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  AN UPSIDE DOWN BOAT IN THE MIDDLE OF A ROAD LEADS TO A MURDER MYSTERY.




   




  In the early morning hours in the middle of a secluded Creek County road in rural Alabama, a jon boat is found upside down. Nearby is an apparent murder victim with his head bashed in. Sheriff Robert Jackson, known to everyone as Sugar Bear, and his detective, Lynette Williams, must find clues. What they found was no anchor for the boat.




   




  The victim is the abusive husband of a woman who escaped to Creek County several months earlier. She is the obvious suspect with more ties to Creek County than anyone knew. However, something about her makes Sugar Bear doubt her guilt.




   




  In addition to solving a murder, Sugar Bear and his deputies must deal with a sophisticated theft ring that has moved into the county. To complicate matters, a former nemesis returns and manages to get Sugar Bear relieved of his duties but he has his own plan to solve all these crimes.




   




  “Bob Zeanah knows small southern towns and the people who inhabit them — the sinners, the saints, the murdered, the murderers, and how to sort them all out. Make this on your must-read list!”—Bill Fitts, Author of the Needed Killing Series.




   




  “Zeanah’s writing is noteworthy. He takes his time describing location, movement, and introducing characters. This is where Zeanah excels. His prose is wondrous in its clarity and richness in detail.”—Shelley Carpenter, Toasted Cheese Literary Journal.
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  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.
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  Author's Note




  



  One Sunday afternoon as my wife and I were returning to our home after visiting my mother, we stopped at a convenience store that is our “usual” stop. The stop became our usual stop because it has moderately clean restrooms, reasonable gas prices, and coffee that is not too bad.




   




  As I stood in line waiting to pay for a cup of coffee, I noticed the person in front of me was a stunningly beautiful woman who was purchasing a fried chicken dinner, which she told the clerk was for her husband. The woman was wearing a bright yellow dress and matching yellow heels. Her blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail and tied with a yellow ribbon. Interestingly, even though she was inside, she wore sunglasses. To the side of the sunglasses, I could see her black eye that was readily apparent.




   




  For the next three hours, as we drove home I thought about the woman and what her situation must be. Before I arrived home, I had the idea for a book. It is for her and other domestic violence victims that this book is written.




   




  I woke up and went out. Not yet dawn.




  A rooster claimed he was the sickle moon.




  The windmill was a ladder that ended at a gray cloud.




  A feed grinder was growling at a nearby farm.




  Frost has made clouds of the weeds overnight.




  In my dream, we stopped for coffee. We sat alone




  Near a fireplace, near delicate cups.




  I loved that afternoon, and the rest of my life.




   




  — Robert Bly, Eating the Honey of Words




  “A Dream of an Afternoon with a Woman I Did Not Know”




   




  NO ANCHOR 




  Fried Chicken and Credit Cards




  Longings that we do not know we have are the saddest of unrequited desires. Maybe we are heroes, maybe we love someone, maybe we possess desires to do harm greater than we know, and maybe what we think we believe is not really what we believe.




  Frank tapped his brake releasing the cruise control, his minivan slowed. He had been driving two hours from Magnolia Springs, Alabama, a small pastoral, Gulf Coast community along an historic river, where he had spent the past week at the local historic bed and breakfast at night and fished all day in the spring fed, tidal river. He drove through Mobile and then into Mississippi along the recently paved four-lane casino moneyed highway. He turned left across the median in Buckatunna to a convenience store. After filling his tank with gasoline, he moved the van to one of the parking spaces so the driver of a car waiting in line could fill up. He stopped at the door to read the sign, “No shirt or shoes, no service. All pants must be pulled up.”




  He walked inside to a smell of fried foods. An eating area, at capacity, seated at least 30 people eating fried chicken, something called potato logs, fried chicken livers, fried hushpuppies, and fried stuffed jalapenos. He followed a yellow tile path to the men’s restroom. When he came back out, he went by the coffee pot, poured a black coffee in a Styrofoam cup, and put a cheap plastic lid on the cup.




  Frank walked up to the counter and stood next to a woman. Her hair was brassy blonde and pulled in a ponytail. She wore a bright yellow dress of taffeta material, yellow heels, and hose stretched tight over sculpted legs, even though the temperature outside was in the nineties. She also wore oversized sunglasses.




  “Honey, you got to leave that sorry thing,” the clerk was saying. “Why you so dressed up, anyway?”




  “Leon wants his Sunday lunch of chicken fingers and potato logs with hush puppies. He doesn’t like for me to go out on Sunday unless I’m dressed up. I didn’t go to church today because of this black eye and he still makes me dress up.” She lowered her sunglasses.




  “Becky Ann, you can’t keep this up. He’s going to destroy you. Don’t you have family anywhere that could help you?”




  “Only my mother. I can’t get any help from her, you know that. She’s got enough problems of her own. I hear her husband that man I have to call my stepfather, isn’t going to AA anymore. I don’t have any money to go anywhere and Leon canceled all my credit cards. He cleaned out our joint checking account, too. If I try to leave him, I can’t stay around here. He’d just come get me. His hunting and fishing buddies make up the entire police department. Look, I gotta go or he’ll be angry I took too long.”




  Frank couldn’t let this go. “Excuse me, ma’am. I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation. I’m on my way home and I’m supposed to see a friend of mine from college and his wife this afternoon to deliver some seafood. He’s a sheriff. His wife does a lot of volunteer work including working at a church and spouse abuse center. They’d never forgive me if I didn’t intervene and offer you help.” The woman stared at him without speaking. He continued, “They have a guesthouse. I make one phone call and you could be staying in their guesthouse. He and his wife would arrange for a job, clothes, whatever you needed, they’re that kind of people.”




  Becky’s face flared with an unnamed anger. “I don’t know you. You think I’m crazy? I’m supposed to go off with some stranger. You need to leave me alone.” She started for the door.




  “Hear him out, Becky Ann.” The clerk hollered.




  “What?” She turned around and started back at Frank. Built up anger was unleashed on this stranger offering help. Shaking a finger in his face, she yelled at him. “Who the hell are you?” She spoke softer but still her voice was still seething with frustration, “What are you going to do for me?”




  Frank spoke quietly. “It’s like I said, my friends would never forgive me. I must offer help. Please, wait and let me call my friend, the Sheriff. He and his wife’ll be getting out of church in a few minutes. I’ll see if you can stay with them.”




  “This is crazy. Besides, these are all the clothes I got. All my stuff’s at home. I can’t go home and get anything.”




  The clerk spoke up again, “Honey, what you got that Leon ain’t already destroyed?”




  Becky softened a little, sighing, “You’re right, Jeanette. All I got left is just a few clothes, a pair of jeans, and a few tee shirts.”




  “That’s what credit cards are for.” Frank answered. “I’m planning on stopping in Meridian for lunch anyway, right near a mall. We’ll get you some jeans, slacks, shorts, shirts, blouses, shoes, whatever you need and have lunch. Wait just a minute, let me call my friend. Can you wait that long?”




  Becky glanced at the clerk who vigorously nodded her approval. Frank took that as the cue to make his phone call.




  In three rings, Sugar Bear Jackson answered. Frank quickly explained the situation. He listened, smiled at Becky, and nodded. He clicked his cell phone shut.




  “You have a guest house for the next month. A representative from the local spouse abuse center will see you this afternoon as well as a job counselor. Wait ‘till you meet my friend’s wife. If there ever was a saint walking among us, it’s her.”




  Becky’s defenses rose again. “Who are you? You never told me.”




  “Sorry, Frank. Frank Draper. Here’s my card.” He handed one to Becky and one to Jeanette. Jeanette glanced at the card and slid it underneath the tray in the cash drawer for safekeeping. “I didn’t mention it, but the local food bank will supply your food needs. I’m the director of the food bank.”




  “Is this where you taking me?”




  “Right. Creek County, Alabama. Romulus is the county seat. Sugar Bear and his wife live right outside Romulus, close to the Sipsey River. Sheriff Sugar Bear Jackson, he’s the best friend I ever had and the most tenacious linebacker I ever played with, and his wife’s a dream. Not only is she beautiful, but she takes care of everyone. She’s a volunteer, but she’s more than that. She helps everyone in the county”




  Jeanette, the clerk spoke up. “That’s not too far. Close to Tuscaloosa, I know right where it’s at, I’ve been there before. It’s far enough to get away from Leon. Now you go, Becky Ann. You listen to me. You ain’t gonna get another chance like this. Leon’s gonna kill you if you don’t leave him right away.”




  “He’ll find me. You don’t know him.”




  “Girl. Do what I say, give me that chicken. Iff’n he shows up, I’ll give it to him and tell him you went to Florida. Now go,” Jeanette said, waving to her to hand the chicken box over.




  “But…”




  “But nothing,” Jeanette said more forcefully. “Go. I’ll take some time off in a week or so and come visit you.”




  “Tell you what.” Frank held out his cell phone. “Here take this. You call her at lunch.” He pointed to the clerk. “You check in with her and give her an update. You keep my cell phone until you feel secure.”




  “Do it, Becky. He’s giving you an out iff’n you’re not comfortable. Listen at me, I don’t get taken in by the thousands of riff raff that come through this here store. I seen ‘em all. Fast-talking guys looking to pick up some woman for a quickie up in Meridian. Not this one. You need to go. I’m praying for you, sweetie.”




  * * *




  Angie had been through this before, both as a victim and as head of the spouse abuse center. No matter how many times she said it or heard it, she still choked when the word “battered’ was used. Frank used the word when he called her to let her know that he and Becky had arrived at the Sheriff’s guesthouse. Becky remained silent as Frank explained to Angie what had transpired.




  Angie asked if Frank and Becky had eaten lunch. She had learned that the first thing an abused spouse—man or woman—does is punish herself or himself by ignoring food. She remembered that she neglected eating, even though she worked at a diner. Carlota and Sugar Bear were nearby and ready to help. Frank realized he needed to excuse himself and leave so Angie could do her work. Rather than sputter a lame excuse, he said, “Becky, it was a pleasure meeting you. If I can be of further service to you, please call me, but for now, I’m leaving you with Angie. Carlota assures me that she stocked your pantry for tonight, but tomorrow, I’ll pick you up for a trip to the food bank for your groceries for the next week. Angie,” he said nodding to her. “Call me if you need me. I’ll leave you to your work.”




  “Frank, before you go, thank you for your work supporting the abuse center. I remember when you used to help me. Becky, don’t be ashamed to go the Food Bank. They’re all supportive there.”




  Frank nodded graciously. “See you tomorrow,” he said and left.




  “Becky, let me tell you first, that I’ve been where you are. I know how you feel. I hated it when people said that to me when they didn’t have a clue how it felt. But I really do know how you feel. Now, here are the services we can offer.” She handed Becky a sheet. “Number one, do you need medical attention?”




  Becky shook her head.




  “Don’t neglect that if you do. Number two, you’ll want to talk with the counselor. Don’t try to tough it out alone. You need a counselor, even if you don’t realize it. She’s going to call you tomorrow. Talk with her. Do that for yourself.”




  “I wouldn’t know what to say.”




  “She will. Next, when you’re ready, I have a job interview lined up for you.”




  “Leon never let me work. I don’t know if I can work at a real job.”




  “Trust me on this one. Great people will walk you through. You’ll be fine. The job interview I have set up for you is with some wonderful people. They’re supportive, which leads me to the last thing I want to say. This is a great community to support each other. Don’t hesitate to ask anyone, especially the Sheriff. He’s my mentor and I would do anything to impress him, but he’s also passionate about helping people like us. Now, do you have any questions for me?”




  “Nothing. I guess I’m okay.”




  “In that case, let me give you a ride around town and show you Romulus and some of Creek County.”




  One Month Later and the Sipsey River




  Sugar Bear looked out over the slow moving river. Noises of the police radio and a coroner giving orders were the only background sounds as he stared at the water. Most of the time, his refuge from the ordeals of his job came from this river. Now, a dead body found lying next to the Sipsey River was his job. Whoever he was.




  Sugar Bear, whose real name was Robert, was the first African-American elected to public office in Creek County and the first college graduate elected as Sheriff. The fact that his college education came from a small, prestigious liberal arts college made his education seem that much more important to the people in the sparsely populated, rural area of Creek County. With a significant African-American population in the county, he carried that demographic, not because he of his race, but because he earned it. He had a reputation of being tough on deadbeat, neglectful parents, tough on abusive domestics, both men and women, and vigilant with kids who cut school. Currently, he was serving his fifth term. Except for a little thinning of his hair on top and sprinkling of gray hair on the sides and a few wrinkles in his face that retained its youthful golden brown coloring, Sugar Bear appeared as fit as he did his first term thanks to running twenty miles a week along with the attention from his ever-vigilant health conscious wife.




  Sugar Bear’s wife, Carlota, a black-haired Colombian beauty that he met in college, ensured that he carried the Hispanic vote. Carlota campaigned for her husband without apology in Spanish to a grateful Hispanic populace, many of whom did not completely understand her dialect, but were grateful to hear Spanish spoken for their benefit.




  Carlota volunteered at the schools and hospitals whenever a translator was needed and ministered to the rural, mostly poor residents of Creek County and surrounding areas. She also volunteered at the spouse abuse center. There she provided support services to children in need of attention and served as an interpreter when needed. She held a part-time position at Amazing Grace Missionary Church where she translated the sermons each Sunday and delivered the sermons in Spanish during a special service. Although Sugar Bear was Sheriff and not the President of the County Commission, many considered Carlota to be the First Lady of the County and treated her as such. Her presence in a convertible during the Fourth of July parade was a highlight for everyone. She never failed to dazzle and women talked for weeks in glowing terms about what she wore. The local department store quickly sold out of similar outfits immediately afterwards. Talk in the county was adding a Christmas parade with Carlota being the main attraction second only to a Santa Claus.




  Domestic abuse was the Sheriff’s passion. He had no tolerance for any abuse—physical, emotional, or verbal. Every man and woman in the county knew it and few crossed the line more than once. The fact that the Sheriff’s Department took over the local Spouse Abuse Shelter when mismanagement forced a change, solidified everyone’s view of Sugar Bear. Having installed one of his department employees, a former abuse victim, as the manager even further reinforced the perception. No one, man or woman, crossed Angie, the new manager of the Spouse Abuse Center, without living in fear of Sugar Bear and the full sheriff’s department.




  Detective Lynette Williams pulled off the road just behind the Sheriff’s car. She stepped out of her car and adjusted her khaki vest. While there was no uniform code for detectives, Lynette liked starched khaki pants and vest with a starched, buttoned down white shirt as a uniform. Sometimes she wore a khaki skirt when a more formal appearance dictated. Nike running shoes were always the norm with her designated uniform. She picked up the idea of wearing a vest from her former mentor, Bill Johnson, who always wore one. She wondered why he did until she wore a vest one day and discovered the convenience of having four additional pockets at her disposal for notes, pens, and business cards.




  She walked over to the southbound lane of the highway where a jon boat and motor lay upside down, skid marks on the highway. After looking over the boat, she walked under the police tape, stopped to take in the scene before proceeding, and then headed to meet with Sugar Bear. Detective Williams was relatively new to the force and moved quickly from deputy to detective by showing insights and asking questions others did not consider. Bill Johnson, moved to the Alabama Bureau of Investigation a year earlier and Deputy Williams moved up to full time detective. She never stopped trying to prove herself, if to no one but herself. She worked long hours and studied everything she could about her job.




  Detective Williams wore her blonde hair in a ponytail. While efficient at keeping hair out of her steely blue eyes, the ponytail made her appear too young to be on the force and certainly too young to be a full detective. Her petite build and the dusting of freckles on her face belied the ferocity she possessed.




  Detective Williams approached the Sheriff who was still staring at the river. “Morning, Sheriff.”




  “Lynette. Sorry to get you out so early.”




  Detective Williams looked around. “Looks like everyone else is already here. Sorry, I’m late.”




  Sugar Bear watched the traffic being re-routed by officers. “No problem. I was going in early today anyway, so I was already dressed. The coroner lives just down the road. You’re fine.”




  Her attention focused on the job. “What do we have?”




  Sugar Bear pointed in the direction of the highway. “Obviously that boat in the highway. We need to move it as soon as we can, but I wanted you to look at it first.”




  “Any idea how the boat got there?”




  “None. It’s just sitting there. I was hoping you could make some sense of it.” Sugar Bear pointed to the dirt road off the highway where people put in their boats. “Over here, let me show you what else I found. Look at these tire tracks.” They walked over to a cordoned off area. He pointed to some tracks closer together. “So, where did the trailer go? And, how and why is a boat with no trailer in the middle of the highway? I called Tuscaloosa County Sheriff’s Department and asked for their divers to look for the trailer in the river.”




  “So what killed the victim?”




  “Two blows to the head by a blunt instrument. One to the side, probably coming from behind. The other straight on from behind him. But, that’s speculation on my part. Wait for the Coroner. He hasn’t said yet, but that’s what it looks like.”




  Lynette took a deep breath and fought a wave of nausea as she peered at the victim before looking away.




  Sheriff Jackson spoke, “If you ever get used to looking at a murder victim, you won’t be any good anymore. Don’t worry about that reaction. While I haven’t seen a whole lot of murder victims myself, I’ve seen a few more than you and I still have that same reaction.”




  “Thanks. Anything else?”




  “That tall grass over there is pushed down and maybe something heavy rolled over the area.”




  “Footprints everywhere. Looks like a runner came by judging from that set of footprints.”




  Lynette looked in the direction Sugar Bear was pointing. She nodded. “Female, I guessing by the size.” She followed the path of the footprints.




  “They stop here,” Sugar Bear said.




  “Lots of people stop at this place to stare out over the river. For me, it’s a turnaround for my Saturday run,” Lynette said. “I’m going to walk the highway some. See what I can find. Then I’ll come back and look at the boat some more and that grassy area.”




  “Looking for anything particular?”




  “Where’s the anchor?”




  Sugar Bear looked at her and then scanned the area. “I’m not sure. Is it over by the boat?”




  “No. Maybe that’s what killed him.”




  “Good observation.”




  “Always look for what’s not there. You taught me that. Like, where are the gas cans?”




  “Haven’t seen them, but I’ve got some officers scouting around for them. As much as gas costs, maybe the murderer didn’t want to leave them.”




  “I’m going to walk the roadside. I just want to see what I can find. Maybe something else related.”




  Sheriff Jackson looked at his detective. “I’ll be here.”




  Amazing Grace and Volunteering




  Carlota pulled into the parking lot of the Amazing Grace Missionary Church. A little over a year ago, the church dropped its affiliation as a Missionary Baptist Church and began a transformation to a liturgical church. Reverend Al Manning led the transformation slowly in anticipation of leaving the church. However, through the work of Sheriff Jackson and a supportive District Attorney, Reverend Manning was not charged in a recent murder investigation and was found innocent based on justifiable homicide.




  Reverend Manning intended for Sheriff Jackson to take his place. Contemplating retirement, Manning viewed Sugar Bear as the ideal person to move into his place when he considered his days numbered as a free man. Reverend Manning visited prisoners each week and knew first hand most prisoners charged with violent crimes had never done anything wrong before nor would ever do anything else wrong. Now, he found himself in the same circumstances. A grand jury ruled him innocent and he was never charged with a crime. Nevertheless, he prayed for forgiveness every day. He confessed his actions before his church and humbly accepted their forgiveness. No one left the church and, in fact, his confession and humble acceptance of his circumstances led more people to join the church. His actions as well as the changes the church made also resulted in a more diverse congregation, which was his dream for the church.




  Carlota walked into the chapel and found Reverend Manning kneeling at the altar. She slipped back out of the chapel and walked around the outside to the church office to find a list of her duties. One of the first things she insisted on when she began working at the church was fixing the church office sign. On her first day, she found the sign had letters missing and the sign read, “Church Off.” Reverend Manning took the sign down and took it to a local sign shop that fixed the sign at no charge for the church.




  Her office was simple, as she preferred, containing a single table that she and Sugar Bear found at an antique store in Montgomery and four slatted back chairs with cushions made by some of the church ladies. A crystal flower bowl that she found at Goodwill for $4 sat in the middle of the table and contained fresh flowers. Sugar Bear and Reverend Manning built bookshelves along one wall of her office to display the few theology books she purchased as well as a few books of poetry. Her one window overlooked the church’s gardens that she tended as a part of her meditation in the days she worked.




  Carlota opened her laptop and started work translating Reverend Manning’s sermon into Spanish that she would deliver on Sunday. Two months after Carlota started as a volunteer, enough Hispanics attended to justify adding another service held in Spanish. She heard a light knocking at her door. She looked up to see an attractive, petite, middle-aged African American woman, who was smiling broadly, her dark eyes set in pools of white. Her hair was straight, falling around her shoulders. She wore a vibrant brown blouse that complimented her complexion. A string of orange beads hung around her neck.




  “May I help you?” Carlota asked.




  “Yes, you can. My name is Margo Perry, I’m Sistah Laney’s niece.”




  “Well, come in. Have a seat. Would you like some coffee?”




  “I just had some. Thanks.”




  “You sure? If you can’t tell from my accent, I’m from the mountains of Colombia. My family owns a coffee plantation and they ship me the unroasted beans. I roast the beans myself. Grind the beans. And make a great cup of coffee.”




  “Wow,” she said laughing. “You talked me into it. I can’t pass that up. Yes, I’ll have a cup.”




  Carlota made coffee in the small kitchenette adjacent to her office. She walked back into her office with the smell of coffee brewing following her.




  “This is a pleasure. What brings you to Romulus?”




  “Well, Mrs. Jackson….”




  “Call me Carlota.”




  “Carlota, my Aunt Sistah is getting older.” Margo paused. “My son is going to college this next semester. I need to go back to school myself and get my master’s degree in nursing administration and some of the family’s worried about Aunt Sistah. My son’s on scholarship. I was able to secure a student loan for me. It just all seemed to come together. God’s will, my aunt would say. So here I am.”




  “Is Sistah all right? Is there anything the church can do to support you?”




  “She’s fine, just getting a little age on her. I just need to be closer and I can do that for a couple of years by living here and going to school. Then we’ll see. For now, Aunt Sistah thinks she’s helping me. I just wanted to meet the folks here at the church. Reverend Manning around?”




  “He is. He was in his prayer time earlier when I came in. The man takes that time seriously.”




  “I’ll just visit with you if that’s all right.”




  Carlota stood up. “Of course. I think our coffee is ready. How do you drink your coffee?”




  “Sugar and cream.”




  Neat Artsy Stuff and Hiding Place




  Frank parked in front of the Neat Artsy Stuff offices and warehouse. Neat Artsy Stuff moved part of its operations to the refurbished elementary school that had outlived its usefulness and whose students needed a newer, larger, and better-furnished facility. Owners Ramsey and Skyler, led the way working with local officials to ensure a bond issue passed, even pledging monies for the next ten years. Now, Neat Artsy Stuff had a second warehouse and distribution center 25 minutes from Tuscaloosa, one hour and 20 minutes from Birmingham, and two hours from Montgomery. In addition, Interstate 59 allowed ready access to Interstate 10 to New Orleans, to Interstate 20 to Atlanta, and Interstate 65 to Nashville.




  When Ramsey and Skyler started to assess their new acquisition, they discovered more damage than expected in the old school, including some of the thick walls that were crumbling. Shelley, Ramsey’s sister, designed the renovation for their offices and warehouse as she had done at their main office complex in Fairhope. Using the loading deck from the old cafeteria, UPS and FedEx trucks had a location to unload easily, something that was missing from the Fairhope location.




  Frank walked inside and was greeted by a young African-American receptionist who looked up and gave him one of her winning beauty contestant smiles. “Hey Frank. Good to see you today.”




  “Hey, Karlie,” Frank said. “How are you, Darling?”




  “Ooo, don’t you be calling me that, unless you mean it.”




  “Trust me, Karlie, if I were twenty years younger, you’d be the girl for me.”




  “That’s so sweet, but how can I help you today?”




  “I need to see Ramsey. Is he in yet?”




  Karlie laughed, “I think Ramsey and Skyler are in their secret hiding place. Never seen such lovey dovey stuff. Must be nice to be in love the way those two are.”




  “They have a secret hiding place?”




  “Best we can tell since they disappear from time to time. They work hard, both of them, especially that Skyler, Ramsey too, just different, and they don’t dump a workload on anyone, but they can disappear for some serious lip-synching. Let me buzz Ramsey’s office.” While she was waiting for a response, she added, “You’re the one that brought Becky here, right?”




  “I met her and encouraged her to move here. Carlota, I think, arranged for the job, though.”




  “That’s what I meant, you —” She interrupted her thought, “Mr. Ramsey, Frank Draper is here to see you.” She listened and responded, “Yes, sir. Will do.” She looked back at Frank, “He says he is rounding up some employees and they’re coming up here to have their picture taken with them giving you a check for the food bank.” She smiled. “So, you have to come up with some more stuff to flirt with me about.”




  “My pleasure.”




  “You realize you don’t have much competition. The last white guy that hit on me, told me that I had skin the color of fine whiskey. I laughed in his face. That was so funny.”




  “Whiskey, huh? Scotch or bourbon?”




  “Good one. I wish I had thought of that.”




  “You are definitely hazelnut latte, not whiskey.”




  “Much better.”




  “Flirting aside.” Frank took on a serious tone, “If you ever want to volunteer at the food bank, we sure could use you.”




  “You ought to mention that to Mr. Ramsey. He probably would give me paid leave to help out.”




  “Yeah, I’ll do that.”




  “You seeing Becky, the girl you saved from her abusive husband?”




  Frank never cared for the attention he received as the white knight coming to Becky’s rescue. “I didn’t do anything she wouldn’t have done for herself eventually. I just helped things along. This community jumps up and down if someone needs help.”




  “I think Ms Skyler especially likes her. I think they’re good friends outside of work, too. Whoa, lookie here. The Sheriff’s coming up the walk.”




  Sugar Bear Jackson entered the lobby and shook hands with Frank. “Please don’t tackle me,” Frank said.




  “Are you kidding? I still remember you running over me in practice,” Sugar Bear said.




  “I still ache from the hits you put on me during drills.”




  Sugar Bear turned and greeted Karlie, who put on her professional demeanor, inquiring how she could help the Sheriff.




  “I need to talk with Ramsey. Ask him if he has a minute for me.”




  While Karlie buzzed Ramsey, the Sheriff turned to Frank with his back to Karlie. “Can you come by my office today? I need your help filling in some background on how you met Becky”




  “Of course, Sugar Bear. Mind me asking why.”




  “At my office.” Sugar Bear turned back around to face Karlie, signaling that the brief conversation was over.




  “Sheriff, Ramsey is on his way up here now to have some pictures made with Frank about the food bank. He said he can take you back to his office after the photos.”




  * * *




  Ramsey escorted Sugar Bear to the break room where Ramsey poured two mugs of coffee for Sugar Bear and himself. He took Sugar Bear to his office and shut the door.




  “How can I help you, Sheriff?” Ramsey asked after they sat down.




  “Ramsey, you and Skyler have brought a great industry to this area. Clean, employ locals, and you are great contributors to the community.”




  Ramsey nodded. “Thank you. We’re proud of what we do. I won’t lie with false modesty. It’s our goal to be good community citizens.”




  “It shows. I’m here to ask another big favor of you.”




  “How can we help?”




  Sugar Bear took a sip of his coffee and set it back down on Ramsey’s desk. “Ramsey, often we have someone we’ve arrested, sometimes more than once, that needs something or someone to intervene in their life. Give ‘em a chance. I have to arrest people who break the law. I don’t have the privilege of deciding if they had bad breaks and need a second chance.”




  “I understand.”




  “Occasionally, not often, but occasionally, I’d like to bring some folks for you to consider hiring.”




  Ramsey nodded. “I don’t make these decisions arbitrarily, especially warehouse personnel decisions. Let me call Skyler and see if she can meet with us.”




  After buzzing Skyler’s office and learning she was free, they carried their coffee with them and walked into Skyler’s office. Her office was slightly larger and furnished in white tones—painted walls, white lamps and lamp shades, white floor carpet, white shelving, and white picture frames containing several pictures of her and Ramsey and a picture of her and Shelley, her sister-in-law.




  Sheriff Jackson started explaining what he wanted. Skyler interrupted him. “Sheriff Jackson, with all due respect, no one needed help more than I did. You know what my circumstances were. If it weren’t for an angel named Ramsey, I don’t know what my life would be like.” She looked at Ramsey and wiped tears from her eyes. Ramsey blinked back tears forming in his own. After Skyler composed herself, she continued, “Of course, we will help.”




  Ramsey smiled and nodded at his wife.




  “I thought I could depend on you.” Sugar Bear said. “How many do you think you can handle?”




  Ramsey nodded to Skyler to answer. “Well, Ramsey and I need to run this by Shelley also, but I think we can start with one or two for now. Don’t overwhelm us. Training, while not complicated, takes time and Shelley squawks if we get out of budget.” She looked at Ramsey. “Maybe we ought to get her involved first.” She looked back at Sugar Bear. “Then you, me, and Ramsey can talk about the possibilities.”




  Sugar Bear thanked them and stood to leave. “Sheriff?” Skyler started.




  “Call me Sugar Bear or Robert. Everyone else does.”




  Skyler smiled. “Sugar Bear. How about you and Carlota have dinner with us sometime?”




  “We’d like that.”




  Ramsey spoke up. “This Saturday would be good. I’m supposed to get a cooler of shrimp and crab claws along with a truckload of supplies coming up Friday.”




  “Twist my arm. I’ll talk to Carlota and confirm with you. Count on us for salad and wine.”




  * * *




  An hour later, Sugar Bear walked into the Creek County Sheriff’s Department and greeted his assistant, Owen Caffey. Owen nodded his head towards the waiting area, the place where Frank was waiting for him.




  “Frank, thanks for coming. Let’s go upstairs. How about some coffee?”




   




  Sugar Bear filled in Frank on the murder victim they found that morning. Frank listened intently. “Sheriff, I appreciate you have a difficult matter on your hands, but why are you telling me about all this?”




  “Boat registration indicates the owner is a Leon Steiner from Buckatunna, Mississippi. Wife’s name is Becky Steiner.”




  “Oh, shit.”




  “My sentiments exactly, but I don’t have the luxury of saying that. Frank, be honest with me. I don’t want to feel that you’re holding back telling me what you know about Becky.” Sugar Bear could be an imposing figure when he wanted. He could also come across as someone’s best friend and right now, he was Frank’s best friend. “Is there anything else from what you told me about finding Becky in that convenience store and bringing her here? You must admit, it’s a farfetched story.”




  Frank stared in the distance, his thoughts somewhere else. “She has the clearest blue eyes you ever saw. Her eyes take me to places I never knew existed—to mountains with blue skies, to treetops where buntings declare their territory, to wildflowers that hide their beauty except to souls who seek beauty of the universe, to oceans where the water is purest. Her smile cleanses me of all sins of loving anyone less worthy than her. Her blonde hair effortlessly falls on her shoulders and puts me at ease knowing something can be so at peace.”




  Frank shook his head as if to wake up from the trance. “Sheriff, I would do anything for Becky, including kill her husband for her. Let there be no mistake, I would do that.”




  Sugar Bear knew a confession when he heard one and he knew he was not hearing one from Frank. He wanted Frank to continue. “Go on.”




  “That’s it. That’s all I have to say.”




  “You think Becky killed her husband?”




  “No. She’s not capable of it. But if you do, then I confess, I did it. I just told you that I would kill him.”




  “Not good enough.” Sheriff Jackson shook his head. “Last murder in this county I had innocent people confessing and insisting that we arrest them. What’s with this place?” Sugar Bear laughed an infectious laugh that got Frank smiling.




  “I can’t speak for others, but I know Becky didn’t do it.” Frank said.




  “Well, I don’t think she’s capable either, but obviously she’s the first suspect.” Sugar Bear stood up from his desk and walked over to the window overlooking the courtyard below. He watched as Odell Savage worked his Weenie Wagon. Odell came early and took up a single parking space with his hot dog stand. He grew his own cabbage and peppers for his chow-chow toppings. Two customers waited to be served a hot dog or sausage dog made with meats handmade at the local meat market.




  Frank let the silence between them settle before asking, “Sheriff, what was he doing here with his fishing boat? There’s good fishing in the Sipsey, but that seems a long way to travel to fish. And Sheriff, I seem to remember some river near where I met Becky.”




  “May just be a coincidence that he came here.” Sugar Bear turned around to look at Frank. “At some point, I need to bring Becky in to talk to her. I’ll make sure she has some support here, including a lawyer.”




  “Can I be here?”




  “If she’ll let you. It’ll be her call.”




  “Just let me know. If there’s nothing else, I do need to run. We’ve got a couple of churches bringing in food today and I like to be present when they do.”




  “Sure. We’re finished here. Not that it’s any of my business, but you put that little speech about Becky on a note card and give it to her with a single flower, the woman would think she had died and gone to heaven.”




  “I’ve kept my distance from Becky since she arrived here. I don’t want her to think she owes me anything.”




  “Gotcha. When the right amount of time may have lapsed, she’s due some attention. I’d like it to be from the right sort and I believe you to be the right sort. What with a trauma like this, she may be looking for comfort. You’re a good man. It’s time, in my opinion.”




  “Thank you, Sheriff, thanks for thinking of me like that.” Frank stood up to leave.




  “Carlota does too.”




  “Please tell her thanks for me,” he shook the Sheriff’s hand and headed for the door. At the door he turned around, “Any suspects other than Becky?”




  “Can’t talk about the Leon case,” Sugar Bear said. “One last question, did you know Becky before the incident in the convenience store?”




  “Hard to call it an incident, but, no, I didn’t know her. I guess she was just that desperate.”




  “That tells me a lot about the man who’s our victim.”




  Diner Talk and Can’t Say




  Detective Lynette Williams had met Becky Steiner. She knew the story of how Frank Draper brought her to Romulus. She heard status reports from time to time, but she didn’t know her well. She intended on changing that today as well do some other female bonding. Working in the Sheriff’s Department could get old, working with mostly men. Lynette was hungry for some female friends, and she and some other women in the community had a plan. Lynette walked a little more spryly as she thought about it.




  Lynette called ahead and talked to Karlie, finding out that Becky had lunch hour starting at 11:30. She asked Karlie to clear it with Becky to have lunch with her. Lynette pulled her car in the parking lot of Neat Artsy Stuff and saw Becky already walking towards her. On more than one occasion as a deputy, she made sure men understood the importance of respecting women. Cute, perky, petite, what man would hurt Becky? But the man that had hurt Becky was lying in the makeshift morgue at the local hospital. Lynette needed to learn more about this man and more about his past. But today there was another purpose.




  They chatted on the way to the diner about Becky’s work at Neat Artsy Stuff. Becky was given a job as soon as she arrived in Romulus and began work as soon as her black eye was no longer visible. No matter really, everyone in Creek County knew the story. Becky worked on the Internet orders. She took the order off the computer, verified everything before she relayed the information to the warehouse. Warehouse inventory provided a checks-and-balance for Skyler. Not as efficient as larger corporations, but Ramsey and Skyler wanted a human touch on everything.




  Lynette and Becky entered the diner and stood for a moment next to the “Seat Yourself” sign before deciding on a large table near the window. Shortly after sitting down, Shirlene came to their table bringing two water glasses. Shirlene had long black, wavy hair that she wore in a ponytail. She was an attractive woman and the men tipped her well as she chatted up everyone she waited on.




  “Hey, Dahlins, you ladies know what you want?”




  “Give us a minute, will you?”




  “Sure thing.” She looked at Becky and at Lynette. “The competition is getting tougher everyday around here. We got Vera Anne, well, Skyler, married off, so that’s one out of my way and here comes you two. I swear a single girl my age ain’t got a chance with the looks of you two.” She shook her head. “Listen, the cook gets these wild ideas. Today’s special is Cuban Day. We have black beans and rice with the sandwich he called something in Spanish that I can’t pronounce….”




  “Media Noché,” Carlota said as she and Margo walked up.




  “Yeah, that. What she said.”




  “Hey Ladies. We timed that well,” Carlota said. “I want to introduce you ladies to Margo Perry, Sistah Laney’s niece. She’s staying with her aunt while she’s going to graduate school. I invited her to join us.”




  “Absolutely,” Lynette quickly added.




  “I’ll have the special,” Carlota said. “Where’s Angie?”




  “Right behind you,” Angie said. “I will too.”




  “Same here,” Margo said.




  “Good. Make the cook happy. He so gets his feelings hurt on days like today when he goes off with a wild dish. Angie, you looking good. And this Margo, she’s a looker too. I tell you I ain’t got no chance,” Shirlene said. Angie smiled.




  “I’ll have the special, also,” Becky said.




  “Make it six. Skyler will be here shortly,” Lynette said, “And, I want some unsweet tea.”




  “Water’s fine,” Carlota said.




  “Water with lemon. And some hot tea,” Margo said.




  “Tea, unsweet,” Becky said. As soon as Shirlene left to put in their orders, Becky continued, “I’m guessing this is not a coincidence that we’re all having lunch together.”




  “Can’t fool you,” Lynette said. “Let me say from the beginning that I can’t talk about the murder case and I have to ask all of you not to talk about it or ask me questions.”




  “But we want to make sure you’re all right. So, all of us, stand ready to help you,” Carlota added looking at Becky.




  Becky studied her water glass and used her forefinger to direct the flow of the condensation rolling down the side of the glass. She used her napkin to wipe the moisture.




  “I’ve had better days,” she finally said. “It’s hard to explain. I feel this sadness, but it’s not because Leon’s dead. I feel this sadness because so much of me died when I was with him. I feel like I wasted so much of my life I can never get back. And I’m sad right now. I’m burying an important part of me that I wasted. I know at some point I’m going to be angry, very angry, at him, at me, at the world, at my mother, at everyone who should have helped me, but didn’t.”




  Carlota reached over and held her hand, “I’m sorry no one was there for you.”




  “I shouldn’t complain. Frank pulled me away. When I think about riding away with some stranger that just walked up to me ….” She shook at her head at a thought lost in her mind. “When I think about it, I realize how desperate a situation I must have been in. I mean he seemed nice enough, but he was just a stranger stopping for gas.” Her facial expression changed to a forced smile. “I need to quit being sad. I have all of you.” She looked at Carlota, “You took me in.” She looked around, “Skyler and Ramsey gave me a job.” She looked at Angie, “You were so good to me and the counselors helped me.” Finally, she looked at Lynette, “And I know you’ll protect me. I’ve heard tales about what you do to men.”




  Everyone laughed while Lynette shook her head.




  “Don’t look so sheepish, Lynette,” Angie said. “You did put two guys in the hospital for messing with a friend of mine.”




  “Angie!” Lynette said. “You too?”




  Everyone laughed.




  Shirlene arrived with the food tray just as Skyler arrived. She waited as Shirlene laid six bowls in front of the four friends. Each bowl had a sculptured cone of rice with an olive in the middle and black beans surrounding the rice. Cilantro had been scattered over the dish. The sandwich was stuffed with pulled pork, Swiss cheese, ham slice, pickles, and an aioli oozing out the sides of the French bread loaf.




  “Ladies, enjoy. And the cook appreciates the attention to his special of the day. I tried it. Iff’n that don’t crank your tractor, your battery’s dead. Can I get y’all anything else?”




  After everyone agreed that they had all that they needed, Skyler ordered water and Shirlene left them.




  “Sorry I’m late,” Skyler said. “What did I miss?”




  “Just that we are here to check on Becky,” Carlota said. “Nothing else.”




  “Well, I thanked everyone for what they have done for me,” Becky added, “Thank you for giving me a job.”




  “You’re an asset to us, we should thank you.” Skyler looked at Margo. “Hi, I’m Skyler.”




  “I’m Margo Perry. I’m Sistah Laney’s niece.”




  “My dearest friend!” Skyler said excitedly.




  “Wait a second. Are you Vera Anne?” Margo said.




  “That’s me,” Skyler said.




  Margo stood up and hugged Skyler tightly. “My aunt loves you so,” she said.




  “And I love that dear woman. She saved my life many times.”




  Carlota spoke up, “Margo is going back to school and she’ll be staying with Sistah.”




  “Perfect. Does she know why we are here?” Skyler asked, looking back and forth between Carlota and Margo.




  “Yes, I explained it,” Carlota answered. “But we haven’t told Becky yet. We thought you should do that.”




  Becky looked surprised, “What do you mean?”
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