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  Song of the Chattahoochee


  Sidney Lanier


  
 Out of the hills of Habersham,


  Down the valleys of Hall,


  I hurry amain to reach the plain,


  Run the rapid and leap the fall,


  Split at the rock and together again,


  Accept my bed, or narrow or wide,


  And flee from folly on every side


  With a lover's pain to attain the plain


  Far from the hills of Habersham,


  **Far from the valleys of Hall.


  


  All down the hills of Habersham,


  All through the valleys of Hall,


  The rushes cried Abide, abide,


  The wilful waterweeds held me thrall,


  The laving laurel turned my tide,


  The ferns and the fondling grass said Stay,


  The dewberry dipped for to work delay,


  And the little reeds sighed Abide, abide,


  Here in the hills of Habersham,


  Here in the valleys of Hall.


  


  High o'er the hills of Habersham,


  Veiling the valleys of Hall,


  The hickory told me manifold


  Fair tales of shade, the poplar tall


  **Wrought me her shadowy self to hold,


  The chestnut, the oak, the walnut, the pine,


  Overleaning with flickering meaning and sign,


  Said, Pass not, so cold, these manifold


  Deep shades of the hills of Habersham,


  **These glades in the valleys of Hall.


  


  And oft in the hills of Habersham,
 And oft in the valleys of Hall,


  The white quartz shone, and the smooth brook-stone


  Did bar me of passage with friendly brawl,


  And many a luminous jewel lone


  -Crystals clear or a-cloud with mist,


  Ruby, garnet, and amethyst-


  Made lures with the lights of streaming stone


  **In the clefts of the hills of Habersham,


  In the beds of the valleys of Hall.


  


  But oh, not the hills of Habersham,


  And oh, not the valleys of Hall


  Avail: I am fain for to water the plain.


  Downward the voices of Duty call-


  Downward, to toil and be mixed with the main,


  The dry fields burn, and the mills are to turn,


  And a myriad flowers mortally yearn,


  And the lordly main from beyond the plain


  Calls o'er the hills of Habersham,


  Calls through the valleys of Hall.
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  PROLOGUE




  The old man wasn't finished—not by a long shot.




  He stomped the shovel into the earth and tossed rich mulch over his shoulder like his daddy taught him, though his left shoulder ached something awful. Humid Georgia-in-July sweat plastered his worn plaid shirt to his body and stung his eyes.




  Frantic thoughts ran through his head, down his arms and shovel into rich soil so dark it seemed like night escaped with every shovelful. Nerves stretched taut, he paused to listen for intruders.




  Not yet.




  I’m too danged old to do this much longer. I’ll just have to take the boy with me when I go, or they’ll lock him away where he’ll never see daylight again. Not much use asking forgiveness...that chance passed away forty years ago. Got to stay away from them church people. They’ll guess if they get around me, just like this little missy here. Didn’t I tell her to leave the boy be? She wouldn’t listen, would she?




  If he hadn’t found a discarded blue tarp behind the Walmart, the nosy woman would have nothing between her and nature. He couldn’t spare a bed sheet, but his mama would have tanned him good for not laying her out proper.




  “Dang it, just dig, old man,” he mumbled. “Quit frettin’ ‘cause it don’t do no good anyway and Hell at least is warm in winter.”




  The boy’s put up in the old shack again. It’ll hold him awhile till I find another place for him. Leave him there and he’ll find a way to get out. He ain’t got nothing else to do, does he? He patted down the earth with the back of the shovel.




  Footsteps crunched out in the woods. He cocked his head to hear better with his good ear and flicked sweat out of his eyes. Who’d be all the way out here?




  No one could have seen him, but snoopy people persisted in poking around until there was nothing private left. On second thought, could he have been seen? He slipped silently down the opposite side of the hill, burrowed himself invisible like a scared mouse.




  




  CHAPTER ONE




  Challenge sucked at Maria. It tingled in an all-or-nothing opportunity to starve or crawl back to Phoenix. Make the deal fit through the bunghole or starve. The nineties in north Georgia had been a grand old cherry pick for the real estate market. Show three houses and one would sell. That time was gone forever on pretty much a slide downhill ever since. Last week she'd shown twenty-two houses to a couple. They went back home to Michigan to think about it.




  Land was a different story. Nobody bought land who needed the magic commodity—a mortgage. People without financing lined up weren’t looking. Frantic from a ten-year wait at one percent interest, baby boomers fixing to retire had finally crawled out of their chrysalis, bringing their fortunes back to the land. Tough enough to endure the game called Short Sale, accustomed to patience to wait out land appreciation, buyers were solid and Maria loved them.




  Killer depression soared as she watched her over-leveraged friends fall one by one into a financial abyss inconceivable twenty years ago. She'd been lucky...she didn't have anything to start with—nothing much to lose. Life for Maria was a do-over, the new part was real estate, the old part a failed marriage.




  A Missing-In-Action boyfriend, sellers refusing to sell, lenders refusing to lend, a zero bank account and a recent chigger attack scrambled her brain. She trudged through the woods on sun filtered mulch, hardwood limbs overhead dressed in eighty shades of green. Alone in a world straight from God.




  Her Florida buyer, interested in seventy-two acres of hardwoods for his retirement, would arrive Saturday. When she’d first walked the property with him, they could not determine the sidelines. He didn’t want to pay for a new survey but didn’t want to put earnest money into a deal until he knew where its perimeter lay. She needed the sale, so that meant scouring the land for old survey markings.




  His need for an emotional comfort level made the plat, tax records, seller confirmation, or at least ancient survey markings critical to this deal. Best choice, she needed to find the listing agent who was off somewhere dancing the Macarena.




  She squinted at the sun, glanced at her watch and compass, looked north. A glimpse of red stood out, forgotten storm debris. The sun began to bake.




  Ascending from a ground cover of leaves that lay as fallen for countless years, silver maple, hickory, sweetgum, and black oak towered over her. Their magnificence made her woozy. Her good fairy pretended to not notice when she stomped a poofy swollen mushroom that exploded into spores. Her bad fairy’s eyes were closed.




  Before wearing its web on her face, she ducked a fat yellow bellied orbweaver perched in the middle of her path, suspended in time. A length of barbed wire lay draped on the ground ahead, one end embedded in a red oak standing in for a fencepost. She unfolded a land lot map and noted where she thought the corner tree stood.




  Seeing the Georgia woods in person, how impossibly close together the limitless trees grew, she visualized a tattered Confederate army, mostly shirtless and shoeless, running pell mell through the woods, long rifles in their hands and knives clenched in their teeth. Impossibly gritty and what else? Romantic?




  Georgia owners knew their land. A seller told her a recent description... “You know that red boulder next to the creek 200 yards from the road? If you go east about 500 feet you come to a dead pine with no branches. Turn south fifty feet and you’ll find some fine mushrooms.”




  Better keep her mind on the present if she didn't want surprises. She scanned the ground for snakes. A knee tree artificially bent toward a dogtrot. A little further on, a second one pointed toward something she couldn’t see. On the other side of wire fence remnants, hillocks loomed six feet long and four feet wide in two rows. In all she counted seven. An Indian burial ground. She wriggled through another dilapidated barbed wire fence and quietly approached the center mound.




  No birds chattered, no leaves fluttered. Ever present squirrels disappeared. Long dead ancient eyes crept her. A sudden violent burst of wind spurted adrenaline into her veins. The sun folded behind a smudgy tin ceiling of thunderclouds. She could taste being unwanted, even though in the back of her mind fresh dry earth lying exposed on top of the leaf cover at her feet was just wrong. Funny. The woods still dripped from last night’s shower. She wanted to touch that rich dry dirt.




  “RUN!” said her good fairy.




  ***




  Maria dodged from tree cover to tree cover but the downpour plastered her hair to her head before she could reach her truck. The storm’s chaos changed to snug as she jumped inside her Jeep Cherokee. She turned it around to head south.




  One of those storms documented by “Rainy Night In Georgia” fame kept her confined to the cozy dryness, while she sat in the office parking lot hoping for a break in the deluge before making a dash to her office door. No such luck. She slogged to her desk while lightning skittered the sky like water thrown on hot oil. This was getting personal.




  Other agents looked up in sympathy. “Bad day for outings,” Michaela, her office manager said. “I’ll get you some paper towels.” Then, “Look what’s on your desk.”




  Maria smelled them before she saw them—carnations overflowed their vase in the center of her desk. Heat sprang in her chest. She hated red carnations ever since they'd draped her grandmother’s casket. For encasing in death the closest friend she’d ever known.




  Her purse sagged sideways when she laid it on the desk and picked up the note card staked in the flowers. “Missing you - Bob.” It could have been from any one of three Bobs, coincidentally all three recent suitors, but she didn’t know which one since she was purposefully avoiding all men. Almost.




  She tucked Mason Walker, a possible exception, back into his box in her mind, an enigma she’d think about later.




  The phone call she'd made in the car to George Colcort, the agent whose listing she’d tried to walk, had netted only an opportunity to leave a voicemail. The office land line call became entombed in voicemail as well. She called George’s broker, tried for professional instead of frustrated. Left him a message asking for a file plat.




  When she ran fingers through her wet hair and headed for the restroom to repair damage, a locked door blocked her, crying coming from the other side.




  “Hello in there. Is there something I can do for you? It’s Maria...who’s inside?”




  A hesitation, then, “It’s just me, Jenny, and I’m sorry. I didn’t think anybody could hear me.” Crying started again.




  “Come on, open up. Whatever it is, let’s talk about it. We all get dumped on sometimes.”




  Jenny choked as she blubbered, but the door knob clicked, allowing the door to open a few inches. She stood sideways to the john, pulling streams of paper off the tissue roll. “I can’t go out there with my face all running down on my clothes.” Her lips quivered.




  Maria slipped inside, put her arms around the girl and hugged her shoulders. “I bet a couple of tacos and a margarita would make it look better.”




  Soft curly brown hair surrounded Jenny’s small face and pointed chin. Four inches taller, Maria felt like she was quieting a child. “Let’s go into the conference room. We’ll yell at anybody if they try to come in.”




  Jenny sat down on a dark leather conference chair, still patting her face with tissue. “I thought I had enough money to hold me until I started getting an income, but I didn’t know about all of the costs involved with the real estate business. I’ve done everything corporate told me to do and I’ve blown through all of my money in nine months. I just got my first commission check and it’s only four hundred fifty dollars.”




  “Did corporate make a mistake?” Maria reached out and dislodged Jenny’s crumpled corporate statement that had accompanied her commission check. “What is this $800.00 for mentor fees? What mentor?”




  “Taylor Wilke’s my mentor and he gets half of what I make.”




  “Exactly what did Mr. Butthead do for this eight hundred dollars?”




  “Well...nothing really, but he’s my mentor they said, so I have to pay him, even though I closed the house myself. I was scared but the mortgage company helped a lot and the attorney explained everything to my seller and he was happy. It was one of my first listings.”




  “Uh-huh. Did you sign anything saying Wilke could have half your income?”




  “No. I didn’t know anything about it.” Another sniffle.




  “Do you want me to tell you what to do here?”




  “Of course. I’ve invested a year of my life and all my savings.” Tears welled in her red rimmed eyes again.




  Maria clenched her teeth together. “You walk your little butt into Michaela’s office. You tell her you refused to have a mentor, it was a mistake.”




  “But, isn’t that lying? I didn’t refuse it. I didn’t know it.”




  “So how can it be a lie?” She threw her hands out. “Then you call corporate and tell them they screwed up your commission statement and if they ever take unauthorized money out of your check again you will sue them.”




  Jenny’s jaw dropped. “Can I do that?”




  “They’re not your employer, you know.”




  Jenny’s eyes were the size of saucers. “Won’t they just kick me out?”




  “Hardly. Corporate is not paying you a salary. You are an independent contractor. Wilke’s a slime ball who evidently 'claimed' you as his, under the mentor program, just as he did a girl named Micki Stevens, who is no longer an agent here.”




  “But—”




  Maria put her palm up. “Now wait, it gets better. Also a guy named Harold Adams, who went out of the business entirely, and Sophie Callahan, who did just what I’m telling you to do and is a successful agent today. This is how Wilke makes money. He’s a parasite, and there are a lot more of them out there if you let them do it.”




  Jenny said, “You’ve got to be kidding.”




  “I’m as serious as a heart attack.”




  Maria stood, patted Jenny's shoulder and headed back to the restroom, her blood boiling. She was stuck with Taylor Wilke on another deal. If Wilke’s acreage listing hadn’t been exactly what her client said he wanted, she never would have shown it. But thirty-eight acres of prime GA 400 frontage complete with a left turn cut on the median was worth a huge commission, especially since there would be no co-op split with another company. Translation: MMFM, more money for me. The problem was the listed land had been inherited by seven siblings all squabbling over their shares, and Taylor, supreme master of passive resistance, would always manipulate rather than capitulate in helping work out a deal.




  She reentered the empty restroom, looked into the mirror and wished she hadn’t.




  Her shoulder length blond hair, frizzed from the rain, crinkled around her head like a “before” picture in a hair product commercial. Raccoon eyes stared back...the new brand of mascara had to go. Body heat pretty much dried her shirt. There was no hope for the baggy jeans and soggy boots.




  She zipped to her house and did a quick makeover so she could run down to the tax records office in Forsyth County.




  The musty old basement room with its smell of bound book leather brought back movie scenes of mahogany libraries from times at the Fox Theatre with her grandma. Computers were taking over for the diminishing number of books, but the smell was still pungent old paper. Equal opportunity information could be obtained from no other source. She found a deed recorded for the property but no plat. Rules of ethics prevented her from calling the seller. But that didn't keep her bad fairy from making suggestions.




  That afternoon on her way back to the Garrison Realty office the call she’d made to George Colcort’s broker was returned. “Ms. Sebastian, you called me regarding a plat?”




  Concerned about tattling on poor old George who obviously had ducked out for a few days, like she’d been known to do herself, she explained the situation. Phillip, Maria’s own broker, insisted that all paperwork available on a property be put in the listing file.




  “Very simply,” George's broker told her, “we don't know where George is. If you've got a buyer on that land, bring a contract. We'll work it out.”




  I wish. “I’ve got a good qualified buyer interested in George’s listing. Tax records are out of date, and I’m not sure if George might have other offers, or something may be wrong with the property.” Like graves all over it.




  “By all means, sell it. I believe the property owners are shirttail relatives of George. I’ll call them as soon as I can and get back with you tomorrow. It’s a firm listing.”




  “There is a small cemetery either on the listed property or on the neighbor's property. I need to know whose cemetery it is. That's why I need the survey immediately.”




  “I see.”




  She dated her file folder and documented his response. “Aren’t you concerned about George?”




  “He likes to fish, so we assume he got fed up about something and needed a little therapy. We try to respect such things here at Complex Realty.”




  “Okay then, I’ll wait for your call. But I only have a couple of days as my client will be up to see property again this weekend. He’s ready to sign a contract. George indicated he had a plat, but I haven't been able to find it.”




  “Is it just one line that's in question?”




  “Yes, the northeast line.”




  “Well, perhaps the seller would be willing to get that done for the purchaser. Mind you, I can't swear to it, but to get the deal closed they may.”




  She thanked him, turned her phone off and thought about things while she shoved a paper clip around on her desk.




  When did senility set in anyway? Here she’d sworn off men and she kept thinking about this one she’d met by accident. She’d even taken him home to meet her family in Phoenix, was grateful to him for helping her out with some serious problems. Then he’d disappeared for six months, and she really needed to get him off her mind. He wasn’t that spectacular looking—just big, and dark haired. She sighed. And he knew exactly who he was.




  Her hand wandered over to her cell phone, pushed a button, expected to get voicemail.




  “Mason Walker Investigations.”




  Oops. Not really an accident, and not really voicemail. “Um,” she said like an idiot.




  “Maria! I see it’s you.”




  “Sorry, Mason, I misdialed.”




  “No, no, I’m glad you called. I’ve been out of the country for what seemed like forever.”




  “Sleuthing in Egypt?”




  A deep baritone laugh with sparkles in it. “Not hardly. I got too many chigger bites and had to come home.”




  “Egyptian chiggers?” How lame. “Well, I’ll send you some nail polish to put on them. I’m sorry I bothered you. I have to get back to work.”




  “Listen, don’t go. I was going to call you. I just got home last night. Now I’ve got a load of paperwork, but I want to see you. Will you be free next week so we can get together and catch up?”




  Sure. “I don’t know, I’m awfully busy. I’ve got three really good clients right now and they’re climbing all over me looking for property.”




  “Well, as soon as I wrap up this mess here, I’ll call you and we’ll get together, okay?”




  “Sure. Let me know. Bye.” I am such a lamebrain.




  She’d met Mason at a Business After Hours meeting eight months ago, and there had been a lot of water under that bridge so far. Water that included a bed and fooling around.




  He’d been off while she’d been on, which embarrassed her. He acted like he wanted her passionately. Then he abandoned her, technically for his job. He’d moved to Lake Lanier from California after his wife died from cancer. The houseboat he’d bought was a permanent project for Mason, who rebuilt it to honor a promise he made to his wife, Tracy, before she died.




  As soon as he had Maria’s attention which had taken about fifteen minutes, God save her, he proceeded to use her to obtain information. Or at least that’s how it had seemed. He was very good at convincing her that her instincts were lousy. She still wasn’t sure if she could trust him though his explanations seemed to make sense. Right.




  The best thing about Mason’s houseboat was Tracy had never been on it, so at least Maria could be there with only his memory of her for competition instead of her ghost hanging around haunting it. Unless Maria wasn’t the only woman in his life, which she had no way of knowing. Without spying on him. Hmmmm. Her good fairy stood shaking her head.




  Maria’s memories of her ex-husband, now in a veterans’ hospital, terminally ill and on hospice, were not fond. Sick, weak and in Virginia, at least he couldn’t beat her. She’d never intended to see him again when she’d left him in Phoenix eighteen years earlier. She’d fled to a friend in Atlanta and rebuilt her life in the promised land of tall trees and clean air at the base of the north Georgia mountains.




  Mason Walker was a private detective with a twist. And she didn’t know what the twist part was, maybe never would. She was pretty sure he wasn’t a criminal, that he farmed himself out to the CIA or FBI, maybe both and more. However, cops were really good potential criminals who preferred to wear white hats. Maria’s dad had been a cop with an agenda, not unlike Mason Walker, to a point. Elusive as he’d been, her dad had been the center of her universe when she was a child, and she wasn’t interested in having a one-sided relationship. Or an on-again/off-again relationship. Or one she couldn’t trust.




  The phone rang. When she answered, Mason said, “Hi, let’s start over. How have you been since I’ve been gone?”




  “Just fine.”




  “Look, I didn’t call because I couldn’t. By now, I thought you understood that.”




  She dropped her head on her desk. Here he comes again. “Well you better ply me with kindness because I don’t like neglect.”




  He laughed. “When I was called out, the only thing I regretted was I’d miss you. We’ve got a history now.”




  “Not much of one.”




  “It’s been short, but it’s sure been sweet. I’ll make it up to you best I can. Now, tell me what you’ve been doing.”




  “Just working, dodging all the men who keep trying to chase me down because they love me so much.” Missing you keeping my heart beating. “Okay, I’ve been running into dead ends today. I’m stuck again with a deal that promises to be a real pain, the agent attached is the reason. Another agent has a property listed I need to sell but can’t get further information on it. At least I know it’s still on the market, according to his broker.” Sure, just blab your heart out on demand.




  “His broker must know where the agent is.”




  “No, he doesn’t, which is weird. His office doesn’t seem worried about him, but I guess I am. I don’t even know him very well, but leave it to me to be concerned.”




  “Is there any chance he went to visit his grandma?”




  She giggled. “There’s always the chance he got a violent urge to see his grandma.” She pictured his smile. “I guess I’m frustrated over the walls I keep running into. In two days it will be a lost memory. What have you been doing that you can talk about?”




  “Oh you know, jumping out of planes, staving off rebellions. Did anybody check his house?”




  She could almost see him stroking his chin thoughtfully.




  He continued, “He’s probably just not answering his phone. He’ll probably show up soon. If you give me his name and address, I’ll drive by his house in the morning.”




  She couldn't use his time over something so silly. “No, don’t bother. Really. I’ll go by there and his broker is making some calls. I just overreacted.” But I love that you want to take care of me.




  Another phone rang somewhere near him. He said, “I’ve got a call on my other phone. Let’s get together tomorrow or whenever you’re free. I’ll see if you’re available after lunch, okay?”




  “Um, sure,” she said. If you don’t have some emeritus to save by then.




  As she hung up the phone, Maria chewed her lower lip.




  She shook off the Mason mode and made herself call Taylor Wilke.




  The property the seven Pinklees had inherited, needed affidavits from each of the inheritors that said they agreed to have one spokesperson negotiate the sale. Otherwise, Maria’s second client couldn’t close on the sale. Wilke wouldn't get those affidavits signed. So she’d become his personal nag. Hearing only Taylor’s voicemail, she left a message... “This is Maria Sebastian, Taylor. Call Me.” Like before the purchase offer expires, dope head.




  She couldn’t bring herself to throw the carnations in the trash when Bob had thoughtfully sent them to her, no matter how much she disliked them, so she carried them home on the front seat of her Jeep Cherokee. Both the Jeep and her home office immediately took on the carnation fragrance by time she got them home. She thought about whether Bob smelled better than he looked too, then began analyzing what was wrong with him. Nothing she could put her finger on, but he just wasn’t....perceptive? He never knew where her head was. Well, that was a hundred percent. She didn't know where it was either.




  




  CHAPTER TWO




  The little outdoor non-denominational church with six pews sat around the cove from the traffic area of the marina where sunrise service had been started several years ago. Services had expanded to alternating Sundays during the summer months. Maria sat in the second of four pews. The standard roof, but three walls of hardwoods instead of sheetrock, opened behind the minister's podium to the east where the lake lay placid in the morning quiet. It was the only church Maria had attended where she'd felt comfortable. Today's minister looked scrubbed in his black gown, and ready for his congregation of six. She'd dressed in a long skirt and thin soft blouse with her bathing suit underneath.




  “Amazing Grace” was popular. No drums or guitars. A capella. Old timey words.




  A pair of bluebirds perched on a nearby dogwood tree and chirped while the handful of people gazed out at the water glistening in the early sunlight. It seemed too perfect to not be staged.




  The short sermon by Pastor Newton of the New Baptist Church of Ezekiel, was about asking Jesus for help with absolutely every part of one's life. Maria thought Jesus probably had more important things to work on, like world peace, perhaps. But Pastor Newton said Jesus wanted to help with getting shoes on and losing weight.




  When the sun had completely risen to another round of “Amazing Grace,” and the sermon was over, she thanked the pastor and left an offering before heading over to Mason Walker's boat on the other side of the Marina where the houseboats were docked.




  Mason lit up like she was somebody special and handed her a cup of coffee after he helped her onto his forward deck. The boat smelled like fresh brewed coffee. He smelled like Cool Water cologne.




  The houseboat's front porch, covered by the overhang of the upper deck and furnished with blue-cushioned white chairs gave it the feel of a verandah. A large sliding glass door led through the lounge, galley, and bedroom. The right front corner of the lounge made up Mason's office. A bookshelf unit sat at the end of his desk, with not much on it to fall off from rogue wakes when he took the houseboat away from the marina. The boat was tightened down this morning, with motor running, while he prepared to cruise up Bald Ridge Creek.




  “Your boat looks great in the sunshine today,” Maria said. She'd seen it in the evenings and before he'd finished the remodel, where it felt cozy. It was festive in the daylight.




  She watched him making ready to cruise, checking for dragging lines, pulling the bumper floats onto the deck and using paper towels to dry the dew accumulated on his porch chairs from the previous night. His slip was covered against last night’s rain. Having opened all the windows for a cross breeze, he stationed himself at the inside boat helm, pulled away from the dock and drove out to the main channel.




  He was quiet this morning.




  As he looked around at the paneled interior of the main cabin, he seemed deep in thought. “When I first saw this boat, it was tied to cleats of an old ramshackle dock with a warped wood slat walkway. It was pitiful. I didn't expect too much, consistent with the price, but I was surprised to find it relatively mold free. Its paint had faded with time, and the deck carpet looked like a stumpy harvested wheat field.”




  “It must have seemed like a huge challenge.”




  “It was. The porch struts were covered with rust halfway down from the ceiling and the railing paint was chipped off in layers. I didn't try to count how many of the rails were rusted.”




  He gestured toward the inside. “The seating was naugahyde and the curtains were basically rags. Tracy would have laughed to see it.”




  Always Tracy. Maria felt a flare of something. Disappointment?




  “But the basics were there,” he continued. “No warping in the paneled walls, no cracks in the hull or decking and the galley cupboards had taut doors. The appliances and mattresses were new. The head had been renovated.”




  Maria considered asking him to take her back to the dock. How could she compete with his dead wife? Why should she think she could?




  He gestured for her to come stand by him at the helm. He wrapped an arm around her and held her close.




  “I think the boat made you feel comfortable, despite all that. Like it was waiting for you to finish it up,” she said with a choke in her voice.




  “I replaced the carpet, removed the curtains altogether.” The new Silestone counter tops still lay against the hallway wall, the gaping frames of the topless cabinets waited expectantly. A sand colored futon couch and chair were surrounded with beech wood end tables. Live hanging plants framed the windows instead of curtains.




  “If this boat is a monument to Tracy, I probably don't belong here,” Maria said.




  He looked down at her, eyes smoky in the early sunlight. “It's a monument to living. To carrying on. Tracy would have liked you, Maria.” He smiled at her...not like she was a last resort, but like she'd received the stamp of approval.




  She wasn't sure she wanted it.




  “I just found out I'm illegally living on this boat. No permanent residents allowed in the docks. I should have kept my apartment. Isn't hindsight clear?”




  “You can use my address as a permanent one if that's all you need.” Another regret before she finished the sentence.




  He squinted at her, cocked his head. “Yes, I do need it, as a matter of fact.” He kissed her neck, the boat swerved as it hit a small wake. He jerked his head up and corrected.




  “But I'm not going to do that. You think I've got you all mixed up with Tracy. I want to make myself clear about that. I've never met anybody like you, including Tracy.”




  “You never met anybody like Tracy either.”




  “True. But we're here. I'm good with that. I'd never be here if it weren't for her, but I wouldn't stay if it weren't for you.




  She thought she heard a drum roll.




  ***




  On their way to the end of Six Mile Creek to dock in a sedentary part of the lake that would not have wakes in its cove, Maria got drinks out of the ice chest—miniature wine bottles of White Zinfandel and a six-pack of beer. The bar-b-que sat on the bow, attached to the skirt with bungee cords. Briquettes waited in their bag nearby. With lake temperatures running in the eighties and the humid air nearly one hundred degrees, neither the air nor the water was temperate. The only respite for humans was to keep wet and in a breeze.




  Some day she hoped to have a lake home with a dock for her little bowrider. It wouldn’t need to be a large expensive house. The idea of Mason living with her was rosy at times, but she knew it was an illusion.




  




  CHAPTER THREE




  The old man dragged her back through the woods. Even though he’d brought an old canvas cover to use as a toboggan, it might be too much work to dig her up and pull her out of that hole then get her clear back to his truck. Ha! At one time this would have been nothing. He'd always been stronger than his brothers. Getting old. His shoulder pained him something awful. So dark. The moon was full but under the summer leaves he needed to use a flashlight and worry that its beam would be seen. He didn’t intend to be out there in daylight. That other woman had almost walked right up on him before he heard her, hadn’t she?




  Right before midnight he started off, working his way over on foot. Something galloped up to him through the trees and stopped his breathing. It turned out to be only Poky, the dog that lived over the hill to the south of his house. Poky rooted his hands for food.




  He knocked away the slobbering dog, took off his belt to use as a collar/leash; dragged him back and tied him to his porch. Immediately Poky began to bay, so he made time to find an old bone from the trash in his barn. That dog was becoming more of a pest than the boy could be when he had one of his fits.




  He drove carefully to Brown’s Bridge, the thirteen-hundred-some-odd foot direct connection between Forsyth and Hall Counties. The Chattahoochee River joined with the Chestatee a hundred feet straight down where began the south end of Lake Sidney Lanier.




  Lake Lanier’s “Y” shaped six-hundred-mile shoreline, is fed primarily by the two rivers that bleed from the Appalachian Mountains northeast of the lake down through the Blue Ridge Mountains and the foothills of Hall County. Buford Dam controls all the river water which supplies a huge share for the states of Georgia, Alabama and Florida. The lake spreads to five counties with enough water to keep an army of dead bodies hidden for a long time. He waited on the Hall County side of the bridge for a half hour, because it was the only place he could pull off the road and watch for traffic. As soon as one set of headlights disappeared around a corner, another set appeared. He finally rolled to the center of the bridge when the lights ceased. No boats were in sight. No lights were on the bridge. He stopped, left the truck running, climbed into the bed and heaved the woman over the railing into the Chattahoochee below, where she appeared to bob a little in the moonlight before drifting in the mild current. In his hurry, he’d forgotten the cinder block he intended to tie to her. The nearly soundless splash in the cover of the racket from mating cicadas relieved him. He drove on when he noticed more headlights and figured she’d sunk. To the bottom of the lake, he hoped.




  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  The morning was already a hot wet mop by nine a.m. Maria walked in the door of her office. Six other agents had beat her there for the meeting called by Phillip, their broker. Bebe Bates wore khaki pants and a sleeveless white shell under a yellow linen shirt that matched her blonde chin-length hair. She leaned against the doorjamb of the office kitchen holding a steaming cup of something that smelled wonderful.




  “What have you got there—do I want some?” Maria said.




  “Prob’ly. This is that new cappuccino from Quick Stop. Here, go on, try it.” She offered her cup to Maria.




  “I can’t drink that stuff. All I need is another vice. And look at you—you look wonderful. Are you losing weight?”




  Bebe nodded her head and fluffed her hair. “Yep. Adkins diet. I get to eat anything I want, and I’m getting skinny anyway. I love being skinny.” She batted her eyes. Eileen approached from behind Bebe, sniffed the cup and stood looming over her. “That stuff ain’t on the Adkins diet, Bebe. It’s full of carbs and I’m telling you carbs ain’t on that diet!”




  Bebe looked sideways through squinted eyes at Eileen. “Well, a few carbs first thing in the morning won’t wreck it.”




  After all the agents found chairs around the conference table, the office manager, Michaela, proceeded to discuss particulars of the company, new laws regarding their profession, and new company listings. Coming to the end of the business, she asked, “Does anybody happen to have a plat on the George Colcort listing on Kelly Bridge Road? For that matter, has anybody seen George Colcort?”




  Three had shown the property and seen the plat, but nobody had one in their possession.




  Maria asked those three if they’d seen the Indian mounds when they were on the land.




  One of them said, “What, you think I walked all that property? Are you crazy, girl? My people thought it was too remote anyway, so we just drove the frontage. We never saw the first survey flag.”




  Another said, “I got caught out in my tennies and it started raining just as we stepped out of the car. All we saw was about a hundred feet into the woods.”




  The third one, Howard Wayne, who all of the other agents in the office called Howie Baby behind his back, said he would look through his stuff and see if he could find a plat. But Maria knew he wouldn’t find one. He kept everything to himself and repeatedly made excuses to avoid giving anything to any other agent. Howard was tall with a little pot belly. He wore jeans, like most land agents.




  Wearing slacks and a short-sleeved dress shirt, Taylor Wilke slumped back in his chair. “So, Howie, what did you do with that plat, since it’s mine?” Mean blue eyes combed Howard.




  “If I have a plat, it is definitely not yours. George showed me a plat but I don’t think I’ve got it anymore,” Howard answered.




  The other agents flinched, and quickly dispersed to various areas of the adjoining cubbies and rooms.




  “My desk is awfully close to yours.” Taylor smirked as the decibel level of his voice grew. “I think you sort of accidentally slipped it off of my desk onto yours.”




  “Taylor, I never looked for it on your desk or anywhere else.” Howard physically shrank into his chair.




  Taylor tilted his chair on its two back legs, his arms folded over his chest, one Italian loafer perched on a knee. “So why do you have to take other people’s plats? Can’t you get your own?” Taylor’s face, red with unreasonable anger, made Maria think this was all about something else. Nonetheless, she’d had enough.




  “Leave him alone, Taylor. When I get a plat, I’ll copy it and give you one. It’s time to go on caravan. Come on Howard, it’s your turn to drive.”




  All the agents split up to caravan out to see the new listings together. Nobody rode with Taylor Wilke. The first property was a lake listing on a dirt road in the northeast section of their county. They disembarked to head down the hill through the woods to the lake frontage.




  As they traipsed, Eileen said to Maria, “What do you suppose that mess was all about with Taylor acting like a fool back at the office?”




  “Shoot, I don’t know. He’s such a scuzz bag.”




  “Maybe ol’ Betty’s given him some grief.”




  “Betty?” Maria asked.




  “Yep, Betty Albee. Her and Taylor are an item, as they say.” Eileen’s eyes slid from side to side. She moved close to Maria and whispered, “They were doing the bad thing at one of Betty’s listings, according to Dena.”




  “Whoa.” Then, “Yuck, I’d have thought Betty had better taste.”




  “Weeellll,” Eileen’s voice ascended as she bent her chin down. “Maybe she cain’t resist them blondes.”




  Maria looked over at Taylor a hundred feet further down the hill. If you could disassociate the creep from his looks, he was good looking in a boyish kind of way. Tall, slim, platinum tousled hair, dark tan, blue eyes. A creep. Maria winced. “You’d think she could see a blonde snake is still a snake.”




  “Yep,” said Eileen. “You’d think she’d remember all that trouble he got into in high school, too. I think that boy got the devil in him by fourth grade.”




  Maria stepped over a stump. “Now you’re going to tell me Forsyth County High School gossip, right?”




  “Well, yeah, but it's true gossip, at least. Ol’ Taylor’s been known to beat the crap out of anybody he didn’t like.”




  “What did the guys do to make him so mad?”




  “Guys, shoot no. He beat Emiline Murrey so bad she still has a scar on her face. Two of her teeth got loose and turned black after a while too. I know Taylor caused that, ‘cause I was there. That’s when he got shipped off to military school over in Gainesville. We didn’t see no more of him for years.”




  “Does Betty know about that?”




  “Unless she’s deaf and blind, she does. She went to school with the rest of us. They say Taylor’d have been whipped good if the boys had got to him before his daddy disappeared him. Everybody always liked Emiline. ‘Cept Taylor.”




  “Maybe Betty likes living on the edge.”




  “Kind of a slimy ledge, if you ask me.”




  Maria was about to say something else when Bebe approached a vine wrapped around a solid Black Oak trunk which looked like part of the tree. “Hey, that’s scuppernongs! Has everybody had breakfast?” She stuck her foot into a vine, checked to see if it would hold her weight, then hefted herself up into the tree, vanishing into the greenery, where she positioned into a crotch and began sorting through the leaves. “Yum, these are perfect. Here.” She dropped some of the huge grapes down to Eileen who stood under the tree rolling her eyes at Maria and pointing up.




  Just then a green Ford full of people pulled up and let out a group. They all headed right toward the wandering agents.




  The closest one to Eileen said, “Excuse me, can you tell me anything about this lot?”




  “Yes, ma’am, are you a real estate agent?” Eileen asked.




  “No, no, we just saw the sign and guessed you might know about the lot. There are brokerage signs on a couple of your cars up there on the road,” the middle-aged woman said. Her short gray hair was matted to her head in the heat.




  Bebe started talking from the tree, fifteen feet in the air. “Well, it’s a kinda nice little lot. All hardwoods,” gulp, “with one hundred one feet on the Corps line and really a nice view from there out to the islands. I saw a momma deer and two babies when I was out here before. I guess they live around here someplace. Kenny has it priced at one hundred eighty nine thousand which oughta be about right in this stupid market. There’s two lots not as good as these around over in Moonglow. One sold for one hundred eighty four thousand and the other one for one hundred eighty thousand recently.” Slurp. “I think it’s point five two acres–that’s just a mite over one half acre. But with the corps property it seems like a lot more land, don’t it?” Munch, munch.




  Eileen stood looking at the woman with her hands opening and closing at her sides. Since her lips hadn’t moved, the woman knew it wasn’t Eileen talking but the woman couldn’t see Bebe from that side of the tree.




  The people looked at each other, faces rigid, and backed away from Eileen. Flustered, Eileen let them let them go.




  Maria burst into laughter. Tears ran down her face and she couldn’t see where she was going. When she tried to muffle her laughter, it came out in spurts.




  Fifty feet up the hill, two men turned and looked back, mumbled to each other and hurried on.




  Eileen said, “Fine, now I look like an idiot.”




  “Maybe a ventriloquist,” Maria said.




  Bebe looked down through the branches at the show below her. She worked her way down the tree, flicking bark and leaves out of her hair and checked scraped places on her hands. “Where’s the people?”




  Maria leaned over with her hands on her knees. Sniffed. Tried to get air back into her lungs.




  Eileen rolled up the sleeves of her blouse. “What a dope.”




  The office personnel found the corps line in the woods that divided the lake property from the personal property and walked along it to see what kind of views buyers could get when they built a house. The line was marked clearly by red painted stripes on trees. Two stripes means a straight line, three lines and a concrete post in the ground meant the line turned so they’d have to find the next marked tree at a different angle.




  Taylor walked first along the little trail, carrying a clipboard with a few sheets of paper on it. He was sketching the lot. Next was Howard, followed by Maria, Eileen and Bebe. Others had gone on down to see if the water was deep enough to float a boat dock.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/347095-chattahoochee-dead_600.jpg





OEBPS/Images/10000000000003850000036ED9D625AF.png





