouts."
Lupo had seen liars and truth tellers his entire career and prided himself on being able to tell the difference. From the few questions and responses he'd reviewed with Seymour, he could tell he had an honest man seated before him. He looked him in the eyes, was forthright with his answers, did not look to the ceiling to retrieve lost information, and spoke with conviction.
"Seymour, for a moment let's suppose that you're not The Stalker and you didn't shoot Jasper Jackson. Do you have any enemies that would want to lay this on you? Do you have any explanation for that gun being in your locker?"
"That's the strange thing, Sheriff; I get along with most everybody. I don't hang out much with the other students but I think I've got friends. Everybody at work is great, never had any trouble there, and I didn't even know this Jasper guy until Blanche said you thought I shot him."
"Back up there a minute. Blanche told you that we thought you had shot Jasper?" he asked.
"And who is Blanche and how does….wait a minute, I read a report with her name attached. She's the young lady that was with Jasper at the time of the shooting. How are you involved with her?"
Seymour was not quite sure how to respond to the question but gave it his best try, "Well, I work with her and I think she's kind of my girlfriend."
"Could you be a bit more specific, how is she kind of your girlfriend?"
"We've been friends since she moved here from Arizona. We both work at the library, anyway, last Friday night we finally had a date and I think she likes me as much as I like her," he declared.
"So let me get this straight, you take this woman out on Friday, then she goes out with another guy on Saturday, but that guy ends up getting shot by a white guy in a hoodie with sunglasses and a baseball hat on," he was speaking more to himself than Seymour.
"I guess, I haven't heard that much about it except that I supposedly did it," he smirked.
Lupo again keyed the intercom on his desk, "Arlene, send Breland back in here will ya."
A minute later the deputy stuck his head in after opening the door, "Yup Sheriff."
"Mrs. Wood has given us permission to search their place, secure her keys from her over in the conference area and take Deputy Firth with you and do a thorough search of the place. Take Ricky with you and his forensics gear, tag and bag anything that looks important. You know what we're looking for from the crime scenes. Have Arlene give you that list I made up so you don't overlook anything. Get out there asap and phone me with what you find."
"Sure Sheriff, we're on it."
"And Breland, these are nice folks; you take care not to damage any of their belongings. You got that?" Angelo confirmed.
"Thanks Sheriff. They aren't going find anything cause I didn't do it," Seymour said, feeling the stress of the day catching up to him, his energy all but gone.
Sheriff Lupo noticed the fatigue setting in and stepped to his door, "Arlene, fetch Seymour and myself a sandwich and a coffee would ya?”
"Seymour, we still got the problem of this gun. We can't let you just walk until we, or you, can explain how a stolen gun got into your possession. You say you don't have any enemies, nobody that wants to give you a hard time, but then why and how?"
The accused had been searching his memory all afternoon and could think of no one specifically that would want to set him up. He ran through his day prior to them finding the gun and had no answers. He shook his head side to side and raised his hands indicating that he could be no help. The two talked, Lupo taking notes until the food arrived. They ate and talked, Seymour giving the Sheriff as many details as he could about the past month. What he had done, what days he had worked, who had he seen and when. The list was extensive, giving the Sheriff a good idea of who he was dealing with, and having enough specifics that they could either confirm he had alibis or put his neck further into the noose.
At the end of what seemed like hours to Seymour he was returned to his cell and his visitors were allowed in. Seymour stood close to the bars, his face pressed between them so that he could kiss, first his mom, then Blanche. Marcus also leaned in for a kiss making Seymour pull away and laugh, momentarily taking his mind off his worries. Lillian cried as Blanche held her close, her arm around the woman's shoulders and comforting her as much as she was able.
"We gave statements to that nice young Deputy Guest, I think she's cute," his mom said.
"Yeah, how did it go?" her son asked.
"We don't have anything to hide, the truth will come out and quickly we hope," she said.
"The Sheriff said they will have to confirm my alibis so I can't go anywhere until they know how I got the gun, or I mean how the gun got in my locker," he quickly corrected himself. "I guess I go before the judge tomorrow around noon. Will you be there?" he said to his mom, noting that both women nodded in the affirmative.
They spoke for the full hour allotted them; a deputy broke up the exchange around 8:00 p.m. Marcus agreed to take both women home, dropping Lillian off first, but they found her home invaded by numerous sheriff vehicles and personnel going through everything and everywhere.
"Mrs. Wood, you can't stay here," Blanche said. "Go in, gather up what you need for the night and come and stay with me. I can make room and we can spend the night consoling one another. How does that sound?"
"Well, I would rather not be alone tonight. Are you sure it's not too much trouble? I hate to put you out," the older woman spoke again on the verge of tears.
She ducked into the home for only a few minutes before returning with an overnight bag and her purse. Marcus drove the pair to Caroline's Bed and Breakfast with a promise to take care of everything at the library, at least for Tuesday, and anything beyond that would have to be worked out between Blanche and Mrs. Anderson. They exchanged goodbyes and thank you's as he drove off for home.
At midnight the Sheriff's Department was finally quiet. Lupo sat in his office looking over the statements of each of the four taken that afternoon. He compared the dates and times of the break-ins and assault with the sheets before him, nothing seemed to come together for him, no pattern, no clear indication that Seymour could have done the crimes. The prospect that perhaps he was not working alone entered his mind but the forensics did not support that. Ricky would be taking a casting of Seymour's foot in the morning and DNA samples as well. Seymour had agreed to both. On paper, face-to-face, on the evidence and in his heart, 'The Wolf' knew Seymour was innocent, which left a rather sinister question. Who and for what reason? Who else could be in danger, perhaps Jasper was only the beginning.
As the Sheriff sat sipping his eighth cup of coffee of the day, the phone on his desk rang. He retrieved the portable from the cradle and spoke, "Yeah, Lupo here."
"Sheriff, Breland out at the Wood house. Let me start by what we do have, a motorcycle and it's a dirt bike, lime green 250cc Suzuki, older model. We also found an old single shot hunting rifle and a few rounds of ammunition but no other weapons. I know we were supposed to be looking for a Polaroid camera, came up empty handed there, just a small hand held digital with a dozen miscellaneous pictures on the stick but nothing pertinent. Ricky has been all over this place too, taken some samples, you know the usual stuff, but I got to tell you beyond what I've told you, we haven't found jack shit."
"That's what I suspected," the Sheriff asserted. "The bike, you said was lime green, how about the helmet?"
"Didn't find a helmet, but yeah the bike itself is kind of a lime green, popular a few years ago."
"Deputy Breland, is it the bike you saw?"
"I would have sworn that it was yellow, but it happened so quick, could have been this one."
"But you can't be sure?" Angelo asked, trying to get a confirmation or a denial.
"That's right, I can't be sure."
"So what you're saying is we don't have jack shit," the Sheriff said, sitting back in his chair and running his big hand through his hair.
"That's correct, boss."
"Either he's a criminal mastermind that's been able to really pull one over on us, or he's a pawn in some other criminal mastermind's game and we're all in the dark," he thought, very concerned that it must be the latter.
Tuesday morning came quickly; Blanche and Lillian took turns in the bathroom getting ready after Felix had his usual casual shower and bathroom time. Blanche especially avoided him and they had breakfast in the room. Caroline had been more than accommodating after the women explained the situation with Seymour and the court hearing at noon. Mrs. Muir even stopped by Blanche's room to offer her support and well wishes. Blanche talked with Ester before they caught the taxi for the courthouse. She was upset, but only because Seymour was being treated like a criminal, and those that knew and loved him knew it was impossible. She would hold down the fort with the high school students for the day, but would need Blanche in on Wednesday, the inspectors would be there and things should appear completely normal.
The two ladies sat on the second row of the courtroom assigned to Seymour's case. A few towns’ people were there but not as many as they expected. The Sheriff's Office had done a good job keeping the arrest under wraps until they had further proof that Seymour was indeed The Stalker. The courthouse was a majestic building, built just after the Civil War during the reconstruction era of American History. The courtroom itself was spacious. Deep, rich woods provided the seating, railings and judge’s desk and tables. A court recorder sat waiting near the front, a stenotype machine at her fingertips. A courthouse deputy stood by the door leading to the judge’s chambers.
At precisely noon, the door opened and a judge in black robes entered and took his seat above the audience. Seymour was brought in through a side door, his hands cuffed behind him and the diminutive Deputy Guest led him to stand behind a table in front of the judge. A tall, grey haired man in a dark, pinstriped suit entered through the same door and stood behind a table next to Seymour's.
"Must be the DA," whispered Lillian, pointing to the man in the suit.
The rear, heavy doors opened just before the proceedings were to get under way and Sheriff Lupo came and sat behind the ladies. He reached up and gave Lillian's shoulder a reassuring squeeze.
"That was odd," thought Blanche.
Within minutes of the court being brought to order, a stir of activity occurred at the back of the courtroom, causing everyone to turn to see what was going on. The doors suddenly opened and two-dozen people entered, Mrs. Ella Wild leading the way with administrators, teachers and students mixed, together in a supportive group. Thumbs up and other positive signs were flashed to Seymour, bringing a grin to his face.
Once things settled down and everyone found a seat, the DA spoke explaining the charges and the circumstances related to Seymour's arrest with a caveat that further charges were pending, but for now they wanted him held on the weapons charge. Behind the large desk the judge grunted and only rarely looked up from the documents before him.
"What are you looking for in terms of bail?" the judge asked.
"Judge, we had first anticipated $500,000, but after conferring with Sheriff Lupo we have agreed to drop the requested bail to $200,000."
"That is agreeable to the court. Bail is hereby set at $200,000 and can be taken care of with the court officials. Mr. Wood will be held over, pending further charges and possible trial. Mr. Mason, let me give you and your office a caution here. If you do not have significant evidence to place specific charges against this young man by Saturday, I will have no choice but to set him free and revoke the decision made today and the bail. Is that clear?"
"Absolutely judge," Mr. Mason said.
"Okay, court is adjourned, return Mr. Wood to his cell," he instructed the officer.
Seymour looked over his shoulder at the small support group seated behind him, offering a little smile showing his dimple.
The Sheriff left without saying a word to either lady but knew he had helped.
Lillian and Blanche huddled for a few minutes before going to the bank in an attempt to secure $200,000 for the release of Lillian's son and Blanche's love.



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


She watched the sunlight trickle into her bedroom, little by little raising a curtain of light along the wall until the room was fully illuminated. Lillian Wood spent the night in her own home but got little sleep. The image of her son, dressed in orange coveralls, hands cuffed behind his back, looped through her mind like an old movie reel. Yesterday had proven to be more trouble for the Wood family as the day progressed. The local media had finally gotten the word that an arrest was made in The Stalker case, but no charges had been specifically filed, yet her phone rang non-stop and an aggressive, wannabe reporter had shown up on her doorstep late the night before. This morning an assessor from the bank would be coming by to provide an evaluation on the farm. They wanted to help but didn’t know if $200,000 was a doable number based on current property values and the existing mortgage on the house and land. With all the stress and worries she remained surprisingly optimistic; the hand of the Sheriff had done much to calm the older woman’s fears.
Blanche had gotten up early, no sign of Mr. Unger but she still tried to stay within the agreed upon schedule and avoid him altogether, then dressed conservatively, grabbed a banana and left for work. She made a quick stop at the hospital to see how Jasper was doing. Rufus was sitting in the room, head tilted to one side, a rolled up jacket for a pillow. Both the men in the room were asleep. With each breath Jasper would expel a deep, vibrating concussion of sound that led Blanche to believe that his father must be deaf. Blanche had little time and felt bad doing so, but she gently shook the older Jackson, startling him until his eyes could adjust and make out it was his librarian friend. With outstretched arms he pulled her in for a tight good morning hug but did not speak. Blanche motioned for him to join her in the hallway.
“How is he doing?” she asked.
“Bout as good as we kin hope. Says he’s got a pain in da ass,” he laughed.
“I’ll bet he does. How much longer are they going to keep him?”
“Till tomorra, or was it taday? I can’t be sure, soon though,” Rufus scratched his head hoping it would improve his morning memory.
“I don’t want to wake him, sounds like he’s sleeping pretty good. How do you sleep with that snoring going on? I could hear him clear down the hall as I left the elevator.”
“It’s somethin’ turrible ain’t it. Slept in da same house wit him fer sa long, don’t think I kin sleep witout it,” again he chuckled, a twinkle in his eye.
“Would you let him know that I stopped by and I hope to see him soon? Could you also let him know that the young man they’ve arrested for possibly shooting him is the wrong man? I know him, and he could not have done it. I’ll explain to Jasper later, okay?” she explained.
“Sure will perty lady,” he replied to her requests and returned to his spot in the room, getting himself comfortable again amidst the cacophony of sound.
Blanche left for the library in enough time to be a few minutes early, everything had to appear normal today, the inspectors would be by at an undisclosed time and she wanted to be prepared. Mrs. Ester Anderson would be on high alert.
Felix laid awake looking at the ceiling, watching the small dots and lines drift across the white surface, organics originating in the back chamber of his eyes. His doctor had told him he had floaters due to his age and they were harmless, but in the early morning hours he often could make shapes and faces from the unusual bits of debris that circulated through his vision. The sound of Bev sleeping next to him calmed his own breathing and made him feel relaxed and assured. The night had been interesting; she had been hungry for his touch and he for hers. It had not taken long to conclude the meal and business at the bar before making a beeline for her house. He had to focus to even remember where he left his car; he hoped it was still there. She shifted, rolling over on her side and draped her arm and leg across the cool Felix.
“Wednesday,” he said, moving his lips but not uttering a sound.
He tried to run the coming day through his mind, the things he needed and wanted to do, a trip to the Land and Title Office at the top of his list. Iggy had secured a special item for him that he was anxious to get his hands on, and he thought a face to face would shake the little man up in the process. He would be glad when he could put Valdosta behind him. Up until last night it had almost been fun, the game had been afoot, but it would all come down to the events of tomorrow night and the woman that slept beside him. He felt her leg move up his thigh and her hand slide between the sheets and down his torso before he felt her soft lips on his shoulder. Tomorrow would be much more difficult than he had imagined.
Deputy Breland pushed a silver cart through the main door to the lockup, juices on the bottom level and oatmeal and toast on the top. He stopped at each cell, calling the cellmate forward and handing them the breakfast. Seymour was still exhausted but not for lack of trying to sleep. The cot was insanely uncomfortable and he stirred with every sound, which was many, as they bounced off the concrete walls. The showing of support the afternoon before had lifted his spirits and he was confident his mother would be able to make the necessary arrangements to get him out of this hellhole. He was anxious to do his own investigation. Throughout the night, as he drifted in and out of slumber, he saw faces and places but he kept coming back to the man in the locker room, how unusual it had been that he retained his sunglasses as he stood at the end of their aisle.
At the time he had not cared or paid much attention to it. Some students just wore their glasses all the time, perhaps his were the type that changed and he was waiting for them to clear. He wished that he had paid closer attention to him. In his mind he could see him observing the conversation he was having with his friend, he remembered movement and he sat behind him and opened a locker. Seymour had not turned and looked at the man, but he noted as he left for the showers that the man was reading, his backpack in the open locker and his shoes on the floor. It seemed odd to him now. Why had he not undressed and changed, what was he waiting for? Then it struck him; he was waiting for the locker to be unattended so he could plant the gun. Why had he not realized that a day before?
“Deputy, Deputy Breland, I need to speak with Sheriff Lupo right away. I’ve remembered something!” he said, both hands on the bars speaking excitedly.

Noon rolled around and still nobody arrived from the bank, Lillian’s patience was wearing thin and the anger she’d felt on Monday was making a repeat appearance. She picked up the phone and dialed the bank, asking to speak with the manager. As she waited, listening to the annoying audio commercial and then the elevator music for more than two minutes, a distinct rap brought her attention to the front door.
She hollered from the kitchen, “I’m on the phone, if you’re a reporter get lost! I’m not making any statements.”
“Mrs. Wood, it’s Marc from the bank. I think you are expecting me.”
Lillian dropped the phone onto the mount and hurriedly went to the door, greeting the young man and putting her best foot forward.
“Thank you for coming, I’ve been anxiously waiting for you this morning. It’s very important that I get this taken care of so I can get my son home.”
“I understand and I’ll work as fast as I’m able but be aware these kinds of things take time. After all it’s a lot of money we’re talking about,” the preppy young man said.
“Oh, I know, I’m just anxious. What do I need to do?”
“Nothing really, I’ll just take a look at the house and the property. I’ve already looked over the legal description; the title and I know the size of your farm. It’s going to be close.”
“Close? I can’t tell you how important it is that I get that money. You’ll get it all back and with interest, my boy’s not guilty and he’s not going to run.”
“I’m sure Mrs. Wood, but we at the bank need to be careful, you understand.”
She did not understand, she just wanted this pencil pusher to clear the way for her to get her son out of the county jail.
“Well, if you need anything I’ll be in the kitchen.”
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll find everything. I won’t bother you when I leave but you should get a call later this afternoon from our manager, thanks.”

Blanche had not seen Marcus all morning and wondered where he was keeping himself. Mrs. Anderson had cruised through the foyer multiple times, just checking up on things. She stopped by earlier and complimented Blanche on her attire and thanked her for keeping her ‘headlights’ under wraps. The young librarian had a difficult time focusing on her job, she’d not even looked in her organized boxes and she kept thinking back to the night on the hillside. The pleasant thoughts were always pushed aside by the vision of Jasper squirming about in his own blood, calling for help, then the sight of Seymour standing behind bars, dressed in orange and the tears in his eyes. She was so torn and confused, but her heart spoke to her, giving her hope and assurance that all would be well.
At 1:00 p.m. she sat at the main desk eating the banana she’d brought and finally saw Mr. Marcus waltz through the front doors. He carried a ladder and his tool belt slung low around his waist.
“What are you doing? I thought everything was fixed and ready for the inspection?” Blanche asked, looking to see if Ester was within earshot.
“I thought so too, but remember the emergency door upstairs?”
“Yeah, what about it?”
“The part still hasn’t come and Mrs. Anderson wants me to take another look at it, see if there's something I can do to get us by the inspection. I already told her if there was something I could have done I would have already, but she’s insisting, so here I am,” he said shrugging his shoulders under the weight of the aluminum ladder.
“I see. What should we do if they show up while you’re up there?”
“I hadn’t thought of that, you’ll just have to come give me a heads up and I’ll get out of here.”
“Sounds good, I’ll just come pull the ladder out from underneath you and you can dangle there as the alarm. That should get us past the inspection, don’t you think?” she joked.
“Very funny. How’s our boy doing? You doing okay?” he genuinely asked.
“I’m okay, didn’t sleep much, but I can’t imagine what kind of a night Seymour must have had. His mom is working to get the bail money today so he can go home.”
“Wish there was more we could do,” he said.
“Me too,” she said, waving as he made his way up the stairs, being careful not to mar the handrails.
Fifteen minutes later the doors opened again and a mother with three small children entered, followed by a man that she recognized but could not place. He strode directly toward her, smiling as if they knew one another. She desperately tried to draw a name from her memory but could not.
“Hello Blanche, how are you today?” he said, extending his hand and shaking hers with vigor.
“I’m good and you?”
“I’m good, thanks for asking. Sorry I’ve not been able to get back here since we talked last week,” Lester said a bit annoyed. Looking into the woman’s eyes he could tell she was drawing a blank.
“Oh, that’s okay, I’ve been busy with my library stuff,” Blanche said, trying to give herself the time she needed to remember his name.
“Yeah, me too, been real busy getting ready for a big event tomorrow night. Looks like I’ll be moving away from Valdosta. Thinking maybe of relocating to California, got to convince my girl between now and then to come with me,” he said, teasing the woman in his own way.
“I’m sure you’ll be able to, seems like you’re the convincing type,” she said, still searching.
“That’s for sure; I suspect she’ll come around to my way of thinking.”
He was having fun watching her try to remember his previous visit but the fact that she could not was also causing a seething storm to grow inside him. He looked around to see who else was working. She appeared to be alone.
“You working on your own today? Must be hard to keep up when you’re the only one running the place,” he said, fishing for information.
“No, everybody is here just off doing other things.” Why could she not remember his name? She vaguely remembered talking to him and if she didn’t have Seymour at the forefront of her mind she probably could recall who he was.
“Do you remember the books you helped me find last week?” he prompted.
“Ah, was it travel related?” she said, hoping he would throw her a bone.
“Mmmm nope, I’m surprised you don’t recall, you said you didn’t remember the last time someone asked for that topic.”
Suddenly her mind was clear. “Voodoo, right?” she said, knowing she was correct.
He was pleased to see that her memory had been jogged and she remembered the visit.
“So Rob, what brings you back to the library this afternoon?” she said, so pleased that she had finally remembered.
“You mean other than you?” he said.
She could tell that he was dead serious and it concerned her. “Don’t tease me, what would your girl say? Really, what can I do for you today?”
“Okay, you called me on it. I just wanted to do a bit more reading and I was interested in looking up some stuff on violent crimes. This recent crime wave has got me curious and I had a few minutes today, so here I am,” he said, smiling and trying to put her at ease.
“Well, I can certainly help you with that. Very popular lately, can’t seem to keep them on the shelf. They’re up and ….”
He cut her off. “I know where they are, but thanks, I’ll find them just fine.”
“Okay Rob, it was good seeing you again. Let us know how we can help you further. Good luck convincing that girlfriend to go with you.”
“I really don’t think she’ll have a choice when it comes right down to it,” he said, trying to hide the malevolent intent in his voice.
She watched him walk up the stairs to the second floor. She thought of his words and the strange conversation she’d just had.
“Why was it that the weirdo’s always seem to come her way, glad this one’s moving to California,” she thought, and in her next brief moment she realized how fortunate she was to have a man like Seymour in her life.
Lester’s anger peaked as he reached the second floor. How could she not have remembered who he was! He thought there was a spark, a connection that she had seen as well as he. It was the influence of Jasper and Seymour but that wouldn’t last for long. After tomorrow, they’d be past history and she’d learn to love him the way Virginia May had, when they first united their souls. They’d be one and he knew it was only a matter of time.
An older guy stood on a ladder near the emergency door. He was afraid of that. Good thing he decided to make this impromptu visit. He watched the worker for a moment before he approached him.
“Do you need some help?” Lester asked.
Marcus looked down from his perch on the ladder, a small electronic device in his hand, “No thanks, think I’ve got it.”
“What you working on there?” the curious patron asked.
“Oh, the stupid alarm on this door is broken and we’ve got to have it fixed by today or my butts in a sling.”
“How so?”
“We have an inspection this afternoon and this door is supposed to set off an alarm when opened. Somebody messed with it last week and it won’t work, so here I am. Got one on order but won’t be here ‘til Friday.”
Lester was relieved to hear it, “Think you can fix it?”
“Nope, just trying to appease the director. Known my butt was going to be in trouble for a couple days but nothing I can do about it.”
“That’s too bad, wish I could help but don’t know anything about electronics,” he lied.
The stranger turned and walked to the shelves housing the true crime, took down a book and sat at a table and read waiting for the custodian to finish his work. A quarter of an hour passed before Marcus gave up, collapsed the ladder and headed for the stairs. Lester got up leaving the book, Helter Skelter, on the table and offered a hand with the ladder as they both maneuvered the stairs to the lower floor.
“Couldn’t get it huh?” The Stalker asked.
“No, knew I wouldn’t be able to, but I gave it a shot.”
“Too bad,” pleased that his work of last week could not be undone.
Blanche saw the pair coming and offered a quick wave, making her look busy so she didn’t need to speak with Rob again. He did not stop at the desk, thankfully but went to the door and spoke loud enough for her to hear.
“See you soon,” the unusual character said as he departed.

Felix walked through the door of the Land and Title Office after Bev dropped him off to retrieve his car from the bar. He stood just inside the doors and looked the place over, wondering what it must be like to eek out such a boring existence as the trolls behind the desks. The self-described charmer could not see the head troll but he was able to see a woman busy at a desk with a placard identifying her as Marge.
"Marge, afternoon, how ya doing?"
"I'm fine. Is there something I can do to help you?" Marge smiled, already enjoying the company of the stranger.
"You sure can, we talked on the phone a day or two ago. I'm Felix Unger; remember I have an appointment with your boss tomorrow night. I just wanted to drop by and confirm, as well as, meet Mr. Savard. Would that be possible?"
"I'll see what I can do," the receptionist said, smiling broadly at the handsome Felix.
"Much appreciated."
Marge stood, smoothed her paisley skirt and brown button down top to pull the fabric more tightly against her curves, making sure that she had Mr. Unger's attention, before she walked to the director's office. She knocked softly, knowing that she was likely waking him up.
"Mr. Savard, there is a Mr. Unger here to see you sir," she said through the door, not wanting to open it until she had permission.
A somewhat disoriented Ignatius answered from inside the dimly lit room. "Give me a second, then bring him in thanks."
She returned to her desk, again smiling and overdoing the wiggle but Felix was appreciative, nonetheless.
"Just a moment and he'll see you. Can I get you anything?" she put an unusual amount of emphasis on the word 'anything'.
"No thanks, I'm good. On second thought Marge, could you just check your planner and see if I'm booked tomorrow night with Mr. Savard?"
"Surely, no problem." She stepped behind the desk, pulled up the electronic schedule and after a minute of looking it over reported, "Yes, I have you meeting Mr. Savard tomorrow night at a property south of Moody Air Force Base. Is that correct?"
"Perfect, knew you'd get it right the first time. You worked for Mr. Savard long?"
"A few years, nice place to work," she said.
Within the time it took Felix to write down Marge's phone number, the door to the director's office opened and Mr. Savard stepped out waving his hand at Felix to join him inside. The two entered the smallish office and Iggy closed the door behind him, then one by one lowered the blinds, securing the location from prying eyes.
“What are you doing here?”
“I told you I’d probably drop by today. I wanted to confirm our make believe meeting tomorrow night with Marge. She’s put together Iggy. You doing her?”
“No, I most certainly am not,” the displeased director said.
“I had to come by anyway and get the little present you have for me. You got it online under a fake name?”
“Yeah, had it shipped to a generic postal box in Douglas, drove down on the weekend to pick it up, better be worth it.”
“From my perspective, it’ll make it much easier. Thanks for following through and getting it for me,” Felix replied.
“Should fit, says it’s for that exact make and model,” Iggy clarified.
“Good. You ready with the packet for our friend?”
“Yeah, took care of the key issue in Douglas as well, I’ll drop everything off tonight.”
“Any word from Jeremy? Wouldn’t surprise me if he backs out at the last minute,” the taller man inquired.
“Nothing, don’t expect we will either. Let’s walk out to my car and I’ll grab that for you,” The Director said, moving toward the door and ushering Felix through the reception area and out into the parking lot.
The pair went to the sedan parked in the spot reserved for the director. Iggy popped the trunk and removed a small 6x8x3 inch parcel and handed it to Felix after looking around to confirm that they were not being watched. They shook hands, both grateful that would likely be the last time either man saw the other and they went their separate ways.

At noon 'The Wolf' entered the jail portion of his facility and spoke with Seymour who had been trying to reconstruct Monday morning as best he could.
"Sheriff, thanks for coming. I've been thinking a lot about Monday and I remembered something that may help both of us," the accused said.
"I wish somebody would help us, we've done nothing but follow bad leads this week. What have you got?"
Seymour filled the Sheriff in on the items he remembered about the unknown stranger. He filled in as much detail as he could then included, "I remember exactly the type of sunglasses he had on and I was curious if the people that saw the shooter at the diner described the same type."
"That's certainly a thought but you could just as easily be telling me about yours."
"True enough but Sheriff you have my sunglasses. They're in my backpack that you took from me when I was arrested. They are not the same style or make, get them and you'll see, and I'll bet your boys didn't turn up any other at my house either because I only have the one pair."
Lupo left briefly, and then returned to further his discussion with Seymour.
"Has your office interviewed any of the students about Monday? Maybe somebody saw this guy. Start with the friend I was talking to in the gym or some of my racquetball classmates. It's likely that one of them could confirm my description."
The Sheriff knew the young man was correct but his resources were spread quite thin already. If he got a chance he would send Guest back over to the school and do some interviews.
"So Seymour, tell me about the sunglasses."
"I know what type they are because my dad had the exact same pair and they've come in and out of style a few times. They were Ray Ban Aviators with the gold rims and reflective surface, kind of like a mirror on the front. Check with the people that saw the shooter, show them a picture, maybe they'll recognize it if they see it again."
"I appreciate the help Seymour but you don't have to tell me how to do my job."
"Sorry Sheriff, I'm just reaching at straws, way harder being on the inside looking out, if you know what I mean."
"I understand, but believe me we're doing our darndest to prove your innocence," he paused. "Or guilt."
The doors at the end of the cellblock opened and Deputy Breland approached the two, carrying Seymour's backpack. The Sheriff took the pack and rummaged through the many zippered pockets until he found a pair of sunglasses. They were much different than Seymour had described. The frame was plastic, tortoise shell, a mix of black — brown — yellow, and the lenses were a dark brown, more dense at the top then lighter at the bottom. Angelo inspected them closely and found the Maui Waui stamped on the inside of the left temple.
"Seymour, describe the make and model again to Deputy Breland here. Breland take this down and find me a picture that we can show the witnesses at the diner. Start with the Delaney woman at the library and work your way to each of the people we have on file ‘til they've all seen it. On second thought, I want you to do it like a line up, get five different models, various brands, all similar and include both the Ray-Ban and Seymour’s." He handed the glasses to Breland. "Then have them tell you which one they saw, let's see if we can get a consensus."
The Sheriff looked back at Seymour, "You happy?"
Seymour responded in the affirmative and the officers left the block.

At 4:00 p.m. Lillian Wood finally got a call from the bank manager. There was both good and bad news. The bank was prepared to provide a line of credit on the property and home but the very best they could do was $150,000. Mrs. Wood's heart sunk, $50,000 short and really nowhere to get that kind of money quickly. She had nothing to sell, no close friend, at least not that would have that kind of money, and the hope of freeing her son, sooner than later, fleeting. The bank manager suggested that she approach the court to see if they would bring the bail down. He'd seen it done before, however, he assured her that the money would be ready Thursday by noon and she could drop by and pick it up at her convenience. She thanked him and phoned the library.
Blanche picked up the phone and delivered the usual spill but with much less cheer and enthusiasm.
"Sounds like you're having the same kind of day as me, Blanche," Seymour's mom said, also sounding a little down in the dumps.
"Well, could be better, but I'm sure it's nothing like what you've been going through. We just had our inspection and we failed because of one item which we'll have fixed Friday but it means they have to come back again and put us through another day of stress."
"I'm sorry to hear that. Well, I just got off the phone with the bank and they'll only give me $150,000 for Seymour's bail. I'm $50,000 short. The manager suggested I go to the judge and see if he'll extend some mercy and lower the amount. Guess that's really the only option I've got and who knows how long that will take. What do you think?"
There was an unusually long pause as Lillian waited to see what the librarian thought.
"Blanche dear, you still there? Did we get cut off?"
"No, I'm here Lillian, just doing some calculating."
"Whatever for? Do you think we should go to the judge or not?"
"Not. Listen Mrs. Wood, I've got the $50,000 you need. In fact I think I've got $54,340 to my name and I want to help. How do we pool our money and get Seymour out of there?"
The once discouraged and directionless librarian had never felt so compelled to do something in her whole life. The thought of reaching out to the Wood family, as she had, made her feel light and free. She knew without a shadow of a doubt that the money was not lost and would once again be hers, but the ability to help in their hour of need was liberating. She stopped by the Sheriff's Office to let Seymour know that the money was taken care of, but Officer Breland had seen her come in and he informed her that visiting hours were over, however, he'd let her see him if she'd do him a favor first.
"So what can I do for you deputy?" she said, somewhat puzzled.
"The Sheriff has asked me to speak with each of the witnesses from the diner to see if you can pick out the type of sunglasses the perp was wearing. Would you give it a try?"
"Sure, don't know if I'll be able to, hardly remember and it was such a poor angle."
"Try anyway, if you would. I'll show you five different styles, all you need to do is pick the one that most closely resembles the pair you saw the shooter wearing," he explained.
"K, let me see them."
He handed her five full size sheets of paper, each with a large picture of a pair of sunglasses of various styles and makes. Blanche carefully looked through the sheets, running through them once before making any decisions. The second time through she removed two of the sunglass pictures, explaining to Breland that she was sure it was neither of them. She returned her attention to the others, knowing that any help she could provide could assist Seymour's case. Again, scrutinizing each photo, she compared the color, the material and she was able to eliminate one more from the batch. Two remained. The Ray-Ban and another metal frame but she had already eliminated Seymour's from the queue without knowing it.
"I can't be sure but I know it wasn't any of these," she said, pointing to the three she removed from the stack.
"Thanks, I'll note your selections. You are free to go Miss."
Blanche was allowed a few minutes alone with Seymour, she explained that his mother was able to secure the money for the bail but that it had taken longer than she anticipated. They would be by sometime around noon to finish the matter and see to his release. Seymour had been almost overcome with appreciation and relief. The two hugged, as they were able, separated by one inch reinforced steel bars but the kiss was memorable.
"Thanks for letting me see him, we've arranged his bail for tomorrow morning," Blanche said.
"Good for you, he's a model prisoner but I know he'll be glad to go home, even if he still has to appear in court," Breland said.
"Thanks again and goodnight."
Blanche treated herself to a taxi ride home. Unbeknownst to her a silver van followed the taxi closely, a troubled man at the wheel.



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


The sun was cresting over the tree line when Lester pulled the van into his driveway, parking it in the usual spot. He sat behind the wheel for a few minutes collecting his thoughts in anticipation of the day ahead of him. The hours he’d spent sitting outside Caroline’s B amp;B waiting to see if Blanche would venture out for an evening walk or run had been a total waste of time. By 2:00 a.m. he was convinced that everyone in the establishment would be in bed, all the lights were out and all appeared quiet. He’d left the van parked in the alleyway between the homes that led to garages and backyards. With his face painted black and wearing his standard issue dark shirt and jeans he had made his way around to the rear door that entered into the kitchen area. Lester thought back, closing his eyes as he sat in the van, reliving the previous hours and events.
Standing on the porch he felt for the hunting knife attached to his belt and slid it from the sheath, the blade gleamed in the dim light of the lone street lamp that sat atop a pole two houses down. The 9mm stuffed into the front of his pants was somewhat uncomfortable; he smoothly moved it to the small of his back, and certain his belt would hold it in place. His gloved left hand grasped the old doorknob and tried the lock. It was secure but he was sure it would not take much pressure just to force the door open without damaging the frame. He’d seen these old style locks too often to have it slow him down. Inserting the blade of the knife between the jam and the door, he twisted his wrist while turning the knob and pushing with his shoulder. The door popped open like using a bottle opener on an old-fashioned coke bottle.
Once inside Lester inspected the frame and lock for damage, it would be difficult for Caroline to see that anything had changed. For a split second he was unsure what he was doing in the home, but the thought of seeing Blanche one more time and the remote possibility that he could spirit her away tonight, rather than waiting, spurred him on. The antique old wood planks that made up the kitchen and dining room floors squeaked as he tiptoed across their surface. He had not bothered to remove his shoes. The Stalker would not be there long. Lester knew exactly which room was Blanche’s after spending an evening a short time ago watching her through the bedroom window. He eased his way up the stairs from the dining area, the knife still in his right hand.
Rooms appeared on either side of the long hallway, a small lamp cast shadows and eerie images along the walls. He counted the doors on his left, assuming each room would have a single window visible from the street. He stood before Blanche’s; his heart beat wildly causing his hands to shake and ears to ring. Patiently he waited for the initial adrenaline rush to subside before he tried the lock with a steady hand. The handle rattled ever so slightly but it did not budge. He dropped to one knee to inspect the lock more closely using only the faint light of the hallway to help him. An obvious skeleton keyhole looked back at him and he could see a diffuse light inside the room. The intruder moved his eye close enough to the keyhole to get a better, less obstructed view of the room’s contents. It was not perfect but he could make out the woman’s form on the bed, moonlight providing the light he could see through the hole.
Lester felt for the gun in the hollow of his back and adjusted it slightly, then removed a lock pick device from his front pocket. With both hands he manipulated the small metallic rod and file, slowing himself when he felt he was making too much noise, even though it was barely audible. Years of doing the same, on more sophisticated locks, made the old skeleton lock open without much of a challenge. He returned the pick set to his pocket and pulled the knife again from the sheath before entering the room. The door opened without a sound, he closed it but did not allow the lock to fully latch. Standing within the very room that he had only taken pictures of the week before, thrilled the assailant. He concentrated on keeping his breathing under control, slowing his heart and perspiration in the process. Lester held the knife in his right hand as he approached the sleeping Blanche. To have her so close, so vulnerable, was mind blowing for the thief. He yearned to slide into bed with her and prove his love for the woman, but he knew better, at least for now. With the knife in his right hand he approached the bed standing inches from the edge and within reach of the woman’s throat.
Lester loomed over the woman, taking in her beauty, hair swept across a portion of her forehead, her face fully exposed to him as she slept on her back. The perp couldn’t pass up the opportunity. The small digital camera was extracted from his rear jean’s pocket and he took a picture of the slumbering damsel. He contemplated the possibility of removing her tonight, half convincing himself that it could be done without disturbing the others, but he had come unprepared, no ether and no plausible way to keep her quiet.
“Only a few hours,” he told himself, and she would willingly give herself to him, but his patience was at its limit.
He wanted and needed to feel her soft skin, to know the sensation of skin on skin with the striking beauty. Lester peeled the glove from his left hand, partially sticking it into his jean’s pocket, and brought the razor sharp knife blade within an inch of the sleeping woman’s jugular. He would need to control her if she suddenly awoke. With the left hand exposed he placed it as close as he dared below his sleeping victim’s nose. The feel of her breath caressing, then ebbing and returning to caress his hand again, made him feel invincible. He looked closely at her face, so perfect, light freckles scattered across her delicate nose, her lips slightly parted calling for a kiss. Leaning in close, his hand pulled away from her face but the knife still in place, he inspected her closely, taking in the smell of her skin as he did so.
The Stalker detected movement under her lids, Blanche's eyes moving back and forth, right and left in a rapid saccadic motion. She was dreaming, he’d seen it before and knew what it was. The idea excited him as he closely watched her closed eyes wondering if she was thinking of him after he ruffled her feathers earlier in the day. His will power was fading. To touch her once would be ecstasy and would possibly be worth the risk, but he fought off the urge and settled for running his hand over the sleeping woman’s figure just an inch above the single sheet that covered her motionless form. The knife, still very close to her throat, did not vary as he extended his left hand above her navel. The Stalker was able to see through the thin sheet revealing a tiny nightgown, hiked up, and showing the outline of her panties underneath. Slowly he moved his hand upward over her flat stomach to the rise of her breasts, which strained against the fabric of the sheet. He stopped, his hand just above the breast closest to him and ached to touch and squeeze her.
Behind him he heard the creaking of an old door opening, he wheeled quickly but without sound to see Blanche’s still in place. His breathing stopped as he listened for further indication that someone was up. Footsteps moved down the hallway just outside the door and he moved to see what and who it was. As the muffled noise moved beyond Blanche’s room he pulled the door in just enough to look into the hallway. An older woman dressed in a robe and slippers, her head wrapped with toilet paper, was making her way down the hall. Lester watched her closely as she opened a door, flipped on a light and stepped inside.
“Must be the bathroom,” he thought.
He watched and waited for her to make the return trip, closing the door slightly so he could still listen to her pass. A few minutes later she did and he could hear the toilet flush as she exited the bathroom. Caroline moved down the hall and back to her own room without any concern and was once again safely tucked away behind a locked door. The intruder breathed a sigh of relief but knew it was time to go. As he stood across the room, he once again removed the camera and took a departing picture of the still restful woman, returned the camera and knife to their places and slipped out the door, carefully closing and latching it behind him.
Lester made it back to his van in the early morning hours and climbed behind the wheel for the drive home. The packet he was anticipating should be there and he could make the final plans for his departure the following day. He removed the key from his front pocket and inserted it into the ignition, starting the car with the help of some pressure on the accelerator. He grasped the wheel with both hands, expecting to see both covered with a glove, but only the right was thusly encased. His mind dashed back through the last few minutes and remembered that he had stuck the glove in his front pocket when he had felt Blanche’s breath. He reached down to secure the glove and put it with the other in the van. It was gone! Lester scrambled from the idling van and looked on the ground but it was nowhere in sight. Again he ran his hands through his pockets, front and back, it was definitely gone.
Now sitting safely in his own drive, he continued to berate himself for being so careless, however, he would soon be gone and the glove would provide the authorities with only the smallest of advantages. Exhausted and needing to get to bed, he made the walk back to the distressed mailbox one last time. His steps were plodding, fatigue setting in, but he wanted to see if the parcel was there. He opened the latch as he had done now for the third time in as many weeks and saw the familiar manila envelope inside. He withdrew it but it was heavier than he had expected.
Inside the house, with the kitchen light on, he opened the envelope and inspected the contents. A woman’s picture slid out first, followed by a newly cut key. The woman was attractive, a bit heavy set perhaps but pretty features. He tipped the enclosure higher and a stack of worn twenties landed on the table with a mild thud.
“That’s nice!” he said.
Lastly a stack of documents with a cover letter slid from the envelope, an explanation given just as Jeremy had given it to Iggy. The ‘outing’ must take place tonight at 8:00 p.m., he would have the house to himself for a few hours to tear it apart. The remaining information was similar to that previously provided, address, general information about the owner, the layout of the home and a few odds and ends. Sounded easy enough, the money was a bonus for a job well done.
“At least they appreciate excellence when they see it,” he again said aloud.
Lester Cummings was about to retire and he was tired but exhilarated knowing that the end of one life was in sight and the beginning of another within his reach.
He spoke to the picture of the woman, “Well, Ms. Beverly Davis, looks like you’re my ticket to paradise.”

Thursday morning Sheriff Angelo Lupo sat in his office, facing three of his subordinates, looking for answers. Deputies Guest and Breland sat with their hats in their hands, Ricky Dean held a ream of documents on his lap using them as a platform for his notebook computer, which he had on and opened. The group had been in conference for over an hour, bringing the Sheriff up to date on the progress with The Stalker case. The Sheriff did not look happy.
“I get the feeling people, that once Mr. Wood was taken into custody we let our guard down. Granted there have been no further break-ins since his arrest but my gut tells me we’ve got the wrong guy sitting back there,” he said, motioning to the cell area.
Ricky Dean nodded his head in agreement. He had been the hero last week but lately his department had been under the gun to provide something that would break the case open. That lingering bit of information had yet to be uncovered. For the past hour he had gone over the reasons why it was highly unlikely that Seymour was The Stalker but could not rule him out as the shooter in the Jackson shooting.
“Okay Ricky, let me run this back and you tell me if I’ve got it,” the Sheriff said. “The fibers collected at the Wood residence do not match any of the fiber evidence you’ve collected at any of the crime scenes, and the castings made of Seymour’s foot do not match the Nike’s we’ve processed at the scenes either. Have I got it right so far?”
“Yup, sure ‘nough Sheriff,” Ricky agreed. “His feet are at least two shoe sizes bigger.”
“So what you are saying, and listen up you two,” he said, looking at his deputies. “There’s no way, based on the evidence alone, that Seymour Wood can be The Stalker!” again Ricky expressed his agreement.
“Then tell me you three, how did Seymour wind up with a gun stolen from our third crime scene and used in a shooting of a black man on the other side of town. I’m inclined to believe every word that has come out of Mr. Woods’s mouth. There doesn’t seem to me to be any plausible explanation other than he’s being set-up. I want to know who and why and I want to know it yesterday! You got me,” he said, his voice rising with each syllable. “Where do we stand with our other leads?”
Deputy Breland spoke up first. “I’ve been able to get to 80 % of the witnesses at the diner and they have each ruled out Seymour’s glasses and conclude that it’s one of the two wire frames with the tear drop style lenses. One of the witnesses pegged the Ray Bans right away, said she used to work in an optical store and recognized the style. She was apologetic that she didn’t bring that to our attention before but didn’t think she needed to be that specific. I’ll get to the remaining witnesses this morning. The Delaney woman also ruled out Seymour’s before I let her speak to him.”
“Good Breland, I’m inclined to believe our shooter is wearing the Ray Ban sunglasses. I want you to get a hold of the distributor and find out which shops sell them and if they carry that specific style. You’d also said that Mrs. Wood was able to come up with the bail money, is that right?”
“Yeah, Blanche Delaney told me that last night when she dropped by,” Breland confirmed.
“I can’t help but think that the Delaney woman is involved in this somehow. Have we explored old boyfriends, jilted lovers, anybody that may have a thing for her?”
It was Natalie’s turn to take a run with the ball. “Sheriff, I went over her past pretty carefully with her. She’s only ever been in one serious relationship. He turned out to be gay and she left him in Arizona. I personally don’t think it’s related. Since she’s been here she’s had no flings or one night stands. A pretty conservative woman that does her job and stays to herself. Isn’t into the bar scene, stays at Caroline’s Bed and Breakfast and doesn’t get out much. She randomly met Jasper and has a friendship but nothing sexual, and with Seymour there is a budding romance but they are not involved sexually either. I tried to get her to identify anyone that has struck her as strange but she didn’t come up with anybody, at least when I talked with her last.”
“How about the students from the school, did you get over there this morning?”
“I did, that’s where I was just before we started this meeting. I found the students from the racquetball class and nobody remembered anything about a man in sunglasses and baseball hat, except for a couple of girls that said they spoke to a man matching that description at the end of their match on Monday morning. And get this, he was asking where he could find Seymour Wood.”
“Excellent. Were they able to expand on the description we have to date?” Ricky interjected.
“I think so, but they have agreed to come in this afternoon and have a sketch done with our artist,” Guest explained.
“Now we’re finally getting somewhere, those two girls have probably got the best chance to identify him. Have them go through the photo listing of known burglars,” the Sheriff instructed.
The three wrote down notes making sure that they didn’t miss anything they were directed to do. The investigation was taking a sudden left turn, just after they thought they had it solved with the arrest of Mr. Wood. Apparently he would be walking out on bail for now but maybe for good based on the discussion of the morning.
“You got anything else Guest?” the Sheriff asked.
“I’ve got an appointment with that couple from the farm community I spoke with the other day that phoned back with some information. It’s been difficult to nail him down but his wife has promised they will be home this afternoon and I can go and get a statement. I’ll let you know what I find out, it has something to do with the motorcycle.”
“That sounds fine, what else have you got to work on?” Lupo asked, dropping his hand to scratch Otis behind the ears.
“Remember the guy I talked with you about before we all thought Seymour was our man? His name is Lester Cummings.”
“Yes, have you done any follow-up?” Sheriff Lupo said leaning across his desk to write down a note.
“I did but didn’t come up with much. He has no priors, not even a parking ticket. Clean as a whistle, almost too clean. One thing of interest, the van is registered in his name and is legit, but he also has a motorcycle registered in his name, color identified as yellow and I’m sure, I could swear it, that I asked him about a motorcycle and he denied having one. But I can’t be sure, I didn’t write it down. Was just before I got called back to the station.”
“Okay, that’s a good start. I like this guy as a possible suspect, let’s follow your hunch and get a warrant. Get the ball rolling before you head out for that interview but I want you to present the documentation we need to the judge before the end of the day. I want to be able to surprise him first thing tomorrow morning with a raid. Is that understood? Breland, Ricky, you two help her as she needs ya.”
The three looked back and forth between them and assured the others that they would be on call to assist as needed and able.
“If you can’t think of anything else, I’m going to go home for a few minutes, catch a few Z’s, shower, eat something other than a Twinkie and then I’ll be back. If you need me patch it through Arlene,” the large man declared.

Just before noon a determined Mrs. Lillian Wood, accompanied by Ms. Blanche Delaney and their driver, Mr. Marcus, entered the foyer area of the Sheriff’s office. A notice and receipt in hand from the Lowndes County Court instructing the Sheriff’s Department to release Seymour into the care of his mother. The reunion was sweet, Seymour more than happy to be out of the jail issued coveralls and back in his jeans. The foursome was on their way out the front doors when a voice hollered across the office, feminine but barking nonetheless.
“Ms. Delaney, don’t leave just yet, will you!” the shout came from the back of the office area.
Deputy Guest could be seen moving quickly through the desks and chairs to reach the group.
“I have a couple of quick questions for you if you don’t mind, will only take a second,” the officer said.
“Sure, you guys just wait for me outside, I’ll be right out,” Blanche said.
Officer Guest directed Blanche into the Sheriff’s office, she was sure he wouldn’t care.
“I was wondering if you’ve given anymore thought to who might be causing these problems for Jasper and Seymour? I have a possible suspect in mind but I’d rather hear it from you before I plant the information in your head, if you know what I mean.”
“Yes, I have thought about it but can’t say there’s anybody…, wait a minute, there is somebody that is a little odd but he’s not done anything to me, if that’s what you’re after?”
“Not necessarily, but even odd behavior that struck you as unusual,” the deputy further clarified what she was looking for.
“Working with the public we run into odd behavior all the time, but directed specifically at me, there is a guy that has been in the library a couple times in the past few weeks. His name is Rob, was in just yesterday, struck me as odd, kind of hitting on me, but said he had a girlfriend he was trying to convince to move to California with him. Sounded like the move was imminent.”
“Describe him for me,” Guest requested.
The librarian did so with amazing clarity and recollection, speaking faster than Natalie could keep up. A few minutes later the two had worked out a statement, which Blanche read over and confirmed it was a concise overview of the things she had reported to the deputy. Blanche signed the statement, as she was familiar with doing by now, and was about to leave when the deputy thought of one more thing.
“Did anybody else see this guy or were you working alone?” she asked.
“Yeah, for sure, Mr. Marcus, the gentleman with us today acting as our chauffeur talked with him as well,” Blanche replied.
Officer Guest could hardly contain her excitement. The description given to her was a dead ringer for Lester Cummings and now she had a second witness that could also put Lester in the mix. It was interesting that he had chosen to use the name Rob when speaking with Blanche. The deputy made sure to write everything down this time around. She asked that Blanche send him in and she went through the same process with Marcus. The custodian issued a more vague description but generally the same as Blanche. He agreed to provide any further information that came to mind, signed the statement and left with the others.

Beverly was disappointed that she’d not heard from Felix after their morning romp the day before, but was sure she would get a chance to pull his chain again today. He’d said something about the property they had met over and the possibility of an offer, which would certainly be the icing on the cake for the realtor. She reviewed her calendar for the day, over her usual cup of coffee, picked up the house a bit before she dressed and headed to her office. The planner reminded her of the date she had with Blanche for the following night, she was so anxious to tell her about the new man that had swept into her life and bedroom.
In the late afternoon she finally heard from Felix. He apologized for not getting back to her sooner but had been on the phone non-stop with the developers. They had come to an agreement, at least from their side, in terms of an offer with a few ‘subject to’s’ still in place. Felix told her he had done his best to hammer out an agreement that he thought would be acceptable to all parties and was anxious to present it to her. He also indicated that he wanted to show her something else and would be by later to do just that. The con man was vague on the time he would do the presenting but asked her to be home from 6:00 p.m. and on, that way she wouldn’t miss him. Beverly was more than excited; perhaps she was turning the corner on a newfound and more fulfilling life.
Just that morning her lawyer had phoned saying that Mr. Jeremy Marshall, her stepson, had contacted their office, with one last lowball offer of ten million, which they flatly turned down given the prior direction they had received from Beverly herself. The lawyer suggested that with no further hang-ups there was a possibility that she’d be a millionaire by Christmas. He was careful not to give her too much hope as Jeremy had already filed a petition to reduce the amount arbitrarily assigned by the court as the final value of the estate. The Marshall lawyers were contesting the value assigned in a market that was in an undeniable downturn. Beverly was disappointed but not surprised, in any case, she knew the estate issue was winding down and she could soon get on with her life and maybe her new love.

Seymour was anxious to get his life back to normal as soon as possible. Taking advice from his mother and rejecting it outright, he returned to the one class he had in the afternoon, astonishing some of the students and drawing high fives from others. The few hours he was away from home passed without incident but he was excited to go to work that evening. He needed to be with Blanche in a way he’d never felt before with another woman. His heart yearned and craved her companionship, he could tell from the pull on his heartstrings that the infatuation had grown. He could not deny the feelings of love and concern he had for the fascinating Blanche D. Delaney.
Shortly before six, Seymour ate with his mother at the kitchen table and talked of the week’s past events. She tried to persuade him to stay home from work but knew it was a losing argument. Nothing would keep him away from Blanche or the library tonight. Their discussion went full circle and ended up at the jail earlier in the day.
“I was so glad to walk out of there today, mom. Probably next to dad dying, the worst few days of my life,” Seymour said.
“If it weren’t for Blanche you’d still be sitting there,” his mother informed him. Having said that she got up from the table and started clearing dishes away.
“What do you mean? What did she do?” he asked, anxious to hear the answer.
“She didn’t tell you?” his mom asked.
“Tell me what? She just told me you had arranged the bail and I’d be getting out today.”
“Seymour, she took the money she had set aside for a down payment on a place and gave it to us for your bail. The bank would only give me $150,000; she came up with the rest. I have to say, she’s a remarkable girl. I was wrong about her,” his mother said, moving to stand behind him and putting her hands on his sinewy shoulders.
“You’re kidding, I had no idea.” He could think of nothing else to say but sat in silence the last few minutes he had before needing to leave for work.
With his mom in the kitchen, Seymour went to her room and removed the rifle from the closet and filled his pocket with a handful of shells from a box that was nearby. He managed to get out the door and put the gun behind the seat of the truck without her being the wiser. Jasper had been unprepared in defending Blanche; he would not make the same mistake. Seymour had shot the old rifle a few times. He knew enough that his dad called it a.50 caliber Sharps, the bullets as big around as his index finger and almost as long. The weapon had been handed down over the generations from the days of the Civil War, and although old, his father had used it yearly to put venison on their table. Seymour had shot it a little bit in his youth, had one hell of a kick, but never had much interest in hunting but would go just to hang out with his dad. He tossed the shells in the glove box, hollered out the window to his mother that he’d see her later and headed for town and Blanche at the library.

Deputy Guest worked feverishly throughout the afternoon, with the help of Deputy Breland and Ricky, to put the finishing touches on the warrant request. The information provided by the old timer had proven just what they needed to put the final piece of the warrant together. She had driven out earlier in the afternoon and taken their statement. It seemed that the old guy got to thinking after they talked the other day and the more he drove the tractor around his field the more he remembered about a friend of his that passed away a good ten years before. Had a son that raced motorcycles on the MX Circuit when he was younger. The farmer’s friend would often brag about the trophies his son was stacking up. The Deputy had grown more excited with each passing minute, hoping the old timer could remember the name.
As he concluded his statement she asked, “And can you remember your friend’s name or his son’s?”
His wife had helped to translate some of the slur and slang but there was no missing his answer. “Well, shur I do, ain’t losin’ ma mind am I motha. Feller’s name was Cummings, Spencer Cummings, but I can’t say I mumber the bo’s.”
With Lester Cummings squarely in their sights and the paperwork in hand Guest had raced to the courthouse in hopes of catching the judge. The timing was close; she caught the judge climbing into his 4x4 as she pulled into the parking lot. She hit her lights and siren to get his attention causing Otis to bark and growl from his cage. The judge had been more than understanding, especially considering the impact the information could have on the Wood and Stalker cases. He informed the deputy that he would review the request at home and issue the warrant from there. He would notify the Sheriff’s Office once he had done his work and she could drop by his house to pick up the search warrant later.
Deputy Guest now found herself staring at the phone and talking with the dispatch staff as most of the officers had retired for the night. She could see a light on in 'The Wolf’s office, making plans for the raid in the morning no doubt. All officers had been told to report for duty at 4:30 a.m., they would need to gear up with vests and shotguns, in preparation for the raid which would go down at 5:30 the next morning. The office had been abuzz with excitement in hopes of bringing The Stalker to justice.

At 5:30 p.m. the charming wise guy parked his car a mile from Bev’s location in the parking lot of a busy restaurant and began the walk to her house. Iggy would soon be on his way to the property near the base and then off for chicken to be enjoyed by the director and his new acquaintance. A college football game was the lure that brought the two men back to Savard’s after looking over the property and discussing the legal description and the survey information. It was plausible and easy to remember for both men. As he walked, Felix tried to envision how the events of the night would go down. He felt for the silencer that Iggy had purchased online, making sure he had put it in his suit pocket. His own 9mm rested against the small of his back, a constant reminder that he was deadly if messed with.
In his mind he would arrive at Bev’s the same way Lester would, over the back fence, but he would ring the bell and Lester would use the key. Bev’s house was on a cul-de-sac, her lot heavily treed, large, mature oaks and spruces that reached into the sky and hid her house from the neighbors. She had homes on both sides but the drives were 150 feet apart and the houses barely visible through the dense trees. He should have no trouble getting in and out without anyone seeing him. A rolled up document cover swung back and forth in his left hand as his arm swung with his strides. The valid offer would show that he was there earlier in the evening, presented the offer, and then been on his way after he’d serviced the realtor.
Felix could see the back of the Davis home from the trees where he stood hidden from view. A small creek with only a trickle of water running down it was between him and the fence. Not yet dark, but it would be almost impossible to see him from the house, unless Bev happened to be looking into her backyard when he climbed the fence. The mud from the creek could pose a problem but he decided he would simply leave his shoes on her front step.
While Felix contemplated his options, Lester prepared for his last ‘outing’ in Valdosta, GA. He didn’t know if it was the fact that it would be his last, or the small variations in the way tonight was to be carried out, that had him on edge. Something just didn’t feel right but he had taken some precautions just in case. Normally he would not take the 9mm with him but it felt appropriate slipped into the waist of his dark pants. After he had a chance to get a few hours sleep he again went over the information and layout of Beverly’s house. He checked the location on the map and noted that her house fell a good two blocks out of the area they had been working, without an explanation as to why the deviation. Could just be his paranoia or that somehow he felt a noose tightening around him, but then again it could be nothing at all. The employers had been right on target before with their information, except for Katie’s prosthetic leg.
He would be cutting it close tonight. The work at Davis’ would have to be quick, the house torn apart in a matter of minutes, not hours, allowing him enough time to get to the library, pick up Blanche, and be on their way. He didn’t know how much persuading it would take to get her to see his vision of their future. Just in case he was prepared for that as well. Into the back of the van he put a box containing the Gulf War costume he had used before, including the jacket and cane, along with a canister of ether and wool cloth. He also put his backpack, with the essentials, on the floor of the passenger’s side but didn’t think he would even need it tonight. He wanted to be in and out as quickly as possible. No pictures, and was not even going to bother with paint on the walls, just a melee of destruction on the order of a small tornado.
The burglar stood on the landing to his kitchen area and ran the list of items through his mind and was about to depart when he saw the spectacle case on the table. He’d almost forgotten the key to his disguise, his father’s glasses, with them in hand he climbed in the van, put the glasses on the seat next to him, and pulled out of the drive headed to Beverly Davis’ home. Lester left a few minutes earlier than he normally would, anticipating that he would need to find an appropriate place to ditch the van while he did the job.

Seymour felt uncomfortable with the gun behind the seat and was somewhat unsure if he knew how, or had the capability to use it, if needed, but he’d rather have it for insurance, just in case. It was heaven to be back in the library and doing something he enjoyed. The romantically inclined pair hugged when they were sure no one was watching, which was difficult considering that the library was fairly busy for a Thursday evening. The criminology student got to work dealing with his list of responsibilities, often taking the time to walk past the front desk for a quick smile or wink. It looked like it would be a normal night at the library with no surprises. How wrong he would be.

Felix managed to get across the little creek without slipping and covering himself in mud, but his shoes did get somewhat mucked up and he cussed as the bottom of his expensive suit was dirtied as well. Just wasn’t right climbing into someone’s backyard wearing an Armani suit. The things he did to keep his reputation and lifestyle even astonished him. Once over the fence and without Bev looking into the yard, shades were drawn and with no sign of the woman from the back of the house, he walked around the side and went to the front door.
The sun was still in the sky but the trees gave a late dusk feel to the area. He knocked softly knowing she would be anxious to see him and near the door. A short moment later she opened the door dressed somewhat provocatively and ready for their rendezvous. Felix stepped inside pulling her close; kissing her but not allowing her to put her arms around him for fear that she would feel the pistol.
He covered, by holding her arms and telling her, “Business before pleasure.”
“Whatever you say sweetie, you’re driving this train tonight,” she said as she reached up and pulled a make believe lever while gyrating her hips — “Whoo Whoo”.
Her Southern accent and movements made him smile but tonight was a work night and he could not, would not, be distracted, at least not until he’d had his way with her. Felix dropped the rolled up document he held in his hand on the table and asked her to sit. She did so taking the document in her hands and pulling her reading glasses from her purse. She looked at the details of the offer, the amounts, the caveats (subject to's) and the other provisions that Felix had included in the final draft. She was acceptable to most and told him she would make arrangements to present the offer to the seller in the morning and get back to him and the development group. Felix was happy with that and informed the train that the engineer was ready to get things rolling.
The pair retired to her bedroom, a room Unger was quite familiar with. The large king sized bed was already turned down, soft music played in the background and the lights were set to invite a romantic mood. Bev quickly stepped into the bathroom while Felix took off his suit jacket and folded the 9mm in the middle of it, laying the garment on a low lying dresser at the end of the room. By the time Bev appeared back at the bathroom door, Felix stood in his wife beater t-shirt, silky stretch underwear and socks held up with sock supports. Didn’t matter to Bev, she still found him sexy. She pressed herself up against the door jam and again let out — “Whoo Whoo.”
The two met at the bed, falling onto it as their passion consumed them. Each hungry for the other, both with different visions of what the future would hold.
Lester drove the blocks surrounding the Davis home and was not satisfied with anything he had found until he came to a small dirt service road that led to a utility box with nothing else around. The walk would be further but it could not be helped. He would just have to work that much faster to allow time to get to the library. He arrived at the back of Beverly’s house at 7:30 p.m. and stood approximately where Felix had a short time before. He waited for the lights to go out before he ventured forward. Ten minutes later they did just that.

Shortly after 7:30 p.m. Deputy Guest got the phone call she had been waiting for, the judge indicated that the request was in order and a search warrant had been signed for execution the next morning, early. The Deputy stuck her head into her bosses office, gave him the good news before she left for the judges home. It would be a late night for Natalie, it was just 'The Wolf' and her holding down the fort till morning at which time she would be off, but she was not missing the raid on the Cummings home. No way in hell would she miss that opportunity!

At exactly 8:00 p.m. Lester used the key provided by Iggy and unlocked the back door stepping into Beverly’s kitchen. The entire house was dark, looked like the information was accurate again. He relaxed and turned on the handheld LED, scanned the kitchen, then proceeded into the hallway.
“Hello Lester,” a calm voice, that he recognized, called from the darkness of the living room.
Instinctively he knew running would mean certain death. “Felix, I’m guessing.”
“Good call, I knew you’d be right on time. Ever the professional, huh?” Felix said, now bathed in light from Lester’s LED. “Go ahead and turn on the light switch there to your left but keep both of your hands where I can see them,” the mobster instructed. Bev’s small 32 automatic pointed at Lester’s center of mass, a silencer extended the length of the barrel. The room suddenly came into focus as Lester hit the switch. He tossed the portable to Felix who caught it in his left and placed it in the chair next to him.
“Thought something seemed different about tonight, should have listened to my gut.”
“Yes, you should have. Yes indeed,” Felix confirmed.
“Let’s get rid of the pistol, shall we? Know you don’t normally like to carry one, goes against your principles or something but I get the feeling you must be packing tonight. Turn around slowly and let’s see what you’ve got.”
Lester did as he was told, knowing the man seated before him would not hesitate to pump a few rounds through him if he disobeyed. When Felix could see his back, he told the thief to stop, he stood and removed the weapon from The Stalker’s waistline and put it into his own.
“Nice gun, glad you brought your own so I don’t have to leave mine. I’ll even bet this one is registered in your name, isn’t it?” he accused the man of being stupid in a roundabout way. The look on Lester’s face gave away that Felix had been correct. “I knew it. Honest in a strange kind of way, aren’t you? The Sheriff will find your own gun in your cold, dead hand. Works far better for us in the overall scheme of things.”
“What’s this all about anyway? What are you doing here and ….,” Lester asked, trying to think of a way to get out of this with his life.
“You poor guy, I really do feel bad about this, you’ve been so willing to put yourself out there for us and this is the way we repay you. Must really piss you off!” Felix prodded.
“What do you think, smart ass?”
“Let me just say that you’ve opened the way for me and my friends to be very rich….I like the way that sounds verrryyyy rrrriiicchhh,” he said again, very slowly.
“Asshole, shoot me and get it over with.”
“Not so quick. Aren’t you anxious to meet the lady of the house?” the killer asked.
“She still here? Thought she would be out for the night.”
“You really are clueless aren’t you Lester. Wish I had time to explain it all to you but some other time. Oh wait a minute, you won’t have another time, will you?” and he laughed, mocking him. “Let’s go talk to Bev.”
The two walked up the stairs, Lester leading the way, the 32 pointed at his back. Once in the bedroom Felix turned on the main light, illuminating Beverly sitting up in the bed, a red rubber ball in her mouth attached to a black strap pulled around her head. She was silent, saliva dripped from her chin, a look of wild panic in her eyes. Her hands and feet were bound with plastic, pull-tight strips with a towel between the skin and plastic as not to leave any marks. She grunted ever so softly, trying to get enough air without choking.
“See how I’ve got her all wrapped up for you tonight. Saved you the trouble of doing it yourself. We really did consider bringing you in at one point and letting you ‘off’ the fatty on your own but you were just one more loose end we had to take care of. You know, give us peace of mind so we could sleep better at night. You’ll go to your grave knowing you served a higher purpose.”
“You really are a cold, heartless son of a bitch aren’t you?” Lester asked.
“Yes, I’d have to agree with you there but you left out rich; a rich, cold, heartless son of a bitch. Kind of has a ring to it. What do you think?” He did like to remain upbeat even in the face of crisis.
“Well, Bev dear, I’m going to need your help with this next part. If you’ll cooperate I promise I’ll make it quick for you. Believe me you’ll thank me rather than enduring the opposite.” He looked into her eyes and had a fleeting bit of compassion for the woman that was quickly replaced with dollar signs. No mercy tonight, cold hard cash would rule the day.
“Lester if you would be so kind as to stand just there at the end of the bed. Perfect, I’d hate to have you move around too much. Could get messy if Bev here has to pump the entire clip into you.” He looked back at Bev briefly. “Oh, don’t worry my dear, I’ll help you aim but don’t piss me off or I’ll put the first slug through your scheming little brain. Do you understand?” He looked back at her, she did not move.
Again he said with more authority, “Do you understand Beverly?”
She immediately shook her head in agreement, tears spilling down her face and on the sheets covering her body.
“Fine. Lester, don’t get any stupid ideas, trust me this is not my first ‘outing,’” he said, drawing Lester’s Beretta from his waist with his left hand and leveling it at The Stalker’s head. This could get very messy, very fast, so do as you’re told!”
Lester stood motionless at the end of the bed, the edge of the mattress just above the height of his knee. With all the concentration he could muster he brought his right foot up, bringing his leg to a 90-degree angle, allowing him to almost reach his calf. He stood motionless like that for the time being, confirming that Felix could not see what he was doing. For all visual purposes he was still standing with both feet on the floor, his balance perfect and his concentration precise.
“Okay Bev, this is the tricky part, I’m going to undo your hands but you have to promise me that you will not fight or I’ll drill you with this baby,” he said, still holding the 9mm in his left hand and placing the muzzle against her head.
Laying the 32 cal. aside momentarily, he cut the strap that held her wrists, allowing her hands to spring free and rest in her lap. Felix sat on the bed next to her, wrapped his left arm around her shoulder and aimed Lester’s gun directly at her left temple. With the right, he retrieved the longer, silenced 32, forcing her to bring her hand up to hold the grip on her own pistol. He carefully watched Lester with his peripheral vision while instructing Bev on what he wanted her to do.
“I’m going to hold this for you so you don’t miss and just squeeze off a couple rounds. He’s just a few feet away.” He quickly looked back at Lester to make sure he was not moving. He was not. “Okay, let’s give this a try, shall we gang.”


In that very moment Lester saw it in Bev’s eyes and knew it was now or never. She pushed with all the energy she had, forcing Felix off the mattress, accidentally firing the 32 at Lester standing at the end of the bed. The round found its mark, ripping through his lower right abdomen but blasting cleanly through the flesh, not hitting any bones or vital organs. Felix ripped the pistol away from Bev and in that brief struggle gave Lester the second he needed to respond. Reaching his right calf he slid the pant leg up enough to pull the 7-inch blade from the sheath, which was taped to his calf, handle end down. Felix looked up as Lester released the blade, could see it tumbling toward him but there was no time. He fired a wild shot into the side of the bed then fell back, the hunting knife buried in his skull. It had entered through his right eye, crushed the orbit, and lodged the tip deeply within Felix’s visual cortex at the back of his head. He was dead before he hit the ground.
Bev was still unable to scream but she desperately was trying to. Her hands flailed in an attempt to protect herself from Lester who walked over to Felix, put his foot on his forehead for leverage and pulled his knife from the skull. He casually wiped the blood and brain matter from the blade on Felix’s Armani suit. He replaced the blade, and then took the towel that had been around Bev’s hands and held it to his bleeding side.
“Now what the hell am I’m going to do with you?” he asked, looking at the pleading woman. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill you.” She breathed a noticeable sigh of relief.
“But I can’t have you calling the police in the next ten minutes either, can I?”
With that he took his Beretta from Felix’s hand and struck Bev about as hard as he dared to the side of her head. Her eyes rolled back and she slumped forward and fell to her side on the bloodied sheets. Lester felt for a pulse, and finding one, bound her hands once again and left her on the bed.
He looked through her bathroom and found the items he needed to slow the flow of blood from his ‘through and through’ wound. Checked her again to make sure she had not stopped breathing and left the house. Time was against him now and he knew it. He would have to fly if he was to take care of business at the library before it closed.



CHAPTER THIRTY


The dashed white lines danced before him, undulated, then snapped back to their original linear shape. The pain, though initially localized in his lower right abdomen, was now radiating throughout his entire torso, overloading his nervous system and affecting his sight and motor skills. He was glad that he had taken the few minutes at Bev’s to staunch the flow of blood with some rolled up gauze stuffed in both the entrance and exit wounds. The holes were smaller than he expected, good thing the wayward bullet was fired from a small caliber pistol. As he drove he periodically looked down to the spot of the injury, a slowly expanding red circle appeared on the bandage that he had wrapped around his waist, covering the gauze filled holes both front and back. The painkillers he’d taken should start to have some beneficial effect at any minute but he was struggling to stay focused on the task before him.
Arriving at the library he parked at the rear, near the end of the open chute that originated on the second floor. By the time he crawled into the back of the van, put on the hat, camouflaged jacket and slipped his father’s spectacle case into his pocket, the pills had started to numb the throbbing in his side. Into the other pocket of the military issue jacket he put the bottle of ether and wool cloth. Lester inspected himself in the passenger side mirror, taking note to walk a bit hunched over, using the cane in his right hand and limping with the left leg. Each step sent a bolt of pain shooting through his central nervous system. He gritted his teeth and moved on, no time to waste, had to get to Blanche and then home. Before he walked around to the front entrance of the library he stopped in the shadows at the corner of the building, pulled his father’s old prescription glasses from their case and put them on. The Stalker allowed his eyes to adjust for a moment, returned the case to the jacket pocket and proceeded toward the front steps. It annoyed him that he had to look over the lenses to see very well far away but knew that Blanche would recognize him for sure without them on.
The first time around with the Gulf War Vet disguise he had trouble negotiating the steps, so he took his time, looked over the glasses as he needed and managed the steps, with cane in hand, without the same acrobatics as before. Alone on the concrete outside the main doors Lester took a few deep breaths, checked the wound again to see how much blood had soaked into the bandages and touched the Beretta tucked in at the small of his back. It was time and he was ready, willing, but was unsure of just how able he was. A patron stepped from the main entrance and down the steps next to him without giving him a second look. He put his weight on the cane, bent over slightly and moved through the same door the gentleman had just used to exit the library.
The foyer was brightly lit, a number of people gathered around the main desk speaking with Blanche. He was pleased that she was distracted and would not pay much attention to him as he moved to the stairs. With the injury to his side it was much easier to use the cane, almost came natural this time around as he hobbled and ambled up the stairs, concentrating not to look at the librarian for fear she might recognize him. Half way up the stairs the sight of Seymour coming down startled him. He momentarily lost his balance and almost tumbled to the floor below, but the agile Seymour caught the crippled vet, helped him regain his balance and made sure he got to the second floor. Lester hoped his nemesis had not felt the gun hugging his spine.
“Looks like your friend is back,” Seymour said, as he passed Blanche at the front desk.
“Rob!” she said, looking up, a bit of panic on her face.
“No, the vet with the cane that you told me about a couple of weeks ago.”
“Oh, him, thought you meant the guy I told Deputy Guest about this morning,” a relieved Blanche commented.
Seymour continued looking after the books and magazines left scattered on the tables and chairs throughout the library and didn’t give the gentleman on the second floor much more thought.
From the upper floor balcony Lester watched the exchange between the two at the front desk. He had not factored Seymour into his plans for the evening but it may work out to his advantage to have Seymour help him lure Blanche to the second floor when ready. He knew the library would close at 10:00 and they would start ushering people out prior to that, 9:25 as he looked at his watch. A lone reader, her hair in a tightly wound bun and sunglasses on her head, sat in a comfortable chair near the new magazine section thumbing through a copy of People. Lester tried to think of how he might hurry the woman on her way but didn’t want to chance drawing attention to himself. He decided to take a seat close to her and strike up a conversation, maybe he could persuade her to vacate the second floor all together.
“Evenin’, do you mind if I join you?” he asked, taking a chair and sliding it close to hers, before she was able to answer.
She looked at the obviously unusual character and nodded but did not speak, but right away he noted that she shifted her behind in the chair, moving away from him.
“Good,” he thought, “it’s working already.”
He picked up another gossip magazine from the table in front of them, flipped to a page of starlets dressed in slinky gowns.
“What do you think about that big busted blonde that married that old man for his money? You think she really loved him or was she just banging the old guy for the cash? Personally, I think the old guy couldn’t even get it up. I mean he was 85 when they married, can’t tell me he’s scoring any points with his virility at that age. You got an opinion on it?”
The woman was annoyed but not dislodged. “I’ve really not given it any thought so I couldn’t say.” She continued to be polite and tried to ignore the rude stranger.
“Well, if it came down to it, I’d sure as hell take up with some shriveled up old granny for a few million dollars. My old lady would probably give me permission, long as I cut her in, if you know what I mean,” he pushed, trying to think what it would take to make her leave.
“I’m just trying to get through this article. Do you mind?” she said, showing the open magazine to him.
“Oh no, no problem, what you reading there?” he said, sliding even closer and looking over her shoulder.
She turned the magazine away so he couldn’t see the text and slumped as far from him as she could without actually getting up and moving the chair.
“So would you marry some old dude with a limp dick for a couple million dollars, or what?” he asked, grabbing his crotch to emphasize his point.
She had had enough, she tossed the magazine back on the table, stood and gave him a look of absolute disdain and turned for the stairs.
He called after her, “I was just asking.”
“Finally, didn’t think the bag was every going to leave,” he said to himself.
Now clear, he thought of what he might do to distract Seymour and get a jump on him. With no one to see him he removed the glasses, put them back in the case and into the jacket pocket and laid the cane on a large table that was visible from the area immediately at the top of the stairs. He then randomly removed two-dozen books from the nearby shelving units and scattered them on the table for Seymour to see and have to put away. That would give him all the advantage that he would need. He took up the cane, pulled a chair within striking distance of the table and waited.
At 9:45 p.m. Seymour stopped at the front desk and told Blanche that he was making the rounds and would inform people that the library would be closing in fifteen minutes. They were both surprised at the number of people still utilizing the library's facilities. He would start on the upper floor, check the bathrooms and make sure that everyone was notified and things straightened up, before he did the same on the main level. Blanche watched Seymour move up the stairs, so thankful that she had helped with the money and he was here with her tonight and not still in the county jail.
Lester saw him coming and pretended to be looking at a book but all the time paying attention to where Seymour went and waited patiently for him to move around to the table covered with books. The young assistant moved in and out of both bathrooms, put a few magazines back in their place and straightened the chairs Lester had previously moved, before he approached the table near the assailant.
“How you doing tonight?” Seymour asked, in a cheerful tone.
“Good thanks, looks like you’re getting ready to close up shop.”
“Yeah, but you still got another ten or fifteen minutes if you need it.”
Seymour surveyed the array of books on the table and frowned. “You looked at all these books? I would have sworn I cleaned this table just a short time ago.”
“Nah, some woman up here was pulling them off the shelf and tossing ‘em on the table. Don’t know what she was looking for but she sure left a mess for you.”
“Yes, she did,” Seymour said, starting to pick up the books and return them to the shelves.
The Stalker watched and waited; gripping the cane tightly in his right hand, ready to pounce. The young man continued to move between the table and the shelves working his way down the table toward Lester. With only a few books left, Seymour walked between the seated Gulf War Vet and the table, leaned over to reach the last three books and stood with them in his right hand when the disguised Lester struck.
He quietly moved to a standing position behind the unaware Seymour, lifted the cane with both hands well above his head and brought the object down with incredible force, striking Seymour fully on the crown of his head. Seymour did not go down but rather spun around, dazed and confused, his hand now pressed to the back of his head, blood spilling over his fingers.
“Ouch, what the ….,” he said, unable to finish his sentence before Lester brought the cane down again, cracking Seymour a second time across his head, sending him to the floor in a state of unconsciousness.
The sound of him bouncing off the chair on his way down made more noise than Lester would have liked but he was prepared if the commotion brought Blanche up the stairs. It did not. With Seymour on the ground but not in the location he wanted him, the wounded villain dragged his prize across the room leaving him in a heap near the emergency door. He noted that the alarm was still removed from the exit as he’d seen Marcus do earlier but he pushed the door open with his foot just to make sure it was disabled. Lester then doused the cloth with the ether he’d brought with him and returned the bottle to his left front pocket and the cloth to his right, along with the spectacle case.
Before summoning Blanche he checked for any sign that Seymour was about to come to. He was snoring lightly and bleeding minimally from the two wounds on his head, but breathing in a slow and steady fashion. Lester continued the veteran ruse long enough to call Blanche up from the lower level. He moved to the top of the stairs, cane in hand and called down to Blanche at the desk.
“Excuse me young lady, your assistant up here has fallen and could use some help. I think you better come and take a look!” he said excitedly.
Lester quickly moved back to Seymour dispensing with the limp and stood looking over him, the cane in his left hand now. A second or two later Blanche could be heard running up the steps. When she saw the two on the upper floor her first impulse was for Seymour's well-being and she neglected her own safety.
“What happened?” she said, in a panicked tone.
Kneeling down next to Seymour and inspecting his scalp for the source of the blood, there was no answer to her question. She repeated herself and as she turned to look at the vet for an answer, he grabbed her from behind with his left hand, reaching around her waist pulling her close to him, almost lifting her off the ground. In his right, he held the cloth saturated with chemical and covered her mouth and nose with it. She tried to scream but the muffled sounds could not carry to the landing below. Blanche kicked and fought but the drug took its affect quickly and her limbs soon hung limp.
Lester left the cane; he would have no further use for it. He had both arms wrapped around Blanche, under her arms and over the top of her breasts, dragging her backwards toward the emergency door. The door opened with the applied pressure from his back and he hefted the woman out of the door, leaving Seymour dripping blood from his head and unaware of what had happened to the beautiful librarian. A cane and a spectacle case lay on the ground nearby, the only remnant of the attacker and the harm he had caused.
Once on the landing outside the library, Lester pushed the knocked out woman into the chute and started her on the journey to the ground below, he followed quickly behind, landing on his feet, just barely missing Blanche directly under him. He looked around for possible witnesses but saw none. It was dark and the streets were quiet. The Stalker opened the rear doors of the van and lifted his conquest into the back, looping a quick tie around her wrists, securing her hands behind her back. He had no idea how long the ether would be in effect but didn’t want her attacking him from the back of the van on the way home. He did the same with her feet, immobilizing the librarian for the time being.
The rush of adrenaline that had propelled him through the last few minutes began to subside and the pain in his abdomen returned with a vengeance. Before he climbed behind the wheel he pulled his shirt aside and looked at the blood soaked bandage again. Fresh blood now ran down his skin and into the top of his pants. The Stalker had not noticed the trail of blood leading from the bottom of the chute to the van. Events were happening too quickly to stop and deal with it now, by the time they were able to identify him they would be out of the state and on their way.
Seymour lay unconscious for nearly two hours and when he finally came to the lights of the library were almost blinding. He squinted to make out gross objects and could feel his eyes working to bring things back into perspective. His head ached and he could see dried blood on his hands and the area where his head had lain. He tried to recreate what had happened but could not remember the events, just the sudden incredible pain not once, but twice, and then nothing. He tried to stand up but wobbled, crashed into a bookshelf that gave way and almost tipped over before it supported his weight. He brought his hand to his head, he could feel his scalp matted with blood but his eyes were coming around and the fuzziness in his brain was clearing.
“Blanche. Where is Blanche?” he said, looking at his watch, almost midnight.
He looked around and realized he was alone. The library lights were still on but no patrons. He went to the lower floor and found the same thing. Seymour looked for Blanche’s things and found her purse behind the counter on the shelf where she always left it. It became readily apparent to Seymour, even in his confused state, that whoever had busted his skull had taken his love.
“9-1-1, what is the nature of your emergency?” the operator at the Valdosta Police Station asked.
“My girlfriend’s gone, somebody’s taken her!”
“Where are you and who has taken her?”
“I’m at the library but they’re gone! He’s taken her!” he said, still having trouble filtering information through his aching head.
“Sir, it’s midnight, I suspect the library has been closed for hours. You’re not making much sense. Who is missing? Can you give me a name?”
“Yeah, Blanche, her name is Blanche. I don’t know where he’s taken her.”
“Last name, can you give me a last name?”
He was having a difficult time staying focused and the pain was ebbing and returning making it hard to think clearly. Seymour searched but could not pull Blanche’s last name from his memory. He could see it plainly but could not speak it.
“Excuse me sir, is this a joke or something? This is an emergency service and you can be arrested for misusing it,” she warned.
“No, I know. She is missing I just can’t think of her name. It’s Blanche D. D…. or something like that, I got hit on the head and I can’t remember. You’ve got to believe me!”
“Okay, so your girlfriend is Blanche DD and you can’t remember it cause you got hit on the head, is that right?”
“Yes exactly.”
“K, I’ll play along, and your name?” she asked.
“Seymour, ah ah Wood,” he finally got out.
“What did I tell you?” she said authoritatively. “This is not a service for pranksters. My heavens, Seymour Wood and your girlfriend is Blanche Double D? Couldn’t you be a little more creative than that?”
“I’m telling the truth, my head is killing me, I’m just not thinking clearly. Call the Sheriff; he’ll vouch for me. You’ve got to send help, there’s no one else I can call!” he said, emphasizing his need for help.
The operator knew that Seymour Wood had been arrested earlier in the week and, was indeed, sitting in the county lockup as they spoke. She would confirm that with the Sheriff’s Office when she had time and she wrote a quick reminder on a sticky note and sat it aside.
“Oh, I’ll confirm it alright but I’ll caution you again, this is not a line for fun and games.”
The line suddenly went dead when the dispatcher got tired of the caller’s antics and hung up.
“Crap, now what do I do?” he questioned himself. “Look for clues.”
The things he’d learned in his hours in classes were pulled involuntarily from his memory. His strength somewhat rejuvenated he returned to the second floor and the blood spot where he had lain. He opened the nearby emergency door, noted that the alarm did not sound, and looked to the ground. Nothing there but his old truck parked in the lot and no Blanche to be seen. He turned his attention back to the library and the items on the floor. A cane with blood and hair on it, as well as a spectacle case, rested on the ground near where he woke up. He followed a trail of blood from the spot near the exit, across the floor that led him to the table where he had been shelving books. His memory was coming back, he remembered conversing with the vet, put some books away, then ‘crack’, the first blow to his head. He had turned to see his attacker, the veteran directly in front of him before ‘crack’, the second blow to his head and lights out. The Gulf War Vet, who was he and how could he find him? The authorities would obviously be no help tonight. He would find her on his own. If it was the last thing he did, he would find Blanche and rescue her from the cane wielding maniac!
Seymour picked up the wooden cane and inspected it closely. It appeared to have been hand carved from a piece of natural wood, the grain ran the length of the medical device, alternating dark and light bands of wood fibers. There were no plaques or identifying marks, it would be no help. His own blood and head had marred the workmanship, along with a crack in the material near the impact point.
"Hit me pretty damn hard, jerk!" Seymour said.
He laid the cane aside being careful not to handle it too much in case some fingerprints could be raised from it later, if needed. He next picked up the spectacle case, opened it and inspected the contents. The glasses were single vision, of the convex variety, meaning the lenses were thicker in the middle and thinner towards the edge. The frame itself appeared to be older with some wear marks on the metal and the lenses slightly scratched. He remembered seeing the frame on the disguised veteran earlier in the night. Seymour put the glasses back in the clamshell style case and slipped it into his pocket but just as he did something caught his eye.
He opened the case again and in very faint gold lettering on the blue lining of the case there was some text. He strained to see the print but could not make it out completely, only a letter here and there but nothing that made any sense. Seymour moved to where the lighting was brighter and tipped the case back and forth but could still not read the emblem. It occurred to him that the glasses inside the case would possibly help, convex lenses should magnify the image, he remembered from his high school science course. The glasses, once on his nose, caused everything across the library to blur and distort, but when he looked back to the case the smallest details were brought into view. The very fibers of the backing were visible and the gold that clung to them. Straining to make it out he managed to identify the words Dr. D Camp, and under that, Optometrist. An address was listed below, in much smaller print, that was completely faded away and he could not read it.
His mind raced. What could he do with the information he'd gleaned from the only items available? The phone book was down under the counter next to Blanche's purse. He flipped to the yellow pages and found a listing for a Dr. D. Camp located just a few blocks from the library but the home address was not shown, however, he was able to find a local listing in the white pages. Seymour ripped the page from the book, galloped up the stairs and exited the library the same way Blanche and Lester had a few hours before, sliding down the escape chute to the parking lot below.
The college student was familiar with the area where Dr. Camp lived, as it bordered the university and he'd passed the street often on the way to school. The old truck roared to life and he slammed through the gears, ignoring the lights and signs, hoping that a cop would show up to give him a hand, but as was usually the case, never one around when you really needed one. He pulled up to the immaculate home, not quite sure what he would do but knew he had to try something. With the case in his hand he approached the door of the two-story home. A new Lexus was parked in the driveway and the yard was well maintained with mature trees and beautiful rose bushes lining the walk from the curb to the front door.
Seymour stood at the front door, case in hand, and knocked. He waited, but his patience was non-existent so he rapped and kept knocking until a disheveled man swung the door open and grabbed the young man by the collar, shaking him violently.
"What do you think you're doing, you dipstick? Are you insane?" the agitated doctor said.
Seymour stared into the eyes of a man pulled from his bed in the middle of the night, bloodshot, and full of anger. Dr. Camp stood a few inches taller than Seymour even in his bare feet. His blonde hair was graying at the temples but retained its youthful color even though he was well into his fifties. He wore a housecoat, which he had failed to do up, his undershirt and boxers visible, the undershirt pulled tight from too many dinners out and nights snacking on peanuts and M amp;M's in front of the television. The mature man shook the younger and once convinced he'd shaken some sense into him allowed Seymour to answer his question.
"I'm Seymour Wood and I need your help."
"Are you a moron? Do you know what time it is?"
"I'm sorry, but my girlfriend has been taken by a madman and all I could find that might lead me to her is this case of yours."
Somewhat calmed from his original disposition the doctor told Seymour to show up at the office first thing in the morning and he'd be happy to help him with his problem, but for now he better be on his way before he called the police. He released the younger man and slammed the door in his face before Seymour could say anything more.
Undeterred and with blood crusted to his face and hands, Seymour returned to the truck, pulled the Sharps rifle from behind the seat, leaned through the passenger window and took a cartridge from the glove box and loaded the weapon. The long, powerful shell slid into the chamber with a solid sheathing of the brass and a finality that came when the chamber was locked closed. Seymour made the walk back to the door and rapped loudly again. The doctor answered more quickly this time but was startled to see the young man standing with a large bored rifle pointed at his chest.
"Hate to do this to you but you've really left me no choice. You're coming with me, now!"
"But I'm not even dressed."
"There's no time, I need you to look up a prescription on these glasses and tell me whom they belong to. Is that possible?" Seymour asked.
"You sure you want to do this son, you're going to be in a world of trouble come tomorrow morning."
"I'm sure."
"Then yes, I can figure out whose glasses those are but it'll take some time. Let me get my pants and keys but I’d be a lot more inclined to help if you’d put the gun away."
"You promise you'll give me an hour before you call the cops?" he said, the gun still pointed at his chest.
"Do I have a choice?"
"No, I'm afraid you don't."
"That's what I thought, I'll get my keys."
Minutes later the doctor returned, the robe gone and his pants on, Seymour slid the rifle behind the seat and started the old pickup.
"Hang on Blanche, I'm coming, just hang on a little longer," he thought, as they raced through the streets of Valdosta headed to Dr. Camp's Optometric office.

A constant, droning hum, originating somewhere underneath her, was all that Blanche could make out through the fog that was her welcome back to reality. Her shoulders and knees ached; laying on her side the realization that her wrists and ankles were bound brought her cognition to full alert. Waves of nausea swept over her. She closed her eyes and tried to focus on what had happened. Seymour…Seymour lying on the floor, his head bleeding; a man, 'Rob', no, the War Vet wrapping her in his arms was her last memory. What had happened? Where was she! The taste of duct tape did nothing to reduce her need to vomit. Sheer will alone prevented bile and her dinner from spewing from her nostrils.
The sound of the tires spinning and the rocking of the van provided a false sense of security to the wounded Stalker. His perforated side continued to ooze blood from the smaller entrance wound as well as the wider exit hole. The gauze, that had previously helped to staunch the trickle of blood, was saturated, the metallic smell of blood mixed with adrenalin driven sweat filled the van. Although light headed, Lester was euphoric. He'd done it! There had been obstacles but he'd managed to overcome them all, with a wonderful package wrapped up in the back, just waiting for him to unwrap it.
"Mmph, mmph!" Blanche grunted through the tape that pressed her lips firmly against her perfectly straight teeth. She could see the dark interior of the van, no upholstery, just the metal sidewalls and cold floor. A pair of doors blocked her escape as she contemplated her options. Her mind raced through the extensive volume of romance thrillers that made up her cerebral library. Surely, somewhere she'd seen a heroin escape from a similar predicament. The thought of Seymour lying in a pool of blood swirled in her mind causing her to retch, a small acidic trail of yellow liquid ran from her nose and over the silver duct tape.
"You awake back there?" The Stalker asked.
Blanche suddenly heard the voice of her assailant coming from the front seat. She held her breath and prayed that it would just go away. The stinging in her nose caused her eyes to water as she fought back the tears and the overwhelming need to breakdown.
"Play dead! Be quiet and pretend to be asleep," she told herself. "Seymour will come. Seymour will come! He has to!
"I know you're awake, Blanche." There was silence as he waited for a reply from the frightened librarian. "Don't be afraid. This is going to be great, believe me. This is just the beginning of something meaningful for both of us. I know you feel it the same way I do. I've seen it in your eyes. You need me as much as I need you." Again he waited for some recognition from the cargo space of the van.
The foreboding reality of her situation finally hit home and she sobbed through the gag, tears spilling down her face and liquid running from her nose.
"Believe me Blanche, this is going to go much better for you if you just give yourself to me, completely and without hesitation. I don't see this playing out well for you if you don't."
"What is he talking about? What does he mean?" she thought, between the sobs and restricted intakes of air.
"I can tell you one thing, and you better listen up, I will not be dealt the same hand Virginia May dished out. You hear me? Do you hear me!" he hissed through clenched teeth, as the pain in his side shot up and into his brain.
"Virginia May? What the hell was he talking about? I've got to get away and now!"
She looked around, everything appearing distorted, as the tears deflected the light entering her crystal blue eyes. The door handle was not beyond her reach as she lay on her back. Quietly she raised both feet and attempted to pull the handle downward, opening the way to her escape. Her lack of coordination, a combination of the ether and fear, prevented her from accomplishing the task. However, the band that held her ankles together looped around the door handle, tying her up like a prized halibut in a fishing souvenir photo. Panic set in! She thrashed about, just like the catch would, prior to getting pulled into the boat and its' death.
The van suddenly slowed and made a deliberate left turn onto what must have been a dirt road. The sound was much different now. The vehicle jostled and pitched, moving down the uneven surface, slamming her shoulder blades against the metallic floor of what she thought would be her coffin. She continued desperately to free herself from the handle that held her captive but to no avail. Momentarily the rocking and bumping of the trip came to a crawl and she sensed the van making a right and coming to a stop. The librarian froze, overcome with anxiety and horror. The driver exited the cab, slamming the door behind him, an audible grunt escaping his lips.
A second later the rear doors of the van were yanked open, pulling Blanche across the last few feet of the van floor and onto her neck and head, still suspended by her feet from the door handle.
"Now ain't that a pretty picture," Lester said. "If we weren't in such a hurry, I'd snap off a couple just as a little reminder for ya."
Lester reached into the back of the van, retrieved the rag and bottle of ether. He liberally soaked the rag again before kneeling down to the side of the thrashing woman, cradled her head against his shin and forced the rag over her nose. She drifted off to slumber-land but not before a torrent of vomit rushed from her nostrils, covering her captor's shoe.

Seymour talked and the optometrist listened as they steered their way through the quiet streets, again ignoring all traffic laws. By the time they got to the office Dr. Camp was much more sympathetic to the young man’s cause and was anxious to see what could be done. The office was configured into a small strip mall between a women’s high-end clothing boutique and an expensive children’s store. A large sign illuminated the area in front where the work truck squealed to a stop, Valdosta Eye Care in large letters and Optometrist underneath. The two entered the establishment after Dr. Camp fumbled with the keys for a moment, having a difficult time finding the proper key. A dim light illuminated the foyer and reception area, a bank of switches was mounted on the wall behind the desk. The doctor moved to the wall and flicked two of the switches, bringing the entire front half of the office into the light.
“Give me the glasses, Seymour,” he said.
A visibly anxious Seymour handed over the case and followed the older man into an area surrounded on all walls with spectacle display cases. Hundreds of bright, shiny new frames with blank lenses graced the walls. A small table with a chair on either side sat in the center of the room, a black device rested on the table that looked like a microscope. Dr. Camp sat at the desk and placed the glasses in the middle of the device and locked them in place with a spring-hinged clamp.
“What are you doing?” Seymour asked.
“This thing is a lensometer, I’ll be able to get a reading off the glasses and determine the prescription with it, then we can input that into the computer system and see if we get a match.”
With each hand on a dial he ratcheted them back and forth until he was satisfied that he had the correct reading. He pulled his head away, adjusted his own glasses so he could read the hash marks on the dials, and then wrote down a series of numbers on a pad next to the lensometer, +4.25-1.25x170. The glasses were shifted over and the focusing conical was brought down on the other lens and the procedure was repeated, +3.75-0.75x010. He ripped the paper free and moved to the front desk with Seymour in tow.
Sitting at the desk in front of the main computer, Dr. Camp pressed the spacebar and waited for it to come to life. A password was required, which he quickly entered, again waited a moment before finding the search field in the database program and entered the prescription generated from the device and pressed enter.
“This is a long shot, son,” he explained. “We haven’t used these old cases, like what you’ve got here, for quite a few years. When we got the computers back in 2000 after Y2K, we entered most of the old patient files but didn’t get them all. If we’re lucky the guy you’re looking for was one of the old files that got inputted.”
The two listened as the whir of the hard drive searched through thousands of patient files looking for an exact match to the numbers entered. In a matter of minutes the sound subsided and the monitor presented a pair of names up on the screen. Seymour stepped around the desk to get a better look, along with the doctor.
“Well, let’s see what we’ve got. The frame is a mans and I’m pretty sure it’s a ‘reading only’ Rx but I could be wrong.” He looked back at the bloodied student and shook his head. “Isn’t going to be either one of these, both women. Let’s try expanding the search parameters and see what that gives us.”
Seymour paced, wringing his hands, running scenarios through his head of what the fiend was doing with Blanche. They were not encouraging. The doctor entered the numbers again but expanded the parameters slightly to bring more suspects into the queue. Again the hard drive spun and they waited for the list to be generated. This time a longer list and some men’s names appeared on the screen before them. Dr. Camp pressed the print key on the keyboard as the printer hummed to life and a single sheet, with ten names on it, dropped in the tray beside them. The two men perused the list, pointing at names to be scratched and lined through. The result of the exercise left three names:
Archibald Alexander
Spencer Cummings
Ronald Philips
Seymour was disappointed that he did not see the name ‘Rob’ in the list; apparently he was a thief, a kidnapper and a liar. The optometrist typed the first name into the database program that streamlined their office and looked at the results. They were indeed reading glasses. Archibald was 54 years of age and lived in Valdosta.
“Can’t be him, the guy that took Blanche looks to be in his thirties. This guy is too old.”
“Okay, let’s look at the next one.” He pulled up Spencer and a note flashed in the header next to his name — DECEASED. “Can’t be him unless you’re battling a ghost. Must be the last one,” he said, as he entered the search field with Ronald Philip’s name.
Seymour was hopeful that they finally had their man, the thought of where he would go from here and how he would rescue Blanche still very fuzzy in his head. Would sort that out once he found where he had taken her. Information for Ronald filled the screen.
“How old is he?” Seymour anxiously asked.
“Looks to be 68, sorry Seymour. Looks like we’re striking out,” he said, slumping back in the chair and staring at the younger man with disappointment written on his face.
They sat together thinking of what they could do. The information had to be there they just weren’t finding it. Something was barely beyond their fingertips but they couldn’t see it.
“Bring up their addresses,” Seymour said. “The Sheriff’s Office thinks the guy was raised on a farm or still lives on a farm now.”
Dr. Camp did what he was asked, the printer hummed again and a page printed, this time with three names and addresses. The amateur sleuth looked the page over, only one had a rural address but he was deceased. A flash of inspiration hit Seymour like a bolt of lightning bringing a smile to his face.
“What if The Stalker is Spencer’s son? What if the glasses are his but his son was using them as part of his disguise? That’s the only thing that makes sense. Do you have a way to see if you’ve ever seen any of this dead guy’s family?”
“Sure, I’ll just input Spencer Cummings as ‘head of household’ and it’ll print out anybody linked to his account,” the excited doctor said, as he punched the keyboard one more time. “Lester and Maureen Cummings have both been patients here. This Lester must be the guy, let’s see what his chart shows.”
“Lester Cummings. I’ve got you now you piece of crap!” Seymour hissed, his jaw clenched in anger.
“Lester Cummings has not been here for about ten years but he’s now in his thirties and does not wear prescription glasses based on our last exam. This pair has to be his dad’s,” Dr. Camp declared with a sense of accomplishment, lifting the pair in question and returning them to Seymour.
“Do you know where this address is or can you bring a map up on the computer?” he asked the doctor.
He was typing before the young man finished the thought. A moment later the printer was brought back to life, printing a detailed map of the Valdosta area, with a purple line that ran from the doctor’s location to the address on the list of names. Seymour looked it over and moved quickly to the door with the doctor looking on.
“Thanks so much Dr. Camp, you may have saved a life tonight. Call the Sheriff’s Office and tell them what we’ve found and that I’m on my way to Cummings’ place. If I beat them there I’m going for Blanche, tell ‘em not to shoot me.”
“Will do, good luck son,” he replied.

Beverly Davis slowly struggled to clear the fog from her head, the events of the past few hours lost from her mind until she saw the body of Felix lying on the floor near her bed. The ball still firmly stuffed in her mouth prevented her from screaming, yet she tried, her eyes filling with tears and searching the room for signs of the other man. The clock next to the bed read 1:11 a.m., she’d been out for a few hours, and the area of her head where she had taken the blow, still throbbing and sore but her memory was bright. She struggled with the restraints on both her wrists and ankles but was unable to free herself. The phone sat in a charging cradle near the bed on a nightstand. She wormed her way to the table and tried to pick the phone up with her hands bound behind her, in the process the restrained woman knocked the table, sending the phone skidding across the floor, coming to rest against the dead body of her lover.
With the frustration and anger rising in her chest, she closed her eyes and tried to think of what she could do. The thought of crawling to the neighbors entered her mind but it was a long way, the phone was still her best option. She eased herself onto her feet, then her knees and finally onto her front, her head facing the phone and the deceased Felix. She scooted and shimmied until her face was directly over the phone, thankfully it had landed keys up. With her nose she tried to depress the ‘on’ symbol but missed and hit the ‘speaker’ button instead. Again she tried with her nose and could suddenly hear a dial tone coming through the small speaker of the portable phone.
“Good,” she thought, “halfway there.”
With her nose as a battering ram Bev tried to dial 911 with repeated failures. Each time having to start over again with the sequence of, on, three numbers, then off and over again. On the eighth try she finally managed to get 911 dialed correctly.
Living outside the Valdosta city limits her emergency call rang through to the Sheriff’s Dispatch where the young woman had been enjoying a quiet night chatting with Deputy Guest and watching Otis wrestle with a towel from the locker room, eventually tearing it to shreds.
“9-1-1, what is the nature of your emergency?” Bev heard clearly through the phone.
The gag made it impossible to utter any recognizable words so she simply grunted into the phone, her cheeks puffing in and out as she tried to be heard.
“I’m sorry I can’t make that out, do you have an emergency?”
Bev grunted once, and then stopped. It occurred to the woman manning the phone that it was possible that a mute was on the line so she reverted to an auxiliary training procedure she’d received some time ago.
“If you can understand what I am saying I want you to grunt once. Go ahead,” she said.
Beverly did as she was instructed and grunted once. To confirm that they were actually communicating she asked Beverly to grunt twice when she heard the word dog. The operator then listed a number of random words, Bev was silent until she heard ‘dog’, and then she grunted twice as loudly as she could. By this time the operator had pulled up the details of the home where the call was coming from.
“Okay, I want you to use one grunt for yes and two for no, do you understand?”
Ms. Davis grunted once.
“Fine, am I speaking with Ms. Beverly Davis?”
One Grunt
“Are you hurt?”
One Grunt
“Do you need us to send an ambulance?”
One Grunt
“Do you need a Sheriff Unit dispatched to your location?”
One Grunt
“Are you safe?” the operator asked, her nerves on edge.
Two Grunts
“Deputy Guest, need your help over here!” she said, calling for Natalie to join her at the station.
“What’s up?” Guest asked.
“I’ve got a situation. A Beverly Davis is on the line and unable to communicate verbally other than grunts and I can hear her breathing heavily, not sure if she’s injured and can’t speak or is bound and gagged. I’m sending an ambulance right away but I’ll need you or the Sheriff to run out there as well. You two are all I’ve got tonight.”
“Shit, better not be due to us releasing Wood this afternoon. I’ll see what the Sheriff wants to do.”
“Ms. Davis, help is on the way. Are you unable to speak because of an injury?”
Two Grunts
“Are you gagged?”
One Grunt
“Natalie, she’s gagged, we need to respond asap. Apparent intruder!” the operator yelled across the office.
'The Wolf' had his service belt and Glock 9mm on in a matter of seconds and was running for his squad car.
He hollered back over his shoulder, “Natalie stay with her and keep me appraised, I’m on my way.”
The operator continued to ask ‘yes’ and ‘no’ questions to Beverly to let her know they were still there and would stay on the line until help arrived.
As the two women listened to the grunts coming through the sound system mounted on the desk the phone at the main reception rang. Deputy Guest hustled to the phone.
“Lowndes County Sheriff’s Office, Deputy Guest.”
“Deputy Guest, this is Dr. Camp, you don’t know me but I suspect you know a Seymour Wood,” the optometrist said.
“We do, what’s he done?” she said, expecting the worst.
“He dragged me out of bed tonight and brought me to my office saying that The Stalker had kidnapped his girlfriend, I think her name was Blanche but I can’t be sure. Anyway, he found some glasses and long story short, we think we identified The Stalker and Seymour’s on his way there to help Blanche.”
“Damn it! Okay doctor, give me the name and the location where Seymour is headed.”
“The guy is Lester Cummings …..”
“How in the hell…never mind, I know the location,” she said, cutting him off. “Where are you now doctor and are you safe?”
“I’m at my office and I’m fine. That boys going to need some help, send somebody as quickly as you can but Seymour said to be careful and not to shoot him.”
“Will do doctor, thanks for the call,” Natalie said trying to decide what to do next.
She called to the dispatcher, “I’ve got to get out to Lester Cummings’ place asap, can’t wait for anybody else to come in. Get on the horn and get some officers out of bed, send half to 'The Wolf’s location and half to mine. The name again is Lester Cummings — he’s The Stalker. Make it happen! I’m on my way! Come on Otis!” she said, running for the doors.



Seymour pulled the rusted-out pickup within twenty feet of the drive that led to the Cummings’ home. He could see where the dirt lane cut through the trees and weeds that would lead to the house. The gun behind the seat offered some comfort but the young man was scared to death, the thought of Blanche being harmed was the only thing that forced him from the truck. He filled a pocket with the shells from the glove box and slid the heavy rifle from the hiding place, the ten pounds now feeling like twenty. He opened the breach to confirm that a shell was still in place and slowly approached the drive. Seymour knelt next to the mailbox and looked down the lane. A single light was on in the house and a silver van was parked in the lane at the side of the structure. He listened but could hear nothing, just crickets and the nocturnal country sounds that he was so familiar with.
He crept slowly up the drive, moving his eyes right and left to prevent a flanking attack, his finger on the trigger. Reaching the rear of the van he opened it as quietly as he was able and examined the interior. No Blanche. A camouflaged hat and jacket thrown to one side, a bottle of ether resting on top of the coat along with a white rag but nothing that would assist in his rescue of the woman. Seymour slipped around the back of the van and stood between the house and the side of the vehicle, a window to his right allowed him a view into the home. Cautiously he peered through the lightly curtained window and into the house. He could make out the furniture and layout of the room with exit, but that was all, no Lester or Blanche. Backing up he moved around to the front door, felt the knob and confirmed that it was unlocked.
“Here goes nothing,” he thought, turning the knob he stepped inside the small living room.
His system on full alert, he scanned the room and slowly moved to the hallway, the barrel of the.50 caliber rifle leading the way. He looked before stepping into the hall and slowly searched the entire premises, not finding anyone at home and no sign that Blanche had ever been there.
At the end of the path that led from the house to the old fishing shed, an agitated Lester stood within the shelter, pointing the knife blade at Blanche. She was tied to an old rocker that his dad used when fishing from the banks of the river. A strip of duct tape covered her mouth; tears ran from her eyes, wild with fear. Lester laid out his plans for their future and the move to California. She listened in disbelief. The Stalker closed the distance between them, putting his left arm around her and as he’d done before, took in the smell of the beauty, his face very close to hers. She struggled to get away causing him to hold her all the tighter. With his cheek against hers he looked down to see the swelling of her breasts under the button-up cotton shirt she wore. He brought the knife to the first button and with a skilled flick of the blade sent the button bouncing across the wooden floor. He slowly moved the knife down the front of her, caressing her skin as it moved. The second button joined the first on the floor.
“Virginia May, dear, I’ve got some business to attend to then I’ll come back and we’ll finish this little game. What do you think of that?” he whispered into her ear, kissing it lightly.
Blanche did her best to head-butt the creep but he withdrew and left the shed, returning the seven-inch blade to the sheath attached to his belt. Lester walked back toward the house, a swagger in his step. He was quite pleased with himself that things had gone so well tonight. The money would not be forthcoming but he’d managed to get his woman and left everyone else suffering in his wake. Before leaving he would need to burn everything that pointed to him as The Stalker. On the back porch he had placed a cardboard box full of the pictures, maps, documents and anything else connected to the past months work. The lock box also rested on the porch, the money he’d accumulated and valuables taken from the homes would make for a nice little nest egg to begin their life on the west coast.
Seymour stood in the kitchen looking out toward the barn, the light was off and only a faint glow from the living room illuminated the items in the kitchen. From where he watched the open area an object suddenly caught his attention, slipping between some trees and shrubs, moving toward him. He slipped to the side so he could still observe the person walking through the brush but left himself unexposed. It was Lester, but where was Blanche. Lester walked past the back porch and the silver vehicle to open the rear dual doors on the van; he removed the few belongings there and walked around to the porch. Seymour crouched below the windows and behind the sink giving him an advantage should Lester enter the house through the back door. He angled the rifle at the ready, held his breath and listened as he heard Lester moving something from the back porch, but no action on the door.
He waited a few seconds, and then lifted his head high enough to see back into the area behind the house. The backside of the man could be seen moving away from the house carrying something in his hands. Seymour tried to imagine what would be at the end of the dirt lane but he was sure he would find Blanche there. Surprise and the darkness would be his only allies in his quest to free the librarian from the fiend who held her captive. When the image moving down the trail vanished from his view Seymour opened the back door, prepared to venture into the unknown.
The crackle of the radio brought Deputy Guest back from her deep thoughts as she turned down the rural road that lead to the Cummings’ home. Otis’ ears perked up when they heard the voice of the Sheriff over the system.
“Deputy Guest, Lupo here, where are you?”
“I’m a few blocks from the Cummings’ house. What’s your situation there?”
“We’ve got one dead, a Felix Unger, and the owner, Beverly Davis says the killer was named Lester, no last name given.”
“I’m rolling up on the house now, got a pickup parked on the main road, looks like Seymour’s. Doesn’t appear to be anybody in it.”
“Guest, do not proceed without backup. Do you hear me?”
“Yeah, I got you Sheriff but something is going to go down here pretty quick, I may be able to save a life if I get in there.”
“Damn it! Where’s your backup? Natalie, I’m leaving it up to you. It’s your call but use your head. I don’t want you playing the hero there and check your service weapon before you leave your unit. Keep us appraised,” Angelo cautioned his youngest officer.
Natalie stepped from her K-9 Unit just at the same time that Seymour started the treacherous walk to the shed. Standing at the back of the station wagon the Deputy pulled her service 9mm semi-automatic, slid back the action and put a high velocity round into the chamber, leaving sixteen shells in the magazine. She opened the door exposing, the cage where Otis stood, wagging his tail and whining quietly.
“That’s a good boy. Be quiet now, Otis,” she said, as she released him, holding his collar long enough to put a leash on him.
Canine and handler moved at the same pace as Seymour, the two separated by seventy-five yards but without any knowledge where the other was. At the mailbox, Otis sniffed and raised both front paws, coming to rest on the poorly maintained structure. He let out a low, deep howl; sounding like a wolf calling his mate.
At the shed, Lester ignited the incriminating items in the fifty-gallon drum and was returning to Blanche when he heard the dog. He spun and looked down the trail but could see no one coming. He exited away from the flaming barrel and into the trees, protecting him from view.
Seymour heard the dog as well, the opportunity for surprise gone, he pressed on, feeling that Blanche was in danger. He could see the flames through the trees and the smoke billowing up into the darkness. Pausing only briefly, he calculated his options, knowing that if he moved toward the fire he would surely find Blanche. She would be waiting there to pull him close and seal their reunion with a kiss. The rifle continued to weigh him down, the barrel forward and leading the way, he moved more swiftly now, afraid that Lester would do something foolish and harm Blanche.
Down the driveway Deputy Guest pulled her service weapon from the holster and in doing so removed one of her hands from the leash that was holding Otis back. The powerful dog sensed the possibility of escape, being so excited to get his man; he bolted away from Natalie and raced down the drive toward the shed. She pursued her friend, gun drawn and at a dead run, her heart beating out of her chest, not knowing what she would encounter once she caught up to her partner.
Seymour charged down the trail toward the fire and smoke, anticipating that a shelter of some sort must lie nearby. Just when the silhouette of the small shed came into view he saw the glint of a blade rushing toward him from his right. He turned to bring the muzzle of the antique weapon to bear on his target but Lester had been too quick. With the hunting knife in his right hand, he used his left to thrust the heavy barrel up, just as Seymour pulled the trigger and the rifle discharged, sending a flash of fire and smoke from the barrel but only into the night’s sky. The blast from the ancient gun was deafening and the recoil set Seymour back on his heels. Lester took the brief advantage and thrust the fine-edged blade under the defensive right arm of Seymour and began to impale the steel between his ribs; when the growl of a huge German Shepherd could be heard, fast approaching.
Otis left the ground six feet in front of the assailant and carried his 105 pounds through the air, jaws open, front paws extended. Before Lester could pull the blade from Seymour’s side Otis had his left arm in his jaws and was shaking the man, driving him to the ground.
Further down the trail Deputy Guest was covering the distance as quickly as she could. The gunshot had sent a shiver through her and she could not deny that she was, for the first time since this investigation began, scared beyond reason. The sound of Otis attacking someone could barely be made out through the crisp night air. She pushed on, anticipating the scene just a few yards ahead.
Seymour lay sprawled out on the ground, his blood mingling with the dirt from the trail. The shepherd battled The Stalker and had the upper hand but Seymour could see the blade again being raised high above the fighting duo, then pitch downward quickly, driving the blade deeply into the left front shoulder of the brave dog. Otis yelped but continued his fight, thrashing at the man’s arm, not done with the job he was trained to do. Seymour grasped for the rifle and ejected the spent shell, reached for a live round from his front pocket, the pain causing the simple act to be monumental. He managed to extract the lead tipped shell and slide it into the chamber. Before him he saw the moonlight reflect off the blade again, as Lester raised it above the pair. Seymour rolled onto his back, the heavy rifle between his legs, with all the energy that he had left, he brought the barrel up and level with Lester’s chest.
Natalie saw the blade bite into the body of Otis and she screamed, “No!” but no one heard her. She ran the last few feet to bring her within range of the assailant and her dog. The young officer struggled to get a line of sight on The Stalker and did not want to kill her best friend. The blade lifted into the air above them again and she knew that the next blow would be deadly.
In the very moment when Otis' life should have been taken, the Deputy and Seymour fired simultaneously. Guest’s aim was true, her slug arriving milliseconds before Seymour, striking Lester in the hand and flipping the hunting blade through the air, landing in the dirt. The large caliber Sharps bucked and rocked Seymour onto his back, the bullet finding its mark in the center of The Stalker’s chest, picking him up and propelling him backward six feet, collapsing in a pile of lifeless tissue. Otis attempted to get to his feet but being unable, crawled, using his three good legs and dragging the other, to make his way to Seymour, laying himself down next to the injured man, still trying to serve and protect. Seymour wrapped his arm around the animal and pulled him close, an instant bond created between the two.
Deputy Guest kept her gun trained on the assailant, moved to where he lay and holstered her weapon when she saw the size of the hole that the large slug had ripped through his heart. It was over. She quickly moved to the shed where Blanche sat tied up, with eyes as big as silver dollars, a look of gratitude and relief crossed her face when she saw the young officer. Guest quickly removed the bindings and tape, freeing the woman, who embraced her, kissing her on the cheek.
“Is Seymour okay?” Blanche asked.
“I don’t know, you better see for yourself. I think we have a couple of casualties out there in the dirt.”
“Seymour!” she called.
“I’m here Blanche.”
She ran to him, knelt by his side, taking his face in her hands and kissing his lips. “I knew you’d come! I knew you’d find a way to me!” She kissed him again and looked at the wound in his side.
Otis would not move from his spot next to the fallen man. “Blanche, this dog saved my life. He took down Lester when I had no hope of stopping him from finishing me off.”
“I see that he’s taken a liking to you,” Blanche said.
“K-9 and civilian down with serious injuries at the Cummings’ location. Send backup and ambulance units a-sap!” They could hear Deputy Guest speaking into the radio, her voice cracking under the stress and emotion of firing her Glock for the first time in the line of duty, her concern for Otis and Seymour evident in her tone.
“Already en route Natalie. Hold on, help is on the way!”



EPILOGUE


Following the events of Thursday night the citizens of Lowndes County were able to sleep much easier. Life returned to normal in the Southern town, people walked their dogs and cleaned up after them, young women jogged the paths at night and Blanche Delaney manned the desk at the Valdosta Public Library. In the days, and years that followed the events of that fateful month, the lives of several of the local residents were changed forever.
Ms. Beverly Davis, did indeed, become a millionaire by Christmas, the courts allowed her to sell her half of the estate while Jeremy Marshall awaited trial on charges of conspiracy and attempted murder. It had been Felix’s grand idea of an additional alibi that put Jeremy behind bars and Bev in the driver’s seat. The days following the frightful night at Beverly’s and the death of Felix were filled with speculation and finger pointing. Jeremy laid low anticipating that most would suspect he was involved but with no proof he would escape unscathed. How wrong he would be.
Marge, the curvy receptionist at the Land and Trust Office, had watched the news and noted that it was the good looking man that took her number, only the day before, that wound up shot on the bedroom floor of the local realtor. Her boss, Mr. Ignatius Savard, was to have been with Felix Unger at the time of his tragic death, she had checked her planner to confirm that her estimation was correct. Iggy missed work the few days following the shooting and she became increasingly uneasy with the information she alone knew. On the Monday morning after the revelation hit her she phoned an old friend at the Sheriff’s Department, Angelo Lupo. He had been more than interested in the information that Marge was able to provide, as well as the DA and other law enforcement agencies. It had taken almost no pressure to get Iggy to roll over on Jeremy. A deal was forged and Mr. Savard was offered a plea deal and freedom from prosecution if he could provide enough information to put Jeremy away for the conspiracy and attempted murder charges. The balding little man had been happy to do so. A miniature pocket recorder, just like Jeremy’s, was all he needed to set his ‘friend’ up and keep himself out of prison.
Otis and Seymour survived their injuries, both staying for a week in the local hospitals. The fearless dog was awarded the K-9 Medal of Valor from the Sheriff’s Department and retired with honor. The injury was severe enough to hamper his ability to serve with the department but not enough to slow the shepherd down, at least not under the loving care of Seymour Wood, who adopted his savior and most trusted friend.
Seymour went on in the following year to finish his associate degree from the University and started his own business, Seymour Clues Detective Agency, where he and his bride, Blanche Delaney spent countless hours assisting the people of Lowndes County, as they solved their most unique and baffling cases. In all reality, he took a lot of pictures of husbands with girlfriends and chased down petty criminals, but it was a life they loved. Blanche continued through those years to work at the library as well. It was her love and her passion away from the arms of her husband and the perfect place to work as the research branch of Seymour’s business.
Jasper Jackson recovered fully from the gunshot wound to his butt. He went on to win the title of Mr. Georgia and competed in Mr. USA, coming in a disappointing second place, but Rufus could not have been more proud. Seymour had taken a liking to Jasper and brought him on as his first full time employee at the agency. Jasper was the muscle and intimidation side of the business with Rufus providing the eyes and ears into the black community.
Deputy Natalie Guest was awarded The Sheriff’s Commendation Certificate and was promoted to Corporal, the youngest to attain such an honor on the Sheriff Department’s active roster of officers.
Prior to pinning her Commendation on her chest and presenting the officer with the Corporal Chevrons, Sheriff Angelo Lupo, ‘The Wolf’, read the following statement, “Deputy Natalie Guest’s actions displayed courage, resolve and commitment to her job, community and partner. Although she was in grave danger she confronted an armed suspect, saving the life of her K-9 partner, Otis, and protecting the life of a Lowndes County Citizen. For her acts of heroism we honor her this day.”
Corporal Guest missed her companion terribly but enjoyed Sunday dinners at the Wood home. She never failed to bring her new K-9 buddy, Hannah, with her to pester and torment the older Otis. A bond, beyond the understanding of most who knew them, had been formed that horrific night that would endure the months and years to come as they lived and served in the same community.
Yes, for Blanche D. Delaney the move to Georgia had been a roller coaster of adventure and newfound love. The man she’d envisioned in her mind all those years, had swept into her heart, fulfilled all of her dreams, and saved her life in the process. No surprise to her, the charming young man that took her to the altar also had a dimple in his left cheek. Their wedding, on the sandy shores of the Georgia coast, was the culmination of years of hoping, wanting and wishing. It had all come true in a small town, hundreds of miles from family and friends, under the watchful eye of a power much greater than her own, and she knew it. Blanche’s parents had attended the ceremony, as well as, Holly. Mr. Marcus acted as the Best Man, hugging the bride closely when the "I do’s” were done. Their friendship, a unique father-daughter relationship, would stand the test of time. Blanche could not have been happier. Mrs. Wood was convinced that for her, life truly did start at 33.
Holly had stayed a few days longer than Blanche’s parents and enjoyed the time with her oldest and dearest friend. The goodbye at the airport reminded Blanche of the goodbye from a few years before in Arizona, the hugs and kisses sincere and the knowledge that a phone call would see them through until the next time. As the new bride’s best friend departed and made her way to the gate, she handed Blanche a going away present, a token of their lifelong friendship and told her not to open it until she got home.
That night, with Seymour at her side and Otis at their feet, the librarian opened the gift and was not the least bit surprised to see the phallus shaped ashtray she’d given her friend not so many years before. Yup, some things never change!
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