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        Dedication
      

      For my son, who thinks before acting, knows what he wants, solves problems with clear analytical skills, and doesn’t hesitate to help others when they need it.

      For my daughter, who reads voraciously, writes in vivid color and breathtaking detail, loves deeply, shares instinctively, and has a fierce sense of compassion.

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Thanks
      

      I thank God for his endless mercy and my wife for her endless love and patience.

      
        
          “Yet you ask, ‘Why does the son not share the guilt of his father?’ Since the son has done what is just and right and has been careful to keep all my decrees, he will surely live.”
        
      

      Ezekiel 18:19 (NIV)

    
  
    
      
        Preface
      

      I was born in Brooklyn, and with a name like Urie Feldman, it was like I had a sign on my back saying, “Feel free to kick the Jewish kid and step on his glasses.” Life was better in college, but it turns out a journalism degree doesn’t mean much without experience. While all the newsrooms in the city could only offer unpaid internships, Atlanta offered a paying gig. I didn’t have high hopes for “on the edge stories,” but I figured I’d put in my time and go back to the city with some experience.

      When the story first broke, I knew I had to get in on it. There were two kids: a stocky, asthmatic, red-headed boy and a lanky, blind, precocious black girl, both sixteen. Both had rough home lives, both endured life-and-death situations, and both proved me wrong; the South had more colorful stories than the next Civil War Reenactment and the face-melting heat.

      I got Hale and Charlotte on page two, and a follow-up mentioning them on page eight, but it didn’t take long for me to see there was more to these two kids than their iron bond and their brush with death. I agreed to help them do some digging into their family histories on my own time, and before long, I knew their story needed a lot more than a newspaper article.

      I met Hale and Charlotte in the spring of 1984, but to really understand their story, we have to go 140 miles south to Macon and 124 years back to just before the Civil War.

      Urie Feldman

      Atlanta, Georgia

      1984

      Macon, Georgia

      1860

      “Mallory, sweetheart, I’m going out to check on Sally.”

      “Should I come out there too, Harland? After all, I’ve been through this.”

      “That’s not necessary right now. If she’s ready to give birth I’ll call on you.”

      “Alright. This is a blessing in disguise, you know. It’s another mouth to feed now, but it’s another set of hands in the fields later.”

      “That is true,” he concurred, nervously smoothing the beard around his mouth with his fingers. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, sweetheart.”

      The ankle-high grass was already twinkling with dew in the moonlight as he rounded the barn and then hastened into a trot. He tried to pace his breathing and steady his hands, but the jaunt and nerves demanded more breath. Harland was a hundred yards from the quarters and he could already hear the moaning and screaming. He knocked on the rickety door and nearly unhinged it as he burst in, not waiting for a response.

      “How close is she, Judith?” he asked the husky woman as he took off his hat and stood looming at the end of the sinking old bed. After a stroke, she had good use of only half her body, and she was barely able to speak, but Judith was still a watershed of homegrown wisdom and a force in the house.

      “A-almost dere suh,” she stammered as she lumbered out to fetch a pan of water and a few more linens.

      Sally lie in bed, panting heavily in anticipation of the next contraction. Her course, ragged gown with deflated ruffles and scuff marks from a thousand corn husking sessions clung to her thick body where her perspiration fought through the fabric.

      “How are you feeling?” Harland asked rhetorically, rolling and misshaping his hat with his shaking hands.

      “I’m a ready ta have dis baby out, Mistah Turnah,” she said.

      “I’m ready to see it.”

      “Oooh…aaagh….” she groaned through another contraction. They were coming fast. “Ain’t much time now,” Sally croaked. “I’m fixin’ ta push.”

      Harland took the hint. A man had no place in the birthing room, even with his own slaves. He stepped out into the night and put his hat on in order to stop himself from wringing it into destruction and paced behind the crumbling cabin, careful to stay out of Mallory’s view from the house.

      The moaning and hollering came in conjunction with the contractions and grew louder with each wave. Harland paced faster, glancing toward the house, praying Mallory didn’t hear Sally’s cries. Inside the quarters, he could hear Judith’s slurred speech, calmly encouraging Sally through the most exhausting and excruciating moments of birth.

      “I slee a head,” she announced. “You’sh about dere. When ya feel ta push, push fo all ya got.”

      “Aaagh!” Sally screamed, piercing the night and Harland’s consciousness. He checked the house; still no Mallory. He should have poured her some whiskey or run a bath. Probably both. Sally’s panting and groaning filled the lull in the air with confirmation that the baby was not quite here.

      “We got da head. We’sh amost dere, darling’. On’ mo push.”

      
        Sally took three deep breaths and nodded to Judith.

      “Aaaagh!”

      “Waa!”

      It was here, and it had lungs. Harland glanced at the house one more time and then stepped into the quarters and took his place at the end of the bed. Judith was holding the noisy, writhing, slimy thing with one arm and wiping it down with the other. She dipped the edge of the cloth in the water pan and gently stroked the baby’s head, body, and wiggly arms and legs. Taking the other end, she dried it off and then wrapped it firmly in a fresh linen cloth.

      “It’s a girl,” Harland observed as Judith handed the baby to Sally.

      “Yeth suh,” Judith said, lifting the water pan and extra cloths and carrying them out. Tidying up was instinct.

      “She’s so light,” Harland muttered, shaking his head and taking hold of the bedpost.

      “Negro babies come out lookin’ light, sometimes as much as a white baby, Mistah Turnah. They sometimes don’t get dey color for a couple of days. Ain’t she beautiful?” she said, staring down at the baby and caressing her misshapen head as she guided her tiny lips to the breast.

      “She doesn’t have much hair,” he said.

      “Now dat ain’t my fault. I was born wit enough hair ta put a ribbon in,” Sally said, her eyes still glued to the baby.

      Sally looked up and noticed how pale he was.

      “Now Mistah Turnah, you know I done told Ms. Mallory what you said, and that’s what she knows.”

      “Yes, thank you, Sally.”

      “You want ta hold her, Mistah Turnah?”

      “N-no, not now, Sally. You can work on getting’ her feedin’ right. Ms. Mallory said that takes a bit sometimes.”

      “Yes, suh it can, but I think ‘lil Lily here will do jest fine.”

      “Y-you have a name already?”

      
        “You said she look so light, and she’s jest as pretty as a flower, so’s I figured I’d call her Lily.”

      “Alright then,” he said, sighing deeply. “Well, I’m glad you seem to be ok.”

      “I’s jest a bit tired, but I’ll be right fine ta work tomorrah.”

      “You best rest tomorrow, Sally. Havin’ a baby ain’t no small thing, you know.”

      “Yes, suh. Thank you, suh.” She looked at him with deep, tired joy in her eyes, and he nodded and put his hat on.

      “Take care of her, Judith,” he said as he left.

      “Yeth, suh.”

      “What happened? Why were you gone so long?” Mallory asked as he glided into the bedroom. She was already in her nightgown and nestled into bed, much to his relief.

      “It turns out she had the baby,” he said, pulling down his suspenders and unbuttoning his shirt. “It just came so quickly, I decided to stay and make sure everything was alright.”

      “How is Sally doing?”

      “She’s fine. Judith is taking care of her, and I told her to rest tomorrow.”

      “What was it?”

      “She had a girl. She called it Lily.”

      “I like that. I can’t wait to go see it tomorrow.”

      “You know,” he said, pulling on his nightshirt and sliding into bed, “Negro babies look real light colored when they’re born.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I was surprised. Sally said sometimes Negro babies look almost as light as white babies for a few days after their born.”

      “Maybe I’ll take Henry out there tomorrow. He’s never got to see another baby, even if it is colored.”

      
        “Don’t lose faith, sweetheart. Maybe the Lord will bless us again and Henry will have a little brother or sister yet.”

      “I’m not holding my breath,” she said with a hint of defeat in her voice. “The Good Lord can do anything, but I don’t see Him givin’ us another baby. If it hasn’t happened in ten years, I’m probably never going to have another.”

      Harland wrapped his arms around his wife and spoke softly into her ear.

      “We’re blessed to have Henry, and we’re blessed to have each other, darling. I’m happy with that.”

      She smiled and kissed him, fighting back the bitterness.

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      The next day Mallory and Henry paid a visit to Sally while Harland worked in the fields. There was a good yield of corn this year, and with his limited help, he would have to move quickly to get it all harvested before July. While he worked, his eyes kept going back to the quarters, and his mind never stopped racing. Sweat and dirt covered his body while a shrinking window of time tore at his mind. On top of that, there was the baby, and perhaps that was the most troubling thing of all. Mallory saw it, and she probably wouldn’t think much about it now, but in the next few weeks and months, that could change. He couldn’t let that happen.

      The following evening the summer sky just started to bleed its daylight by seven o’clock, and Harland was searching his house for the leather carpetbag his father gave him.

      “What are you looking for?” Mallory asked, surprised he was in so early. He always worked until the last inkling of daylight in June, and sometimes later.

      “I’m trying to find that leather carpetbag my father gave me,” he said absentmindedly, rummaging through a closet.

      “I think you put it the trunk,” she said, pointing to the most obvious object in their room.

      “Goodness, I think you’re right,” he said, stepping over to it and lifting the lid. “Of course, I’d neglect the most obvious place. Here it is!”

      
        “Why are you so intent on finding a piece of luggage right now?” she asked, bewildered. He looked frantic and had a strange, wild look in his eyes.

      “Well, I, uh, thought it might be a more secure place to keep the notes I get when I sell the harvest,” he said. “Did you take Henry to see Sally’s baby?” he asked.

      “Yes, I did. You’re right! That baby is so light I’d mistake for it a white baby right now. Sally told me it was normal and that she’d get darker as she got older.”

      “Funny how that is,” he said nervously. “I’m going back out for a bit, but I’ll be in later for supper. I need to shore up a couple of the corn cribs.”

      “Yes, dear. Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “Of course, sweetheart. It’s just a busy time of year, you know.”

      Harland took the leather carpetbag and slipped a few cloths from the linen closet into it on his way out the door. He made his way into the barn, and then out the back towards the quarters. He didn’t bother knocking this time and burst through the door. The bottom hinge was dangling precariously as he slid the flailing door shut. Judith looked at him briefly, and with a hauntingly knowing look, pointed towards Sally’s room. He nodded and went in.

      Sally saw his carpetbag and her heart sank. She knew what he had come for.

      “You’s takin’ my baby away, ain’t you, Mistah Turnah?” she said with steely eyes and pursed lips.

      “It has to be this way. Mallory will find out sooner or later, and then…well that just can’t happen. I won’t let it happen.”

      “You won’t let me nurse her a few weeks, Mistah Turnah?”

      “I can’t. She’ll get darker and stronger. This way Mallory can just think it died. Babies die in the days after their birth all the time.”

      “Lily is a strong girl, Mistah Turnah. She ain’t gonna die.”

      “I know. I’m going to take her to the Lanier Plantation. They have almost two dozen slaves, and they will adopt her and won’t say anything. She’ll have everything she needs, and she might even get to be a house servant. It’ll be better for all of us.”

      Sally sighed. There was no use fighting; there never was. Joy was not meant to last, at least in a slave’s life. She also thought of Lily’s future on such a small farm, and she knew a life at a bigger plantation meant better work, better quarters, better food, and better opportunities. If she were really lucky, she might learn to read. She swung her legs around to the floor and stood up still holding Lily.

      He fluffed the linens in the carpetbag and pried it open with one hand while lowering the baby into it gently. Harland was struck with a sudden guilt and sadness that couldn’t quite undo his plans but still left him feeling he needed to give Sally something to hold on to.

      “I think you should write a note and put it in here,” Harland said. Maybe one day she’ll want something from her birth mother, and this way she can know that you loved her and you wanted to give her a better life.”

      “That sounds right fine, Mistah Turnah, but you know I can’t write.”

      “Do you have a quill and paper?”

      “Yes suh, right nears the door for countin’ corn.”

      “Tell me what to write, and I’ll put it in here. Quickly, while she’s still asleep.”

      After depositing the note and tucking it under the linens, he carefully lifted the bag, nodded to Sally, and walked out of the house. He rounded the barn and then saddled up his horse. He couldn’t use the wagon; it made too much noise. He strapped a shovel and an ax to the saddle, and then mounted the old mare tenderly, lifting the bag and hooking it to the horn. He quietly walked the horse out of the barn and then cut through the field to the woods that made up a few dozen acres of land between his place and the Lanier Plantation.

      Quieting his raging conscience and focusing on the task at hand, he rode about two miles into the woods, working the poor mare on the steep hills that were the reason the trees still dominated the area. The Lanier Plantation was the biggest Cotton Plantation in Middle Georgia, where small farmers with few or no slaves were more common than the big operation they had. News moved fast in and out of their fields, and he knew showing up with Lily would be like publishing her birth in the paper.

      He reached an area where there was soft ground between three trees that still offered good cover. He wished he had brought a lantern, but that might have been risky anyway. He would have to dig by moonlight, which tonight shone down with the light of pale winter sun. He jumped down, took the carpetbag where Lily still laid sleeping and retrieved the shovel. He took a deep breath and plunged the shovel into the soft soil, carving out a hole about four feet deep.

      He hesitated, but then he decided not to look. He zipped the leather together over her first objections to all the jostling about, took three deep breaths, and then lowered the bag into the hole. He scraped feverishly, filling the hole and trying to drown out the soft cries that were quickly becoming louder. His stomach turned as he padded down the soil and scattered the leaves and pine needles over the fresh dirt, still hearing her cries from the shallow grave.

      “It’s the only way,” he said to himself, securing the shovel again. He took the ax and chopped two notches into each of the three trees that could serve to remind him of the exact spot if the need ever arose. He desperately hoped it wouldn’t. He tied the ax to the saddle again, said a prayer, tipped his hat, and headed back home.

      His conscience tore at him, but his fear fought back. As the battle raged in his soul, he goaded the poor mare into a halting trot and finally made it back to the barn. After unsaddling her, he rewarded her work with a small bucket of oats and an apple.

      As he stealthily padded up to the back door to the kitchen, something was wrong. He could see an oil lamp burning behind the lace of the curtains and two figures inside. It was probably Mallory getting Henry something to eat, but in his gut, he knew there was something else was waiting for him.

      He opened the door and gasped at the sight of Sally standing in his kitchen with a look of crazed fury that defied every boundary of her station, and Mallory was seated with an expression of fear and confusion.

      “Sally…what are you doing here?” he asked, looking to Mallory and then back to his servant. “How is Lily?”

      
        “You want me to say she’s dead,” Sally snarled.

      “W-what are you talking about? Of course not,” Harland stammered.

      “What is going on here, Harland?” Mallory asked, sensing for the first time her husband had something to say.

      “Sally, what are you trying to say?” he asked, still grasping at the straws.

      “Where is Lily, Mistah Turnah?” Sally demanded.

      “Harland, what is she talking about? Why is she asking you where the baby is?” Mallory asked, her voice quivering.

      “I can explain,” he said. His worst fear was coming true, and in the panic and guilt, he couldn’t decide which lie to confess and which story to tell.

      “Dear God,” Mallory said, piecing the event together. “What did you do?”

      “It’s not what you think! I took the baby to the Lanier Plantation."

      “You’s said that, but den why you done left with an ax an’ a shovel tied to the horse?” Sally asked.

      “Why would you take the baby at all, Harland?” Mallory asked, desperate to unravel the bizarre story.

      Sally stared at Harland, daring him to lie again.

      “I… I was going to take her to live with the slaves at the Lanier Plantation. I thought she might have a better life there than here.”

      “You wanted to get rid of her…” Mallory said, fitting pieces together she could have never imagined five minutes ago. “She was so light, as ‘light as a white baby,’ you said. Was she yours, Harland?” Mallory said, folding her arms and facing her husband.

      “Now look, Mallory…” he started.

      She looked to Sally.

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said with the renewed rage of the night she tried to forget nine months ago.

      “Dear Jesus,” Mallory said, plopping down onto a kitchen chair.

      
        “You done killed her, didn’t you, Mistah Turnah?” Sally asked. “You done killed our baby.”

      He heaved a large breath, and with nothing left to hide, he muttered his confession. “I buried her in the woods between our place and the Lanier Plantation.”

      “You buried her? You killed an innocent baby?” Mallory said, her voice rising as her mind struggled to grasp the reality.

      “I was just trying to save our family. I didn’t want my mistake to ruin us.”

      “It’s too late for dat now, Mistah Turnah,” Sally said, her eyes blazing into Harland with an intensity that frightened even Mallory. She pointed her shaking, crooked finger at Harland and said in a hoarse whisper, “You’ve done brought down more than my anger. You’ve done brought down a curse, Mistah Turnah. You stole her breath an’ took her life, so you will suffer the same fate: you an’ your sons will have yo breath stolen and yo life took ‘fore the end of your fortieth year.” Sally stomped out past Harland, through the door, and out into the yard.

      “What have you done?” Mallory asked, finally grasping the implications.

      “The law sees Sally and her offspring as our property, so there’s no problem there,” Harland said, nervously stroking his beard and then wringing his hands.

      “Lily wasn’t just your property, Harland. She was your own daughter.”

      “But she...she was a Negro,” he said, his voice trailing off with his last piece of will to justify his crime.

      “I don’t think the Good Lord cares as much about color as he does about murder. How could you kill an innocent child?” Mallory said, disgusted. “You used an ax?”

      “No! Of course not!” he recoiled. “I never laid a hand on her.”

      “But you buried her. How can you bury her without — the leather carpetbag! That’s why you were looking for it!”

      “Yes,” he said, shaking his head in shame.

      
        “Harland, it’s only been a few hours. She might still be alive!” Mallory shouted.

      “She’s the product of my unfaithfulness and most profound shame. How can you see her and not hate me?” he said, tears beginning to form in the corners of his eyes.

      “In time, I can learn to forgive you for an indiscretion. I can’t forgive you for killing a child. What if God used your sin to answer our prayers for another child? Who are we to complain to God that she is a Mulatto?”

      “She is,” Harland said, his heart racing as he ran out the door. “I marked the trees where I buried the bag. I can find her!”

      Mallory ran out after him, following him to the barn. He saddled the mare, only partially recovered from the first trip. She was tired, but she was fed and watered, and if they had to walk back, so be it. While he was wrestling with the tack, Mallory stopped inside the barn doors and stood still, covering her mouth and stifling a scream.

      Harland finally looked up from the horse and saw his wife frozen in horror. She pointed up to the rafters, and he followed her finger until he saw the large object swinging and spinning gently from a rope. As it turned, he recognized the face and gasped, “Dear God!” Sally hung above them.

      Mallory looked at Harland with desperation, as if she was sharing his sense of shame. “Go save that baby, Harland. For the love of all that is holy, go save that poor child.” With only a nod, he mounted the mare and galloped out across the pasture toward the woods. This time he brought a lantern.

      Following his early path, he was able to make his way back to the grove and find the three trees he notched with his ax. He dismounted the mare, not even bothering to tie her up. He untied the shovel from the saddle and ran to the center, double checking the notches so he knew where to dig. Something was strange. He had just been there a few hours before and the notches should have been fresh, but where he was sure he had made his own marks, there was already the signs of new bark. He brought the oil lamp closer and nearly tripped on a mound of soil. He lowered the light to his feet, and his heart sank. There was a ring of earth, a larger and more rounded hole, and an emptiness that swallowed his soul. The carpetbag was gone.

      A simple funeral for Sally was held three days later, and the emptiness that hung over the house after that was palpable. Summoning every ounce of his strength, Harland was able to harvest the rest of the corn that week, but he fell ill and by the following week he was gasping for every breath and coughing up copious amounts of blood. By mid-August he breathed his last, weakly grasping Mallory's hand. He was forty years old.

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Chapter One
      

      Dawsonville, Georgia

      April 1984

      
        “Conjunction Junction, what’s your function?” Schoolhouse Rock emanated from the TV in the living room while Hale stumbled into the kitchen and pulled down the last box of cereal. There was just enough Frosted Flakes to fill half a bowl with crumbles and cereal dust, but it would have to do. Opening the fridge, he shook the milk carton, which had a couple of inches left. He might have success after all. When he pushed and pulled the top open, it didn’t smell great, but there weren’t any chunks, so it was close enough.

      Mom worked late, Evan probably stayed the night with her, and Dawn never opened her eyes before noon. The irony of her name was never lost on Hale. Saturday mornings in the trailer park were the most peaceful for Hale because everyone was either drunk, asleep, or hung over, and in any case, no one cared what he did until the garbage needed to go out after dinner.

      He had already gone outside to check the garbage cans, and it looked like it was going to be another nice spring day in Georgia. The trailer park was a decent mix of retired people in RV’s, single and double-wides with various kinds of redneck families, and your usually trashy types that had a few kids always running around in a sagging diaper with a bottle of Kool-Aid. With all the pine trees, you heard a lot more raking of pine straw than the running of lawn mowers. There was a gentle breeze and a light yellow film of pollen settled on top of everything. Hale sneezed a couple of times and knew today might be another bad one.

      He put the milk back in the fridge, and as he took hold of his sloshing bowl of sugar-coated crumbs, he noticed a brown pill bottle behind the coffee maker. More pills. Evan probably got them for her, and since he didn’t know about her normal hiding places, he just put them on the counter where he knew she would look and shoved them out of sight.

      
        Hale set down his bowl, pried open the bottle, dumped about half the pills into his hand, and then stuffed them into the right pocket of his jeans. He would flush them later. He put the bottle back and then opened the drawer hoping to find a clean spoon. No luck. He rinsed off a dirty spoon used to stir someone’s coffee last night, rubbed it dry on his favorite black AC/DC T-shirt, and sat down with his bowl. Tony the Tiger stared back at him from the empty cereal box. Apparently, he only had part of “this complete breakfast.”

      Hale got up to put his bowl in the sink, and he could feel his chest tighten up. He rinsed it, put it in the dishwasher, and then hoisted up his backpack onto the counter. After a bit of rummaging through gym clothes, books, and piles of papers, he fished out his inhaler and exhaled in preparation for a deep breath. This felt like it could be another rough attack, so he might need three or more good doses. He shook the inhaler, put it in his mouth, and squeezed. Snap!

      “Crap!” he breathlessly exclaimed. Hale almost never cussed. “Crap! Crap! Crap!” The nozzle snapped off, and there was no way to release a shot of medicine. The small surge of adrenaline didn’t help, and his lungs started burning. His other inhaler— the backup— was locked away safely in his gym locker, just in case he needed it. Too bad it’s Saturday.

      He hesitated a few seconds, not wanting to wake his mom and loathing to wake up Evan. They would probably cuss him out for being so stupid, but he had to breathe, and time was running out. He already could barely speak.

      Barreling through the door, he tried to save what little breath he had and held up the broken inhaler. They were still out cold. He put his hand on his mom’s shoulder and shook, finally stirring her. She sat up and wiped her hair from her eyes, trying to see what he was holding.

      “What? What’s the problem?” she said as Evan moaned.

      “B-broke…”

      “Where’s your other one?”

      “School…”

      “Gheez Hale, is this a bad one?”

      
        He shook his head and gasped, trying to slow his panic. His pale face and quivering lips finished the story.

      “Damn!” she said, throwing back the covers. “Get in the car!”

      Hale stumbled to the old Chevette while Tessa threw on some sweats, grabbed her keys and pocketbook, and ran out the door.

      “What the hell is going on?” Evan mumbled, turning over and finding himself alone in the bed.

      The car choked a bit but sputtered to life. Tessa gunned the engine, popped the clutch, and tore out of the trailer park onto the highway towards town.

      “Take it easy, sweetie. Breathe slow and hard, not short and shallow, just like doctor Bailey said,” she admonished him. He glanced at her with half-closed eyes and shook his head. She rubbed her eyes, trying desperately to regain full consciousness even as she weaved and sped down the highway. At least the hospital was a familiar stop.

      They screeched up to the front of the ER entrance, and Tessa ran around to open Hale’s door just as he was losing consciousness.

      “Help!” she screamed, trying to pull Hale’s limp form from the car. “Please help! He’s not breathing!”

      A small white army poured from the glass doors, some of whom were already familiar with this patient.

      “Asthma attack,” Tessa cryptically offered as they hoisted him onto a gurney and rushed him inside. “He broke his inhaler.”

      “Start the nebulizer now!” ordered the charge nurse. “Bring it to #5.”

      Tessa started to follow the troupe, but a nurse stopped her.

      “Ma’am, hold on.”

      “I need to be with my son!”

      “Your son needs oxygen first, and we’re giving it to him. In the meantime, I need you to park your car so you’re not blocking the ambulance. After that, I’ll take you to his room.”

      “Oh, uh, ok,” she stammered.

      “Take a deep breath, sweetie. It’s going to be alright.”

      
        “Yeah, Thanks,” Tessa said, letting out a shallow sigh. She still couldn’t take a full breath until Hale was able to do the same.

      Hale opened his eyes when she came in.

      “Shhh,” she said. “Don’t speak. Just relax and breathe.”

      Tessa sat back and stared, mesmerized and comforted by every rise and fall of Hale’s chest.

      “Well, this is not the way you want to start a Saturday, is it?” bellowed a young doctor as he strutted in with his white coat flapping over his slacks and pink dress shirt. “I’m Dr. Baxter,” he said, shaking Tessa’s hand.

      “I’m Tessa Turner, Hale’s mom.”

      “I was told his inhaler broke. I take it he doesn’t have a spare?”

      “The other one is at school.”

      “I see. Dumb luck, then. How are you feeling, Hale?” he asked.

      Hale gave a thumbs-up sign as he inhaled and exhaled a fine, misty breath through the plastic tube.

      “That Brethine inhaler works alright, but there is a new product that just came out called ‘Albuterol.’ It is the best thing to hit the market in years. It’s so new, it’s not quite in all the pharmacies as an inhaler yet, but I managed to get my hands on some samples. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in taking a few home with you?”

      “That would be wonderful!” Tessa said, already trying to calculate the hospital bill in her head.

      “I’ll make sure you get a few extra before you go home. Ms. Turner, would you mind stepping outside for a minute? I need to ask you a couple of questions.”

      “Um, sure,” she said tentatively. “Be right back, buddy.”

      Hale smiled around the nebulizer and shook his head.

      “How has Hale been lately at home?” he asked.

      “Fine, I guess. What do you mean?” Tessa asked, fishing for more.

      “I mean emotionally. Has he been particularly upset or depressed lately?”

      
        “He was down for a while after he lost his dad, but that was four years ago. He hasn’t really been acting differently lately. He’s a good kid, and he has good grades. What’s wrong? He can’t really help an asthma attack.”

      “Of course not, especially with all the pollen right now. The reason I ask is because these fell out of his pocket…” he said, opening his hand to show her about a dozen white pills. “Do you know where he got these?”

      “Um, no…”

      “Do you know what these are?” he asked.

      “Are they some kind of pain pills?”

      “These are Codeine pills. I had our pharmacist look them up.”

      “I don’t know where he got them or why. Asthma is his only real medical problem.”

      “I’m not a cop, so I’m not as interested in where he got them as I am in why he has them. This many in one place are lethal. I’m worried he might have been planning to…well, commit suicide.”

      The blood drained from Tessa’s face, and the room started to spin.

      “No…he wouldn’t think about that…”

      “You can’t imagine he would want to hurt himself, but the pills were there. As a doctor, I can’t ignore that. As his mom, I don’t think you want to either.”

      “No…of course not. Let me talk to him.”

      “I think he needs more help than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think he needs treatment.”

      “Okay, then I’ll make an appointment with…”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Dr. Baxter said. He wasn’t being rude, but his jaw was set, and he was firm. “He needs to go to a facility where he can be given treatment and twenty-four-hour supervision. We need to know he is safe before we just let him go.”

      “Are you talking about a mental hospital?” Tessa asked.

      
        “Yes. He won’t be lumped in with the schizophrenics or anything like that. They treat suicide patients together. They will get good psychiatric care, group therapy with other patients like him, and be supervised in rooms with TVs. There’s a good one not far from here: Blue Ridge Hospital.”

      “I…I just don’t know. I’m worried about Hale, of course, but I mean, I don’t even know how I’m going to pay for this trip to the ER. I’m just a waitress.”

      “We can’t worry about that. We’ll fill out some forms and get you some help. There are plenty of government programs and charities, especially for widows. We really need to get him signed in and transported as soon as possible.”

      “I’m still a little hesitant.”

      “I’d like for you to give your consent, but please know that if you don’t, since Hale is a minor in a life and death situation, I would have to call the sheriff and have a deputy standby Hale until the paperwork goes through the Sheriff’s office and Child Protective Services.”

      “No, don’t do that! Good grief. It’s just so much to take in all at once. I’ll sign off. Of course I’ll sign off. I want Hale to be okay.”

      “Great. I’ll get the transfer set up. Do you want to explain things to him, or do you want me to be the messenger?”

      Tessa sighed in resignation. “I’m his mom. Let me talk to him.”

      It was a relief to see Hale sitting up and sipping some red Jello, adding a little more color to the lips that were so gray a couple of hours earlier.

      “Are we about ready to head home?” Hale asked innocently.

      “Not exactly,” Tessa said, sitting in a padded chair and scooting up next to his bed. “The doctors and nurses found a bunch of pills in your pants. There were quite a few, and they thought…”

      “Oh, crap.”

      “Yeah. I told them you are a good kid and don’t do drugs, but Dr. Baxter is convinced that you might have had them because you were going to try and take them all at once, you know, like you might have wanted…”

      “Suicide? They thought I was going to try and kill myself?”

      “Yes. He said that many Codeine pills could be lethal.”

      “So, what now? Am I going to jail?” Hale said, trying to be tough but shaking and crying while he tried to get an idea of what was next.

      “No, no, of course not. I would never let that happen. Dr. Baxter wants to send you to Blue Ridge Hospital for a few days. He wants you to get treatment there so he can be sure you’ll not try something stupid when you go home. I tried to tell him you were okay, but he said if I didn’t sign off he would call the Sheriff and Child Protective Services and send you anyway.”

      “Gheez, mom. That would get you in big trouble,” Hale said. “You’re gonna sign off, right? I mean, I don’t want you to get in any kind of trouble.”

      “Yeah, baby, I said I would sign off. I’m so sorry.”

      Hale held his mom’s hand and stared into her teary eyes. “It’s really my fault. I shouldn’t have opened that bottle. I just worried that you were taking too many, and I was trying to help you.”

      “I suspected it might have been you. I’m just glad you were flushing them down the toilet and it wasn’t Dawn or Evan taking them.”

      “How’d you know I was flushing them?”

      “Sometimes not all the pills would go down.”

      “Well, next week is Spring Break, so I guess I get to go to Camp Blue Ridge. At least I won’t miss any school!”

      Tessa chuckled nervously and wiped a tear. “Maybe I should say something…”

      “Mom! Don’t. Please don’t. You could get in big trouble. I can handle a hospital. I won’t say anything, I promise.”

      Before she could respond, Dr. Baxter was back with a sheriff’s deputy to transport Hale.

      “Did Mom explain what’s happening?” the doctor asked.

      
        “Yes, sir. Are you going to put handcuffs on me?” Hale asked, eyeing the pair dangling from the deputy’s belt.

      “Only if you go crazy on me. You don’t look too dangerous,” the deputy said sympathetically.

      On the ride to Blue Ridge, Hale started thinking. If he denied he was suicidal, then he would have to answer for having the pills, which could get him or his mom in serious trouble, even if he lied about where he got them or what he was doing with them. It’s not like a sixteen-year-old kid should be able to get his hands on a fistful of Codeine pills. He decided the best bet would be to play along. He was depressed, and he thought about ending it all with one swallow. He would sound genuine and start feeling much better in a few days. He could put on the act. It wasn’t like he didn’t get depressed sometimes, especially since his dad died. Who knows? Maybe he would learn something after all. As long as the food was good, he would be fine.

      The hospital wasn’t much to look at from the outside. The light blue one-story building looked like it had several wings, surrounded by manicured grass, pine trees, and gated courtyards, but these were hard to see from out front. Inside it was a busy place, and clearly it was not only depressed and suicidal patients being treated here.

      Hale followed instructions and endured the endless searching, questioning, sampling, and waiting that is part of the intake process. His first night was to be in the intake ward, and after that, he would be moved to a room with patients who “shared a similar diagnosis.” There was no way he could resist calling it “The Suicide Ward” in his mind.

      “Hi, I’m Joe,” a friendly young man about high school age said as Hale was setting his bags down and looking at the room. “I think we’re roommates, at least for tonight.”

      “I’m Hale,” he said, cautiously shaking Joe’s hand.

      “Hey, my head kind of hurts. Am I bleeding or something up there?” Joe asked, feeling the left side of his freshly shaved head. As he turned, Hale let out a yelp and gasp but tried not to overreact for Joe’s sake.

      “Gheez Joe, you’ve got a huge wound and a bunch of stitches! What happened?” Hale asked.

      
        “I have no idea,” Joe said, feeling the wound and running his fingers along the stitches. “I don’t remember anything.”

      “Dang. Say, do you know when we’re supposed to have this meeting with the staff?”

      “Nope, but I suppose they’ll come get us.”

      “Yeah.”

      Just outside, Hale heard a young woman scream, “They’re coming! They’re coming! They’ll be here any day and Y'all are doing nothing to prepare!” A second later two white coats flashed past the door, followed by the sound of a struggle, and the voice of the woman trailing off down another hallway.

      “Yikes,” Hale said. “I guess we’re in pretty good shape.”

      “Yeah. I guess my problems are all outside my head!” Joe laughed. “What did you say your name is again?”

      “Hale. And you’re Joe, right?”

      “You got it.”

      Hale and Joe made small talk, but it wasn’t long before an orderly came by to summon them for dinner and orientation. After dinner, they would be meeting with a psychiatrist and assigned a ward and a treatment plan, at least that was what he was told at intake. Hale didn’t mind; he pretended like he was getting a week-long stay in a hotel, complete with free food and fascinating entertainment. Of course, he had to earn his way by convincing the docs he was getting much better each day, but that shouldn’t be too hard.

      The meeting with the psychiatrist went well, and after taking his newly prescribed medicine and being given one of the new inhalers Dr. Baxter sent with him, it was time to hit the sack. Hale vacillated between the frustration of being wrongly accused and the fascination with his environment. This place was seriously weird, but it also opened his eyes to the real problems people had between their ears. He became acutely aware of his occasional bout with depression, but compared to the illnesses he saw on display, he was more normal than he ever imagined.

      
        Hale came in and stripped off his jeans and threw his shirt on the floor. He pulled on his pajamas, peeled back the bed cover, and then jumped at the sound of someone asking him a question.

      “Hi, I’m Joe,” he said, extending his hand.

      Hale turned and slowly extended his hand, shaking it and staring with a questioning gaze.

      “Hi Joe, I’m Hale,” he said slowly.

      “I think we’re roommates, at least for tonight.”

      “Yeah, it looks like that,” Hale said. “Are you doing okay, Joe?”

      “My head kind of hurts. Am I bleeding or something up there?”

      “You have a bunch of stitches up there, but they’re not bleeding or anything.”

      “I have no idea what happened,” Joe said with a vacant look as he ran his fingers along the wound.

      “Well, maybe that’s why you’re here, Joe. They probably want to keep an eye on you until you’re healed up a bit more. At least your problem is on the outside of your head, right?”

      “Right!” Joe said, laughing. “Do you know what we’re supposed to do now?”

      “It’s bedtime, but I’m sure a nurse will let us know what to do in the morning. Good night, Joe,” he said, sliding into bed and turning off the wall lamp.

      “Good night, uh…”

      “Hale.”

      “Right. Good night, Hale.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Two
      

      Atlanta, GA

      April 1984

      
        “Charlotte baby, I’ve got to head out again in a few minutes.”

      “Oh, daddy! Can’t we sit and watch The Jeffersons? That’s our gig, right?”

      “Ha!” he laughed. “It is baby, it sure is, but I got to get movin.’ I got ta hustle to put some food on the table, you know.”

      “You takin’ the cab?” she asked with a hint of sadness and questioning in her voice.

      “Come here, baby,” he said, guiding her from the card table that was her school desk and sitting her down on the edge of her bed next to him.

      “For a blind girl, you sure see through people, don’t ya?”

      “I worry about ya, daddy. I hear you fussin’ with momma at night sometimes.”

      “Now you don’t need ta worry ‘bout none of that. Grown folks is always fussin’ ‘bout somethin.’ You’re smart and pretty, and you got yoself a good head about ya, but don’t you go growin’ up in a hurry, y’hear? You still got a couple of years to be my baby girl.”

      “I know Daddy,” she said, leaning her braided head into his chest. “I jest worry ‘cause it’s dangerous on the streets.”

      “You can’t go believin’ everythin’ you hear on TV, baby.”

      “You don’t jest drive the cab, do ya, daddy?” The silence was only broken by a heavy sigh. “Do you sell drugs?”

      “Yeah,” he said, rubbing his eyes and putting a hand on her knee. “Yeah, baby, I do.”

      “I worry about you, daddy. I don’t want you goin’ to jail or gettin’ killed or nothin’ like that.”

      “Listen to me, baby. I promise to be careful. I don’t like it, but sometimes you gotta do things you don’t like to take care of your family, you know? I jest need ta get us enough cash to get us a nice place out of the city, and then I’ll go back to jest drivin’ I promise.”

      “I know what Coke is, Daddy. I hear everything at school.”

      “There’s a lot of it comin’ up from the Islands. It’s good stuff, too. I can make more money sellin’ that stuff in one night than I make drivin’ that cab all week. That’s why I do it, baby. Don’t worry; I never touch the stuff. I don’t want to get hooked, an’ don’t you never touch it, neither y’ hear? I have to tell you that, but I know you’s smarter than that.”

      “I won’t Daddy. What about Mama?”

      How do you give an honest answer to your child and still protect her? Sometimes you have to recognize they already know, and it’s better to be honest than try to protect them with deception. At that moment, with those simple words, Ricardo Robinson knew there was no more veil.

      “That’s what a lot of that fussin’ is about, baby. I don’t want your mama using that stuff, but she’s hooked. I’m tryin’ to wean her off, a little at a time, but she jest wants more and more. She gets mad ‘cause all she wants is more lines, and she knows I can get it.”

      “Can’t we take her to a doctor?”

      “A docta? Ha! They’d throw a nigga in jail so fast…” he started to say, but checked himself. He ran his hand down her braids and kissed her cheek. “We’re jest gonna have ta help Mama as best we can, baby. I’ll get her set straight, don’t you worry.”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      “You jest be a kid, and smart as you is, you know ta stay away from this Cocaine and every other drug. Do what they tell you in school, and keep makin’ those marks. I still can’t believe how fast you read all those dots.”

      “It’s just readin’ to me.”

      “You’re amazin’ Charlotte. I’m proud of my girl,” he said, kissing her on the head and standing to leave. “Help yo mama, and I’ll see you in the mornin’ baby.”

      “Daddy?”

      “Yeah, darlin’?”

      “Be careful.”

      He smiled, nodded, and locked the door behind him.

      The apartment was a two-bedroom they moved into last year, and to Charlotte, it was a luxury. She had a bed, a desk (really a card table, but it worked), and she was the only one of her friends who had her own room. It didn’t matter that it had a view of the projects, worn, stained carpet, cockroaches, smoke-tinged walls, and the occasional rat. What did it matter to her? She was blind anyway, and she had a daddy at home who loved her more than anything. She knew her daddy moved them there just to give her a bedroom, and she also knew he probably paid the rent with drug money.

      Wanda Brown knew Ricardo was a good man when they met. She never wanted to be just another poor black girl in the neighborhood; she was raised better than that. She was always careful. She finished high school, she didn’t get pregnant and drop out like most of her friends, she got a job, and she met Ricardo. His father disappeared early, and his mother was Dominican. He definitely inherited her Catholic sensibilities, and even before she got pregnant with Charlotte, he begged her to marry him. She agreed, but not until they had a place outside the city and away from the mess. Unfortunately, the mess caught up with her.

      “Charlotte, baby?” she called.

      “Yeah, mama?” she answered as she felt her way along the wall to the kitchen table.

      “I’m gonna lay me down for a spell. Can you answer the phone, and don’t let nobody in, okay?”

      “Okay, Mama.”

      Charlotte knew she just did her lines, even though she couldn’t see the mirror, the straws, and the packets on the table. She could feel it. It was another night alone, fixing her supper, and putting herself to bed, right after listening to The Jeffersons on TV.

      At about 2:30 in the morning, there was a loud knock on the door. Charlotte’s room was closest to the front door, and she bolted up from bed immediately. She felt her way into the hallway and listened for voices, knowing her mom was in no condition to get up and answer.

      As she slid her hands along the wall, she accidentally flipped a switch on and quickly flipped it back off. It was either the porch light or the hall light, but with the gap along the bottom of the front door, the gig was up.

      “Atlanta PD!”

      
        A flood of information rushed through her sixteen-year-old brain at the same time: mama was not up, she had to make a decision, so what should she do? You have to let the police in, right?

      “Police! We need to speak to Wanda Brown!”

      Police don’t say who they want to talk to if you are in trouble, right? Charlotte listened again for her mama, but there was nothing. She crept up and slowly slid the lock back, twisted the handle lock, and turned the handle.

      She expected the door to burst open, but the officers instead gently opened the door and asked, “Is Wanda Brown your mom? Is she home?”

      “She’s sleeping,” was all she could utter.

      “It’s really important, sweetie. That’s why we’re here so late.”

      Charlotte felt panic claw its way up her legs and wrap its bony fingers around her neck.

      “Is it my daddy? Is my daddy okay?” she frantically asked as her breathing quickened.

      “We really need to talk to your mom, sweetheart.”

      “Daddy!” she screamed. “Daddy! Daddy! No no no…” she cried as she dropped to the floor in the hallway.

      Wanda finally heard the commotion and stumbled from the bedroom in her sweatpants, dingy t-shirt, and matted hair. “Charlotte! Charlotte what’s going on?” she said and then froze at the sight of the cops.

      “Are you Wanda Brown?” the officer asked in his smooth baritone voice. Charlotte could tell that officer was black. He was also probably pretty big.

      “Yeah,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “What the hell is going on?”

      “We have some bad news. Can we come in? You may not want your daughter in the room.”

      “It’s Daddy, Mama! I know it is!” she yelled, tempering her earlier screams with grief and defeat.

      “Well, it sounds like she knows already, officers. Is it Ricardo?”

      
        The officers stepped in, immediately noticing the paraphernalia on the kitchen table and giving each other a quick, muted nod.

      “I’m afraid it is, ma’am,” the black officer said. “We found him deceased in his taxicab this evening. It appears he was killed by a gunshot wound to the head. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      She dropped to her knees and started sobbing, while Charlotte pulled her knees to her chest and sat rocking back and forth in the hallway. Her shock was giving way to anger as tears streamed down her face.

      “I hate to make this moment more painful, ma’am, but we can’t ignore the signs of drug use on your table here. Your daughter is blind and has been exposed to dangerous conditions. We’re going to have to take both of you with us.”

      Wanda said nothing and stretched her hands out, putting her wrists together. She had no will left. The black officer bent down and put his hand on Charlotte’s shoulder.

      “Would you like to gather up some clothes, sweetheart? We’re going to have to find you a safe place to stay.”

      Charlotte said nothing but got up and went into the kitchen, feeling along the cabinets and pulling out two grocery sacks. She felt her way back into her bedroom, pulled a few jeans and other items from her drawers, and stuffed them into the sacks. “Let’s go,” she said as she wiped her tear-stained face and set her jaw.

      As they followed the white officer and her mama out the door, the cool night air hit her damp face and reminded her of how high they were on the fourth floor. She took hold of the railing, and before they stepped down the stairs, she dropped her sacks and pulled herself up onto the railing, swinging her legs around in an attempt to launch herself over the side.

      “Whoa, whoa!” shouted both officers as they leaped for Charlotte and caught her by her clothes, pulling her back over the railing. They fell to the ground, and Charlotte rolled over, covering her face and sobbing.

      “Lord Jesus! Charlotte!” Wanda shouted. “Oh my baby…” she stammered as the fog faded in the face of her shock, and tears finally started flowing.

      
        “Let’s get them in the car,” the black officer said as he scooped up Charlotte in his enormous arms, picked up the sacks, and headed down the stairs.

      Charlotte sat in a daze, barely noticing the people around her. She casually noticed the police, the social services women, being transferred from car to car, and hearing things like “shock” and “she tried to jump off a fifty-foot high railing” and “suicidal.” She was being forced to live at this point because she really didn’t want to anymore. Her family was gone. In two minutes, she lost everything in her life, so what was the point?

      “Hey, come sit in the front.”

      Charlotte heard her but continued to look straight ahead with a blank stare. She was a black woman with an average length afro, a business suit, and a pretty face with dark red lipstick. Charlotte heard a smooth, husky voice and figured she must be with social services.

      “Can you hear me? I know they put you in the back, but I’d rather have you up front.”

      Charlotte opened the door, felt her way around the car, and got into the front seat.

      “We’re heading to a hospital, not a foster home, at least not yet.”

      Charlotte just sat with her head down.

      “I’m sorry about everything, Charlotte. When I was sixteen, my biggest worry was how I could squeeze my black ass into a pair of bellbottoms, and if the boys would notice. You lost everything in one night. I’m so sorry.”

      Charlotte continued to sit silently.

      “Let’s stop at Mac-Donald’s. It’s breakfast by now, and I feel like one them egg Mac-Muffins. I’ll get you one too.”

      Charlotte wasn’t really hungry, but even in her state, she could appreciate the thought. She kept staring at the floor but nodded her head.

      As they made their way up the highway, Charlotte unwrapped her muffin sandwich and took a bite. It wasn’t bad. She hadn’t eaten anything in almost twenty-four hours, and she rarely ate out, so it was something of a treat. The social services woman even got her hash browns and orange juice, and it was the first time she felt the leaded cloud of depression lift just enough so she could take a few deep breaths.

      This didn’t sound like a normal hospital. At the front desk, she only caught bits and pieces of the hushed conversation between the social worker and the intake nurse. There was something about “being in state custody,” “suicide watch,” and of course, “blind.” She also heard “skip orientation” and “put her straight into her ward.”

      Within the hour, she was in her room, and the nurse had helped her feel her way around to find the closet, the bed, and the nightstand. It felt clean, smelled clean, and sounded peaceful. She had a roommate, but she was out having a session with her psychiatrist or something like that. The bed was soft, and even though she was in a strange hospital in who-knows-where, the traumatic, sleepless night and her satisfied stomach caught up with her quickly. She kicked off her shoes, swung her legs up, and let her head sink into the soft pillow. Despite the noise outside the open door, she fell into a deep sleep.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Three
      

      Blue Ridge Hospital

      April 1984

      Charlotte woke to a nurse gently shaking her shoulder.

      “Charlotte? Charlotte, wake up, please. We’ve got to get you to dinner and then to your first group session.”

      A “group session”? What was that? She didn’t like the sound of it, but given everything that went down last night, she didn’t figure she had much of a choice in anything. She heard her daddy’s voice in her head, “Just do what they say, Charlotte. They’re trying to help you. Keep up your good marks.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she croaked as she sat up. She threw on some jeans, the cleanest t-shirt she could dig out, and slipped on her tattered Converse shoes. “Let’s go.”

      
        The nurse guided her to the dining room, describing the selections and helping her put together her tray. They found a table and sat down, where her nurse finally introduced her to her roommate.

      “Charlotte, this is Jessica, the other girl in your room. Jessica, this is sleeping beauty, Charlotte,” the nurse said. I’ll be back in a few minutes to take you to group.”

      “I tried not to wake you up,” Jessica said. “You looked like you needed your rest.”

      “Thanks,” Charlotte said. “I had a rough night.”

      “It’s kinda weird, getting put in here,” Jessica said. “It freaked me out at first, being taken by a sheriff to a mental hospital. I still don’t like the idea, but you do get help here.”

      “Mental hospital?” Charlotte asked. “This is a mental hospital?”

      “Yeah. They treat all kinds here. Some people are depressed, and some people just plain crazy. I think we’re in the ‘depressed section’ of the hospital.”

      “That’s why it doesn’t feel like a hospital. I don’t suppose they have second floors or any high balconies here, do they?”

      “No. I didn’t even think of that, but now that you mention it, this whole place is just one story.”

      “Figures,” Charlotte said.

      They picked through dinner, Jessica nibbling at some salad, and Charlotte fingering through her chicken, corn, and green beans. It wasn’t bad, but food was the last thing on Charlotte’s mind.

      “I don’t hang around a lot of black girls, but I think you’re pretty,” Jessica blurted out of nowhere. Charlotte almost choked on her green beans.

      “Um, thank you, I guess,” she said. “I’d give you a compliment, but I’d have to feel your face, and that’s just weird.”

      “Can you really tell how someone looks by feel?” she asked.

      “Yeah. When you don’t have sight, you just have to use everything else. I can tell a lot by sound and feel.”

      
        “Will you feel my face?” Jessica pleaded.

      “Here?”

      “Yeah. Who cares? Just feel my face and tell me what you think.”

      “Okay. Scoot over to me.”

      Jessica scooted her chair around the round table next to Charlotte and leaned in. Charlotte wiped her hands and then laid them on Jessica’s head. She carefully walked them down, feeling her hair, her ears, her cheeks, her lips, her eyes, her nose, and her chin. She paused and then reached down, taking Jessica’s hands. She rubbed them with her thumbs and then felt her forearms.

      “What do you think?” Jessica asked.

      “I bet you’re blonde.”

      “Right! How did you know?”

      “I just guessed. I would say you’re very pretty. Your face is shaped right, your nose is small and straight, and your chin is round but still prominent.”

      “Thank you, Charlotte!” she giggled.

      “You need to eat more, though,” Charlotte said. “Is that why you’re here?”

      “You can tell?” she asked, clearly deflated.

      “Your eyes are sunk deep in their sockets, your cheekbones are protruding, and your arms are like twigs. Your hair was so thin, I was afraid it would come out in my hands. Also, I know you haven’t touched your food.”

      “I just want to look good, you know? I want to be thin. People say I’m too thin, but I’m afraid that if I eat too much, I’ll get fat. I look in the mirror and I always see where I need to lose weight.”

      “That’s crazy!” Charlotte said. “If you lose any more weight, you’ll blow away, and this is coming from a skinny girl.”

      “I guess I am crazy. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way…”

      
        “I see you haven’t touched your dinner, Jessica,” a nurse said as she towered over the two of them. “That’s okay. I didn’t expect you to. Come with me. It’s time for your special dinner a la feeding tube.”

      Jessica sighed with resignation and followed the nurse, leaving the tray on the table. It was the first time Charlotte hadn’t thought about herself and her parents in a while. She felt bad for Jessica. She was a rich, blonde, pretty white girl, but she was messed up in the head. She was literally starving herself to death. Charlotte waited a few seconds and then chuckled to herself. “Ain’t no black girls starvin’ themselves,” she muttered. “Big mamas shove a plate of fried chicken in front of ‘em and problem solved.”

      “Are you ready for group, Charlotte?” a nurse asked.

      “I suppose,” she murmured. “I don’t much feel like talkin’ in front of strangers though.”

      “Don’t worry. Just sit in and listen. You only talk if you want to. You’ll be surprised how much you learn from other people who have problems.” They dumped the tray and headed down the corridor to what felt like a large room. Like the hallways, it had that hard Berber carpet and a soft sound to it.

      “Welcome to the group, Charlotte,” announced the therapist. So much for not being on the spot. “Just to let you know, you don’t have to speak, but we all want you to be free to say whatever you want. There are about twenty of us here, you are all teenagers, and mostly girls. We have a couple more still coming, and then we’ll get started.”

      Charlotte took her seat and forced a smile towards the person on her right.

      “I’m Linda,” the girl said. She held out a hand, and Charlotte managed to find it and shake it.

      “Charlotte.”

      “Group ain’t too bad. Sometimes it’s fun to listen to other crazy people’s stories. It kinda makes you feel normal, y’know?”

      Charlotte just shook her head. She was blind, and as far as she could hear, she was the only black person in the room. Daddy always taught her to be gracious and accept help when it is offered, but she kept wondering what she had in common with all these white girls? Did their dads get shot in the head? Did their moms get hauled off to jail for using Coke? Did they ever even set foot in her neighborhood?

      “My name’s Melinda, and I guess I’ll go first.”

      The rest of the group, seated in a circle from the sound of it, let out small gasps of relief.

      “Like most of us, I didn’t volunteer to come here. I’m glad I did, though. I definitely would not have lived past this week,” she said, holding up her arms.

      Linda whispered to Charlotte, “She has bandages on her wrists. I think she cut them.”

      “Ouch,” Charlotte whispered.

      “You think it’s not worth it,” Melinda explained. “You think you’ve got nothing left to give, and no purpose here on earth, but that’s wrong. It’s worth fighting through the pain. There are people who love you. You are valuable. It’s just that you can’t see all that sometimes. You’re always valuable to God, though.”

      The group murmured Amen’s and affirmations.

      “I’ll say something,” another girl spoke up. “I didn’t think I wanted to live without the use of my legs,” she said. “After the accident, I just couldn’t see how I’d live. The thing is, I kept comparing my life after the accident to my life before. I kept focusing on all the things I couldn’t do, and not on all the things I still could do. At Christmas, Y'all should come to the mall with me, ‘cause I’ll be parked right up front!”

      The room laughed, and Charlotte assumed she was paraplegic from the story. Linda forgot to provide the commentary for this one. The stories continued, and the girls took turns sharing their fears, encouraging each other, and talking about how lucky they were to be there. Charlotte was grateful, but she still felt out of place. No one struggled with losing a parent. No one talked about how they survived with an addicted mother or what it was like to be in foster care. They were genuine, and she didn’t begrudge them, but no one really said anything she could get a good handle on. Like usual, she was pretty much on her own.

      
        After group, they all had some free time, closely supervised, of course. There was a rec room with a TV, ping pong, pool, board games, carefully selected books and magazines, and fairly comfortable padded chairs. Of course, none of the books were in Braille.

      “Charlotte?” came a voice from behind her. It was young, male, probably white, and not one she recognized.

      “Yeah?” she said cautiously.

      “I’m Hale, Hale Turner. I’m the one guy in the group session. I noticed you when you came in.”

      “Okay,” she said awkwardly. “Nice to meet you.”

      He sat down cross-legged in the chair next to her. “I guess you didn’t see me.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I’m so sorry! I need to think before I talk. I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s ok.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” Hale said.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Do you feel a little out of place here?”

      “I get the idea that I’m the only black kid around, if that’s what you mean.”

      “I know how you feel. I’m the only guy around.”

      “I guess we stick out a little bit,” she conceded. “How old are you?”

      “Sixteen. I’m spending my Spring Break in the Looney Bin, which will be a lot of fun to explain when I go back to school.”

      “I’m sixteen too. I doubt I’ll be going back to my old school after this. It’s foster care for me.”

      “I’m sorry. That sucks. That’s part of why I’m here, actually.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “You promise to keep a secret?”

      “Cross my heart.”

      
        “I had a bunch of pain pills. I had to go to the hospital for an asthma attack, and they found them. They thought I was trying to take them, so they sent me here, but they were my mom’s. I stole them so I could throw them away, but I didn’t get a chance.”

      “Your mama was taking drugs?”

      “She hurt her shoulder. The doctor gave her the first ones, but then she got hooked. I kept hoping that if I threw enough of them away, she would get herself off of them. Anyway, I didn’t want her to go to jail, so I went along and came here. I wasn’t gonna swallow those pills.”

      “Damn. So you came here to keep your mama out of trouble?”

      “Yep. She’s not a bad person. She just needs to stop with those pills.”

      “What about your daddy?”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “Can I ask what happened?”

      “He died of Pneumonia four years ago.”

      Charlotte sat back and sighed. “So why did you come over and start talking to me?”

      “I don’t know. It just feels good to talk to you. Maybe if we stick out we can stick together, you know?” Hale said.

      “Yeah, maybe,” she said. “Want to play a game?”

      “Sounds good! What do you like?” he asked.

      “What do they have?” she asked.

      “They have Monopoly, but I don’t think we have that much time.”

      “What else?”

      “How about Connect Four?” he asked. “Can you play that?”

      “I can play it, and I can kick your butt.”

      “Well then, let’s just see,” he said. “Crap. Sorry…”

      “Just shut up and set up the game. I want the red pieces.”

      “Okay,” he said as they scooted their chairs up to a table.

      
         Hale set up the board, separated the pieces, and slid the red ones to Charlotte.

      “Ladies first,” he said.

      “The board is still six up and seven wide, right?”

      “Uh…yes,” he said after recounting the rows and columns.

      Charlotte slid in her piece, followed by Hale. After each of Hale’s slides, Charlotte would feel the board to locate Hale’s pieces. They took several turns, and then Hale gloated, “Ha! I blocked ya.”

      Charlotte slid in her piece and then sneered, “But ya didn’t block everything…” Her piece slid into place, making an obvious four in a row diagonally, defeating Hale.

      “How did you do that?” he said, exasperated. “You can’t even see the board!”

      “I see it in my head.”

      “Wow. You’re amazing!”

      “What did you say?” she asked.

      “I said you’re amazing.”

      A switch flipped, and the tears started gushing. Charlotte couldn’t stop them, and part of her didn’t want to.

      “I need to go back to my room,” she said hurriedly and got up from the table.

      “I’m sorry, Charlotte. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Hale again apologized.

      As Charlotte bumbled through the minefield of chairs in the rec room, Hale scrambled to her side.

      “Here, let me help. What’s your room number?”

      “Seven.”

      “I’m sorry, Charlotte. I’m such an idiot sometimes. My mouth…”

      “It’s not you,” she said as she took his hand and he led her to the door. “That was nice of you to say.”

      “Well, here you go,” he said, putting her hand on the door handle.

      
        “You’re only two doors down from me. I’m in five.”

      “Cool,” she said, sniffling. “Find me at breakfast.”

      “Okay.”

      Charlotte closed the door behind her, found her bed, and buried her face in the pillow, sobbing. She was surprised that no one came to check on her in over thirty minutes, and it didn’t sound like Jessica was in the room.

      Finally, at nine o’clock, after she had showered and climbed into bed on her own, the nurse came in.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      The nurse came and stood next to the bed.

      “I’m so sorry I haven’t been here. We had a bit of an emergency. Jessica had to be rushed to an intensive care unit. It looks like her heart wanted to give out.”

      “Damn,” she said.

      “Do you always cuss like that?” the nurse asked.

      “Only when it’s worth it.”

      She chuckled. “Well, I’m glad you’re doing okay. Tomorrow you get to meet the doctor right after breakfast.”

      Breakfast was surprisingly good. Charlotte didn’t care for all the fruit, but the eggs were good, the sausage was done right, and the hash browns weren’t too soggy. It was definitely better than school lunches.

      “Hey Charlotte,” she heard from behind her.

      “Hey, Hale,” she said.

      “You sleep okay?”

      “I slept half the day yesterday, and I still slept good last night.”

      “Cool. I was worried my meds would make me sleepy or jumpy, but so far so good.”

      “Meds? Shoot, Hale…”

      “It’s okay. We’re the only ones at the table.”

      
        “But there’s nothing wrong with you,” she said. “Isn’t that bad for you?”

      “The doctor said it helps your moods, so I guess I will just be in a better mood all the time!”

      “They’ll probably give me those kinds of meds too,” Charlotte said.

      “They’re not bad. I probably needed them anyways. I get down sometimes when I think about my dad.”

      “Me too,” Charlotte said quietly.

      “Oh…did you lose your dad too?” he asked gingerly.

      “Yeah. He died…well, let’s just say that’s why I’m here.”

      “I’m so sorry, Charlotte. That really sucks.”

      “It wasn’t a good night. The cops came to tell us about my dad, but then they found all of my mom’s drug stuff, so they ended up taking us both.”

      “Oh crap, Charlotte. I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, it looks like we have more in common than just sticking out. We both miss our dads, and our moms are messed up with drugs.”

      “And you’re blind and I’m asthmatic. You can’t see and I can’t breathe. We make a great pair, right?”

      Charlotte burst out laughing, almost losing a mouthful of eggs.

      “Don’t make me laugh with my mouth full!” she mumbled.

      They laughed and ate a bit more, smiling and making small talk. They couldn’t articulate it, but something about just being near each other brought relief, as if they were carrying the same load, but it was half the work when they were together.

      “I wish I could talk to you after we’re out of here,” Hale said. “But I don’t suppose you know where they’re going to put you, huh?”

      “No, but you’re going home, right?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “Give me your address and phone number tonight at rec time. I don’t have my slate, but I’ll get some paper and punch the Braille code in.”

      
        “Wow, you can do that?” he asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Is there anything you can’t do?”

      “I can’t see, you big dork.”

      “Crap. I did it again.”

      “It’s ok. Most people tiptoe around me, but you treat me like a normal person. I like that.”

      “When we get out of here, I want to call you. Don’t forget me, okay?” Hale said.

      “I won’t. It’ll be nice to have a good friend somewhere in the world.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Four
      

      Lumpkin County, Georgia

      April 1984

      One nice thing about a long dirt driveway is that you have a little warning before company arrives. Macy Woodard saw the Chevy kicking up dust just as she was pulling a batch of chocolate chip cookies out of the oven. She was still angry that she agreed to this. She was sixty-two and in no condition to be raising any children, let alone fussin’ with some angry teenager. Lord knows kids these days ain’t got no respect for nothin.’

      She watched out her window as they got out of the car. The girl was clearly blind and clearly independent, insisting on carrying her things, which only filled up two paper grocery sacks. She looked tired, scared, and somewhat disheveled. Dot guided her up the front steps, and she could see the girl was taking in everything. Looking at this girl, her heart began to break. It had been a long time since she felt that way.

      Macy stood at the door but still waited for them to knock. She opened the door, and there stood a gangly sixteen-year-old girl with loose braids, worn jeans, a faded t-shirt, and tattered tennis shoes. Dot was standing next to her, dressed in her usual suit with perfectly picked out hair and her deep red lipstick.

      “Hello, Macy. Thanks again,” Dot said.

      “Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t done anything.”

      “This is Macy Woodard,” Dot said, making introductions. “Macy, this is Charlotte Robinson.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Macy said, taking Charlotte’s hand and shaking it.

      “Nice to meet you,” Charlotte said cautiously.

      “I don’t mean to be harsh, but let’s set a few things straight. It’s only fair you know what I expect,” Macy said. “I taught school for more than two of your lifetimes, and I don’t take no sass talk, disrespect, nor cussin.’ If you take the Lawd’s name in vain, I will wear you out, you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Charlotte said. Her instinct was to recoil at such a harsh introduction, but the word “teacher” and the powerful smell of fresh cookies said as much as Macy’s rules.

      “There. I like to lay things out up front. I can be strict, but you don’t need fear me, neither, lessin’ you start actin’ out.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Call me if you have any problems, Macy. Thanks again,” Dot said as she handed over a stack of papers and a bag of medicine and then backed out the door.

      “I will, Dot. I think we’ll be okay.”

      Macy looked at Charlotte, standing in the kitchen in front of the door holding her sad paper sacks, and decided some shopping might be in order. It was early, and she wanted Charlotte to settle in and show her true colors first, but by the looks of the rags she had with her, they couldn’t wait too long.

      “Follow me, child. I’ll show you your room,” she said, taking Charlotte’s hand. She led her around the room, letting her get a feel for the shape, layout, and location of the bed and furniture. From the feel and gentle squeaking under her feet, Charlotte could tell they were on a wooden floor, and from the echo in the house, it had a lot more room than her apartment. This room was much larger than her room at home, and she even had a proper writing desk.

      “I will put your medicine up and clean up the kitchen a bit. You settle in, and if you want, I have some fresh chocolate chip cookies waiting for you,” Macy said. “The bathroom is just down the hall, and the next two rooms are mine and my sewing room. If you forget how to get back to the kitchen, follow the smell.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Charlotte said.

      Macy was strategic. A teenager in a new place with a strange older woman wouldn’t likely wander out to have a deep, heartfelt chat on her own, but nobody can resist fresh cookies. It only took about twenty minutes for Charlotte to emerge.

      “Come on over here, child. I’ve got a plate of cookies and a fresh glass of milk on the table,” Macy said.

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you,” Charlotte replied as she felt her way to the table and pulled out a chair.

      “I have to admit, I haven’t been in the classroom for a few years, and my own children have been gone longer than that. I won’t let you starve, but you’ll have to forgive me if I accidentally call you by another name or give you homework.”

      Charlotte didn’t chuckle, but she let a small grin creep onto her face. “It’s okay, ma’am. I like to read.”

      “Well, now we need to get a couple more things settled, it appears. First, please call me Miss Macy. Second, we’re going to need to get you a few more clothes before I send you to school, and finally, I’m going to have to do my best to get a hold of some Braille books. If you like to read, you’ll need good books, like the classics.”

      Charlotte’s eyes got wide as she swallowed her cookie to avoid speaking with a mouthful. She was never really told that, but it seemed like that is something Miss Macy would expect.

      “Thank you, ma’am, uh, I mean, Miss Macy. I would really like that.”

      
        “Did Miss Dot tell you she wanted you to come here because I didn’t have other children that might bother you?”

      “Yes, ma’am…”

      “It’s okay, child. You can say ‘yes ma’am’ if you are answering a question.”

      “Okay.”

      “Well, I don’t exactly live alone, dear. When you finish your cookies, I’ll have to introduce you to the rest of my family.”

      Charlotte hadn’t heard any other footsteps, creaking boards, voices, or noise that would tell her there was someone else in the house. She was sure it was just them, at least until now. Who else was there?

      “Don’t worry. I keep ‘em all out back.”

      After finishing her cookies and finding the sink, Macy led Charlotte out the back door, down the few steps, and out towards the barn. Charlotte strained her ears, catching the little bits of clucking, snorting, and a waft of odor from the pens.

      “Miss Macy, you live on a farm?” Charlotte blurted out. “Miss Dot never said nothin’ ‘bout you stayin’ on a farm.”

      “Well, now you know, child.”

      Charlotte could hear the barking and padding of the paws of a dog running at her. It was coming very fast, and she clenched Macy’s hand.

      “Now don’t you be afraid of Toby. He’s part Pit Bull, part Hound Dog, and probably part of a few other breeds, but he’s all love. Just give him a minute to sniff ya out.”

      Charlotte carefully held out her hand as the excited dog panted, wagged his entire body, and sniffed out the new girl. “He ain’t gonna bite, is he?”

      “Only if he thinks he needs to protect me. Don’t worry, he knows you’re okay. He’s just excited to see someone besides my wobbly old self.”

      It didn’t take long for the sniffing to turn to licking, and the licking to be followed by nuzzling.

      
        “Yes, Toby, she’s alright. I’m sure she’ll want to play with you, but she can’t see, so you’re gonna have to help her out.”

      It was as if he knew what she was saying. Toby watched as Macy led Charlotte by the hand to the barn and explained the layout of the stalls.

      “This is a small barn. The cows are on the left, the horses are on the right, and the hay is in the loft. The pig pen is out back behind the barn, and the chicken coup is next to that,” Macy explained. “You’ll get to know them by sound and smell.”

      “I smell them already,” Charlotte said with a wrinkled nose.

      “Don’t worry city girl; by tomorrow you’ll hardly notice.”

      “I ain’t never been on a farm,” Charlotte said with a hint of worry.

      “Every child should live on a farm at some point,” Macy insisted.

      “Why’s that? Is there a lot of chores?” Charlotte asked.

      “There are a lot of chores, but that’s not everything. Fresh air, the responsibility for other creatures, hard work, and good fresh food makes for buildin’ good character. It’s also nice to not have to rub shoulders with people everywhere you turn.”

      “What chores will you be expectin’ me ta do, Miss Macy?”

      “I don’t know, yet, child. I don’t s’pose climin’ the loft is a good thing for you, but I imagine there’ll be a bit you can do to help out. What do you think, Toby?” she asked as he jumped and circled the two.

      Charlotte reached out and petted Toby’s head and scratched behind his ears, at least as long as he stood still.

      “Toby wants you to feed the chickens,” Macy said.

      “He does? How do you know?” Charlotte asked. “He can’t talk.”

      “I saw it in his eyes, child. He loves to chase them poor girls, and he’ll take any excuse to get away with it. He’s a good boy, though. He’s never eaten any of them.”

      Charlotte finally let out a good, hard laugh. She really didn’t know the first thing about a farm, and Miss Macy seemed stern at first, but somehow she was going to be okay here.

      
        Macy gave Charlotte some linens and told her to make her bed and settle in her room while she made supper. She didn’t say what it was, but Charlotte could smell homemade fried chicken a mile away. After making her bed, she casually wandered into the kitchen, being careful to stay back from the stove and the splattering of oil.

      “You made up your bed already?” Macy asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Do you like your room?”

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s bigger than my room at home.”

      “I noticed you had some sheets of notebook paper in those sacks you brought in. I almost threw them away, but I figured if they made it in there, they might be important. It looked like they were covered in dots.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I made a friend, and I wanted to remember his address. I didn’t have my slate, so I did my best.”

      “Well, then we’ll have to add that to the list: Braille books and a Braille writer. I’ll take away all your excuses for not readin’ and writin’ while you’re here. And don’t go thinkin’ you can blame Toby for your missing homework, neither, ‘cause he don’t like paper.”

      Charlotte giggled as she sat at the kitchen table, a safe distance from the stove. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Macy turned the pieces of golden fried chicken over in the skillet, sending the oil into a small snapping frenzy.

      “I planned to make you right scared of me for at least a day or two, but I must be getting mushy in my old age,” Macy said as she wiped her hands on her apron. “I done told Dot I didn’t need no youngin’ making trouble around here, but she insisted that I take you. She said you were special.”

      “I won’t be no trouble, Miss Macy,” Charlotte reassured her. “I promise to help on the farm and mind my manners.”

      “I’m not worried about chores, and I can teach you proper manners, child. I just hope you know I’m on your side when all you been through starts sinking in and you don’t know how to handle your feelin’s. I expect you to follow the rules, but I expect you to cry a bit, too. I expect you to be angry. I expect you to be sad. I hope while you’re here, you might also find time to be happy. If nothing else, you are safe here, child.”

      Charlotte smiled as she got up and felt her way to the cupboards to get plates and silverware. “I knew that as soon as I smelled them cookies, Miss Macy.”

      “Ha!” Macy chuckled. “I guess I can’t be too much of a hard nose while I’m standing in front of a fresh batch of cookies.”

      After stuffing herself with fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, collard greens, and one more cookie, Charlotte helped dry the dishes and clean up the kitchen.

      “Why don’t you take Toby and go poke around the chicken coup. Just keep the outside wire fence closed up, and they won’t go anywhere. Maybe you can get a feel for the place and be able to get some eggs in the morning. Do you think you’d be up for that?” Macy asked.

      “Yes, ma’am!” Charlotte said, so excited about the animals that the concept of doing a “chore” never registered in her mind.

      Macy watched out the screen door from the kitchen as Charlotte partly followed and partly tripped over Toby all the way out to the coup. They were still finding their stride, but Toby was clearly enamored with his new friend.

      “You can come in the chicken yard, but not the house, Toby,” she explained, and she locked the outside gate behind her. She felt her way to the hen house, following the clucking and fluttering of the nervous Nellies who were not happy Toby came to visit. She unlatched the door to the hen house, opened it, stepped in, and closed it behind her. She waited to see if Toby would try to muscle through the door behind her, but he stayed in the yard, sitting up and watching Charlotte with an intense gaze. He knew his place, but he was also ready for the first bird to poke her head out.

      Charlotte felt along the boards and got a feel for the shape of the hen house, the boxes the birds sat in, and where she would collect the eggs in the morning. Of course, her presence sent many of the birds fluttering out the back door, much to Toby’s delight. Chickens were cackling, running, and fluttering in and out of the hen house and around the chicken yard, trying desperately to run from Toby and then run from Charlotte. A few times the clumsy birds flew right into Charlotte, which startled her at first, but then she started to laugh and decided to give the poor ladies a break. She closed the hen house door behind her and then called for Toby.

      “That’s enough, Toby. You’re going to give them a heart attack.”

      She carefully exited the yard, making sure Toby followed her and that none of the birds escaped. Macy smiled from her vantage point in the kitchen, threw a dish towel over her shoulder, and sat down to make a list. There were a few things Charlotte would need, including more food than Macy had in the house.

      When the sun finally retreated behind the hills and dusk and dew descended on the farm, Macy automatically reverted to her role of momma, even though she hadn’t done it in almost a decade. With evening came bedtime and with bedtime a firm routine: bath, Bible, and bed.

      Macy continued to be amazed at how self-sufficient Charlotte was. To her, blindness would be paralyzing, but for Charlotte, it was like a traffic circle she navigated without a thought every day. She took a bath in the old porcelain pedestal tub, found her towel, changed, brushed her teeth, and picked out her hair with the confidence of a stylist with only her nimble fingers to find and flush out the tangles.

      Charlotte fluffed her pillows, peeled back the blankets, and slipped into bed just as Macy came and knocked on the door frame.

      “Do you mind if we read a bit before you fall asleep?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Yes, you mind?”

      Charlotte giggled. “I mean, yes, I would like that, Miss Macy. My daddy used to read to me at night before he left to go drive his taxi.”

      Macy sat on the side of her bed and put her hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “You really loved your daddy, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said, fighting sudden tears.

      “It sounds like he loved you, too. You’ll always have that, child. A lot of children never know their fathers, but you will always have a daddy that loves you, even if he is just in your heart now.”

      
        “Yes, ma’am.” Strangely, that took just a bit of the edge off of her pain, and the swelling wave of sorrow shrank back down enough to hold off the tears.

      “I like to read a few verses of scripture before I go to bed. There is no better way to fall asleep than by meditating on the Word of God.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Macy opened a heavy, worn, leather-bound Bible with folded edges, marked up pages, and margins full of notes. She read:

      
        “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
      

      
        He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.
      

      
        He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.
      

      
        Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.
      

      
        Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.
      

      
        Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
      

      “Isn’t that beautiful?” Macy said. “Even in ‘the valley of the shadow of death’ the good Lord is with us. That’s a verse to go to sleep on.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Miss Macy?”

      “Yes, child?”

      “Did you have children?”

      “I did. I lost Antonio in Vietnam in ’72 when he was 19, and I lost Janet to cancer in ’76 when she was 21. No grandkids for this old woman,” she said with resignation.

      “I never knew my grandparents.”

      
        “Well, now that is interesting,” Macy said, taking Charlotte’s hand in hers. “Here I am with no grandkids, and here you are with no grandparents. It’s funny how the good Lord works things out.”

      “I think Miss Dot might have helped the good Lord,” Charlotte quipped.

      Macy laughed and said, “That is very true, child. That is very true. You try and rest tonight. Tomorrow we need to head into town and get you a few things. Those sneakers of yours won’t last a week around here.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, Miss Macy.”

      “Of course, child,” she said as she leaned over and kissed her forehead. She left the room, pulled the door to, went into her bathroom, resting her hands on her sink and staring into the mirror.

      “Good Lord,” she said, wiping tears with her sleeves and shaking her head. “Yesterday I wanted nothing to do with her, and now I love that child like she’s my own. What’s wrong with me?”

      
        She is yours. I gave her to you.
      

      “Lord, it’s a good thing you gave us faith, ‘cause sometimes you don’t make no sense,” she said as she splashed some water on her face and looked into the mirror again. She changed into her gown, put on her glasses, and crawled into bed. She turned on the old table lamp and took her Bible, but as she opened it, she heard Toby barking. Toby knew to be quiet at bedtime, so something was wrong.

      After peeling her rifle out of the closet and taking a couple shells in hand, she went to the kitchen door and opened the screen.

      “What is it, Toby?”

      Toby barked, looked at her as if asking permission to come inside, and then sat.

      “Now you know you don’t come in the house, Toby. What’s going on with you tonight?”

      Toby ran alongside the house and stopped under Charlotte’s window, let out a soft bark, and then ran back to Macy, frantically waving his tail.

      “Charlotte? What’s wrong with Charlotte? Wait here.” She closed the screen, and crept to Charlotte’s door, peering into the crack. There wasn’t much movement, mostly the heaving of her form and the constant low drone of weeping. The cry finally came, and she was letting it out. Macy’s instinct was to run to her and try to comfort her, but she thought better of it. Sometimes you just have to cry.

      Macy went back to the screen door, opened it, and looked at Toby.

      “Alright, Toby, but just for tonight.”

      Toby bolted into the house, sniffed and listened, following the trail to Charlotte’s room, and nosed his way past the door. He jumped up onto the bed, nuzzled and licked Charlotte’s face and then curled up at her stomach, occasionally looking up and giving her salty, tear-stained face a couple of cleaning licks.

      “Thank you, Toby. I love you too,” Charlotte said with a smile that forced its way under her puffy eyes and staked a claim on her face. Macy watched as the two of them wiggled into a perfect arrangement and let out long, tired sighs.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Five
      

      “Welcome back, creep.” Dawn was always so loving and kind to her brother.

      “Thanks,” Hale said. “It was such a lovely vacation.”

      As Hale unpacked his bag and gathered his laundry, Dawn stood in his doorway, which was barely wider than her own slender frame, trying to find the words. She wanted to ask him about the hospital before their mom and Evan got home. Thin walls and narrow doors are pretty standard for single-wide trailers.

      “So…what was it like?” she asked.

      “The hospital?” Hale said. “Let’s just say I am way more normal than I ever thought.” He stuffed his laundry into the basket and sat on the edge of his bed.

      “Did you really get busted with…drugs?”

      
        “Yeah,” he said, staring at her. “I had Codeine pills in my pocket when I decided to break my inhaler and have an asthma attack. Apparently, there were enough pills to kill someone, so guess who got a free ride to the nut house from the sheriff?”

      “Oh shit. So…were you really going to…you know…take them?”

      “No. They weren’t my pills.”

      “So, whose were they?”

      “Think about it, Dawn. They were sitting in a bottle behind the coffee maker. I was going to flush them.”

      “They were mom’s?”

      “Yeah. I think Evan got ‘em for her and left them there.”

      “So why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because if they are mine, I go to the mental hospital. If they are Mom’s…”

      “She goes to jail. Damn, Hale. I’m so sorry.”

      Hale smiled and fiddled with his Luke Skywalker from Hoth action figure on his nightstand. “It wasn’t so bad. The food was good. Most of the people weren’t crazy, you know? I mean, they were messed up in the head with depression and drugs and stuff, but they weren’t really crazy, at least not where I was. I got to watch TV, and I made a cool friend.”

      “Is this cool friend a psycho that’s going to come and steal all our stuff at some point?” Dawn asked, half-joking.

      “I doubt it,” Hale said with a smirk.

      “What’s he like?” she asked.

      “She is black, blind, and really smart. She beat me at Connect Four.”

      “She beat you at Connect Four and she is blind?”

      “Yes!”

      “You must really suck.”

      “Very funny.”

      
        “I’m glad you’re back,” she said. “I was pretty worried. I know you’ve been pretty down since Dad died. I didn’t think you’d do something stupid, especially four years later, but…”

      “Why would I kill myself? It’s pretty much set for me already.”

      “Don’t say that, Hale.”

      “You know the story.”

      “It’s just some dumb legend. It’s not real.”

      “That’s what I thought. Someone must have made up some story about grandpa because they both died at forty, but after dad died…”

      “It’s just a coincidence, Hale. Don’t let it ruin your life,” Dawn said, mustering up conviction.

      “Right. Curses aren’t real,” he said, looking over to a picture of his dad on his bookshelf. “They just feel like it.”

      Dawn changed the subject. “I got a letter yesterday.”

      “What kind of letter? Is it from a boyfriend or a college?”

      “Georgia State.”

      “I’m so sorry they turned you down,” Hale said with a devious smile.

      “Shut up!” Dawn said. “I got in. I’m going down to Atlanta to register for classes next week. I start in the fall.”

      “Cool! It looks like you really get to get out of Dawsonville.”

      “Yep. I’m gonna do it, too.”

      “How are you gonna pay for it?” Hale asked. He was used to the ugly hand of reality messing up his plans.

      “I’m gonna work at the diner this summer. Evan said I could work for tips. They’re always busier in the summer.”

      Hale smiled at Dawn, and she knew it was coming.

      “Are you sure you’re qualified?” he asked.

      “Shut up you turd!” she yelled. “Dawsonville Diner. Two D’s. That’s why people call it ‘Double D’s’ all the time.”

      “That’s not what my friends say.”

      
        “You need new friends,” she said as she stomped out of the room.

      “Order up!” yelled Tommy, sliding the plates through the window.

      “Thanks, Tommy,” Tessa said, scooping up the plates. She looked through the window and asked, “Where’s Evan? It’s Saturday night and the dining room is full. He needs to get his lazy ass in the kitchen and help you out.”

      “He’s in the office, I think.”

      Tessa glided out to table number five and landed the plates in front of the customers like a couple of helicopters on a grass pad. Ketchup full? Check. Extra napkins? Check. Enough silverware? Check. Straws? Check. “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked.

      “Just top off my Coke when you have a chance, sweetheart,” the older gentleman said. Clark lost his wife last year, and sometimes he went to the diner just so he wouldn’t be lonely.

      “You got it, hon,” Tessa said as she whizzed off.

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Tessa rapped on the office door. “Evan! We’re getting’ slammed out here! You gonna help us out?”

      Tessa heard some scrambling and rustling of papers, and then the shoving of his office chair and heavy footsteps. The door flew open.

      “I’ll help when I goddam well want to!” he shouted at her and then slapped her across the face.

      She let out a short scream, dropping her order tablet, pen, and a few straws. “What the hell, Evan?” she said, rubbing her face and trying to absorb the shock.

      Within seconds, his jaw relaxed, and his furrowed brows retreated as he realized what he had done.

      “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry, Tessa!” he said, bending over and helping her pick up her things. “You startled me. I’m sorry.”

      He wiped his nose with his sleeve and put his hand on her arm.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”

      
        Evan washed up and joined Tommy on the line, and Tessa filled a brown plastic cup with ice and Coke and brought it to Clark.

      “There ya go, hon.”

      “Thanks, sweetheart. Are you okay?”

      “Oh yeah. I just ran into the swinging door again,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      With Evan on the line and her tables set for the next couple of minutes, Tessa slipped into the office and looked around. After losing a good part of her pills with Hale, she was running low, and she could really use the help. She opened some drawers, rifled through some files, and moved some papers around on the desk, but there wasn’t anything. He had just got her some last weekend, so she didn’t expect to find anything. Other than some white dust, maybe from cutting up some of his own pills, there wasn’t anything there and she was going to have to suck it up. Maybe it was better that way. Better sooner than later, except that it was really busy tonight. Somehow, she’d make it. She slipped out of the office, turned off the light, and closed the door. With a sigh, she tightened her apron and headed for table two.

      “Are you really going to leave me here this fall?” Hale said, standing in Dawn’s doorway.

      “I’m sorry, Hale. It’s just that…”

      “I’m kidding. You have to go to college. You can’t be stuck here forever like Mom.”

      “I think Mom actually likes it here. She likes the diner. She likes knowing everyone and chatting with the whole town all day.”

      “She also likes her pills,” Hale said.

      “I don’t think she takes them because she’s not happy, Hale. I think she got started when her shoulder was hurting her, and now she can’t stop. She will, though, I’m sure. If anything woke her up, your little stay in the hospital did. It’s up to her now.”

      “What if she can’t?” Hale asked.

      
        “You always think about the worst-case scenario, don’t you?” she said. “Don’t worry. Mom can do it. It’s not like she’s on something like heroin.”

      “Yeah, I know. I hope you’re right. Since you’re right all the time…” Hale said, smirking at his sister, “What do you think I should do about school on Monday?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I’ve still got a couple of months of 10th grade left. When everyone finds out I was in a mental hospital on Spring Break, my life will be officially over.”

      “Only if they know,” she said.

      “I’m sure everyone knows. This is a small town.”

      “Everyone knows you went to the hospital, but I don’t think anyone knows you went to a mental hospital. Just leave that part out.”

      “But what if they ask why I was gone all week?”

      “Tell them it was really bad. Tell them they wanted to watch you to make sure you were breathing good. Tell them they put you on some new kind of asthma medicine and wanted to make sure you were alright.”

      Hale paused for a minute and thought about it. “You know, that is all pretty much true.”

      “I told you I’m always right.”

      It was a busy night, and Evan and Tessa didn’t get home till almost one in the morning. Hale heard the car and stumbled out of his room. After a week in the mental hospital, he actually missed his mom.

      “Hey Hale, what are you doin’ up still?” Tessa said as she came in and untied her apron.

      “I heard the car. I just wanted to say goodnight.”

      “Aww, thanks, sweetie,” she said, giving him a hug. “I guess it is possible to miss your mom after a while, huh?”

      “Yeah,” he chuckled. “Hi, Evan.”

      “Welcome back, Hale. We missed you.”

      
        “Really?” Hale asked, suspecting a jab of some sort.

      “Yeah. We missed you taking out the trash. It looks like you were here all day, and there it is, overflowing,” Evan said.

      “Sorry,” he said with as little sincerity as he could manage without technically being sarcastic.

      “Just get it in the morning,” Tessa sighed.

      “No, how about we teach him some responsibility?” Evan said. “You’re not on vacation anymore, pal. You couldn’t find time to do it in the daylight, so now you have to do it in the dark.”

      “Evan, it’s not a big deal. Just have him do it in the morning.”

      “In the morning, we’ll have to ask again. I don’t feel like fighting him again on something he’s supposed to do without asking.”

      “Evan…” Tessa started to protest.

      “I’ve got it, Mom. It’s no big deal.”

      “See? Even he knows he screwed up,” Evan sneered.

      Hale hoisted the garbage from under the kitchen sink, replaced the bag, and rumbled down the rickety wooden steps to the trash can.

      He pulled the lid off the old aluminum can, and a flash of black fur flew past his face, followed by meeeeeow!

      “Gheeze!” he yelled, dropping the trash bag and tripping backward. “Dang it, boots! You scared the crap out of me.”

      He put the bag in the can, replaced the lid, and knelt down. Any other cat would have been halfway to China by now, but boots was something of a fixture in the trailer park. He had a fearless personality and resourcefulness that earned him the respect of the boys, and a confident, friendly nature and a loud purr that wooed all the girls. A tuxedo cat with white paws, it was easy to give him a name that stuck.

      “Come here,” Hale said, extending his hand. “I’m sorry I scared you, but you scared me too.”

      Boots rubbed against his hand and twisted through his legs, purring like an Evinrude outboard motor.

      
        “I’d take you inside, but Evan would lose it,” he explained. “Besides, we need you to run off all the rats.”

      “Meeow.”

      “I’m sure you’d miss all the girls, too. There seems to be a lot of extra black and white kittens around here every once in a while.”

      “Meeow.”

      Hale went back inside, and Evan was already in the bedroom, thankfully. He closed his door and took off his jeans but kept his Van Halen T-shirt on. He climbed into bed and turned off his light. Suddenly, Charlotte flashed through his mind. Would she be able to write him? Where did she end up? Did she make her homemade Braille dots hard enough that she could read them later?

      He thought for a few minutes, worrying that he might never see her again. They had only known each other a few days, but there was something special about her. Something about her made him feel better. He could breathe easier, and he almost forgot about the curse when she was around. He focused on her face, emblazoning her image in his mind like a picture he couldn’t lose. He smiled, sighed, and then fell asleep. He didn’t need his inhaler tonight.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Six
      

      Monday mornings were steady at the diner. The occasional early-rising teacher would stop in for a quick breakfast before school, and then mid-morning, the retired folks would come in for brunch before the work crowds flooded the place for lunch. When you are one of the only places to eat in town, you fill up quickly.

      About ten o’clock, a formerly black ’28 Ford Pickup rumbled up to the diner, rattling the windows with the throaty roar of the engine. A man got out of the pickup, ran his fingers through his mangy gray hair, pulling it back and then slipping on an old Braves cap. He wore brown work boots, a respectable pair of jeans, and a plain white t-shirt. He made his way to the counter, where Tessa already had a cup of coffee waiting for him.

      “Merrick Malone, in the flesh,” she said, sliding his cup of coffee to him. “Still like it black?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thanks, Tessa.”

      “What brings you in on a Monday morning?” she asked.

      “I thought I might catch you when it wasn’t so busy.”

      “You don’t want somethin’ to eat?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “I never knew a man to turn down breakfast! Whatcha want, sweetie?”

      “Do you have the good gravy, with the sausage in it?”

      “Of course. Want it poured over some biscuits?”

      “Throw some bacon and hash browns on the plate too, please. I like Tommy’s hash browns.”

      “You got it hon.”

      Tessa stuck the slip in the order wheel and spun it around, and then she walked back through the swinging door to the kitchen with a coffee pot in need of a rinse and a refill.

      “That order is for Merrick,” she yelled over to Tommy. “Don’t forget he likes his hash browns crispy.”

      “So, we're taking special orders?” he shot back.

      “He said he likes how you do them. It’s your fault.”

      “Ha!” he laughed. “I’ll pull them off just before they catch fire.”

      “Who you talkin’ about?” Evan asked, poking his head out of the office door.

      “Merrick Malone,” Tessa said.

      “Who’s that?” Evan asked incredulously.

      “He’s an old friend of the family. He was close to Hale’s grandfather Bernie, and when Bernie died, he looked out for Ollie.”

      
        Isn’t he that old codger that’s got a bunch of gold stashed somewhere?”

      “If that rumor were true, he’s never told me. His family had a bunch of land, I know that. They had to sell a chunk of it to the government when they built the dam and made the lake.”

      “What’s he want?” Evan scowled.

      “Breakfast.”

      Tessa came out, switched the coffee pots, and topped off Merrick’s coffee.

      “I’m sorry you haven’t seen much of me. I don’t get around as easily as I used to,” Merrick said, taking a sip.

      “Why are you apologizing to me?” Tessa asked, wiping down the lunch counter.

      “I should have called you and Hale sooner. It’s been too long.”

      “Right about four years,” she sighed. “It’s alright, Merrick. Hale and I are not your responsibility.”

      “How old is he now? Fifteen?”

      “Sixteen. He’s finishing tenth grade.”

      “He’s growin’ up too fast.”

      “Dawn is off to Georgia State in the fall, if she can get the money together.”

      “Well, now she is done growin’ up!”

      “Don’t tell her that.”

      “How would you feel about Hale comin’ over to my place every once in a while? I could use some help. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

      “Like a job?”

      “Sure. He can help me in the garage, and I can teach him about cars, and maybe I can pay him a few bucks.”

      “We don’t need charity, Merrick. We’re doin’ okay.”

      “It’s not charity! I need his help. Think of it as more of an apprenticeship.”

      
        Tessa finally stopped moving and leaned on the counter, looking into Merrick’s eyes. “I think it would do him some good to be around a man, and even better to be around a man with cars, but don’t you dare go fillin’ his head with this nonsense about a curse.”

      Merrick sighed and looked down, took a sip, and then looked back at Tessa. “Did Ollie never tell him?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t really ask him about a curse without putting the idea in his head. He’s been depressed, but he lost his dad, so how can I tell? I think this whole curse thing is a self-fulfilling prophecy, and it gets worse with each generation.”

      “I won’t bring it up, but if he asks, I have to be honest.”

      “I guess you have to, but if he comes home convinced he’s going to die, we’re going to have a problem,” Tessa said, letting a bit of her momma bear slip out.

      “The last thing I want is to lose another Turner.”

      “Order up!” Tommy shouted, sliding the plate through the window. “Biscuits and gravy with burned-up hash browns.”

      Merrick smiled. “Just the way I like ‘em. If they were any more done, I’d have to ask for ‘hash blacks.’ Thanks, Tommy.”

      “You about ready to head into town?” Macy called.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Charlotte said, wrestling with her hair to put in another band.

      “You don’t have to look perfect, child. After all, we’re going to get you some new clothes.”

      “I just don’t want my hair lookin’ nappy, Miss Macy.”

      “That’s an everyday battle for us, isn’t it, child?”

      Charlotte sighed. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Macy took her hand and led her out to the old mustard yellow four-door ’76 Chevy Nova. Macy pulled the creaky door open for Charlotte, then went around and got in and fired up the old straight six. They headed down the long dirt driveway to the highway, kicking up clouds of dust from the dry, red Georgia clay.

      “What town are we headed to, Miss Macy?” Charlotte asked.

      “Dawsonville.”

      “Dawsonville? I thought you lived in Lumpkin County.”

      “We do live in Lumpkin County, child, but Dawsonville is the closest town. Besides, they have a well-stocked thrift shop and a pretty good little diner.”

      “There’s only one Dawsonville in Georgia, right Miss Macy?”

      “Of course, child. Why so many questions?”

      “I made a friend at the hospital, and he was from Dawsonville. I wrote his address down.”

      “Is that what that piece of paper was with all those dots on it? That friend lives in Dawsonville?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well, maybe I’ll have to see about enrolling you in school in Dawson County. It’d be nice to have someone you know at school.”

      “Yes, ma’am! He would be so surprised.”

      “He? Now you didn’t say he was a boy, child. That sounds like trouble to me,” Macy said with the typical raised eyebrow look of a strict teacher.

      “Oh no, it’s not like that Miss Macy. We became friends because we had a lot in common. His daddy died too, and his momma…well, we were the same age, and we got along.”

      “Uh uh,” Macy groaned. “That’s how it always starts.”

      They pulled up to the Second Chances Thrift Shop, and Macy parked on the side of the building. Before they got out, Macy had to brief Charlotte.

      “Now listen, child. Clarice is a busybody and a gossip, but she treats me right. That doesn’t always happen with white folks out here in the country. By lunchtime, all of Dawsonville will know who you are, so if you make a good impression, it’ll make life easier.”

      
        “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good morning Miss Macy!” Clarice called from behind the counter where she was folding some newly arrived baby blankets and cloth diapers. She was five feet fall, silver-haired, and wore a flowered dress, a cardigan sweater, tan orthopedic shoes, and glasses that rested precariously on the end of her nose. As an added precaution, she also had the little chain on her glasses that dangled along the side of her face and went around her neck like a necklace.

      “Good morning Miss Clarice!” she said.

      “Who do we have with us today?” Clarice asked, eyeing Charlotte and clutching the blankets a little harder.

      “This is Charlotte Robinson. She has come from Atlanta to stay with me for a while.”

      “A foster child? Really, Miss Macy, you are a brave soul.”

      Charlotte bit her lip.

      “I didn’t want to do it, but the social worker is a friend, and said Charlotte was very special. It turns out, she was right.”

      Charlotte took her cue. She shuffled up to the counter, feeling for the edge, and then held out her hand. Clarice was hesitant but finally took it.

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Miss Clarice.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Charlotte. How do you like it out here in the country?”

      “I like it. I’ve never been on a farm before, and Miss Macy has all kinds of animals.”

      “That must be different than your old neighborhood in Atlanta.”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      “Was there a lot of crime in your old neighborhood?” she asked. Restraint was not Clarice’s strong suit.

      “I suppose so, ma’am, but my daddy took good care of me. I was blessed to have a good daddy. He worked hard as a taxicab driver, but he got in an accident, and he died.”

      
        “I’m so sorry, sweetheart!” Clarice said, putting down her baby blanket, now enraptured in the story. “What about your momma?”

      “My momma had been…really sick. If it wasn’t for Miss Macy, I’d be just another foster kid.”

      “You poor thing!” Clarice said. “Well, I can see you are quite special. Macy, let’s find some good clothes for this girl! I’ll not have her running around Dawsonville in rags if I can help it!” She came out from behind the counter and nearly dragged Macy by the elbow through the store on her mission. Charlotte smiled and followed their voices to offer opinions on the feel of the fabric and proclaim her thankfulness for everything.

      “My goodness, child. I almost couldn’t close the trunk on this car. You sure made an impression on Miss Clarice.”

      “Did I go a little overboard?”

      “Maybe, but that was perfect for Clarice. Saint Charlotte will be the topic of dinner conversation all over town tonight.”

      “Thank you, Miss Macy. I know the state don’t pay you no money to get me clothes.”

      “First of all, they don’t pay me any money. Let’s get the grammar right. Second, money is the last thing I’m worried about with you, child. The good Lawd has seen fit to put us together for a time, and I look forward to seein’ what we can teach each other.”

      “Me too.”

      “You hungry?” Macy asked.

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      “I have a hankerin' for a good ol’ greasy cheeseburger, and no one makes ‘em any better than the Dawsonville Diner.”

      “That sounds really good, Miss Macy, but you don’t need to go spendin’ money on me.”

      “Oh, hush about money, child! I want a cheeseburger, and I intend to get one. I have you with me, I don’t want to share, and I’m not so cruel as to set and eat in front of you, so we’re both getting’ a cheeseburger.”

      “Yes, ma’am. And don’t you mean, ‘sit’?”

      
        Macy laughed and patted Charlotte on the shoulder. “You don’t miss a beat, do you, child?”

      “I guess that comes with being blind.”

      Macy parked the car and walked Charlotte up to the front door. As they were about to go in, Merrick Malone came out and almost hit Macy with the door.

      “Excuse me!” he said in his cordial, slow baritone voice.

      “Well now, are you trying to knock me out?” Macy joked with him. Charlotte stood quietly, not sure what to say. She could hear he was probably a white man, but it sounded like Macy knew him. She wasn’t sure what kind of show to put on just yet.

      “Now we know you would win that fight,” he said. He looked at Charlotte and smiled, but he had the courtesy to let Macy introduce her.

      “This is Charlotte Robinson, and she has come to stay with me for a bit.”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Charlotte,” he said, extending his hand. Charlotte groped a bit and then took hold of his strong grip. “It’s nice Miss Macy has some company up there at the farm. Some human company, that is.”

      Charlotte giggled a little, thinking of Toby and the chickens. “Yes, sir.”

      “So, when are you going to let me put a V-8 in that Nova of yours?” he asked.

      “As soon as gas is free.”

      Merrick laughed and slapped his leg. “Touché.”

      “You know, I was fixin’ to try and enroll Charlotte in school here in Dawson County. Do you think that will be a problem since I’m just over the county line?”

      Merrick sighed and rubbed his chin. “I don’t think so. It seems to me that Dawson County has a better setup to work with blind students. I’m sure they’ll let you register her here. Mondays can be a little busy at the district office, but I bet if you go in there tomorrow, you won’t have any problems.”

      
        “Thanks, Merrick. Thank you so much.”

      He smiled and tipped his hat. “Let me know how it goes.”

      As they sauntered in and sat in one of the maroon vinyl booths, Charlotte jumped at the rumbling sound of Merrick firing up the pickup. With a couple of gooses on the gas, he roared down the highway, rattling the windows of the diner until he disappeared, which didn’t take more than a few seconds.

      “He wanted to do that to your car?” Charlotte asked.

      “Not on his life,” Macy chuckled.

      “Good morning, ladies,” Tessa said, pulling out her order tablet. “How are you, Miss Macy?”

      “I’m good, but I’m hungry,” she said. “This is Charlotte. I think she’s hungry too.”

      “Hello, Charlotte. Welcome to the Dawsonville Diner. Y’all want some tea or Coke to get started?”

      “I’ll have a sweet tea. What would you like, Charlotte? If I had to guess, it would be a Coke.”

      “That does sound good. I’ll have a Coke, please,” she said.

      “A Coke and a tea, comin’ right up.”

      Tessa poured the drinks and set them on the tray.

      “Tessa, come here,” Evan said from the office.

      “What’s up?” she asked, sauntering in the doorway, balancing the tray of drinks.

      “Close the door a second.”

      She pulled it shut. “I’m the only one out there right now, so it better be quick.”

      “Here,” he said,” holding out his hand. “I’ve got a few more. It’s not a lot because I just got some last week, but maybe you can stretch ‘em.” He opened his hand and dropped ten pills into her palm.

      “Thanks, Evan. My shoulder’s been killin’ me.”

      “I know, sweetie. It’ll help your mood too.”

      
        Tessa threw one into her mouth immediately and then dropped the rest into her apron pocket. She took a cup from Evan’s desk and gulped it down, wincing at the taste.

      “Yuck, cold coffee!” she said.

      “Yep, and old. It was from yesterday.”

      “Disgusting,” she said, wiping her mouth and heading back out to the dining room.

      “Here’s your tea and your Coke,” she said, setting the glasses down. She glanced at her arm as she stretched out with the cups. Already, she stopped shaking. It felt good.

      “We know what we want,” Macy said before she could ask.

      “Are we having a late breakfast or an early lunch?”

      “We both want a big juicy cheeseburger,” Macy said. “I want my own burger, but I am willing to share fries,” she said, squeezing Charlotte’s hand.

      “Sounds good!” Tessa said, taking the order back to the kitchen. She turned back and looked at Charlotte, watching her feel the table for her drink and her utensils. Something was familiar about her, but she didn’t look familiar. Was it something Hale said? It was hard to tell. She felt better, but her thinking started to get a little hazy.

      The next morning, Macy gathered up all of Charlotte’s paperwork and drove the few miles to the Dawson County School’s main office. It wasn’t big; there were only a few hundred people in the entire county. She walked in, carrying herself like she had for over thirty years as a confident, no-nonsense teacher. Her presence was felt.

      “Good morning,” she said to the receptionist. “I would like to speak with someone regarding enrolling this young lady in school.”

      “I’ll handle this, Judy,” a middle-aged man said, emerging from his office and buttoning his coat. “Jim Bullard,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m the Superintendent of our little county school system. Come on back to my office.”

      
        It was intimidating for both of them, but Macy was determined. Dawsonville schools were much closer than any schools in Lumpkin County, and she wanted Charlotte to be close and maybe even have one friend there already.

      “I live in Lumpkin County, technically,” Macy explained, “but I’m right on the border, only four or five miles outside of town, and Dawsonville schools are much closer to my home.”

      “Do you have paperwork from the State for this young lady?” he asked. She laid the packet on his desk.

      “I see she has special needs,” he said, looking at Charlotte.

      “Ironic, isn’t it?” Charlotte suddenly quipped. There was that wit and sassy mouth Macy feared might be in there.

      “Excuse me?” he asked, caught off guard.

      “My ‘special need’ is that I don’t see.”

      “Oh, of course. I’m sorry…well, that is true, and I suspect that is your only limitation.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Can you read and write in Braille?” he asked.

      “Very well, sir.”

      Macy smiled. Charlotte was doing all the heavy lifting.

      “Normally I would refer you to Lumpkin County since you do live there and they have more resources; however, we have very recently received special funding for blind student education. We have the funds to provide teacher assistance, curriculum in Braille, and the latest electronic Braille writer. We’ll be happy to make an exception and enroll Miss Robinson.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seven
      

      Dawson County was accommodating, but there still isn’t a school bus that goes out of the county, so Macy made the drive into town.

      
        “I feel like a small school bus driving you in this yellow thing,” she said as they rolled up to the school in the Nova. “I’ll come back at 3:00 sharp to pick you up. Make sure to stay close to the building and out of the way of the buses. I’ll come find you until we can work out a better place to meet.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, Miss Macy.”

      “You’re sure you have everything, child?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll take my records to the office first, and then I’m sure they’ll show me where to go.”

      “Have a good day, Charlotte. Remember, first days are often the worst; they are for teachers too.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Macy pulled up to the curb, and as Charlotte got out, a teacher came and took Charlotte’s hand.

      “I can take her from here. Have a good day, Ms. Woodard.”

      Macy nodded and waved, and pulled away, trying not to glance back several times before pulling onto the highway. She was more nervous for Charlotte than her own children when they started Kindergarten, but then again, they were never orphaned and blind. An older mother is still a mother.

      The office after Spring Break is like a beehive, and Charlotte sensed the activity. The teacher guiding her returned to her duty outside, and Charlotte shuffled to the end of the counter, holding her paperwork and book bag. She waited patiently, wondering if she was as invisible to them as they were to her, except she really could “see” the entire office.

      She could hear every individual voice, every footstep on the freshly polished floors, and every phone conversation. She heard the whispers, too.

      “Who is that?”

      “Is she blind?”

      “Why is there a black girl at our school?”

      “They don’t let ‘em in Forsyth, so they’re spillin’ over here.”

      
        They were all white voices.

      Finally, Ms. Evers, the secretary, addressed Charlotte. “Can I help you, miss?”

      “Yes, ma’am. My name’s Charlotte Robinson, and I’m new to the school.”

      “A new student? At the end of the year?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I don’t remember seein’ anything about a new student, especially not…”

      “I’ve got this, Ms. Evers,” came a firm voice from further back in the room. The principal emerged from his office and came up to the counter. “You must be Charlotte Robinson, coming to us via Macy Woodard.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The Superintendent called me. Apparently, we have some special books and equipment waiting for you. I’m told you are already pretty fluent in Braille.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll walk you down and introduce you to Ms. Werner.”

      Charlotte could feel the condescension of Ms. Evers, but the principal was harder to gauge. He was polite, but it was hard to tell if it was genuine or the result of a fresh donation of cash.

      “Ms. Werner, this is Charlotte Robinson, and Charlotte, this is Ms. Werner. She is our special education teacher.”

      “Nice to meet you…” Charlotte said tentatively as the principal nodded to them and left leaving scuff marks on the shiny floor.

      “Nice to meet you, Charlotte.”

      “Ms. Werner, why am I in Special Ed? I’m not slow,” Charlotte protested.

      “I know, sweetheart. Don’t worry. This is a small county, so anyone who needs any extra help has to come through me. With you, my job will be to make sure you have your Braille curriculum, your Braille writer, and that you are doing well in your classes. After we get you set up, you’ll be going to class like everyone else.”

      “Okay. Whew!”

      “The school will be bringing in a Visually Impaired Specialist for you, but she’ll only be able to come once a week.”

      “I can manage ok if I have my Braille books and a writer.”

      “You’re pretty independent, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well, I have a bunch of new stuff just for you, so why don’t we open the presents and see what we have?”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      Georgia State was overwhelming for a country girl whose entire graduating class could fit on one metro bus. Dawn had hoped her mom would be with her, but Tessa was the only waitress on today, and she would probably be as lost as Dawn. After following signs, asking questions, and studying the campus map, Dawn was able to make it through registration and head towards the most dreaded part of college: the student accounts office.

      “Good morning,” the young woman said somewhat cheerfully.

      “Good morning,” Dawn said, laying down her registration receipt. “I know I need to pay for my classes, but I don’t have the money now. I plan to work this summer and save up. Can I find out how much tuition is and when it has to be paid?” she asked, shaking with trepidation.

      “So, you've registered for fall already,” she devised. “Good for you getting things handled early. Let me see your registration information and set up your student account, and then I can let you know. After that, I suggest you walk over to our Financial Aid Office and put in an application.”

      “Oh yes, thanks,” Dawn said. “That’s probably a good idea.”

      “Hmmm… have you been in here before?” she asked.

      “No. This is my first time on campus.”

      
        “Interesting...” she pondered cryptically as she typed into the small computer screen littered with green characters.

      “Is something wrong?” Dawn asked.

      “I don’t think so, but I’m a little confused. Your student account is already set up.”

      “Was it set up automatically when I registered?”

      “No, because we have to see your paper registration before we can type your name into the computer, and you just registered a few minutes ago, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Give me a minute. I’ll be right back.”

      “Now what?” Dawn thought. “They’re gonna ask me for money. They want a deposit, I just know it. I’m so screwed.”

      The girl came back with a puzzled look on her face, melting into a smile. “I talked to my supervisor to make sure. Apparently, your account was set up a few days ago, and it has a credit. There’s enough in your account to cover one semester’s tuition, room and board, fees, and even books.”

      “Huh?” was all Dawn could say as she had to consciously pick up her chin. “How is that possible?”

      “All I can tell you is that your account was opened with a cash deposit. I’ll enter your classes and give you a receipt so you can see how much is left. There’s plenty in there to cover the fall semester.”

      “I don’t understand. I didn’t…”

      “Listen,” the young woman said, leaning forward and speaking quietly. “I can assure you this was no mistake. Think of it as a scholarship, a grant, or just a blessing, but whatever you call it, just take it.”

      Dawn looked at the woman and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Where do you want to sit?” the girl asked Charlotte as they walked into Math class.

      “I don’t care. It’s not like I need to see the board.”

      
        Suddenly, a familiar voice came from the back of the room, and her heart began to race.

      “Charlotte? Charlotte!”

      Hale jumped up and ran to her, throwing his arms around her neck and almost knocking her over in the middle of the classroom.

      “Hale! I was hoping you were here!”

      “Oh my gosh, what are you doing at my school?” he asked as he took her free hand and led her to the desk next to his.

      “What do you mean, your school? It’s mine too, now.”

      “No way! That is totally awesome! So, you live in Dawsonville now?”

      Just outside of town. I’m staying with an old teacher named Macy Woodard.”

      “Is she cool? I mean, are you okay there, you know…”

      “She’s cool. She’s actually really cool.”

      “What’s all the commotion back there?” the teacher said, instinctively sensing a disruption in his routine.

      “This is Charlotte, Mr. Heard. Can she sit back here with me? I know her! We met in the…on Spring Break. I can help her with her math and stuff.”

      “I suppose that’s fine, but no horsing around you two!”

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Heard. I’ll probably have to help Hale with his math,” Charlotte said.

      “Hey! Well, that might be true,” Hale said, reliving a flashback to his humiliating Connect Four defeat.

      Charlotte took out her new number blocks and began arranging them on the desk.

      “Can you use those blocks to do math problems?” Hale whispered.

      “Yep. I even got some brand new ones that I am supposed to be able to use for Algebra. I haven’t got those figured out yet.”

      After the routine of explaining positive and negative integers and working out a few examples, Mr. Heard circled the room, watching the students work out a few problems from the chalkboard. He sauntered to the back and then stood over Charlotte with a pained look on his face.

      “I don’t know what school you came from before, and I have no idea how you’re going to keep up in my class, but the minute I hear any kind of disruption, you’ll get an express pass back to the resource room with Ms. Werner.”

      Charlotte continued to move blocks while he spoke, which irritated him immediately.

      “Quit playing with your blocks while I’m talking to you!” he said in a stern whisper.

      She moved two more blocks and then folded her hands.

      “I think she was working out number two on the board, Mr. Heard,” Hale said. “Do you have the answer?”

      “Negative four,” she said, staring forward.

      “Alright…” Mr. Heard said, straightening up. “Fine. Just keep it down back here.”

      “Wow, he’s an asshole,” Charlotte whispered.

      “Charlotte Robinson!” Hale whispered back. “Stop cussing! You’ll really get in trouble.”

      “I’m pretty sure most people here don’t like me already. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m the only black kid in this country school. I’m blind, and I figured that out right away.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m short, I have crinkly red hair, and I have freckles. At least you’re pretty.”

      Charlotte smiled and blushed slightly under her smooth ebony complexion. “Shut up.”

      “It’s a good thing you’re blind or you wouldn’t want to be seen with me.”

      “I felt your face, remember? You’re not so bad.”

      After school, Hale usually rode his bike to the trailer park, and sometimes he would stop by the diner on the way home. Since Charlotte had to meet Miss Macy, Hale guided her to the pickup line and waited with her. The pavement was hot, the air was sticky, and the exhaust from the cars and buses scratched at their throats and noses. As soon as Hale saw the boys walking towards them, his stomach sank.

      “What’s with your new girlfriend, Hale? I guess you really are a ‘nigger lover’! Haha!” Troy said. He and his two buddies, Rod and Cameron, had bullied Hale since elementary school, and with Charlotte, they had more material to work with.

      “Just ignore them, Charlotte. They’re idiots,” Hale said, holding Charlotte’s arm.

      “You still won’t cuss?” she said. “This is a great time, Hale. They really are being assholes.”

      “What did you say, you nigger bitch?” Troy said, stepping forward.

      Hale stepped in front of him and felt the adrenaline of a thousand schoolyard taunts and a healthy dose of terror surge in his veins.

      “She said you’re being assholes,” he said with his teeth set. “What are you gonna do, Troy? Are you going to fight a blind girl?

      “I’ll settle for your shit face,” he said, swinging a right hook with almost no wind-up and little warning.

      Hale stood his ground, worried Charlotte might get hit, and took it hard right in the eye socket, knocking him off balance and taking him to the ground.

      “Hale!” Charlotte yelled amid the laughing of Rod and Cameron.

      Troy was giggling as he shook his hand, trying to ignore the pain in his knuckles. “Watch your back, dickhead. It’s a long bike ride back to the trailer park,” he said as he and his friends ran off.

      “Are you okay, Hale?” Charlotte asked, pulling his arm to help him get back on his feet.

      “You were right. They really are assholes,” he said, holding his eye.

      A teacher came running up just as Macy arrived in the Nova.

      “Ooooh,” the teacher hissed. “You need an ice pack. That’s going to be a nasty one.”

      
        “Miss Macy!” Charlotte called as she threw her book bag into the back seat. “Can we take Hale to our house and fix him up? He’s got a black eye, and his mom won’t be home till late.”

      “Of course, child. Both of you get in.”

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Macy beat the bag of peas and carrots on the countertop until they formed a nice curve and fit into Hale’s eye socket.

      “Ouch ouch ouch ouch!” Hale moaned as Macy gently laid the frozen vegetables on his quickly swelling eye.

      “It’s gonna hurt for a minute or so, son. Let the cold do its work, and it’ll take the edge off the pain. It will also reduce the swelling.”

      “Yes…ma’am,” he croaked.

      “I’m so sorry, Hale. I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault,” Charlotte said.

      “You didn’t hit me,” he said, both of his eyes still closed.

      “You said to ignore them, and I called them…” She glanced at Macy washing her hands in the kitchen. “I should have held my tongue.”

      “You were right, Charlotte. You shouldn’t have to take that kind of crap from anyone.”

      Macy’s ears perked up, and she casually wandered back into the living room where Hale lay on the sofa. “What exactly happened here? It sounds like a little more than a playground squabble.”

      “I should have ignored them,” Charlotte said.

      “No, you shouldn’t have,” Hale said, surprising both of them. “Miss Macy, they called her the n-word, twice. She didn’t do anything. That just ain’t right,” he said, letting a little of his country boy slip out.

      “And you defended her,” Macy said.

      “I couldn’t just stand there. I was worried they might hurt her.”

      “Thank you, Hale. Thank you for protecting Charlotte and having the guts to stand up and do the right thing.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      
        “Hale, would you mind if Charlotte and I prayed a prayer of healin’ over you?”

      “No, ma’am. It can’t hurt!”

      They all laughed, and Macy was surprised to see Charlotte place her hands around Hale’s eye as she laid them on his head.

      “Lawd, thank you for this boy and his courage today. I pray Lawd that you’d heal his eye, take away the swellin’ and that he’d wake up tomorrow with nothing to remind him of his injury. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

      “Amen,” echoed Charlotte.

      “Amen,” Hale said.

      “I'd better call and let your momma know where you are. Is she workin’ right now?” Macy asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I think she’s closing tonight.”

      “My, my, that woman does work day and night at that place. In that case, Hale, if it’s alright with your momma, why don’t you stay for supper, and I’ll run you home after that.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you!”

      Macy started dinner, and Hale could smell the aroma wafting from the kitchen. He also caught bits and pieces of her phone conversations, explaining the drama that unfolded that day, and he was fairly sure his mother was not the only one she spoke to.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eight
      

      It was a six-mile bike ride out to Merrick Malone’s old place, and half of that was dirt. If it rained a good bit, it would be a muddy mess. Hale was happy to be out of the house on a Saturday, even though he really didn’t know what to expect. He knew Merrick Malone was friends with his grandpa and looked out for his dad, but they had only met a few times, and Merrick didn’t say much. All Hale knew was that he was old, he had cool old cars, and he didn’t live in the trailer park.

      
        Hale ascended the last hill and then coasted down the old county road until he came to Merrick’s overgrown driveway. The once decorative pine saplings now towered over the drive, and under them were a tangle of briers, pine straw, and brush that were mounting an all-out assault on the road.

      There were two buildings on the land surrounded by the thickly forested slopes of the southern tip of the Smoky Mountains. On the north side was a two-story farmhouse with a wrap-around porch, weathered, peeling white paint, faded brown shutters, and a tired Magnolia tree at the corner. The yard was covered in green patchy grass and weeds with a gravel drive cut through it winding to the garage.

      The garage was as large as the house, and at first sight, Hale thought it was an airplane hangar. The semi-circle tin structure stood about thirty feet tall in the middle and was flanked in the front and rear with large, square rolling doors. Hale knew it wasn’t a hangar by the graveyard of cars and parts spilling from inside the garage out on the ground, onto make-shift racks, and into large crates that revealed what may have been some semblance of organization many years ago.

      The unmistakable clang of a wrench dropping on a cement floor told Hale where to find Merrick. He rode his bike to the open doors and set it up against a large crate holding several old transmissions that would likely never turn a driveshaft again.

      “Good morning, Mr. Malone,” Hale said, creeping into the garage.

      “You made it,” Merrick said, rolling out from under a metallic brown El Camino and wiping the grease off of his hands with a red rag. “How’d you get here?”

      “I rode my bike.”

      “What is that, six miles?”

      “I think so.”

      “You’ll be in good shape if you keep that up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Merrick struggled to right himself from the dolly, and Hale gave him a hand up.

      
        “Thanks,” Merrick grunted.

      Hale nodded but stood in awkward silence.

      “Well, let’s talk business,” Merrick said as he walked over to what looked like some kind of copper vat about the size of a small hot water heater. He looked it over, checking for leaks, and then took a large glass jar and set it in position under the contraption. Hale could feel the heat from where he was standing, and he detected a sharp, fruity smell wafting gently into the garage.

      “I’m an old fart, as you can see,” he said, wringing his hands with a rag. “I don’t get up and down like I used to, and God knows I can be as stiff as a board all over some days. The thing is, I know a thing or two about fixin’ cars. I figured we could work together; you can loan me some muscle, and I’d give you some knowledge. Does workin’ on cars sound interesting to you?”

      “Heck yeah!” Hale said. “I thought you were going to ask me to cut grass or feed chickens or something.”

      “Ha!” laughed Merrick. “I’ve got the grass covered, and the only chickens around here are on a plate.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Malone. I’m excited to get greasy.”

      “Good. That’s part of the fun and satisfaction. Of course, a beautiful-looking car that shakes the ground is a nice payoff.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Hale said.

      “First things first: take this,” Merrick said, pulling a pair of coveralls from a hook and handing them to Hale. “They might be big, but you can roll them up. Grease is forever.”

      Hale looked at the pre-stained blue coveralls and immediately began pulling them on over his clothes. With a few snaps, a couple of rolls of the pant legs, and a couple of rolls of the sleeves, he was in uniform.

      Merrick rested his rump on the hood of the El Camino and folded his arms. “So, what do you know about cars, young man?”

      “Just what I read in hot rod magazines. Mom is busy, and Dad was never really into cars.”

      
        “I remember that,” Merrick said. “He was a good kid, but he never took to mechanical things like your grandpa. Maybe it skipped a generation! Heck, you look more like your grandpa Bernie than your dad, if you ask me.”

      “I do? I never realized that. He died in ’61, so I never met him.”

      “Seven years before you were born,” Merrick said. “I remember.”

      “He was only forty. So was my dad. I suppose I’ve only got 24 more years,” Hale said, scanning Merrick’s eyes for a clue.

      Merrick took out a quarter and flipped it, trapping it on the back of his hand. “What are the chances this is heads?” he asked.

      “Fifty-fifty,” Hale said. “One in two.”

      “What if I flipped it and got heads five times in a row? What are my chances I get heads again on the sixth try?”

      “You have to get tails sometime, so it’s probably a lot less likely.”

      “Wrong. It’s always fifty-fifty. The coin always only has two sides, no matter how many times you flip it. Every flip is a fresh chance.”

      “Oh, I get it…” Hale said. “What do you know? I already learned something, even if it was math.”

      “I’ll flip it again. Heads says you live longer than my old butt, and tails says you live as long as your dad and grandpa.”

      Hale held his breath. It was just a coin toss, but it was also just a legend, and his dad and grandpa and possibly more ancestors actually died at 40. He didn’t know what to think. Merrick tossed the coin and trapped it on the back of his hand again.

      “Take a look,” he said, uncovering the coin.

      Heads.

      “Whew,” Hale said, stamping down the thumping of his heart and taking a deep breath.

      “See? Every toss is a fresh chance.” Merrick put the quarter back in his pocket and gave him a friendly smack on the arm. “I have a particular project for us. It’s perfect for someone who needs to learn everything from the ground up.”

      
        They walked further back into the garage and came to a rusty old car body and frame sitting on cinder blocks.

      “What’s that?” Hale asked.

      “It’s a beautiful ’68 Camaro.”

      “It looks like a big chunk of metal.”

      “Other than some rust spots we’re going to take care of, it’s in good shape. The frame rails are still solid, and I shored up some of the welds to the body just in case. I tend to put a little more stress on car bodies with my engines.”

      “It doesn’t look like there’s much of a car there.”

      “When I said we’re going to start from the ground up, I meant it.”

      “Huh?” Hale said, looking at Merrick as if he had lost his mind.

      “We’re not just going to fix a car; we’re going to build one. You were born in a good year for cars, so I figured we could start there. Also, it’s a lot easier to get parts than it is for a ’28 Ford.”

      “This is definitely going to be the coolest thing I’ve ever done,” Hale said.

      “It’s going to be one of the ‘coolest’ things I’ve done, too.”

      “Weren’t you in World War II? I think that is about as cool as it gets,” Hale said.

      “I wouldn’t say it was cool, son,” Merrick said, throwing a wet towel on the conversation. It was clearly not a comfortable topic.

      “I’m sorry. I just meant that you and all our soldiers fought hard and really saved the world. My dad told me if it wasn’t for America, we’d all be speaking German now.”

      “Maybe. I appreciate the honor, but I think many of us spend a lot more time trying to forget what we saw than we do remembering it.”

      “Dad said you were in the 7th Army, 45th Infantry, and you rescued the Jews from the concentration camps. I remember him telling me that. I bet that was…really terrible.”

      Merrick sighed as the realization settled in that Hale either didn’t get the hint or was so curious he couldn’t let it go. Either way, he never got a chance to hear war stories from Bernie, so he probably was desperate to make a connection to the past.

      “Dachau. We liberated Dachau. There wasn’t fighting at that point, at least not in the camp, but I’d rather have been in a firefight than have been there. I’ll tell you what, Hale, when you see what you think is a body starved to skin and bones, but then they move and cry out to you, you don’t forget it. When you see thousands of bodies in mass graves and smell the burning flesh, you don’t forget it. When you see dead children, you don’t forget it. Trust me. I’ve spent the last thirty-eight years trying.”

      There was a long, pensive pause, and then Hale asked, “Is that why people take drugs nowadays? Are they trying to forget something?”

      “I suppose for some people, yes. I know guys in Vietnam saw a lot of stuff they’d rather forget. Fixin’ your mind is a lot harder than fixin’ a broken leg or a broken-down car. It doesn’t matter where the pain is; you still reach for something to make it go away.”

      Hale finally sensed it was a good time to switch subjects, so he asked about the Camaro.

      “What kind of wheels are we going to put on this thing? I think alloys would look best.”

      “I agree. I also think if I ever found steel rims on a Camaro, that person should be charged with a crime. Even those Rally Wheels were a cheap way to go for this car. Follow me. I’ll show you what I’ve got.”

      Hale laughed and followed Merrick to a side room in the garage that was clearly dedicated to wheels.

      “I got a hold of some 15 x 8 alloys, but it’s your car. You can go 14 inch or 16 inch, and anywhere from 7 to 10 wide,” Merrick said. “Of course, if you want smaller or thinner wheels, you’ll have to find someone else to help you. I can’t do that to a Camaro.”

      Hale laughed. “Fifteen by eight alloys sound perfect to me. I don’t want anything so small it reminds me of my mom’s Chevette.”

      “Trust me, son, this rusty body already looks better than your mom’s Chevette.”

      “When do we put the wheels on?”

      
        “After we paint the body.”

      “When do we paint the body?”

      “After we sand.”

      “When do we sand?”

      “Get some sandpaper.”

      Merrick handed Hale a few pieces of sandpaper and pointed out the rust spots on the body that rested firmly on a set of cinder blocks.

      “Rust is like cancer. It starts small, but it spreads and weakens the body. If you can sand it out and repaint, then it’s like it was never there, but it’s a lot easier to sand a car body before it has a set of wheels and a 350 V8 bolted to it.”

      Hale nodded as the images in his mind came together. It made sense. Cars made sense. People lied, took drugs, cheated, and died, but when cars broke down, you could fix them. Hale picked the biggest rust spot and started attacking it with the sandpaper. Merrick pulled up a lawn chair and began rubbing a small spot within reach.

      “So…I heard you had a small vacation at the hospital a few weeks ago. How are you feeling?” Merrick asked.

      Hale paused a few seconds, and then kept sanding. “I’m fine.”

      “I think you had your mom worried. They take it pretty seriously when you have them pills.”

      Hale snapped his head up, looked at Merrick, and narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t take no pills, Mr. Malone. I don’t touch that stuff.”

      “But you had them, which is why they sent you off. I don’t know you all that well yet, but you don’t seem like a pill-poppin' kind of guy to me.”

      “I was throwin’ them out. I just got an attack before I could, and then my inhaler broke, and at the hospital, they thought I was gonna try somethin’ stupid.” He kept sanding. “I had really bad luck.”

      Merrick sanded slowly, thinking and connecting the dots in his mind.

      “They weren’t yours, but you went to the mental hospital and did everything the doctors wanted anyway. You didn’t say a thing. Damn. They were your momma’s pills, weren’t they, son?”

      
        Hale kept sanding, but he looked up and nodded his head.

      “Is she still taking them?” he asked.

      Hale shrugged his shoulders.

      “She’ll be okay,” Merrick tried to encourage him. “Maybe your hospital stay was what she needed to help her stop.”

      “I guess,” Hale said pitifully.

      “People can change.”

      “Does that really happen?” Hale asked. “It doesn’t seem like people change at all, at least not for the better.”

      “Sometimes the pain gets better, or the medicine doesn’t seem to help, and that’s when people can shake it.”

      “Did you take pills, Mr. Malone?” Hale asked. “I mean, you said you wanted to forget what you saw in the war.”

      “I never took pills. Alcohol was my medicine. Nobody put me in a hospital, but sometimes I wish they had. By the time I went to work on the dam in ’50, it had already cost me my marriage. My wife said it was so fitting I was going to build a dam: I was all wet, and I kept everything bottled up. She was right. It wasn’t till my boss told me to clean up or lose my job that I finally put the bottle down, at least at work.”

      “You don’t drink anymore?” Hale asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” Merrick said, smiling. “I still have a taste for the good stuff, but now I keep it under control.”

      “So, mom could be ok,” Hale said, almost as a question.

      “I think she will. Every day is a fresh chance, right?”

      Hale smiled, picturing the heads on the coin. “Yeah, it is.”

      Merrick jingled the coins in his pocket, making sure the quarter was nice and deep. He reached in, rubbing his fingers over the front and the back, making sure it was still there and wasn’t trying to work its way out of his pocket as he sat. It wasn’t easy to find a really good double-headed quarter.

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Chapter Nine
      

      Hale woke up Sunday morning to the smell of something on the stove, but from the toxic odor, it wasn’t eggs. He looked at the clock: 7:07. His mom opened the diner at six, and Dawn was either still asleep or helping at the diner. Evan must be up to something, and by the smell, he was either spilling glass cleaner on the stove or urinating on it. Either way, it smelled and sounded horrific.

      Hale padded down the narrow hallway of the trailer, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Evan was standing over the stove pouring ammonia into a pan, muttering to himself and rustling a scrap of paper.

      “How much?” he said to himself. “Three ounces of powder for…”

      Hale coughed as the fumes overwhelmed his nose, and Evan jumped, spilling the pan and cursing profusely.

      “Dammit, Hale!” he yelled again, picking up the pot, burning his hands, and then grabbing it with a towel and throwing it in the sink. By now, Hale came around the corner into the kitchen, and he could see the bottle of ammonia on the counter and some kind of white paste spilled on the stove, the sink, and the floor. On the countertop were small piles of white powder, a credit card, and some measuring spoons.

      “What the hell are you doing here? I thought you were at a friend’s house?” he said, hissing and running his burned fingers under cold water.

      “No. I was just in my room.”

      “What are you looking at?” he screamed.

      “Nothing. I was just…”

      The wild look in Evan’s eyes only gave Hale a half-second warning, and that wasn’t enough. Crack! A blow to the side of his head. Thud! Thump! A double blow to his back and then his kidneys. Hale fell flat onto the living room floor before crawling back to his room, his chest heaving and his lungs tightening.

      He pulled himself up onto his bed and fumbled with his inhaler on his nightstand. He exhaled, pressed the trigger, and breathed in a deep breath, tasting the Styrofoam-like mist at the back of his tongue. He took another deep breath, feeling the throbbing pain in his right kidney. Not sure what state Evan was in, what he was doing, or if he should expect an encore beating, Hale threw on a pair of jeans, his backpack, his Kmart knock-off Nike shoes, and fled out the back door. Evan was apparently busy cleaning up his toxic mess in the kitchen, so before heading out, he inhaled a second dose of Albuterol, hoping that would keep his lungs open long enough to get him away from the trailer.

      Just after eight o’clock was the prep rush for Sunday Brunch, and showing up and throwing this at his mom was not what she needed right now. He felt the side of his face and pulled his hand away with blood on it. It was a scratch from Evan’s beat-up class ring, but it must have been a deep one. Should he go to the hospital? Another bill would be the second thing his mom didn’t need right now. Besides, who goes to the hospital for a scratch? Merrick Malone was his boss, and Hale was pretty sure he usually slept off something most mornings, so that wasn’t the best option. There was only one other place to go: Miss Macy’s house.

      It took almost an hour to pedal the few miles out of town, and by the time he rolled up the dirt drive to the little farm, he was straining to catch his breath, his kidneys were pounding, his face was bleeding down his chin, and the knot in his back was tightening. He was an absolute mess.

      “Sweet Lord Jesus, child! What happened to you?” Macy shouted, bouldering through the screen door, followed by Toby and the smell of fresh biscuits.

      “I…Evan…” he wheezed as he pulled out his inhaler. He took two more doses, breathing in as deeply as he could, holding it until his lungs were on fire, and then slowly exhaling.

      “Don’t try and say nothin’ more, baby. You come on in here and sit down, and Miss Macy will fix you up. You just sit and catch yo breath.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he choked out, dropping his bike and following her into the kitchen.

      “Did yo momma’s ‘friend’ do this?” Macy asked, drizzling the word ‘friend’ with a thick layer of condescension.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      
        Charlotte felt her way from her room at the sound of the commotion and heard Hale’s voice.

      “Hale?”

      “Hey, Charlotte!” Hale said, trying not to sound as helpless as he appeared.

      “What’s wrong?” Charlotte sensed his pain.

      “I ran into Evan’s fist a couple of times,” he said dryly. “Apparently, I am a favorite target. At least it’s on the opposite side from where Troy hit me.”

      “Is yo momma workin’?” Macy asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s the breakfast rush.”

      “An’ you didn’t want to worry her none,” Macy surmised. She soaked some tissues in Hydrogen Peroxide and said, “Hold tight, baby. This might sting a bit.”

      He tensed and hissed a bit as the cold liquid hit the scrape and foamed. Macy gingerly dabbed it and inspected the wound.

      “It’s an ugly scrape, but it’s shallow, so you don’t need to get stitched up or nothin.’ It’s going to swell your eye some, but we’ll get somethin’ cold on it to help that.”

      “More frozen peas?”

      “Yes, baby. More frozen peas.”

      “Thank you, Miss Macy.”

      “Of course, baby.”

      “What happened?” Charlotte asked. “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t really know. I woke up smelling something nasty, which turned out to be ammonia. I thought maybe he was cleaning windows or something, but he was cooking something on the stove. It was weird. There was flour all over the counter, and when I came in, I guess I scared him, and he dropped the pan. It made a mess, and he burned his hand trying to pick up the pot, so I guess he got even more pissed off, and that’s when he looked at me weird and then just started swinging.”

      
        “What in the sam hell was he doing with ammonia near a stove?” Macy blurted, reminding herself about the biscuits and pulling them out of the oven.

      “I don’t know, but it smelled bad.”

      “I know.” Charlotte was quiet and serious as she sat down at the kitchen table. “I don’t think it was flour on that counter.”

      “What you talkin’ about, child?” Macy asked, throwing the towel over her shoulder and sitting down.

      “My daddy told me about this stuff. He said Cocaine is everywhere, and some people in Miami were experimenting with some new form of it. They were cookin’ it down somehow to make these little rocks that you could smoke. You had to use ammonia, water, and go through some steps, but it was cheaper and gave you a better high. He said he thought it would take over regular Cocaine everywhere in a few months.”

      “Lawd have mercy, child. They use gasoline to make this Cocaine powder, and now they using ammonia to cook it down? It’s no wonder folk don’t just drop dead when they put this stuff in their bodies.”

      “People use whatever kind of medicine that will help the pain,” Hale said.

      “You've been around old Merrick Malone, haven’t you?” Macy asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hale smiled. “We’re buildin’ a car.”

      “Good for you, baby. Good for both of you. It might not be a bad idea to spend a little more time with old Merrick. Of course, he’s always cookin’ up somethin’ in those stills of his, but at least it’s legal.”

      “Yeah, and he’s not gonna take a swing at me,” Hale sighed.

      “Well, don’t you worry too much, baby. The Bible says, “Your sin will find you out,” and these things have a way of workin’ themselves out.”

      After sitting with a pack of frozen peas on the side of his face for as long as he could stand it, Macy dabbed his wound one more time and covered it with a large Band-Aid.

      “We were fixin’ to head to church this mornin.’ You are welcome to come with us,” Macy invited him.

      
        “I would like to, but…”

      “You’s worried about how you’re dressed and that Band-aid on yo face,” Macy said, reading his mind.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Baby, we got all kinds of folks in wheelchairs, on crutches, and bandaged up from one thing or another. Folks are always gettin’ hurt, and the best place to go is church! Don’t you worry. I got a shirt for ya, and ain’t no one gonna say nothin’ but hello. In fact, folks already know who you are. You’re the boy who stood up for Charlotte.”

      Being the only white person at Mount Zion African Methodist Episcopal Church in Lumpkin County would be uncomfortable or even downright terrifying for most young country boys, but Hale was something of a celebrity. He kept hearing, “He came with Macy,” and “That’s Charlotte’s friend.” He loved the music, enjoyed the powerful sermon, and didn’t even mind all the hugging. The good folks at Mt. Zion AME liked to hug a lot, but after taking a beating, hugs weren’t so bad. It was nice to be noticed and appreciated. They acted like a big family, and Hale thought that if that was what church was all about, then he wouldn’t mind going all the time.

      When they got home that afternoon, Macy got to work making a big Sunday dinner. She plunked the chicken pieces in the buttermilk, started heating the cast iron skillet and filled it with oil, and rinsed off the collard greens before trimming them. She cranked the heat on the black-eyed peas and pulled down the flour and seasonings for the chicken breading. She somehow also managed to simultaneously mix up the batter for the cornbread, which she would pan-fry after the chicken. Hale didn’t put up a fight when invited to stay for supper.

      “Let’s go check on the animals,” Charlotte said to Hale after he changed his Sunday shirt. “They get cranky if I don’t check on them after school and after church.”

      Hale laughed and followed Charlotte out to the barn, accompanied by a very excited Toby.

      “I’d show you the hen house, but Toby goes a little crazy with the chickens,” Charlotte said as Toby barked at the hens and chased them around the yard from outside the wire.

      
        “I see,” Hale said. “How many animals does Miss Macy have?”

      “A whole farm.”

      The first stop was to see Max and Molly, the goats who also were useful as a compost bin and trash compactor.

      “These guys eat anything. I dropped a Pepsi can one time, and all I heard was crunching. I never found it,” Charlotte said.

      “So, you could basically dump your trash in here and they’d eat it,” Hale said.

      “Yeah, but we drink their milk sometimes, so I’d think about what you give them.”

      “Good point.”

      “The cows and horses are out in the pasture. We only have three cows and two horses. Miss Macy said horses can be expensive, but of course, she had to rescue Bogie and Bertha. If the grass is green, they’re out grazing. When it’s brown and patchy, they come here whining for me to give them grain. They aren’t shy about asking for food.”

      “I don’t blame them.”

      “On this side are the pigs,” she said, leading him to the opposite side of the barn where their pen extended from the side. “They’re pretty easy to keep; you throw them some slop and the leftovers you didn’t give Max and Molly, and they are happy.” She leaned over the fence around the pen and scratched the heads of the expectant pigs. “Not yet, piggies. Your dinner is later.”

      “Can we go up into the hayloft?” Hale asked.

      “Miss Macy doesn’t want me up there by myself. She’s afraid I’ll fall.”

      “Well, you’re not by yourself now.”

      “Okay. You lead the way.”

      The pair climbed the ladder, Hale taking Charlotte’s hand at the top and leading her away from the edge.

      “This is cool!” Hale said. “I bet we can make a totally awesome rope swing.”

      “Hay! That sounds like fun,” Charlotte said with a smirk.

      
        “Nice one,” Hale said.

      They sat on a couple of square bales, and Charlotte reached out to touch the side of his head.

      “Does it hurt?” she asked as she gently ran her fingers over the bandaged bump.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty sore.”

      “You know, Miss Macy will let you come over anytime you need to get out of the house.”

      “Yeah. She’s pretty cool.”

      “I’ll let you come over too. I don’t mind.”

      “Yeah, you’re pretty cool too.”

      Charlotte giggled. “Why do you want to even be around some sad, blind black girl, anyway?”

      “Maybe because you’ll never know how much better looking you are than me.”

      “Oh really? And just how bad are you?” she teased him.

      “I’m kinda short, stocky but not really fat, and I have red hair. You’re really lucky you can’t see my red hair.”

      “And how ‘good looking’ do you think I am?”

      “You’re, well…” he stumbled. “You’re just…I don’t know. You’re tall, you have nice skin, and I guess you just have a really pretty face.”

      Charlotte put both her hands on Hale’s face, feeling through his hair, over his eyes, his nose, his cheeks, and finally around his chin.

      “Yep. You’re just like I remember. You’re not so bad, except for that red hair.”

      Hale laughed and took her hand. He surprised himself; he wasn’t sure why or what he wanted to say. He almost dropped it, but then he said, “I don’t ever want to not be your friend.”

      “What if we are old and married and have kids? What about then?” Charlotte asked.

      “Even then. Especially then.”

      
        “So…does that mean we are, I don’t know, more than friends?” she dared to ask.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never had a girlfriend. I mean, you are my best friend. Is that the same thing?”

      Charlotte took his face in her hands again, and this time she pulled it close and pressed her lips against his, giving him a firm but brief kiss.

      “How did that feel?”

      “Really… really awesome,” he said as he quivered.

      “Was it as good as the Princess Leia and Han Solo kiss in Empire Strikes Back?”

      “Totally.”

      “We make a pretty weird boyfriend and girlfriend,” she laughed.

      “We make pretty weird best friends, too,” Hale said. “Let’s be both.”

      “Okay,” Charlotte said, beaming.

      He took her hand and carefully led her down the ladder.

      “Hello?” Merrick answered. His phone almost never rang.

      “I think we have a problem.”

      “What is it?” he asked, setting down his glass.

      “He is getting into drugs.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Hale saw Cocaine and lots of it. He was trying to cook something. He’s in deep.”

      “That’s a problem. Moving that white powder is very risky. He’s a real danger to them now, especially the boy. He could hurt someone.”

      “Too late. He came to my place out of breath, bloody, and bruised this morning. He wouldn’t say anything to his momma on account of not wanting to worry her. It ain’t right, Merrick.”

      “No, it ain’t. Sit tight for now. I’ll keep the boy busy here as best I can. If he tries anything else, I’ll be ready.”

      
        “Thank you.”

      “Keep me posted.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Ten
      

      Hale met Charlotte outside Ms. Werner’s class on Monday. After the problems last week, they decided to stick together. Troy and his buddies probably didn’t want to risk getting caught this time.

      “How’s your head?” Charlotte asked.

      “Still attached,” Hale joked.

      “Haha. How’s the gash?”

      “It was more of a scrape, really. I don’t even need the band-aid now. It matches all my other cuts and bruises.”

      “You know, Cocaine is the stuff my papa was into. I mean, he didn’t take it, I don’t think, but he sold it. I’m pretty sure he was killed over it, too. He could have done a lot worse, Hale. You know what I mean?”

      “Yeah. He’s always been a jerk, but he kinda went crazy.”

      “Please promise me you will be extra careful.”

      “I will.”

      “What about your mom?”

      “What about her?”

      “You’ve got to talk to her. She’s in danger too.”

      “She’s got a lot on her plate. She works all the time, and I don’t want to stress her out anymore, you know?” Hale knew she was right, but how do you tell your mom her boyfriend is a Cocaine dealing monster? Even then, what can she do when he’s also her boss?

      “She’ll be a lot more stressed out if something happens to you or your sister,” Charlotte said.

      
        Dawn. Hale hadn’t thought about her. Evan could get high and lose it on her, too. He might even do worse. He had to say something, and maybe starting with Dawn was the way to break it to Mom.

      “So where did Miss Macy say to meet her?” Hale asked.

      “At the end of the drive outside the gym,” Charlotte said. “It’s away from the buses.”

      “Okay,” he said, taking her hand.

      As they made their way to the gym doors, Ms. Blaisdell, the Home Economics teacher on bus duty accosted them on the walkway.

      “Public displays of affection are against the rules,” she barked.

      Hale was caught off guard. Boys and girls held hands in the hallways all day long, and no one ever got in trouble. Of course, they were all white boys and white girls.

      “I’m walking her over here by the gym, ma’am. This is where she gets picked up from school,” he tried to explain.

      “I don’t care where you’re going, young man. You don’t need to be touching. I want to see daylight between you two.”

      “If there were daylight between us, I wouldn’t know. He’s guiding me, ma’am,” Charlotte quipped. She was very adept at walking the razor-thin line between condescension and undeniable truth.

      “She’s blind, ma’am. It’s my job to make sure she gets to her car safely,” Hale said, driving the point home.

      “And just who made that your job?” she snapped. Hale froze for a few seconds, trying to remember if he was actually asked to walk Charlotte out of school. Charlotte was quick on her feet.

      “Ms. Werner, ma’am. She makes all the special arrangements for me, and since we have most of the same classes, she assigned him to help me get around.” It was a stretch to call it a formal assignment, but if push came to shove, she was pretty sure Ms. Werner would back her up.

      “I see. I still don’t like seeing you two holding hands.”

      “I’ll just hold her hand until we get to the spot where she gets picked up,” Hale said.

      
        “I’m watching you two, and I’ll talk to Ms. Werner and make sure your story checks out.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they said in chorus.

      “We make a good team,” Charlotte said as soon as Ms. Blaisdell was out of earshot.

      “We do, which is really ironic if you think about it,” Hale said, leaning up against the brick wall of the gym and pressing Charlotte’s hand against it for reference.

      “We’re different, but that’s not necessarily ironic, Hale. Remember Language Arts?”

      “I know what irony is,” he said in a mockingly exaggerated tone. “It is ironic because we’re not supposed to have anything in common. We’re not supposed to like each other, and we’re not supposed to be around each other, at least in history. The thing is, we have a lot in common and we’re best friends. We’re the opposite, and yet we’re the same. See? It’s ironic.”

      “What do you mean we’re not supposed to be around each other?” Charlotte asked.

      “I mean in history. You know, like before Civil Rights and all that.”

      “So why is it ironic now?” she asked with a hint of defensiveness.

      Hale sighed, watched for Ms. Blaisdell, and put a hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “We’re best friends, right?”

      “Yes, but you’re kinda freaking me out, Hale.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just that it’s a long, crazy story. I feel like I need to tell you, but I’m worried what you’ll think about me.”

      “I’m startin’ to think I’m worried about how I’m gonna think about you if you don’t stop being weird, Hale. What is going on? Are you embarrassed to be seen with me? Was it cool to be nice to the one black girl, but now you’re starting to resent that people are looking at you and judging you?”

      “No! Not at all! Please, Charlotte, just listen. It’s not about me. It’s about my family.”

      “Your family?” she asked. “Like your mom and your sister?”

      
        “No. Like my dad, my grandfather, and about five more generations back. Like back to slavery.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “There’s a story — a legend, really — about how one of my ancestors was cursed by a slave. I don’t know all the details because my dad didn’t talk about it much, and my grandfather died before I was born. My mom doesn’t know much, and what she knows she won’t tell me.”

      “What’s the big problem?” Charlotte asked. “Everybody has some weird story about their family.”

      “That’s what I thought, but there’s more to it. The story is that my ancestor owned a couple of female slaves, and something happened. I’m not sure what it was, but it had something to do with taking her baby away or killing her baby or something like that. Whatever it was, it was pretty bad.”

      “Damn,” Charlotte said, shaking her head.

      “Stop cussing and just listen!” Hale pleaded.

      “Sorry.”

      “The slave got upset and put some revenge curse on my ancestor. She said that since he ‘took her baby’s breath away’ he would die.”

      “Ouch. It sounds like he kinda deserved it, Hale.”

      “Yeah, except that’s not it. When she cursed him, she said that ‘he and his descendants would have their breath taken away in their fortieth year.’ She hung herself in the barn, and my ancestor started coughing up blood and died a few weeks later.”

      “Creepy.”

      “You know what else is creepy? He died when he was exactly forty, and he literally had his breath taken away by Tuberculosis or something like that.”

      “So, you’re worried you’re next,” Charlotte divined.

      “Yeah. I figure I’ve got twenty-four more years to go.”

      “You realize that it’s just some family legend, right?”

      “Yeah, except it keeps coming true.”

      
        “What do you mean? Like your dad?”

      “He died four years ago. Do you know what he died from?”

      “No.”

      “He died from Pneumonia. It was too advanced by the time he got to the hospital for the antibiotics to reverse it. His lungs filled up, and he died. I bet you can’t guess how old he was?”

      “Forty.”

      “Yep. Guess how old my grandfather was when he died?”

      “Forty.”

      “Bingo. For the bonus question, guess how he died?”

      “Hale, I’m sorry.”

      “Asthma attack. Talk about having your breath taken away! That one hits kinda close to home. I’ve got a pretty good guess what will be taking me out.”

      “Stop it! Hale, stop talking like that! You can’t let that get into your head, or it will drive you crazy,” Charlotte said, trying to reason with him.

      “I know, which is why my mom and my dad never wanted to talk to me about it. It took me years and getting my dad a few extra beers to get that much out of him. I don’t know about the rest of my ancestors, but I imagine it was the same.”

      “That’s why you took it so hard when your dad died. I mean, it sucks just by itself, but then…”

      “It meant the curse was true.”

      Charlotte was silent for a minute, and Hale knew she was thinking. She didn’t want to deny what Hale believed to be true in some half-hearted and fruitless attempt to make him feel better. She wanted her words to matter.

      “We’re just going to have to break the curse.”

      “Huh?”

      “We need to break the curse. Do you think you are cursed by God?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      
        “No way. God doesn’t do that. You’re cursed by a person, and she’s a dead person at that. God can break that curse. I’ve seen some crazy things, Hale. God can heal people, and he can heal you.”

      “Charlotte, you can’t see anything. Besides, if God can heal, why doesn’t he heal you?”

      “I see more than you know, Hale. Sometimes being blind lets me see things you can’t. Maybe that’s why God keeps my shades on.”

      “That is crazy. That is also the coolest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Don’t lose hope, Hale. It’s powerful.”

      “It’s also dangerous.”

      “By the way, where is Miss Macy? She’s usually early,” Charlotte complained.

      “Doesn’t she drive a yellow Chevy Nova?” Hale asked.

      “Yep.”

      “She’s stuck behind the buses. They won’t be in her way once she makes the corner into the school, but until then, it’s jammed up on the road.”

      “I figured she was close. She’s pretty reliable. I’m going to miss that.”

      “Whoa, what are you talking about?” Hale asked in a panicky huff.

      “Nothing right away, but eventually my mom will get out of jail. I will have to go back with her at some point.”

      “I guess I never really thought of that. How long is she in jail?”

      “I don’t know. She has to get clean, get a job, and get us a place to stay, so it’s hard to tell. It might happen in a couple of months, or it might never happen. I want my mom to get better, but I love living with Miss Macy. There are always chores to do, but there is also always food on the table, books on the shelves, and something or someone to love.”

      “I think Toby is your real boyfriend.”

      “Why not? He loves me unconditionally, comforts me, protects me, and always does what I say.”

      Hale laughed. “He also comes to pick you up from school. Here comes Miss Macy, and it looks like Toby’s in your seat.”

      
        Hale helped Charlotte into the car, greeted Macy, and resisted sneaking a kiss on the cheek. He shut the door, nodded to Ms. Blaisdell, and headed home.

      Evan stood in the doorway of his office, leaning against the door jamb with his arms folded over his formerly white t-shirt. He followed Dawn with his eyes as she came through the swinging door into the kitchen. “So, you’re headed off to Georgia State this fall, huh?” he said as Dawn made her way back to the dishwasher with an armful of plates.

      “Yep! I’ve already gotten in on early registration. I just need to go get my books in September,” she grunted as she laid the pile of dishes down on the stainless-steel rack. “Thanks for letting me wait tables.”

      “No problem. It doesn’t really cost me anything.”

      “Don’t you have to pay my taxes or something like that?” she asked as she rinsed her hands.

      “Nah. I mean, I should report it and all, but since you’re not eighteen yet, you don’t pay taxes anyway, why bother?”

      “Oh.”

      “I wish I had finished college,” he said.

      Dawn was on her way back out to the tables, but felt obligated to talk to her boss. “What happened?” she asked, wiping her brow with the back of her hand.

      “Dad got sick. It was come back and run the Diner, or it would go out of business, which would mean I would run out of money. I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “Do you ever think of going back?” she asked.

      “I’m too old now. I should have sold the place and used the money to finish school, but I had to think of Mom, too. Besides, I’ve pretty much learned all I’m going to know about business running this one. Why pay thousands of dollars to get a piece of paper?”

      “I guess that makes sense,” she said, trying to creep away.

      “You look a lot like your mom,” he said with a sideways smile, eyeing her physique up and down.

      
        “Thanks,” she said awkwardly. “I better get back to the tables.”

      He smiled and nodded, and Dawn shivered as she escaped to the dining room. She knew he stared at her backside all the way through the door.

      The phone rang in his office.

      “Dawsonville Diner?” he answered, tapping out a Marlboro and hanging it on his lips.

      “Evan, man. How’d it go?”

      “Hey, Jimmy. I don’t know, man. I mean I tried to do it just like you told me, but nothin’ was happening, and then my girlfriend’s little shit wandered in and made me spill everything. I’m gonna try it again.”

      “Do it, man! I’m tellin’ you, we’re gettin’ in on something huge if we can figure out the process. We can double and triple our money with the same amount of product! People down here in Miami love it. Even though it’s cheaper, they say it hits harder than Blow! Man, do you know how much of this shit we can move when it’s only twenty-five bucks a hit?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll figure it out, and I’ll make sure the little shit isn’t in the way.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven
      

      “Can you believe this shit? Regan’s supposed to be gettin’ rid of red tape on businesses, and now he’s talkin’ about the Federal Government makin’ us get some special license to drive a truck? I’ve been drivin’ a goddam truck since I was fifteen, and now I’ve got to prove it to some dumbass Fed with a badge?”

      “Sounds like the Federal Government to me,” his friend sympathized.

      “Y’all just relax,” Tessa said. “It’s just for new truck drivers. You old farts will get grandfathered in. I heard about it on the news.”

      “You sure?” he said, sliding his coffee cup to the edge of the table.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, pouring the coffee to the rim.

      
        “Well, good. I ain’t quite ready to retire. I don’t think I could sit around and listen to the old lady order me around!”

      “Me neither!” the friend laughed. “That’s why we come here. Tessa brings us food and coffee and never complains about taking the garbage out!”

      Tessa laughed as she glided behind the counter, slipping the coffee pot back on the warmer. In a fluid motion, she grabbed a couple of dirty plates, backed through the swinging door, and took them to the sink.

      “Tessa!” Evan bellowed from his office.

      “Yeah?” she answered, craning her head in the office door on her way back out to the tables.

      “Is everything going okay out there?” he asked.

      “Sure. It’s the normal weekday morning crowd. Why?”

      “Don’t you ever get tired of working here? You see the same old people, hear the same old bitching, and serve the same old food. Don’t you ever want more?”

      “Not really. I mean, I’d take a million bucks, move out of the trailer park, and take a nice vacation, but after that, I’d probably come back. This place is like home. I like these ‘same old people,’ and speaking of, I need to get back out there before their coffee gets cold.”

      He shook his head and waved her out.

      “You alright?” she asked.

      “I just want more than this. No one ever made a million bucks runnin’ a restaurant unless they opened a hundred of ‘em. I’ve got friends sellin’ bonds and running companies making more money than I’ll ever see, and here I am counting singles and change, hoping to have enough to keep the lights on.”

      “If you can pay the people and keep the lights on, then we’re successful in my book.”

      “Yeah, well, I just want my piece of the pie,” he sighed, shoving the bank envelope and a pile of receipts away from him. “Things are hot right now, but I’m in the wrong business.”

      “You’ve been watching too much Dallas,” she smirked as she left.

      
        “Yeah,” he mumbled to himself. “J.R. makes two or three million dollar deposits, not two or three hundred.”

      One nice thing about the trailer park was that it was bike-riding distance from school and the diner. Hale glided down the gravel road and into his lot. He leaned his bike against the rickety wooden steps and stopped at the stairs.

      “Hey, Boots,” Hale said, kneeling to pet his feline friend who came out from under the stairs for a pet. “Thanks for not scaring the crap out of me this time. I wish we’d just let you in, but I’m sure someone around here wouldn’t like it, and I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

      He put Boots down, bounded up the steps, and when he tried his key, it was already unlocked. He stepped in, and Evan was in the kitchen.

      A flash of panic hit Hale, and in the split second before he made eye contact, he thought of bolting off the steps and pedaling anywhere else, but he hesitated just a few seconds to see what he might be facing. He could still bolt if he needed to.

      Evan turned around and was stirring something over the stove, but this time he wasn’t so jumpy.

      “I was expecting you this time,” he said. “Sorry about last time, kid.”

      “Hey, Evan.” He didn’t know exactly where this impulse came from, but he decided to risk disturbing the peace for some more info.

      “Whatcha makin’?”

      He was ready with a story this time. “I’m trying out some recipes for a better syrup for our tea. I’m going to call it ‘Double D Tea.’ It’s got a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah. Sounds cool,” he said as he sauntered into his room. He got a look at the stove: there wasn’t any ammonia this time, but there was still lots of white powder, a box of baking soda, and measuring spoons. There were also sandwich bags with brown and white lumps in them and a very uncharacteristic giddiness on Evan’s face. He decided to play it safe and make his exit.

      
        “Hey, I’m gonna head over to Mr. Malone’s place. If mom comes home first, can you tell her I’ll be home by nine?” he asked.

      “I think she’s closing again, but if she gets here before you, I’ll let her know,” he said, still stirring and not daring to look up.

      Hale took a preemptive puff of his inhaler, stuffed it in his pocket, and swung his leg over his bike. Six miles was going to take some time, but it was all time away from the house. He pedaled down the highway, turned onto the county road, and finally down and up the jungle path to Merrick’s place.

      He tossed his bike against a tire rack and found Merrick with his head buried in the El Camino engine.

      “Hello? Mr. Malone?”

      Merrick stood up slowly, rubbing his lower back and wiping his brow with the backside of his dirty sleeve. “It’s not Saturday already, is it?” he joked.

      “No, sir. I just had some extra time tonight, and I thought I’d put some more elbow grease into sanding that body. I want to get to the part where we paint it and start bolting things to it,” Hale said.

      “Fair enough. You know where everything is. Have at it.”

      “Thanks.”

      After about half an hour of sanding, Merrick was tired for Hale. His pace was furious and relentless. Merrick came into the “Camaro Room” as he called it, and found the old faded black car body full of shining spots where Hale had decimated the rust spots, revealing the fresh steel underneath.

      “If you sand any harder, you’ll sand a hole in the metal,” Merrick chuckled.

      “I don’t want any cancer spots,” Hale said, panting.

      “I think you’ve about got ‘em,” Merrick said, inspecting the body. “You know, for the rest of them, you might want to use my sander.”

      “You have a power sander?” Hale said, dropping his sandpaper and flexing his exhausted fingers. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      
        “Some things are best learned the hard way first. Besides, if you power sanded as hard as you hand sanded, you would have definitely worn a few holes in it.”

      Hale chuckled and then felt his stomach remind him that he missed dinner. The growl let Merrick in on the secret as well.

      “Did you eat dinner?” he asked.

      “Not yet. I was in a hurry to get here.”

      “Well then, let’s see what we can rustle up. I’m gettin’ a little hungry myself.”

      They slipped off the coveralls and threw them on the hook. As Hale started for the house, Merrick said, “Jump in my truck. I don’t cook much, so we’ll have to go grab something.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Ever drive?”

      “Uh, no sir.”

      “That’s a shame. You’re sixteen! I was driving tractors and farm trucks when I was twelve. Get behind the wheel.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hale said nervously. He loved cars, but staring at them in a magazine was a long way from pressing a gas pedal and turning a wheel.

      “Don’t be nervous. Just take us to the end of the country road.”

      Hale looked up at Merrick questioningly.

      “Drive us to the end of the dirt,” he clarified.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hale turned the key, and the old ’28 Ford pick-up roared to life with such thunder Hale could feel the rumble in his chest.

      “Go easy on the gas pedal, son. This baby has some get up and go. Let up nice an easy on the clutch. It’ll start rolling from an idle.”

      Hale gently pressed the pedal, but it didn’t move. He slowly applied more and more pressure until it finally slipped down about an inch. The truck roared, and Hale backed off. He pushed the pedal a few times to get a feel for it, and then revved the engine a bit as he slowly released the clutch. They started smoothly, but like most rookies, he made the classic mistake and let go of the clutch halfway out, causing them to lurch forward and then whip backward with the deceleration. Hale desperately tried to smooth it out, but he got caught in the inescapable lurch-and-stop cycle, throwing them backward and forwards about three or four times until he stalled the engine.

      “Dang it! I’m sorry, Mr. Malone.”

      “That’s alright, son. This is how you learn. If she tries to play leapfrog again, just put that clutch in and try again. You’re in control of the beast. You just need to get a feel for it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Round two: a more gentle lurch, a deceleration, and then Hale put the clutch in, let it out again, and smoothly accelerated down the dirt road.

      “Now you got it. It’s like riding a bike. Maybe more like a bike with a NASA rocket attached to it, but you’ve got the feel of it.”

      Merrick could see Hale take to the truck with natural ease. He quickly straightened out his initial tendency to overcorrect his steering, and he could see Hale was ready to shift into second gear.

      “Shifting is easy. Just put the clutch in, shift, and let it out all at once. You don’t have to ease it out. In fact, if you shift at the right speed and RPMs, you can slip it into the next gear without the clutch at all. It takes a bit of practice before you can do that, but…”

      Hale smiled, sped up, and then slipped the shifter straight down into second without the clutch.

      “Impressive. Where did you learn to do that?” Merrick asked.

      “Pole Position, a new game at an Arcade I went to once.”

      “Now that is the first video game I’ve heard of that makes sense!”

      Hale thundered down the road, glanced at the “H” pattern Merrick drew himself and stuck to the dash, and tried to slip it into third, but his RPMs were off and he ground the gears. Regrouping, he put in the clutch, shifted into third, and let it out.

      “Nice recovery,” Merrick said. “You’re a natural.”

      They practiced downshifting towards the end of the county road, with Hale dropping the clutch a little too soon and revving the engine and sliding in the dirt. Finally, he put the clutch in and guided the truck to soft stop and set the handbrake.

      “Not bad for the first time out,” Merrick said. “Now it’s my turn.”

      They switched seats, and Merrick adjusted his mirrors with a devious grin. “I was inspired by the Beach Boys. It might be twenty years old, but “Little Deuce Coup” is one of my favorites. I made sure this baby had ‘four on the floor’ and ‘I get rubber in all four gears.’ Hold on.”

      Merrick put in the clutch, goosed the gas, and dumped the clutch, spinning the back wheels and spewing a shower of dirt and rocks. He let off the gas for a split second, just long enough to slip it into second, and then gunned it again, spitting more rocks. When they hit the highway, he popped it into third, stepped on it, and laid a set of rubber tracks on the highway. Finally, at about sixty miles an hour, he popped it into fourth, hammered down, and laid another set of rubber tracks down the highway. He looked over to Hale, smiled coyly, and said, “I told you this baby has some get up and go.”

      “You ain’t jokin’ Mr. Malone,” he said at almost a yell over the engine. “Holy crap!”

      They rumbled through Dawsonville and headed over to Hall County, where they stopped at a chicken place in Gainesville.

      “That must be Lake Lanier,” Hale said as they sat waiting for their food. It wasn’t a waterfront place, but you could see a piece of the lake from the hill where they were.

      “Yes, it is. I made that lake,” Merrick said.

      “What?” Hale asked.

      “Yep. I had to pee so bad one day I just filled up the whole river valley.”

      “That’s disgusting,” Hale said. “I’ll never go swimming there again.”

      Merrick laughed. “Well, that’s only half true. I did work on the Buford Dam. It sure was strange watching the Chattahoochee River swell up and swallow all that land. It buried a whole valley— Shadburn’s Ferry, some of my family’s old land, and a hundred other little places — in only two years from the time we shut the gates on the dam.”

      
        “Whoa. I guess I knew Lake Lanier was man-made, but I didn’t realize there were actually towns and farms and stuff under there. That’s kinda creepy when you think about it,” Hale mused.

      “It really was the end of an era. I was still pretty young, so I was looking forward to the lake, but it was hard for my dad to swallow. He was pretty tied to the land. Hearing the gates open was like hearing the nails go into the coffin of the Moonshine era.”

      “Did your daddy make moonshine?” Hale asked, his eyes lighting up with curiosity.

      “Everyone from North Georgia to Southern Ohio and from North Carolina to the Ozarks either made Moonshine or was related to someone who did. Mountain folks were very poor for a very long time, and they did what they had to in order to survive. Some of them got pretty good at it.”

      “Is that what that big copper-looking thing is out in the garage?” Hale asked.

      “Yeah, that’s my still. It’s a hobby for me. I’m carrying on a tradition, I suppose, although I still can’t quite make mine taste as good as my old pops. He had a real knack for it.”

      “Did you learn about cars from your pops?”

      “I learned the basics. Everyone had to back before the war. Moonshine and car racing went together like Peanut Butter and Jelly, even if you weren’t running from the cops. I got some real training and experience in the Army after VE Day. I had some more time before my enlistment was up, so I opted for a mechanic job. I did good on the test, and I figured it might keep me out of any fighting in the Pacific. That’s one thing the Army’s good for: decent job training.”

      The buckets of chicken came, and Hale felt like a dog staring at a steak. He didn’t realize how hungry he was until he smelled the fresh fried chicken and steaming biscuits.

      “Thanks for dinner, Mr. Malone. I was hungry.”

      “You’re sixteen. You’ll be hungry for the next ten years.”

      “Do you ever miss the old moonshine days like your pops?” Hale asked between bites, inhaling a chicken leg.

      
        “No. It’s fun to be nostalgic, but the truth is, people were dirt poor, and bootlegging was very dangerous. Lots of people died during those days, and lots of people drank themselves to death. It was like the drug problems we have now. Some guys make a bunch of money, but eventually, he gets killed and someone else takes his place. A lot of young people get killed or locked up and never make any money, and many, many people get hooked and can’t stop.”

      Hale was quiet for a few minutes. Finally, he got up the nerve and decided he needed to say something to someone, and Merrick was probably the safest bet. It would never get back to Mom or Evan.

      “I think Evan is into drugs.”

      “What kind?”

      “He got my mom pills, but I don’t think he’s really into that. I think he’s into Cocaine.”

      “That’s dangerous stuff. It’s dangerous to take and dangerous to sell. You shouldn’t be around that,” Merrick said. “Are you sure he’s into Cocaine?”

      “He’s been trying to cook it or package it or something in my mom’s kitchen. I walked in on him twice. The last time he said he was trying to make some new syrup for sweet tea, but that powder was not sugar, and you don’t measure sugar for sweet tea with credit cards and razor blades.”

      “Does your mom know?”

      “I’m not sure, and I’m afraid to tell her. He’s her boss and her boyfriend. Besides, what if I’m wrong?”

      “Only you can decide when to tell your mom what you’ve seen, but in the meantime, stay away from that stuff. It’s bad news.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They finished their meals, and somehow Hale had room for a slice of Carrot Cake. Merrick smiled as Hale happily downed his dessert.

      “I heard that you are friends with Macy’s new girl.”

      “Yeah. I met Charlotte at the hospital. She’s pretty cool.”

      “What do you think about her being blind?”

      
        “It’s kinda neat, really. It makes her unique. She’s really smart.”

      “If I didn’t know better, it sounds like she’s more than a friend,” he said.

      “It’s perfect: she doesn’t know how good-looking she is or how funny-lookin’ I am, so I’ve got it made!”

      Merrick roared with laughter and shook his head. “You are somethin’ else, Hale Turner. You make me miss your grandfather.”

      “I wish I could have known him.”

      “He was a good man. He was a brave soldier, he loved cars like you, and he was a good friend. To be honest, I didn’t have much in common with your dad, but I looked out for him because he was Bernie’s son. I never intended to take on another Turner kid, but you’re alright, son.”

      Hale smiled as he shoveled in the last couple of bites of cake. It was strange to have such a connection to the grandfather he never knew, and in a way, it was like he was filling in the gap of missing memories with Merrick’s reflections. It wasn’t the same, but it was still something he could hold on to.

      “What do you say we run back to my place, pick up your bike, and take you home? That is, unless you want to ride six miles with a full stomach.”

      “No thanks. I wouldn’t want to refund on your dinner.”

      They rumbled back to Merrick’s house, where Hale jumped out and threw his bike into the bed of the pick-up. Merrick got out as well and went to his still. He came out with a clear glass jar of fresh Moonshine and set it on the hood of the truck.

      “Now that’s one of my best batches yet,” he gloated. He raised the glass to his lips, took a swig, and set it down with a loud “aaagh.” He looked at Hale and said, “Want to try some?”

      “I better not,” Hale hesitated.

      “I don’t mean chug it, son. Just taste it, so you can know what Moonshine really tastes like. Trust me; you won’t develop a sudden addiction.”

      
        Hale shrugged and said, “Sure. It’s like tasting history.” He lifted the jar, took a respectable gulp, and then set it down as he choked down the burning liquid. “Aack,” he said, “That’s strong!” He winced and swallowed a few more times, trying to clear his throat of the taste.

      “Good for you. As for being strong…” he took one more sip for himself, and then he took the gas cap off and poured the rest of it into the pick-up.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve
      

      “You did what?” Charlotte asked as they walked to the gym after school.

      “I drove Mr. Merrick’s pick-up. That thing can lay down some rubber!” he exclaimed with all the excitement you would expect from a gearhead in training.

      “Is that what you did?”

      “Well, not exactly. I mean, I spun the tires in the dirt a little gettin’ used to the clutch, but Merrick peeled out. He seriously peeled out. He laid down a pair of tracks on the pavement after every gear! It was like taking off from an aircraft carrier.”

      “Is this supposed to be a real job? It sounds like y’all are havin’ way too much fun,” Charlotte said.

      “I don’t care if he ever pays me. Learnin’ everything about cars, drivin’ all over, and free food is enough for me. Besides, it gets me out of the house.”

      “Did you need to get out of the house last night?” she asked. She could read between the lines.

      “Yeah. He was at it again. There wasn’t any ammonia this time, but lots of white powder, baking soda, and all the measuring cups and spoons. He said he was trying a new syrup for the sweet tea, but I know that powder wasn’t no sugar.”

      “Are you okay? I mean, did you have to run out?”

      
        “It was weird. It was like he was ready for me and had his story down. He didn’t get worked up, but I could tell he was happy I took off.”

      “Why do you think that is?” she asked.

      “I think he was frustrated last time. I think whatever he was trying wasn’t working, and then when I came in, he just blew up. He might have taken something, too, that got him all hyped up. This time he was smiling, like he figured out some formula or something.”

      “Was he cookin’ on the stove? Was he using a pan and water and all that other stuff?

      “Yeah.”

      “Now I know what he’s doing.”

      “What?”

      “He’s definitely making Crack.”

      “Huh?”

      “Crack. That’s what it’s called. I heard my neighbors talk about it. It’s funny what people say around a blind girl, thinking she can't hear either. It’s this new thing that started in Miami or maybe in the islands somewhere. They said people cook the Cocaine down somehow with water and ammonia or baking soda, and they make this white or brown paste. They cut it up and sell little pieces of it. It’s cheaper, easier to take because you can just smoke it, and it gives you a faster high. They were sayin’ it was going to be everywhere in no time, as soon as dealers could ‘figure out how to cook it down without burnin’ up a few hundred dollars of Blow.’”

      “Dang, Charlotte! You really lived in the bad part of the city, didn’t you?”

      “I guess. It’s the only place I ever lived.”

      “Evan lives here. Why would he want to make Crack in little ol’ Dawsonville, Georgia?” Hale wondered out loud. “It’s not like it’s going to make it on the Dawsonville Diner specials list.”

      “Maybe that’s the new sweet tea syrup. Cocaine flavored sweet tea: guaranteed to make you come back for more,” Charlotte joked.

      
        “You don’t think…” Hale said with a terrified look, putting his hand on Charlotte’s shoulder as if it substituted for eye contact.

      “No way. He’s doing the opposite; he’s making a dry form to sell, not a liquid form to give away. My guess is he plans to get the process down, and then find a place to sell it. Wherever he does, it’ll be far enough from here that he won’t run into anyone he knows on the street.”

      Miss Macy was on time and offered to give Hale a ride home.

      “No thanks, Miss Macy. I’m going to ride over to the diner and see my mom before I go home today. Thank you anyway!”

      “Alright, Hale darling.’ Be careful. Maybe you can find your way over to our place again this Sunday?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll ask my mom.”

      Hale set his bike up against the back door by the dumpster and came in through the kitchen. Tommy had the door open and a fan blowing to try and quell the sweltering heat, especially around the grill.

      “Hey, Hale!” Tommy greeted him as he came in. “How was your day? Any fist fights? Did you kiss any girls? Did you actually learn something?”

      Hale smiled and thought of Charlotte. “No fights, almost a kiss, and I learned that putting letters in Math was from the devil.”

      “Ha! Very good. Some say the first two things are from the devil, too.”

      Hale laughed and went through the swinging door to find his mom making a fresh pot of coffee behind the counter.

      “Hi, Mom,” he said casually.

      “Hi, sweetie. What are you doing here?” she asked as she gave him a quick hug and a peck on the head.

      “Is Evan here?” he asked.

      “Nope. I haven’t seen him all day.”

      “Cool. Can we talk?”

      “I’m a little busy, sweetie. It’s the middle of dinner rush. Can we talk at home where I can give you my full attention?”

      
        “Not if Evan is there.”

      “Hale, look…”

      “Mom,” he said sternly, taking her hand. “It’s important and it’s not me complaining, I promise.”

      “Alright. Let me get these plates out, and then we can talk in Evan’s office.”

      It took about twenty minutes for Tommy to plate up the next batch of orders, but after Tessa got the customers their food, they would be happy, at least for the next few minutes.

      “Okay, what’s going on, Hale?” Tessa said as she came in and closed the door. Both of them decided to stand and ignore the chairs.

      “Do you know what Crack is, Mom?”

      “Like in a window?”

      “No. Like the drug.”

      “No. I’ve never heard of it. What’s wrong? Are you…”

      “No! Mom, listen. There’s a new drug being sold on the streets, or at least it will be in the next few months. It’s Cocaine, but it’s cooked down into chunks that are way cheaper, way more potent, and you can smoke them, so you don’t need needles. It’s probably going to be everywhere in a month or two.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Charlotte. She used to live in a really bad neighborhood.”

      “Should I be worried about you?”

      “No, of course not. But I am worried about you.”

      “Son, listen. I’m very sorry about the pills. I got hooked, and it was the worst feeling in the world. I’m doing a lot better now, and I have cut back the pills a lot since you were gone,” she declared proudly. “I just take one if I’m really hurting.”

      “Really?” Hale said, remembering Merrick’s words. “That’s cool, Mom.”

      “So, what are you so worried about?” she asked, crossing her arms and smiling.

      
        “I’m pretty sure Evan is making Crack Cocaine in our kitchen.”

      “What? No. Cocaine comes from South America and the Islands. I know that much.”

      “Yes, and it comes through Miami, and then up to Atlanta, where Evan buys it and cooks it into little rocks over our stove.”

      “Are you sure?” Tessa asked.

      “I’m not 100%, but I’m pretty sure. I’m sure enough to be worried about you and Dawn.”

      “I don’t know what to do. I mean, it’s Evan, you know? I can’t just call the cops on him.”

      “I know, Mom. I just…please be careful. Now that you know, watch what he does. Watch your back.”

      “I will, sweetie. I mean it. I’ll keep my eyes open.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      She didn’t tell Hale about the strange conversations and the slap Evan gave her a few days ago because she knew it would upset him or scare him. Hale didn’t tell his mom about the punches on Sunday morning because she didn’t need the added stress and worry. Their restraint was out of love for each other, but the silence was just what Evan needed.

      Hale rode home, put up his bike, and gave Boots a good scratch behind the ears. He noticed Evan’s truck parked on the grass, something he’d be sure to look for from now on. He tried the door, but it was locked. He could hear Evan murmuring and clanging around in the kitchen. Evan never bothered to lock the door, but maybe he needed a few extra seconds of warning before someone came in. Hale should have been concerned, but he was also irritated. This was his home, and he was tired of being worried about what he would find. He grabbed his keys, jammed them in the door, and turned the handle.

      He walked in, looked at Evan, and waited for a greeting. There was nothing. Hale dropped his bag, walked into the kitchen, and stood behind Evan as he stared at his delicate creation on the stove. Finally, he turned around and said, “What do you want?”

      “A million dollars.” Sometimes sarcasm was a great relief.

      
        “Yeah, me too. Why are you standing there?” he asked.

      “I’m just going to get something from the fridge.”

      Hale opened the fridge, scanned the empty shelves, and finally decided to take a couple of pieces of that fake cheese in the plastic wrapper.

      As he started walking back to his room, he felt a surge of anger, courage, or maybe insanity, and stopped and turned to Evan.

      “How’s that Double D’s Tea coming?”

      “What?”

      “That tea you’re working on. You said you had a new recipe.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s good. It’s real good.”

      “Cool. Can I taste some?”

      “No!” he recoiled. “I mean, I just have syrup. I don’t have any tea here now. You can taste it at the restaurant.”

      Hale sauntered over to the entryway and leaned against the wall. He took a deep breath, thought of his mom and Dawn, and let it out.

      “Are you making Crack?”

      “What?” he said, whipping around and trying to hide his shock.

      “I know what Crack is. Charlotte told me all about it.”

      “Is Charlotte some kind of expert?”

      “She grew up in the city, and her dad sold Cocaine. They had friends and neighbors from all over— Miami, the Islands — who told them about it. It’s cheaper, easier to take, and gives you a better high. It’s gonna take over very soon, maybe even in the next few months.”

      “Is that what her dad sold?” he asked, strategically gleaning information and avoiding Hale’s question.

      “I don’t know. All I know is that he was gunned down in his cab, and it was probably an unhappy customer.”

      “Well, don’t worry about me. I’m not on a street in Atlanta.”

      Hale was impressed. He managed to avoid giving him a direct answer, and he was amiable. He was either terrified that Hale knew what he was up to and he was trying to hide it, or he was really making a simple syrup. The funny thing is, syrup doesn’t look like brownish white chunks in plastic baggies.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen
      

      The electronic squealing, pulsating screech of his alarm pierced Hale’s dreams and dragged him kicking and screaming into consciousness.

      “Why can’t they make other sounds, like the Star Wars theme?” he moaned as he flipped the off switch.

      He pulled back his covers, sat up, swung his legs over the side of his bed, and rubbed his eyes. When he looked up, he almost jumped; Evan was standing in his doorway. The adrenaline pumped, but he didn’t move.

      “Good morning, Hale!” he said with uncharacteristic cheer.

      “Good morning?” he said with a questioning murmur.

      “I’ve got to run some errands today, so I thought I’d give you a lift to school.”

      “Really? It’s not that far. It’s only a twenty-minute bike ride.”

      “Well, today, it’ll be a five-minute ride in my truck.”

      It didn’t sound like a request, and Hale was too tired for a confrontation. Besides, his other eye just finished healing up.

      “Okay. We should probably leave at about seven. I get there a few minutes early to walk Charlotte to class.”

      “No problem. I want to meet her anyway.”

      Hale pulled on some clothes and shoes, brushed his teeth, fought the losing battle with his rebellious hair, and grabbed his book bag.

      “I’m ready when you are,” he said. He was as curious as he was apprehensive, but he threw his bag into the truck and jumped in. Evan was almost right; it took six minutes to get to school. They rolled up before the buses and stopped in front of the gym.

      “I meet Charlotte here,” he explained. “Look, she’s already here.”

      
        “Great!” Evan said. “Bring her over here a minute. I want to say hi.”

      “Um, okay,” Hale said.

      “Hey Charlotte!” he said.

      “Hey, Hale. Did you get a ride this morning?”

      “Yeah. For some reason, Evan almost insisted he give me a ride. It’s kinda weird.”

      “Does he seem okay?”

      “He seems cheery, which is very strange. He also said he wants to meet you.”

      “Me?”

      “I guess. You up to it?”

      “I can handle an introduction.”

      “Okay.”

      He guided her up to the truck, and Hale opened the passenger door.

      “Charlotte, this is Evan Lacroix. Evan, this is Charlotte Robinson.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Charlotte said, extending her hand.

      Evan stretched to reach her. “Nice to meet you, Charlotte. I see why Hale is so enamored with you.”

      “Charlotte, just to let you know, I am rolling my eyes right now,” Hale said.

      “Thank you, I guess,” she said with a nervous giggle.

      “Hey guys, we’re early. Why don’t we grab some breakfast?”

      “Um, we’re not that early,” Hale said. “Class starts in twenty minutes.”

      “No problem. If we’re a little late, I’ll write a note. Get in.”

      Once again, it didn’t sound like a question.

      Hale paused a few seconds, and thinking they would just run into the diner, he decided to go along.

      “Want to come, Charlotte? If we’re late, I’ll have my mom explain to Miss Macy.”

      
        “If you’re going, then I’m going,” she said.

      Instinctively, Hale got in first, helped Charlotte, and then reached across her legs to pull the door closed. He didn’t want her sitting next to Evan. Evan smiled, cranked the wheel, and then tore out of the entrance onto the highway. They passed the “Dawsonville City Limits” sign, and when Evan drove past the last street that could take them to the diner, he knew something was wrong.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “I like Tommy, but I’ve had enough of his cooking. Let’s hit a McDonald’s or something.”

      “Now we’re definitely going to be late,” Hale said.

      “I’ll write a note, remember?” Evan said. “Gheeze, kid, loosen up. It’s not gonna kill you. Live a little!”

      He was desperate to give Charlotte a questioning look, so he stealthily set his hand on her leg and gave it a long, gentle squeeze. He also gave her verbal cues when he could.

      “Gainesville,” he said, reading the sign. “I bet they have a bunch of McDonald’s.”

      “Yeah, one on every corner,” Evan said, staring straight ahead. Finally, they found some golden arches, and Evan pulled into the drive-through. “What Y'all want?” he said impatiently.

      “Egg McMuffin, please,” Charlotte said immediately.

      “That sounds good to me,” Hale said.

      They went up to the window, got their food, and Evan headed back out to the highway, heading south. They were definitely not going back to school.

      Hale started to feel the burn again: anger, fear, and this time a feeling of protection. He’d take blows till he was dead to protect Charlotte. He’d hit back. He might do worse.

      “Where are we going, Evan?” Hale asked.

      “I thought we’d play a little hooky. Let’s go to Atlanta.”

      “Do we have a choice?” Charlotte piped in. She wasn’t shy.

      
        Evan looked over at her and Hale, smiling. “Not today, sweetheart. Why don’t you tell me where your old neighborhood is? I’ve got some product that’ll move a lot faster down there than in little ol’ Dawsonville.”

      “Double D’s Tea?” Hale said with a smirk.

      “They can’t get enough of it,” Evan said, patting the bulging pocket of his army green jacket.

      “I don’t know my old address, and it’s not like I can see the street signs,” Charlotte said defiantly.

      “Oh, come on, sweetheart! You can do better than that. Give me something. Tell me where your daddy liked to go.”

      “Go to hell.”

      Hale clutched his fists and got ready to block a blow from Evan, but he was much more sinister than that today. He wasn’t reacting to anything; he had planned it all.

      “Well, that’s where I’ll probably end up, but in the meantime, let me tell you how this is going to go. We’re going to find a hotel room. We’re going to check in, and you’re going to tell me all about your old neighborhood. You’ll either answer me straight, or you’ll answer me after I beat the living shit out Hale. I’m not above leaning on you either, but somehow, I think you wouldn’t like your boyfriend squealing in pain.”

      Hale froze and clutched the seat on one side and Charlotte’s leg on the other. Charlotte put her hand over Hale’s.

      “We lived near the Fulton County Stadium, where the Braves play,” she said.

      “Near Grant Park?” he asked.

      “That’s the zoo, right?” Charlotte asked.

      “Yeah,” Evan said.

      “No. We were on the other side. I remember my dad saying he had to go around the stadium to get to the zoo.”

      “That’s the Pittsburgh area. Sounds like what I’m looking for.”

      They drove for what seemed like hours, and finally Evan pulled up to a run-down motel several blocks from the stadium.

      
        “I’m going to get a room. I can see the truck from the window. Stay put,” he said, raising his shirt and revealing the barrel of a respectable-looking revolver. “That’s a gun in my belt, Charlotte.”

      As soon as the truck door closed, Charlotte let out a muted scream of “Holy shit, Hale!”

      “I know! Don’t panic, Charlotte. Let’s just do what he says,” Hale strategized. “I have no idea how he plans to get away with this, but he wants to sell his Crack, not kill people. Let’s not get in his way.”

      “Okay, Hale. Good plan. And Hale?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Holy shit!”

      “Yeah. This is a cuss-worthy moment.”

      Evan came back to the truck, opened the door, and said, “Get out. We’re in 6B.”

      They scrambled out and followed Evan to the room. He opened the door, shooed them in, and then threw his small suitcase onto the bed, letting the door slam behind him. He unzipped it, and the first thing they saw was the rope.

      Evan pulled out the rope, pushed two chairs together back-to-back, and said, “Sit down.” They obeyed without comment.

      As he tied their hands together, he continued, “This is how this works. I’m going to move some product. When I get back, we’ll head home. When the moms ask what we did, I took you on a trip to the zoo. You’ll cover for me. You’ll be my partners. You see, if I keep taking off without a good reason, Tessa will get suspicious, but if I’m trying to be a better father figure, then all our outings will just earn me points. Of course, this won’t go on forever, but I just need to sell enough to get away from the diner and do something legit. I imagine it will be a few weeks, mostly nights and weekends, so you don’t miss too much school.”

      Hale and Charlotte stared as he secured their feet to the chairs, wrapped their torsos, and tied their necks together.

      “The reason you’ll be so eager to spend time with me is quite simple: if you don’t, if you call the police, or if you even hint at what I’m doing, I’ll put a bullet in old Macy and another in Tessa, which would be such a waste. Don’t worry about Dawn, though. She’s so fresh, I couldn’t kill her, at least not right away.”

      Hale gritted his teeth, clenched his fists, and started shaking. Charlotte must have picked up on his low grunts and movement because she said to him, “Breathe, Hale. Take deep breaths.”

      “Good girl. Hale’s right; you are smart.”

      By the time the lunch rush thinned out, Tessa was exhausted. Without Evan to help Tommy plate up the food and spot them on tables and coffee, Tessa was running double speed. When she finally had a minute to breathe, she went into Evan’s office and dialed the phone. If he was still sleeping, she might just kill him. There was no answer. There was no answer at his place either.

      “Gladys, I’ve got to run home a minute. Can you cover me for a bit?” she asked the other waitress.

      “Sure, hon. Just don’t ditch me for dinner,” she said.

      “Of course not. I’ll be back in half an hour.”

      Tessa fired up the sputtering Chevette and drove the few minutes to the trailer park. As she pulled in, the first thing she noticed was not the empty space where Evan’s truck usually was, but Hale’s bike leaning up against the steps. Hale always rode his bike to school.

      She pulled up, got out, and tried the door; it was locked. They never locked the door when they were home. She fumbled with her keys, opened the door, and went straight for Hale’s room. He was gone, and so was his book bag. Something wasn’t right.

      Coming back out to the kitchen, she grabbed the phone, but the neighbors were talking on the line.

      “Damn party lines!” she murmured.

      “What’s that?” came a cackle from the phone.

      “Sorry,” she blurted out and then hung up. She went back out to her car and kicked up gravel as she tore out of the trailer park and headed for the school.

      
        She sped into the parking lot, stopping in a teacher’s parking spot. She got out and ran into the office.

      “Excuse me, I need to check and see if Hale Turner is here?” she said, out of breath.

      “Hale Turner?” the secretary asked. “Are you his mother?”

      “Yes, ma’am. His bike is still at home, and he always rides his bike to school. I want to make sure he’s here.”

      “Sure. Let me just check the rosters…” she said, pulling out a large manila envelope and sifting through class roll sheets. “It looks like Hale has been marked absent.”

      Tessa’s heart sank. Where would he go? Why? Her mind went to the only place she could think of, and the car followed shortly after.

      Merrick heard the Chevette from the garage and came out before she stopped the car.

      “Tessa! It’s the middle of the day. What on earth tore you away from that diner?” Merrick said, wiping his hands.

      “Is Hale here?” she asked, trying to swallow her panic.

      “No. He should be in school, shouldn’t he?”

      “Yes, sir, except he didn’t show up. He’s never missed a day of school in his life. His bike is still at home.”

      “Is he with Evan?” Merrick asked, voicing his first suspicion and clarifying Tessa’s fear.

      “Maybe. His truck is gone, and he hasn’t been at the diner all day. What would he be doing with Hale?”

      “Well, with the way he’s treated Hale, I would want to find out right away.”

      “What do you mean?” Tessa asked, surprised. “He’s not dad of the year, but it’s not like he beats him.”

      “Maybe you should ask him about that.”

      “Ask him about what, Merrick? What’s going on?”

      “That’s a conversation for you two, but I will say we need to find him. With what Even has been up to, Hale is in real danger.”

      
        “Oh my God,” Tessa said, slumping against her car. “He tried to tell me something about Cocaine and this ‘Crack’ stuff. I didn’t know what to do. I still don’t.”

      “Is there anywhere else Hale might go? Is there a place he might go to if he wanted to get away from the house?”

      “Yes, there is: here.”

      “Anywhere else besides here and the diner?” Merrick pressed.

      “Yes! He has gone a couple of times up to Macy Woodard’s place.”

      “Come inside and let’s call Macy. If he’s not there, we’ll call the police.”

      The phone rang three times, and then Macy picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Macy Woodard?”

      “Yes?”

      “This is Tessa Turner, Hale’s mom.”

      “Oh, hello, sweetheart!”

      “Hi. Has Hale been to your place today?”

      “No. Why would he come here? Shouldn’t he be in school?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I checked, and he didn’t go to school. His bike is at home, and I don’t know where he is.”

      “Did you check with Merrick Malone, dear?”

      “I’m here now.”

      “Oh, I see. Is it possible he’s with, uh, your friend?”

      “I can’t find Evan, either. To be honest, that’s what worries me.”

      Merrick let Tessa use his phone to call the police. He was too far out to have a party line, and nothing starts gossip like a 911 call on a party line. After she gave them all the info, she hung up and tried to hold back her tears.

      “Why don’t you head on home and wait there. When your daughter gets home from school, maybe she can fill in for you at the diner.”

      
        “That’s probably a good idea. Thanks, Merrick.”

      By the time Tessa pulled up to the trailer, there was already a Dawson County Sheriff Deputy there.

      “Tessa Turner?” he asked as she got out of the car.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ve got the word out to look for Hale. Why don’t we go inside and get some more details for the report.”

      They went inside and sat at the dining room table, where he took out his clipboard and started taking notes.

      “When’s the last time you saw Hale?” he asked.

      “This morning. He was sleeping in his bed when I left to open the diner.”

      “Could he have taken a vehicle?”

      “My boyfriend, Evan Lacroix, has a truck, but he’s gone too.”

      “So why did you call the police if it appears he’s with Evan?”

      “He’s never missed a day of school, and I’m concerned that…”

      “Concerned about what, ma’am?”

      “I’m concerned Evan might be getting into something illegal, and I don’t want Hale to be in danger.

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Hale said he thinks Evan is selling Cocaine. He said something about ‘Crack.’ It’s supposed to be some new kind of Cocaine.”

      “Why didn’t you call us before now, Ms. Turner?” he asked with an accusatory tone.

      “I wasn’t sure. I mean, he’s my boss, too. I’ve never seen him with any kind of drugs, and I don’t want to call the police on my boss if I’m not sure.”

      “I see.”

      The deputy looked around the kitchen, and something on the old, faded Formica countertops caught his eye. He got up, wet his finger, slid it across the surface, and then touched it to his tongue.

      
        “It looks like your son was right. There’s Cocaine residue all over this counter.”

      “Oh dear God,” Tessa said, feeling the blood drain from her face.

      “I hate to tell you this, Ms. Turner, but I’m going to have to place you under arrest for possession of Cocaine. This is your trailer and your kitchen, and this is real Cocaine.”

      “But I never touched that stuff. What about Hale? You can’t take me to jail! I’ve got to get back to work…”

      “Ms. Turner,” the deputy said firmly. “Take a deep breath. This is happening. We’ll keep looking for your son and Evan Lacroix, but in the meantime, you have to come with me. I understand what you’re saying, but you’re going to need to explain that to a judge, and I suggest you have an attorney do that for you. You have the right to remain silent…”

      Merrick didn’t usually rush to answer his phone, but he answered on the first ring this evening. Macy’s voice wasn’t frantic, but she was shaken.

      “Merrick, my Charlotte wasn’t waiting for me after school today. I went inside, and they said she was marked absent. I took her to school myself and watched her go to the gym and wait by the doors. She waits there for Hale, and he walks her to class every day. She was there at 7:00, but she never made it to class. I think she didn’t make it to class for the same reason Hale didn’t make it.”

      “Evan.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Tessa called the police, but I haven’t heard anything yet. There’s not much we can do except be ready. I’ve got my scanner and radio tuned and turned up in the garage. I’ll make sure I’ve got everything I need.”

      “Thank you, Merrick. I’ll call if I hear anything. You might want to put that whiskey down tonight.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen
      

      
        “How ong do you hink we’f een here, Hale?” Charlotte mumbled through her gag.

      “A coufle o hous,” he mumbled back.

      After pushing his tongue hard against the gag, soaking it in saliva and stretching it with the movement of his jaw, Hale was able to slip it down out of his mouth onto his chin.

      “Whew!” he said, breathing steadily again. “That’s a relief. Try to stretch it down over your chin…”

      “Like this?” Charlotte said clearly.

      “Yeah. Now let’s chew through the ropes.”

      “You watch too much Scooby Doo, Hale.”

      “Rut Row!” he barked, imitating the cartoon icon. In a brief moment of levity, they both laughed, releasing some of the tension.

      “I hate this neck rope,” Hale complained. “It’s irritating my skin, and I’m afraid if we try to move anywhere, we’ll hang ourselves.”

      “I think that was the point.”

      “I really hate that guy,” Hale said.

      “Me too,” Charlotte said. “I think he qualifies as a grade ‘A’ asshole, don’t you think?”

      “I can’t argue with that.”

      “I never thought I’d rather be in school. This sucks,” Charlotte complained.

      “I always pictured my first time alone in a motel room with a girl a little differently,” Hale quipped.

      Charlotte laughed. “Yeah, me too. I guess we don’t have to worry about temptation!”

      “I bind that spirit of lust in the name of Jesus!” Hale mocked as Charlotte laughed. “I bind your hands, I bind your feet, and I bind you by your very neck, you lustful spirit!”

      Charlotte giggled and sighed, and then asked, “So what would we do if we weren’t tied up?”

      
        “We’d eat pizza, ice cream, and watch movies. I’d describe what’s happening, of course,” Hale imagined.

      “Is that it?” she asked.

      “Well, I might need to practice my kissing.”

      “Is that it?” she taunted him.

      “I would never take advantage of you, Charlotte. You don’t ever have to worry about that.”

      “I know that, Hale. But…what if I wanted to take advantage of you?”

      “I never thought of that.”

      “Don’t worry. I have my standards, and even if I didn’t, Miss Macy would make sure I had my standards!”

      Hale laughed. “I wouldn’t dare cross her.”

      “What did your momma teach you?” she asked.

      “I guess I really learned from my dad. He said if I ever ‘tangle with a girl’ I better be ready to marry her and raise that baby because it would be my responsibility. That kinda stuck with me. Now I don’t have a dad, and I see why.”

      “He sounds like he was pretty cool.”

      “Yeah, he was. It sucks losing your dad.”

      “Yeah, it does.”

      “Charlotte, did you grab my book bag when we came in?”

      “We didn’t grab anything. He basically shoved us out of the truck and into the room.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?” she asked. “It’s not like we’re going to sit here and do homework.”

      “I probably wouldn’t do it anyway!” Hale laughed.

      “So why do you ask?”

      “Ah, nothing. I just have my inhaler in there.”

      “Oh.”

      
        “It’s ok. I only need it if I have an attack.”

      “Okay. Maybe Evan will bring it in or let us go get it when he gets back.”

      “Yeah,” Hale said, fidgeting with the rope around their necks.

      Charlotte tried to sit back and give the ropes as much slack as possible. She realized the scope of the problem immediately, and she knew instinctively how self-fulfilling anxiety can be.

      “So, you plannin’ to come over on Sunday?” She asked, attempting to create a distraction.

      “Yeah…” he said weakly. She could hear the rasp of his breath as he inhaled.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “My chest is tightening,” he admitted. “I tried not to freak out…because I know that makes it worse… but I can’t help it.”

      “Okay, Hale, stop talking. Take deep breaths and then let them out slowly. That will help calm you.”

      “Okay.”

      She could hear him struggling and felt the tugs on the neck rope each time he inhaled. Talking took his breath, but silence was just as bad.

      “I’m going to tell you a story. Don’t interrupt me.”

      She heard a faint chuckle.

      “Once upon a time, there was a princess in a faraway land, and her name was ‘Yolanda.’ Don’t laugh, this is my fairytale!

      “One day, she was visited by a magical fairy, who offered to grant her one wish. She could have whatever she wanted— lots of cash, fame, talent, even straight hair— but it would come at a price. I mean, nothin’s free in life, right? So Princess Yolanda thought about it, and as much as she wanted straight hair, she thought being smart was better, and she could be smart and still have a rockin’ ‘fro.

      “She told the fairy she wanted brains, and the fairy was pleased. ‘A wise choice, young one,’ she said. ‘Because of your wisdom, I have decided to throw in a bonus— I’ll make you pretty, too.’ Yolanda was ecstatic! ‘Thank you! Thank you!’ she kept saying.

      “‘Of course, there is still a price,’ the fairy said. ‘In exchange for intelligence and brains, you will have to give up something of great value. You will have to give up your sight.’ Yolanda was devastated.”

      Hale’s breathing was fairly steady, but he struggled hard. She could hear him taking a breath as if he was trying to put air into an impossibly thick latex balloon.

      “Finally, Princess Yolanda decided that with brains she could rule her kingdom and with beauty she could disarm her enemies. Sight was a much more common ability, and her servants could be her eyes for her. ‘I made up my mind,’ she told the fairy. ‘I will give up my sight for wisdom and beauty. And with the beauty, can I please get some good braids? As long as the magic is happening, I’d like to get a decent hairdo.’ So the fairy granted her wish, and Yolanda became the wisest and prettiest ruler ever, even better than the queen. Eventually, she met a very nice prince, and even though he had red hair, they fell in love and lived happily ever after. The end. How’d you like one?”

      There was silence.

      “Hale?”

      She jostled the ropes, tugging gently at the rope around their necks, and she felt him slump over to the side. He couldn’t go far, but she felt his head fall to the side and the rope on their necks press into her throat.

      “Dear God. Hale! Hale! Say something! You can talk. You can talk now, Hale. Please talk, Hale! Hale!” she screamed. She jostled the ropes harder, shaking back and forth. “Hale! Wake up! Stay with me!” There was no response. “Lord Jesus, keep that boys’ lungs open.”

      Suddenly, she heard the keys jingling in the door, and her heart felt as if it was leaping out of her chest.

      “Oh yeah! This is not going to take as long as…” Evan starts.

      “Evan! Evan!’ shouted Charlotte. “Get Hale’s book bag! Get it out of your truck! It has his inhaler! He’s having an attack! Hurry!”

      “Oh hell…I can’t even celebrate five seconds before that little shit has another crisis.” He turned around and went back down to his truck, but clearly not feeling the sense of urgency Charlotte was. After an eternal minute and a half, Evan sauntered back in and threw the book bag on the floor.

      “I’m going to take a bath,” he said as he untied Charlotte. “You deal with that. I’ve been stayin’ in that crap trailer so long I don’t remember the last time I had a bath.”

      Charlotte leapt out of the chair, fumbled with the bag, and found the inhaler. She shook it, pushed Hale’s head back, and put her hand on his chest. As soon as she felt him try to take a shallow breath, she pressed the button.

      Evan ran the bath water, singing badly and laughing to himself. Charlotte heard him mumbling and sloshing around in the tub, and then put her head to Hale’s mouth. He was breathing, but barely. He was on death’s door, and all Evan could think about was his bath; Charlotte’s blood began to boil, but she focused on Hale. She repeated the process three more times, and each time his breaths became louder and deeper. Finally, his eyes fluttered, he looked at Charlotte, looked at the inhaler, and seemed to become aware of what was happening. He took the inhaler from Charlotte, exhaled as best he could, and then took a herculean breath while pumping the medicine down his throat. Charlotte could smell the Styrofoam mist as Hale got more and more air into his lungs.

      “Hale? Is it working?” Charlotte asked.

      “Yeah,” he wheezed. “I’ll need a nebulizer, and I’m not sure what ten doses of Albuterol will do to my heart, but I’ll live.”

      “We need to get you to the hospital. Let me get Evan.”

      “Charlotte, don’t. Who knows what he…”

      “You need to go to the hospital. He’s going to take us if I have to yank his red neck ass out of that tub.”

      Charlotte marched to the bathroom door and tried the handle. It opened, and she swung the door open. “We need to get Hale to the hospital now.”

      “What the…?” Evan shouted. “Who the hell do you think you are, you little bitch? Get the hell out of here, unless you like seeing grown men.”

      
        “I’m blind you dumbass.”

      Hale heard the commotion and came up behind Charlotte. He didn’t have much strength left, but just like with Troy, he’d take the blows first as long as he could if he had to.

      “We’ll go home when I goddam well feel like it, and then Tessa can take him to the hospital if she wants. Last time he went, they just gave him those inhalers, and he has them now, so what’s the point?”

      “The point is that he almost died, and he needs to see a doctor. We need to go now!” she yelled.

      “Apparently, you didn’t hear. Shut the hell up and get your scrawny little nigger ass out of my bathroom before I show you what you’re missing. In fact, maybe I’ll do that anyway. I need some payback for putting up with your mouth,” he said, slowly standing up in the tub.

      Hale’s blood surged. Suddenly, it was no longer about him or the hospital or anything else. He pushed past Charlotte, scanned the wall, and made a few quick calculations.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doin’ you little shit?” Evan sneered at Hale. “You wanna watch while me and your girlfriend have a little fun?”

      Hale gritted his teeth, narrowed his eyes, and clenched his fists as his rage burned the last remnants of intimidation from his mind. He took the hair dryer from the countertop, plugged it in, turned it on, and slammed it down into the water.

      The cacophony of pain followed a distinct order: the screams of Evan as he tried to hop out of the tub and then fell back in convulsing wildly, the snapping of the electricity arcing angrily from the hair dryer, the final and loud pop accompanied by a flash that blew the circuit breaker and cut out all the lights, and the angry groans of a partially electrocuted naked man.

      “Ahhh…” he moaned, rubbing multiple burn marks and trying to regain feeling in his appendages. “You little f….I’m going to… kill you both.”

      “That’s not a figure of speech, Hale,” Charlotte said, remembering the pistol he brought with him into the bathroom. Evan and Hale were both incapacitated by the darkness, but nothing changed for Charlotte, and she seized on her advantage. She lunged toward the tub, ripped the cord from the socket, took it in both hands, and threw it around Evan’s neck. She twisted it three times and pulled with all her might, putting one foot in the water for leverage. Hale deduced what she was doing and stepped around her, grabbing the cord in front of her hands.

      “Keep twisting,” he grunted as they fought against Evan’s flailing body. The shock sucked the strength from Evan, and even as he was fighting for his life, he didn’t have enough left in him to overpower the both of them. Evan’s screams were flattened into hisses and grunts with the tightening of the cord, and as they twisted and collapsed his trachea, he was completely muted except for a few nasal squeaks.

      They held the cord with everything they had, even after he stopped moving. If they let go too soon, they were dead. There was no question about it, and if they were dead, there was a good chance Macy, Tessa, and especially Dawn were next. After a few minutes of deathly silence, Hale spoke up. “See if you can find his keys in his pants.”

      Charlotte felt around, found the jeans, and fished out the truck keys. “Got ‘em. Can you drive us to the hospital? I know where it is.”

      “Yeah. Let’s get out of here,” Hale said, still wheezing with each breath. “I don’t want to explain this to the police.”

      “Do you think the phone works? Macy will know what to do.”

      “See if it has a dial tone. Blowing a breaker shouldn’t affect the phone. I know because we’ve had our lights cut off several times, but we could always make a call.”

      Charlotte felt her way to the phone on the desk, felt the circle of the old rotary dial phone, and dialed Macy from memory.

      “Miss Macy, it’s me, Charlotte.”

      “Sweet baby, are you alright?”

      “Yes, ma’am, more or less. Evan took us. It’s a long story, but I’ve got to go to the hospital with Hale. He had a bad attack. We didn’t call the police yet because we weren’t sure what to do. We’ve got Evan’s keys, and he’s…he’s not getting out of the bathtub anytime soon.”

      
        “You done right, baby. Get that boy to a docta, and I’ll handle everything else.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Should I call the police?”

      “No, child. I’ll take care of everything. I’ll meet you at the hospital in a couple of hours. Emory or Grady?”

      “Emory.”

      Even as the adrenaline surged, their legs weren’t steady as they stumbled out to the truck. Hale opened Charlotte’s door, and she scolded him. “Would you quit being a gentleman for two seconds! I can get in myself! Let’s go!”

      Hale sped over to the driver’s side, tried a couple of keys until he found the right one, and fired it up.

      “Great,” Hale said. “He didn’t leave us much gas.”

      “That’s okay,” Charlotte said, holding up a wad of cash. “I found this with the keys.”

      “Ha! He’s finally good for something.”

      “Head for the stadium and then go north. My dad said there are signs for the hospitals all over.”

      “My mom’s going to be freakin’ out,” Hale said as he gulped in another deep breath and rubbed his chest. He could get air, but his chest was on fire, and his heart was racing. Albuterol speeds up everything, especially your heart rate.

      “Miss Macy will call her. She said she would handle everything.”

      For a few minutes, Hale concentrated on avoiding cops, all other cars, and traffic lights. Each time he found a blue “H”, he followed the signs. They really were everywhere. After a heavy silence, he addressed the elephant.

      “Do you think we’ll get in trouble?” he asked.

      “He was going to kill us.”

      “I know, but a man is dead. There could be consequences. Whatever happens, you didn’t touch that cord.”

      “I don’t think we’ll…” she started to say.

      
        “You didn’t touch that cord. If anything goes to court, you’re not going to get a fair shake like me, and there’s no way I’m letting you take any heat for that bastard. It’s all me, understand?”

      “Okay, Hale,” she said, putting a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Miss Macy will fight for us. She knows we had to defend ourselves.”

      “Merrick Malone knows, too. He knows what Even did to me. He’ll believe us.”

      “What about your mom?”

      “I don’t know. I guess we’ll see,” Hale said.

      “If she doesn’t, you might want to let her in on Evan’s little plan. She was the first one on his list.”

      “So much for love, huh?” Hale said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah,” she said, stroking his arm and feeling his labored breathing through her hands as he navigated the busy streets. Suddenly, he wasn’t the nerdy kid who was so sweet and gentle. She knew that night had changed him. It changed their relationship. They fought back. They survived. They had to kill, and they did it for each other.

      “Love is a funny thing,” she said as she scooted next to him on the bench seat and lay her head on his shoulder.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen
      

      This was the first time I met Hale Turner. The AJC had me on assignment to investigate some rumor about a blind kid driving himself to the hospital after an asthma attack. Of course, the rumor had it all wrong, but the real story was one I would never forget.

      “Good morning,” I said as he sat eating his breakfast in his hospital bed. He had oxygen monitors and heart monitors, but he seemed perfectly fine to me. I introduced myself: “I’m Urie Feldman, a reporter with the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. I was sent to find out about a blind kid who drove himself to the hospital. I’m starting to think the story is not exactly accurate.”

      
        Hale smiled and wiped his mouth. He extended his hand and introduced himself with a poise I didn’t expect from a sixteen-year-old.

      “Hale Turner,” he said. “And I am definitely not blind.”

      I sat next to his bed and took out my notebook. “So, where do you think this rumor came from?”

      “Probably because of Charlotte. Charlotte was with me, and she is blind.”

      “I see,” I said, scribbling the names down. “Did you have an asthma attack?”

      “Yes, sir. I couldn’t get to my inhaler, and it was pretty scary for a while. I started losing consciousness, but Charlotte got my inhaler and pretty much saved my life.”

      “Well, now, this is starting to sound like a news story. So why couldn’t you get to your inhaler?”

      “Because we were kidnapped and tied up in a motel room.”

      I dropped my pen. Now we really did have a news story. He recounted the events from the day before, including the traumatic bathtub incident where he saved Charlotte. He described how when the police came and talked to him, he was afraid they were going to arrest him, but they told him not only was he defending himself, but they didn’t find Evan’s body at the motel. They also said the emergency room staff remembered Hale driving up in the truck and parking near the ER entrance, but when the police looked for it, it was gone. They think he may have somehow regained consciousness, taken a cab to the hospital, taken his truck, and fled.

      The more he spoke, the more I wanted to know.

      “So how in the world did you and Charlotte end up in that motel room?” I asked.

      “Not by choice, so don’t get any ideas,” he nearly scolded me. He was definitely a southern boy and a bit of an old soul. “Evan is— or was— my mom’s boss and boyfriend. He owns the Dawsonville Diner where my mom works. He had somehow heard about Crack Cocaine, and he wanted to be one of the first people to sell it in Atlanta. I walked in on him a couple of times trying to cook it up over our stove. Charlotte came from a rough neighborhood and knew about Crack, so Evan got it in his head that he would take us both for a ride. He wanted Charlotte to tell him where she used to live so he could try and sell some of his Crack, and he wanted us both to come so he could threaten us to keep us quiet.”

      “Wow. You don’t expect that to come out of a small town in North Georgia,” I said. “Tell me about Charlotte.” By the way his face lit up, I knew immediately she was special. I tried not to chuckle when his heart monitor audibly sped up at the mention of her name.

      “Charlotte is my best friend. I guess you could call us more than friends,” he said as he blushed in a moment that finally belied his age. “We met at…”

      He stopped. He had been enthusiastically rambling off his story, but something made him hit a bump in the road. I got the sense he was trying to protect Charlotte.

      “We met at a hospital during Spring Break. She had some pretty big family issues, and I had…another asthma attack. This time my inhaler broke, and my spare was locked up at school, so my mom had to take me to the ER. We got to know each other, and then she was put in a foster home close to Dawsonville, where I live. When she came into my Math class one day, I couldn’t believe it! What are the chances, right? Anyway, I help her around the school, and sometimes she helps me with schoolwork. She is super smart.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you think Charlotte is pretty special.”

      “She’s amazing.”

      “I think I’m going to have to meet this special girl.”

      “Tessa?” called the Sheriff’s Deputy.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Come with me. You’re going home.”

      “Oh, thank you, Jesus!” she cried. “What happened? Is it bail? Do I have to come back to court?”

      
        “Slow down, slow down,” the deputy said. “Here are your things. Get dressed, and then head to the Sheriff’s office. He will explain everything. Want some coffee? It’s not as good as yours, but it’s hot.”

      “Yes, please.”

      She changed her clothes, brushed her teeth and hair, and walked into the Sheriff’s office.

      “Have a seat, Tessa.”

      “Thanks, Sheriff. What’s going on?”

      “Did you bring Cocaine into your trailer?” he asked with a crooked smile.

      “No way, Sheriff. I can’t even afford my light bill half the time, so where would I get money for Cocaine?”

      “I didn’t think so. I got a call from Atlanta PD. They found Hale and Charlotte Robinson at Emory Hospital.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “Don’t worry; they’re fine. Hale had an asthma attack, but he’s okay.”

      “What were they doing in Atlanta?”

      “Tessa, it was Evan. They told the police a crazy story about how he took them from school, and then took them against their will to Atlanta to sell some Crack Cocaine he just made. They said he asked Charlotte about her old neighborhood, and then tied them up and threatened them while he hit the streets to sell his drugs.”

      “I can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. “I knew he was frustrated about money, but taking the kids? What did he threaten them with?”

      “He threatened them with the only thing that would guarantee their silence: he threatened to kill you and Macy Woodard if they said a word.”

      Tessa sat in stunned silence as the weight of the betrayal settled in.

      “Here’s what I’m concerned with, Tessa. They told the police they had a physical struggle with Evan, and they thought they had killed him. The Atlanta PD said the physical evidence in the room matched their story— the burned-up hairdryer, the blown breaker, and water everywhere— but Evan wasn’t there. They said the kids drove his truck to the hospital, and the hospital staff confirmed this, but his truck was gone this morning. I doubt we’ll see Evan again, seeing as he faces kidnapping, child endangerment, assault, and a bunch of drug charges, but if he comes back, I’m worried it might be to harm you. We’re going to keep an eagle eye on the Diner, but I want you to watch your back too. Call us if you need anything.”

      “Uh, um, okay, Sheriff,” she said, still absorbing the shock. “Um, Sheriff?” she asked, glassy-eyed.

      “Yes?”

      “What do I do now?”

      “Well, first you walk out of here. Obviously, we know where the Cocaine came from, so I dropped all charges. I’ll have a deputy take you home, and then you might want to take a trip to Atlanta and pick up your son from the hospital. After that, go to work tomorrow, enjoy your family, and live your life. Hell, with Evan gone, maybe you can buy the Diner! Lord knows you’re the one that really runs that place.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      What’s the first thing you are told after a traumatic experience? “Life goes on.” For Hale and Charlotte, that meant school, at least for a few more weeks. Hale met Charlotte in front of the gym, and for Macy, he was a reassuring sight. She waved, and they headed to class.

      “I guess you tried to break the curse by dying on me early,” Charlotte prodded. “Don’t ever do that again.”

      Hale chuckled. “Well, I guess you won’t let me!”

      “Hale?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you remember how bad your eye was after Troy took a swing at you?”

      “Yeah. It sucked.”

      “Do you remember Evan’s cut under your other eye?”

      
        “Kinda hard to forget.”

      “Did it seem like they healed up pretty fast?”

      “Yeah, real fast. It was only a day or two.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I figured ‘cause Miss Macy made me ice it up, and maybe ‘cause we prayed about it.”

      “Do you believe in healing?”

      “Sure.”

      “What about like a miraculous healing?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen one, but I suppose God can do anything. Lots of people claim to have seen miracles.”

      “I need to tell you something, but I don’t want you to think I’m weird,” she said, slowing her walk and fidgeting nervously.

      “Weird? I’m the guy who thinks he’s cursed. Try and top that.”

      Charlotte giggled and relaxed a bit. “I think I can heal people.”

      “Really?”

      “Not really me, but I think God does it with me, or through me, or something like that.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just get a feeling, almost like God puts a thought in my mind, and I know if someone can be healed or not. Like with you, both times I just knew you were supposed to be healed, and both times you woke up with no bruises.”

      “I didn’t think about it too much, but that is true. It’s like normal healing, but faster.”

      “It’s like that,” Charlotte explained. “In the motel, I knew you weren’t supposed to die, even while I was freaking out, and I prayed. You hung on for almost an hour after your attack before we got the inhaler. Is that normal?”

      
        “No. I usually lose consciousness about ten or fifteen minutes into an attack, and from there, the doctors said I could die within another five or ten minutes.”

      “It’s not just you. I’ve prayed for lots of people, and they always get healed. At our old place, we had a stray cat that came around, and I loved that thing. One day, my daddy found it dead on our steps, so he let me say goodbye while he got a trash bag to get rid of it.”

      “Why didn’t he just bury it?” Hale asked, his country boy coming out.

      “We lived in apartments. No shovels, no yard.”

      “Oh.”

      “I prayed over that ugly old gray tabby cat, and all of a sudden it started breathing. When my dad came back rattling that plastic bag, it took off like a rocket!”

      “So, you think you might have some kind of special power or something like that?”

      “I guess so. I remember my mom saying she had some kind of ‘special gift’ once when I was little, but she got so messed up with her drugs, I could never really talk to her about it. The thing is, she wrote me a letter from jail, and she gave me my grandma’s address down in Florida. I was thinking about writing to her.”

      “You should, Charlotte! The less family you have, the more important they become.”

      “My mom didn’t get along with her very well, so we didn’t visit. I don’t know anything about her except her name and that she’s my mom’s mom.”

      “I say write her a letter and see what she says. What’s the worst that can happen?” Hale said.

      “She can sue for custody, force me to move to Florida, and enslave me on her gator-infested orange plantation where I will die of some mosquito-borne tropical disease,” Charlotte said.

      “Yeah, but you’d get free orange juice.”

      Charlotte laughed so hard she snorted, and it took a couple of minutes for the laugh-snort-laugh cycle to finally die down.

      
        “If I write my grandma, you should talk to Merrick about your grandpa. I think we both could learn something if we dig into our family histories. We’ve got some pretty big questions that are worth trying to answer.”

      Hale knew she was right, but part of him wanted his last thought about the curse to be the coin toss. He also realized Merrick wouldn’t be around forever, and he was the best link to his family’s past.

      “Deal. You write to your grandma, and I’ll pick Merrick’s brain until there’s nothing left. If he has a little moonshine, he’ll tell me everything.”

      After school, Hale rode straight to the diner. Besides the fact that no one wanted to be alone anywhere Evan could show up, Tessa was pulling triple duty. The people and the bills had to be paid, so she became the new manager by default. Of course, when you’re counting cash, it’s hard to bring plates and refill coffee, so Dawn started putting in some extra hours after school, and Hale decided he would do what he could.

      “Hey, sweetie, what are you doing here?” Tessa asked from behind Evan’s desk. She tried to act happy to see him, but the strain was evident.

      “Don’t worry Mom, I don’t need anything. I just want to help out.”

      She sighed and smiled at her son. “Thanks, sweetie. Why don’t you ask Tommy if there is anything you can do in the kitchen? If not, there are always plates that need to go out, drinks that need to be filled, and wiping things down.”

      “Wiping what down?”

      “Everything.”

      Hale headed in and tried not to notice how far Tommy’s greasy white pants had fallen below the string of his apron in the back. He was always hunched over the grill.

      “Hey, Mr. Tommy! Is there anything I can do to help out?”

      “You’re trying to help out mom, huh?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, you showed up in the kitchen. You’re already more help than Evan.”

      
        “Ha ha! Yes, sir.”

      “Why don’t you run those dishes through the dishwasher, and then I’ll get you to help me with some of the prep. You can slice a tomato and leave all your fingers still attached, can’t you?”

      Hale laughed and glanced at his hands instinctively. “Yes, sir!”

      He didn’t mind the dishes so much. They had a good, high-powered sprayer that got all the big stuff, and then he just slid the dish racks across the rollers into the dishwasher, and it blasted them with steaming hot water, soap, and disinfectant.

      As he finished up the last rack, Dawn came in, wiping her brow on her sleeve. “What are you doing here?” she asked Hale.

      “Same as you. I’m trying to help mom out.”

      “Cool. Can you help me? I’m swamped out there, and the dinner rush is just heating up.”

      “Mr. Tommy said he could have me help with prep.”

      “I got it, kid,” he interjected. “Keep the customers happy. We need their money.”

      “Yes, sir. I don’t know who ordered what, but I can go around and fill drinks and coffee,” he offered.

      “That helps a lot. Thanks, buddy.”

      Hale had to admit that he was having fun. It wasn’t his dream career, of course, but being in a place of business and serving customers made him feel like he was part of something real. He made the rounds, refilling coffee, cokes, and tea. He grabbed an occasional ketchup bottle, salt shakers, and stack of napkins. His natural smile inspired a similar response from the customers, who appreciated a fresh face, genuine enthusiasm, and quick service. As he made a second round with the two coffee pots, he stopped and almost jumped back when he got to the tall older man at the counter. Merrick Malone didn’t smile, but he nodded and pushed his cup towards Hale.

      “You got a new job?” he asked.

      “Not really, sir. I just wanted to try and help my mom and Dawn out.”

      
        “That’s good of you, son. You’re not afraid of hard work.”

      “No, sir. It hasn’t killed me yet.”

      Merrick chuckled with a low, gravely sound and smiled at Hale.

      “When you come over Saturday, we’ll put the front end and axles on, and if we have time, we’ll work on the wheels and brakes. Next week we can start painting and putting some rubber on those alloys between coats. What color do you want?”

      “I get to choose what color?” he asked, surprised.

      “Of course. I’m not Henry Ford. There are other colors besides black.”

      “Red,” Hale said without hesitation. “If I have a choice, I choose red.”

      “You know cops look for red cars, right. They can spot them a mile away,” Merrick said.

      “So can girls,” Hale said with a proud smirk.

      “Touché,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee.

      “Did you hear about the other night?” Hale asked, beginning to finally feel at ease around Merrick.

      “You mean with Evan?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I heard. You doin’ okay?”

      “Yes, sir. I had an asthma scare, but I’m fine. Charlotte really saved me on that one. I just hope he doesn’t come back and try to…”

      “Don’t worry about him,” Merrick said confidently. “He’s not coming back here.”

      “The police said his body…I mean, he…was not at the motel. His truck was gone too. They think he might have fled.”

      “Don’t worry, son. He won’t be coming back here.”

      There was finality in his voice that Hale didn’t dare to question, even if he didn’t understand why. Merrick Malone was not a man to make false claims or use politeness to make you feel better.

      
        “Well, good. I wish my mom could buy this place. She loves it so much, and she basically runs it.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about that either. It takes time for these things to work themselves out, and as long as this place is taking in money, it’s not going anywhere.”

      Hale bussed a few tables and carried the dishes back to the sinks where he would rack them up, spray them down, and put them through the dishwasher. As he set them down, he felt and then heard the thundering rumble of Merrick’s ’28 Ford pick-up fire up. He went back out through the swinging door just in time to see Merrick roar off down the highway, rattling the windows in a very unapologetic fashion. He also noticed that some water spilled from the bed of his truck as he took off. It was strange because there hadn’t been any rain in at least a couple of weeks.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen
      

      Saturday morning, Hale was anxious to get busy working on the Camaro. He knew he could start working, at least sanding, if he got there before Merrick was up, since nothing was really closed or locked up in the garage.

      He rolled through the jungle of Merrick’s drive and landed in front of the garage. There was no sign of Merrick, but it was early. He went in to look at the car, and he was surprised to see axles on the frame rails. It was also a bit warm in the garage, despite the cool morning breeze. Apparently, a new batch of moonshine was cooking.

      “What do you say we put some wheels on this thing?” Merrick bellowed from the front door.

      “Gheeze, you scared me!” Hale said, patting his chest. “I thought you were still sleeping.”

      “Nah. I got hungry.

      “I thought we had to paint before we put the wheels on?” he remembered.

      
        “You’re paying attention,” Merrick said. “Painting will take some time, but in between coats we can attach the brakes. I’m replacing the stock drum brakes with disc brakes all the way around.”

      “If you’re going faster, then you need to be able to stop faster,” Hale said.

      “Exactly. Want some breakfast? I made extra biscuits, and I used butter, not axle grease, I promise.”

      Hale laughed and said, “That sounds good.”

      Hale had never been inside Merrick’s place. Stepping through the door, he was hit by a light waft of musty air, but it was not moldy or dusty; it had the feel of a grand old sturdy wood-floored farmhouse that had just sat through a few decades. It wasn’t sparkling, but it was orderly. When they walked into the kitchen, the smell of the biscuits finally announced itself, and they sat at his old, faded kitchen table whose varnish had lost its luster sometime in the early 1970s.

      Merrick set a couple of biscuits in front of Hale with a soft cube of butter on a plate. He noticed Hale hesitate and asked, “Do you want some honey or jam?”

      Hale smiled. “Honey would be perfect.”

      Merrick went to a cupboard and brought down an old ceramic honey pot with a small wooden honey dipper inside. “Slathering those things in butter and honey, huh?”

      “Oh yeah,” Hale said, unconsciously licking his lips as he drizzled the honey and stirred it with the melted butter with his finger.

      “I’ll be damned. Your granddaddy Bernie did the same thing. Your dad liked honey on his, but Ollie never swirled it around with the butter like you and Bernie.”

      Hale smiled as he took a bite. It felt like part of him was alive in the past, but that feeling was under the cloud of the Turner curse.

      “Mr. Merrick, what did Grandpa Bernie tell you about our curse?”

      Merrick sighed heavily, remembering Tessa’s words.

      “What do you know?”

      
        “Not much. Mom never talks about it because she thinks it’ll make me depressed or scared. All daddy ever told me was that we had an ancestor who owned slaves, and one had a baby. Our ancestor did something bad, like killed or gave away the baby, and the slave put a curse on us. All the men in our family would die when they hit forty. He said something about ‘have their breath taken away.’ I know grandpa and dad died at forty, but I don’t know about anyone else.”

      Merrick sighed again. “Well, I swore to your mama I wouldn’t fill your head with ideas, but you already have the gist of it. I suppose I can give you a few more details.”

      Hale kept eating, but his appetite was barely pushing through his rapt attention and laser focus. This was the real story.

      “Your ancestor was Harland Turner. He was married to a woman named Mallory, and they had a son named Henry, I believe. They had a small farm in Macon and two female slaves. The younger one was named Sally, and the older one was named Judith. Sally got pregnant by Harland and had the baby in the quarters. Harland was terrified his wife Mallory would find out, especially after the baby appeared very light-skinned. Sally named the baby Lily. Harland panicked and put the baby in one of those old carpetbags, telling Sally he had arranged for her to go to a big plantation where she could be raised inside. He went and buried the baby in the woods. When he got back home, he was found out, and needless to say, Sally and Mallory were not happy. I can only imagine what the wrath of those two women must have felt like! In any case, he went back out to the woods to dig up the carpetbag, thinking she would still be alive. When he got to the spot, all he found was a big hole in the ground, and the carpetbag was gone.”

      By this point, Hale stopped eating as sat with his mouth gaping. His ancestor buried a baby alive? He deserved to be cursed! Still, why would his children be cursed?

      “What happened to the baby?” Hale asked.

      “No one knows,” Merrick said. “Someone found her, and there’s a pretty good chance little Lily survived. Harland wasn’t as lucky. Sally called down a curse on him and his sons, saying, ‘You stole her breath and took her life, so you will suffer the same fate: you and your sons will have your breath stolen and your life taken before the end of your fortieth year.’ Harland was forty, and he died a few weeks later from what they called Consumption back then, which we now know as Tuberculosis.”

      “Holy crap,” was all Hale could get out. “So did all my ancestors die when they were forty after that? I know Daddy and Grandpa Bernie did, but what about the others?”

      “I don’t know, Hale. Your Grandpa Bernie said his daddy died before the war, but he didn’t mention how old he was. Before the war, not everyone kept good records, especially if you were born and raised out on a farm.”

      “I wonder if I can find out. Maybe I can start with Grandpa Bernie and go backward.”

      “You certainly can, but do you know what I would do?”

      “What?”

      “Find Lily. If you find records for your family, that will be good; it would be great to have a line going back to Harland. I suspect, though, you are interested in that curse. If I were you, I would look for Lily. She is the key.”

      “Why is she the key?”

      “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I promised your mama not to fill your head with ideas.”

      “Too late! I know about the curse. How do I break it?”

      “Well, if you believe in this curse business, then it would seem to me that you should find a blood relative of the one who called down the curse. Maybe he or she can break it.”

      “How would I find Lily? We don’t know if she even lived.”

      “I don’t know the answer to that, Hale,” he said, patting him on the back. “If she lived, she likely would have been adopted and could have had a different first and last name. The one kind of record that is well preserved is the transfer of property. You know the name Harland Turner, the time is just before the Civil War, and you know the story. Now you just have to be a good detective.”

      
        
      

      Sunday morning, Hale crept into Dawn’s room and sat at the edge of her bed. She turned to squint at Hale, pulled the covers over her head, and moaned, “No….”

      “Mom should have named you ‘Eve’ because evening is the only time you’re really awake,” Hale joked.

      “Very funny,” she groaned from under her blanket.

      “I’ll make you some coffee,” he offered. “Thanks for the ride to Macy’s. I’d rather not go to church all sweaty from the bike ride. I kinda already stick out there.”

      “Don’t you feel weird being the only white person at their church?”

      “Not really. You would think so, but everyone is so nice. Basically, if you’re with Macy Woodard, you’re automatically in.”

      “I’m sure you’d go no matter what as long as Charlotte is there,” she teased him as she sat up.

      “Maybe,” he smiled. “Probably.”

      “Have you thought about the future?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, knowing what she was asking.

      “I mean, you’re in high school. You guys are hanging out a lot and going to church together. What happens next? Have you thought about what happens after high school? Will you two still be together? Do you know what it takes to be with someone who is…”

      “Black?” he asked.

      “Blind. I was going to say blind, but black too. I mean, it shouldn’t matter, but it does. Some people will give you shit for the rest of your lives. It’s stupid and wrong, but it still happens, and you have to think about the fact you’ll have to deal with it.”

      “I feel better around her. It’s not just that she’s really pretty, which she is, but I actually feel better around her. I breathe easier, I feel braver, stronger, and basically, I feel like I’m a better person when I’m around her. It’s weird, I know. I can’t explain it. I can’t not be around her, you know? I could hold on to her forever. I would die for her in a second.”

      
        “Damn, Hale. You’ve got it bad,” Dawn smiled. “You really love that girl. I’ve never felt that way about anyone.”

      “We’re about as different as you can get, but at the same time, we have more in common than anyone else I know. I guess I take it one day at a time, but I have no plans to let that girl out of my sight.”

      “Just don’t get her pregnant before you have a place to live and a way to support her.”

      “No way. Miss Macy might kill me.”

      It rained that morning, so Hale was happy to make it to Macy’s clean and dry. “Thanks, Dawn. I owe you,” he said as he shut the door and Dawn sped off. She was giving Tessa a much-needed break after closing and opening the diner the last several days in a row. Sundays were slow and steady until after church, so aside from feeling like she was dragging her body out of a coffin on a Sunday morning, it wasn’t so bad.

      “Well now, Hale Turner!” Macy said, wiping her flour-covered hands on her apron and opening the front door. “You look to be in a might bit better shape than last week!”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he laughed. He didn’t have a suit, but he was able to find an old pair of khaki dress slacks that just fit and a blue dress shirt that covered the dingy formerly white t-shirt. He only had white socks, and loafers had to work for dress shoes, but it was close enough.

      “It’s going to be a few minutes before the biscuits are done. Why don’t you see how Charlotte is doin’ with her chores?” Macy said.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The horses were the most insistent in the morning, so Charlotte started with their grain. This late in the spring, there was enough green grass that they didn’t need hay, but Macy liked to keep up with their oats and supplements. It could take years for a horse to fully recover from malnutrition, and they were only rescued last summer.

      “If we had some milk and I spoon, I might try some of those oats,” Hale said as he wandered into the barn.

      “As hungry as these horses are, they’d fight you for the bucket.”

      “Okay, they win. Want me to throw some hay to the cows?”

      
        “They won’t eat it. There’s too much fresh green stuff out there now. Just open the gate and let them out. They’ll love you for it.”

      “Okay.” Hale stepped carefully around the landmines in his loafers, slid the latch, and let the girls out.

      “What do Max and Molly get for breakfast?” Hale asked. “I’ve got a couple of loafers, but I kinda need to wear them today.”

      Charlotte laughed. “If you lose your shoes, they will eat them! We have some feed over by the tools.”

      They both took a scoop of pellets and wandered over to Max and Molly and poured it into their trough.

      “Thanks for the help.”

      “I’m just trying to spend time with the farmer’s daughter,” he said.

      “I have bad news,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t have red pigtails, freckles, or coveralls. I don’t know if I qualify.”

      “Oh, you’re much prettier than that,” he said, leaning on the wooden rail of Max and Molly’s pen.

      “Sometimes…” she began but halted as she thought about her words.

      “Sometimes what?” Hale asked.

      “Sometimes I worry about you. About us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, are we setting ourselves up for getting hurt later?”

      “How?”

      “We’re so different in so many ways. I come from the ghetto, and you come from the trailer park. I’m black and you’re white. I’m blind and you’re….”

      “I’m stocky, red-headed, and like cars. We also are the same in a lot of ways: we lost our dads, our moms have taken drugs, and we really don’t like bullies.”

      
        “That’s true. I just worry, you know, that our differences will be a bigger deal later. What if I want to listen to The Jeffersons, and you don’t? What if I want to listen to Rap, and you want to listen to Country? What if I want braids and you want a buzz cut? We have to go to different ends of town.”

      “I read an article in one of my hot rod magazines a while ago. Yes, I actually read them before I tear out the pictures and hang them on my wall!”

      Charlotte laughed. “Sure, and you don’t look at the girls in the pictures, either.”

      “Well, I can’t help it if they put a model in front of a Corvette,” he said. “Anyway, there was a body shop guy who wrote about a sweet Chevelle he restored and painted with Green, Yellow, and Black for his wife, who is from Jamaica. He said they had to work out a lot of things, like what kind of food they would eat and what kind of music they would play at home, but in the end, they decided they would make their own ‘culture.’ He tried every recipe she made, he let her play some Reggae, and he told her he loved how she dressed in all those wild colors. They find movies they both like, she goes to baseball games with him, and she loves his cars. He said the secret is to love the differences as much as what they have in common.”

      “You read that much in a hot rod magazine?” she asked.

      “The car was totally awesome. That’s probably the real secret!”

      “So, you wouldn’t mind driving me to the ‘hood to get my hair done?”

      “We’d go to different places anyway.”

      “What if I wanted to jam to some Run DMC or the Sugarhill Gang, and you wanted to listen to The Oak Ridge Boys or Dolly Parton?”

      “I like Dolly, but I’m not really a Country Music guy.”

      “What if I want to listen to The Jeffersons on TV?”

      “That show is hilarious, and maybe after we can turn on Knight Rider.”

      “What if you get sick and tired of leading me around everywhere?”

      
        “As long as I can hold your hand, I’m happy.”

      “What if…”

      Hale took her face in his hands, surprising her and causing her to jump slightly. He pressed his lips to hers and kissed her firmly, and then stepped back, letting his hands slide down to her shoulders.

      “I…I love you, Charlotte Robinson. I really love you. I want you to be my girlfriend.”

      “What about best friends?”

      “Forever.”

      She slid her slender arms around his waist and laid her head on his shoulder. “That sounds great to me.”

      Tessa slid the hangers in her sparse closet, looking for anything besides a waitress apron or the black dress she wore to Ollie’s funeral. She was not a businesswoman. She finally decided on a snug old blue skirt, a white blouse with a coffee stain near the bottom, and a cardigan that could hide most of the unsightly spots.

      She was a fish out of water meeting with bankers, but it was becoming apparent Evan was not coming back anytime soon, and that was probably why they had called her. She painted her nails today, mostly to discourage herself from chewing them. She had no idea what to expect, so she tried to prepare herself for the worst: The Dawsonville Diner might slip into the history books, gobbled up by the onslaught of fast-food chains.

      “Thanks for taking the time to come down,” said a slightly portly, balding man in a powder blue suit and forgettable blue striped tie. “My name’s Barry Miller, the branch manager. Would you like a cup of coffee?” he asked. She eyed the excuse of a coffee maker, the Styrofoam cups, and suddenly she missed DD’s fresh brew.

      “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

      “Okay. Let’s head into my office if you don’t mind.”

      
        She should be intimidated, but he didn’t seem threatening. If anything, he actually sounded fairly genuine. She sat in a soft chair opposite his desk, and he sank into his cushy rolling leather chair.

      “I need to talk to you about the diner,” he began.

      “Oh boy,” she said, letting slip her anxiety.

      “First of all, as a profitable business and something of a fixture in Dawsonville, no one is looking to shut the place down.”

      Tessa let out a sigh.

      “Do you know where Evan Lacroix may be?”

      “He is missing as far as I know. The police think he may have fled the state.”

      “Why would he flee the state?”

      “Kidnapping and Drug Trafficking are the main reasons. The Sheriff assured me he if he shows up, he won’t see the light of day for a long time.”

      “I see. It’s terrible how drugs can drag down anyone these days. In light of this and the fact that you are the de facto manager of the restaurant, I want to let you know that Evan took out a loan against the business a few months ago. It was for $20,000, and since the business is valued at much more than that, it was a low-risk loan. Unfortunately, he has not repaid any portion of the loan, and we are now in a position where we will have to foreclose on the business in order to repay the loan.”

      “I can’t believe he was that stupid! His dad gave him that place free and clear, and he never appreciated it. He always resented having to drop out of college to help run it, and now he’s lost everything.”

      “The process of foreclosure will take several months, and when it does sell, it is likely the new owner will want to continue the business. I’ve reviewed the receipts and the payments you’ve been keeping up with during Evan’s absence, and I am quite confident in your ability to run the restaurant. I would like to ask you to continue to manage the diner throughout this process, and the bank would be happy to allow you to take a manager’s salary from the business. Keeping the diner open is good for all of us.”

      
        “Um, yes, of course,” Tessa stammered.

      “If you are interested in buying the diner, I’ll let you know when we get to that point. You are welcome to apply for financing here. We certainly know you are capable of running the business.”

      “Well, um, wow…” she said. “This is a lot to take in.”

      “It sure is, Ms. Turner, but we also have some time before any decisions need to be made. If you want to apply for financing, come on in whenever it’s convenient,” he said, handing her his card.

      “Thank you, Mr. Miller.”

      It seemed as if the Dawsonville Diner would stand at least a few months longer. It was a bit disconcerting that a new owner could come in and change things, fire people, or close the place down, but at least they had a few months to work with. Could she buy the diner? Tessa couldn’t imagine that kind of a loan or responsibility, but then again, she ran the restaurant already. What if she were turned down? That was likely, but then again, she would be no worse off, right? She decided that as soon as she could take another morning off, she would pay Mr. Miller a visit and fill out that paperwork after all.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen
      

      “Charlotte, baby, it looks like you got yourself a letter.”

      Charlotte came out of her room, making her way to the kitchen table by memory. She didn’t need to feel along the walls much anymore.

      “Who’s it from, Miss Macy?” she asked.

      “It’s from a Mavis Brown in Tampa, Florida. Does that name ring a bell to you?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I believe it is my grandmamma.”

      “That’s curious. I don’t remember you sending her a letter,” Macy said, trying to suppress her suspicious tone.

      
        “I was thinking about it, but I didn’t. I didn’t know what to say to her. I’ve never really known her, you know? My momma must have written to her.”

      “Well, it looks like she did the right thing, and she started the conversation. Would you like me to read it to you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      
        Dear Charlotte,
      

      
        My sweet grandchild, there is so much I would love to sit down and talk with you about! We have so many years to catch up on.
      

      
        First and foremost, I want to apologize for any role I’ve had in our separation. Your mother was quite angry with me, and with a few hundred miles in between us, it was just too easy to ignore each other. I should never have let that happen, and I am so sorry. She thought I couldn’t accept her because I disapproved of your father, but I never objected to him. I only objected to their living together without being married, and in hindsight, if I had known what a wedge that would put between us, I would have held my tongue.
      

      
        Since being in jail, your mother and I have begun to speak again for the first time in many years, and it is such a blessing, despite the circumstances. I have to say, I am so sorry for the loss of your daddy, who I know was a good man who loved his family. I am also sorry that you are without your mother as well at such a difficult time. If I could still drive, I would come scoop you up in a heartbeat! I understand, however, that the Good Lord has seen to it that you are being well cared for by a sweet, godly woman. I thank her from the bottom of my heart.
      

      
        Wanda said you may be curious about our family history. I imagine you are at that age where you want to know where you are from, and who you may be connected to. I also suspect you may have experienced some things you can’t explain, and you are wondering if you are alone. If you are asking this question, you are certainly not alone.
      

      
        Your mother, in her younger years, had an uncanny ability to predict future events. I thought it was luck and coincidence for several years, until her accuracy in making predictions became nothing short of clairvoyant. By the time she was a teenager, it was clear she had a special gift. She couldn’t be called upon to predict anything, mind you; it was as if she would be suddenly aware of how something would happen, and she was always right. She said it must have come from God himself. Unfortunately, as she became entangled with drugs, her mind became clouded, and her gift seems to be something only in the past now.
      

      
        
          One of the reasons I recognized her gift was because of my own. I knew what Wanda was thinking because I could see into her mind. Like Wanda, I was no wandering magic act. I would simply get a feeling about someone, and I could look into their eyes and sense what was going on in their mind. I still get these feelings from time to time, and I usually explain it as empathy. That is the thing about our gifts: they are subtle enough to not garner dramatic attention but powerful enough to be miraculous. In your case, I knew when I wrote this letter, you were thinking about your gift.
      

      
        This is so much to take in, and I’m sure you have questions. Please ask me anything you want! In my next letter, I will tell you about my mama, Scarlet Greene and her mama, Lizzie Williams.
      

      
        Blessings,
      

      
        Grandmamma Mavis Brown
      

      Macy put the letter down, pulled down her reading glasses, folded her hands, and sighed. “I knew you were special the minute I laid eyes on you, child, but apparently I didn’t know just how special! Is she right, sweetheart? Do you think you have a gift?” she asked.

      Charlotte only nodded.

      “You know the Bible talks about Spiritual Gifts in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians. Predicting the future…some might say that sounds like the ‘Gift of Prophecy.’ To know what is in someone’s mind intuitively, like your grandmamma, sounds a lot to me like the ‘Gift of Wisdom.’ What do you think yours might be?”

      “You mean you actually believe her?”

      “I believe in the Bible, and I believe in a God that can do anything through his people. I also believe in you.”

      “I think my gift is healing.”

      “Really? Now that is something.”

      “Remember Hale’s scratch and his black eyes?”

      “Of course.”

      “They were almost completely healed the next day.”

      
        “Slow enough to not attract dramatic attention, but fast enough to be a miracle. Just like your Grandmamma Mavis said.”

      “It’s just like she described, Miss Macy. I don’t choose who I heal at all. I just think about someone and sometimes pray for them, and I get a strong feeling that they will be healed.”

      “Have other people been healed besides Hale?”

      “Yes, a few people from church and one cat.”

      “A cat?”

      “Yes. I think he got a tenth life.”

      Macy laughed and slapped the table.

      “The Lord works in mysterious ways, child. Don’t be afraid. Use your gift. I believe it is from the Lord, and for some reason, he has chosen to give the women in your family a little extra power. Listen to his prompting— that strong feeling he gives you— and don’t ever be afraid to be a blessing to anyone.”

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      “Hey, I think I got something!” the excited middle-aged man said as he stood up in his rickety Jon boat and started reeling it in.

      “Take it easy, Cliff!” Jerry said. “You’ll put us both in the lake!”

      Cliff reeled and reeled, and soon realized he was only succeeding in pulling the boat closer to whatever he hooked.

      “I think whatever I got is a might bit bigger than I thought,” he said, peering into the water. “This ain’t no fish, I can tell you that.”

      “Damn, Cliff! I think you hooked onto a big chunk of metal, and if my eyes aren’t playin’ tricks on me, I’d say it looks like a pick-up truck!”

      “I’d say you were ‘bout right. I know they done buried a whole lot of things when they filled up this lake, but that pick-up don’t look too rusty. I think it might be a recent addition.”

      “Let’s paddle this thing back to shore and see if we can find a pay phone. The Sheriff will want to take a look.”

      
        There aren’t many floating cranes that can fit in Lake Lanier, but if country boys can do anything, they can improvise. The Forsyth County Sheriff’s office sent a team of deputies with a small bulldozer, a long cable, and a motorboat. After taking an hour or so to relocate the tail end of the pick-up, they sent a diver down to hook it up. The pick-up slowly crawled up out of the water, spewing mud and weeds from every crevice as it came to a rest on the lakeshore.

      The inevitable crowd of bystanders muttered things like, “It ain’t in too bad of shape. Flush the water out of it and it may run!” and “What kind of moron runs his pick-up into a lake?” The deputies had different questions: How long was it there? Who put it there? Is there a body nearby?

      After a few minutes, one of the deputies announced, “I radioed in the tag, and it’s registered to Evan Lacroix. He’s that fella from Dawson County who went missing a while back. He’s got felony warrants out for kidnapping and drug trafficking. He might have ditched the truck before headin’ out of town.”

      “Or we’re missing a body,” the other deputy said. “Better call Dawson County and tell them we have a present. We’ll need to call the GBI too. They want to get their hands on cases like these.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good morning, Sheriff,” Tessa said, pouring the Dawson County Sheriff a fresh cup of coffee.

      “Good morning, Tessa. How you holdin’ up?”

      “I’m doin’ pretty good, thanks.”

      “I need to let you know something.”

      Tessa’s heart plummeted at the words, and she set the coffee pot back in the warmer a little too hard. “Did you find him?” she asked in a hushed tone.

      “No, but we found his truck in the lake. The Forsyth County Sheriff’s office pulled it out this morning and delivered it to us. There was no sign of Evan.”

      
        “Damn,” she said, and then caught herself. “I mean, I don’t wish him dead, but I’d sure feel better if we knew where he was.”

      “I understand. We’ll keep an eye out.”

      Hale and Charlotte met in front of the Gym and made their usual walk to math class.

      “Did you hear about the truck?” he asked.

      “What truck?”

      “I take it you didn’t. The police found Evan’s truck in Lake Lanier.”

      “What? Are they sure it’s his?”

      “They ran the tags and then towed it up to the Dawson County Sheriff’s office. There’s still no sign of him, though.”

      “Do you think he’s really dead, Hale?” she whispered.

      “It seemed like that to me at the motel, but somehow he disappeared. I don’t like it. I don’t want him showing up in the middle of the night.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I would be more worried, but Merrick said he’s never coming back. I don’t know how he’s so certain, but Merrick knows what he is talking about.”

      As they rounded the corner of the Gym, they literally ran into Troy, followed closely by Rod and Cameron. Troy reacted instantly, shoving Hale back. “Watch it, dickhead!”

      Hale didn’t freeze this time. He dropped his book bag and pushed up his sleeves. He was not having an asthma attack, and he was not tied to a chair. He was not facing a full-grown man with a gun. Troy was a lot smaller now.

      “What? Are you gonna try and fight me again?” Troy taunted him.

      “I’m not lookin’ for a fight, Troy. I don’t even know why you don’t like me, but if you’re gonna start talkin’ shit about Charlotte, I’m ready,” he said, already eyeing the brick wall of the gym and mentally preparing to use it against Troy.

      “Maybe I’ll just talk shit about you, carrot top,” Troy said.

      
        Hale paused a second and then started to chuckle.

      “What the hell is so funny, butt-wipe?”

      “Carrot top! That just sounds so funny!” he said, giggling uncontrollably. Charlotte could not help but catch the infectious laughter and joined Hale, followed by snickers from Rod and Cameron, who just couldn’t hold it in.

      “Whatever,” Troy said. “I don’t have time to kick your ass right now anyway,” he said, waving them off and walking away.

      Hale and Charlotte continued to laugh, first at the comment, then at each other, and then at Rod and Cameron. They heard Troy scolding his minions as they walked away. “You guys are assholes. Stop laughing!”

      As they made their way to math class, Charlotte punched Hale in the arm playfully. “I’m proud of you.”

      “For what? Standing up to Troy again?”

      “For cussing appropriately. And for standing up to Troy without provoking a fight. Those were equally impressive.”

      “Maybe he’ll figure out fighting somebody over their hair or skin color is just stupid. I was impressed you held your tongue.”

      “I would have said something, but you used at least one expletive, so it seemed like I didn’t need to interject.”

      “That’s good because if anybody can talk some shit, it’s you!”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen
      

      “Good morning, sweetheart! What are you doin’ in here on a Monday?” Tessa asked Dawn as she came in just before the lunch rush, tying her apron behind her back.

      “I’m done with school. Seniors get out a week earlier than everyone else. I was just sitting at home, so I figured I might as well make myself useful.”

      
        “You mean my daughter is officially a high school graduate?” she said, giving her a hug. “Congratulations! I wish I could send you to Disneyworld or Europe or something. You deserve it!”

      “Thanks, Mom,” she said. “If you had that kind of money, maybe the bank would call you back about this place.”

      “Oh, well, it’s complicated. No use in fussin’ about it. We’ve got good customers and free food, right?”

      “And free coffee,” Dawn said, pouring herself a cup. “I take it the bank hasn’t called you back?”

      “I called them. It isn’t going to happen. As much as they love me running the place, they wouldn’t give me credit to buy a cup of coffee. It’s going to take a few months, but the place is going to be auctioned off, and hopefully, the new owners will want to keep us all on.”

      “That sucks. You run this place!” Dawn blurted out.

      “Managing and owning are two different things, dear. There are people with money and the people who work for them. That’s just the way it is.”

      “Remind me to finish college,” Dawn said as she slipped a yellow #2 pencil behind her ear and slid an order pad into her apron pocket.

      Hale tried to sneak up on Charlotte this morning, but despite his stealth, Charlotte could sense his presence long before he got close.

      “You realize it’s useless to try and scare me, right?” she said as he prepared to grab her shoulders and startle her.

      “Dang! You have spider senses.”

      “You’re lucky. If you really had scared me, I might have kneed you where it really counts.”

      “Yikes,” he said, imagining the pain. “Guess what? We’re in the newspaper!”

      “No way! Which one?” Charlotte asked.

      “The AJC. Remember when that reporter came in and interviewed me at the hospital?”

      
        “I remember you telling me about it.”

      “He wrote an article about what happened. Want to hear it?”

      “No, let me read it myself.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Is it in Braille?”

      “Uh…no. I get it. Sarcasm.”

      “What does it say?”

      
        Hale Turner and Charlotte Robinson went to school like normal that morning, but that was the last normal thing about their day. Evan Lacroix, the owner of the Dawsonville Diner, where Hale’s mother works, picked up Hale and his friend Charlotte, promising a quick breakfast before school. What he was really doing was kidnapping the teens.
      

      
        Hale and Charlotte suspected Evan of processing and selling Crack, the new, cheaper, more potent and more dangerous version of Cocaine that is emerging on the streets of major cities all across the U.S. Evan threatened the teens and their families if they called the police, even going so far as to tie them up in a motel room in Atlanta as he tried to sell his drugs.
      

      
        While still tied up, Hale suffered an asthma attack. When Lacroix returned, Charlotte convinced him to untie them, and despite being blind, she quickly retrieved Hale’s medicine and saved his life. Hale was able to breathe again, but they were far from out of danger. When they asked Lacroix to take them to the hospital, he refused. They bravely resisted, despite Lacroix’s threats and a loaded pistol, and were able to escape in Lacroix’s pick-up truck. Hale managed to drive to the hospital, where he was treated and released the next day.
      

      
        Police have issued a warrant for Evan Lacroix on several drug and kidnapping charges, but he has disappeared. His pick-up truck, after being taken from the hospital, was found in Lake Lanier and has been taken to the Dawson County Sheriff’s Office as evidence.
      

      
        If anyone has any information that would help police locate Evan Lacroix, please call the GBI tip line at 1 (800) 555- 8484. The police want to remind you not to approach Mr. Lacroix as he is considered to be armed and dangerous.
      

      
        Urie Feldman
      

      
        Staff Reporter
      

      
        Atlanta Journal-Constitution
      

      
        
      

      “I noticed he left a few details out,” Charlotte said. “Like you and me electrocuting and strangling the bastard in the bathtub.”

      “Some things are better left unsaid, especially if they involve killing someone. Besides, we still don’t know where Evan is. If he’s dead, someone else took his body. If he’s alive, then we didn’t kill him. Either way, we’re safe and not in trouble.”

      “I’m going to make sure Miss Macy gets a copy of the article. I want to send it to my mama and grandmamma.”

      “What!?” Hale almost yelled. “When were you going to tell me you’ve been in touch with your mom? And your grandma? I thought you didn’t know her!”

      I think my mama wrote to my grandmamma and gave her my address. She sent me a letter.”

      “What did it say?”

      “She basically told me about how she and Mama didn’t get along because she wasn’t married to my dad, and how she regretted not patching things up. She also seemed to already know about…the weird stuff.”

      “The healing?”

      “She said the women in our family have always had a special ‘gift’ of some kind. She could read some people’s minds, and my mama used to be able to predict the future. She said the gifts are not really superpowers or anything, but they are supernatural.”

      “Like when a swollen eye looks normal by the next morning.”

      “Exactly. Miss Macy says she thinks they are ‘Spiritual Gifts’ like in the Bible.”

      “I would believe that.”

      “You would?”

      “Oh yeah. It makes sense to me. I think when God does stuff, he likes to do it through people.”

      “I guess so.”

      
        “Want to hear something weird Merrick told me about my family legend?”

      “Yes! Spill the beans!”

      “Remember I told you a slave called down the curse because my ancestor did something bad to a baby?”

      “That’s kinda hard to forget.”

      “He told me a bunch more. My ancestor was named Harland Turner, and his wife was Mallory. They had two slaves named Sally and Judith. My ancestor had a baby by Sally and was freaked out that his wife would know what he did. When the baby was born, it looked light-skinned, so Sally named it Lily. Harland panicked, put the baby in an old leather carpetbag, and buried it in the woods. He told Sally he was taking her to a big plantation where she could be raised inside, and when he got back, he was found out. Sally called down the curse on him and then hung herself!”

      “Oh shit…”

      “Mallory was furious and told him to go dig up the baby. When he went back, all he found was a hole in the ground. Someone else had dug up the bag.”

      “So, the baby survived?”

      “Nobody knows, but there’s a good chance she did. Merrick said that baby is the key to the curse. He said I should find Lily.”

      “He’s right. She and her descendants are the only direct link to Sally, and the only ones who might be able to break the curse.”

      “How did you know that?”

      “Direct descendants can break curses. It’s common knowledge.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “I read a lot.”

      “Now I know who to look for, but I have no idea how. It’s like finding a needle in a hundred and twenty-year-old haystack,” Hale complained.

      
        “You need help. You need someone who knows how to research that stuff.”

      “I’m a kid from a trailer park. I don’t know anyone like that.”

      Charlotte took his arm and then felt down to his hand, and she grabbed the article. “Yes, you do, Hale. How about Urie Feldman?”

      When Hale called me at my office, he said, “Mr. Feldman, I need your help. I have another story for you.” That got my attention. I returned his call, and we agreed to meet at the Dawsonville Diner.

      When I arrived, he introduced me to his mother Tessa and proceeded to fill me in on the legend and his quest to learn more about his family, especially Lily. Of course, I didn’t buy into the legend itself, but the story was intriguing, and genealogical research is a lot easier for me to do with my resources than it would be for a sixteen-year-old kid without a car. Things were slow at the AJC, and I figured we might get a good local story out of it. If I could verify any part of it, it might be enough for a good “life and times” type of article. In the South, anything that connected to the antebellum period was an automatic hit, and if I came up with a story like that, it would give me some street credit with the AJC.

      I agreed to do my best and gave him the standard “don’t expect much” speech with the usual caveat of no time frame. When you set expectations as low as possible, it’s a lot easier to avoid disappointment. In all honesty, I was cautioning myself as well. I wanted to find a story here.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nineteen
      

      It’s hard to quell the surging sentiment of chaos that approaches like a tidal wave during the last couple weeks of school. Ms. Werner felt like she was herding cats most of the time, especially with all the students coming and going throughout the day for special testing, bad behavior, and even thank-you’s and good-byes. Suddenly the chaos calmed and the room went almost immediately silent. A man with a gun and a badge has that effect on a classroom.

      “What happened? Why did everyone get so quiet?” Charlotte asked her friend.

      “A cop just came in. Maybe a detective. He’s wearing a suit, but he has a badge and a big gun on his belt,” her friend described.

      “Good morning, Ms. Werner,” the cop said in a bellowing and almost sing-song tone.

      “Good morning, Daddy,” Ms. Werner said. “Class, this is my dad, Agent Garth Werner of the Georgia Bureau of Investigation. He’s here to take any kids to jail who don’t listen to me.”

      There was a chorus of gasps and laughter as half the class got it and the other half questioned everything they had done in the past few hours.

      “What brings you by, Dad?”

      “I’m actually here for work, sweetheart. I need to speak to one of your students: Charlotte Robinson.”

      “Oh, I see. She’s right over there.”

      “Ok, good. The principal will send for her in a minute. I just wanted to say hello.”

      “Thanks, Daddy. I assume this is about the kidnapping.”

      “It’s about Evan Lacroix. Don’t worry, I won’t rake her over the coals.”

      “I’m not worried. Charlotte can handle anything.”

      Garth took a seat and readied his clipboard for taking notes while the principal called for Hale and Charlotte to come to the office. Hale met Charlotte at Ms. Werner’s class.

      “What is this about?” Hale asked.

      “I don’t know, but Ms. Werner’s dad came in, and he’s an agent with the GBI. I think we might be talking to him.”

      “We didn’t do anything wrong, so I don’t think we need to change the story, but let’s stick with our plan. Remember: let’s leave you out of the strangling part. That was all me.”

      
        “But that’s like lying, right?”

      “Does mentioning you helped hold the cord change anything that happened?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Then let’s leave that out. We’re not lying; we’re just keeping you out of trouble. If the cops want to pin something on somebody, they’ll think you’re an easier target than me, so let’s just make sure you’re not a target.”

      “Okay, deal.”

      Good morning, Hale. Good morning, Charlotte,” The principal said as they came into the office. “Come on back to my office for a minute. Someone needs to speak with you.”

      There was no way those words couldn’t send a shiver down anyone’s spine.

      “Good morning!” Agent Garth greeted them as they came in and sat down on a couple of hard lunchroom chairs that were brought in for the occasion.

      “Good morning,” they murmured.

      “Relax, kids! You’re not in trouble. I just want to ask you two a few questions about Evan Lacroix. We’re trying to find him, and I think you can appreciate that more than anyone, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” they said together.

      “I read your statements to the Atlanta PD that night, but I just want to ask you a few questions to clarify some things. When the police went into the motel room, they found things like you described them, except Evan was gone. What exactly happened in that bathtub?”

      Hale sighed heavily and brushed his hand against Charlotte’s leg. It was time to fill in the right details.

      “I was catching my breath after Charlotte got my inhaler. My lungs were burning, but I had about ten doses of my inhaler and a bunch of adrenaline pumping through me. Charlotte went into the bathroom where Evan was filling up the tub. She kept telling him we needed to go to the hospital, and he kept telling her no. He said I would be fine, and she got mad. She yelled at him, and he started cussing at her. He called her a “scrawny little nigger ass” and said he would “show her what she was missing.” When I came in, he was standing up in the bathtub and saying, “Maybe I’ll do that now as payback for putting up with your mouth.” I knew he was going to hurt her, and I knew he still had that pistol in his pants on the floor.

      “I guess something clicked, Agent Werner. I couldn’t let him hurt her, and I guess I thought I’d better do something before he got to that gun, so I grabbed the hairdryer, turned it on, and threw it in the tub. That did the trick. It shocked him good, but it didn’t kill him. I was still thinking about that gun. The lights went out, and I heard him slipping in the tub, and then he said, ‘You little f-ers, I’m going to kill you.’ I knew it would be over if I didn’t do something, but it was dark, so I couldn’t see to get his gun. I felt the cord from the hairdryer and just jumped at him. I felt his head and wrapped the cord around his neck while he was flailing his arms. He hit me a few times, but I held on tight, and he started scratching at the cord, trying to free himself. I twisted it harder and harder until he stopped moving, and then I held on for a few more minutes to make sure. I thought he was dead, so then that’s when Charlotte and I took the truck and made it to the hospital.”

      “So as far as you know, Evan Lacroix was dead when you left room 6B.”

      “I thought so, sir. If he was just passed out, I didn’t want to be there when he woke up.”

      “Of course. Do you have anything to add, Charlotte?”

      “I’m not exactly a good eyewitness, sir.”

      “From what I hear, you are quite observant in other ways.”

      “It happened like Hale said, except he was still breathing real hard, and I was worried about him. I wanted to find the keys and get him out of there. I found ‘em stuffed into the pockets of Evan’s jeans, and I just about dropped the pistol he had sitting under them. I remember thinkin’ I was so glad Hale got to Evan first, or we’d have been dead for sure.”

      “Did you think of using the pistol?” Agent Werner asked.

      
        “I thought for a second when I had the cord around him that if this didn’t work, one of us would need to get to it first, but when he stopped moving, we just wanted to get out of there,” Hale said.

      “Well, kids, as long as it happened like you said, and I have no reason to doubt you, Y'all did the right thing. Hell, I wouldn’t have put it past you to put a few holes in ‘im, but the fact that you subdued him and didn’t shoot him tells me you weren’t looking for blood. If he did live, he ought to kiss your feet for not finishing him off. I’m pretty sure we’ll find him before he has a chance to do that.”

      “Do you know where he might be, sir?” Hale asked.

      “Not at this time, son, but we have eyes out lookin’ for him. If he’s alive, we’ll get ‘im.”

      “Yes, sir,” they both said.

      “Are you two friends?” Agent Werner asked.

      “Yes, sir,” they said. “Best friends,” Hale added.

      “I don’t doubt it,” Agent Werner smiled. “Y’all can head back to class, but I’d appreciate it if you tried to keep these details out of the gossip circles.”

      “Yes, sir!” they said again. Hale took Charlotte’s hand, and they headed back to class, which by now was English.

      “They sure seem fond of each other,” Agent Werner remarked as he put on his cowboy hat and stood up.

      “He takes her all over school, and he never seems to mind. I think he’s got something for her, but it’s hard to call out when they actually have a reason to hold hands.”

      “I’d say they have it for each other,” chuckled Garth, “and they’re too smart to make a scene at school. They certainly don’t rely on looks, and they have important things in common, like coming from poor families. I’ve seen marriages built on shakier ground than those two. I wouldn’t worry too much about them, Principal.”

      After a simple birth and death records search, I got some information on Hale’s male ancestors pretty quickly. I knew his father, Oliver Turner, died in 1980 at age forty, and he said his grandfather, Bernard Turner, died in 1961. That checked out, but what caught my attention was his age and cause: he was forty years old and died of an acute asthma attack that wasn’t treated in time. So far, the legend was holding up.

      Of course, this spurred me on to look deeper, and I found his great-grandfather, Theodore Turner, who died in 1940 after jumping into the Chattahoochee River to save a child. The child managed to make it to shore, but Theodore got caught on some logs under the water and drowned. Ironically, the area of the tragedy was swallowed up in what is now the middle of Lake Lanier. The article I found didn’t give his age, but his certificate of birth showed he was born in 1900. He would have been forty years old. The legend is still intact.

      Theodore’s father, Jonathan Turner, was a little harder to track down. I was coming up blank with birth or death records locally, but I noticed a mention in the article about Theodore that his father was a “Sergeant Turner.” Lucky for me, the Army keeps pretty good records.

      Sergeant Jonathan Turner, it turns out, was the one to move the family from the Macon area to Lumpkin County in the early 1900s. After the rush of the 1830s died out and miners fled to California in 1849, plenty of gold was still left in the southern tip of the Smoky Mountains for patient professionals. It turned out the saying, “There’s Gold in Them Thar Hills!” was actually true. After working as a farm hand as a teenager, Jonathan decided he would never return to the hot fields of Middle Georgia as long as he lived. He moved north in the 1890s, hoping to find work doing anything in the cool shade of the trees or near a cold bubbling stream. He was able to get a job with a small mining company in one of the lingering gold mines, eventually earning enough to buy a small plot of land in Lumpkin County. Mines opened and closed, but he always managed to find work, usually repairing something mechanical. As long as his hands were in grease and not the soil, he was happy.

      When the US finally entered World War I in 1917, thirty-nine-year-old Jonathan Turner convinced the Army to let him enlist at his age on the grounds that he was a jack-of-all-trades who could fix anything in the field— from fabric-covered airplanes to chain-driven trucks. He was dispatched to France, and in 1918, he was overcome in a Mustard Gas attack and died a few days after his fortieth birthday. The legend was now sixty-six years old, and my observations were at war with my rational mind. Every Turner male died at forty. They each died from various forms of suffocation or asphyxiation, having “had their breath taken away.”

      I didn’t talk to Hale right away because confirming the curse would only drive him into a depression. In any case, I became mildly obsessed with the story, and I had to trace it back to its origin. I had to find the smoking gun. I had to find evidence of this legend that has seemed to keep itself alive all these years. I had to find Lily.

      The telephone rang, startling Macy. It was like that Jack-in-the-Box toy; it scared you every time.

      “Hello?”

      “Macy, it’s Dot. How are you?”

      “I’m doin’ jest fine, but I suspect you’re about to change that.”

      “I can’t ever pull one over on you, Macy. Wanda Brown has been released. Social Services helped her find a job and an apartment, and the judge gave her a week to get settled, and then he wants Charlotte to go back and live with her mother.”

      “I figured this was goin’ to happen sooner or later. I guess I just hoped it was later. I don’t mean to wish ill for Wanda, but Charlotte is just doing so good, y’know?”

      “And you’ve gotten your grumpy old self attached to that girl.”

      “I miss havin’ a daughter,” she said, steeling herself and trying to hold back a tear.

      “I think Wanda would be fine with Charlotte coming to visit. She’s got her demons, but she’s not a vindictive or possessive person. She wants what is best for Charlotte.”

      “It’s going to be hard for Charlotte, too. She’s not just attached to me.”

      Macy didn’t want to drop the bomb on Charlotte right away, but her face said it all at dinner. Charlotte was every bit the keen observer Agent Werner said she was. She could hear the sadness in Macy, almost as if she could see her face.

      “What’s wrong, Miss Macy?” Charlotte asked.

      “I was hoping we’d have a little more time together this summer, child, but it looks like we won’t get as much time as I wanted. I got a call from Ms. Dot today, and she said your momma is out. She got a job and a place to stay, and the judge wants you to go back with her in a week.”

      Charlotte sighed heavily and set her fork full of mashed potatoes down on her plate. She didn’t cry, and she didn’t get angry. She sat for a minute, twirling the fork and thinking.

      “I’m supposed to be happy. I miss my momma, but this is more like home than any place I’ve ever lived. I have the horses, the cows, Toby, Max, and Molly, and you, Miss Macy. It’s so quiet and safe. I really don’t want to go back to living in the old neighborhood.”

      “I know, child. It’s really not fair, but sometimes that’s the way things are. As much as I love you, Charlotte, I can’t rightly hold you from your own momma. We’re gonna have to convince her to let you visit as often as possible. I will make sure and leave your room just as it is for whenever you come over.”

      “That sounds nice, Miss Macy.”

      She attempted to take a bite, but her appetite was gone.

      “You’re gonna miss a certain young man as well, aren’t you?” Macy asked.

      “We won’t be in school together anymore,” she realized.

      “I don’t suppose he’s the kind of ‘pal’ you’ll easily forget, either.”

      “He’s my best friend.”

      “I suspect he’s a little more than that.”

      “I…” Charlotte hesitated. Facing the loss of something makes its value suddenly very clear.

      “I love him, Miss Macy. I know I’m only sixteen, but I am in love with him.”

      
        “Child, sixteen is when you fall hardest. Lucky for you, you fell for a pretty good young man.”

      “I’m going to be miserable without him.”

      “Maybe you can spend a little time with him before you go back. How about we head out to the Lake tomorrow and go swimming? We can take a picnic lunch. That’s what you’re supposed to do when school’s out, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Charlotte said, finally cracking a smile. She scooped a little more potatoes on her fork and took a big bite.

      Summer break evoked euphoria in children that can only be rivaled by Christmas morning. Despite their maturity, Hale and Charlotte were no exceptions.

      Macy maneuvered the old yellow Nova down the winding trail to the swimming hole cut out for the State Park when the lake was filled only thirty years earlier. They pulled the tablecloth and all the picnic supplies out and staked out their table before Hale and Charlotte peeled off their outer layers and headed for the water.

      Charlotte was glad for the distraction of the water because she wasn’t sure how to break the news to Hale. She let Hale lead her down the slope, through the small patch of sand, and into the water.

      “I like your bathing suit,” he said.

      “Miss Macy said ‘no way’ to a bikini. She said this one piece was still ‘fashionable.’ Is it okay?”

      “It’s perfect. It’s bright yellow, which suits your personality.” Of course, to Hale, she could have worn a burlap sack, and he would be enraptured.

      “What does your suit look like?” she asked

      “I don’t have one, so I just wore my underwear.”

      “Hale Turner!” she recoiled.

      “Just kidding! I don’t have a suit, but I cut off some old jeans.”

      
        She landed a firm swat on his behind, partially in retribution and partially to verify his story. They both laughed and splashed, shrieking at the cold water.

      “Do you know how to swim?” Hale asked.

      “Yeah. My dad was from the islands, so he grew up in the water. He taught me how to swim when I was a baby.”

      “Okay, good,” Hale said, “then I can do this!” He wrapped his arms around her waist, lifted her up, and then fell back into the water, pulling them both under. Instinctively, he took her arms and made sure she could right herself. “See? It’s easier to get used to it all at once.”

      “I hope you can do the ‘dead man’s float’ ‘cause you’re gonna be dead in a minute!” she yelled back as she lunged at him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him backward under the water. They both popped back up laughing and splashing. “Damn! I’m gonna miss you, Hale.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “My momma’s out. The judge wants me back with her in a week.”

      “Shit.”

      “You really do save your cussing for the big moments, don’t you?” she teased, trying to lighten the moment.

      “Dagommit, Charlotte. I was hopin’ you’d have more time here.”

      “Did you actually just say, ‘dagommit’?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You are so country sometimes! I don’t mind, though. I’ve come to love the country since I’ve been here. Miss Macy said I can come over as often as my momma lets me, and she’ll keep my room for me.”

      “Well, that’s good. At least we can still see each other sometimes. I’m gonna miss you at school, though…Damn, I’m gonna miss you!” he blurted out. “Sorry, I just…”

      Charlotte took his arms and pulled him close, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I know. Me too.”

      
        They waded out a little further and swam gently around each other, slowly drifting to a shaded area near a protruding log where they suddenly found themselves out of view of everyone.

      As they floated to the log and rested their arms on it, Hale reached down and pulled a long string from his cut-off jeans and snapped it free. “Give me your hand,” he said. She held it out, and he tied the string gently around her ring finger, sizing it to fit loosely, and then knotting it firmly.

      “What’s this?” Charlotte asked.

      “A Promise. Until we’re older, out of school, and I can do right by you, keep this. I know it’s ugly…”

      “It’s perfect. I won’t ever take it off.”

      “I’ll call every night, or every night the phone isn’t tied up by the neighbors,” Hale said.

      “I’ll write you,” Charlotte responded.

      “When you go to Macy’s, I can come see you.”

      “Maybe you can come visit me in Atlanta.”

      “If I can get some wheels, I’ll be there.”

      Hale sighed and then looked deep into Charlotte’s sparkling hazel eyes. “Did you know Moonshine is made from corn? Did you know it was the only thing that kept a lot of families alive in these mountains for many years?”

      “Um…I do now,” she said with a bewildered look.

      “Like any good thing, if you abuse it, it’ll hurt you. But it also makes you feel better. It can help you warm up on a cold day, it can help you relax and sleep better, and it can even run your car! It’s clear, smooth, and powerful. It can only form under heat and pressure, but when it falls into the glass, it’s beautiful.”

      “What are you talking about, Hale?”

      “You’re my Moonshine. I feel better— almost drunk— whenever I’m around you. I’m happy, and I haven’t even had an asthma attack since the motel! It’s like you are my fuel; you give me so much life, I’ve stopped thinking constantly about the curse. You’ve been through heat and pressure, and you are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      She smiled and put a hand on his cheek. “I also heard when you heat it up, it can burn really hot,” she said seductively. She leaned across the log and kissed him deeply, until he had to catch himself from slipping back into the water. He slipped under the log and popped up next to Charlotte, wrapping one arm around her waist and holding the log with the other.

      Charlotte pressed her cheek against Hale’s, letting her warm breath pass over Hale’s neck. “I don’t want this moment to end.”

      Hale gently kissed her neck and then her cheek. “Me neither.”

      “Charlotte, baby! Hale! The food is ready!” Macy called.

      They smiled and sighed together.

      “It’s probably a good thing she interrupted,” Charlotte said, resting her forehead on Hale’s.

      “Yeah,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Some moments are that good.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty
      

      “Charlotte baby, it looks like you got yourself another letter from your grandmamma,” Macy called to Charlotte, who was out in the barn. Taking hold of Toby’s collar, he led her to the house, nearly dragging her behind him.

      “What’s it say?” she asked, panting and patting Toby, who obediently stayed outside at the door.

      “Go on and wash up for supper, child. I’ll read you the letter after we dish up.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Macy served up the spaghetti and meatballs, sliding a still-steaming piece of garlic bread on Charlotte’s plate. “It’s still hot, child, so be careful. Let’s see what your grandmamma has to say.”

      
        
      

      
        Dear Charlotte,
      

      
        I hope you are doing well, and please give Miss Macy my regards. I am so thankful for all she has done for you.
      

      
        I managed to dig up some old photo albums and diaries and refresh my memory. My mother’s name was Scarlett Greene, and she died in 1972. She was your great-grandmamma, of course. I don’t remember her having a particularly miraculous gift, but she was the finest teacher I ever knew. She had a way of teaching reading and writing to poor country kids that was so amazing, she was one of the very few colored teachers (as they called them back then) that was allowed to teach white children on occasion. She loved reading and language, but her passion was really sharing her knowledge, and I think she could have taught a child to build a house if that were her job.
      

      
        Scarlet’s mama was named Lizzie Williams, and she died just a few years after World War II in 1948. I remember Mama talking to me about Grandmamma and how gifted she was with languages. During the war, she worked as a translator for the war department. You have to understand that hiring an older black woman to work on deciphering messages from the enemy was unheard of back then, and her story is quite interesting.
      

      
        In 1943, the Army printed coded messages in major newspapers throughout the country and never announced what they were doing. They hoped talented young white men would recognize patterns and decode the message, which would instruct them to contact the war department. It was their way of trying to attract the most genuinely talented individuals for intelligence work. One evening, Lizzie was doing a crossword puzzle in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution when she noticed strange patterns in a word puzzle. She decoded the hidden message and called the war department. She said her name was “Mrs. Williams,” so imagine their shock when a black woman showed up at their offices in Atlanta!
      

      
        They soon discovered that she not only could decipher code, but she could translate languages without any formal training in German or Japanese. Her accuracy was so good that she was not only hired on, but some of the officers called her their ‘secret weapon.’ No one could explain her special abilities, and in time, people gave up trying.
      

      
        Lizzie’s mama was Lucille Colton, and she died in 1927. Mama said Lizzie got her brains from her mama Lucille, and I think she was right. Lucille didn’t translate languages, but she earned a reputation for having exceptional wisdom. I don’t even know if Lucille could read or write, but she somehow always had a way of knowing what the right decision was in every situation.
      

      
        
          She used to tell her husband Robert what crops would be most profitable that year and what the best price was. Robert would tell the farmers he worked for, and after a few years, the white farmers would come and seek advice from Lucille. They always asked her, ‘How do you know these things?’ and she would always say, ‘I jest know. Maybe the Good Lawd tells me.’ After a while, they stopped questioning her.
      

      
        After a few years, it wasn’t just farmers who came to her. Businessmen, bankers, and even lawyers would come to her secretly and ask her advice. One of the last things she kept telling those men who came to her was that they needed to prepare for a financial catastrophe in the next few years and make sure they didn’t have all their money in banks or the stock market. A lot of men in the ‘roaring twenties’ couldn’t fathom a disaster, and some said she had lost her gift. A couple of years after she died, some of those same men lost everything in the crash, and some even killed themselves.
      

      
        So far, that is all I know, but if I can find anything on Lucille’s mama, I’ll write you more. Your mama says she’s getting out soon, and I hope you two can begin to heal together. Who knows? Maybe one day you can come visit me in Florida.
      

      
        Lots of Love,
      

      
        Grandmamma Mavis
      

      Charlotte stirred her noodles and pushed her bread around with her finger. It was still hot.

      “My goodness, it sounds like you have quite a heritage, Charlotte,” Macy said, fishing for her thoughts.

      “I wish I had known. All my life, my mama never said a word.”

      “I imagine she was waiting for you to come of an age where you would understand, but the drugs took over before that. Maybe that will be something Y'all can start off with when you go home.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You don’t seem too eager to start a conversation about anything with your momma,” Macy observed.

      “I feel as if I don’t even know her,” Charlotte said. “Who is she? All I’ve known is a woman who can’t think about nothing but the next high.”

      “What do you remember about her before the drugs, baby?”

      
        “She was a sweet, good momma, but I had no idea she had any kind of gift, or that I had a grandmamma, or that we came from a line of all these incredible women. It’s like I’ll have to discover who she really is all over again.”

      “Maybe that can be a good thing, even if it is strange and scary. She’s the only momma you’ll ever have, baby. It’s worth it to give her a second chance.”

      “Yes, ma’am. But I’m also going to miss you, Miss Macy,” she said, tearing up.

      Macy got up and wrapped her arms around Charlotte, kissing her head. “Don’t you worry none, baby. I ain’t going nowhere, and I bet your momma will let you come on up to see me as often as possible. I can come get you at the bus station in Gainesville anytime.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said with a teary smile.

      “Now go on and eat some supper before it gets cold, child.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Jerry and Cliff had already been out four hours, and the beer had become more of an interest than the fish by this point. As the early summer sun started taking its toll on the ice in the cooler and the fishermen, Jerry started reeling in his line.

      “It’s getttin’ hot, Cliff. What do you say we call it a day?”

      “Well, we ain’t gonna find shade on a lake.”

      Jerry reeled for a few minutes, not realizing how far his line had drifted in the last hour. As his line seemed to be finally nearing the boat, it caught a snag.

      “Aw hell, I got hooked on something,” he complained.

      “If you reel in a pick-up truck, then we’ll be even,” Cliff laughed.

      “Oh shit, Cliff! How about the driver?”

      As he reeled in the line, the faint grey blob rose from the depths, slowly becoming clearer as it neared the surface. Clothing and the outline of a human form appeared first, grotesquely swollen, and then the pull of the fish hook on the shirt of the forearm rolled the body over.

      Jerry vomited over the side of the boat, and Cliff turned away with a groan. The body was unrecognizable as a person as the grey, waterlogged, dead flesh peeled off in ham-sized chunks, exposing ligaments and gleaming white bone.

      “Just leave it,” Cliff said, keeping his face to the other side of the boat. “I’ll row us in, and we can call the Sheriff. Just let that thing drag behind us.”

      Jerry wiped his mouth and stared at Cliff’s feet, pale and weakened. “I ain’t goin’ fishin’ in this lake ever again.”

      “Good mornin’, Sheriff,” Agent Werner said.

      “Good mornin’, Agent Werner,” the Sheriff replied. “To what do I owe this honor?”

      “It looks like we might have a break in the Evan Lacroix case. A couple of fishermen pulled up a body not far from where they snagged Evan’s pick-up truck a few days ago. Forsyth is working to ID the body, and if their Medical Examiner can determine it is Lacroix, they’ll transfer custody of the body to you. In the meantime, the GBI is going to take the lead on this case, and we’ll make sure to keep you in the loop.”

      “That is fine by me, Mr. Werner. Y’all got bigger guns than we do, that’s for sure.”

      “Please keep an eye on those kids. We don’t know if this is Lacroix yet, and he could be waiting for us to let our guard down.”

      “Yes, sir,” the Sheriff said. “So is Lacroix a suspect or a victim?”

      “Yes.”

      Macy’s heart sank as she saw the unmarked car winding up her driveway in front of a billowing cloud of red dust. She thought she had a few more days with Charlotte.

      
        When the car pulled up, she noticed there was only one cop, a detective by the looks of it, and no one she could peg as being from child services. Maybe today was not the day.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am,” he said as she opened the door.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” she said. “What can I do for you?”

      “My name’s Agent Garth Werner with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation. I’d like to ask you a few questions about Evan Lacroix.”

      “C’mon in, Agent Werner. Would you like some tea?” she offered.

      “That’s all right, ma’am. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? I make some good sweet tea.”

      “In that case, I reckon I ought to try it.”

      Macy broke up an ice tray and tumbled the cubes in. She took the pitcher from the counter, poured it over the ice, and then took a wedge of lemon from the fridge and placed it on top.

      As she was working, Charlotte came out of her room.

      “Agent Werner?”

      “Hello, Charlotte. It’s nice to see you again.”

      “You know Agent Werner?” Macy asked, setting his tea in front of him.

      “Yes, ma’am. He is Ms. Werner’s daddy. He stopped by the school and talked to Hale and me.”

      “Really? I wasn’t aware of that,” she said in a slightly incredulous tone.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Agent Werner said. “I spoke to them with their principal present. I just needed to ask them some questions as witnesses. Don’t worry, ma’am. They are ruled out as suspects and are under watch with Dawson County Sheriff in case Evan Lacroix ever reappears.”

      “Is that likely, Mr. Werner?” Macy asked.

      “I don’t know. A body was found near where his truck was found in the lake, but we don’t have a positive ID yet. Have you ever seen Evan Lacroix?”

      
        “I’ve seen him in passing at the diner.”

      “So, you didn’t see him at all the day he went missing?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Did you ever go to the motel where Evan had the children?”

      “No, sir. Charlotte called me and told me to meet them at Emory. She said they were driving there because Hale needed to be treated for his asthma attack.”

      “Did she call you from the hospital?”

      “I believe she called me from the motel room.”

      “Why didn’t you advise her to call the police?”

      “Hale needed help, and with asthma, there is no time to lose. They needed to get him to the ER straight away. I knew the hospital staff would notify the police when they got there.”

      “I see. Did Merrick Malone make his way to the motel room?”

      “Merrick? How would I know that?”

      “Phone records indicate that you placed a call to him immediately after receiving the call from Charlotte in the motel room. What did you have to discuss with him before rushing out the door to go to the hospital to get Charlotte?”

      Macy sighed and put her hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go check on Max and Molly, child?” Max and Molly were the most self-sufficient animals in the barn. Charlotte got the message: can you please disappear while the grown-ups talk?

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I told Merrick what had happened and that the children were safe. Merrick is an old friend, and lately, he has hired Hale Turner to work in his shop with him. Evan had become agitated and had become physical with Hale at some point.”

      “When was this?” Agent Werner said, scribbling furiously in his notebook.

      “A few weeks ago, sometime in May, I believe, on a Sunday. Tessa was at the diner, and Evan was home alone with Hale. Hale came to me, and I bandaged him up. Merrick and I stayed in touch so that we could look out for Hale.”

      “I see. What did your conversation with Merrick Malone consist of that night Charlotte called?”

      “I told him the children were at Emory and were safe, and that I was heading to the hospital to get Charlotte.”

      “Did he say where he was going?” Macy knew not to take the bait of a leading question.

      “He didn’t say anything about going anywhere.”

      “He didn’t mention heading to the motel or looking for Evan Lacroix?”

      “No, sir. Why would he do that?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me. Witnesses at the motel say they saw an older man matching Merrick’s description go into the room where the kids had been and then come out a few minutes later carrying another man across his shoulders. Witnesses at the emergency department also describe an older Ford truck like Merrick drives coming into the parking lot, hooking up to Evan’s truck with chains, and towing it away.”

      “I suppose you will have to ask Merrick, sir. As for what we discussed, the children had been located and were now safe. It didn’t seem to me he had any reason to go anywhere.”

      “I see. I suppose I will have to talk to him. Do you mind if I ask the nature of your relationship with Mr. Malone?”

      “Merrick is an old friend. At one point, many years ago, he may have been an old flame, but it was a little too complicated.”

      “What do you mean by ‘complicated’?” Agent Werner asked, shifting from his scribbling notebook to a genuine curiosity.

      “He’s white, and I’m not. That always comes with its own set of consequences. He is also very fond of drink, and I am not. Still, he has always been a good man. How do you think a retired, widowed, black schoolteacher was able to afford this farm? It wasn’t all because of my husband’s life insurance. This was part of his family’s land, and he liked the idea of me running a small farm as a kind of sanctuary.”

      
        “I suppose when you sell some of your land, it’s smart to invest in good neighbors,” Agent Werner said, smiling.

      Charlotte was in the barn, brushing down the horses and having a conversation with them. She heard Agent Werner’s car leaving, but she wasn’t in a hurry to go inside.

      “I’m going to miss you so much!” she said. “But I promise to visit as often as possible.”

      Toby kept nudging Charlotte’s leg, interrupting her. To him, the horse brush was the ultimate backscratcher.

      “Fine, Toby,” she said, reaching down and running it down his back a few times. “Everyone likes a back scratch.”

      “When you’re done with them, I’ll have a turn. I really like back scratches.”

      “Hale!” she called out. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m taking advantage of the fact you are only a bike ride away.”

      Charlotte climbed out of the horse stalls, and Toby squeezed through the slats to greet Hale. He pet Toby, and when he stood up he was almost knocked over by Charlotte, who threw her arms around him and then gave him a surprisingly deep kiss.

      “Agent Werner was here,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. He was asking Miss Macy about what happened after we got out of the motel. He kept asking her about Merrick Malone.”

      “Did you hear what she said?”

      “She just told him what happened, as far as I know. I came out to the barn before they were done talking.”

      “Do you need help finishing up your chores?” he asked.

      “I did most of my chores, but I do need some help moving some hay up in the hayloft,” she said mischievously.

      They climbed the ladder, and Hale led her by the hand to a couple of square bales that made a nice bench. He swung his leg over and straddled the bales and then led Charlotte to sit opposite him, holding her hands.

      
        “I see you still have the string,” he said, smiling. “I was worried I might have freaked you out a little by putting something on your ring finger. I just wanted you to know I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I know,” she said, spinning the string around her finger.

      “I will see you every chance I get, and every time you come back here to see Macy.”

      “I know.”

      “I love you like crazy, Charlotte Robinson. I love you from the bottom of my heart and soul.”

      “I know.”

      He took her face in his hands and returned the deep kiss she gave him earlier. She put her arms around his neck and continued to kiss him as she lay back on the bale of hay and pulled him down with her. He rested on his elbow and ran his fingers down along her braids, along her neck, and around her face.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said, kissing her again.

      She felt along his arms, shoulders, and down his back.

      “You say you’re ‘stocky,’ but you’re really strong and solid. I like that.”

      “That’s me: your friendly neighborhood tree trunk.”

      She giggled and kissed him again. “How long do we have to wait?” she asked.

      “Wait for what?”

      “For each other. For life. Until we can be together all the time. Until there is no one to stop us…” She kissed him again and then gently pushed him back and sat up.

      “I want to do right by you, Charlotte,” Hale said. “I don’t just want you for a moment or a night or a few months. I want to have you forever.”

      “I just wish forever could start right now,” she said, standing up. She took his hand and pulled him up and then slid his shirt up over his head.

      “Charlotte…”

      
        “It’s okay. I want you to ‘see’ me, the way I ‘see’ you. Tie your shirt around your head like a blindfold.”

      Hale folded the shirt into a long, thick strip and tied it firmly behind his head. Charlotte felt the cloth and then ran her hands down his shoulders and arms, finally taking his hands in hers. She put his hand on her face, and he gently felt the line of her nose, the curves of her eyes, and the mounds of her supple lips. She kept her hand on his and slid it down her long neck, the center of her chest, and her stomach. She then took his hand and ran it down her thigh, knee, shins, and then around to her calf. This was one day she wished she had worn something other than jeans and a sturdy old t-shirt.

      Hale was breathing hard but held steady following her lead. She pulled his hand slowly up the back of her leg and stopped it on her backside.

      “It’s okay. Feel it,” she whispered.

      He slowly moved his hand in a circle, feeling the curve, until she took it and guided it up her side. This time she slipped his hand under the edge of her t-shirt, slowly working up her side, feeling her silky skin. They came to the fabric and wire of her bra, and then she circled her hand up and around until his hand rested cupping her breast. He feebly attempted to pull it away, but she pressed his hand in, holding it there. “It’s okay,” she whispered.

      Hale’s breath quickened even more, and he took her with his other arm, pulling her against his body. After a few seconds, he realized he was still caressing her breast, and her hand wasn’t there anymore. He gently slid his hand back down and around her back, holding her close.

      “You’re perfect.”

      “You can take the blindfold off now,” she said.

      “I don’t want to,” he said, swaying melodically on the creaking wood floors. With the slip of their shoes over the hay-strewn loft, they waltzed to their own music, spinning slowly.

      “Don’t worry; I know where the edge of the loft is. I will keep us from falling,” Charlotte said.

      “Too late. I’ve already fallen.”

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Chapter Twenty-One
      

      “We’re getting to the nitty-gritty now,” Merrick said. “The engine is like a woman: it takes time to put together, regular attention, and frequent repairs. Half the time, you don’t know what’s wrong, but she’s what drives you and keeps you happy.”

      Hale laughed as he thought of how long Merrick had been single, but then he realized how true it may have seemed to him after all the years. He smiled at the thought of Charlotte. Maybe if he could learn enough from Merrick, he could get a decent job and fix up his own car.

      “The Camaro came with six-cylinder and V8 engines. Guess which one I got?” Merrick asked with a giddy smile.

      “You are not a six-cylinder kind of guy,” Hale said.

      “You got that right. Now the Camaro came in an SS model and a Z28 model, both offering the V8 in a 350 and the more popular 396. The 396 is a rocket, but it didn’t offer a lot more power, and the 350 proved to be one of GM’s best engines. I got lucky; I found an SS with a 350 that was totaled before it got to 100,000 miles.”

      “Totally awesome, Mr. Malone! Are we going to rebuild it before we put it in?”

      “We could probably get it running as is. What do you think, son? Should we get it running and put it in?”

      “We would need to rebuild it within the next 50,000 miles or so anyway. Why not do it now? We’re not just fixing a car; we’re building a hot rod!”

      “You are truly a man after my own heart!” Merrick said, laughing. “I knew you would say that, so I took the liberty of ordering the pistons, rings, gaskets, and a few other items we’ll need. By the time we’re done, this thing is going to purr like a kitten.”

      “Or maybe a lion,” Hale laughed.

      
        “I’ve cleared the workbench just for this project,” Merrick explained. “It’s important to be organized and keep track of every little piece, so you don’t want a lot of extra junk around that can throw you off. You want lots of surface area, lots of light, and all your tools in the right place.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Obviously, the block is a little big for a workbench,” he said, pulling a grease-stained sheet off a hulking metal frame, “but if you hang it on the lift, you can get it to just the right height. As you pull things off, you can put them on the bench.”

      “That is so cool! Nice dramatic reveal of the engine, Mr. Malone.”

      “Thanks. I practiced.”

      Hale laughed again and went up close to the engine.

      “So this must be the head, the valves are under here, and then beneath them are the cylinders with the pistons and rings,” Hale said, identifying everything he could recognize.

      “You got it. Of course, nowadays everything is controlled by the computer. Electronic fuel injectors have replaced carburetors, and the exhaust has to go through a catalytic converter. Not on our beast. We’re gonna enjoy the throaty roar of a wide-open carburetor and a snappy tailpipe! Of course, our mileage will be rough, but as long as Reagan is in office, I don’t think we’ll have to worry about another OPEC scare like we had in the 70s.”

      “Besides, we could always supplement with some Moonshine,” Hale joked.

      “You laugh, but I know folks working on a kind of Moonshine just for running cars. It’s more of a pure alcohol called Ethanol. They claim it can replace gas in the next twenty years. I doubt it, but it wouldn’t surprise me if oil companies started mixing it with gas to stretch it out.”

      “So I should become a farmer and a mechanic,” Hale said with a smirk.

      “Mechanic first, and grow some corn on the side,” Merrick said, smiling.

      
        Suddenly, a phone rang and Hale jumped. He never noticed the simple black telephone hanging on the side of the workbench.

      “I got tired of running into the house, so I put a phone out here,” Merrick explained as he picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

      Hale pretended to be engrossed in the engine, but he listened intently. There was usually a reason folks needed to get hold of Merrick.

      “Well, we knew it would happen. I’m sorry you didn’t have more time…Okay…. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll tell him right now.”

      Hale looked up at Merrick as he hung up the phone.

      “That was Macy,” he said. “She said the state people came and took Charlotte back to her mom. Macy has the address and the phone number for you if you want to call her and get them. I’m sorry, son.”

      Hale just sighed, nodded in thanks, and went back to staring at the engine. Sometimes there are no words.

      “Well, we’re just going to need to get this hunk of metal on the road! If you’re going to graduate from school friends to dating and your girl lives out of town, you’re going to need a real car. No girl wants to be seen in a Chevette. Not even your mom.”

      Hale looked at Merrick with a somber, determined glint in his eyes. “Let’s get to work.”

      Monday afternoon rolled around, waking and warming the North Georgia Mountains with the adolescent sun that seems to only warn of the heat in store in a few weeks. Merrick was sound asleep at ten in the morning when he heard a pounding at his front door. Pulling back the tattered Afghan that hung loosely over his frame, he rolled off the sofa and stumbled to the door.

      “Good morning! I’m sorry if I woke you. My name’s Agent Garth Werner with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, and I wondered if we could have a word.”

      “GBI? I doubt it will be only one word,” mumbled Merrick. He left the door open and motioned to Garth to come in.

      
        Skipping the formalities of offering the agent something to drink, he brought him a whiskey glass with tap water.

      “Thank you,” Agent Werner said as he sat in an old high-back chair that exhaled decades of dust when he sat down.

      “Is this about that Evan Lacroix? Is he dead?” Merrick asked, straightening his greasy white t-shirt, running his fingers through his silver hair, and wadding up the Afghan at the end of the sofa.

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” Agent Werner said.

      “I’d have shot him between the eyes if I had the chance,” Merrick said coldly, sipping what Agent Werner suspected was not water from an old, chipped mug on the coffee table.

      “That’s a bold statement, Mr. Malone. Did you have a history with him?”

      “No. My introduction to him was getting word he took off with those kids.”

      “It seems you’ve been a bachelor for some time now, and I don’t think you volunteer at the local high school. How long have you known Hale Turner?”

      “Forty years.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Hale started working for me a few weeks ago in the shop. His father Ollie was a sort of Godson to me, and his grandfather Bernie was my best friend. I never really saw eye to eye with Ollie, but Hale…”

      “What about Hale?”

      “It’s like looking into Bernie’s eye again.”

      “Where did you meet Bernie?”

      “We met here after the war. We didn’t know each other very well before the war, but when we both came back, we had a lot in common. He was a great friend.”

      “I take it Hale is pretty special. You’d do anything to protect him,” Agent Werner said. It was a thinly veiled bait, but he wanted to prime the pump. Merrick had something to say.

      
        “Would I kill for him? Of course. Did I kill for him? No. I didn’t get the privilege.”

      “How do you know Macy Woodard?” Agent Werner asked, shifting gears.

      “Macy’s been a friend for a long time.”

      “Was she ever more than a friend?”

      “She’s always been more than a friend.”

      “In what way?”

      “In the way that any man should look after a woman who has always been just out of reach. When you love someone, you do whatever it takes to make them happy, even when that means they can’t be with you.”

      “I see. Is that why you sold her the land?”

      “I wouldn’t want anyone else there.”

      “Is that why you have a telephone even though you don’t make calls?”

      “That’s a bit presumptuous.”

      “If she called you for help, you’d go?”

      “Of course.”

      “Is that what happened the night Hale and Charlotte were taken?”

      “She called and let me know what happened. I advised her to call the police and sit tight. I said to let me know if he showed up at her house, but later she called and said they were at the hospital and okay. I cleaned my rifle, checked my pistols, and then went to bed. I was ready if that bastard showed his face. I’m still ready.”

      “So, you didn’t go to the motel or the hospital that night?”

      “Macy went to the hospital, and Tessa picked up Hale the next day. I wasn’t needed.”

      “Your thundering ’28 Ford was not at the motel or the hospital that night?”

      
        “Like I said, I wasn’t needed. I really wanted to see that son of a bitch eat a bullet, but he disappeared. I didn’t get a chance to lay a hand on him.”

      “Were you home all night?”

      “I was sitting here near my phone and my guns.”

      Agent Werner closed his notebook and crossed his legs, letting out a sigh as if the interview was over, but the conversation was not.

      “That is one mean garage you have out there. You have a bit of a reputation for building very fast hot rods.”

      “Thank you. It’s a mountain tradition, among other things,” he said, lifting his glass to Agent Werner.

      “You seem to do okay for yourself. You must have clients who like your work.”

      “Oh yes, I have had many. Despite your suspicions, however, the only crooks I built cars for wore suits and worked in the government.”

      “Ha!” laughed Agent Werner. “I don’t doubt that. Is that the other mountain tradition you maintain?” he asked, nodding to the mug.

      “I’m still trying to match my father’s quality,” he said. But this latest batch is pretty good. Care for a sample?”

      “I would love to, but I’m on the clock. I wouldn’t mind seeing your garage and your still, though. It’s not often you see an accomplished artist with two crafts in the same place.”

      The Dawsonville Diner was buzzing during the six o’clock dinner rush. Tommy was manning the grill and plating up meals, sometimes simultaneously, and Tessa and Dawn were shuttling them out to the dining room just as fast. In between, they were refilling Cokes and Fanta’s and Sweet Tea, cashing out customers, and seating new ones. Even Hale joined in as an unofficial busboy and drink spotter to keep things moving. Tessa was stretched, but with her children behind her, her regular customers in front, and Tommy keeping the people happy with generous servings of their greasy-finger classics, she was enjoying herself. She had the place running like a well-oiled machine, and the customers could sense her genuine love for them, the diner, and her hometown. As long as it would last, she would soak it in.

      Tommy had twelve hamburger patties going on the grill, and the trap was beginning to fill up. He thought about having Hale dump it, but explaining how to remove the trap would take longer than doing it himself.

      “Hale!” he shouted, “come watch the grill while I dump this trap before it overflows.”

      “No problem,” he said. He’d spent enough time around Tommy to know when to flip a burger, which was part of his motivation to learn about cars. He knew which kind of grease he wanted on his hands.

      As Tommy slid the trap out, Hale slipped the bucket under the grill to catch the drippings until they put the trap back. Tommy had let it get a little too full, and he wavered somewhat under the weight, trying not to let any of the hot, slick stuff hit the already grimy floor. As he made his way teetering to the door, he slipped on a wet spot and lunged forward to avoid splashing and searing himself with the hot oil.

      “Shit!” he shouted. “Shit! Shit!”

      The pan hit the edge of the mop sink and poured its contents all over the wall, the floor, and down the floor drain. Hale bolted over to Tommy immediately, worried he was burned, but fortunately, only a few drops hit his arm, which was barely noticeable on a fry cook.

      Suddenly, there was a series of flashes followed by a loud pop and snap, and then the kitchen went dark. Hale flashed back to the motel with the pictures of the hair dryer, the small electrical explosions, and the sudden darkness.

      “Are you okay?” Hale called to Tommy.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. What the hell happened to the lights?”

      “We blew a breaker somewhere,” Hale said.

      “How’d that happen?” Tommy asked.

      A warm orange glow surged up the wall, answering his question.

      “Dammit! Fire!” Tommy shouted.

      
        Hale ran to the wall on the other side of the door, taking the fire extinguisher down and pulling the pin. He kicked the door open for light and ventilation, and then he pointed the hose at the fire and squeezed. He tried to find the base of the fire like he had been taught and saw that it looked like it started around a power outlet, not far from the mop sink. It was not the best place for an outlet. A sagging cord was hanging from the now blackened outlet, and Hale could tell the grease and maybe some water from the sink must have run down the cord and seeped into the outlet, causing an arc that ignited the hot grease. It was a perfect combination.

      Hale aimed at the outlet, but the grease ignited quickly, forcing him back as he sprayed desperately, trying to extinguish the flames. The more he sprayed, the more they spread, until finally the extinguisher was exhausted. He paused a few seconds to let the smoke and fire retardant spray clear and assess the damage, but then he had to jump back as the flames roared through the haze, engulfing the entire wall behind the grill and licking up every spot of grease.

      He turned to Tommy, who seemed frozen in horror at the sight.

      “Tommy! Get out! Get out!” Hale shouted, shoving him towards the swinging door.

      They burst through the door, a billowing cloud of smoke following them.

      “Fire!” yelled Hale. “Mom, there’s a fire! Get everybody out of here!”

      Like Tommy, maybe because of their personal investment in the place, it took a few seconds to comprehend the situation.

      “Uh, the extinguisher…” she muttered.

      “It’s used up, Mom! I already tried. The whole kitchen is on fire! We need to get everyone out of here now!”

      The customers took the hint before the command was given. Tessa, Dawn, and Tommy escorted the customers outside, helping the older folks and directing the sudden rush of cars from the parking lot. As she directed the cars away from the building, Tessa turned back and saw the smoke rising from the back of the diner and finally began to grasp the gravity of the situation.

      
        In the dining room, one of the last customers was a trucker who helped escort others out.

      “My truck is across the street. I’ll get on the CB and see if I can get the volunteers here.”

      “Thanks,” Hale said, ushering out the last of the customers and taking Dawn’s arm. “Let’s go!” he shouted. She had turned back to get her pocketbook on the counter, but Hale held on and forced her out of the building. As she glanced back, she saw a burst of flames pour through the order window as they opened the front door, feeling the scorching heat on her back, and she realized what her brother had thought to do in a split second probably saved her life.

      The trucker came through, and within thirty minutes, the volunteer fire department came rushing down the street with everything they had. By then, the entire building was completely engulfed, and with the pressure of the water hoses, the roof and parts of the walls collapsed in on themselves while Tessa, Hale, Dawn, Tommy, and a handful of customers watched from across the street. Hale and Dawn held their mom while she watched with stoic shock, and a single tear dripped down through the sweat and dirt on her cheek.

      Tommy stood shaking his head, muttering, “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry Tessa…”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked.

      “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault. I spilled the grease. I started the fire.”

      Before she could respond, Hale interrupted.

      “No way,” he said. “It was a freak accident.”

      “What happened?” Tessa asked as she placed a gentle hand on Tommy’s shoulder.

      “Tommy slipped on a wet spot on the floor. The grease pan hit the mop sink and splashed an outlet where a cord was hanging down. The outlet arced and ignited the grease. It was a freak accident. If I was taking the pan out, I would have done the same thing, and so would anyone else. It was just a freak set of circumstances.”

      “You saw all that?”

      
        “Yes, ma’am. I tried to put it out, but the grease burned a lot hotter and a lot faster than the extinguisher could handle. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m so glad you were in there, Hale. You probably saved lives today. Make sure you tell everything to the fire department because that will help their investigation.”

      “I’m so sorry…” Tommy muttered again.

      “Tommy, stop apologizing. You heard Hale. It was a freak accident. As soon as we rebuild, you’ll be back in a brand-new kitchen,” Tessa said, hugging his bulky frame.

      “Maybe this time we’ll move the power outlets away from the mop sink,” he said with a weak smile.

      “And we’ll get two or three fire extinguishers,” Hale said, reaching around Tommy’s shoulders and giving him a reassuring squeeze.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
      

      “Momma, I need to talk to you,” Charlotte said.

      “Okay, baby,” she said. “We probably have a lot to talk about. I’m sorry I haven’t been around as much, but I need this job.”

      “I know, Momma. It’s part of the package: house, job, no drugs. Dot told me.”

      “Who’s Dot?”

      “The social worker.”

      “I see. Macy is the woman you stayed with?”

      “Yes, ma’am. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

      “It sounds like you had a good time way out there in the country,” she said, lighting a cigarette and sitting back in the tattered old, padded dining room chair they got from the thrift shop.

      “Eeew, momma! You smokin’ now?”

      “It beats the alternative,” she said, moving the ashtray on the small kitchen table.

      
        Charlotte had a lot more to say about that, but even at her age, she knew when to pick her battles.

      “I loved it at Miss Macy’s. There were horses, cows, chickens, and these two crazy goats named Max and Molly. There was the best dog in the world named Toby, who I swear could understand English. Miss Macy was amazing. She could cook so well, and she was smart. She used to teach school.”

      “It sounds like you had a good time, baby.”

      “It was more than a good time, Momma. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

      “What are you sayin’ baby? You’d rather live with her?”

      Charlotte sighed. It was time for the truth, but sometimes the truth can sting.

      “Look, Momma. I love you and I’m so glad you’re doin’ good. Even Miss Macy said you’re the only momma I got, and I need to give you a second chance. She’s right, but I can’t help that I don’t like it here. I don’t mean I don’t like livin’ with you, but I don’t like this neighborhood, I don’t like the drugs and crime, and I really don’t want to go back to school here. I know I have to, but I guess what I’m sayin’ is that I want to be able to visit Miss Macy.”

      “Here I was worried you were sufferin’ in the system, but you done and left your heart at your foster home.”

      “You can say that. It’s not just Miss Macy, Momma. It’s Hale.”

      “Oh Lord have mercy, child! You gone and went crazy for a boy, too?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “How’d you find a black boy way up in Dawson County? Oh no…”

      “Yes, Momma. He’s white. He’s so white he’s got red hair, not that any of that matters to me.”

      “Oh, child. You gone and done it now. Fallin’ for a white boy? You know there ain’t no good gonna come from that.”

      
        “Yes, there is, Momma. He was the only thing that really helped me when we met at Blue Ridge. When I went to live with Miss Macy, he was at my new school! We’re best friends, Momma.”

      “Best friends?” she said mockingly.

      “Well, we’re more than that now.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’ve gone and got yourself knocked up…”

      “No! Momma, give me some credit. I know better than that.”

      “Really? That’s what I said before I had you. Love will make you do some crazy, stupid stuff, baby. I just don’t want you to get stuck before you get started.”

      “You mean like most of the girls around here?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What does Miss Macy think of this boy?” Wanda asked, dragging down the rest of her cigarette.

      “She loves him. We even took him to church. He ‘stuck out like a drop of milk in coffee’ Miss Macy said, but folks adored him. He’s sweet and kind, and he stood up for me at school, which made him like a celebrity at church.”

      “Stood up for you?”

      At this point, Charlotte knew they were still on unsteady ground, so she decided the kidnapping was best left for later. Wanda was still adjusting to normal life and handling emotions without chemical support. You should only rock the boat so much.

      “At school, a couple of bullies tried to talk some sh…crap about me, and Hale got in their face and called them out. It was three to one, and he just took the blows for me. The next time we ran into them, he got in their face again, and they backed off.”

      “Well, he’s decent, I’ll give him that,” Wanda said as she lit another cigarette.

      “His dad died a few years ago, and his mom…his mom had some struggles with pills. We have a lot in common for a white country boy and a black city girl.”

      
        “I like that he went to church with you. I like that Miss Macy took you to church. That makes me feel better.”

      “Did you used to go to church when you were young, Momma? Like we did when daddy took us when I was little?”

      “Yes, baby. My momma drug us to church every Sunday.”

      “You know Grandmamma Mavis wrote to me.”

      “I figured she would.”

      “Are you still mad at her, Mamma?”

      “No, baby. I’m mad at me. I made a lot of bad decisions, and it has hurt us all. It wore on your daddy, it kept you and me apart, and it kept you from knowin’ your grandmamma.”

      “It ain’t ever too late, right, Mamma?”

      “I suppose not, baby.”

      “I think I have a gift.”

      “I figured you might start seein’ it soon. Traumatic things can bring it out sometimes. What is it?”

      “Healing.”

      “Now that is somethin’!” she said, showing her first real spark of life since they sat down.

      “It’s not like someone gone an’ grown a leg back or nothing, but some people got better real fast. It’s like a miracle that doesn’t want to be noticed.”

      “That’s exactly how it works, baby.”

      “Where does this come from, Mamma? Grandmamma said it’s been in our family for years, passed down from mother to daughter. What are these ‘gifts’ and where did they come from?”

      “I wish I knew, baby.”

      “Miss Macy said maybe they are ‘Spiritual Gifts’ like in the Bible. Do you think so?”

      
        “Maybe, except we were all just regular folks. None of us was no preacher or married to a preacher or nothin’ like that. Maybe God just blessed us. He sure wasted it on your momma, though.”

      “Don’t say that, Momma! God don’t make mistakes.”

      Wanda smiled as she blew a shaft of smoke from the side of her mouth and pressed the cigarette butt into the ashtray.

      “Well, I didn’t do too bad with you, baby. If all I had to show for my life was you, I done good. I done real good.”

      Hale couldn’t smell the still anymore. Even if he could, he was so absorbed under the hood he wouldn’t notice.

      “Alright, grab that laser gun lookin’ thing on the bench and a 9/16 wrench. We need to set the timing,” Merrick said. “Hook it up to the battery, clamp the number one spark plug wire, and lean over here with me.”

      “What do we do now?” he asked.

      “Nothing until we start the engine,” Merrick said. “Look here. See that groove and those numbers?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We need to set the initial timing. It should be around ten degrees or so, but we’ll listen for a smooth idle. Loosen the nut on the distributor cap and turn it gently to adjust the timing: counterclockwise to advance, and clockwise to retard. I’ll crank it up.”

      Hale pointed the light and watched the numbers at the groove. It only cranked over a few times, but Hale was able to catch the sight of a three or a four.

      “It was real low. Try it again,” he called to Merrick.

      As Merrick cranked the engine, Hale twisted the distributor cap slowly to the left, and the engine roared to life. It idled roughly, but as he continued to turn, it smoothed out until the “thudding” sound turned into the iconic purr of a lion. Hale peered out from under the hood with a giant smile and gave Merrick a thumbs up. This was one of the few things that gave Merrick’s weathered face the life that usually stayed buried under guarded emotions. Bringing a beautiful beast to life while looking into Bernie’s eyes through his grandson was a highlight in his life he never thought he would live to see.

      “Alright,” he said. “We’ve got a few more adjustments to make and a few more timing settings, but we’re almost there. Grab a small Phillips and hang on to that 9/16.”

      After an hour or so of adjusting the carburetor, timing, and troubleshooting a few other minor things, the Camaro lived. The 350 V8 small block sang from its roost, nestled in one of the best-designed car bodies on the market. Hale leaned on the bench with arms folded in his rolled-up coveralls, staring and smiling at the car as it idled. Aside from Charlotte, it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

      “Ready to take it for a spin?”

      “Really? Is it ready?”

      “You tell me. How does the engine sound?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Tires, brakes, and alignment okay?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Exhaust sound good?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Transmission working?”

      “Four on the floor and ready to go.”

      Merrick smiled and patted him on the back. “We might find some kinks when we take it out on the road, but that’s just how it is. Let’s open her up on the highway and make sure we got the timing settings perfect, the transmission we put in doesn’t have any hidden issues, and the handling is tight.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hale said, peeling off his coveralls.

      “While we’re out, we might as well get something to eat. After all, this is worth celebrating, don’t you think?”

      He agreed, but the mention of going out to eat and celebrate was instantly tempered by the fire.

      
        “Yes, sir.”

      “I know you’re worried about your mom, son,” he said. “Try not to let it get to you. Sometimes things like this can be a blessing in disguise.”

      A blessing? That was beyond Hale’s imagination, but Merrick was not one to say something without gravity behind it. Hale decided to turn those words into a reasonable hope.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Why are you getting in over there?” Merrick said as Hale opened the passenger side door. “You’re the one who needs practice driving, not me.”

      “I don’t have my license,” he explained.

      “Well, how the hell are you going to pass your driver’s test if you don’t practice? Get behind the wheel.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hale was pretty sure this wasn’t legal, especially because they didn’t have a tag for the car yet, but it was Merrick. Somehow, he didn’t see catching any trouble with the Sheriff.

      “Charlotte, baby,” Wanda called from the kitchen.

      “Yes, Mama?” she answered from the couch.

      “I’m gonna lie down for a spell. I get so tired, it’s like I need to catch up on my days off.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be quiet.”

      “Thank you, sweetie,” she said, lumbering over to the couch and sitting on the arm. She ran her fingers over her hair and patted her shoulder. “Don’t you worry, now. I’m sure you’ll get a chance to go visit Miss Macy. In fact, I think you’ll have a chance to go and stay with her for a time. I see it, baby. I see you staying with that sweet woman, and I see you bringing your healin’ to people. You’re gonna be a mender of souls, baby. I see you breaking the bonds of sickness and death.”

      Charlotte listened in stunned silence, hearing her momma speak with what sounded like a prophetic tone for the first time she could remember. It was like she was using her gift again. If her gift were back, then maybe she really was healed of her addiction. Charlotte smiled as she took in her mother’s words, hopeful for their future and hopeful for spending some time with Macy.

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, Momma.”

      Charlotte sat on the couch reading in one of her Braille books that Macy bought for her, and after finishing a few chapters decided to flip the TV on and listen with the volume down. She listened to Dallas, imagining the rich white folks on vast acres of land in Texas, fighting and backstabbing each other over money as they lived in million-dollar mansions and drove cars even Hale would be jealous of. Then she listened to The Jeffersons, her favorite show. It was not the same without her dad sitting and laughing with her, describing the ridiculous antics, but it was still funny and comforting in a way. Maybe Dad was still watching.

      After a few hours, Charlotte got hungry, and she started to wonder when her momma was going to get up. She went into the kitchen and then decided to check on her mom before she made something to eat. She crept to her bedroom door and opened it slowly.

      “Momma?” she called softly. No response.

      “Momma?” she called a little louder. Still no sound.

      She felt her way to the bedside and found the lump under the blankets, working her way up to her head.

      “Momma?” she said, shaking her body. Still no response, and at this point panic set in. “Momma!” she screamed.

      She felt Wanda’s face, and to her horror, it was stone cold, and her eyes and mouth were still open. She felt around her head, searching for the phone on the nightstand. She felt several small objects next to the phone: a plastic bag, a small glass pipe, and a lighter.

      She called 911 and stumbled through the address, which was still new to her. She unlocked the door and opened it for the cops and the EMT’s, and sat down on the bed next to her momma. Her hopes for her future with her mom were obliterated, but this time she had something to lean on. She had Macy. She had Hale. She had a life she didn’t want to leave in the first place. There was no need for Blue Ridge this time.

      
        Charlotte deduced that her momma had left the powder cocaine she got from her dad behind while she was in jail, and somehow found Crack when she got out. Crack was more concentrated, a factor she may not have considered when smoking the amount she likely did. Of course, an autopsy would say for sure, if they bothered in this part of town, but Charlotte had already settled it in her mind that her momma probably overwhelmed her heart with the new form of her old habit.

      When the cops and the paramedics arrived, she was calm and answered all their questions.

      “Yes, I am okay.”

      “Yes, she had a history with regular cocaine.”

      “Yes, this was the first time I knew of since she got out of jail that she had Crack.”

      “Yes, I have a place to go.”

      “Macy Woodard.”

      Dot got through the red tape and persuaded the cops to drive Charlotte to Macy’s for emergency placement. When she walked through the door with her bags, words weren’t needed. Macy’s enveloping hug, the smell of fresh cookies, and the desperate crying of Toby were all the welcome she needed. Ironically, it was a welcome home.

      “I’ll get started on supper. You take your time and get settled. Your room is just waitin’ on you, and I’m sure the barn will be happy to see your face again.”

      “Thank you, Miss Macy. I sure missed you,” she said.

      “Child, I haven’t had so much disdain for the quiet in this house since my husband passed. It’s good to have you back.”

      Charlotte put her things in her room, remembering her way around as if she had never left. She headed out to the barn, enthusiastically led by Toby, although he was so excited he nearly tripped her several times. She rubbed a few horse noses, said hello to the cows, and scratched Max’s and Molly’s heads.

      “My turn.”

      
        Charlotte swung around in the direction of the voice.

      “Hale!”

      “Miss Macy gave me a call.”

      Charlotte threw her arms around his neck and pulled so hard he almost started choking. He put his arms around her waist, pulled her close, and held her for several minutes.

      “I’m not letting go,” Charlotte said with her face buried in his shoulder.

      “Well, that works out because neither am I.”

      “I missed you.”

      “I was about to ride my bike to Atlanta!”

      “Really?”

      “Well, no. At least not yet. Are you okay?”

      “I am now.”

      “I’m so sorry, Charlotte.”

      “Thanks. I’m okay. I didn’t suspect anything, but I also wasn’t completely surprised. Right now, I’m just thankful for Miss Macy, and I’m especially thankful for you,” she said, pressing her lips into his for a deep kiss.

      Hale took her hands and smiled as he twisted the string on her ring finger around a few times. “I think things are going to be okay.”

      “Me too.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
      

      Tessa stood at her kitchen counter in her worn-out jeans and a t-shirt she slept in last night. Dawn was out looking for a temporary job, or more likely hanging out with friends. Hale was at Macy’s place or maybe Merrick’s; she wasn’t sure. She fingered an orange pill bottle, turning it around in her hand. She sighed and leaned down on the counter on her elbows and staring out the window. That stupid cat was on their old tin garbage can again trying to knock it over.

      “Boots, cut it out!” she yelled. He turned slowly and looked at her through the window with a contemptuous stare and then jumped down and walked away. She sat on a stool at the counter, turning the bottle with her thumb. Finally, she pushed the top down, twisted, and poured out two pills. She poured a glass of water, and just as she brought her open palm to her mouth, the phone rang. She grunted and put the pills back on the countertop.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      “Tessa Turner?” came a familiar voice on the other end.

      “Yes?”

      “This is Barry Miller down at the bank. I have some good news.”

      Tessa swallowed hard and blinked a couple times.

      “Good news?” she asked.

      “It looks like the insurance company is going to cover the fire damage.”

      “I kept up the premiums, but I never saw the policy. I didn’t know what Evan set up. Are they going to pay it off so the bank can sell the lot and wash their hands of the place?”

      “That’s the other thing we need to talk about. Can you make it down to my office today?”

      “Me? I’m pretty sure we’ve established I don’t have the credit or collateral to do anything with the diner.”

      “Tessa, all the outstanding liens on the diner have been satisfied. An anonymous buyer, a person from the Dawsonville area, paid off the liens a few days ago. He had two stipulations: he would obtain ownership of the diner once we settle the legal entanglements regarding Evan Lacroix, and he insisted you manage the establishment.”

      “Seriously?” she squeaked.

      “Yes, ma’am. He also mentioned he’d like you to consult with the insurance company’s contractor and specify anything you want them to do. They are coming by my office today at about 10:00 to handle some paperwork, and I thought it might be a good time for you to chat with them.”

      “Of course I’ll be there,” she said. “Thank you, Mr. Miller!”

      Tessa hung up and put her hand on her thumping chest. “I can’t believe it,” she said to herself. She turned to go shower and change and caught the open pill bottle in the corner of her eye. She went back, took the bottle and carried it into the bathroom. She dropped the two pills into the toilet and then poured the rest in from the bottle and flushed.

      “No way. Not anymore.”

      I called to set up a time to meet Hale and Charlotte at the diner, but they informed me of its fate. When I asked about alternatives, Charlotte cordially invited me to Macy Woodard’s place for dinner. I had no idea what a treat that would be. Macy was an amazing cook.

      I decided it was time to update Hale. I was able to trace his line and fill in the blanks all the way back to Harland Turner, the literal and figurative father of the legend. I wasn’t happy about telling Hale how intact and lethally consistent his curse was, but he needed an update, and I still had more digging to do on Lily.

      I drove up to the house about six in the evening, and I could see how Macy and Charlotte enjoyed spending time out here. It was a quiet, hilly homestead blanketed by lush green grass and encircled by a thick forest of pines, occasional oaks, and what appeared to be fruit trees directly behind the house. The barn looked relatively modern, so I presume Macy had it built when she bought the place. The house and the barn reflected Macy’s stalwart philosophy of frugality, simplicity, and extreme care. There wasn’t a lot of fancy landscaping, but the lawn was trim, the house and barn cleanly whitewashed, and every tool and implement was organized, stored, and secured. Even the hen house was freshly painted and the chicken wire pulled straight and taught. It was as if her farm were her classroom.

      “Good evening, I’m Urie Feldman,” I said, introducing myself.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Feldman. I’m Macy Woodard, and I think you know Charlotte Robinson.”

      
        “Hello, Mr. Feldman,” Charlotte said, extending her hand with surprising accuracy.

      “It’s good to see you again, Miss Charlotte.” I was picking up Southern proprieties.

      “Hale will be here soon. He has to ride his bike,” Charlotte informed me.

      “Have a seat, Mr. Feldman,” Macy said, leading me to the sofa. “Supper will be ready in a few minutes.”

      “It smells wonderful,” I said. “You really didn’t have to go to so much trouble.”

      Macy smiled and told me, “You won’t say that after you’ve tasted it.” I had a feeling she was right.

      “Mr. Feldman, can I ask you a question?” Charlotte piped in, chasing away any awkwardness before it crept in.

      “Of course.”

      “Do you believe in God?”

      Ugh. Religion and politics. This was where the New York Jew was a fish out of water in the South. If a fish stays out of the water too long, they don’t do well, especially in this heat.

      “Well, I am Jewish, but I would consider myself more of a secular Jew. I’m not really religious.”

      “As a reporter, do you ever see things that can’t be explained?”

      “There is usually a pretty good explanation for just about everything. Just because we don’t know what that explanation is, doesn’t mean there isn’t one. Is there an example you want to tell me about?”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m crazy.”

      “I have an open mind, and from what I know of you, Miss Charlotte, you are anything but crazy.”

      She giggled and loosened up a bit. Truthfully, after the unexplainable consistency of Hale’s curse, I was curious if I might find any other comparable anomalies.

      
        “I think I have a special gift. I think I can heal people, or at least God heals people through me.”

      “When did you discover this?”

      “I suspected it since I was about ten, but I recently discovered my mama, my grandmamma, and a couple more generations back all had gifts. They weren’t healing. They were things like predicting future events, understanding languages, and having incredible wisdom. Have you ever heard of something like that?”

      “It’s common for families to pass down possessions and skills, but I’m not an expert on the supernatural. What do you think?”

      “I can’t explain it without God, Mr. Feldman. I just can’t. I think he speaks to me.”

      “What does he say?”

      “He doesn’t really use words. He gives me a feeling, and then I just know someone can be healed.”

      “So, you can’t heal everybody, but you can heal people if God tells you they will be healed?”

      “It sounds strange, but….”

      “Yes?” I said, curious why she stopped talking suddenly. I thought maybe she heard something I didn’t.

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “You have a scar on your hand from when you cut yourself as a kid.”

      “Yes, I do.” She never touched me, and I knew she was blind. This was weird. This was exactly the kind of weird I like. There was probably an explanation, but it was still intriguing.

      “God is not going to heal that scar. It’s part of you. He will heal your ingrown toenails, though. Those have been pretty painful lately.”

      “How did you know…?”

      “That’s what I mean, Mr. Feldman. I just know. Your toes are going to be normal, probably by tomorrow morning. For some reason, God likes to do a lot of healing while you sleep.”

      
        “I don’t know what to say, except maybe thank you.”

      I never spoke a truer sentiment. My rational mind said she was nuts, but not only did she accurately identify my scar and my ingrown toenails, a condition I haven’t even told my doctor about yet, but the curse was still lingering in the back of my mind. I also knew Charlotte was very bright, articulate, and to me, she just didn’t seem to be out of touch. To be honest, despite my misgivings, I was a little anxious to check my feet tomorrow morning.

      “Hello, sweetheart!” Macy said from the kitchen. Hale had arrived. Charlotte found her way to him before he could make it into the living room, and from the embrace, I gathered the friendship had grown to something more.

      “It’s good to see you again, Hale,” I said, standing up to greet the quickly growing teenager.

      “It’s good to see you, Mr. Feldman. I want to thank you again for all the work you’re doing for me.”

      “I’m just sniffing out a good story. It’s my job.”

      It didn’t take long for Macy to order us all to wash up, and I obeyed. Macy had quite a presence in this house.

      After serving up the fresh pan-fried chicken, the moist, succulent cornbread, the savory collard greens, and the best cheddar garlic drop biscuits I have ever tasted, we tried to begin a conversation. It took almost twenty minutes of saying a word or two between moans and compliments before we actually began communicating.

      “Mr. Feldman, I wasn’t sure if you had any dietary restrictions, so I made sure there is no pork in any of the dishes tonight,” Macy informed me.

      “That was so thoughtful, Ms. Woodard.”

      “No problem. Also, please feel free to call me Macy or Miss Macy. I’m not so formal in my house.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied almost automatically. The South was seeping into my pores. After supper, it may be seeping out of them too.

      
        “Hale, I’ve been able to dig up a little bit on your family. I don’t suppose you’re interested?” I teased.

      “Yes, sir!” he said with a mouthful of biscuit, and then quickly covered his mouth with a napkin.

      “I didn’t learn anything you didn’t already know about your father, Ollie Turner. You’d think in 1980 they could handle Pneumonia, but apparently, the infection was just too advanced by the time he got to the hospital. I’m very sorry for your loss. It must have been tough on you as a twelve-year-old. It’s probably still tough.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Your grandfather Bernard, or ‘Bernie’ as everyone called him, was a bit of a grease monkey, but also liked to build things. As you know, he died of an acute asthma attack in 1961. Your grandmother died a few years later, and the obituary romantically called her death ‘a case of a broken heart.’ According to the medical examiner, however, she died of cardiac arrest. I guess that is a broken heart.”

      “From birth and death records, I was able to find your great-grandfather, Theodore ‘Teddy’ Turner. There wasn’t much about his life, but I did dig up an old article about his death. Apparently, he jumped into the Chattahoochee River to try and save someone who went under. That person managed to get to shore, but Teddy got swept under some logs, got stuck, and drowned. He was born in 1900, and he died in 1940. He was forty years old, too.”

      The blood began to drain from Hale’s face. Despite having professed his assurance of the curse, it was still disconcerting to have it confirmed. I decided to push on and lay it all out there.

      “Teddy’s father was a little tricky because he was the relative who moved from Macon to North Georgia. Luckily, he was in the Army, and they keep good records. His name was Jonathan Turner, and he was a real Jack of all Trades, particularly with mechanical things. He managed to convince the Army to let him join up and be sent to France in World War I. He was supposed to be a mechanic, and by all accounts he was, but he also managed to get into the trenches and see some action. Unfortunately, he saw too much and died in a mustard gas attack in the summer of 1918. He was also only forty years old.”

      
        “It makes sense,” Hale said. “Mustard Gas? His ‘breath was taken away’ when he was forty. That fits.”

      I was getting worried about Hale, but he needed to know. We needed to connect to Harland, the cause of the curse in the first place.

      “Jonathan’s father was Henry Turner, who died of influenza in 1890. He was forty years old as well. He was also the son of Harland Turner.”

      “The slave owner?” Hale asked, coming alive.

      “It looks that way. Harland Turner owned a small farm outside Macon in Bibb County. Records indicate he died of Consumption in 1860, and his wife Mallory sold the farm shortly thereafter. If your story about the slave is true, then it is likely that without Harland and Sally, they couldn’t keep up the farm. In any case, the South was going to be devastated in the next four years. The money from the sale was probably what kept her and Henry alive during the Civil War.”

      “So, the legend really is true. Every one of my ancestors died when they were forty years old. Every man since Harland Turner has died by ‘having his breath taken away’ just like Sally said.”

      I didn’t know exactly what to say. It can’t be true, but I just proved it.

      “I’ve found your paternal line back to Harland, but I haven’t found Lily yet. I want to keep digging. Now that I have some records on Harland and his land, I can keep searching for Lily.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Feldman. Go ahead, but I don’t expect you’ll find much. We only have a legend to go on, and if she lived, she likely was named something completely different and may not have even known about being buried and rescued. If by some miracle you do find a record of her, and by another miracle you can trace her descendants, I would love to meet them. An apology is 120 years overdue.”

      After dinner, I tried to help clean up, but Macy refused my attempt to wreck her true hospitality. Charlotte and Hale went to work cleaning up the kitchen, and I excused myself so I could head back to Atlanta and finish up some loose ends before tomorrow’s deadline.

      “Oh, excuse me!” Hale said, colliding with me as I headed for the door. I instinctively winced, bracing for the searing pain in my big toe after he stepped squarely on it, but it never came. I froze in place, glancing at Hale and then Charlotte.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Feldman,” he apologized again.

      “No, it’s fine,” I said. I looked at Charlotte and put my hands on her shoulders, facing her directly. “It’s really fine. There is no pain!”

      I swung into a kitchen chair and slipped off my shoes and socks, aware of the blatant faux pas, but desperate to confirm my sensations. I would expect to pull off a bloody sock, but there was no blood. There was no pain. There was no steep curvature of the nail piercing into my tender skin, there was no inflammation, and there was no swelling on either of my toes. I looked up at Charlotte, and she smiled, knowing full well I was gazing at her in speechless amazement.

      “I guess you got same-day service, Mr. Feldman.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four
      

      As Charlotte was out doing her chores the next morning, Macy got a phone call.

      “Hello?”

      “Macy, this is Dot.”

      “Hello, Dot. What is Social Services up to this morning?”

      “My supervisor wants to send Charlotte to go live with her grandmamma in Florida.”

      “What if I want to adopt her?”

      “Adopt? Are you sure, Macy? That’s a heck of a burden to take on in retirement.”

      “I’m retired, not dead. Besides, you said yourself she’s already sixteen. I’m a teacher. Even Social Services should be able to see the advantage of allowing her to stay in a college prep foster home.”

      
        “She couldn’t be in a better place. I know that, Macy. Why do you think I brought her to you in the first place? Just know I’m getting a lot of flak here. I’ll do my best, but prepare for the worst.”

      “You might want to mention the same thing to them if they try and come for my baby.”

      Hale was glad to see the garage doors open when he got to work. As the air wafted through, he was struck by the absence of the smell of a distillery.

      “No product cooking today?” he asked as he set his bike against the wall and stepped into his coveralls.

      “Nah. We’re gonna be sanding and painting, so I figured that would be enough toxic fumes in the same area.”

      “Good thing we don’t smoke.”

      “That’s true. NASA doesn’t need competition with metal things flying into the atmosphere.”

      Hale laughed and took stock of the tools Merrick laid out for the bodywork. He was relieved to see the power sander.

      “Are you gonna teach me to use that sander, or am I going to look like Arnold Schwarzenegger by the time we’re ready to paint?”

      Merrick laughed and laughed, slapping the counter several times.

      “That will be today’s main task, and then the rest of this week we’ll be prepping and painting like the pros. You are still going to need some elbow grease. Bodywork is not easy.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      After a few hours of sanding, they both needed a break. Merrick went into the house and then brought out a couple of hearty ham and cheese sandwiches and some potato chips. He set the plates down and then set down two cold brown glass bottles.

      “Are you determined to make me an alcoholic?” Hale joked.

      “Beer is a great thirst quencher. Try it. It’s a rite of passage into manhood.”

      
        Hale took the bottle, popped the lid off with the bottle opener on the side of the workbench, and took a swig.

      “Ack,” he gagged, swallowing and wincing. “Is it just me, or does beer taste like crap?”

      “It’s an acquired taste for some. At least you tried it. Here, take this one,” he said, taking the bottle and handing Hale the other one.

      “Really?” Hale asked with wide eyes.

      “Just try it.”

      Hale closed his eyes and drained the cold drink down his throat, coming up with a smile.

      “Much better!” he said. “Nice move. The root beer is much better. Maybe I am still a kid.”

      “That’s not a bad thing. No drinking and no smoking. You’re already ahead of the game.”

      As they enjoyed the sandwiches, Hale decided to wade into the muddy waters of his ancestral curse.

      “Did I tell you that there is a newspaper reporter who is helping me look up my family history?”

      “I figured that out after he came to me pumping me for everything I know.”

      “Urie Feldman came here?” Hale asked.

      “Yesterday afternoon. He’s pretty interested in your story. He asked a lot of questions. Has he found anything out yet?”

      “He found the names of all my grandfathers back to Harland Turner. He found a little bit about each of them, but mostly he confirmed that they all died at forty years old.”

      “Well…” Merrick started to say, but Hale interrupted.

      “They all died by basically suffocating. They died of drowning, influenza, asthma, and even mustard gas. They ‘had their breath taken away in their fortieth year.’ That curse has played itself out perfectly.”

      “What did you expect?” Merrick asked.

      
        “I kinda hoped somebody broke the trend. That would have made it easier to think that Dad and Grandpa Bernie were just coincidences. It doesn’t look like that to me.”

      “If you really believe in curses, then you should also believe they can be broken. If anyone has a chance of breaking the curse, it’s you. For one thing, you’ve not only thought about it more than your dad and grandpa, but you’re actually researching it. I think you’re going to break this thing. I really do.”

      “But how?” Hale asked, his voice almost cracking.

      “By hiring a big city reporter to help you find Lily.”

      “I don’t see how he will be able to find anything. All we’ve got is this story, and no one knew in 1860 if she even lived or not, so how are we going to find out now?”

      “Records, dates and places, stories, cross-checking, and patience. The hardest thing is patience. I gave him everything I knew and maybe more after he asked questions. He’s got something to work with.”

      “Thanks for talking to him, Merrick. You’re my last connection to my dad and grandpa.”

      “You know, you’re my last connection to them, too. It’s pretty strange a teenager and an old fart like me have so much in common.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s also pretty cool,” Hale said, taking a swig of root beer and casting an admiring glance at the Camaro. “Real cool.”

      When a gray Chevy Caprice Classic with government plates comes up the driveway, it’s rarely good news. This was not Dot’s car. The trim brunette with a gray business suit that looked like she wore it to match the car stepped hard up to Macy’s front door. Her pursed lips, perfectly anchored ponytail, vice grip on her briefcase, and gleaming shoes declared to the world she knew how things ought to be. She waited anxiously for Macy to open the door.

      “Good morning. I presume you are from Social Services,” Macy said as she showed her in and pointed to the kitchen table.

      “Yes, ma’am,” she huffed condescendingly.

      
        “My name is Macy Woodard, but I’m sure you knew that.”

      “Yes. I am Chelsea Watkins. I’m Dorothy’s supervisor.”

      “Would you like some coffee or tea?” Macy asked in a calm, sweet tone.

      “No, thank you. I’d like to get down to business.”

      “Of course. Please, give me a minute to pour my tea. Whenever I speak to someone from Social Services, I get a bit of a dry mouth. Of course, Dot does like to talk.”

      Chelsea smiled insincerely and sat tapping her foot, waiting for Macy to sit down.

      “Thank you, Ms. Watkins,” Macy said, stirring her hot tea.

      “I know Dot placed Charlotte here after her father died, and she authorized her to return on an emergency basis after her mother passed away, but now that her placement in the foster care system is no longer temporary, we need to find her a permanent, adoptive home.”

      “You’re in luck!” Macy said, smiling authoritatively. “She’s already here.”

      “Dot said you had gotten attached. I was worried about that. You see Macy, legally, we are required to do everything we can to keep families together. If Charlotte has a family member who is able to take her in, she needs to be with them. Her grandmother, Mavis Brown, has agreed to have Charlotte come stay with her.”

      “So, you have come today, with no advanced warning, to take Charlotte out of state to live with a woman in her 80s that she has never met except through recent correspondence? Why the urgency, Ms. Watkins?”

      “Now that Charlotte is a ward of the state, we want to get her settled in her new living situation as soon as possible.”

      “I’m sure that’ll help the budget at Social Services as well. You’ve got a hot one here: you can shuffle a special needs child off onto Florida’s books before the start of school and the new fiscal year.”

      
        “We always consider the needs of the child first,” Chelsea said with a glare. “Maybe now is a good time for Charlotte to start packing her things.”

      “I think that might be a bit premature, Ms. Watkins.”

      “Ms. Woodard, I need to remind you I don’t need your consent.”

      “What about mine?” came a young, powerful voice emerging from her room.

      Macy looked at Chelsea with an accusing raised eyebrow.

      “Unfortunately, sweetheart, the adults are the only ones who make decisions in these cases.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair to me. It’s my life!”

      “I think we should all just calm down a bit,” Chelsea said, clutching her briefcase. “There should be no reason for me to call the Sheriff.”

      “Charlotte darling, come here a second,” Macy said. Charlotte leaned in, and Macy whispered a few sentences into her ear.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Charlotte said, disappearing into her room. She started moving things around, singing, and dramatically arranging things to be packed up.

      “She’s a wonderful child,” Macy said. “Leave it to Social Services to take away the only happiness she has ever known.”

      “Now Miss Macy, you know it’s not like that. We have to keep families together.”

      “This family is together. That child is as much my daughter as the one I gave birth to. If you really put the needs of the children first, you’d see that plain as day. She is happy. She is flourishing. Despite having lost both parents, she has her feet on the ground and she knows who she is. I’ll be damned if I let you ruin that,” Macy said with narrowed eyes.

      In her room, Charlotte jumped at the sound of Macy’s declaration. Macy said a cuss word, and Macy had never said a cuss word in her life, at least not that Charlotte could even imagine. She was not playing around.

      “Look, maybe Mavis Brown will be inclined to let Charlotte come visit. I don’t know. You’ll need to speak with her after Charlotte moves in with her. As of right now, Mavis wants her granddaughter to come to Tampa, and as her closest kin, that’s where she goes. She has legal custody of Charlotte.”

      As Chelsea was still speaking, a town car came rolling up the driveway, pulling past the Caprice and stopping conspicuously close to the kitchen door. A driver in a black suit stepped out and opened the door for an elderly lady, helping her out. With the driver’s steady arm, she climbed the two steps to the door and knocked.

      Leaving Chelsea frozen in confusion, Macy answered the door. “Welcome to Georgia, Ms. Brown! I hope you had a good journey. I know it’s exhausting to travel so far.”

      “Oh, Macy! It is so good to finally meet you. My trip was fantastic. You really didn’t need to go to such an expense, but I will admit I soaked up every minute of it! I’ve never been anywhere first class before. What a treat!”

      “Come on in and have a seat. Would you like tea or coffee?”

      “Coffee would be great, thanks.”

      Chelsea Watkins sat at the table, caught in an awkward web, but determined not to leave without Charlotte.

      “Ms. Mavis Brown, this is Chelsea Watkins from Social Services. Ms. Watkins, this is Ms. Brown. I assume you have spoken on the phone.”

      “Um, yes. What a surprise to see you here, Ms. Brown,” Chelsea stammered.

      “I am surprised myself, but Macy graciously offered to arrange for me to travel up here so that we might put a few things to rest. As we are all here, I think that should not take any time at all.”

      “Did you come to take Charlotte with you?”

      “I do have legal custody of her, correct?” Mavis asked as Macy set her coffee down and took a seat opposite them.

      “Um, yes, well, she would go to you…”

      “It seems to me you just said to Macy, ‘She has legal custody of Charlotte.’ Is that not correct?”

      “Um, yes, well, you will as soon as the paperwork is signed.”

      
        “Such an organized and intelligent woman as yourself, I bet you have those papers in your briefcase right now,” Mavis said, smiling like a wolf that has just encircled its prey.

      “Um, I’m not sure…”

      “Sure you do. You put them in their own manila folder and tucked them in the pocket of your case. You were prepared to whisk Charlotte down to Tampa yourself, and you wanted me to sign those papers when you dropped her off, correct?”

      “How do you know that?” Chelsea said, shifting into a near panic.

      “You could say I have a gift.”

      “I’m sorry, this just took me by surprise. I suppose we can sign the papers now, as long as you have ID with you. They are relatively simple forms since you are a close relative in a neighboring state.”

      “Of course, dear,” Mavis said.

      Mavis showed her identification, scanned the paperwork, and signed the form giving her legal custody of Charlotte.

      “That is all I need, ladies. Unless you have any further questions, I can take my leave. I have your information in Tampa, Ms. Brown, in case I have any questions.”

      “Of course you do, dear. Don’t worry, Macy and I are going to sit here and do for my granddaughter what Social Services seemed incapable of: we are going to work out a situation that will be best for Charlotte and take her own opinion into account.”

      Chelsea stood for a moment as it sank in, and then said, “You’re going to let her stay here, aren’t you?”

      “Well now, I said we’d take Charlotte’s opinion into account and work out an arrangement, but that does seem most likely. Don’t you worry, Ms. Watkins, you can still close the file and take Charlotte off your list of expenses.”

      Chelsea Watkins glared at the two women, indignant that she was outmaneuvered by two old black women. She never allowed anyone to subvert her iron will, but they used her will against her. She was furious to have lost the battle, but there wasn’t a battle to fight anymore. Even she knew that.

      “Goodbye, Ms. Mavis and Ms. Woodard.”

      “Would you like to meet your granddaughter, Ms. Brown?”

      “I’ve been dying to see her.”

      “Charlotte child, come on out here. The coast is clear, and there is someone who would like to meet you.”

      Charlotte emerged from her room and cautiously made her way to the kitchen. Mavis stood up, smiling through raining tears, and put her hands on Charlotte’s shoulders.

      “You are a spittin’ image of your momma, but you got a good bit of your daddy in you too. Baby, it’s me, your grandmamma Mavis Brown. It’s so good to see you.”

      “Grandmamma?” Charlotte said, shocked. “Whatcha doin’ here?”

      “I come to do right by you, even if it is years later than I should have.”

      “Am I supposed to come live with you?”

      “Charlotte baby, you are welcome anytime, but I know you have a home here with Miss Macy. Besides, I’m in my 80s, and I’m a fair bit better at bein’ a grandmamma than a momma. I signed the papers and took legal custody of you, but you are welcome to stay here, as long as you promise to keep writin’ me and maybe visit once in a while. In any case, Social Services won’t be botherin’ Y'all anymore.”

      Charlotte smiled as she absorbed the news and then threw herself into her grandmamma’s arms. “Thank you, thank you, thank you so much!” she cried. “I…I love you, grandmamma!”

      “I know you do, baby, I know. I love you, too.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five
      

      
        Hale was exhausted, and Tessa wasn’t far behind. Hale spent the weekends and some evenings with Merrick finishing the paint and bodywork, and he spent most days with Tessa and Tommy at the diner. Stepping around painters and construction workers doing last-minute finishing work, the DD staff was busy setting up all the new equipment. Everything was new: from the tables and booths to the walk-in cooler, freezers, and an enormous grill. It was a hot August in Georgia, but the new air conditioning units blasted cool, refreshing air on them as they scurried throughout the gleaming new digs.

      “Hale, come help me make sure this banner is straight!” Tessa called to him.

      “Do we really need a giant ‘Grand Opening’ banner underneath the giant new lighted sign?” he joked. “I’m pretty sure the Las Vegas-sized ‘Dawsonville Diner’ will let people know the place is open!”

      “We’re celebrating. Every celebration needs a banner! Now hold this end while I tie it up. Next, we get to blow up balloons.”

      Saturday morning, the Dawsonville Diner officially opened at 6:00 am, and already there was a small crowd of old-timers waiting to get in. Tessa and Tommy had been in since 4:00, making coffee, baking fresh biscuits, prepping food for the day, and checking every detail. Hale and Dawn came in at six, with Hale helping Tommy and Dawn helping Tessa.

      By 8:00, the diner was packed and people were waiting for tables. Tessa was running on pure adrenaline, feeling what she described as “exhausted exhilaration.” The old menu was back, and Tommy added a few new options like Chicken and Waffles and Biscuit Sandwiches that proved to be popular as the morning went on.

      About lunchtime, Macy and Charlotte came in, and Hale decided it was time for his break. He seated them in a corner booth, put in their orders, and then sat down next to Charlotte.

      “What do you think of the place?” he asked.

      “It looks fantastic. Everything is new, but it still has the feel of the old diner,” Macy said.

      “I can smell the new furniture and paint, and I can feel the energy. The place really has new life.”

      
        “I’m so happy for my mom. She still doesn’t even know who’s taking over the place, but whoever they are and the bank has basically given her free rein. That was a smart move on their part. I never realized how much this place meant to my mom till now. She’s really happy.”

      As they were talking, a familiar face walked through the door.

      “Mr. Feldman!” Hale called, waving his hand. “Over here!”

      I walked over to the big booth and was immediately invited to sit with them. It really was more of an expectation than an option.

      “Good morning, Mr. Feldman,” Macy said, formally welcoming me into the brood. “What brings you all the way out here this fine Saturday morning?”

      “I heard a really good diner was having its Grand Opening. I wouldn’t miss it,” I said.

      “It’s the best place in Dawsonville!” Hale said. “Of course, it doesn’t have much competition, but still, Tommy’s pretty good on the grill.”

      We laughed, and I put in my order for the most strange, southern-sounding item on the menu. “Chicken and Waffles,” I said to Dawn. “How can I go wrong with that?”

      Hale looked at me expectantly but didn’t ask how I was doing tracking down Lily. He knew I would tell him what I found, but he was also trying to manage his expectations. I don’t believe in curses, but if I were him, I would still be perpetually uncomfortable.

      “I haven’t found anything on Lily yet,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “I’m digging back far enough now, 1860, that I’m looking at different kinds of records. Birth and death records before the Civil War are not as reliable as property records. Lucky for us, as horrible as slavery was, slaves were still valuable. People keep track of really valuable things. I’m going to pursue that angle.”

      “Thank you for doing all this work, Mr. Feldman. I know your time is valuable.”

      “It’s my pleasure. Don’t forget, this is a story for me too!”

      “I wonder, Mr. Feldman, if you are researching records of slaves, if you could keep an eye out for another female?” Charlotte asked.

      
        “Of course. Who am I looking for?”

      “My grandmamma has given me some information on my own ancestors, following the mothers. She has records that go back to my great, great, great-grandmamma Lucille Colton, born in Atlanta in 1875. I’m curious because Lucille’s mama would have been the last slave in our family. I’m sure there won’t be much, if anything, written down about her anywhere, but I’d love to just know her name. I think about what it must have been like for her to be born a slave, and what it was like for her to be set free.”

      “That, my dear, is a story. I will definitely see what I can find,” I said, holding back tears as I thought of how real and powerful this history was. These were not just names in a book; these were real people whose ancestors are alive and in front of me, wanting desperately to connect to their families. I had to find these women, wherever they were hiding in the records.

      “I had a teacher in high school who was bald,” Merrick said when Hale got to the shop. “We gave him Turtle Wax for his birthday one year. He wasn’t impressed, but we laughed for a week.”

      Hale chuckled. “I take it we’re going to rub a little turtle on the Camaro?”

      “You got it, Einstein. Actually, we’re going to rub it on pretty thickly and then buff it out. It’s going to shine so bright it’ll hurt your eyes.”

      “Do you have a buffer pad we can swap out on the sander?” Hale asked.

      “Yes, I do, and yes, we can. You’re awfully fond of the power tools.”

      “I’m awfully fond of not wearing my arm out.”

      Merrick laughed as he handed him the bottle of Turtle Wax. The Camaro was candy-apple red with shiny alloy wheels. The Turtle Wax was going to cause that red to glow, and Hale was pretty sure he had never seen anything so beautiful.

      As they worked, Hale noticed the still was hot again, but this time there was a sweeter hint to the scent.

      
        “What do you have cooking today?” he asked Merrick. “It smells a little different.”

      You have a good nose. I’m cookin’ up a batch of Strawberry Moonshine. It tastes a little better than the plain firewater, and I thought that would go well with our red sled.”

      “I’ll try it, but don’t pour me too much. That stuff is harsh.”

      Hale worked slowly and deliberately, admiring every line and detail of the car. It was a thing of beauty, but it was also a thing of his creation. In a way, rubbing in the wax was savoring the last moments of its creation.

      “Merrick, I’m so surprised you never got married,” Hale said as he swirled the white goo in circles on the hood.

      “I did, remember? It just didn’t last.”

      “I mean, after your divorce. After you stopped drinking, or at least stopped drinking too much. You know, after the dam.”

      “The good old Buford Dam: the dividing line of my life. I guess after the project was done and the lake filled up, I just settled here and kept my nose under the hood of a car. It’s just as well. I don’t think the pressures of married life would have suited me too well. I might have formed a new and more destructive relationship with my oldest friend.”

      “You seem like you would’ve been a good dad.”

      “You seem like a good son.”

      Hale smiled and kept rubbing on the thick coat of wax.

      Merrick put a jar under the still and turned the spout. The faint pink liquid began filling it up, and the smell permeated the garage.

      “I’m getting used to the smell,” Hale said.

      “Try a sip,” Merrick said, catching a bit of the liquid in a coffee mug and handing it to him. “Careful, it’s hot.”

      Hale blew and swished the moonshine until it was tolerable, and then swung it back and swallowed quickly.

      “So, how is it?” Merrick asked.

      “I’m used to the smell, but not the taste. That stuff is all yours,” Hale said, wincing and handing the cup back.

      
        “That’s probably a good thing. It can do a number on your liver.”

      Hale detected a more serious tone. “Has it done something to you?”

      Merrick dropped the bomb, or rather let it slip from his hands in his characteristically nonchalant demeanor.

      “Fifty years or so sipping this stuff hasn’t done my liver any good. The doctor says I have pretty bad cirrhosis, and I don’t have a lot of time left.”

      Hale stopped and stared at Merrick. “Really? I mean, what else did he say? How long did he give you?”

      “You know doctors. They really don’t know. It’s been going downhill for a while now, and he said anywhere from a few days to a few months, but I probably won’t see 1985.”

      “That sucks,” Hale said, slowly resuming his buffing of the wax.

      “Now you know why I’ve been a little lazy,” Merrick said with a devious smile. Hale hadn’t thought about it before, but he realized Merrick didn’t even have a rag in his hand. He looked a little yellow in the face, and Hale always thought it was just because he was old. He finally had some kind of connection to his dad and grandfather, and already he was losing it.

      “When the time comes for me to hit the road and they have me tied up with tubes and wires at the hospital, would you be willing to look after the place? I don’t want drifters coming through thinking they can pick through my things.”

      “Of course,” Hale said.

      “Great. Once you’ve finished rubbing that stuff on, let’s go inside and get you a set of keys and maybe a bite to eat. You can buff out the car after lunch.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      With Charlotte back and now a permanent resident, it became a regular routine for Hale to come over Saturday nights after working with Merrick, helping Charlotte with her chores, having dinner, and then staying over and going to church Sunday morning. Macy graciously set up the guest room for Hale, which was next to her room and on the opposite side of the house from Charlotte. She loved those kids and they had a good future together, but they were still young adults who would have to pass her room and her keen hearing if they were ever tempted to search each other out after dark.

      “I’ll feed the hogs,” Hale said, picking up the pail of grain and slop.

      “I’ll get Max and Molly some pellets,” Charlotte said.

      Hale leaned over the low fence of the pen and poured the slop into the trough. He had to admit, Macy’s scraps weren’t all that bad looking, even mixed together. No wonder the pigs were getting so round.

      When he came back into the barn to rinse and hang up the pail, Charlotte wasn’t near the goats. He looked around and started back to the house, but he stopped as soon as he heard her voice.

      “I’m up here.”

      “In the loft?” he asked rhetorically.

      “No, on the roof, you dork.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      Hale scrambled up the ladder and found Charlotte leaning back on a blanket on the floor of the loft, padded by a small pile of loose hay.

      “Come sit with me for a minute.”

      Hale walked over and lay down on the blanket next to her, slipping his arm under her neck. She turned and rested her head on his shoulder and her arm on his chest.

      “I missed you when you were gone,” Hale said.

      “I missed you. Let’s not do that again.”

      “Deal.”

      “What is that lump in your pocket?” she asked, reaching over his torso and feeling the jagged mound of keys in his pocket.

      “Merrick gave me a copy of all the keys to his place.”

      “Really? Wow, that’s cool. Does he want you to do some special job or something?”

      
        “In a way. He said he wants me to look after the place if he has to go to the hospital.”

      “That’s kind of a weird request.”

      “Not in this case. His liver is failing, and he said he doesn’t have much time. The doctors told him maybe months, but he doesn’t think he’ll live past this year.”

      Charlotte sat up a bit and put a hand on his face. “I’m so sorry, Hale. Are you okay?”

      “I’m kinda mad. I finally have some kind of connection to my dad and grandpa, and now I’m going to lose him.”

      “At least he’s got you.”

      “I never thought of it that way,” Hale said. “I guess I was more worried about how it affected me. That’s kind of selfish.”

      “It’s also natural. You’re going to miss him, which means you really cared about him.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. Besides, he’s not the only one I really care about,” Hale said, kissing her on the forehead and pulling her close.

      She nuzzled against him and stroked the side of his face.

      “Have you ever tried Moonshine?” Hale asked.

      “No. Have you?”

      “Yeah. Merrick had me try it, and it was disgusting. He also had me try Strawberry Moonshine, and it was a little sweeter and just as nasty. That stuff is like drinking gas.”

      “Can’t you run your car on it?”

      “Yes! It doesn’t run well, but it runs. What does that tell you about how horrible that has to be for you? Yuck.”

      “So, you’re saying there’s slim to no chance you’ll become a Moonshine Alcoholic.”

      “No way. You’re all the Moonshine I need. You calm me down, warm me up, and make me forget about all my problems.”

      “Well, I do go down pretty smoothly,” Charlotte teased.

      
        “And you have such a sweet, smooth flavor,” Hale said, running his finger down her cheek.

      “Love makes everything taste better…” she pressed into his lips and kissed him deeply, leaving him panting to catch his breath.

      “What do you want to do when you get out of school?” Hale asked.

      “Uh, I’m not sure. I know I want to go to college. Where did that come from?”

      “It came from my desire to make sure we can have times like this forever. After high school, a lot of boyfriends and girlfriends split up and go in different directions. I want to go your direction.”

      “What do you want to do?” Charlotte asked.

      “Cars.”

      “How do you ‘do’ cars?”

      “I suppose I will fix them mostly, but I also want to restore them, like Merrick and I did. Heck, I wouldn’t mind building them on an assembly line like that Ford plant down in Atlanta. As long as I’m near a car, I’ll be happy.”

      “What if I go to college out of state?”

      “I won’t be apart from you again. I’ll go where you go. It would be nice to stay close, but I can fix cars anywhere. I stay with you.”

      “What if I don’t want you stalking me?” Charlotte teased.

      “Then I’ll just have to seduce you,” he said, pulling her in for another deep kiss.

      “That will probably work just fine.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six
      

      Agent Garth Werner came with two Sheriff’s Deputies, pulling up to Merrick’s place at about nine o’clock in the morning. Unlike a few days before, his knock was not so gentle.

      “Merrick Malone!” Agent Werner called. “Open up!”

      
        Merrick rolled out of bed, pulled on a pair of jeans, and stumbled to the door in last night’s white, stained t-shirt and rumpled hair.

      “Agent Werner! I see you brought a couple of friends from Dawson County. I don’t suppose you came to talk.”

      “I’m afraid not, Mr. Malone. I’m placing you under arrest for the killing of Evan Lacroix. We’re going to let Dawson County hang on to you for now, but you’ll face the judge in Atlanta.”

      As Agent Werner read Merrick his rights, the deputies stepped forward and put the cuffs on him and then walked him back to his room to slip on his shoes.

      “I’m really sorry about this, Mr. Malone,” whispered one of the deputies.

      “Don’t worry about it, son. Let the law take its course.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “When do I get my phone call, Agent Werner?” Merrick asked as they made their way outside to a patrol car.

      “As soon as we get you back to County.”

      Merrick waded through the intake process, and as soon as he donned his county blues, he asked for his call. He decided to call Hale.

      “Hale, this is Merrick. I’ve been arrested, and they’ve booked me at County. Can you do a few things for me?”

      “Yes, sir. Why did they arrest you?”

      “They think I had something to do with Evan Lacroix. Apparently, he’s dead because they think I killed him.”

      “Oh man. I hope he is dead, but I don’t want you going down for it. How do they figure you had anything to do with him?”

      “I don’t know, but don’t worry about anything. First, I need you to call Katherine Higgins. She’s a lawyer in Atlanta. If you can’t find her number, look in my address book at the house. She’s my niece, and she’ll know what to do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      
        “Next, look in the pile of mail on my kitchen table and find the tags for the Camaro. Put them on and take the car.”

      “Mr. Merrick!” Hale tried to protest. “But I…”

      “Listen! Take it to do your test, get your license, and use the car. You’ll need it.”

      “Um…yes, sir…”

      “Finally, keep an eye on my place. Use the car and get out there and keep up on things. Katherine will handle my money and bills, and I’ll make sure she gets you some cash for gas. Keep the garage locked up unless you are using it and watch the house. That’s why I gave you the keys.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Thank you, Hale.”

      “Yes, sir. You got it.”

      The first day of their Junior year started in style. How many sixteen-year-olds roll up to school in a freshly restored, gleaming, candy-apple red 1968 Camaro? The throaty rumble of the 350 V8 short block with dual exhaust caught the attention of everyone, especially Home Economics Teacher Ms. Blaisdell.

      Hale got out, walked around, and opened the door for Charlotte. If anyone had doubts about their relationship, their grand entrance settled it on the first day of school. Ms. Blaisdell stood like a sentry and intercepted the pair at the front entrance.

      “You can’t just drive up to school in some hot rod, giving other students a ride. You need to have proper registration, insurance, parent permissions, and file all paperwork in the office,” she said.

      Hale held up a file folder and waved it at her.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Where did you get a car like that, anyhow? I know your momma doesn’t have that kind of money.”

      
        “Don’t worry, Ms.Blaisdell. I’m learning to be a mechanic and a gentleman, not a thief and a playboy. The good guys can have nice cars too.”

      Hale was an instant school celebrity, and Charlotte was elevated to novelty status now that she was officially “going out” with Hale and had permanent residency status. After stopping at the office, they got their schedules, and Hale walked Charlotte to class.

      “I’ve got a couple of shop classes now, so it looks like all we have is American Lit and US History together,” Hale said.

      “That’s okay. I have Home Ec with Ms. Blaisdell, and I’m sure you wouldn’t want to be in there with a bunch of girls.”

      “I’m sure I wouldn’t want to be in there with Ms. Blaisdell.”

      Charlotte laughed and agreed she would have to be patient to stay off her radar.

      “I’ll meet you at Ms. Blaisdell’s door after school. If I’m late, I’ll be in shop class, if you can find it.”

      “Let’s be realistic; I’ll meet you in shop.”

      “Good plan.”

      After school, Hale wanted to stop at Merrick’s place on the way to take Charlotte home. Being responsible and not wanting Macy to have a reason to worry, he called her from school to clear it with her, and then the two of them made their way to the Malone homestead.

      Hale had never toured the property in all the time he and Merrick were so focused on the Camaro. After he checked the locks on the garage and went through the house, he realized his ring had more keys than doors. Many of the keys looked like fit padlocks, but one was for a door or deadbolt.

      He and Charlotte went through the refrigerator, pouring out the milk and throwing away the other perishable food and open packages. Next, they went into the pantry and checked the shelves for anything that shouldn’t be sitting or that might be vulnerable to pests.

      
        “He sure doesn’t do a lot of fancy cooking,” Hale said. “I’m trying to find something in here that he bought this decade.”

      “Gross,” Charlotte said. “I think Miss Macy might have a stroke if she saw this place.”

      “He’s been a bachelor for almost forty years. I guess we should be lucky we don’t need gas masks.”

      Charlotte laughed and then stopped as her hand hit a round metal object on her right side.

      “Hale, is this a doorknob?”

      “Holy crap! I never noticed there was a door in here. Where do you think it goes?”

      “Pantry doors usually lead to the basement.”

      “I never knew he had a basement!”

      “Clearly, Merrick didn’t give you a very good tour.”

      “No, but he did give me the keys. I guess he figured if I wanted a tour, it could be ‘self-guided.’ Want to find out what’s down there?”

      “That’s like asking if I want to open a treasure chest. Of course I do!”

      Hale opened the door, and immediately a waft of cool, stale air moved past them.

      “Smells like history and old socks,” Charlotte said.

      “I’m sure there are both down here,” Hale said, flipping on the light switch. Nothing happened.

      “Hang on, Charlotte. Let me get a flashlight and a couple of light bulbs. I bet these lights burned out years ago.”

      “Would you like me to guide you down?” she teased.

      “Touché.”

      Hale grabbed a flashlight and two bulbs and made his way down the stairs with Charlotte following behind, holding his shoulders. He found the old bulbs, screwed in the new ones, and flooded the basement with light it hadn’t seen in years.

      
        Worried about all the obstructions in her path, Hale took Charlotte’s hand and guided her through the pathways carved out among decades of boxes, shelves, old appliances, an old woodworking bench, tool carts, and crates. As they stepped, he narrated everything he could see, describing a virtual time capsule loaded with stacks and stacks of old National Geographic Magazines, small kitchen appliances from the 1950’s, a rusted old band saw, a sturdy vice mounted on the bench, a wall of old tools that once had been organized, and even an old washboard and bucket that looked like it had been in the family since before FDR brought electricity to rural Georgia.

      On a shelf underneath the old workbench, Hale spotted a sagging old cardboard box labeled “The Dam.”

      “I wonder what this is…” he said, pulling it out and setting it on top of the bench. “It says ‘The Dam’ and it looks like a bunch of maps and paperwork related to the Buford Dam. He worked on that project after the war for about ten years.”

      “I guess it’s part of history, but what kind of stuff do you keep from an old construction job thirty years ago?”

      “Maybe maps of your family’s land that you sold to the state before it got swallowed up under Lake Lanier,” Hale said, pulling out a tube labeled “Condemned Property – Malone.”

      “Yeah, I suppose you should keep that.”

      Hale slipped it out of the tube and unrolled it.

      “Wow, his family had a lot of land along the Chattahoochee. There were a few small pastures, but most of it was hills and forest. They had lots of water, but no real farmland.”

      “That makes sense,” Charlotte said. “You can’t grow much corn in a pine forest. I thought the mountains had a lot of mining?”

      “That’s it!” Hale said. “This map has symbols dotted all over. There are these symbols that look like crossed shovels, and they are closer to the river. They must be gravel or sand pits. Further back in the hills are a bunch of small crossed pickaxes. Those have to be quarries or open pit mines. Gold mines aren’t open like these,” Hale explained. “You have to dig deep shafts, and those are marked with an ‘X’ because they are mostly underground and not visible from the sky. There is only one ‘X’ on this map, and it is marked only a few yards from their house.”

      “That’s weird,” Charlotte said. “You use dynamite to get to gold. Why would you build your house next to a gold mine?”

      “Or maybe we should ask why you would blast out a mine shaft next to your house. It depends on what was there first.”

      “Merrick better get out of jail. He has a lot of explaining to do,” Charlotte said.

      “Yeah. I hope his lawyer can help him clear things up quickly. He might go crazy in jail without his cars.”

      “Or his Moonshine,” Charlotte added.

      Hale rolled the map up, slipped it back into the tube, and put it back in the box. “I want to come back down here when we have some time and see what else is in that box. It’s like a museum down here.”

      “It smells like one, too.”

      Hale chuckled. “At least we didn’t find any old socks.”

      “Not yet.”

      As they climbed back into the Camaro, Hale noticed a small brick and steel structure, about the size of a compact car, behind the garage. He had never noticed it before, but from where he sat in the car on the drive, it was in plain sight.

      “Hey Charlotte, there’s this…thing out behind the garage. It almost looks like a giant barbecue, made out of brick and steel, but it doesn’t have grates or anything. It looks like a box with a steel door and a brick chimney. What do you suppose it is?”

      “I don’t know. Is there anything else around it?”

      “Not really, except a few scraps of corn husks.”

      “I wonder if it is an incinerator. Merrick’s got to do something with all those husks and corn cobs. It takes a pretty good pile of corn for every batch of Moonshine.”

      
        “That makes sense. I think if Merrick could avoid loading his hot rod pickup with garbage, he definitely would. An incinerator would be just Merrick’s style.”

      Hale put the key in the ignition, but before he could turn it, Charlotte put her hand on his arm.

      “I wish I could see your car,” she said.

      “I want you to. It’s beautiful. It’s almost as pretty as you.”

      Charlotte pulled the handle, climbed out of the passenger seat, and put her hands on the roof. “Show me.”

      Hale walked around, placed his hand on top of hers, and slid it back towards the rear pillar.

      “Merrick and I did everything. This is three coats of paint and a lot of waxing and buffing,” Hale proudly explained.

      “It’s so smooth. It feels like glass,” she said.

      He continued to guide her down the rear pillar, over the contours of the rear fender, and around the taillights. They continued to the driver’s side, feeling the shape of the doors, handles, pillars, glass, and the front fender. Finally, Hale put her hands on the hood.

      “Stay there,” he said. “We’re going to listen to her sing.”

      He fired up the engine, and it rumbled at an easy, perfectly timed idle. Charlotte smiled as she absorbed the vibrations in her hands.

      Hale reached down and popped the hood release, startling poor Charlotte.

      “We’re going to listen to the lion purr,” he said. “Don’t touch anything in there. She has teeth.”

      Charlotte smiled and leaned in just enough to catch the wind of the radiator fan on her face. Hale let her feel the grill, the shape of the alloy wheels, and then guided her back into the passenger seat.

      “It really is a beautiful car,” Charlotte said. “Lots of guys talk about cars like this, but you made one.”

      
        Hale had to admit, it felt pretty good. There was a sense of artistry that’s hard to beat. Merrick had given him a gift that not only gave him a sense of pride, but it was also beginning to form his identity.

      “I’m getting pretty attached to this car,” he said. “I hope Merrick lets me buy it off of him. I couldn’t stand to see it go to someone else.”

      “I bet he will. He knows how much this car means to you both.”

      Hale smiled at Charlotte and put his hand on her knee.

      “As much as I love this car, I’d hand the keys to a hobo in a hot second if it meant I could keep you.”

      She placed her hand on top of his and squeezed. “Luckily, that’s not a choice you have to make. Hot cars and hot girls tend to go together.”

      Hale laughed and playfully slapped her knee.

      “Damn straight!”

      “Hale Turner! You cussed again! I’m beginning to think you’re a real person with feelings.”

      “Maybe my feelings are a little freer around you. Don’t tell Miss Macy, though.”

      “It’s our secret.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
      

      “Do you have any experience?” Tessa asked.

      “I will after you hire me.”

      “Are you sure you can handle this?”

      “You’d be surprised what I can handle.”

      “How are you going to know which customer ordered what?”

      “I remember voices, and I can smell the food. It’s not that hard if you’ve practiced all your life.”

      “It’s pretty unusual, but maybe you can take care of the counter. Dawn tended to linger back there and chat up the guys on the stools anyway. It would be great to have someone slip into her spot and keep things moving smoothly. Do you have a reliable way to get here?”

      “Miss Macy said she could pick me up, and I know a pretty cool guy who said he’d get me here after school and even on weekends. Of course, I’m pretty sure he would use any excuse to drive that car.”

      “And spend time with you.”

      “Maybe,” she said, blushing.

      “Alright Charlotte Robinson, you’re hired. Welcome to the newly rebuilt Dawsonville Diner. Let me get you a server apron.”

      It took a couple weeks of people asking Charlotte where Dawn went, if she was really blind, how she managed to do her job, and where she was from.

      “She went off to college at Georgia State.”

      “Yes, I was born blind.”

      “I can remember distances between things, voices, and smells.”

      “I am from Atlanta, and I came to live with Macy Woodard after my parents died.”

      It was annoying, but she kept telling herself it was temporary. It took a couple weeks for the questions to taper off, and a little longer for some of the old timers to get used to her, but eventually she became a regular part of the crew.

      She never mentioned being Hale’s girlfriend, but after a few stolen kisses and not denying the rumors, Hale and Charlotte were an official couple. The kidnapping had already begun to knit together their story, and the regular routine of Charlotte getting out of Hale’s conspicuous hot rod solidified their status.

      “Hey Charlotte, can you top me off?” a customer at the counter asked.

      “Sure, Chuck. Are you sure you want another cup of regular? You might not get to sleep tonight.”

      “Ah hell. Better make it decaf.”

      
        She felt the rim of the cup, guided the pot down, and filled the cup without spilling a drop.

      “Thank you, dear.”

      “You got it.”

      Hale pulled up and sauntered into the diner, which had quickly become a new home away from home. The stool closest to the wall was not marked, but he considered engraving his name on it.

      “What are you doing here in the middle of my shift?” Charlotte asked as he sat down. His footsteps, his sigh as he sat down, and the faint scent of Brut gave him away.

      “I wanted to tell you something, and I’m hungry. What do you want to know first?” he said, resting his chin on his hands.

      “Is it different than your regular meal: a barbeque bacon burger, crinkle cut fries and a Coke?”

      “Yes, it is,” he said proudly. “I want root beer this time.”

      Charlotte yelled Hale’s order back to Tommy and then filled a cup of root beer from the fountains and slid it over to Hale.

      “What do you want to tell me?”

      “I got a call from Katherine Higgins.”

      “Mr. Malone’s lawyer?”

      “More like she’s his niece and she is a lawyer. It’s kinda weird to think of him as having a family, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She wants me to come to her office so we can talk.”

      “About what?”

      “About everything.”

      “When are you going?”

      “I’m going to skip school tomorrow and go into Atlanta. I’ve got to practice my big city driving anyway. Don’t worry, I’ll come get you first, and I will be back before school’s out.”

      
        “Hale,” she said, lowering her voice and leaning close to him. “I don’t want Merrick going down for Evan. You and I both know…”

      “We know what we discussed, and that doesn’t change,” he said quietly but firmly. “The detectives know what happened. You didn’t touch the cord. Let me see what Katherine has to say about Merrick’s case.”

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you, either,” she said, putting her hand on top of his.

      “Don’t worry. The only thing going down is this burger.”

      Hale had a couple of nail-biting moments with one-way streets and the inordinate number of roads with the name “Peachtree,” but he and the Camaro survived the trip to Atlanta. Katherine’s office was typical for a firm downtown, but for Hale, it was another world. It took him fifteen minutes to figure out the two elevators to get to her floor, and the motion of the building made him a bit queasy.

      After finding his legs, he steeled himself and walked confidently up to the receptionist’s desk.

      “I’m here to meet with Katherine Higgins. My name is Hale Turner,” he said.

      “Do you have an appointment?” she asked.

      “Ten O’clock,” he replied with a boyish grin.

      “Have a seat right over there, sir. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      “Thanks.”

      Katherine came out after a few minutes and rescued Hale from the awkward silence of the waiting area punctuated only by the machine like answering and routing of phone calls by the receptionist.

      “Hale? Come on back to my office.”

      Katherine gave him a few minutes to stare out the window. It was an impressive sight for anyone, but for a country kid who had never even been in a building with more than four floors, it was mesmerizing.

      “Nice view, don’t you think?”

      
        “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Thanks for taking a day off from school and coming to my office. That saves me a lot of grief.”

      “No problem. I’ll take any excuse to skip school,” he snickered.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll write you a note. It’s not a doctor’s appointment, but schools are scared of lawyers. They won’t question it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I can’t tell you what you mean to my uncle. I haven’t seen him this happy in years. Even in jail, he’s upbeat and never stops talking about you.”

      “Really? I don’t do anything. He’s the one that helps me! I love working with him in the garage, and I still can’t believe we basically built a Camaro from the ground up. All I’ve done is just love cars and soak up everything he teaches me.”

      “Exactly. You’re the closest thing to a son he’s ever had, and on top of that, you remind him of your grandpa. It’s like he has a piece of the past and a piece of the future in one package.”

      “I sure miss him. Why did the cops arrest him?”

      “Did he say anything to you about the night of your kidnapping?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Apparently the cops claim they have witnesses that put him outside the motel about an hour after you escaped. They claim they saw him carrying someone out over his shoulder. They also say they have hospital staff that spotted his truck outside the ER later that night.”

      “He never told me that.”

      “Yeah, well none of the witnesses can give a good description of Uncle Merrick, but they can describe his truck. They also found a body in Lake Lanier, but it’s been a few weeks, and they haven’t identified it yet. My hunch is that they know it is not Evan Lacroix, and they are stalling for better evidence.”

      “How long can they hold him?” Hale asked.

      
        “As long as a judge grants extensions to the regular trial schedule. I’m pushing to move ahead with a preliminary hearing. They have a lot of holes in their case, and they don’t like going to trial like that because if they lose, they can’t try him again no matter what evidence comes up. If they don’t have the evidence they need, the jury might side with us citing lack of evidence and we can avoid a trial. If they were smart, the prosecution would cut him loose before the hearing.

      “Ms. Higgins?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you think he did something wrong?”

      She sighed and sat back in her chair.

      “He swears he didn’t kill Evan Lacroix, and he assures me he is never coming back. He won’t give me any more details and won’t admit to being near the motel or the hospital. My guess is that he must have found Evan alive and paid him off to move away, or he found him dead and got rid of the body. Either way, he didn’t hurt or kill anyone.”

      “I wish I could talk to him,” Hale sighed.

      “I can arrange for you to meet with him at the Fulton County Jail. Just keep in mind they record everything, so don’t bring up specifics about the case.”

      “Yes, ma’am. When could I see him?”

      “Meet me there at 9:30 Saturday morning. I’ll have to escort you in and be with you the whole time, but it would be good for the three of us to talk and make sure his affairs are handled.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you so much.”

      “Of course. By the way, before you head home let me give you this,” she said, digging into her pocketbook and pulling out a plain white envelope. She pulled out a small stack of green bills and handed them to Hale.

      “Merrick said you needed this for gas and other expenses.”

      “Yes, ma’am, but this is a lot more than I expected. I’m not going to burn up this much in gas!”

      
        “You never know what you might need it for. He is very thankful he has you to look in on the house. It might seem like an old place full of junk, but he has a lot of memories and a lot of history in that place.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hale said, thinking of the basement and the map. Saturday he was determined to find out just what that “X” marked before it was submerged under the lake.

      Saturday morning Hale had a much better time navigating Atlanta without all the traffic. He got to the Fulton County Jail about 9:20, and Katherine was waiting inside the lobby.

      “Any trouble getting here?”

      “No, ma’am. Saturdays are a lot less busy.”

      “Good. Let’s check in. It takes a while. I hope you aren’t shy about being patted down.”

      It took almost thirty minutes to get into the visiting room, and another fifteen minutes for the inmates to get searched and ushered in. When Merrick sauntered in and sat down on the opposite side of the glass in his orange jumpsuit, Hale’s heart sank. He tried not to let it show for Merrick’s sake, but he looked so out of place. Katherine picked up the receiver first.

      “Good morning, Uncle Merrick,” she said cheerfully. “I brought a guest.”

      “I see that,” Hale could hear faintly from Katherine’s earpiece.

      “He wanted to come check on you.”

      They spoke a bit about the case, the continued stalling on the ID of the body, and pushing for a preliminary hearing, and then it was Hale’s turn.

      “How have you been holding up?” Hale asked. “I think the gray mechanic’s jumpsuit is a much better look on you.”

      “I feel like a damned pumpkin. At least I’m in on a decent charge. If I were in here for theft or something I’d be a punching bag. When they hear you’re in for killing another guy, they give you a little more room.”

      “How’s the food?”

      
        “I can’t tell if it goes in the front or it came out the back. It looks about the same.”

      “That’s disgusting. Are you feeling alright?”

      “I’m about the same. I do miss my drink, but I suppose my liver needs the break.”

      “That can’t hurt,” Katherine interjected with a condemning look.

      “How’s the old homestead?” he asked, fishing for a clue as to how much time Hale was spending there.

      “It’s good. I stop by every day to get the mail and check all the locks. Charlotte and I went over together the other night and cleaned out the fridge so you wouldn’t have a science lab waiting for you when you get home.”

      “Thank you, Hale. I never even thought of that.”

      “You know, Charlotte and I found a few interesting things. I didn’t realize you had a full basement. I hope you don’t mind, but I took us on a tour down there.”

      “And you lived to talk about it?” he joked. “That place is a forty-year-old mess.”

      “It’s a lot of history, that’s for sure. After I replaced the light bulbs, it turned into a small museum,” Hale joked.

      “I take it you found something interesting, or you wouldn’t have bothered to bring it up.”

      “I found a map that looks like it had the details of some of your family’s land before the dam was built.”

      “I haven’t looked at that in decades,” he said. “That doesn’t sound all that exciting. I was hoping you found my old nudie magazines.”

      “Very funny!” Hale laughed. “I did find your large collection of old National Geographic magazines. Unless you count the pictures of remote tribes, I didn’t see anything without clothes.”

      “Good. That means I hid them well,” he chuckled.

      “On that map, I see where a house was, and right next to it was a mine shaft. I’ve never seen a house and a mine shaft so close together. Was the house there first, or did your family just not like walking so far to the mine?” Hale asked.

      “The mine was there first, and then the house was built close to it later. The mine wasn’t there to find gold; it was there to store it.”

      “Like a safe?”

      “Who would look for gold in an old mine that didn’t have any?”

      “Very clever.”

      “It worked well, at least until it was to be swallowed up by the lake. Underwater safes are very inconvenient.”

      Hale laughed. “I bet they are! I take it the family took their shares of whatever they had and moved everything to safety deposit boxes in banks.”

      “Nowadays, keeping anything of value puts a real target on your back. Even back then, our mineshaft safe scheme was risky. I think most of the family sold their gold bouillons and just invested the money along with the funds from the sale of the land.”

      “That’s what daddy did,” Katherine chimed in.

      They chatted for a while longer, but visiting time flew past, and Hale couldn’t believe it was already time to go.

      “Thanks for stopping by, kid. Did Katherine set you up with some money for gas?”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you!”

      “Don’t go putting it all in the bank now. You’ve got to have something on hand.”

      “Yes, sir. I don’t have a bank account yet. I’ve never really had any money to put in it.”

      “Ah, just as well. I don’t fully trust banks.”

      “Hopefully, this trial will go on and you’ll get out of this place soon.”

      “Oh, I know Katherine will put so many holes in their case they couldn’t hold a bucket of molasses.”

      “I don’t like that you’re in here when you’re already dealing with your liver.”

      
        “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get out here in plenty of time to head down to the lake and take one more run on Shadburn’s Ferry.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Hey, Hale?” he asked as Hale was about to hang up the phone.

      “Yes?”

      “Next time you’re at the house, go back downstairs and check behind the workbench. If you have any questions, just think of your birthday.”

      Hale was thoroughly confused, but now was not a time to ask questions as the guards were starting to tell people to hang up and make their way back out of the visiting room.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hale and Katherine were ushered back through security checks and then into the lobby again. Hale was going to ask Katherine if she knew what he was saying, but she hadn’t been to the house. It was up to him and Charlotte to head back out there and figure it out. This was Merrick; everything he said was true and had meaning, even if you didn’t see it all at once.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
      

      If ever there was another reason to cut school, it was to witness a hearing in court. Hale swung a deal to write a report about the experience for his American History teacher, and this would count as an excused, school-related absence. Charlotte swung a similar deal with her American Literature teacher, but she was on the hook for a longer essay.

      Katherine arrived early and was talking with Merrick on a bench outside the courtroom, with two guards standing on each side. Merrick looked even stranger in a three-piece suit with handcuffs than he did in an orange jumpsuit.

      “We’ll be praying for you, Mr. Malone,” Charlotte said as they were passing by.

      
        “We’ll pray they realize they are barking up the wrong tree and just cut you loose,” Hale added.

      “Thanks, kids. I’m not worried. No matter what, I didn’t do what they think, so they can’t prove it. It’s just a matter of how long I have to eat jail food.”

      Hale and Charlotte smiled and then made their way inside and found a seat. Judge Walter Riley was a stickler for punctuality, so both Katherine Higgins and the prosecutor made sure they were in place before 9:00.

      The Bailiff announced the judge and the opening of the hearing, and the judge reminded the jury of the scope of a preliminary hearing. The prosecutor began with his presentation of the evidence.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a case where the victim was not an upstanding young man, as I’m sure the defense will remind you, but nevertheless, no person is deserving of murder. For this hearing, I will simply lay out the evidence we have to indicate Mr. Merrick Malone murdered Evan Lacroix, and it will be up to you to decide only if this case warrants a full trial. In essence, you are judging the evidence, not Mr. Malone.”

      The jury nodded and seemed to be comfortable with the state’s representative. Katherine watched their faces for clues. They were already drinking up the presentation, and she would have her work cut out for her.

      “We know Mr. Evan Lacroix abducted his girlfriend’s son and the son’s friend and kept them at a motel in Atlanta while he sold drugs on the streets. The children, both sixteen, recounted how they struggled against Evan in a confrontation before they escaped, and the young man said he thought Evan was dead, but he wasn’t sure. When the Atlanta PD arrived, there was no one in the room, dead or alive. Witnesses at the motel told the police they saw a man of Mr. Malone’s stature carry another person out of the room. They couldn’t identify Mr. Malone in the dark, but they easily identified his loud, rumbling 1928 Ford pick-up.

      “The children took Evan Lacroix’s pick-up truck to the hospital, but again, by the time the police arrived, they found nothing. Hospital staff identified the same rumbling old pick-up truck, this time hooking up to and towing Evan Lacroix’s pick-up away. A few weeks later, two fishermen on Lake Lanier caught their line on something solid, and that is when the police pulled Evan Lacroix’s pick-up from the shallow waters just off the shore.

      “Finally, in a stroke of luck or fate, I’m not sure which, the same fisherman in the same cove of the lake snagged something else, and this time it was a body.

      “In a full trial, we will take the time to offer more details on each of these pieces of evidence. We will discuss proof and circumstantial evidence, and evaluate the weight of each. For this hearing, however, all you need to do is think about the evidence presented and decide if it is enough to warrant a full trial. As for my own opinion as a prosecuting attorney, I wouldn’t want to put a guilty man on trial without enough evidence, or I might risk losing the case and the ability to ever try him again. I think we have a substantial body of evidence to work with, and I hope you agree.”

      He was off to a good start, and Katherine felt as if she had to dig out of a hole. The evidence was all circumstantial and vulnerable to her attack, but those attacks were only warranted at a trial. The jury only had to decide if there was enough evidence, not judge the quality of it. Unfortunately, this hearing was about quantity over quality.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve heard some concerning things from the prosecution, and it appears witnesses have put my client in bad places at bad times. Allow me to remind you of a few things as we consider the fate of an elderly veteran with no record of violence or even petty crime. Let me call your attention to the evidence we do not have.

      “First, we do not have witnesses who can identify Mr. Malone. They can identify his truck, but his truck is not on trial. As noisy as it is, we can’t be sure each set of witnesses saw the same truck, and we certainly don’t know who was driving it.

      “Second, we do not have a body. Yes, there was a body pulled from Lake Lanier, but it has yet to be positively identified. Until a medical examiner can tell us that body is Evan Lacroix, we don’t even know if we have a murder. Evan Lacroix might be alive and on the run for his crimes in another state!

      
        “Finally, we do not have any of the other basic pieces of evidence for a murder: there is no weapon, no eyewitness to a murder, and no motivation. The kids were safe, and Mr. Malone was not acquainted with Evan Lacroix, so why would he want to kill him?

      “In light of these glaring omissions in the case against Mr. Malone, I implore you to save us all the time, effort, and expense of a trial. We really should come to the table with much more than this when deciding a man’s fate. Thank you.”

      Hale and Charlotte held in cheers as Katherine spoke, and Hale took notes feverishly for his paper. As is typical in a prelim, the jury didn’t need to deliberate for hours. After a brief recess, they were ready to give their verdict before lunch, which made Judge Riley quite happy.

      The bailiff took the folded scrap of paper from the jury foreman and handed it to Judge Riley.

      He read, “We the jury have decided that while there are grave concerns about the evidence presented, the amount of evidence we heard does warrant a full trial where it can be evaluated and judged thoroughly.”

      There was the typical muttering, but no conspicuous gasps or emotional outbursts.

      “A trial date will be set, and counsel can contact the court clerk for the date and time. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury. This concludes this preliminary hearing,” he said, slamming the lid on the day’s proceedings.

      “I’m sorry, Uncle Merrick. I’m just going to have to go after them in court. I can ask for remand again so you can at least be at home while waiting for the trial…”

      “Forget it, sweetheart. Old Judge Walter isn’t about to let me go home after a jury said there’s enough evidence for a trial. I will be fine,” Merrick said.

      “In any case, I will push for a fast track. I’ll have to get in touch with your doctor about your liver condition, but that should be enough to get us bumped up so you don’t have to sit here for months.”

      
        “Thank you, Katherine,” he said with his hand on her shoulder. Despite being impressed with her prowess, part of him still saw her in pigtails and glasses and braces.

      “Sure, Uncle Merrick. That’s what families do.”

      Hale and Charlotte were disappointed, but as Merrick was whisked away back to the Fulton County lockup, Katherine tried to reassure them.

      “I’m not surprised. I believe Uncle Merrick when he says he didn’t kill Evan, so we will be fine. We just didn’t get the shortcut I was hoping for.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they both said. “Thank you for everything.”

      “Of course. By the way, what was Uncle Merrick talking about when he said to look behind the workbench and something about your birthday?”

      “I have no idea,” Hale said, shaking his head. “I guess Charlotte and I will head back down to the basement and see if we can figure it out.”

      School was the last thing on their minds after the hearing. Hale told Charlotte about his conversation with Merrick, and they decided that given Merrick’s gift for truth and understatement, it was probably something worth investigating.

      “What did he say again?” Charlotte asked.

      “He said, ‘Next time you’re at the house, go back downstairs and check behind the workbench. If you have any questions, just think of your birthday.’ We didn’t have a lot of privacy in the jail, but clearly he meant for us to find something.”

      Hale took the ring of keys and led Charlotte down into the basement. They wound their way through the piles to the old workbench and started searching.

      “I have no idea what I’m looking for,” Hale said. “There is no ‘behind the workbench.’ It sits against a wall!”

      Charlotte got down on her knees and started feeling the shelf underneath the bench, running her hands carefully along every crevice and every surface. Hale stared at the wall behind the bench, which only held a menagerie of nails and hooks that used to hold hand and power tools.

      
        “Got something!” Charlotte called out amid the sound of a small board falling down under the bench. “There’s a hole in the wall down here. It was covered with a piece of plywood. It feels like…” She squirmed her hand around a square metal object covered in spider webs and dust, trying not to let her imagination see the potential bugs and other critters that might be inhabiting the hole. “…it’s a box. It’s a small metal box of some kind, and it has a knob, maybe a dial or something on the top of it.”

      She slid the box out, crawled out from under the bench, and set the box on top of the bench.

      “It’s some kind of a little safe. Nice find, Charlotte! I could have been down here for days.”

      “It felt like a lockbox. Is that round knob a combo lock?”

      “Yes, it looks like it,” Hale said, turning the box over and examining the sides and corners, brushing off the layers of dust and cobwebs. “All I have are keys. How are we supposed to know what’s in here?” Hale said.

      “Did you forget your birthday?”

      “Oh yeah! Let’s try it: 3…15…68.” He tried to pull the latch, but it wouldn’t release. “Dang it!”

      “It’s old, so it might be off a bit. Let me try.”

      “How…” Hale started, but then thought better. He slid the box over to her.

      Charlotte felt the box and then the lock. “Are the long grooves ten and the short ones five?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      She cleared the lock with several turns to the right, then she felt for the zero, and turned it just past, feeling the movement of the lock mechanism.

      “There’s the 3,” she said, then turning the knob slowly back to the left. “There’s the 15…”

      “Charlotte, you went a couple of notches past the 15,” Hale said.

      “I told you it might be a bit off. I felt it take.” She turned it to the right again, slowing down at sixty and then carefully feeling the knob until she stopped just after sixty-five. “68. Boom,” she said, sliding the latch and popping the box open.

      “How the heck did you do that? Do you have some kind of experience in picking locks I should know about?”

      “No, but I have experience in getting my stuff stolen and waiting forever for teachers to help me open my lockers. I got tired of both.”

      “Marry me right now,” Hale said. “I can’t live without you.”

      “Tell me what’s in that box first,” she smirked.

      “There is just a sheet of paper with numbers on it. There’s a ton of numbers, in sets of three…”

      “Like combinations?” Charlotte asked.

      “Yes! There are a bunch of them, and then on the back side it has some writing: ‘Northwest wall, third shelf.’ What do you think that means?”

      “Are there shelves up against a wall down here?”

      “Actually, yes. They are full of empty jars and boxes of old magazines. I didn’t even notice them before.”

      Hale led Charlotte over to the shelves.

      “If this is north, then this is west,” he said, pointing. “So this must be the northwest wall. I wonder if he means the third shelf from the left or right….well, duh. There are five shelves. It’s the middle one.”

      “What’s it look like?”

      “Like a dirty old shelf full of crap.”

      “Is that it?”

      “As a matter of fact, no. There are hinges on the left side, and the bottom is off the cement by a couple of inches. I wonder…”

      Hale pulled the right side of the shelf, and it rolled open like a door with a small wheel on the bottom. Behind the shelf was another door with a deadbolt latch.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” he said. “There’s a door behind the shelf. Give me a minute to find the key to the deadbolt.” He fumbled with the key ring, trying several before finding it and turning the lock. Hale pushed the door open, and a rush of stale, cool air blew past them.

      “It smells like dirt or something,” Charlotte said.

      “It’s some kind of root cellar or tornado shelter or something.”

      They entered cautiously, and Hale found the string of a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. When he pulled it, the room lit up with much more than the glow from an old incandescent light. Hale counted three large safes, nearly as tall as him.

      “Holy crap…” he murmured.

      “Please tell me there aren’t bodies down here,” Charlotte said.

      “If there are any, they’re in one of the safes. They look like they could be big enough to hold a body.”

      “The numbers on the paper,” she recalled. “They must be the combinations.”

      “Thankfully, he numbered the safes and labeled the combinations with each safe it goes to. What do you say we find out what Merrick has been sitting on all these years?”

      “If he didn’t want us here, he wouldn’t have told us how to find it,” Charlotte said.

      “Good point.”

      Hale approached safe number one and cleared the combination dial. He turned to the first number, back to the second, and back again to the third. It had a straight handle that Hale pushed down firmly, and then after a click, he pulled it to open the door. Hale fell to his knees.

      “Sweet Jesus,” he said, staring into the safe. “It’s full of gold. Bars of gold. Bars and bars of gold. There must be hundreds of pounds of gold in here.”

      “I think we found the ‘X’ Hale. This gold was probably what his family had hidden in that mineshaft.”

      “It has to be. There is so much here. No wonder he has it so well hidden.”

      “Let’s see what else he has. I want to find that body,” Charlotte joked.

      
        Hale shut the safe and cleared the lock. Safe number two was also tall, and this one held several rifles.

      “These are old guns,” Hale said, examining them. “I know he keeps a pistol, a shotgun, and a couple of rifles upstairs, so these must be antiques. This one is a muzzleloader! It has a ramrod for stuffing a ball and powder— that has to be from before the Civil War! These are so cool…”

      “I wonder what’s in the last safe?” Charlotte said, prodding him along.

      “Yeah, right.”

      The third safe was full of miscellaneous items that didn’t carry the value of gold or cash, but obviously still needed to be kept safe. Hale noticed a few notes of Confederate currency, a Luger Pistol, four separate letters from Presidents Teddy Roosevelt, FDR, JFK, and Jimmy Carter, and a few old daguerreotype photos of people he presumed to be family. He also found several pictures from Merrick’s time in the Army and the years he worked on the Dam. One picture caught his eye, and when he turned it over, it said in faded pencil, “Merrick and Bernie, 1948.” Hale stared and stared at the picture.

      “What is it, Hale?” Charlotte asked.

      “I’ve never seen a picture of my grandpa so young,” he said. “I look just like him. No wonder Merrick keeps telling me I remind him of Bernie. Ugh! I think I found your bodies, Charlotte.”

      “What?”

      “In cremated form. He’s got the ashes of a bunch of people in here. It’s kinda gross.”

      “Why would he have them in a safe?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, but there’s a paper attached to each urn. I don’t know who they are, some are Malone’s and some aren’t, but it looks like they all died before 1950. That’s the year Merrick went to work on the Buford Dam to make Lake Lanier.”

      “Their family land was all along the Chattahoochee River,” she said. “He would have known his land would be covered by water. I bet these were his family members who were buried on their old land.”

      
        “I heard graves were moved,” Hale said. “I don’t think he’d like the idea of some construction crew moving his family burial sites. I’m sure, knowing Merrick, he dug them up and had them cremated.”

      Charlotte sighed and put her hand on the safe.

      “It’s kinda creepy, but if you think about it, it was honorable for him to respect his dead relatives like that. How many people really care about their family after they’re dead? I guess this is what I get for talking about finding bodies down here.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
      

      When Katherine Higgins called Hale, he didn’t get a chance to tell her about the root cellar.

      “Hale, I’m so glad you picked up. I need you to meet me at the house Friday night.”

      “Merrick’s house?”

      “Yes. I need to speak with you, your mom, and Macy Woodard.”

      “My mom is always working,” he said.

      “Bring her if you have to tie her up. Make sure she gets someone to cover for her. It’s important.”

      “Is Merrick okay?”

      “He’s getting worse, but that’s not what we’re meeting about. Just be there and make sure your mom is there too, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The DA’s office was not built for the comfort of clients, to say the least. While Katherine’s firm had plush chairs, plants, free coffee, and a panoramic view, the District Attorney’s space consisted of displays of hard power. Marble floors, wood benches, and stately columns gave everyone the impression of stark reality and the inescapable arm of justice.

      
        “What can I do for you, counselor?” the prosecuting attorney asked as Katherine came in with a large manila envelope.

      “How long have you known?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The body. How long have you known it is not Evan Lacroix?”

      “A few weeks.”

      “So, you went forward with the prelim knowing you didn’t have the body, but hoping it would go to trial so that it could buy you some time to dig up some better evidence.”

      “In a nutshell.”

      “I have the dental records. I suspected they were taking a while, and when I contacted the M.E.’s office, they had a copy waiting for me. I guess that shows my naiveté in criminal law; I sat waiting for you to let me know when you had them the whole time.”

      “I didn’t lie, and I didn’t withhold information. You never asked.”

      “I know, but now that we don’t have a body, can we agree we don’t have a case? Evan could be anywhere, and I can assure you my uncle didn’t kill anyone.”

      “It bothers me that his truck was seen at the crime scene and towing away Evan’s truck. I don’t like it.”

      “That does look suspect, I admit, but you have the sworn statement of a teenager who admits strangling Evan and fleeing the scene believing he was dead, you have no body, no eyewitnesses of a killing, and you have a veteran in jail whose liver won’t likely last the length of a trial.”

      “Is that why he looks so jaundiced?”

      “Yes. The doctors don’t think he’ll make it more than a few weeks.”

      “Ah, hell. That really pulls the rug out. I guess he won’t be fleeing the state anytime soon, will he?”

      “Not unless he leaves his own body.”

      “Alright. I’ll drop the charges for now, but jeopardy is still attached. If anything turns up, we’ll pick him up and start over.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything else.”

      
         “I’ll call the clerk right now. You can go get him and take him home this afternoon.”

      “Thanks.”

      It took some convincing, but Hale managed to tear his mom away from DD’s for the meeting. Macy and Charlotte were early, and Katherine was waiting for everyone.

      Macy and Tessa greeted each other with a firm hug, and Hale and Charlotte came together like magnets. As they settled on the dusty old sofa, Katherine took charge.

      “Thanks for coming, everyone. I know it’s not easy, especially for you, Tessa.”

      Tessa smiled and nodded.

      “I have some very important things to go over regarding Merrick Malone’s wishes regarding his estate. In effect, we’re going over his living will. As you may know, his liver is failing, and the doctors don’t give him a lot of time. He was adamant that I get all of you together, despite having the will and being the executor myself, to make sure you were clear about what he wants. In fact, he was so adamant, he wants to tell you himself.”

      Everyone gasped as Merrick sauntered into his own living room with a smile breaking through his crusty old façade.

      “Merrick!” Hale yelled as he ran to him and threw his arms around him. Charlotte followed Hale, and they all embraced.

      Macy wiped a small escaping tear from her face as she stood up and walked over to him.

      “It’s so good to see you home.”

      “It’s good to see you in my home,” he said. To her surprise, he reached out and gave her a warm, soft embrace. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course.”

      At this point, Tessa felt awkwardly obligated to greet Merrick, so she got up to take her turn.

      “It’s good to have you back, Merrick. You look great.”

      
        “I look like a pile of horse shit, but thanks for the compliment. It’s good to be home.”

      When everyone settled back into their seats, Merrick took over.

      “First, I want to thank my niece, Katherine, for stepping out of her regular law practice and taking on a Georgia District Attorney for her sad old uncle. Thanks for springing me, sweetie. Apparently, the body was not Evan Lacroix, and I’m so much of a mess he didn’t think it was worth keeping me in jail.”

      Katherine smiled and nodded.

      “As you may know, my liver is about done, and therefore so am I. My father gave me a fondness for the art of distilling, but unfortunately, he gave me the fondness for drinking the product, too.”

      The awkward but honest smile he gave was infectious.

      “I have a few things I have inherited and I have gathered over the years, and I want to make sure it is passed on to my family, which is all of you sitting here.”

      Everyone looked at each other with a look that wasn’t quite shock, but still a bit of surprise, given how reclusive Merrick had been after Ollie Turner died.

      “First, to my blood, Katherine, you know what I leave you. Our accounts are all settled, except for the family items. Hale, do you know where those are?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Number three,” he said.

      “As for you, Ms. Macy Woodard, I give you this,” he said, handing her a large plain white envelope. She opened it and slid out an official-looking legal document, covered in small print and signatures.

      “Dear God, Merrick! This is the deed to my place.”

      “It is indeed your place, Macy. Sign the deed. With Charlotte in your care now, you don’t need to be saddled with a mortgage.”

      “But Merrick…”

      “No buts, Macy. You paid a fair price already. The bill of sale with an accounting for all your payments is with the paperwork. You didn’t get anything for free.”

      
        “I didn’t pay you a fraction of what that farm is worth,” she said, her tears now overpowering her stubborn will.

      “You make it worth what it is, Macy. You do God’s work on that little farm.”

      “Thank you, Merrick,” she finally relented. “Bless you.”

      “Tessa Turner, wife of my Godson, daughter-in-law of my best friend, and mother of the young man I love like my own, you have had a rough hand dealt you in this life. It’s time you get something for all the thankless work you do.”

      “I love what I do. I don’t need any thanks,” she said nervously.

      “Nevertheless, I can’t stand the thought of you driving that Chevy Chevette another day. The Honda and Toyota rice burners are better cars than that abomination! Katherine will arrange for you to drive that Chevette off of a cliff or into a dealership, whichever is more convenient, and pick out a new car.”

      “I…I don’t know what to say…”

      “Say thank you, Mom!” Hale said, nudging her. “And then tell him you’re thinking about an Impala SS. He’ll like that.”

      “Maybe you should take Hale with you,” Merrick laughed. “You deserve a lot more than just a new car, though. You are not just a waitress; you’re the reason a lot of people get up and go get coffee in the morning. You’re the face that they look forward to seeing after work. You’re the heartbeat of this town. You are the Dawsonville Diner, and now you own it.”

      “Huh?” she said, sitting with her mouth open.

      “Why do you think I told the bank to make sure you ran the joint? This town needs that diner, and they need you running it. The bank has everything they need to straighten out the mess Evan Lacroix left it in, and as soon as the legal loose ends get tied up in a couple of months, it goes to you, free and clear.”

      “I can’t…how is this happening…you have given me my dream! This is hard for me to even fully grasp right now,” Tessa said, her hands trembling.

      
        “You have a daughter in college, and that’s not cheap. Now you can pay her as she works through school without the pressure of a business loan and a mortgage sucking out all your income.”

      “Dawn’s tuition— Georgia State— that was you, wasn’t it?”

      “Let’s just say that by next semester, you’ll both be in better shape to take care of it.”

      “Thank you, Merrick.”

      “I should have done a lot more and a lot sooner.”

      “Ollie’s death threw us all off, and you never owed us anything.”

      “I vowed I would take care of Bernie’s family, and I fell down on my responsibilities for a time, but that time is over. Now for you, Hale Turner.”

      “Me?” he said, wide-eyed.

      “Of course. You get everything else.”

      “Huh?” he said, nearly mimicking his mother’s stunned response.

      “I think of you as my grandson. I missed too much of your life sittin’ here a few miles away, but at least we had a few good months together. You love this place, and you’ve got real skill and a real passion for cars. How could I leave all of this to anyone else?”

      “So, you mean the garage and tools?” he said, still trying to grasp the concept.

      “He means the entire estate,” Katherine clarified. “We’ve gone through most of the details. He’s left our family a good settlement, and we fully support this part of the will. The Turners have been a part of this family for almost forty years now. Nothing makes all of us happier than to see someone who loved Merrick come in and carry on his passion.”

      “I…I’m only sixteen.”

      “I put it in a trust that goes to you on your eighteenth birthday. It’s a legal way to basically save the estate for you.”

      “I don’t know what to say. Gheeze, Mr. Merrick…”

      
        “It’s a lot to take in. I do have some conditions, but you and I can talk about that later. They’re nothing big. They’re just a few things I want to get done before I kick the bucket.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      After the crowd said their stunned thanks to Merrick and finally dispersed, Merrick and Hale headed out to the garage.

      “We should probably talk,” he said, causing Hale to freeze in place as he was rubbing down a fender on the Camaro with a rag.

      “Yes, sir. What are your conditions?”

      “First, let me fill you in on a few details that you deserve to know. You can tell Charlotte, but the both of you need to take this to your grave, for your own safety.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hale said in utterly rapt attention.

      “You were successful in the bathroom of that motel that night. Evan was as dead as a doornail.”

      “You were there?”

      “Macy called me. I found the room, and apparently, in that neighborhood, all the racket you made didn’t spur anyone to call the cops. I found his body, and I decided to make sure he didn’t give you any more problems in life or in death.”

      “So, you got rid of his body and pushed his truck into the lake.”

      “I figured that would keep the cops going for a while. They would think he was gone, and then when they found the truck, they would think he was dead. It just came up a little sooner than I anticipated.”

      “Where did you put Evan’s body?”

      “Let’s talk about what I want you to do for me in my last few days here on earth.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “After I’m gone and the Coroner has done his thing, don’t call some sad funeral home and waste thousands of dollars. I want to be cremated right there,” he said, pointing to the incinerator. “It works very well.”

      
        “Yes, sir. Then….”

      “Then sweep me out and put me in a bag or something. After that, I want you to take everyone in safe number three and add them to the mix. Get the Jon boat or the canoe, and take us all for one last ride on Shadburn’s Ferry. I want us to return to the soil that gave us life for so many years.”

      “Does Ms. Katherine know about this?”

      “She doesn’t want any part of it, but she agreed to it being done. She understands the importance of that land to our family.”

      “I don’t want to upset you, but can I ask what you did with Evan’s body?”

      “Let’s just say when you go out on the lake, you’ll be taking him with us.”

      “Oh, I see. That seems fitting.”

      “Hale?”

      “Yes?”

      “This liver is shot. I don’t know if it’s even working at all at this point. I’m not too keen on spending the last few days of my life in a bed, dying of poisons in my own blood. I’d be ready for the unpleasant tasks I’ve given you. I think they’ll come sooner rather than later.”

      “Yes, sir.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty
      

      Hale found Merrick the next morning when he showed up for work. With one leg outside the cab of the El Camino, his head and chest resting on the steering wheel, and a jar of Moonshine spilled conspicuously close to his right hand on the bench seat, he lay as if he had simply fallen asleep.

      “Well, here we go. You’re going in wearing your coveralls, Mr. Merrick Malone. That’s about all they’re good for now anyway.”

      
        He called 911, and the paramedics pronounced him dead at the scene. Katherine made her way from Atlanta and was able to convince the Medical Examiner serving Dawson County to come out and look at the body on site.

      “We wanted a small private burial on his own property,” she explained. “Why move the body around?”

      “It looks like he had a bit too much to drink,” the M.E. said.

      “He had enough to kill his liver over thirty years. He was in the late stages of Cirrhosis.”

      “Ah, that explains a lot, especially the jaundice. I am surprised he made it out here. Usually, patients are immobile for a few days before passing.”

      “Uncle Merrick lived in this garage. He probably pulled himself out here by his fingernails,” she quipped.

      “Still, I might need to run a tox screen to make sure.”

      As they were speaking, Hale found an orange pill bottle on the workbench next to a larger jug of what was Merrick’s last batch of Moonshine. Hale had drained the still after he was arrested. Hale stealthily slipped the pill bottle to Katherine, whose eyes got huge before she let out a sigh and then put on her game face.

      She took the bottle and held it up for the M.E. “I think his Demerol was supposed to last longer. I’m pretty sure the combination of a few of these and the Moonshine relieved his pain.”

      “There’s my missing puzzle piece,” the M.E. said. “That is a very lethal combination, although it might be preferable to painfully wasting away in a bed.”

      “Uncle Merrick wasn’t one to go to the doctor much,” Katherine said. “He probably was in a lot of pain, and didn’t give it a second thought before popping a couple extra pills and washing it down with alcohol.”

      “Unfortunately, that is a common tale,” the doctor said. “In younger folks, that’s a frequent method of suicide. In older folks, especially those suffering from painful illnesses, it is more likely a fatal mistake. Given his history, I would rule this an accidental overdose of pain medication prescribed in the course of Cirrhosis of the Liver.”

      
        “I would agree,” Katherine said, winking at Hale.

      “I’ll file the report, and you are free to bury the body, as long as you do so in the next seventy-two hours.”

      “Yes, sir,” Katherine said.

      “Yes, sir,” Hale echoed.

      After the Medical Examiner left, Katherine said to Hale, “Go ahead and follow through with his wishes. I’ll plan a memorial and give you the date and time. When you’re done, please let me know.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Hale called me later the next week to let me know about Merrick and the memorial. I’m sure he was hoping for some kind of info on my investigation, but he never pestered me. He had no idea just how incredible the timing of his call was.

      It was now October, and although fall seems to come later in the South, it was beginning to cool off sharply as the winds kicked up and the trees began shedding their leaves. The North Georgia Mountains reminded me a lot of the Catskills, and with the oppressive heat finally abating, Georgia was starting to really grow on me.

      I tried not to give away anything, so I casually invited Hale to meet me at the Diner and to bring Charlotte and Macy. Another thing I love about the South: people are very obliging. I also thought Tessa Turner should be in on this conversation, but I was fairly sure she would be at the Diner anyway.

      We met, sat down, and ordered some burgers, despite the fact that my waistline was beginning to reflect my changing eating habits.

      “Hale,” I began. “I’m going to have to ask for your patience, as I have some information for Charlotte.”

      “Of course,” he said with a boyish grin, squeezing her hand.

      “Charlotte, I checked out the names you gave me and verified names, dates, and places. Your mom was Wanda Brown, of course, and her mother is Mavis Brown, whom you met. Her mother was Scarlet Greene, and her mother was Lizzie Williams. I was able to find a couple of snippets in old local newspaper archives that mentioned Lizzie’s work for the War Department as a translator.

      Her mother was Lucille Colton, and I was able to find one article describing a “Lucky Lucy” who was known to have ‘uncanny wisdom’ and ‘advised many farmers, businessmen, and leaders.’ At this proof of her grandmother’s stories, Charlotte let out a small squeal of delight. She had no idea what was coming.

      “As you know, the mother of Lucille would have likely been a slave, and those records are usually buried in a slave owner’s property or business records. Lucky for me, ‘Lucky Lucy’ mentioned her mother in an interview. She said her abilities were ‘a gift from God, passed down through her mother.’ Apparently, her mother was known to have miraculous powers when she prayed over someone. It looks like the ‘gifts’ in your family began with this woman. When I saw her name, it rang a bell with me.”

      “What? What was it?” Charlotte desperately asked.

      “Hold your horses,” I cautioned her. “When I read the name, I immediately began looking for records, and I found her marriage certificate. Her maiden name was Lanier, and I cross-checked that name with slave owners since freed slaves usually took the surname of the family that owned them before the war. I found a large plantation that was owned by the Lanier family, and I was able to trace their descendants relatively easily. Many of them still live in Georgia.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so excited I’m shaking,” Charlotte said. Hale smiled and put an arm around her shoulder.

      “I paid a visit to the Laniers, and they were very welcoming. I told them about my research, and I asked if they knew where I might find records of the births or acquisitions of any of the slaves their family owned. They were clearly horrified by my request, and I could tell I had opened an old wound in the family. I wasn’t sure where to go from there, but then the grandmother, a woman named Rose, told me to sit tight.

      “Rose was gone for several minutes, but when she came back, she was carrying something that looked very old, maybe more than a hundred years old, and from inside she fished out a yellowed piece of paper with writing from an old quill and ink. I think you need to see for yourself.”

      
        At that, I left a paralyzed Charlotte, an enraptured Macy, a curious Hale, and a busy Tessa who had pulled up a chair to go out to my car. I came back in carrying an antique leather carpetbag, and I set it on the table.

      “Lucille’s mother was a slave. Her name was Lily, and she was raised by the Lanier family after some of their slaves saw a white man burying this bag with a crying baby in it. She was raised as a Lanier, but she was born Lily Turner, the daughter of Harland Turner and his slave Sally.”

      I folded my arms and let the ten-ton bomb I just dropped sink in.

      “The bag and the note, probably dictated by Sally to Harland, were saved by the Lanier family and guarded especially closely by Rose. The note proves everything. This is our missing Lily. This is Sally’s bloodline, and it winds its way through history— to both of you.”

      Hale looked at Charlotte, who sat with her mouth gaping open.

      “You…you mean we're related?” Charlotte stammered.

      “Harland Turner is Hale’s four times great-grandfather, and your five times great-grandfather,” I said. “Don’t worry, you’re far enough removed that it’s just a cool technicality,” I said with a wink.

      “The curse,” Hale said quietly. “What does this mean?”

      Macy almost startled all of us when she jumped in.

      “When was the last time you had an asthma attack, young man?”

      “Um, not since the night in the motel.”

      “Not since Charlotte done prayed over you, right?”

      “Right…” he said, deep in thought.

      “I ain’t no reverend, but it seems to me that Charlotte has already healed you. Your breath has been restored, and I ain’t never known the Lord to take back a gift he’s given.”

      “I’m certainly no expert on the supernatural,” I jumped in, “but from everything I’ve read, if you need a blood relative to break the curse, you found her. I agree with Miss Macy.”

      
        “You…you mean it’s gone? After a hundred and twenty-four years, this curse is gone? I’m not going to choke or drown or have an asthma attack or get drenched in mustard gas in 2008?”

      “Not as long as I have anything to do with it,” Charlotte said, taking his face in her hands and giving him a deep, shameless kiss.

      “I think Merrick knew it,” Tessa said. “I think he knew deep down the curse was broken. That’s a big part of why he gave everything to you. He knew you would be around for a long time to take care of it.”

      Somehow, despite hearing the conclusions of Macy and me, it was his mom’s vote of confidence that drove it home for him. He was finally, completely, divinely, and wholly healed.

      “I guess this is your Camaro now,” Charlotte said as Hale guided her in after Merrick’s memorial.

      “Merrick figured out a way to give me training and a car at the same time. He always knew it. He was such a wonderfully conniving old fart,” Hale said.

      “So, what happens now?” she asked.

      “Well, I suppose we finish high school, get married, I will start fixing and restoring cars, you will go to college, we’ll have a dozen kids or so….”

      “I meant today.”

      “Oh. Let’s head home, get changed, and hook up Merrick’s old Jon boat. I’ve got one last thing to do for him.”

      “I don’t like fishing,” Charlotte complained.

      “We’re going out on the lake, but we’re not going fishing. Are you up for a boat ride?”

      “Does it have a motor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Life vests?”

      “Yes.”

      “No fishing?”

      
        “No fishing.”

      “Then yes, I’m down.”

      “Cool.”

      As they started toward home, Charlotte turned to Hale and asked, “Did you say get married?”

      “Sure, after graduation. It would be kinda weird while we’re still in school.”

      “Were you planning to ask me?”

      “Of course! I’ll make it memorable, I promise.”

      “Okay then, but if you think I’m having a dozen kids, you are out of your mind!”

      “I was just seeing if you were paying attention.”

      “You forget that I hear everything.”

      “Speaking of,” Hale said, “What did the note from the carpetbag say when Miss Macy read it?”

      “It was sweet and simple. Sally said, ‘To my sweet baby girl. I named you Lily because you needed a name as pretty as you are. I am your mother, Sally, and I hope you grow up knowing that I always love you, and I hope you will know a good life wherever God plants you.’ That was it. It was probably Harland’s handwriting, done at the last minute, and stuffed into the bag when he left to bury it.”

      “It’s so crazy to think that my story, my legend, really, is also your story. It is our story, and it began one hundred and twenty-four years ago. That is just totally awesome!”

      “It’s also Urie Feldman’s story. I wonder if he’s going to put it in the newspaper,” Charlotte said. “That would be totally awesome too.”

      There wasn’t a good way to carry any kind of boat with a sports car, so Hale hoisted the Jon boat into the bed of Merrick’s 1928 rumbling beast of a pick-up, and they headed to Lake Lanier. He put in the plug, stowed the oars, and fired up the small 4 hp Evinrude motor and sputtered out onto the lake.

      
        “So, what are we doing?” Charlotte asked.

      “We’re saying goodbye to Merrick,” Hale said, pulling out a large plastic garbage bag.

      “That’s gross!” she said, hearing the crinkling of the bag.

      “His request was to take his ashes and those of all his relatives from safe number three and ‘take us for one last ride on Shaburn’s Ferry.’ Shadburn’s Ferry was the only real historic place that was covered by the lake, and it was close to the Malone family land along the Chattahoochee. We’re going to send the Malones for a ride down to their old land.”

      “Are you seriously going to dump a garbage bag full of ashes into the lake?” she asked with a disgusting look on her face.

      “I thought I’d be a little more dignified. I put everyone’s ashes in separate paper sacks with a large rock. We can drop each sack, and it will ride to the bottom, turning to a pulp in a few days and letting the ashes settle into the mud. I figure that gets them as close to being part of the soil as possible.”

      “That was kind of ingenious, Hale. Good idea. It’s much more dignified and a lot less disgusting.”

      After saying goodbye by name and dropping each sack into the lake, Hale held up one last paper bag that was bigger than the rest.

      “Let’s send Merrick off,” he said to Charlotte. “But before I do, I need to tell you something.’

      “What?” she asked, perplexed at his timing.

      “I need you to know this sack has more than just Merrick’s ashes. He’s taking someone else down with him.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Merrick didn’t kill Evan, but he did go back to the motel. He didn’t want Evan to ever be able to hurt us again, in life or death. The body wasn’t there when the police arrived because Merrick took it with him. Now they both are going to a place where neither Crack nor Moonshine can ever touch them again.”

      
         “Amen!” Charlotte said, and with that, Hale released the paper sack into the lake with a splash and watched it plummet out of sight, spiraling down into the murky depths.

      “Hale, I have to tell you, this story is great. It’s better than great. There is no way a column will do it justice, so I’ve decided to write a book. What do you think?” The phone erupted on the other end.

      “That is totally awesome, Mr. Feldman! That would mean so much to me and Charlotte. To have everything written down, proven, and told by a real reporter is amazing. This will be something that we pass down for generations.”

      “I’m going to get to work on it right away, and when it’s ready, I will go to New York, where I have some connections, and see about getting it published. The only thing I’m a little hung up on is the title. Nothing really comes to mind right away. What do you think?”

      “Call it Moonshine.”

    
  EPUB/media/cover.jpg
Moonshine

;CmmL@mmm





EPUB/nav.xhtml


    

      Moonshine



      

        		

          Moonshine

          

            		

              

                Dedication

              

            



            		

              

                Thanks

              

            



            		

              

                Preface

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter One

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Two

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Three

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Four

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Five

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Six

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Seven

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Eight

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Nine

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Ten

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Eleven

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twelve

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Thirteen

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Fourteen

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Fifteen

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Sixteen

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Seventeen

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Eighteen

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Nineteen

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-One

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Two

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Three

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Four

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Five

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Six

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Seven

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Eight

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Twenty-Nine

              

            



            		

              

                Chapter Thirty

              

            



          



        



      



    

    

      

        		

          Start of Content

        



      



    

    

      

        		

          1

        



        		

          2

        



        		

          3

        



        		

          1

        



        		

          2

        



        		

          3

        



        		

          4

        



        		

          5

        



        		

          6

        



        		

          7

        



        		

          8

        



        		

          9

        



        		

          10

        



        		

          11

        



        		

          12

        



        		

          13

        



        		

          14

        



        		

          15

        



        		

          16

        



        		

          17

        



        		

          18

        



        		

          19

        



        		

          20

        



        		

          21

        



        		

          22

        



        		

          23

        



        		

          24

        



        		

          25

        



        		

          26

        



        		

          27

        



        		

          28

        



        		

          29

        



        		

          30

        



        		

          31

        



        		

          32

        



        		

          33

        



        		

          34

        



        		

          35

        



        		

          36

        



        		

          37

        



        		

          38

        



        		

          39

        



        		

          40

        



        		

          41

        



        		

          42

        



        		

          43

        



        		

          44

        



        		

          45

        



        		

          46

        



        		

          47

        



        		

          48

        



        		

          49

        



        		

          50

        



        		

          51

        



        		

          52

        



        		

          53

        



        		

          54

        



        		

          55

        



        		

          56

        



        		

          57

        



        		

          58

        



        		

          59

        



        		

          60

        



        		

          61

        



        		

          62

        



        		

          63

        



        		

          64

        



        		

          65

        



        		

          66

        



        		

          67

        



        		

          68

        



        		

          69

        



        		

          70

        



        		

          71

        



        		

          72

        



        		

          73

        



        		

          74

        



        		

          75

        



        		

          76

        



        		

          77

        



        		

          78

        



        		

          79

        



        		

          80

        



        		

          81

        



        		

          82

        



        		

          83

        



        		

          84

        



        		

          85

        



        		

          86

        



        		

          87

        



        		

          88

        



        		

          89

        



        		

          90

        



        		

          91

        



        		

          92

        



        		

          93

        



        		

          94

        



        		

          95

        



        		

          96

        



        		

          97

        



        		

          98

        



        		

          99

        



        		

          100

        



        		

          101

        



        		

          102

        



        		

          103

        



        		

          104

        



        		

          105

        



        		

          106

        



        		

          107

        



        		

          108

        



        		

          109

        



        		

          110

        



        		

          111

        



        		

          112

        



        		

          113

        



        		

          114

        



        		

          115

        



        		

          116

        



        		

          117

        



        		

          118

        



        		

          119

        



        		

          120

        



        		

          121

        



        		

          122

        



        		

          123

        



        		

          124

        



        		

          125

        



        		

          126

        



        		

          127

        



        		

          128

        



        		

          129

        



        		

          130

        



        		

          131

        



        		

          132

        



        		

          133

        



        		

          134

        



        		

          135

        



        		

          136

        



        		

          137

        



        		

          138

        



        		

          139

        



        		

          140

        



        		

          141

        



        		

          142

        



        		

          143

        



        		

          144

        



        		

          145

        



        		

          146

        



        		

          147

        



        		

          148

        



        		

          149

        



        		

          150

        



        		

          151

        



        		

          152

        



        		

          153

        



        		

          154

        



        		

          155

        



        		

          156

        



        		

          157

        



        		

          158

        



        		

          159

        



        		

          160

        



        		

          161

        



        		

          162

        



        		

          163

        



        		

          164

        



        		

          165

        



        		

          166

        



        		

          167

        



        		

          168

        



        		

          169

        



        		

          170

        



        		

          171

        



        		

          172

        



        		

          173

        



        		

          174

        



        		

          175

        



        		

          176

        



        		

          177

        



        		

          178

        



        		

          179

        



        		

          180

        



        		

          181

        



        		

          182

        



        		

          183

        



        		

          184

        



        		

          185

        



        		

          186

        



        		

          187

        



        		

          188

        



        		

          189

        



        		

          190

        



        		

          191

        



        		

          192

        



        		

          193

        



        		

          194

        



        		

          195

        



        		

          196

        



        		

          197

        



        		

          198

        



        		

          199

        



        		

          200

        



        		

          201

        



        		

          202

        



        		

          203

        



        		

          204

        



        		

          205

        



        		

          206

        



        		

          207

        



        		

          208

        



        		

          209

        



        		

          210

        



        		

          211

        



        		

          212

        



        		

          213

        



        		

          214

        



        		

          215

        



        		

          216

        



        		

          217

        



        		

          218

        



        		

          219

        



        		

          220

        



        		

          221

        



        		

          222

        



        		

          223

        



        		

          224

        



        		

          225

        



        		

          226

        



        		

          227

        



        		

          228

        



        		

          229

        



        		

          230

        



        		

          231

        



        		

          232

        



        		

          233

        



        		

          234

        



        		

          235

        



        		

          236

        



        		

          237

        



        		

          238

        



        		

          239

        



        		

          240

        



        		

          241

        



        		

          242

        



        		

          243

        



        		

          244

        



        		

          245

        



        		

          246

        



        		

          247

        



        		

          248

        



        		

          249

        



        		

          250

        



        		

          251

        



        		

          252

        



        		

          253

        



        		

          254

        



        		

          255

        



        		

          256

        



        		

          257

        



        		

          258

        



        		

          259

        



        		

          260

        



        		

          261

        



        		

          262

        



        		

          263

        



        		

          264

        



        		

          265

        



        		

          266

        



        		

          267

        



        		

          268

        



        		

          269

        



      



    

  

EPUB/media/file1.jpg
Klulu





EPUB/media/file0.jpg
Spreading
Oak
Press





