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  SUGAR BEAR JACKSON, THE FIRST COLLEGE-EDUCATED SHERIFF IN ROMULUS, ALABAMA, HAS TWO MURDERS TO SOLVE AND A TOWN FULL OF VOTERS TO KEEP HAPPY.




  



  “If James M. Cain had come back to life and learned about the Fair Trade Federation and L.L. Bean and female cops with attitude, he might have written Work to Do, A Sugar Bear Mystery. It is that spare and riveting, a page-turner in the classic and literal sense. You care about Bob Zeanah's characters, from the moment you meet the winsome Kelci and taste one of Sistah's pies and hear a sheriff called Sugar Bear in political mode. The saints and sinners of this one will return, I predict.”—Rheta Grimsley Johnson, author of Enchanted Evening Barbie and the Second Coming.




   




  “Work to Do is Bob Zeanah's lively debut mystery set in the modern deep South, where anyone could be a cousin… or a murderer.




  It always wonderful to discover a character like small-town Sheriff Sugar Bear Johnson, who cares as much about the local women's shelter as he does about solving an unusual murder. This book's action spins out across the countryside—crossing creeks and farmlands, visiting kitschy coffee shops, churches and even a craft import business. Along the way, we meet a really fun bunch of folks—the good, the misguided, and the plain old mean, making this a book that will keep you guessing and entertained until the end. Then you'll be saying: bring us more Sugar Bear!”—Lynn York, author of The Sweet Life.




   




  "Work To Do is a rollicking page-turner of a mystery, featuring a young woman with a mysterious past, a highly-revered sheriff called Sugar Bear, the equally-revered Reverend of the Amazing Grace Missionary Church, an ambitious female deputy, and a rich supporting cast of unforgettable characters. I devoured it in one greedy gulp, and eagerly anticipate many more Sugar Bear Mysteries to come."—Cassandra King, author of The Same Sweet Girls Guide to Life. 
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  This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-937327-48-4) at most book stores and online retailers.




  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.




  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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  A night full of talking that hurts,




  my worst held-back secrets: Everything




  has to do with loving and not loving.




  This night will pass.




  Then we have work to do.




  



  —Rumi




  

  Nightmare and Fireplace




  Voluntarily returning to a nightmare hurts in places that people don’t want to explore. Driving down the potholed road was gut wrenching enough. However, Vera Anne, known by many names but currently Kelci, returned to her nightmare and it was painful. Several months removed from an abusive husband and here she was driving down a road lined with overgrown dried out grasses, beer cans, a rust lined toilet bowl on its side, and other litter as a permanent roadside fixture. The county clean-up crews never reached this section of the county and it showed. Her Honda jolted irregularly from the potholes in the road jarring the knot in her gut as she fought nausea. Burl’s house was ahead. His beat-up truck sat in the front yard near the front of the door. A stream of smoke carried a simple column upwards.




  While Kelci knew that confronting Burl would not be effective, she also knew that she would not ever capitulate to his abuse again or reduce herself to an apologetic victim. She had no idea how to handle Burl, but when she discovered that the company she now worked for was sending $500 a month to Burl, she had to confront him. He’d messed enough with her life already. It had to stop. One way or another, she would end Burl’s control over her life.




  Kelci placed the car in park, turned off the ignition, and listened to the engine ticking sound as it began the cooling process. As she stepped to the front door, she found it open. Burl always believed that the government was after him so he kept the front door secure with double locks. Later, she would tell herself that this was her first sign to turn around and leave.




  The fireplace was located directly across from the front door. Along with other logs that were burning, Kelci noticed a piece of wood that looked familiar. Stepping closer, she recognized the odd shape.




  To her right, lying on the floor in the small kitchen area, she saw Burl. She knew he was passed out drunk from the unmistakable stench of cheap bourbon, a too familiar smell around Burl. His shotgun and three shotgun shells lay next to him.




  Kelci came here to confront Burl, but she knew that doing so while he was drunk would not accomplish anything except to increase her frustration and perhaps endanger herself if he flew into a rage, which he so often did.




  As she approached the kitchen area, she saw the black pool on the floor next to Burl. She instantly understood what must have happened and what the odd piece of the wood in the fire place actually was.




  Kelci raced back to her car and got away as fast as she could.




  She didn’t stop driving until she stopped an interstate rest area near Meridian to sleep a few hours before going back to her small apartment in South Alabama. Get a few hours sleep, take the day off, and be back at work in the next morning.




  

  Grits Fritter and Getting Reelected




  Sugar Bear Jackson checked the time on the dash as he stepped from his squad car. 3:49 a.m. Forty-five minutes earlier the 911 operator had called him, saying that Burl Campbell, Creek County’s meanest drunken excuse for a human being, was murdered. A disguised voice reported it, the 911 operator had said. Sugar Bear and his chief deputy Bill Johnson would listen to the tape later. But now they stood outside the cabin where the murder had taken place, waiting for the coroner to tell them what they already knew. Burl Campbell was dead because his head was smashed in. An odd-looking hole.




  Jackson glanced at his wristwatch as he leaned against his vehicle. The early hour meant nothing to him, since his department answered calls at all times. Sheriffs were reelected that way, and he was no exception in wanting to be reelected. He was elected every four years for the past five elections, the last two without a serious opponent. Ballots even read, “Sugar Bear Jackson,” although no one remembered how he got his nickname. Someone claimed to have seen him play football in college and said that was his nickname when he played, but it did not matter where or when the name originated. The name just fit. Always would.




  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 in the county. The fact that his degree came from a small, prestigious liberal arts college made his education seem that much more significant to the people in a sparsely populated, rural place like Creek County. Everyone knew he’d turned down athletic scholarship offers from Alabama, Auburn, and several other Division I schools, in order to get a liberal arts education. He carried the county’s significant African-American vote because he earned it, not because he was African American. He had a reputation of being tough on deadbeat, neglectful parents, tough on abusive spouses—both men and women—and vigilant with kids who cut school.




  Sugar Bear’s wife Carlota was a black-haired Colombian beauty he’d met in college and with whom he was now ready to crawl back into bed when this investigation was finished, ensured he carried the Hispanic vote. She campaigned 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. The fact that Sugar Bear generally left Hispanics alone and sent word when he was doing a raid on illegal immigrants did not hurt. Oddly, this simple act kept illegal immigrants from staying around the county.




  Carlota volunteered at schools and hospitals whenever a translator was needed. Although Sugar Bear was sheriff and not the President of the County Commission, many people called her 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 always sold out of similar outfits afterwards.




  The white community respected Sheriff Jackson for the way he handled problems. Well, most of the white community respected him. Burl, the man who lay dead, never voted for Sugar Bear. Of course, he never voted. He was, more often than not, one of the problems Sugar Bear handled. He was, in fact, Sugar Bear’s first murder in seven years. Sugar Bear would not stop until he found the murderer.




  Sheriff Sugar Bear Jackson never missed Career Day at the local high school. He endeared himself to the teachers by praising them before he said anything else, and then talked to students about finishing high school and getting a college degree. Every year, when the football coach started practice for the season, Sugar Bear talked with the team about getting higher education. “If your goal is to play football or to have a winning season, you have the wrong goal,” he would say. “You should play football to achieve goals, like being a better student, getting a good education, and succeeding in life.” He would go on to talk about sacrifice, discipline, and working hard, and the messages seemed to sink in.




  The coach quoted him often. At the end of every winning season, which happened frequently, he would mention the speech the Sheriff gave at the season’s start. He would give credit to the Sheriff and quote him one more time, and parents noticed, listened, and voted.




  Immediately after talking with the football team each year, Sugar Bear headed to the band room and talked to band members about the same themes – sacrifice, discipline, and working hard – and then punctuated his talk about how the arts enriched the lives of everyone in the county. He talked to them about how they could transform their lives into something better by getting a good education and using music to further their education. The band director talked endlessly to parents about the Sheriff’s talk. Sugar Bear made sure that the band buses had escorts to all functions – away football games, Saturday band competitions, and state competitions. Parents noticed, listened, and voted.




  His first year as sheriff, a new strip mall opened close to the interstate and shoplifting became an immediate problem. Several convenience stores popped up around several county road intersections, and shoplifting was a problem there, too. Storeowners and managers screamed for law enforcement to do something. Sugar Bear brought them in for a workshop and presented what was probably the first Power Point ever shown in the county. He had slides showing how some product displays all but guaranteed shoplifting and how other displays reduced it. He also had slides on how strategically to place mirrors to deter shoplifting, and how clerks should stand and not stand. Within a week, shoplifting all but disappeared in the county. A grateful business community voted en masse for Sugar Bear and would as long as he wanted to be sheriff. Of course, being a regular visitor to all these stores and making his presence known, as well as having patrols hang out at convenience stores and the strip mall, didn’t hurt either.




  Sugar Bear conducted workshops on safety for women’s groups. He always had time to speak to women’s groups – garden clubs, study clubs, book clubs, Sunday school classes, -- so he had the female vote. In short, Sugar Bear was secure as sheriff.




  The freelance photographer finished taking pictures of the perfectly round hole in Burl’s head.




  “Like someone carved a hole in his head with a lathe,” the photographer said. He shuddered. This was his first murder. He was obviously working on being detached and the effort was not entirely successful.




  “That hole is strange looking,” Sugar Bear said. “Beats me what made it. When can you have photos to me?”




  “I need to photograph the Garden Club Annual Luncheon at noon. I’ll email the photos this afternoon.”




  “Give my regards to the ladies, and thanks,” the Sheriff said.




  *




  The fireplace was still warm. The fire had burned down to almost nothing, and two logs lay haphazardly on the hearth waiting to be added. A bottle of cheap whiskey and an empty glass sat on the table next to where Burl laid dead on the floor. His shotgun and three shells lay next to him. A pot containing burnt Chef Boyardee ravioli sat on the stove. The food was uneaten and the stove was turned off.




  Not much more to see here in the dark. He would be back at daylight to examine the crime scene more. Someone Burl owed money to, probably. Someone he had pissed off at a bar tonight, possibly. Burl tended to irritate everyone he met.




  *




  Sugar Bear crawled into bed. His wife roused enough to snuggle against him and she contentedly drifted back into sleep, but the image of Burl’s head that was seared into Sugar Bear’s memory kept him awake. He finally drifted off and awoke to his wife, in her Birmingham Barons tee shirt and white lace panties, getting in bed with him. She kissed his cheek, and implored him to sit up and drink coffee. The coffee aroma was a treat every morning. Waking to Carlota was even more of a treat.




  Sugar Bear followed her into the kitchen, where she had laid out a traditional Andean breakfast of beans and rice, fried eggs, a corn mash fritter like a thick corn tortilla, and a small steak. As a concession to him, she sometimes substituted pork chops, but not this morning. She was from high in Colombia’s Andes Mountains, and adapted Sugar Bear’s love of grits into a fritter by letting grits harden overnight, then cutting them into patties that she seared in butter. She topped the whole meal off with a cup of Andean Mountain Colombian coffee.




  He watched her face as she moved quietly around the kitchen. He was being served by a sensuous woman with long flowing black hair, deep brown eyes, beautiful petite facial features accented by a dusting of freckles. Heaven on earth. But today, a man with an odd hole in his head lay in the makeshift morgue at the county hospital.




  Sugar Bear finished his meal and kissed his wife, letting his hand slide down to her hips as he did each morning. “I love you,” he whispered, as he did every morning. He headed out the door, thinking over his day. First, he would call Chief Detective Bill Johnson to meet him at Burl’s house.




  *




  Fog hung over the river’s bottomland as Sugar Bear eased his cruiser to the side of the road leading to Burl’s house. Bill Johnson’s vehicle was already there, its emergency flashers blinking. He parked behind the detective’s car just outside the yellow police tape, watching Johnson walk gingerly around something in Burl’s driveway. What, he could not tell from that distance. He listened to the dispatcher as he stepped out his vehicle, watching Johnson make notes. The man paused and stared at something near the front door.




  Bill Johnson, his white Chief Detective, an AA regular who had just celebrated his nineteenth anniversary of sobriety, was the epitome of loyalty to a boss. He had only two ambitions in life – to do his job every day, and to stay sober. He lived one day at a time. He was good at his job, and he was sober. And he was grateful to the boss who had hired him when no one else would.




  Johnson, who always wore a vest even in the hottest days of summer, pulled his cell phone from its pocket. He leaned over, took a picture of something on the ground, and made a call. He closed his phone as Sheriff Jackson walked up.




  “Morning, Sheriff. I just called the photographer to come back. We need more photos.” He waved his cell phone. “When I was kid, I raised carrier pigeons. My granddaddy and I talked back and forth by carrier pigeon. Seemed like an eternity, waiting for notes to arrive.” He stuffed the phone back into his vest. “Sorry, I should have checked with you before I called him.”




  Sugar Bear stared at the house, then the surroundings. He shook his head, and focused on the detective.




  “No problem. We need to solve this quickly. I suspect everybody will quit caring, when they realize this splinter in the side of society is no longer festering. What we got on his ex-wife?”




  They walked around the house, swishing through the overgrown Johnson grass. “Nothing. No one seems to know much about her.”




  “She was friends with Sistah Laney, wasn’t she? I may pay Sistah a visit.”




  “Did Burl have any family?”




  “Don’t think so, but ask around. Could be no one will want to claim him.”




  Johnson shook his head. “Hated so much, nobody wants to claim his body. How would that feel?” The two men stood and stared into their own thoughts. “Come let me show you something,” Johnson said finally.




  

  Six Months Earlier and a Broken Leg




  Burl climbed the riverbank, its sheer cliff consisting of grey clay materials providing little support and few handholds. The black polluted waters of the slow flowing Tallawampah River yielded fish too risky to eat but Burl tied his masculinity to being tough enough not to be bothered by chemicals and fecal material bacteria that contaminated the water. “Ain’t gonna’ hurt me none,” he told anyone who listened.




  Everyone in the entire community avoided the waterway and never ate any fish from its waters. Most of the community was poor, uneducated African Americans or poor, uneducated white trash and Burl fit in the latter category. Burl hunted on private property marked “No Trespassing” and fished polluted waters.




  Burl was drunk. His usual state. He partially got his leg over the side of the bank when he began feeling dizzy. “Damnation, feel like a weak old woman sometimes,” he told himself.




  Vera Anne strolled along the riverbank where Burl forbade her to walk envisioning all types of horrible calamities occurring to his frail wife, or that is how he considered her, and he had to discipline her like a child. Vera Anne would walk along the riverbank of the Tallawampah whenever Burl was on the river knowing that he would not see her over the high cliffs. Today she walked along brushing her hand on the high black-eyed Susans surprised that the cows had not eaten the flowers yet. The glass tinkling sound of a meadowlark perched on the fencerow provided a backdrop to the day, near perfect temperature and humidity. She knew she had only a few more minutes before she needed to head back to the house and take out the apple pie Burl wanted for supper. He’d picked a few apples from their trees the day before and ordered her to fix an apple pie for supper. What she did not tell him was the apples were inedible and she composted the apples each year. Instead, she bought apples from Sistah Laney, a dear friend, down the road. If Burl knew he could not raise apples and that Vera Anne was buying apples from a black woman, he would go into a rage. Vera Anne avoided his rages as much as possible.




  Over the sound of the wind through the cow pasture and the sounds of the meadowlarks, Vera Anne heard some moaning. Peering over the edge of the riverbank, Vera Anne saw her husband lying on the ground, 20 feet below, moaning and moving slowly. Without thinking, Vera Anne turned to face the cliff bank and slid down the riverbank cliff rapidly.




  “What the hell you doing out here? You know you ain’t supposed to be along the riverbank,” Burl yelled at his wife.




  “Will you shut up? You’re hurt. Don’t you be lecturing me.”




  “Woman!” He yelled, waving his fists at her, but unable to get up.




  “I’ve got to get an ambulance, your leg’s broke.” Unlike Burl, Vera Anne was much more agile moving up the slippery clay wall. She easily scaled the bank.




  When she reached the top, she looked back down at her husband thinking it would’ve been better just to leave the old buzzard down there to die.




  Vera Anne ran rapidly across the field, the cows looking up, the closest one mooing and set the others mooing and moving away. She reached the house remembering how much she loved running when younger. Burl forbade her to run claiming that women were too fragile to run. Promising herself to run more despite what Burl might have to say about it, she picked up the phone and dialed 911.




  After giving the accident details and location to the emergency operator, Vera Anne hung up the phone and called Sistah Laney, down the road – the apple grower. Sistah said she would be right down after offering a quick prayer for Burl and Vera Anne.




  Vera Anne headed out the driveway to wait for Sistah. She would have Sistah stand there waiting for the paramedics. When Sistah arrived, Vera Anne was standing next to the county road that ran by their house.




  Sistah ran up to Vera Anne and hugged her, “Child, it’ll be all right.”




  “Thank you for coming, Sistah. Will you wait here while I go wait with Burl? Bring the paramedics down to the riverbank over there by the oak tree.”




  “Sure thing. And, I’ll hang back so Burl won’t see me here, honey.”




  “It’ll be all right. You come on down.”




  “Don’t tell me a story. I know better. I love you, Vera Anne, but I know how Burl feels about me and folks that look like me.”




  “Sistah, I don’t care. I need you. Please come.”




  “For you I will. For that worthless cracker, …” She didn’t finish the sentence.




  *




  Burl did find out about the apples and did find out about Vera Anne’s friendship with Sistah. Vera Anne knew that Burl was angry with her and would probably beat her when he could walk again. When he started getting better and getting around easier, Vera Anne packed up the few clothes that she had, loaded her box of books, and left a note for Burl that she was leaving him. She stopped at Sistah’s house to say good-bye and then left. While she did not take up running again, she did hike for long distances each day in all weather, even thunderstorms.




  

  Rain Gear and Forgotten Tasks




  Incessant rain lasted throughout the day, farmers genuinely needed the rain for crops. Ponds were drying up, becoming less than an ideal habitat for fish and waterfowl. Crops were burning up in the fields. Irrigation systems were running where farmers had them, but irrigation systems are expensive to install and even more expensive to operate.




  Ramsey walked the field with gently sloping ridges that led to the river. At least once a week, Ramsey tried to walk his 27-acre property where he dreamed someday he would have a small cabin. After he sold his portion of the business to his partner and he retired, this is where he would live. He had a plan for living simply on his acreage which was not far from town, where he owned a house and where his sister lived.




  Several puddles dotted the path he followed. He either stepped around puddles or assessed that puddles were not so deep and seep into his shoes. Stopping at one large puddle that seemed deep and no easy way to walk around, he stared into the puddle watching the raindrops form circles in the water and the pattern against the mostly gray, but bluing sky. In the corner of the puddle, a rainbow appeared and he watched the dancing rainbow in water ripples. The rate of rainfall increased slightly and he continued watching the ripples in the puddle as the sky turned completely gray again and the rainbow disappeared.




  His intent was to remove a logjam causing an accumulation of trash. He needed to remove the logjam as well as clean up the trash. With the rain, water levels would rise and could cause trash to break loose and flow downstream or even more trash would accumulate. Rain or no rain, he needed to do this today. In the distance, he heard a drone, a machine-like sound. Probably a farmer already out disking his field to capture the rainfall and bring the dry, sandy soil to the top, he thought. A ruined crop plus the rain disked over and the field would be more fertile by spring resulting in less expenditure of fertilizers.




  Ramsey blinked his eyes breaking the spell of staring into the puddle. He looked around for an alternate route to the river without getting into thick underbrush. Walking back up the path he saw where someone had beaten down the underbrush recently. He had not noticed footprints when he walked by here before. Whoever had been here seemed to angle towards the river. Ramsey followed the trampled brush. Because of the thickness of the brush, he did not find any footprints; rather, the wild grasses cushioned the path.




  I can’t keep track of everyone that passes through here Ramsey thought. The rain picked up and Ramsey shivered from the breeze that accompanied the increasing precipitation. Thirty yards away was a grove of loblolly pines where he could find shelter among the trees until the rain stopped. He would decide what he was going to do – follow the path of an intruder or go to the river as intended. Rainfall picked up to a heavy downpour and he ran as best he could while lifting his legs in an exaggerated fashion in order to run in the thick brush and tall grass. He reached the trees and found a woman standing there.




  “Wet, ain’t it?” she said.




  Bleached blonde hair, muscular in the way a woman is from hard work, fingernails painted red, but chipped, wearing a thin, blue rain jacket, unzipped, and showing excessive cleavage for hiking the woods.




  She spoke again. “Gettin’ wet ‘spite this here rain gear.”




  “I thought the rain had stopped and it was just sprinkling. Obviously, I didn’t dress appropriately for rain.”




  Ramsey admonished himself for engaging in a conversation rather than demanding to know what she was doing there. “Yeah, I saw that. Glad these trees are here for shelter.” Ramsey was avoiding a confrontation. He smelled her perfume, something cheap, but strangely familiar and pleasant. “For sure,” she added.




  “You headed to the river?” Ramsey asked.




  “Just a-hiking.”




  “Hiking?”




  “Yeah, I know it’s funny and all. My friends think I’m crazy, but I just like hiking. My ex-, left him for six months now, my ex-he done take me a-huntin’ a lot. I don’t wanna’ kill no Bambi, but I liked the hiking and all. You know, just get out in the woods. You know who owns these fields?”




  “I do.”




  “Sorry, Mister. I hope it’s all right, me being here and all. I saw you staring at something ahead on the path, so I headed this way. You know, a stranger and me being a woman and all, I was ….”




  Ramsey introduced himself.




  “Kelci, with an ‘I,” she replied.




  “I try to keep hunters off and stop people from going to the river to fish as they tend to trash the shoreline. But I guess someone hiking on my land’s okay. A compliment, really. What do you do?”




  “I raise chickens and sell eggs and baby chicks. Don’t make a whole lot of money, but I like it.”




  For reasons he never understood, he invited Kelci to come to his house in Fairhope to dry off and have lunch, his task at the river forgotten.




  Eight Gonna’ Do It and ATM




  Joe pulled into the parking lot laced with spider webs of cracks from years of deferred maintenance. He stepped out of his car and stared at the greyhound track building. It looked more like a small manufacturing building than a gambling track. Two men stood outside the main entrance, smoking. One man held the cigarette in the gap where one of his teeth was missing.




  Joe nodded to them as he walked inside the large, enclosed sitting area that served as its grandstand. The main level was well-worn carpet with viewers gathered around one of the two dozen monitors on the main level. Monitors carried horseracing at a track somewhere in South Florida and dog racing from two other South Florida tracks.




  “They trying to make up on us. They trying to make up on us.” He heard one man yelling at a particularly large screen. “Ain’t gonna’ do it. Ain’t gonna’ do it. Hot Damn, this’n’s mine. This’n’s mine.”




  Joe walked to the snack bar in the middle of the main level. A short, bleached blonde-haired woman came over to wait on him. “Hey, Darling. What can I get ya’, sweetie?”




  Joe looked at her breasts stuffed inside a lift bra and a scoop necked tee shirt at least one size too small. He then looked back up at her face. “Newcastle, please.” He paid her with a five-dollar bill and waved off the change. Joe bought a program and headed for one of the tables in the grandstand, patting the $1,000 in his pocket.




  “Honey, you come on back over here now and mess with us for ya’ food or you can have William over there wait on you,” the blonde yelled at his back. Joe looked back to see her smiling at him, her head cocked to the side and he smiled back. However, he was already more interested in the dog race on one of the monitors.




  Joe settled in his seat and spread out the program on his table. The first name he saw was “BlackJack Sugar.” A winner, he thought. Joe took a sip of beer and headed up to the window to place $100 on BlackJack Sugar to Win.




  BlackJack Sugar led down the first stretch but came out of the first turn in fourth and seemed to lose interest in running. By the time he rounded the second turn, BlackJack Sugar was running next to last and made up enough ground to finish sixth out of eight.




  “I’ll miss Do Dance most of all. That was some horse,” one of the men behind Joe said. “He had leg. Man, that horse had leg.”




  Joe decided to get serious with his money. A single $100 bet was his traditional first bet on the first name he saw he liked, but losing the first race never was a good omen and he needed a good omen. When the server came by, Joe gave the middle-aged man his order, the appetizer plate – fried chicken fingers, fried cheese sticks, spring rolls, and fried onion rings. He ordered another beer.




  Joe looked around. Only one other person was there alone. Most men worked in pairs or threesomes to plan their bets. A few couples were there. At times, Joe considered asking Ramsey to become involved, but he dismissed the thought as Ramsey, his business partner and brother-in-law, was too deeply involved in the business to see what betting horses and dogs could do. Shelley, Joe’s wife and Ramsey’s sister, would never understand.




  Joe picked a horse that looked good on the screen. He was running at 24:1. That would pay big and he picked Inna Tizzy and Cosmic Twitter as a Trefecta in the second race. As he was studying the program, another dog race was going on. One of the men behind him yelled out, “You say I don’t play ‘um. I play ‘um. What you think now? Ain’t gonna’ stop. He ain’t gonna’ stop. He ain’t gonna’ stop.”




  Joe downed the rest of his beer and headed to the window. He put $200 on the horse race and $400 on the Trefecta. Coming back to his seat, he walked around three old men, one using a walker. Joe shook his head. The senior center must have brought them, he thought remembering a senior center van parked outside.




  When he got back to his seat, he found the appetizer plate and a fresh beer waiting for him. He ate the fried chicken fingers distractedly as he focused on the horse race on the monitor and the dogs preparing to run on the track in front of him.




  Behind him, somewhere in the main area, people were shouting. Over all the voices, Joe could hear, “Go get ‘em, Stick. Go get ‘em, Stick.” Another voice yelled out, “I bet 8 to 5 on Need Some Comfort and he placed seventh.”




  Inna Tizzy placed second. Cosmic Twitter wiped out on the first turn and ended up last. Joe’s horse was a distant fifth. As Joe was tearing his ticket, his cell phone rang. He looked at caller ID and saw that his wife was calling him. He let the call go to voice mail. He would text Shelley a message that he was in a meeting. She would not bother him again.




  A man walked by wearing a denim shirt that was in shreds. “Eight’s gonna’ do it in the next race. Eight’s gonna’ do it. Got my lucky shirt on, eight’s gonna’ do it,” the man mumbled to himself.




  Joe checked his program. Number eight in the next race was named, Ditsy Dander. Joe didn’t like the name. He saw One Eye Legacy and he liked the name. Besides, the dog had some success in previous races. He went up the window and bet $300 on #5, One Eye Legacy.




  Joe came back to his table, ate some fried cheese and finished his beer about the time William walked by. Joe shook his bottle and William nodded, holding up his forefinger in a gesture of “One minute.”




  The dogs took off with #8 in front and #5 running second. They rounded the first turn and #8 picked up a little distance, but on the straightway #5 gained ground. In the second turn, #8 again picked up distance. The man who had walked by earlier in the shredded denim shirt was standing in the aisle. “Come on 8. Don’t run out of gas on me. Got my lucky shirt on. Don’t run out of gas.” Dog #8 put considerable distance between himself and dog #5 in the final stretch.




  Joe tore his ticket before heading to the ATM for more cash. Before the day was over, he exhausted his daily limit on credit cards and debit cards through an ATM machine and started using the “Cash” window. He dropped $6,500 total on the day, not counting his six beers and appetizer plate.




  

  Warehouse and Employment




  After much insistence, Ramsey convinced Kelci to come to Neat Artsy Stuff the next day. Kelci had never worked at a real job other than cleaning houses sometimes and helping Burl when he demanded that she help him. However, she never had a job that paid her a salary. Burl taught her how to gain a new identity. No, that’s not right, she thought. Burl created her from nothing and she learned the lesson. When the time came to leave Burl, she knew how. She found a newspaper article about a sad story of a little girl dying shortly after birth. Vera Anne became Kelci. Kelci had a driver’s license, birth certificate, Social Security card, and a whole identity. When she left Burl to care for himself, she had a new life.




  Now, Ramsey, the man she met yesterday on his property and invited her to lunch, offered her a job and he was waiting. She had gone to lunch at his house out of fear that he would call the police because she was trespassing. Instead, he asked many questions about chickens. About her. Of course, she lied about where she was from, but she talked about chickens because it was something that she knew was safe to discuss and he seemed interested.




  She stood in front of a brick warehouse converted into offices and storage with a job offer and she did not even know what to ask or say when she walked inside. Ramsey instructed her to walk in and ask for Libby, which she did. The receptionist at the front desk directed her upstairs. At the top of the stairs, she met Libby who greeted her as if she were expecting her. Libby handed her an application form and said she could fill it out later. She would show her around first. Ramsey came out of his office with his hand stuck out.




  “Hey, Kelci. Thank you for coming. I was hoping you’d follow through with my offer. We sure can use you,” he said as he shook Kelci’s hand and noticed her hand, though firm and muscular, was soft and dainty. Very feminine, he thought.




  Kelci smiled and offered little in the way of conversation, feeling overwhelmed. “Thank you. I appreciate the job.”




  “Libby’ll take good care of you. After you’re through with the paperwork, Sandy in the warehouse will show you where you’re going to work. I’ll come down and help with the training.”




  “Thank you.” Kelci said again, not knowing what else to add.




  Ramsey smiled at Kelci again and then turned to Libby. “Take good care of her, Libby. I believe she’ll do a great job for us.” Libby motioned for Kelci to sit down as she opened a file folder containing paperwork. Ramsey returned to his office leaving Libby to take care of Kelci.




  Kelci never asked Ramsey how much money she would make and was shocked when Libby handed her a work agreement indicating she would make more money than she ever imagined and certainly more than Burl had ever took in.




  

  Stacks of Boxes and External Hard Drives




  Stacks of boxes with invoices poking out at various places lined the warehouse walls. As promised, Ramsey did put full faith in her and her abilities. Kelci stared at the amount of work and was grateful for her job and the trust Ramsey put in her. In her mind, it felt odd as he kept telling her how grateful he was for her. No one ever trusted her with this much responsibility, no one ever complimented her in this manner, and, certainly, no one had ever thanked her for being some place. She’d left Burl six months ago and had been working at Neat Artsy Stuff for the last two months.




  Kelci opened the laptop and hit the “on” button. While the computer went through its booting process, Kelci stepped back into the office to get a cup of coffee. She learned the habit from Ramsey, to have coffee handy at all times and to sip on coffee all day. However, finding Joe in the break room, Kelci did not stop as she always felt uncomfortable around him. Instead, she walked into the main lobby. Needing something to do as an excuse, she walked up stairs and tapped on Ramsey’s door.




  Ramsey looked up from his work and immediately stood up to greet her. Ramsey never failed to stand, a practice Kelci was still finding disconcerting. His brother-in-law did too, but only reluctantly, she thought, and only after Ramsey would.




  Kelci was wearing a teal colored V-neck tee shirt. What Ramsey could not see was the matching teal colored bra and underwear she purchased only the weekend before. The teal colored shirt stood out against the white jean skirt. Looking into her blue eyes, Ramsey marveled at the lights shimmering in them.




  “Hey, Kelci.” Ramsey motioned at one of the chairs. “Please, come in and have a seat.”




  Kelci took a few steps inside the office and stood next to the chair. “Can’t stay. I’m working on the inventory. Do I need to print a copy of the inventory? Or do I just save it on the computer? You know, I’m still new at this computer stuff. What was it Sandy called printing a copy of something?”




  “Hard copy. Please sit down.” Kelci took a seat and Ramsey sat down only after she did. Kelci settled into the chair and crossed her legs, her skirt rising exposing ample thigh and Ramsey mentally punched himself for focusing on the sex appeal she inadvertently brought in the office simply by crossing her legs. What he did not realize was that Kelci was searching for an excuse to see him. “You know, I’m not sure we’ve kept a hard copy of inventory since we use a computer inventory. We back up on an external hard drive. Would you like for me to show you how to use an external hard drive?” Ramsey wondered if he sounded too anxious. “That would be an important practice for you.” He added, trying to sound more professional and less like an anxious school kid trying to impress the cute girl.




  Kelci smiled and nodded. “That would be good. I don’t know how. And you seem to explain things better for me than anyone else.” Kelci thought what she said came across too flirtatious and forward. She blushed slightly.




  “Good then. When you’re ready, let me know and we can work on it together.” Ramsey did not want her to leave. He asked other questions about inventory and changed to asking about Kelci’s chickens. He arranged for Kelci to bring him a dozen eggs each week for which he offered $5, but she refused saying she would only take $2. They compromised at $3.50. After running out of topics to use in stalling and prolonging a conversation with Ramsey, Kelci returned to the warehouse and steered clear of the break room. She would get coffee later.




  Two hours later, she had the entire inventory loaded into the computer. She hit “save” on the inventory software and used the wall phone to buzz Ramsey’s office. Within a few minutes, he arrived with a small, plastic black box with a wire coming out. He used it to plug into the laptop and explained how the external hard drive worked. He taught her how to back up and extracted the hard drive. When they finished, Ramsey suggested they walk to the coffee shop and get a cup of coffee. Kelci readily agreed.




  The coffee break turned into lunch of a sandwich and cup of soup. After lunch, they headed back to the office together. Ramsey led Kelci to his office where they chatted some more about inventory and computers. He explained about how the inventory software worked and how he could access the inventory at any time from his office. Kelci, always the ready student, learned quickly. She thanked him and started back to the warehouse. It was then she saw an invoice on his desk. Her face flushed.




  “You okay?” Ramsey asked.




  “Yes. Yes.” Kelci replied and hurried out leaving Ramsey to wonder what went wrong.




  

  GFE and Inventory




  Paperwork was piled high on the desk, more so than usual. Work at Neat Artsy Stuff was good, real good. Ramsey kept making orders, catalog sales were up, sales to local gift shops stayed steady, and they were showing an increase. Expenses going out the door seemed a little higher than usual, but with revenue up, all expenses remained covered. Ramsey let others worry about the expenses because his focus was on the revenue end and new products end.




  Joe walked in the Ramsey’s office and shut the door. He stood with his back against the door and his hands in his pockets, staring at Ramsey.




  Ramsey broke the silence. “What’s going on?”




  Joe pushed away from the door and sat down in one of the chairs. “I need to talk to you about Kelci.”




  Ramsey perked up. “She’s doing a great job. Inventory has never been more accurate and certainly accomplished quicker than ever, enabling us to turnaround items for sale quicker. Local gift shop buyers that she visits really like her. She’s making some great sales even though we never expected her to handle sales. I don’t ever recall so much out-the-door business. But, wow, she’s bringing in some revenue.”




  “Is she really?” Joe’s face had a stern expression.




  “What you do mean? Of course, she’s doing a great job for us. Other employees love working with her. Assigned work is perfect. She’s helping with sales—”




  “Look man, if you want a GFE with a slut, do it on your own dime.”




  Ramsey felt anger welling in him. “What? What exactly is a GFE?”




  “You know, Girl Friend Experience, the new trend in prostitution.”




  “Number one, Kelci’s not a slut and I’ll thank you to keep your opinions about her to yourself.” Ramsey stood up. “That’s degrading, man. Number two, forgive me for not keeping up with the latest trends in prostitution. Do I need to inform my sister that you do? I sincerely hope not. Number three,” Ramsey hesitated. “No, not a number three, just get out. Get out the hell out of my office.” He pointed at the door.




  “Can’t you see that expenses are up? Where’s the money going? Did you have lunch with her yesterday? Inventory checking out? I know you’re spending a great deal of time helping Kelci with inventory. You two making sure inventory stays accurate, I hope. So, is that how you’re paying her for the GFE?”
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