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Prologue



The place was underground and smelt of sweat, earth, and root vegetables. The shadow cut scene, lit only by two oil lanterns, is one of misguided horror.

The two men normally tall in stature are hunched over, as they creep forward towards the still, just born child. The infant lies on the damp earth amongst the rocks and bodily fluids, still attached to its mother by an umbilical cord.

“Why in Heaven’s name…why?” The mother of the mucus-covered infant managed to speak through her blood-covered mouth and shattered teeth. She looked down at her child she had just prematurely birthed, by vile force, with a mother’s pity. Even though she is no more than a child herself.

The two men look up at her in surprise, chained as she is by her red, raw wrists to the wall. Surprised that with half her head caved in and numerous other copious bleeding wounds she could still speak at all.

Yet those were to be the last words of her much-shortened tortured life, and with a lolling head, she expired. Her baby, the last thing her eyes ever saw.

“Fetch me that pail of water?” The taller, thinner man ordered his carpenter brother, pointing with a bony finger of authority towards a wooden bucket nearby.

The slightly shorter and muscular brother obeyed his older sibling. Slopping the water drawn from the well above earlier, he brought it over to his stern faced, thin cheeked sibling.

The elder sharp beak nosed brother grabbed the pail, ignoring the pain of a splinter that entered the soft spot of his palm under his right thumb. He cast the cleansing cold water over the bloody and black mucus-covered and prematurely birthed baby girl.

The water washed away the black and vivid scarlet blood from its tiny frame and it let out a mewling cry of shock.

The brothers crossed themselves and jumped back a step, in shock, nearly stumbling over the rocks strewn around in the dirt. The cold water had shocked the baby into life and it began to breathe and then to wail for its mother’s warmth. A mother who would never know her child had lived, let alone hold or feed it milk from her swollen breast.

The pale pink baby shivered, and it seemed to the brothers that it was shaking a tiny fist at them. In reality it was just reacting to the cold cruel world it had been forced into only moments ago.

“But that ain’t no n—”

“—be quiet!” The older brother cried in confusion, his eyes nearly popping from their sockets and the veins like blue cotton livid in the side of his neck with anger. He could not believe the small infant was alive, yet he could not let this mistake, this sin before God, live a moment longer.

He picked up a large piece of rock from the ones strewn about the feet of the baby’s dead mother and with both hands hefted it over his head. Then with the self-belief of a righteous zealot, bordering on fanatical insanity he brought the rock crashing down, smiting the infant’s head….


Part I: The Return to Babylon

He hadn’t forgotten how small towns like this were built like Venice in Italy, on canals of hidden secrets.


Chapter One



Jeb Merryweather stopped his Chevy Silverado pickup at the end of the dirt track that led up to Boucher Hill. A hill that sat on the outskirts of Babylon in central Georgia. Jeb looked out his open driver’s window at the three properties in front of him. With all the financial shit going on in the world, what the hell was he doing buying one property, let alone three. But it had been one sweet deal and Jeb could never turn down a sweet deal.

Col Anderson was waiting by the remains of a once white picket fence. A clipboard of final papers in his piggy little fingers, itching to get these albatross trio of properties off his books at last.

Jeb resisted the urge to start up his pickup truck again and wheel-spin a heap load of dust outta there and preserve what was left of his dwindling bank balance for another day. Exhaling through his nostrils, he patted his steering wheel twice for good luck and opened the truck door. His steel toe-capped boots set foot on what in a few minutes would be his land.

He produced his best fake smile as he crossed the scrubland towards the obese realtor, hoping that: A) Col had used deodorant today and B) he didn’t have to shake the guy’s sweaty palms more than once to conclude the deal.

In the end, Jeb, or J.J. as he was better known to the locals and fans of the NFL and latterly the gossip rags, was lucky on point A, but not on point B. As Col Anderson did nothing but grin and get his sticky paws around Jeb’s hands, at every opportunity that would warrant it.

“Glad to have you back home in Babylon, J.J. Yes-sir-ree,” Col said nodding his red face up and down like a hyperactive basketball and bounced his bulky body around Jeb like it was free samples day at a doughnut factory.

“Well, it’s good to be back among my kinfolk and community again,” Jeb lied. Like so many times before a post-game mike, or pregame team talk in front of the cameras. Or more recently a Monday morning statement of denial, remorse or guilt after another Sunday tabloid or magazine printed his latest public debasement. Kinfolk and community, he thought, that was a hee-haw from a donkey’s ass. He had little choice but to be back in this retarded swamp hole and he didn’t care if he ever saw his pappy again, this side of the cemetery anyway. Fact was, nowhere else wanted his washed-up hide anymore. The magazines stopped paying for his three-in-a-bed hooker stories, laced with cocaine, or how he was sorry he hurt his little girl and ruined his ex-wife’s life. No, nobody gave a shit about ex-pro-football player Jebediah John Merryweather anymore. He was old news and barely in his mid-twenties, with fame moving on to the next football star, one who still could play. One whose fortune hadn’t dwindled into the stuff he used to use as spare change back in the days of his million-dollar sponsorship deals for aftershave. Not even the celebrity reality shows wanted him anymore, so low his star had fallen.

“Hey, I always remember that state championship game, up at Liberty Flats. I handed you the towel to wipe the ball before you did the old quarterback fake and ran the ball thirty yards for the winning touchdown with only five seconds left on the clock.” Col whistled and pulled his hanky from his pants pocket and wiped his forehead, looking like those guys at intersections trying to wash your windshield for a few bucks. “We sure part-tayed that night, remember, J.J.?”

Jeb remembered all right, he had scored with both the Lewkerwitz twins. One bang after the other. Col, he remembered being the Babylon Broncos team mascot, lardy even in those days. He had been tied to a tree outside, stripped naked and had his small pecker sprayed yellow (one of the school team’s colours) by the defensive line. Until his sobbing and crying had alerted the neighbours and the local deputies. Laughing their white socks off, the deputies set him free. Jeb had laughed too, but he wasn’t laughing now; he had been three different men since then.

“So where do I sign?” Jeb asked, trying to end this before Col conjured up some more hero-worshipping bullshit from the past.

“Oh, down to business I like that,” the realtor nodded sending two spots of sweat raining down on the paperwork he held like a high-class French restaurant menu between them. “Here, here and here.”

Jeb ignored the biro that Col offered him and pulled a gold pen from the breast of his shirt pocket. He put his thumb over the etched part which read to Johnny loves Elaine and signed at the bottom of three consecutive papers.

“Congratulations,” Col enthused taking back the clipboard. “Now I have taken the absolute liberty of bringing an icebox with a bottle of fine California champagne. It’s just in my car.”

“Then it can’t be champagne,” Jeb commented looking past his pudgy old school classmate, up the crest of the hill towards the three buildings set there, encircled by the woods.

“I don’t understand,” Col said half moving towards his dusty black five-year-old Lexus. “It says champagne on the bottle.”

“Champagne can only come from a certain region in France. Anywhere else and it’s just Cava or sparkling wine.” Jeb continued remembering when Elaine had first told him that on their third date in college. It had been the first night they had slept together. “But go get it anyway, Col.”

“Right you are.” Col looked confused, but hustled off to the back seat of his car to get the icebox and two plastic flutes to drink it in. Jeb thought the poor sycophant couldn’t cheapen the moment anymore if he tired.

With Col out of the way, if only temporarily, Jeb walked up the dust track of a road towards the first and more imposing of the three buildings, the old church set on the right side of the hill. To its left and straight ahead of him was the old schoolhouse and much further left set back in the woods and opposite side of the hill from the church was the old Pastor’s three-storey house.

He passed the dilapidated picket fence, wherein parts of wild roses and brambles had grown around the rotting wood and pried it free, trying to take it back to the bosom of Mother Nature’s earth. He noticed an old push mower had been caught in the briar patch that was in front of the church. Also, two buckets, one wooden and the other of rusted metal and the remains of four headstones.

Jeb had forgotten all about the family graves in front of the church. He remembered running up and touching them for dares as a boy. The words inscribed on them even back when he was eleven had been worn thin over time. But he knew from local legends, that two of them belonged to the Arnell brothers who had built the house and church and later started up the pastoral school at the rear.

“Gonna take a whole lot of weeding.” Col gasped jogging as fast as his frame would allow, over to where Jeb stood overlooking the small square Arnell family plot.

“Why are the Arnells the only ones buried here?” Jeb asked aloud, not expecting an answer from Col Anderson.

“You lived around here as a boy. Very strange and religious zealots were the Arnells, all brimstone and damnation. Very private so the stories say, only mixing with folk on a Sunday or when the school was opened. Probably three-quarters of the tales told about ’em are false, made up by the God-fearing townsfolk. Can’t blame them myself, this place always put the fear of God into me. The empty buildings and the creepy quiet woods behind leading down to the creek,” Col explained, as he handed Jeb a plastic cup and poured some of the cheap bubbly into that one and then his own. Getting more foaming head than actual alcohol.

“Where do all the townsfolk get buried again?” Jeb asked, taking a sip of the cold bubbly, glad that it tasted so bad that he wouldn’t get a hunger for more of it like the bad old days. He wasn’t much on local history. The only things he had known about Babylon were where the bars were and the stats of the local high school football team.

“Down at the McKinney’s Field Cemetery,” Col answered after a long gulp of champagne, the bubbles were up his nostril and he sneezed twice in quick shotgun sounding succession.

“Bless you,” Jeb replied and let the plastic cup dangle down in his left hand at the side of his hip.

“Thank you kindly,” Col nodded. “Yep, those McKinneys sure got rich on that plot of land; the place is vast if you recall. Still the big old family around town, but it’s one job that is never short of business. Even in this world recession.”

Jeb turned and watched Col laugh away at his own joke. His pink blotched cheeks and wobbling jowls showing off the sweat-stained upper collars of his shirt.

Jeb Merryweather felt like running away again, as anxiety built up in his tall, well-built frame. He wanted to be on a Hawaiian beach somewhere bumming for drinks and easy lays from people who remembered his fading star status. Coming back to Babylon had been his therapist’s idea, well, before he got thrown out of the rehab centre for non-payment of bills. He hated this place as a teen. He had wanted more than anything to get away from its small-town ways and stories about his mad grandfather and drunken old man.

He thought of his daughter Gemma, his steadying memory, the talisman he held onto to keep himself sane and on the straight and narrow. He had to clean up his life for her, or he would piss away any chance of getting visiting rights from his ex-wife. Jeb breathed hard through his nose and poured the fake champagne onto the dirt next to his left boot.

“Don’t like the champagne then? Sorry about that.” Col looked from the wet mud puddle on the ground up to the ex-football star’s face, which seemed pallid and clammy looking. “You okay there, J.J.?”

“Yeah, sorry, “Jeb sniffed and shook his head to clear it. “Should have told you I was off the booze. I didn’t want to spoil the deal-sealing moment.”

“Oh, shit, I should have known, buddy. I read the stories in the papers about the drink and stuff. You okay now?”

“Yeah, nothing like a bit of hard work won’t cure,” Jeb replied staring up at the church’s empty bell town, feeling a little more like his old self again.

“Well, you have plenty of that to do, I’m afraid,” Col agreed and touched Jeb’s arm in a friendly manner.

Jeb looked down at Col’s arm, who pulled it away quickly. An almost scared look on his face, recalling the way J.J. Merryweather had been as an arrogant young man.

His ex-wife Elaine tamed that rough youth and showed him a bigger world. Then he saw it, in Col’s eyes, deep down like a scared rabbit caught in headlights. Col could be homosexual and it being Babylon probably a closet one.

“Don’t worry,” Jeb said in a quiet voice, “I’m not the guy I was when I left town. It don’t matter.”

Col smiled back nervously, like this could be some kind of trick they used to play on him in high school. Find the secret by any means necessary and expose it to the whole school, usually through the girl’s gossip network. A quick whisper in Penny Martinez’s ear would mean the student body and faculty would know what it was by first break.

“I think I better be getting back to the office,” Col stuttered and hurried back towards his car calling over his shoulder. “Any problems, just give me a call, okay?”

“I will,” Jeb replied and raised his hand to wave goodbye.

He hadn’t forgotten how small towns like this were built like Venice in Italy, on canals of hidden secrets. Eight years ago he would not have had the sensitivity to have looked past Col’s weight problems and seen the person within. Elaine and a life away from Babylon had taught him much, mostly lessons on how to not live your life. Hell, he had woken up once after a night of snorting coke, with a sore ass, with brother and sister twin porn stars in his hotel bedroom. He wasn’t gay in the slightest, but after his knee went, he had gone to new extremes to fill the hole not playing left inside him. It wasn’t until too late that he realised redemption and life were Elaine and Gemma, waiting back at the home they used to share in Pittsburgh, but had to sell because of the divorce.

Jeb watched Col’s car kick up dust as it drove away down Boucher Hill. He turned to face the three old buildings he was going to renovate and let out a long whistle. He walked forwards looking from the church, to the old school, to the old Pastor’s house. Appraising them with a workman’s eye and hoping to hell he could pull this off or he’d have to forget any chance of being a father to his little girl again.


Chapter Two



Jeb awoke with a gasp of air into his lungs and out of a dream he could not recall. He looked around the semi gloom of the place where he had slept. His fingers gripping the white sheets and twisting them in his hands as his brain tried to catch up with his body.

The blue swirling spots of darkness soon came into focus and from experience, he knew the chairs, bedside cabinets and the always too-thin curtains meant he was in another hotel or motel room. How many days had his life started like this in the past few years? Too many? At least he was the sole occupant of the bed and there was no naked back of a one night stand next to him. No smell of sex and booze and no trace of a hangover.

He reached over to the nightstand and grabbed his cell phone and a half-full pack of Marlboros. The phone screen told him the day, date, location and his purpose of being in this cheap motel room off Highway 75, came flooding back to him. This also was a relief to remember what he had done the day and night before, and to know what lay ahead for him this Tuesday morning without a hangover.

His cell told him it was just after seven in the morning. The early spring sunshine was already shining bright lines of light through the slightly opened door of the bathroom, making them look like stretched out lightsabers. He rubbed the sleep out of his right arm he must have just been lying on. With all the willpower he could muster, Jeb lifted the sheet and swung his warm legs out of the bed, before the weak part of his brain told him to lie down and sleep for another four hours.

He used his lips to pull a cigarette from the packet and then used his fingers to extract the cheap lighter from inside the half-empty pack and light up. He had knocked the drugs on the head, the booze to a ninety-percent degree and the casual sex, well that was a work-in-progress.

One day he hoped to quit the smokes as well. But his therapist warned him, dropping all his vices at once would leave him vulnerable to backsliding into his old self-destructive and less salubrious ways. He expelled his first brain-numbing drag of the day and put down the cigarettes and cell and flipped a switch to the left of the headboard. The orange stained and dusty bedside lamp brought a glow of illumination to his part of the motel room and he picked up his wallet, which lay next to his gold watch.

He flipped it open and stared down at the picture Elaine had sent of their daughter Gemma from last Christmas. She was opening presents, with a Santa hat lopsided on her head and smiling up at her mother’s camera. He hadn’t been there of course; he’d been in Hawaii with one of Charlie Sheen’s cast-off porno playmates. He hadn’t even sent her a card or present. When Elaine had called him that evening swearing down the phone that his little girl was sobbing in her room because her Daddy didn’t even love her, he knew this had to change. Hell, he’d been in bed all day and hadn’t even realised it was Christmas Day, until room service wished him a “Happy Holidays”.

“All for you,” he said in a low voice. His finger traced around the curve of his daughter’s hat, which faded into the background of the red wrapping paper piled around her.

Jeb stood up, glad that his knee was giving no pain and padded over to the curtains to peek out at the world. He took another drag on his cigarette and watched a logging truck rattle past causing the thin glass in the window frames to vibrate. He carefully pulled off the vest he wore in bed, trying not to burn his naked skin or drop his cigarette and flung it onto the bed. Then padded over to the bathroom to shower, shave, shit and get the day started.

He had decided to stay at the motel on the outskirts of Ridgemount River, the next town over, as it was only a fifteen-minute drive to Boucher Hill. He had sworn Col Anderson to secrecy about the real estate deal; even making him sign a contract to that effect. It would soon get out that he was back, but he wanted to avoid that as long as possible. He would use a big chain hardware store over at Ridgemount River to get his supplies. Sure, he might get recognised there, but at least he wouldn’t have to deal with all the old town shit. Having the surname Merryweather in Babylon was like answering to the name of Hitler in the centre of Tel Aviv.

He had managed to escape it for a while. He had been a football star and so reinvented the meaning of Merryweather to the rest of America. Elaine had led the cocky Georgia jock he’d been, out of the educational boondocks and shown him a bigger world. They were the odd couple at Penn State. He was on a football scholarship and tenth grade reading level and she was Elaine Wiseman from New Jersey, studying American History. She was active in saving the planet, with leaflets and rallies and he dreamt of buying gas-guzzling muscle cars.

They had met in the library, after Jeb was tasked with writing an essay about whales as punishment for locking Rudy Cheeseman in his football locker for four hours after practice. Coach Drinkell had smiled and slapped him on the shoulder and said it would be “character building.”

Jeb had walked around the huge library in mild panic for twenty minutes. Having never stepped inside one since he had left Babylon and that was only on cold rainy days to get warm, not to study. He found himself in an aisle next to a girl with rolling chestnut hair and freckles on the bridge of her nose.

Much later she told him she had taken pity on him.

“Football fields are that way jock,” she helpfully pointed around her books clutched to her chest towards the exit.

“I have to do an essay about words, I mean whales, by tomorrow, two thousand words, or coach will kick my butt off the team,” Jeb poured out his woes in one long tangle of verbal diarrhoea.

“A jock from the South in a library on a sunny day on a mission of mercy to save his pointless career. While the whole world dies around him and he doesn’t realise.”

“I’m from Georgia,” was all Jeb could fathom to reply. Because he hadn’t really grasped what the pretty girl was on about after the word south.

“I’m from Claude and Hannah Wiseman myself,” Elaine said and looked up to Jeb with devilish eyes.

“Are you hitting on me?” Jeb asked, not sure of anything but the impressive chest behind the books or the curve of the girl’s hips under her skirt.

“Oh, Georgia Jock,” she laughed lightly and cool, which reminded Jeb of swimming in the creek back home for an instant, “you have so much to learn.”

Then she had turned on her heel and headed back down the aisle, leaving Jeb nonplussed to what had just occurred. Later, it would be the pivotal moment in his entire life. More important than the scout from Penn State seeing him fake a pass and Jeb run in a touchdown from the forty-yard line in the state championship final.

Halfway down the aisle the girl stopped for a second, pulled a large book out of the shelves and let it fall with a bang onto the stone floor. Jeb rushed up and picked up the fallen book, as the girl rounded the corner. He turned the book over and saw it had a huge whale’s tail coming out from the ocean on the cover.

He hurried down the long aisle to thank the girl, but she was nowhere to be seen.

Jeb Merryweather stood in the aisle of the hardware superstore, a leaflet about dry rot in his hands. He looked around, letting his fond memories drain away and saw a female staff member in a garish green and black uniform staring back at him. She flashed him a smile and walked up to where he stood.

“Can I help with you with anything, sir?” Her teeth were clean and her words professional, but her eyes were offering up more.

“I need a hammer,” Jeb replied, swearing to stick to his new vows in order to win Gemma and maybe even Elaine back into his life. “And a sledgehammer too.”

“Over on aisle seven. Anything else you need?” the girl asked, her right thumb circling the top button of her store uniform.

“Not today,” Jeb replied, with a thought of praise to monks and how they kept their vows of celibacy.

Jeb bit his bottom lip and nodded politely to the young girl. He headed off past her towards the centre aisle, knowing the store girl was checking out his tight ass as he did.

Jeb finally reached the three buildings he now owned on top of Boucher Hill at dead on nine in the morning. He drove his pickup right up to the circle of stones that surrounded an empty flagpole, right in front of the old school. The house was to his left, deep-set in the surrounding woods and the far corner of the church filled the view out of his passenger window. He grabbed a clipboard, with a pen in a loop on the top and a virginal thin-lined pad on top. Then his smokes, his cell and left the vehicle.

Jeb looked from one run-down building to the next, wondering where to start first. The church was the last place on the hill to have any use, closing just after Jeb had left for college. Not that he had ever ventured inside it or any of the other denominations in town. He wasn’t in God’s Squad and most people in town thought a Merryweather’s soul was pretty much not worth saving anyway.

The school looked structurally sound, but it was the house that was in the worse state of repair, as it hadn’t been occupied since the early Sixties. He recalled something his offensive line coach at the Pittsburgh Steelers once told him. If you have a list of things to do during a God-given day, always do the hardest or worst job first and then your day can only get easier.

“Run-down shithole creepy Texas Chain Saw Massacre house it is then,” Jeb said aloud and only the birds in the nearby boughs heard him. So quiet and out of the way was the hill. He strode over to the porch of the dilapidated three-storey pastoral house. He expected to fill in lots of pages on his to-do list for this part of the renovation.

It was so humid out by midday, he entered the old church and sat on the shady side of the pews to cool down. He had sweat rings under his shirt, and a line down his back He was sure he could ring his boxer shorts out and fill up a gallon jug with ease. He sipped at the last inch of his bottled water and then placed it on the bible shelf on the pew in front and flicked through his note pad.

The state of the house had been worse than he’d thought, and four pages were filled with his scribbled handwriting, on what needed fixing. It probably would have been easier to list things that were in good shape, as this would have only taken up about half a page. The electrics were pre-war and lethal looking, the water pipes seemed okay and it had no heating but for open fires. Even the bedrooms had chimney breasts so a new heating system and air-conditioning would be a must. Most of the doors or the doorframes were warped and needed replacing nearly everywhere. The main staircase sounded like it might collapse any second as you walked up it. The roof needed fixing badly and the attic was full of nests of every crawling and buzzing critter known to man.

The school was better than expected and only took up one page, mainly on how to divide the place up into average-priced apartments. The place needed a redesign, where walls needed to be knocked through and new plasterboard ones put up and plumbing redirected.

The church was in good condition having been used more recently than the other two buildings. The problem here was how to divide the big open two-storey high space up to maximise and utilise the space best, for two or three luxury apartments. Jeb had an idea of iron fencing the place in, like a gated community and laying a proper road down Boucher Hill. There it met Lee Road, which headed west to the interstate and up a little to where Jeb was staying near Ridgemount River. East on the same road took you directly to Babylon.

Jeb had an architect turning up in two days’ time, coming down the I-75 from Macon to size up the place and draw up some building plans. The house he would sell as is, once restored beyond its former glory. He was sure he’d make a lot of money on it. He didn’t expect anyone in Babylon to buy it, where the shoe factory was the mainstay employer. He was aiming at commuters from Ridgemount River or executive types from Macon seeking a quieter life and cheaper accommodation.

So tomorrow he would make a start on the house. Stripping it down and pulling up carpets to see what boards he could keep. Then steam off the wallpaper to locate and treat damp and mouldy parts. Tear out all the electrics from the walls and gut the dated kitchen. Here he could knock through to the pantry area, to add more light, space and a breakfast area.

Jeb put down the clipboard and pad next to him on the lacquered mahogany pew and pulled his cigarettes from his top pocket. He only had two left, but knew however strong the cravings got he would not pop into Babylon to pick up more. He put the penultimate Marlboro to his lips and lit it, and then pulled a printed list from behind the notepad on his clipboard. It had the numbers for the local electric and water companies.

He needed them both turned on and accounts set up before the work really began as he would need to use power tools. Until then it was him, hammers, pry bars and brute force. If he needed any water it would have to come from the creek down the north side of the hill. Jeb picked the first utility company on his printout and leaned over on his left butt-cheek to pull out his expensive cell phone and call the contact number listed. 

The wallpaper of the cell phone was of his ex-wife and his daughter, which he had downloaded from Elaine’s Facebook page the month before. His thumb hovered over the screen, wondering if he should call her. Then he chickened out. Maybe when the building work started in earnest he could post pictures on his Facebook page, hoping that she still checked it out now and again.

Jeb let out two lungfuls of smoke and dialled the water company’s enquiry line, as he looked up at the stained-glass window at the altar end of the old church.

Thinking he had done enough for the day; he wandered down the hill through the tall evergreens eating a big bag of chips. It was cooler under the shadows of the high canopy of green above, as he walked down to Indian Creek. As he got lower down the hill, he could see the water glinting silver in the baking sunshine. Looking serene and inviting to Jeb, egging him to come for a swim to cool down.

It always seemed to Jeb that calling it a creek did it an injustice. It was on a wide bend of the river that flowed from Ridgemount River, the town that bore the river’s name. It seemed smaller now in his mid-twenties as he came down out of the tree line. He looked across at the small eyot that he and his friends used to swim out too, on overly hot summer days gone by. They always came from the other bank though. Approaching via a foot-worn path down from North Macon Road, this ran down to a dell, off the Culver Bridge.

He stopped at the rock and pebble-strewn shoreline and saw a flock of Cackling Geese had made the little island their temporary home and were honking away at him to stay clear. Jeb bent down, washing his hands that had gotten dirty from exploring his three new properties in the cool water. The river bent around the curve of Boucher Hill for fifty yards or so to a gentle five-foot set of falls, where it rushed on awhile under Culver Bridge and past the topmost edge of town.

The honking of the geese had spoilt the idyllic moment for Jeb and shaking off the excess water, he saluted the geese and turned to head back up towards the top of Boucher Hill again. His mind suddenly conjured up an image of Aerial Babineaux, his high school girlfriend, taking off her bikini top as she lay on that very eyot next to him. They had been messing around and giggling away. He with his shirt off as usual and her with only her short cut-off jeans on to cover her modesty. He recalled how her wet long blonde locks fanned out on the towel under her head, her eyes so blue and full of devilment.

So lost was he in the moment, he found he was nearly up the steeper part of the rise of the hill with a hard-on making its awkward pressing presence known. Jeb felt in dire need of knocking one out. When he crested the top of the hill and came up to the left of the schoolyard, the rear of the church was ahead, and he suddenly had a blasphemous idea of where to do it.


Chapter Three



It was pain-free days like this, when Jeb began to doubt the doctors and specialist he’d seen about his career-ending knee problem. He had to remind himself of the harsh winter months when his knee, with dead men’s cartilage inside, would not bend at all and he had to hobble like a pirate on a wooden leg.

It was March and the worst of winter’s tantrums were hopefully behind them. Jeb stared at the X-shaped crisscross on his kneecap and shook his head. Then pulled on his jeans and kicked on his cowboy boots for quickness. Grabbing his light beige jacket, he pulled it over his checked shirt. Then picking up his keys, cigarettes, cell and wallet, he set about dispensing them among the various pockets of his jeans and jacket, before heading out the motel room door.

A quick drive across Ridgemount River saw him pull his pickup into a parking lot of a small mall complex across the road from the hardware store he frequented nearly every day. Today though, he was meeting his architect from Macon in an independent coffee shop, called Coffee Electra. He locked his Chevy, his boots clicking across the asphalt marked with white parking lines, up a two-inch-higher sidewalk and into the busy coffee shop. Once inside he ordered a cappuccino and almond-flavoured cake.

Jeb sat at a two-seater round table by the window so he could see when his man arrived. Checking his cell phone for messages, hoping the caffeine would take away his urge to light up. He had bought a new phone so he could delete all the wasters, pill peddlers and human whores he had on his old one. Apart from Elaine’s cell and home number, the rest was just filled with new business contacts.

A text message arrived at the same time a black 4x4 British Range Rover pulled up in the parking lot two spaces away from Jeb’s vehicle. The black paint had flashes of brown dried mud streaking up from the front and rear wheel arches. His architect contact stepped out dressed much like Jeb, except the mustard-coloured Timberland boots. Jeb stood up and waved his cell through the window and the architect waved back and headed for the coffee shop door.

“Stu Jeffries, we’ve only talked on the phone,” the architect announced after he’d entered the shop and approached the empty chair on the other side of Jeb’s table.

Jeb took his hand and the handshake was assured and the man’s smile genuine. It did not have that stretched fakeness about it. Which Jeb had seen from hotel receptionists, the press or agents he’d seen so many times in the past. “Jeb, please to meet you. You want me to get you a coffee or a cake?”

“I’d kill for the most normal cup of joe that this place has to offer. The wife’s nagged me into quitting the smokes, so get me a big old piece of chocolate cake to compensate,” Stu said with a glance over his left shoulder at the counter and menu boards written in those fake chalk-like pens above the servers.

“Sure thing,” Jeb nodded and walked over to the counter to order as Stu took off his jacket and sat down on the chair opposite Jeb’s half-finished cappuccino. Jeb had an immediate good feeling about this guy. He put you at ease without you realising it and he hadn’t asked for an autograph yet either.

“My assistant Mallory says you used to play pro football,” Stu said as he sipped his coffee.

“Yeah, for the Steelers. You a fan then?” Jeb asked, hoping their budding bromance wasn’t going to be curtailed by a sign a ball for my kid request.

“Nah, any sport that takes longer than an hour bores the pants out of me. I’d rather go fishing,” was Stu’s honest and welcome reply.

“Then I think we are going to get along fine,” Jeb smiled across the table at Stu.

“You mean we weren’t before?” Stu asked, his eyebrows rising in mock surprise, putting down his coffee cup.

Jeb laughed, “So shall we hit the road then? I’ll drive, you follow?”

“You’re the boss,” Stu said and they got up together and pulled on their coats and headed outside to their vehicles.

“Well, all you need is John-boy and Mary Ellen and you have a readymade Waltons set.” Stu whistled and commented as he and Jeb stood in the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees before the old Arnell place.

The house had been once painted green, or Stu hoped it had, or it was covered in mould. Wide steps led up to a veranda that ran the width of the house, whose fences panels and poles had seen better decades, let alone days. Above that was a short, sloping tiled roof which led up to the next storey. Where the right half of the second storey came forward and had the remains of a white peeling balustrade out in front. White columns rose to support a triangle-shaped third storey and small stained glass looking picture window. The left-hand side of the roof was a normal tiled sloping affair, with another dormer window sticking out. Two chimney breasts bookended each side of the property, rising into the green canopy of trees that shaded the three-storey house below.

“Yeah, you’re right, it’s a bit of a fixer-upper,” Jeb said, taking a good look at the front of the old house for a change. He’d not noticed the stained-glass windows in the attic room above the main bedroom before, but it had been raining the first time he’d come to look round with Col Anderson.

“This place needs the most work, but obviously less of my time as it needs only repair, right?” Stu asked, just to make sure they were singing from the same hymn sheet.

“Yeah, this I’ll do up to sell as is, while the school and the church need more of your expert design touch,” Jeb said half turning towards the church.

“You’ve been reading my website referrals from old customers, well the good ones I post anyway,” Stu said and laughed at his own joke. “Let’s have a peek inside anyway, because they don’t make them like this anymore.”

“Sure, okay,” Jeb said as they turned round and trotted down the creaking steps together. Stu kindly noted down some things to replace and fix in the old house that Jeb had missed and they moved onto the school next.

Stu’s plans were right on Jeb’s wavelength and any alterations to Jeb’s hand-drawn ideas were only for safety reasons, cheaper alternatives or just sound advice. Jeb showed Stu the creek and the boundaries of the property where he wanted the new fence to go.

“You hungry? I’m hungry. You wanna head into Babylon to grab a slice of small-town Southern hospitality?” Stu asked, as they trudged around the far side of the church.

“I don’t normally eat at lunchtime as a rule,” Jeb lied, wanting to avoid going into town, where his and Stu’s presence would bring unwanted attention and questions. “How about you take your pictures and measurements of the church and we can head to a little roadhouse I know just off Interstate 75 just past Ridgemount River. They do the best steaks this side of the Mississippi.”

“Steak sounds good and maybe a lite beer,” Stu nodded back at his new employer.

“Strippers too, after nine,” Jeb winked.

“Maybe on my next trip.” Stu grinned as they walked around to the front of the church and small private graveyard. “But I’m up for the steaks.”

Jeb jogged up the steps ahead of Stu and opened one of the white-painted doors for him. Stu nodded his thanks and stepped inside and looked up at the large raised ceiling of the place and whistled, “Now this is when architecture becomes fun and not work.”

Jeb smiled as he watched Stu walk up between the aisles taking pictures and using an app on his cell phone to measure the length, width and height of the old holy building.

Two hours later and with gurgling stomachs they were sat inside the dark and sawdust-strewn floor of the Ginger Licks roadhouse. A tight T-shirted waitress named Misty had already taken their drinks and food order and Stu’s architect eye scanned the place with an approving eye.

“Looks just like something out of Porky’s or a Patrick Swayze movie,” Stu said, leaning back in his chair and enthusing about the centre stage area, with a mezzanine gallery above. The bar to the right ran thirty feet along ending at the entrance to the kitchens.

“You’re not wrong,” Jeb smiled back as Misty sauntered back with their barely alcohol registering beers, napkins and cutlery.

Jeb remembered Ginger Licks was a boundary-pushing, rights-of-teen-passage trip out of town. A young boy’s first baby steps after third base was a road trip one Friday night with a fake ID and your deepest voice on. Trying to buy a few beers and keep from being thrown out until at least the strippers came on. It seemed to the post-pubescent boys and girls of Babylon an exotic Mecca, which at their age seemed miles from town. The rumours and tales of the Roman orgies that happened there had been passed on by uncles and overelaborated by older siblings. So every Babylon, Robert F. Kennedy High School teen boy knew the strippers had Playboy bunny looks and they dished out blow-jobs as freely as the nuts placed on the bar.

“You didn’t have to have a low-alcohol beer just cos I was,” Stu said and took a slug of the beer straight out of the coolers behind the bar.

“It’s okay, man, I’m trying to lay off the hard stuff, wild times and women,” Jeb explained playing with the beer mat next to his yet untouched beer.

“Off women? This isn’t our first date, is it?” Stu queried, leaning over the table with a deadpan face.

“No, no, I didn’t mean it that way, just things have been…” Jeb was stopped halfway through his bumbling sentence when Stu’s cheeks burst with laughter and he banged the table causing the beer to wobble but not fall.

“Sorry, man, your face was a picture there,” Stu brayed like a donkey while grabbing his beer so it didn’t fall over because of his over-exuberance.

“You got me, Stu,” Jeb smiled back enjoying the company. “Forgot to mention that you’re picking up the tab, cos I left my wallet back at the Arnell house.”

“No worries,” Stu said, his laugh finally ebbing away, “I’ll just tack it onto your bill somewhere.”

They both laughed, then Misty came over with their meals and all talking stopped as they sated their hungry bellies.

Stu left the roadhouse at six so he could get home to his wife and kids at a semi-decent hour. Jeb stayed and watched a rerun of Sunday night’s Patriots game as the clientele in the bar slowly increased around him. He found a screwed-up twenty under a tissue in the front pocket of his jeans, so he delayed heading back to Boucher Hill to pick up his wallet.

At twenty to nine he got up to leave, the temptation of the strippers coming on in twenty minutes was a test too far for him at the moment. The instant he got up he knew he had to visit the men’s restroom before he left. He used one of the not-so-sanitary cubicles to lessen the chance of being noticed. He’d had a few nods tonight and the odd higher than whisper from a table with three football fans, with one cap-wearing guy with a beard saying, “It’s him, I tell you.”

He washed his hands and exited the men’s room into a little corridor next to the ladies’ room, when the main door opened and a girl he recognised from somewhere stopped right in front of him.

“Not leaving without saying hello, are you?” the girl with brown bouncy hair and seductive green eyes asked.

He looked down at her pretty little face, his eyes lingering on her exposed cleavage straining from her black crop top. He knew this girl from somewhere and hoped it wasn’t one of the many ladies he’d slept with since his knee injury became his moral compass.

“Hello,” he replied managing to tear his eyes from the ample flesh on show.

“I’m Lana, from Hardwick’s Hardware superstore,” she pouted with a tilt of her head. Jeb blinked hard, not wanting impure thoughts of her cherry-red lipstick to invade his starved libido.

“Sorry, didn’t recognise you out of the green and black uniform. It’s a marked improvement.” He smiled back at her and then cursed himself for going into charm mode.

“You wanna buy a girl a drink? I’ve been working hard all day,” Lana moved closer to Jeb, her sweet apple-like perfume was making his new resolve crumble like a wall made out of mud in a thunderstorm.

“I’ve got to head back to Babylon to fetch my wallet,” he said, his newfound resolve throwing one last Hail Mary chance to escape the inevitable. “I left it at the house I’m renovating over there.”

“Mind if I come along for the ride?” Lana said, her three-pronged attack of red lips, wanting eyes and straining top finally broke Jeb’s resolve.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here then,” he said. Giving in and taking her hand he led her out of the hot roadhouse into the colder night air and his pickup. As soon as she jumped in beside him in the Chevy, he knew he’d made a big mistake, but nature had to run its course.

“How come the lights don’t work, Jeb?” Lana asked as they made their way through the pitch-black confines of the old house towards the kitchen. He vaguely remembered taking his wallet out of out his jeans, so he wouldn’t injure his family jewels when he lay down under the sink to inspect something Stu had pointed out about the plumbing.

The floorboards creaked like they were tired of life, as both of them holding flashlights moved down the long wide hallway to the kitchen and pantry area at the rear of the property.

“Electric company won’t be coming around until next Tuesday,” Jeb replied, not waiting for the high-heeled tottering hardware girl to catch up with him. He was bored with her already. He tried hard on the drive over to glean any depth out of her, but only found a shallow ghost of a woman, more concerned with American Idol results and her own appearance than the world around her. He couldn’t take the moral high ground with anyone, as he had whored himself around the planet for the last few years and knew he was no better than her.

He just hoped for something more, something to lift him from the gutter level. He needed Elaine.

“There you are,” Jeb said with relief crossing the large kitchen to retrieve the wallet picked up by the beam of his flashlight. It was leaning against the back of a green and black box, containing an unopened circular saw he had bought from the shop where Lana worked. 

“Phew, kinda funky in here, ain’t it?” Lana stated as she crossed the kitchen, her heels clicking like Jeb’s knee used to after his first failed knee surgery.

“It’s nearly two centuries old, what do you expect?” Jeb said in a tired voice, he just wanted to get back to his motel bed, preferably alone.

“What are the other rooms like? Any beds?” Lana put down her flashlight on the dusty counter and raised her arms to place them around Jeb’s neck to pull her young lithe body up against his chest with a back curve an exotic dancer would have been proud of.

“No beds yet,” he muttered and swallowed hard, knowing stirrings down below were not going to get him safely out of this situation.

“Then here will have to do,” Lana said with such a raspy edge to her sugary voice, his good intentions flew right out of the kitchen window opposite.

Jeb pulled her to him, crushing her chest to his, head bent, his lips kissing her hard and urgently. He gave into his old self of the past few years and returned to type a fucked-up, no-good, Merryweather.

Lana parted their lips first, bit her bottom lip seductively and her hands slipped down to unbutton his jeans slowly. Jeb could not take it any longer, it had been too long for him and he helped her with the buttons, pulled down his cotton boxers and offered her the hard treasure she was after.

Lana licked her lips and bent down in her short skirt, taking hold of him with her right hand and then next with her cherry-red lips.

I’m going to hell and never going to see Elaine or Gemma again, were his first thoughts. Then as Lana went to work on him, he did not need thoughts anymore. His eyes closed, and he despaired of the man he’d become.

His eyes opened again and Lana sucked him deep. He knew every twist of her tongue, every use of her lips took him further and further away from Elaine and Gemma, but he was a weak man and could not help himself. A noise caught his attention. Not the lollipop sucking sounds from Lana or the occasional laughter-like cry of the Red-Throated Loons outside in the woods. This was softer and elusive to his ears. It sounded like the muffled sounds of something solid, like large stones or bricks being thrown against another solid object; but he could not pinpoint where it was emanating from, apart from somewhere deep inside the old house.

Light caught his eye through the grimy windows in the kitchen, which looked out towards the edge of the trees and beyond that the dirt road up Boucher Hill. The lights became brighter and solid, coming again through the trees and illuminating parts of the kitchen to the left casting ingrained shadows everywhere else. Then he heard the unmistakable noise of a car driving up the hill and parking just before the edge of the house and parallel to the side of the church.

“Who the hell is that?” Jeb wondered. His voice had stopped Lana in mid-bob and she wiped her lips and smeared lipstick with two fingers of her right hand and stood up to look out the window towards the twin headlights.

“This is your place, isn’t it, Jeb?” Lana asked, straightening her skirt down as she stood, wondering if she was an accomplice to housebreaking now.

Jeb tucked himself away and buttoned up as he grabbed the flashlight and moved past the pantry and up the main hall to the open front double doors.

“Hell, Jeb, wait for me,” Lana cried, not wanting to be left alone in the creepy dark house on her own as she tottered after Jeb and he reached the front doors.

As soon as he reached the open doors, he could see the unlit blue and red lights on top of the white sheriff’s office patrol car. A flashlight beam dazzled Jeb’s eyes and then darted to Lana as she followed him out of the house. A vague shape of a bulky man, probably in uniform from the shape of his belt and holster, stood at the bottom of the steps.

“You wanna turn that thing off? You’re kinda blinding me and my friend, Sheriff Landry,” Jeb said, his hands up covering his blinking eyes, hoping that Landry was still the sheriff around these parts.

“Jebediah John Merryweather, is that you, boy?”

“Yes sir,” Jeb replied politely and with reverence to the Babylon Police Department badge he’d never used before as a teen growing up in town.

The blinding light left both Jeb’s and Lana’s faces and lowered to the ground, it was only then Jeb realised a handgun had been pointing at him as the sheriff holstered his sidearm and moved a step closer.

“What the hell is Babylon’s greatest export doing at the old Arnell place at night?” The sheriff’s face was pitted with the sixty years of his life, his hair white at the sideburns that Jeb remembered being auburn.

“I own the place, the school and the church too. Done a deal with Col Anderson only last week, sheriff,” Jeb said walking down the steps to stand only a yard away from the older man.

“You can prove this?” the sheriff asked, his poker face still giving nothing away. Jeb noticed the sheriff’s gaze and eyebrows rose to take in the lovely long legs of Jeb’s female companion.

“I have some paperwork in the pickup and Col Anderson could corroborate what I’m telling you.”

“You stay there, miss,” the sheriff nodded toward Lana. “ J.J., let’s go and look at this paperwork then.”

“Jeb?” Lana said, wondering how her Friday night had ended up like this. But Jeb just waved her back and followed the sheriff over to the pickup.

“Why the hell are you back here, Merryweather?” the sheriff hissed in a bitter tone, that he did not want the young lady he did not know to hear.

“I had nowhere else to go, Sheriff,” Jeb replied honestly.

“Then you have sunk lower than a dead gator in a swamp,” Sheriff Landry replied as they reached the pickup, and he grabbed Jeb’s wrist with a strength that belied his age. “Coming back to Babylon was a bad idea, Merryweather.”

“Look, I’m staying out of town. I’m only going to be up here renovating the three buildings and then I’ll sell them and be off again,” Jeb said, trying to move his arm towards the door of his Chevy, but the sheriff’s grip would not let
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