

        

            

                

            

        




	



A LETTER ARRIVES THREATENING TO INFECT A CHAIN OF FAMILY RESTAURANTS WITH HEPATITIS UNLESS $8 MILLION IS PAID.


	 


	 


	The owner, a God-fearing family man, is torn over what to do. If he borrows the money, his family will drown in debt. He could close all the restaurants, but that would throw loyal employees out of work and stiff his creditors. FBI agent Peters says to raise the money and they will get it back. The Bureau seems to be on top of it but the crooks outwit them and disappear. With no leads to follow, the FBI is at a loss. Then a small town detective investigating an unrelated murder case discovers a possible link. It’s not over yet.


	 


	"A gripping premise with a sense of urgency that keeps the pages turning."—Dan Lawton, author of Deception and Operation Salazar.


	 


	"A diabolical but creative crime perpetrated by increasingly dysfunctional villains ... always a good mix! Twists and turns as the good guys struggle to deal with the crisis ... sometimes successfully, other times not so much; a fascinating read. It will make you think twice next time you consider going out for dinner."—Rodney Page author of Murcheson County.


	 


	“Dig Deeper, Dig Wider uses a uniquely imaginative premise to drive a story packed with evil, extortion and creative money laundering on its way to a surprising and satisfying conclusion”.—Frank Foster, Best Selling author of the Boca series and Catch a Falling Knife.
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	To Barbara. I would be lost without you.
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	Before you embark on an act of revenge, dig two graves.


	— Confucius 


	 




 


	 


	Dig Deeper,


	Dig Wider


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter One


	 


	It was eerie the way everything fell into place. The means to cause the poisoning.  The ideal situation for taking the payoff. The way to cleanse the money. Almost as if it were pre-ordained. But if this plot was being overseen by a supreme being, it certainly was not one from the heavenly realm. Ellen re-read the letter and smiled.


	 


	“Dear Mr. Barber,


	You don’t know us and never will. All you need to know is that we have the ability to contaminate the food in your restaurants with hepatitis, and will do so if you do not follow our instructions. As proof that we can do what I say, we have already infected the food at a restaurant called “Mildred’s” in Destin, Florida. The outbreak should start about the same time you get this letter. It will cost you eight million dollars to protect your restaurants and customers. This is a lot of money and you’re probably wondering if we’re serious and what’s to keep us from coming back for more if you pay.  Mildred’s experience will answer the first question. As for the second, this will be your one and only payment. You will just have to trust us on this.


	We will give you three weeks to respond. That will give you time to watch Mildred’s go out of business. Your fate too, if you screw this up. Agree to the payment and you will be fine. To show your agreement Atlanta Journal/Constitution, the New Orleans Ledger and the Miami Herald, place this ad in the May 1st edition of the personal ads.  JOHNSON, WE’RE READY WHEN YOU’RE. FPB. If we don’t see the ad, at least six of your restaurants across the country will have the food contaminated. Two weeks, or maybe two months or six, later, another two or three will. Your chain will be out of business before the year is over. The cops can’t find us, but if we find they are even looking, the contamination will immediately take place. Just be smart. Let your insurance take care of this. It will be a lot cheaper than paying for all of the lawsuits and going bankrupt because people are afraid to eat at your restaurants.  


	I appreciate your kind attention, and we’ll be watching for the ad.


	OOPS!  I almost signed my name.


	Chow


	 


	The trio drew straws to determine each one’s destination, and with hugs and backslaps began the journey that would change many lives forever, and none for the better.


	 


	 


	***


	Jack Nebra sat back in his desk chair and stretched. He eyed the small stack of folders on his desk and reached for the one on top marked “Mangrove.” The manila folder held the sum of his work on a new case, one that he had started yesterday and that tore at his heart. Louise and Lalla Mangrove. Twin girls, age three. They’d been found by the maternal grandmother, malnourished, crying and soiled. Their father was in another room, dead from an overdose of prescription drugs. The mother was in bed beside him, her hands tied to the headboard and she was near death from the same drugs. Both were nude. She had strangulation marks on her neck. Both children and the mother were in the hospital under police watch. The mother was in intensive care, the children were stable.


	 The grandmother had to use her key to get into the house and told police the deadbolts had been locked. It was pretty obvious that this was a case of drugs and rough sex gone badly. The media were all over this one and he was itching to get on it too. Where had they gotten the drugs?  How had a seemingly normal family sunk to these depths? What had been going on when the overdose occurred? He ran his hand down his face and shook his head.


	He looked at the picture of Deb on his desk and smiled again. He toyed with the ring on his left hand, as it still felt a little out of place. Now that he was married, he tried to keep a somewhat normal schedule. Realizing it was quitting time, he quickly finished reading over his summary of today's court case. Satisfied, he put it in the chief’s box, tidied his desk and left for the day, taking the Mangrove folder with him.


	As he drove home, his thoughts turned to that afternoon’s courtroom victory and he smiled. This was a case where the crooks were known from the beginning, but bringing charges had taken two long years. Then the defense attorneys managed to keep postponing the trial for another two years while their clients were out on bail. Mortgage fraud was not one of Jack’s areas of expertise, but he’d managed to put together all the pieces and the district attorney successfully prosecuted the case.


	It was the right move for the DA to call on the expert testimony of Bill Brunson.  Without it the jury may not have ever understood the intricacies of flipping houses. The practice involved rapidly re-selling the same house, escalating the value each time, until finally the last lending institution was left with nothing but a house worth substantially less than the mortgage and a bogus appraisal. The crime had been prevalent during the boom years of real estate and had been one of the contributing factors in the recent real estate meltdown and subsequent recession. Brunson’s explanation reduced the practice to its essential elements and helped the DA get the conviction.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Two


	 


	Winston Barber sat in the stands watching the twelve year old swimmers compete, his wife Julia and their ten-year-old daughter Celeste beside him. They cheered all of the swimmers on, but especially their son Wade. He was a bright, athletic youngster, popular with the kids and known, even at his young age, for his honesty. None cheered harder than Celeste, for Wade had always been her hero. The Barbers were a well-known and popular family in Alton, West Virginia. Well known because he was the president of Alton Family Restaurants and was very wealthy. Well liked, because he was one of them. He would show up at school functions and help sell concessions; never stayed away from a workday and always gave generously to local charities and events. Julia volunteered at the school, helping many less able children with their reading and also serving as an officer in the PTA. They were active in their local church, where he was an Elder and she taught Sunday school and sang in the choir. Their children were well behaved and outgoing and rarely caused any trouble. They were an ideal family, one that inspired many others.


	Winston was born in Alton and began working in the family restaurant at twelve years old, mopping floors, cleaning tables, basically learning the business from the ground up. There were three locations when he first started. He watched and marveled at his father as the man expanded his business through hard work and foresight. He hired very good people to help him and he always kept Winston and his older brother Franklin informed of what and why he was doing something. Neither of the brothers resented working in the restaurants, for they’d never known anything else. Their mother worked as the company accountant, personally signing all the checks way back then. Also, working there gave them time together as a family, and that had always been important.


	Times were not always idyllic. Franklin was killed when he was sixteen years old and driving home from a date one Friday night. For some reason, he lost control, left the road and hit a tree. No one else was hurt. No one else was involved, and no one else was to blame.  And, oh, how they all wanted someone or something to blame at the time. It was a terrible time of sadness. His father became a driven man. He was no longer content to grow the business one restaurant at a time. He hired more people to search out locations, started franchising, and worked twelve-hour days, seven days a week. Winston’s' mother, Maggie, withdrew into a shell for a while and was not nearly as loving to and protective of Winston as she once had been. Winston was dealing with his own grief without much support from his family.


	It was during this time that Winston started to rebel. His grades dropped and his father was too busy to notice. He started experimenting with alcohol and marijuana. He skipped school and began dating girls older than him, who could drive and who kept him out late. His work in the restaurant deteriorated and he was undependable. Finally, his boss, Paul Madison, who had been with his father from the beginning, fired him. Madison was a kind man of great integrity and strength. Of all the men in the company, he was the one his father admired most, and he considered him a partner and friend. 


	When the elder Barber learned of the firing he was furious, and he called both of them into his office and demanded an explanation. Paul Madison regarded his friend and boss for a full minute before speaking.


	"Jim, you and I have been friends for a long time and I value that more than you will ever know. I’m going to say some things that pain me and will probably hurt you as well. When I’m done, I’ll do whatever you ask me to do. Even if that means leaving the company. I only ask that you hear me out.” He took a deep breath and glanced at Winston, then started again. “When Franklin was killed it hurt this entire town, but I think that it has had far more devastating an effect than anyone could have foreseen. Since then, you’ve changed. You work too long. You ignore your family and son. You ignore your wife. You don't realize that Winston is crying out for help. His grades are dropping. He’s running with a rough crowd. I have smelled alcohol on his breath too many times to count. Look at him. He has lost at least twenty pounds this year, and he could not afford to lose any of them. Look at his eyes- he looks forty not fifteen.


	Jim, your family needs grief counseling. I can't understand how a man as smart as you has not seen that. You may think that you’re dealing with this okay, but look at your family. They are not. When was the last time you and Maggie went out together? Or even had a family meal together at home. When was the last time you asked Winston about his grades? Did you even know he dropped off the track team two months ago? I fired him because he was coming to work half drunk and sometimes not at all. I can't swear to it, but I think he’s smoking grass too. And it hurts. I love him as if he were my own son. But he isn't. He’s yours and you need to wake up and start ignoring the business and not your family."


	Those few minutes were the catalyst that started the turn around. Mr. Barber, with tears running down his cheek, had not trusted himself to speak for a moment. When he did he thanked Paul Madison and asked Winston to remain. He started out with an apology for neglecting him and the moment quickly turned into an emotional reunion. Father and son left the building after stopping by to collect a surprised and somewhat bewildered mother and wife.


	It was hard work and they did get grief counseling; but the Barbers were able to patch up their family. Winston’s grades gradually improved and his behavior returned to normal under the now watchful eyes of his parents. A little over a year later he was given another chance at his job and determined never to disappoint Mr. Madison again. Years later he would look back at this time of his life and realize how influential Madison had been.  


	Ten years ago, Winston took over the company after his father passed away. Under his leadership the company continued to grow and was regarded as one of the finest family restaurants in the country. Winston Barber was not as demanding as his father, but he was just as smart and much more approachable. He was a loving husband and father and a fair and consistent boss. The forty plus employees in the modest two-story brick building that served as the company headquarters respected him and were loyal to him.


	Winston still opened all of his own mail and he sat now staring at the extortion letter, a sick feeling in his stomach. He read it a second time and used the intercom to call Joe Durance, who immediately put down the report he was reading and came to the president’s office. Winston wordlessly handed him the letter and Joe sat down to read it. While he was reading, Mr. Barber discovered two more envelopes addressed to him and marked “personal / confidential,” just like the first one. He didn’t bother to open these. He just sat them aside with the envelope from the first letter.  He went back through the stack of mail carefully to see if there were any other unusual letters, and finding none, set the stack aside and stared glumly at his security chief.


	When Joe looked up at him after reading the letter, Winston pointed to the letters he’d set aside. “Two more.”


	Joe looked at the three envelopes, noticing the postmarks, and he too left the letters unopened. “We better call the insurance company and get someone over here. And we need to keep this quiet until we figure out what to do. If the news gets out it could have the same effect as these bastards are threatening. People just won’t take the chance of eating with us.”  


	“This one is going to be tough, Joe. I’ll get hold of Jim Johnson over at National Insurance. He will know who in his company to contact, and we can trust him. Be thinking about who else we need to call, and what our plan of action should be. Unfortunately, I guess the insurance company will be calling the shots.”


	Joe picked up the letter. “I want to make a copy of this; I’ll bring it right back.”


	 




 


	 


	 


	ONE WEEK EARLIER


	 


	Chapter Three


	 


	Larry drove to the central post office in Hapeville, GA. to mail the letter. A postmark from here would not tell  investigators anything, as this was the central processing station for all mail in the Metro Atlanta area. Ellen was mailing the exact same letter from Miami and Michael from New Orleans. They griped about the long drives but Ellen insisted. They drew straws to see who went where.


	He knew that the others would not get back until tomorrow, so he stopped and rented a porno flick and then purchased a frozen turkey dinner and a six pack from the Ingles around the corner from his apartment. Larry worked as the maintenance superintendent for an apartment complex in Douglasville, Georgia and as part of his compensation he was provided a two-bedroom apartment. The word “superintendent” would indicate he was in charge of several maintenance people, but that was not the case. He was a one man show. Stopped up toilet, leaking faucets, roof damage or heating and air work, he was the guy.  Larry rented one of the bedrooms to Michael. He had been trying to get Ellen to move in with him for months, and if that happened Michael would have to find somewhere else. So far he’d only been able to get her to sleep over a couple of times. 


	He watched the first part of the movie and drank beer while his supper cooked. The beer was cold and the movie was graphic and funny, though not all by design. Sometimes he laughed out loud at the stilted dialog and awful acting. After he ate, he fast forwarded through the movie just to be sure he had seen all the girls it had to offer and then turned on the regular TV. He watched a re-run of “Survivor” and thought about how he would soon leave all this behind. He wondered where Ellen and Michael were, but they’d agreed to no phone calls, so he assumed everything was going according to schedule. He finished the six-pack and went to bed. 


	 


	***


	Ellen Jimmerson was tired. She had driven the entire distance to Miami in one day, mailed the letter and started back to Atlanta. She pulled over at rest areas and took a couple of short naps. Flying would have been faster and cheaper than driving, but she would have had to show ID and there would be a record of the trip. There would be no hotel clerks to point to them, no credit card receipts, and hopefully no traffic tickets to put any of them anywhere but in Atlanta.


	Ellen was five foot four inches tall and, at a hundred thirty-five pounds, felt she was slightly overweight. She had limp brown hair cut short in a pixie style. Ocean blue eyes were her best feature and she always chose the color of her clothes to accentuate them. She had a short pert nose and a smile that was near perfect, barely blemished by a little tooth disfiguration, even though she’d never worn braces. She was extremely bright, with an IQ that bordered on genius, a fact that had caused her much anguish in school as guidance counselors constantly chided her for poor performance. It wasn’t that she could not excel, it was that she would not. She resented the pressures, the expectations and the presumptions that she would do well. She was a rebel and never regretted it. She was one of the first in her class to experiment with pot, alcohol and sex. She was smart enough to stay away from harder drugs, even when they were offered for free. Now she looked at the world around her and saw people every day that had toed the line and made good grades and still could not make a decent living. She had no regrets, no remorse and no desire to change. 


	After she graduated from high school she drifted into paramedic training and learned enough to get a job at one of the many places that advertised anonymous blood tests of any type usually for less than one hundred dollars. She saw all types of people at the clinic, those that just didn’t want their insurance company to know they’d had a particular test, those that wanted a second opinion and others that were referred by local doctor’s offices and many who just wanted to know if they were really the “Baby’s Daddy.”  She saw her share of contagious blood including Aids, syphilis, hepatitis and others that most people could not even spell.  


	She made up her mind while still in high school that she was going to be wealthy, and retire at an early age. She had no desire to work all day every day. She was not religious, had no firm morals, enjoyed partying and was smart enough to know she needed a lot of money to have the lifestyle she wanted and that she could not make it legally. It didn’t take her long to think about “the plan,” as the three had come to call it. She mulled it over in her mind and refined it a great deal before she even mentioned it to Larry. She would have preferred not to bring anyone else into the plan, but every way she figured it, she would have to trust someone and it would just work better with three people. She knew Larry was totally devoted to her and Michael was devoted to him, so it fit. She knew how to use sex to keep things her way and had no qualms about manipulating others. She didn’t know if she would stay with Larry once this was over, but she figured that she probably would, at least for a while, or until he quit being useful. They both knew she was smarter, and that gave her certain advantages. He was fun most of the time and she understood where all his buttons were.


	Once she decided on “the plan” she waited for the results of someone with hepatitis to come in, and recommended a second blood check. She then drew two tubes of the lethal blood and took both home with her. They’d chosen Destin because it was a tourist destination where faces would not be remembered and it was outside of the Atlanta area. They’d chosen Mildred’s because it was a buffet style restaurant. With Larry and Michael blocking her from view she unceremoniously dumped a small vial of blood into the beef stew and stirred it in. They ate chicken and quickly left. She knew they’d about a month before the first cases started showing up. The demand letter to Aldies would insure that Mildred’s would be determined to be the common denominator of the outbreak.


	Hepatitis is a disease of the liver. In the early stages it’s routinely mistaken for the flu, as the symptoms of fever, nausea, loss of appetite and others are common to each. The first true signs are generally the abdominal pains caused by the swollen liver. Hepatitis C is caused by direct contact with the blood of an infected person, such as a shared needle. It can cause life-long problems and even death. Hepatitis A and B can be contracted by eating food that an infected person handles, through a shared toothbrush or the like. While usually not as devastating as C, A & B can  still be deadly. The three had discussed this at length. Larry said it best.  Hundreds of thousands of people get sick and lots of them die every week, and only the doctors got anything out of it. At least the people they infected would be helping someone who really needed the money.


	***


	Michael Cotton was also driving back to Atlanta. He wanted to stay and party on Bourbon Street after dropping the letter off at a mail drop, but he swore to the others that he would drive straight back. Also, it probably wouldn’t be too much fun without Larry to lead the charge. As directed, he too pulled over at several resting areas along the interstate for brief naps.


	Michael was just less than six feet tall and weighed about one eighty. He had reddish hair and a ruddy complexion with green eyes. Born with his left leg slightly shorter than the other, he limped if he didn’t wear the specially made shoe that was built up to make his legs the same length. This meant he didn’t particularly like going to the beach or other places where he might be barefoot. The girls liked him and were particularly attracted to him when they found out how shy he was. He was timid about making advances and more than one female had finally ended up aggressively pursuing him. He wished he could be as outgoing and smart as Larry, who had been his best friend since junior high school. There had been lots of parties and lots of girls, because neither was very particular. Larry used to say “eight to eighty, blind cripple or crazy.” 


	 Michael was a little jealous of Ellen, because she was the first girl that Larry ever got serious about, and he felt a little threatened. But Ellen included him in things and he liked looking at her. She had a nice body and a pretty smile. Sometimes he wondered what she was like in bed, but he would never do anything to make Larry mad, so he didn’t like those thoughts.  He was not quite sure about Ellen’s plan, but Larry liked it, so Michael went along.  He admitted to himself that he liked the idea of being rich, and he figured that since they were all in this together they would all go happily off and grow old together. Larry and Ellen and him and a string of other girls. He liked the way Ellen laughed too.


	He thought about her more than he knew he should.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Four


	 


	   Michael and Ellen made it back without any problems and everything was proceeding according to plan. The evil threesome went out to eat at a local restaurant specializing in pizza, calzones and cold beer. It was a local hang out for many young people. Larry poured them all a beer when the pitcher arrived and raised his glass.


	“Here’s to us.”


	They raised their glasses and drank.


	Michael nodded his head toward the door, “Here comes Laura.”


	Ellen and Larry looked up and saw Laura Newberry at the same time she saw them.  Laura waved and smiled and came over to the table. She was of average height with bottle blonde hair below her shoulders, brown eyes and very large breasts that she was extremely proud of. She wore hip hugger jeans and a tight sleeveless pullover with a V-neck that exposed lots of cleavage. Larry and Michael were appreciative of the view and Laura was amused. Michael had spent some time with Laura at various local haunts, but had never officially asked her out.


	“Hi, guys, what’s up?”


	“We were going to eat at Shoney’s, but Michael said to come here because you would probably show up.” Larry said, to Michael’s surprise and embarrassment.


	“Well, here I am, Michael, I thought you were going to call me.”


	“I was. I mean I wasn’t sure you were serious.”


	“Guess I’ll have to show you how serious I am. Can I join y’all?”


	“Sure,” said a slightly red faced Michael as he jumped up to let her get in the booth first.


	The four ate and drank for another two hours, and then went back to Larry’s apartment where they put on music and eventually went to separate bedrooms.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Five


	 


	Jim Johnson took the call immediately when his secretary told him Winston Barber was calling. Jim was a Vice President of the insurance company largely because Alton’s was his client. His dad and the late Mr. Barber had been good friends and that’s how he got the business. He wrote the policy for all of the chain owned restaurants, and several of the franchises. It was very lucrative, and his sole claim to fame.


	“Good morning, Winston, what can I do for you?”


	“Jim, we have a situation that you need to be involved in.” 


	“What’s the problem?”


	“Not over the phone. Why don’t you come about one o’clock. I want Joe and Pete here too and Pete won’t be back until after lunch.”


	“Okay, I’ll see you at one.” 


	Johnson hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, wondering what the problem was. It could not be good. There had been several small claims over the years, including the fire at the restaurant in Billings, but the tone in Winston’s voice and the fact that he would not talk about it over the phone and wanted the company lawyer and security chief in the meeting was very troubling. He wondered about it for some time, and it ruined his whole morning. Whatever the problem was, it was sure to cost them money and that was never a pleasant prospect.


	Jim was short and fat was nearly blind without his glasses. He looked at least five years older than his forty years. He was fairly bright and had been in the insurance arena for almost twenty years, so he understood the business well. He came across as sincere and helpful to his clients and as an arrogant ass to many others.


	He dealt with several small policy matters while he waited for the designated time to go to the headquarters building. He finally left the office around eleven thirty and went to lunch. He wasn’t really hungry, but that had never stopped him. He ate and then went on to the Alton building, arriving twenty minutes early. He sat outside Winston Barber’s office reading magazines until Barber arrived, right at the appointed hour, with Joe Durance and Pete Coggins. The four of them went into the office. Winston handed a copy of the extortion letter to everyone.  He watched their faces as they read.


	When everyone had finished, they looked at Winston and waited for his comments.


	“This letter came in the morning mail, in this envelope. There are two more envelopes just like it that I have not opened yet. I expect it’s the same letter, although they are postmarked in different states. “Pete, where do we stand legally on this? Should we contact the authorities now, and if so, who? Jim, what does the insurance company suggest we do? It would obviously be cheaper to pay than to fight lawsuits and lose business too, but if we do that, where does it stop? Joe, is there any way we can protect the restaurants from this? Surveillance cameras, security, anything?”


	Pete spoke first. “From a legal stand point, you have to contact the authorities. If you don’t, and they follow through with their threat, it would come out that you had prior warning and didn’t contact the authorities, which might have prevented it. That would be two strikes against you in any civil lawsuit, plus there could be criminal consequences. You have no choice. Since we have restaurants in thirty states, and since the letters are from different states, the FBI would be who to contact. There’s a local office over in the Federal Building, and I know a couple of the guys there. I can call them. I’m sure they’ll put us in touch with who we need to see.”


	Joe was next. “We can put in surveillance cameras but it would be tremendously expensive to put in enough cameras to monitor the whole buffet area and have someone monitor the cameras all the time. It would take at least three cameras and someone to monitor them, at each restaurant. Probably cost about five hundred thousand for the equipment and thirty thousand a day in labor. The problem is that it would still be possible for someone to contaminate the food, especially if a couple of them work together and one blocks another from sight.  It isn’t a guarantee, that’s for sure. But it’s possible, given time to set it up. I think that the very best we could hope for is a set up time of two months to install the equipment in all the restaurants, and that’s using a lot of different contractors. We have less than three weeks until May 1st.”


	All of them looked at the insurance man. It was pretty obvious that he didn’t like what he was going to say. He squirmed in his chair, pulled on his ear, cleared his throat and finally spoke. “Well, now don’t take this wrong, Winston; I’m not stating a position here, I’m just trying to figure out where we are here. Right now, I don’t think there has been an insurable event. I mean nothing has happened. You have received an extortion letter, but there’s no proof there’s anything to it. If you get sued because someone contracts hepatitis from one of your restaurants, that’s insurable. Except that you have this letter, and that presents other problems. First, you’re required under the terms of the policy to do everything you can to mitigate a loss once you’re aware of a problem. That could mean paying the money, installing cameras, contacting the FBI, I don’t know. I’ll have to check with the company and get their take on it. I just don't know what the company's position will be, since you have not had an insurable event. I agree that you should get in touch with the FBI though. You need to make every effort—”


	Winston Barber held up his hand to stop him. "Let me get this straight. I have a letter threatening to infect God knows how many people with hepatitis and offering proof of their ability to do so. I can pay eight million in extortion money and they’ll probably go away. But since they haven't actually infected anyone and we haven't been sued yet, the insurance won't kick in. If I don't pay, or if the people behind this find out that the FBI is involved, then they infect the people, the affected people then sue us and the costs will certainly be ten times as much, but then the insurance will kick in. But our company is out of business by then. That’s great."


	Jim squirmed in his chair. "Winston —Mr. Barber, please don't shoot the messenger. But I can't tell you that the insurance will pay even if they follow through and people get infected, since you already know of the potential problem. Plus, there’s the Terrorist Threat provision that’s in all policies since 9/11. That protects us from paying in the event of a terrorist action. This may fall into that category. Again, I’ll have to check with the company.” The last sentence was almost unintelligible as he wiped the perspiration from his face and covered his mouth with the handkerchief.


	"I suggest you leave now and get some answers. You remind your company of the long and profitable relationship you have had with us. Y’all either step up to the plate now, or that relationship will end." Even as he said it, Winston knew it was a hollow threat. It didn’t matter how much money his company had paid them over the years, if they could get out of paying eight million or ten times eight million they would cut and run immediately. He turned to Pete Coggins.


	 "Go ahead and get in touch with the FBI. See how soon they can meet with us.”


	“Yes, sir, I’ll call them now.” Pete got up and left the room, obviously grateful for an excuse to get away.


	Jim stood as well, wringing his hands nervously. “Winston, you know that I’ll go to bat for you on this. I was just trying to give you the worst-case scenario. Let me call the company and get back with you as soon as I can.” He tentatively reached out to shake Winston’s hand, unsure about whether it would be taken.


	Winston, his face a mask, shook hands. “You do that. But remember, secrecy is paramount. If this gets out, we’re out of business anyway.”
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