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It is 1923 and the world economy is booming.

Myrtle runs a whore house in LaFollette, Tennessee. 

Eli is a stone killer if killing needs doing.

Myrtle has scads of money in the bank and wants to retire early and furthermore, she wants to marry Eli.

He doesn't think so. Why mess up a good thing? He has Myrtle when he feels the need. He's happy living alone in his cabin in the backwoods. Hunting, trapping, and killing are his only job skills. 

When Eli discovers a child with no family lying in a field, he discovers that he needs Myrtle more than he thought. He doesn't know beans about raising a kid.

––––––––
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CHAPTER 1

Habersham, Tennessee

1923

It was a quarter past eight in the evening when the big 1922 Buick sedan gassed up in Jellico, Tennessee. It was the large, closed sedan Model 47, the top-of-the-line Buick with a big V-8 engine that literally ate up the miles while providing the utmost comfort for the passengers. That must be true because all of the advertisements from Detroit stated this fact. No business would publish an untruth about their product. That would be un-American and something that only foreigners would do.

The passengers were feeling the comfort and dozing a bit as the car wound around the curves of Highway 25W between Jellico and the next little town on the road map, LaFollette, Tennessee. The driver was not dozing, but he was feeling like it.

The driver, Ulysses Martin, was the Italian-American son of a Civil War veteran who soldiered under a tough, cigar-smoking, whiskey-drinking, no-nonsense, officer named Grant. The officer was running the show by the end of the war and later went on to even bigger things. 

Gino Martino admired the general enough to give his non-Italian name to his last born son. The son dropped the vowel from his last name, assuming that it would make it easier to find a job among the majority Anglo-Saxon run businesses in the United States. He was mostly right. Those same employers did not just dislike foreigners, they also did not like drinkers. At least those who imbibed on the job. It didn't matter if their name ended in a consonant or vowel.

The man and woman in the backseat were not newlyweds, but they acted like it or it seemed so when the driver observed them in his rear-view mirror. They were tightly embracing and could be breathing each other's oxygen. It was cool in the springtime night and a large blanket was covering them and the entire back seat. When the driver observed the passengers' eyes staying closed, he increased the frequency of his small sips from the flask sitting between his legs. He wasn't a bit cold.

CHAPTER 2

LaFollette, Tennessee

1923

“Chief, Teddy Ray Teague, from up at Duff, just called. There is a car and a tanker truck of some kind on fire up past Habersham. They are off the road and there is a big blaze, he said. He suspects the truck was likely carrying gasoline. After he called us, he said he would drive back down there to see if he can do anything. I called the firehouse just before you walked in.”

“Damn, Joby. I'm sorry to hear that. It's probably too much to hope that there's none hurt. Call Bernie at home and tell him he's going to earn some overtime tonight. I will meet him up there.”

“Hey, chief. I'm afraid you made the drive for nothing. There's nothing left to save. That includes any passengers too. The firetruck could not have done anything even if they got here the minute it happened. You can see it down there. They could not have gotten their pump truck down there and even if they had a thousand-foot hose, it would not have done any good. Get a little closer and you can smell the gasoline. That truck must have been carrying a full load of it. The firemen will tell us a little more later on, but my guess is that they collided somehow and the truck just sprayed and soaked the car. We can't even identify the make or model right now, that's how hot it burned. We still can't get close enough to see if any or how many people may have been in the car. Maybe by morning, it will be cool enough. The truck driver is dead. We do know that. The skid marks look as though he tried to brake, but I think the car was too fast for him and they both went off the road with him spewing gasoline like a geyser all the way down until they stopped rolling. The scorch marks started about a hundred feet away from where they ended up. The vehicles were already burning by the time they stopped. The cab of the truck had not burned as bad as the car and the driver was in there, but he was crushed. I've not seen anything that bad since I was in France during the war. This looked like what was left when some of those big German guns got through with some of their big guns on one of our positions. Damn it, chief. No one should die like this.” 

The chief nodded. Looking down at the still high flames rising over the wreckage, he agreed with Bernie. No one should. He was sure it was going to be difficult as hell to identify anyone in the car. Especially since they could not even identify the car.

“Let's meet up here in the morning, Bernie. Is about eight o'clock good for you?” The chief's second in command, Bernard, “Bernie,” Williams, agreed with his boss and they went back to the chief's car to discuss it a bit more. 

When the chief arrived home, his wife took one look at his face and went to their wet bar and brought him a double shot of Gandini-Mazzetti's finest. Their oldest son worked at the distillery but they would have purchased it even without the family loyalty. The brand was that good.

“Bad, honey”

“Bernie said it was the worst thing he had seen since he returned from the war five years ago. I'll tell you about it in the morning. I'm too rattled right now. Plus, you will sleep better if I don't tell you tonight. It's that bad, honey.”

CHAPTER 3

Habersham, Tennessee

“Anything, Bernie? Anything at all since last night?”

“Nothing, boss. Not a damn thing. Well, that's not exactly true. Me and the fire chief have raked through the ashes and we're pretty sure there were three people in there. Hair, flesh, and clothes were incinerated, nothing left, and the bones were mostly in splinters. They had virtually exploded from the heat. The chief thinks one of them was a woman though because of some smaller bone fragments. Could have been a teen, but he said his gut tells him that it was a woman. He's been around a long time and seen it all, so I bow to his knowledge. You can take a look at what we raked up. Other than the bone fragments, there ain't much to go on. A few buckles and latches and such that were probably on some of their luggage in the trunk, but even that was mostly melted and twisted. Even the license tags were melted. Man, that was one hot fire.”

“Odds are that we will never know who these folks were, Bernie. Unless maybe we happen to get a missing person notice or something that might match up with what little we know. It's a shame. Some families will go on forever wondering where their loved ones are and what happened to them. I hate that part of the job. I just plain hate it. Linda Sue thinks I'm getting burned out because of shit like this.  She might be right. You might want to think about working on your political connections. I may not run again in two years unless something major changes in this job. If I don't run and you do, I will back you every way I can. In the meantime, we haven't had this conversation. You understand?”

“What conversation, boss? Are you hallucinating again? I've warned you about that.” The two men enjoyed a laugh together and then the chief returned to LaFollette and dropped in on the fire chief to see if he had any paperwork for him. Bernie went to call on the Mayor's brother. He had oodles of cash.

CHAPTER 4

Habersham, Tennessee

1919

Eli Lawson was considered bad news by men, women, and animals. People around Campbell County considered him the best example of what happens when God turns his head for a moment during the creative moment. Mothers would tell their children that if they did not mend their ways, they would grow up to be like Eli Lawson. Most of those children had never seen the man but they knew to fear him and to run in the opposite direction from him if they ever did see him.

Tall, over six foot, black hair, and eyes, Eli was broad-shouldered and strangely enough, the female population around Campbell County did not really feel about him as their menfolk did. They would nod and smile agreement when Eli was being damned by their men. Like men in other places and other times, the men did not realize the age-old adage that “Women are liars and men are idiots.”

Eli did not think of himself as the general population did. He simply liked to be left alone. Growing up, and then as the years marched on by, he felt he had been shit on and shot at. Shot at not just in the service to his country in World War One as it later became known. Shit on by just about everyone he came in contact with when they had the chance. He had learned the hard way to not give anyone the chance.

After being drafted in 1917 at the ripe old age of twenty-seven and being sent on to an army unit in France, he was sent into combat almost immediately. He figured that they were running out of younger men to send to be killed. Once in the combat arena, his fellow soldiers and their leaders alike discovered that Eli was a killing machine. He was a woodsman who could be sent into the most dangerous of situations and on these scouting expeditions, he would bring back the most correct and detailed information available on troop and armament locations. He would continuously return whole and in one piece after these trips into “No man's land,” as the news reporters named the battlefields. He returned whole and in one piece unless you counted more than a few extra holes in him here and there about his body.

After his forays into enemy territory, he would also leave a path of carnage behind him on the German side of the battlefield. Strangely enough, he never brought back one prisoner. Information, yes. Prisoners, no. He decided early on that bringing them back alive was not part of his job description. He was merely killing them before they could kill him. That seemed pretty simple to him. Eli had only gone through the fifth grade in elementary school and did not spend a lot of time on big thoughts. He did not know that he had become something of a legend. or a myth, or perhaps a ghost, by the German soldiers among whom he moved silently and deadly.

When he was mustered out after the war's end, Eli had become one of the most decorated soldiers in the European Theater. He was also the most unknown of the heroes. His leaders, his fellow troops, and reporters were all scared to death of him. They made sure that they kept their distance from him and spoke to him as little as possible.

The reporters who tried to get as close as possible to the battlefield to write their version of what was happening and the heroics of “Our boys,” were warned ahead of time that Eli should just be ignored and left the fuck alone.

One of the reporters wrote in a dispatch that Eli had an aura of death about him. The reporter's newspaper spiked the story and it was never published. The public should not know that people like Eli existed and were fighting for the American side in this war to end all wars.

Eli would neither have agreed nor disagreed with the reporter's statement and would have shrugged off the spiked story if he heard it. He would not have recognized the word “Aura,” anyway.

Once at Fort Dix, New Jersey for his discharge, he sold his medals and ribbons to some of the troops permanently stationed there and that had never left the United States. After that, some of those non-combatants spent the rest of their lives bragging and impressing acquaintances and employers with their Silver Star and Bronze Star, and Purple Hearts. Eli didn't see the need to brag. He looked at his time in the Army as nothing more than a part-time job. As always, he did it well. Now, those fools had their trinkets and he had their money. It seemed to be a fair exchange to him.

When Eli got off the train in LaFollette in 1919, he had seventeen dollars and fifty-eight cents in his pockets. He left the depot on foot and walked downtown. He had a small duffle bag with him that contained his worldly possessions. The possessions consisted of one flannel shirt, one pair of tightly rolled overalls, two pairs of socks, and one set of long-handled underwear. He didn't see the need for anything more. He had thrown away any military clothing he had been issued. He had everything a man needed except a woman. The seventeen dollars and fifty-eight cents would take care of that. Several times if need be.

Once in town, he turned left on North Tennessee Avenue and followed it to the edge of town. Close to the bridge over Big Creek that terminated Tennessee Avenue with its intersection with the Jellico Road, there was a large five-room clapboard house with a woman named Myrtle Blanchard running things.

Myrtle operated “Myrtle's Boarding House For Young Ladies.” That's what the sign in the front yard said.

What everyone who counted knew, was that it was a whore house owned on the legal papers by the sister-in-law of the LaFollette Chief of Police. Of course, everyone knew that it was actually owned by the chief and his brother. His brother was the chief deputy for the County Sheriff.

Whores and the sale and consumption of alcoholic beverages were prohibited in LaFollette, but those  laws stopped at the front door of Myrtle's place. The young ladies were there to serve as a “Finishing School,” for men, both young and old, to learn the finer things in life that were to be found at Myrtle's establishment. This was Eli's destination.

When he knocked on the door of the establishment, a skinny blond woman opened the door. Not giving her a chance to speak, Eli told her that he was there to see Myrtle. She shrugged and told him to come in. Then she went in search of Myrtle.

“Eli! Welcome home, you ugly piece of shit. I see that the Germans didn't get you. Did you leave any of them alive besides the women? I am sure there is a new race of Germans named Eli being carried around in some German bellies. Am I right?”

“Myrtle, a gentleman never tells.” He gave her an ugly grin.

“Eli, I have heard you called a lot of things, some of them by me, but I have never heard you called a gentleman. Now give me a hug and let's go in the back to my room. I am sure you have some needs.”

Myrtle was a straight-talking, blond-haired beauty who had grown up in the next shack down the road from the Lawsons in the Cherry Bottom section of Vasper. Vasper being just a few miles south of Jacksboro, the county seat. They were in lust soon after the two of them hit puberty and introduced each other to sex. At that time in 1906. she was nearly sixteen and already had the shape and beauty of a full-grown woman. Eli was a big farm boy who worked like a dog for a hard-handed father who tried to beat the gospel of the Lord into Eli with anything near at hand, be it a belt, a whip, a two by four. It didn't matter. Afterward, he would sit at the kitchen table with a pint of whiskey and sob out his regrets to his wife and Eli. His wife could not comment for fear of suffering the same fate.

After their first encounters, Eli and Myrtle remained nothing but very close friends from then on with some benefits that other friends did not share. Even without the sexual benefits, Eli thought of her as the only friend he had in the world. She knew that too. For that matter, he was probably the only real friend she had. At least he never passed judgment on her and he liked her for her. For her part, she had loved him since childhood.

In 1909, a nineteen-year-old Myrtle was recruited into the sex for pay business. She was no blushing virgin then, not after the years of her and Eli wearing each other out at every opportunity. She didn't jump at the offer without first hearing more details. The details she wanted to hear were how much money was involved. When she heard the amounts a beautiful teenage blond could earn, she agreed if one thing was included in her agreement. She was not going to be one of the girls who laid on her back waiting for the next guy who walked in the door. She got to choose. No choosing allowed, then no good-looking teenager working there and attracting clients with fat wallets. 

The madam at that time had been in the business a long time and girls with Myrtle's looks in a small town and small market like LaFollette were few and far between. The madam ran the place on a piecework salary plus commission basis. Simply put, the more men that were serviced, the more she was paid. Myrtle would service fewer and the price would have to be higher to be worth the madam's time. Much higher. It had to be enough to keep Myrtle happy too. She had been poor all her life. Now she possessed something between her legs that was in high demand.

Myrtle's first client was the mayor of LaFollette. As soon as he heard about the new goddess working at the finishing school, he came straight from work where he had been in and out of the heat all day, doing his schmoozing and politicking. When he came into the room that Myrtle was given to conduct her business, she sniffed the air that had entered the room and told him to go home, wash, shave, put on a change of clothes, and then come back. If he didn't, it wouldn't matter a whit to her what his job was nor how much money he was willing to pay. Do as she said and she would let him at the golden treasure between her legs. Otherwise, forget about it. He was sputtering and red-faced as he muttered what he was going to do to her and that he would be closing the Goddamned whorehouse down. Myrtle was wearing a full-length robe when he entered and she still had it on as he ran off at the mouth.

Opening the robe, showing that she had nothing else on, she said, “I will see you later, won't I, Mr. Mayor?” She closed her robe and he stuttered a loud “Yes,” and hightailed it out of the room and out of the whorehouse that he was no longer thinking of closing.

Myrtle picked and chose her clientele for two years, seldom seeing more than two men in a week's time and often only one. She didn't have to. The men that were able to spend time with her were monied and willing to pay whatever the young beauty demanded. In that two years, she banked nearly ninety percent of her earnings. Other whores working there spent their money as fast as it came in. Myrtle was no fool. There was no such thing as an income tax in those days but she would not have paid it even if there was.

After two years, the old madam was retiring and recommended the twenty-one-year-old Myrtle to take over the business. She told the owner of the brothel that Myrtle was the most qualified person she knew that could take over immediately and keep it making money like it had been doing. 

It was 1911 and times were changing. The economy was better than ever and business was booming. Myrtle proved to have a natural talent for running her business and controlling the temperamental whores. The first year in charge, she doubled the profits. The whores could charge more now and that made them less temperamental and easier to handle for Myrtle. Myrtle would only share her bed with someone who could cause her problems. When the owner would talk to her and mention that so and so was someone in power as a politician or high level in the law enforcement business, she would let them book a night with her. She made them feel that it was a lot of money well spent. Her agreement with the brothel owner was that Myrtle kept the money that she earned on her back with these VIPs. The one person who did not pay and that she would also rearrange her schedule for was Eli Lawson.

She and Eli made love when they were together. No one else received love from Myrtle.

Myrtle was well paid for running the brothel and was given a larger share of the profits as a bonus each month based on the earnings in addition to her salary. She was making triple what the previous madam had been paid. By 1919 she was on her way to being one of the wealthiest persons in the county after the brothel owner. Myrtle and the brothel owner mutually agreed that sex is, was, and always will be in demand. And very profitable.

After her first ten years in the sex business, Myrtle owned several properties with houses on them and  a number of pieces of farmland around the county. Most of the properties were gained from trading one of her worker's services to men who needed the service more than the parcel of land. Of course, the trade-off would be including several free visits to Myrtle's. Myrtle didn't believe in spending her own cash when not necessary. She did pay the girls their regular fee for the labor they provided on those occasions. The clients provided the tips. Everyone was happy.

Myrtle would never be allowed to serve on or even join the Chamber of Commerce, but she felt she should have been. Those same men who would never think of allowing such a thing spent many hours away from their families in Myrtle's place.

Her philosophy was that she and the circuit-riding priest who came through town once a month were the only non-hypocrites in the county. Maybe the state. Myrtle was the only friend of Eli Lawson. He was also a non-hypocrite so she added him to her list.

Now he was back and once in her room, small by choice, letting the working girls have the more spacious rooms, Myrtle started removing her clothes and Eli did the same.

“Whoo, been a while, huh, Eli? She smiled and kissed him as he lay there beside her. Eli was and always would be the only man that she willingly went to bed with. During that couple or three times a year that she had had no choice but to satisfy those big shot politicians or law enforcement officers, she let them leave her bed thinking that they had rung the boss whore's chimes like no man before them. Once the door was closed behind them, she left her bed and vomited in a slop jar.

“Just a bit, Myrtle. Just a bit.”

Tracing a finger over various parts of him, she saw several small star-shaped puckers. Myrtle's was a profession that sometimes brought tempers to a boil when a man had too much liquor in him and wished to dispute another man's place in line with one of her women. She could recognize gunshot scars when she saw them.

“You had it pretty bad, didn't you, honey?” She kissed him once again and snuggled next to him.

“It was alright. I got the chance to get some of the meanness out of my system. You know how I used to be. I'm better now.” They both laughed. She had told him for years that he was as ornery as an old bear whose hibernation had been disturbed.

“What are you going to do now, Eli? The job market is already starting to dry up around here and probably in other places too. The war was good for business everywhere. You know what I mean?”

“I can see that. You got to have those bullets and guns, then all of a sudden, that good old war is over. No more bullet and gun makers are needed, and people like me to do the killing aren't needed either. Besides a job, the first and most important thing right now is to find a place to live. Other than that, a bite to eat now and then are about the limit of my wants. Well, besides you. You're always at top of my list of wants. You know that.”

“You can stay with me while you look. You know, work as my bouncer, stock the booze, tend bar, warm my bed. Little things like that.”

“I guess you don't see your business winding down then.”

“Nope. Booze and professional versions of that four ounces of pissy meat that only women have between their legs are always in demand. You know how I feel. Men all over the world are all hypocrites on Sunday and my clientele the rest of the week.”

This brought more laughter to the two of them. Myrtle was the only person he laughed with. Anyone else who knew him would guess that he didn't know how to laugh.

“I think a week or two around here with you would wear down some rough edges. Is that alright?”

“Honey, I thought that I made it clear that you can stay as long as you wish. There's one thing to remember. My bed is the only one that you warm. A couple of my bouncers have caused problems when they started favoring one girl over another and letting the one have more clients sent to her. Besides, you're the only man I enjoy as a girl should. I sometimes wish we were different Eli. In my fantasy world, I don't run a whore house and you come home every evening to me and our children and a house with a white picket fence. Do you ever think that way?”

“Not often, and not in a long time, Myrtle. Our chance at that life passed us by a long time ago. I am what I am. You are a better person than I am, that's for sure. The real you is not the person the rest of this town sees. Maybe I do wish for that fantasy life, but you know and I know that it ain't going to happen.”

“Shut up. Turn out the light and let me cry a little. What time do you want up in the morning? Do you want to sleep in? You can if you wish.”

“I'll get up when you do. Now, roll over here and let me make you smile before you do your crying.”

CHAPTER 5

Eli stayed for three weeks before he told Myrtle that he felt he had worn his welcome out. She denied that but she knew that he wanted to move on. She made him promise to stop by and scratch her itch and vice versa now and then. He promised to do so.

A friend who had grown up with Eli and Myrtle was a regular client of Myrtle's place of business. She explained to him early on that she would never let him in her bed because it might ruin a good friendship. She explained this to him and he agreed. He also said that if she ever changed her mind and didn't want to be his friend, to be sure and let him know immediately and he would show her how a non-friend operated. She laughed at him and said he was crazy. He told her that he had often heard that but never believed it.

The friend's name was Herbie Wilson and he worked in the courthouse taking care of property records. He didn't need the money, but he claimed that he just couldn't lay around on his ass. He had to be doing something. The job also provided previews of some business opportunities. 

After hearing Eli talking of needing someplace cheap to stay, he told Eli of an old cabin located up in Bungalow Hollow at the northern part of Habersham, just before arriving at the Duff community. He checked the property records and no owner was recorded, he told Eli. Probably something that someone had built in the 1800s, he guessed. He had first discovered the cabin that was located close to the top of the mountain while on a hunting trip up there with a friend who lived
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