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CHAPTER ONE




As I descended from thirty-thousand feet, I had no idea how the remnants of my former life would soon be shredded beyond recognition. My flight from Fort Lauderdale to Detroit had been uneventful — thankfully uneventful. Hurtling through the sky in an aluminum tube is not my favorite pastime. I had even dozed a few minutes. No doubt a product of the adrenaline drain coupled with the effect of the alcohol I consumed. Sitting on the runway in Fort Lauderdale three hours ago waiting for our turn to take off, a nugget of advice given to me years ago by one of the older attorneys in the prosecutor’s office had come floating back. I was facing the first significant trial where I was sitting first chair, and I had confided in him how my mind was reeling such that I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to focus enough to even speak by the time I reached the courtroom. He’d told me to acknowledge to myself that once inside the courtroom, there was nothing in life I could impact outside of my interaction with the judge and jury. I couldn’t strengthen the case, I couldn’t solve the issues I had in my personal life, I couldn’t address anything outside the courtroom. As soon as I realized that limitation, my brain would be free to focus all of its energy on the task at hand. Through the years, I came to understand that multitasking is the harbinger of mediocrity. For the time being, I put aside the mountain of issues that faced me in rebuilding Cap’s Place and began to focus on the purpose of this return to Michigan. Vague as that purpose seemed to be.

We touched down and taxied to the McNamara Terminal at Detroit Metropolitan Airport. I found my way along its gleaming canyons and down the escalator toward the baggage claim area. Had I known what lay ahead, I would have turned around and booked the next flight back to Florida.

Approaching the carousel assigned to my flight, I was surprised to see a tall trim man wearing a suit holding a sign with my name on it. I hadn’t ordered a car, but obviously someone was here to meet me. As I walked toward him, a look of recognition crept across his face. I was reasonably certain I’d never met the man before in my life, but he appeared to know me. He smiled and said, “Hello, Mr. Nolan. I’m Thomas Wilcox. Mr. Whitt sent me to pick you up.” Benjamin Whitt, my ex-father-in-law, must have accurately described me or shown him a photograph.

I replied, “Well, that’s nice, but I have a rental car reserved. Thanks anyway.”

Thomas smiled again and said, “Mr. Whitt said that would probably be the case, and he suggested you cancel your car and allow me to take you to his house. He said there is no reason for you to drive in the Detroit traffic as long as I’m available. Tell you the truth, I’m looking forward to driving you around during your visit. Been pretty slow since Mr. Whitt got sick.”

I thought about it for a second and then said, “Sure. What the hell.” 

A few minutes later, I was in the back seat of a black Lincoln Continental as Thomas exited the airport and joined the throng of traffic on eastbound I-94. We were headed to Grosse Pointe Farms, where Benjamin Whitt calls a ten-thousand-square-foot Georgian Colonial “home.” Settling into the uncommon luxury of being chauffeured through the Detroit area traffic, I reflected on the circumstances that brought me here. A couple of days before the hurricane that destroyed my South Florida bar and nearly cost me my life, my ex-wife, Katharine, had walked back into my life with a request from her father. He was dying from cancer and wanted to see me before passing. How do you say no to a dying man’s request, even if he is the father of the woman whose adulterous conduct had turned your life on its head? Some people probably would have ignored his request, but I just couldn’t find it in my heart to punish the father for the sins of the daughter. 

Prior to her sudden appearance in Florida, I hadn’t seen or spoken to Katharine since the night I walked in on her and Judge William Callaghan in the hotel suite that she and I should have been sharing. I’d fled to Florida and taken up refuge with my uncle, living above his bar. One of the benefits of our legal system is that you can obtain a divorce without ever actually speaking to the other party. After Uncle Mickey passed away, I found myself the proprietor of a bar in Hollywood, Florida. Now Benjamin was dying, and he was asking to see me. I couldn’t imagine what it was about, but I was determined to fulfill his request and go back to Florida with as little interaction with Katharine as possible.

Thomas exited I-94 and drove south to approach Grosse Pointe Farms from the east, along Lake Saint Clair. The manicured boulevard, Lake Shore Drive, took us past old moneyed mansions looking out on the expanse of the lake. Near the Country Club of Detroit, we turned onto a winding tree-lined street. Several blocks later we pulled into the drive of Benjamin’s house overlooking the country club’s golf course. Though I had been to the house many times during the years Katharine and I were together, I still found it impressive as we approached. The stately two-story dark red brick structure, with fifteen windows across each story of the front, could easily double as a small hotel.

Thomas parked behind a black SUV, and we approached the large front entry door. Before we could ring the bell, the door swung open and a gray-haired woman in a pale blue maid’s uniform opened the door and said, “Hello, Mr. Nolan. I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Lily. Please do come in.”

I extended my hand and replied, “Of course I remember you, Lily.” Well, sorta. 

She smiled and turned to Thomas. “Thomas, please take Mr. Nolan’s bags up to the blue room.” I had forgotten that the numerous guest rooms at the Whitt home were referred to by individual names reflecting their decorating. How charming. Thomas returned to the car, and I followed Lily into the large foyer with its gleaming black-and-gray marble floor and pale gray walls. Before Lily could say anything further, a sharp clicking of heels on the marble announced the approach of Katharine.

 Despise her as I might, I couldn’t help but admire how attractive my ex-wife was. Glistening auburn hair framed her angular face with its high cheekbones. The trim cut gray business suit she wore did nothing to conceal the near perfect tone of her body. Her confident stride halted directly in front of me as she said, “Thank you for coming, Jack. My dad will be pleased. Knowing you were coming today seems to have perked him up a bit.” Her tone was far from warm and welcoming. She didn’t extend her hand, and neither did I. She continued. “I’ll take you to him now. He’s in the study.” No small talk about my flight or the fact that I survived a hurricane that many didn’t. I no longer warranted small talk in Katharine’s world. All business — and that’s just fine with me.

I followed Katharine deeper into the house. As we approached Benjamin’s study, I noticed a tall fit-looking man in a dark suit standing a few feet from the door. His high and tight haircut and serious expression screamed — cop. His demeanor was that of someone waiting. Could there be a line waiting to see Benjamin? Just then the door to the study opened, and I had my answer. Out strode the governor.

Robert Armstrong had been governor of Michigan since before I left the state. After a lifetime in elected office at the local and state level, he was now in the final two years of his last term as governor. Rumors were rampant that he would run for one of the U.S. Senate seats from Michigan, or even president. Armstrong had been a long-standing client of Benjamin’s, but I had never had the occasion to meet him. When he saw Katharine, he smiled broadly and said, “Hello, Katharine, it’s nice to see you.” He reached out and took her hand, but he didn’t shake it, he just held it. “Ben looks a little better today than the last time I saw him.” Few people referred to Benjamin as Ben, but obviously the governor was on that short list.

Katharine returned the smile, but it appeared somewhat forced. “Thank you, Governor, Dad always enjoys your visits.”

He finally released her hand, saying, “I must get back to Lansing, but please keep me posted on his condition.” He turned and started toward the front of the house, his security officer following in his wake. Katharine made no effort to introduce me, and the governor showed no signs of even realizing I was present. He probably has a sixth sense that tells him if someone is a Michigan voter. Of course, if he runs for president, my Florida vote might be crucial. Oh well, his loss.

Katharine opened the door to the study, and I followed her into the room. I was startled to see that the room I remembered for its towering bookshelves, oversized executive desk, and separate seating area of two deep leather club chairs and a matching couch had been converted into a full-blown hospital room. The only remnants of the study were the bookshelves along the walls. The center of the room was now occupied by a hospital bed partially surrounded by medical equipment. I barely recognized the frail man propped up in the bed. Benjamin Whitt had, since the day I met him, always been larger than life to me. Physically, he always carried 185 pounds of muscle, taut from regular jogging, racketball, and weightlifting. He had a workout room in the basement of his house that would rival many health clubs. He once told me that a day without working up an exhausting sweat was a day lost. Thinking back, I realized that it was during my years of association with him that I was most consistent in pursuing an exercise regime of my own. His impressive physical stature was only surpassed by his lively wit. In casual conversation with him, one always needed to be on the lookout for the double entendre. Yet, when the topic was the law, he was deadly serious and all business. He commanded a courtroom, or a boardroom, much as the ringmaster commanded the circus performance. Now, as I approached this gaunt and frail man, connected to a labyrinth of tubes and wires leading to an array of beeping and whirring devices, I couldn’t help but wonder what happened to the Benjamin Whitt I’d known.

Benjamin smiled, and a light came to his eyes, not the glint of the past but light nonetheless. He raised his hand, the one not connected to tubing, and I grasped it. He gripped my hand, but the grip was weak and the surface of his hand felt as if it was covered in tissue paper. His words were slow and his voice was raspy as he said, “Jack. You came. Katharine said you were coming today, but I wouldn’t allow myself to believe it until I saw you with my own eyes. Thank you so much for coming.”

“Of course I came, Benjamin. I would have been here sooner, but I ran into a little trouble with the weather.”

Benjamin laughed, a weak, dry laugh. “Little trouble with the weather. That’s what you call it. That’s what you call a hurricane—a little trouble.” He started to laugh again, but it morphed into a cough. Once he regained his voice, he said, “Katharine kept me posted about the hurricane, but I want to hear all about it from you. I’ve never actually experienced a hurricane.” Of course you haven’t, Benjamin, you’re smart enough to heed the warnings.

Katharine stepped forward holding her cell phone in her hand. “Dad, I’m afraid your reunion with Jack will need to wait a few minutes, Doctor Clarke is on his way in. I’ll entertain Jack while the doctor’s here and send him right back in as soon as he’s finished.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed movement along one side of the room, and for the first time saw a nurse sitting in a straight-backed chair along the wall. She rose and approached the bed, saying, “Mr. Whitt, I believe Doctor Clarke is going to adjust your meds. It will make you more comfortable for your reunion with your friend.” 

As Katharine and I left Benjamin, I felt as if the air around us was dropping significantly in temperature, but she did suggest we have a cup of coffee in the kitchen. Lily was in the kitchen when we entered, and she asked if she could help us. Katharine replied curtly that it was not necessary, that we were going to have coffee, but she would make it. Katharine indicated for me to sit down at the table in the hexagon-shaped breakfast nook that extended from one side of the kitchen, and she busied herself in the kitchen preparing two cups of coffee in a Keurig. When finished, she brought the coffee over and sat down across the table from me. Sunlight, filtered by sheer white curtains, streamed in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, but I didn’t feel any appreciable increase in the temperature at the table. 

After taking a sip of her coffee, Katharine said, “Jack, I do appreciate you coming to visit Dad. I know it means a great deal to him.” The words were kind, but her tone lacked conviction.

I decided it wasn’t worth picking a fight over, so I replied, “I guess I should take that as quite the compliment, given the stature of his previous visitor.”

Katharine started to reply but stopped. When she did speak, I had the impression she was carefully choosing her words. “My dad’s relationship with the governor is business, purely business. I would say that they are business associates, not necessarily friends. No, Jack, my dad looks at you totally differently than he looks at the governor. You can never underestimate his admiration of you.” Maybe I was being hyper-sensitive, but I didn’t feel she shared her dad’s opinion of me. I also sensed some resentment of the fact that her dad might admire me.

I replied, “There’s no doubt that for a few years I was closer to your dad than my own. I was sorry to lose that relationship, but . . .” No sense in stating the obvious. Our conversation, while not warm, was civil and I wanted it to remain that way, so I changed the subject. “You must have some idea what it is he wants to talk to me about?”

Katharine subtly shook her head. “I really don’t. When he first requested that I contact you, I asked him a couple of times what it was about, and he made it clear that he wasn’t going to share the topic with me. I really have no idea.” We fell quiet as we drank our coffee, and I contemplated what it could possibly be that Benjamin wanted to talk to me about. I also wanted to finish my coffee before the cold air emanating from Katharine turned it to ice.

Katharine broke the silence, asking, “Did your bar sustain much damage in the hurricane?”

“Not as much as some places but pretty significant. It’ll take months to rebuild and reopen.”

“So, you’re going to rebuild? I thought maybe, if the damage was significant, you’d take your insurance settlement and move on to something else. Maybe return to practicing law.” The inflection in her voice gave me the distinct impression that she felt that anything except returning to the practice of law was pure folly.

I replied, “Oh, I’ll rebuild. Well, I say that, but we haven’t seen the insurance numbers yet. I’ll rebuild if the insurance proceeds will be adequate to support rebuilding.” I also knew that I hadn’t totally dismissed the idea of accepting the offer to buy the property that I had received just before coming up here. It was too much money to just summarily dismiss.

A look crossed her face that I recognized to mean her mind was kicking into lawyer mode. She asked, “You anticipating problems with the insurance company?” 

“No special reason to expect problems, but you know insurance companies as well as I do.”

She smirked and said, “Oh, I know insurance companies, all right. I would expect that I know them much better than you do at this point.” Her hand made a dismissive wave through the air as she continued. “You know, since you’ve taken your little hiatus to be a bartender.”

Her bait was tempting, but I was determined to resist it. “I prefer to think of myself as a small business owner. You know, the backbone of the American economy.”

“Ha, you keep telling yourself that, Jack. You had so much potential, too. Now you’re just squandering it, running some dive bar. What the hell happened to you?” She paused, but before I could say anything in response, she forged ahead. “And don’t lay it at my feet. People get divorced every day. They don’t all run away and hide from life. What the hell happened to you? You’re not the man I married. You can’t be. The man I married had ambition and drive. You’re not that man.”

I could sense that she was getting really wound up, and I just didn’t feel up to listening to the woman who had cheated on me, destroying our marriage in the process, rail at me about all of my poor choices. I stood and said, “The doctor must be about finished by now. I’m going to wander back to the study to see Benjamin. Thanks for the coffee.” With that, I turned and headed back through the kitchen. As I passed Lily, she gave me a smile and a subtle approving nod.




















CHAPTER TWO




As I reached the door to the study, the doctor and nurse were just leaving. I asked if it was okay if I visited Benjamin. The doctor said it would be fine, but I should know that with the pain medication he had just administered, Benjamin would probably begin to doze off to sleep in a short while. 

Knowing what to expect as I entered the study for the second time, I wasn’t as shocked as my first visit. I walked up to Benjamin and asked if he felt up to having some company. He gave a weak chuckle and replied, “Guy comes all the way from Florida at my behest, and I tell him I’m not up to having him here? Not likely. Grab that chair over there and pull it up.”

I placed the chair that the nurse had been sitting in earlier alongside the bed and sat down. I wanted to open the conversation with small talk but couldn’t think of anything to say. “You’re looking good,” didn’t seem appropriate. After all, the man was dying and he looked like it. “So, how long do you have to live?” seemed a little too direct. 

Benjamin must have sensed my struggle because he said, “Relax, son, I’m dying. I’ve accepted that as fact. You don’t need to tiptoe around me, I’m the same guy you debated with all of those years. Only difference is that my body is shutting down and the dope they’re giving me is slowing down my brain.” He grinned weakly. “Who knows, you might win a debate today.”

Memories came flooding back. My lively legal discussions with Benjamin had started when Katharine first introduced us, shortly after she and I started dating in law school. During my years in the prosecutor’s office, and later in private practice, I’d looked at him as the sage I could always turn to when I needed a sounding board. Katharine had a great legal mind, but somehow she and I always ended up in a struggle of egos, losing sight of the underlying legal issue we were discussing. It was different with Benjamin, he had a way of debating that stayed totally focused on the issue, without personality or ego ever impacting the discussion. The memories unleashed long stifled emotions, prompting me to blurt out, “Benjamin, I’m sorry we lost touch. I’m sorry I didn’t return your calls when I first went to Florida. My feelings were so raw, I was just trying to shut out everything and everyone associated with my life up here. I should never have treated you that way. It was wrong.”

Benjamin’s tired face softened as he said, “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about, Jack. I understand totally. Oh, I didn’t at first, but once I learned what had happened between you and Katharine, I understood what you were doing. In many ways what you did was the kindest thing you could have done for Katharine. You could have stayed here and trashed her reputation. It would have been justified. Her transgressions made it around the rumor mill as things like that always do, but the damage wasn’t nearly as bad as it would have been if you were here fanning the flames. As her father, I came to accept the fact that losing my relationship with you was the price I paid for my daughter’s stupidity. My loss was probably justified, she and I were never that close as she grew up. I was no doubt far too focused on building the firm’s business. I wasn’t really that great a father.”

I held up my hand in a stop signal. “Whoa there, Benjamin. I refuse to allow you to take any responsibility for Katharine’s cheating on me. She clearly knew right from wrong. She was a grown woman. It was her actions and her consequences. You were collateral damage, and for that I am sorry.”

One side of Benjamin’s mouth curled as he said, “Speaking of collateral damage. William Callaghan was never reelected to the bench. One of the few times in history that an incumbent circuit court judge was not reelected.” He reached out with an unsteady hand and took a sip of water from the cup on his bedside table. “A couple of powerful law firms lined up against him and backed his opponent. Funny how things like that work out.” There was no doubt in my mind that Benjamin’s firm was one of those he referred to. Benjamin continued, “I can’t tell you how disappointed I was in Katharine. I thought her mother and I had raised her with more self-esteem than to be wooed into bed by a lecherous egomaniac like Callaghan.” He took another sip of water and continued. “I didn’t give too much concern to the stories I’d heard about him in the past. Too busy with my law practice to give the behavior of one circuit judge much thought. That was, until my daughter became one of his conquests. Now I hate myself for not doing something years earlier.” 

I spent the next twenty minutes trying to convince Benjamin that he wasn’t to blame for Katharine’s behavior and the demise of our marriage. Although, I couldn’t help but feel that he was correct about one point. He, or countless others who likely knew about Callaghan, should have taken action long ago. Most of the ills of our society could be cured if people would just stand up and say, “This is wrong.” Benjamin was dying, and I was no poster boy for getting involved in solving the wrongs I see around me, so I wouldn’t allow him to accept the responsibility. 

Finally, Benjamin said, “But let’s talk about something else. Enough of this dark past. Tell me about the hurricane. Must have been exciting.”

“Terrifying is probably a more appropriate description.” I spent the next few minutes walking him through the highlights of the storm. Retelling the sequence of events only further solidified my opinion that Moe, Justin, and I were lucky to be alive.

When I finished, Benjamin said, “Wow, Jack. You can’t ever say that somebody up above isn’t looking out for you.” He took another sip of water and then said, “You’re probably wondering why I was so emphatic in getting you up here to see me?” I nodded, and he continued. “As you can see, I’m at that point where a person tends to reflect on their life. That reflection has forced me to face my failures—my shortcomings. The actions, or inactions, for which I am accountable to a higher authority.” A coughing spell interrupted him.

I asked, “Can I get you anything?”

A weak smile. “Forgiveness. Can you get me forgiveness?”

I didn’t know how to respond. Finally, I said, “Oh, I doubt it’s that bad.”

He shook his head, causing his thinning white hair to flutter side to side. A dark cloud crossed his face, and he said, “For years I’ve told myself that I’m part of the legal system that ensures social stability. The ends justified the means. Now that I’m objectively looking at the tally sheet of my life, that rationale no longer assuages my conscience.” A short cough interrupted him, but he calmed it with another sip of water. “I don’t presume to think I can correct the many wrongs for which I’m responsible.”

I was totally baffled. What could I possibly have to do with something that weighed this heavily on Benjamin’s conscience? But what is a guy to say to a dying man? I said, “Benjamin, you need to know that I’ll do anything I can, but I do admit that I’m a little confused at this point.”

“You’re not confused. You don’t have enough information to be confused. What you are is uninformed.”

That’s the Benjamin I remember. He could debate the choice of one word over another for hours. I nodded in acceptance and said, “Okay, counselor, I’m uninformed.” I held my arms open in a welcoming gesture. “So, enlighten me.”

Benjamin yawned as he said, “We can start, but to tell you the truth, I won’t be awake much longer. Every time that quack visits me, he dopes me up in the name of making me more comfortable. What good is it to be comfortable if you’re asleep the last days of your life?” He struggled to sit up a little straighter and hit a button on a controller that raised the head of the bed a few degrees. 

“Let me start by telling you what actions I’ve taken to prepare for you. Throughout my career I’ve kept meticulous personal notes and diaries. Not really certain why, I never looked back at them, but nevertheless I kept generating them.” A weak grin crept across his face as he said, “Maybe I thought that someday I’d be so important that people would be interested in my thoughts at various points in my life. I always had a pretty high opinion of my own importance. Of course, you probably never noticed that about me.” I did my best to give the impression I didn’t know what he was talking about but couldn't totally suppress my smile.

Benjamin grimaced as he shifted in the bed, obviously attempting to find a comfortable position. He continued, “After I got sick, I directed that all of my personal notes and journals be transferred to my lodge up north. You remember the lodge, don’t you?”

I nodded. Of course I remembered it. It had been years since Katharine and I were last there, but it wasn’t the kind of place you would soon forget.

“Good. Well, everything is now up there. I would have sorted through everything and assembled only the documents that you would need, but this whole adventure in dying came on too suddenly. So, you’ll need to ensconce yourself up there and go through the notes. Everything you need will be in them. What I would like for you to do, Jack, is right the single most egregious of my wrongs.”

Benjamin may have believed that he was informing me, but in reality, he was just further confusing me. I said, “Benjamin, I haven’t practiced law in several years now. I can understand that you would want someone close to you, who you can trust, to be discreet with your notes, but it seems that Katharine would be a better choice. Not that I don’t want to do anything I can for you, it’s just that I question whether I’m the right person?”

Another deep yawn preceded his answer. His eyes were drifting closed. “Of course I considered Katharine. She’s not the best choice for a couple of reasons. First, she’s too close to some of the parties involved. It would likely be a conflict of interest for her. Secondly,” a sadness crossed his face, “I’m not at all certain that she would exhibit any more integrity than her father did in these matters.” His eyes closed momentarily. I couldn’t tell if he was drifting off to sleep or deep in reflection on his own words. Finally, he refocused on me and said, “Jack, you need to know I’ve put innumerable hours of thought into this, and you are the only person I know that I would trust with unfettered access to my deepest and darkest secrets. The only person I’m confident would have the intestinal fortitude to do what’s right. The only person I trust to right this wrong but protect my reputation in the process. It must be you, Jack.”

My confusion was now complete. My mind was in utter chaos. What the hell was he talking about? I could see that he was soon going to be asleep. “Benjamin, what are you talking about? What do you want me to correct?”

This time his eyes didn’t reopen as he spoke. “Tomorrow, Jack. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. We’ll take as much time as we need, and I’ll give you a complete overview of what I’m talking about. You’ll understand then. All I need now is for you to promise me you’ll do it. That you’ll do everything you can to make amends for what I did. I know you can’t undo my actions, but you can make amends. Promise me, just promise.”

I was totally perplexed. I didn’t know what I was agreeing to, but I loved that man, and he was obviously in the throes of a death besieged by physical pain and mental anguish. I couldn’t do anything about the pain, but maybe I could somewhat mitigate the anguish. “Of course I’ll do it, Benjamin. Of course I will. Now, you get some rest. We’ll talk again in the morning.” A subtle nod of his head was the only sign I had that he heard my answer. 

As I left Benjamin asleep in the study, I felt a sense of foreboding wash over me. What the hell had I gotten myself into now?




















CHAPTER THREE




As I was leaving the study, I encountered Lily. She told me that Katharine had gone to her home in Bloomfield Hills for the night but would return to see her dad in the morning. Lily asked if she could prepare dinner for me, which prompted me to check the time for the first time since I’d landed at Metro. It was 6:30 p.m. I realized that my lunch had consisted of a miniature bag of pretzels on the plane, and consequently I was more than a little bit hungry. I readily accepted her offer and followed Lily into the kitchen. She offered to set a place for me in the dining room, but I opted to eat at the table in the kitchen. The same table Katharine and I had coffee at earlier.

Lily told me there was no beer in the house, so I accepted the glass of Chardonnay that she offered. I recalled that Benjamin was never a beer drinker, saying that beer seemed to settle around his waist. I had become living proof that his theory had some validity. While Lilly prepared my dinner, I made small talk about her life working for Benjamin. She said that when Katharine’s mother had been alive, there was always a whirlwind of social activity around the house. Almost every evening, the Whitts were either going out to a social function or entertaining there at the house. The last couple of years, though, since his wife’s death, Benjamin had gone out less and less, and seldom entertained. I casually asked if Katharine visited her dad often. Lily hesitated before responding. I sensed that she didn’t feel it was appropriate to talk about the relationship between Katharine and her dad, but she replied, “Before he got sick, a couple of months ago, I can’t recall the last time Katharine was here. I know they had lunch together occasionally, though.”

She turned toward me and said, “Mr. Nolan, I’m so pleased you came to visit Mr. Whitt. I know it means so much to him. He really missed you when you left.” She immediately put her hand up to her mouth as if she wanted to recapture the words. 

I said, “That’s all right, Lily. Benjamin and I talked about that.” I looked down and drew a circle on the table with my wine glass. “I wish I could have a redo on that chapter of my life, but I can’t.”

Lily shook her head as she said, “Mr. Nolan, I wasn’t criticizing you. It’s not my place to criticize your actions. I just wanted you to know how wonderful it is that you came to see Mr. Whitt. I know it means so much to him. He’s been asking me every day if that was the day you were coming.” She paused and then added, “He gets a bit confused these days. It’s the medicine. It muddles his mind sometimes. It’s been sad to see him go through this.” Her eyes welled up.

I stood and walked over to where Lily was standing in front of the stove. Facing her, I said, “Benjamin is lucky to have a friend like you, Lily. I’m sure you’ve done everything you could to make him as comfortable as possible.”

I was able to convince Lily to join me at the table for dinner. The dinner she had prepared. At first she was hesitant, but I told her that she would be doing me a favor by preventing me from having to eat alone. She mentioned that she often joined Mr. Whitt when he had dinner at home. That he said the same thing. That there was nothing worse than eating alone.

I lightened our dinner conversation with stories about Cap’s Place and the people in my life there. She told me that I was fortunate to have made so many good friends in Florida. After we’d finished eating, I offered to help Lily with the dishes, but she refused to allow it. Lily told me that Benjamin would likely be asleep until morning, so I decided to take a walk. It was a very pleasant evening, and the trees were beginning to display their fall colors. I realized that I had missed the rite of passage, from one season to another, that is so much more prevalent in Michigan than it is in Florida. Michigan announces, and sometimes shouts, the fact that seasons are changing. In Florida, at least South Florida, the seasonal changes are much more subdued.

Strolling around Benjamin’s neighborhood provided a glimpse into the settings from which the one-percenters come. Stately multi-million dollar houses sitting back on oversized lots were the norm. The few vehicles I saw were of the foreign sports car variety. That struck me as interesting given that this area of Michigan is the epicenter of the U.S. auto industry. There was a time when I aspired for this very lifestyle. After Katharine and I would visit her parents, we would return to our apartment and talk about how we were going to have a great home like theirs someday. Funny, my stroll this evening didn’t elicit any of those feelings. I guess I’m content with my life above Cap’s Place. At least I was before the hurricane destroyed it.

After a couple of wrong turns on the meandering streets of the neighborhood, I found my way back to Benjamin’s. I let myself in with the key Lily had given me and went upstairs to find the “blue room.” I still had a vague recollection of the layout of the house, and I recalled that the blue room was near the end of the upstairs corridor. The door was partially ajar, and a light was on in the room. 

The room, with its ensuite bath, would rival any five-star hotel. My suitcase had been placed on an ornate bench that served as a luggage stand. I opened it and unpacked my toiletries. The day was starting to catch up with me, and suddenly a long hot shower seemed really appealing. After my shower, I pulled on a pair of cotton shorts and a tee shirt. For the first time, I noticed an unopened bottle of single malt scotch and a glass sitting on the small table in the corner. I’m not really a scotch drinker, but I had read somewhere that it would be healthier for me than beer. Well, maybe healthier wasn’t the precise word, but less carbohydrates than beer and thus more consistent with my new pursuit of physical fitness. Seems that unburned carbohydrates turn into fat, and I’m hoping to lose fat, not add any additional. My flawless logic led me to opening the bottle. After the first burning sensation, it went down pretty smoothly. Maybe too smoothly.

As I sipped the whiskey and recalled my conversation with Benjamin, I began to focus on the view of the circumstances of events surrounding Katharine’s cheating that I had carried with me all of these years. When I was totally honest, I realized that my anger was really focused on myself. I believed that I was to blame for her cheating. If I had been a better husband, she would not have cheated. I was angry, but it was me I was angry at. Suddenly, it dawned on me that I blamed myself for what had happened, but in truth I wasn’t the one responsible. Katharine and the judge were the responsible parties. Oh, I could have handled the aftermath differently. I could have attempted to put our marriage back together. I could have at least tried. Still, the situation would never have arisen if Katharine had made different choices. The future of our marriage would never have been in question—if not for her actions.

Later, during my third glass of scotch, I came to the realization that I was not responsible for Katharine’s actions. I had been a good husband. At least good enough to warrant fidelity. It was as if a weight, that I didn’t know I was carrying, was lifted off of me. I celebrated with a fourth scotch and tumbled into bed.




















CHAPTER FOUR




It was after 9:00 a.m. before I awoke. A dense fog was enveloping my mind. The open bottle of scotch seemed to be the most likely explanation. I made my way to the bathroom and drank several glasses of water in hopes that I could rehydrate my pounding head. Looking out the bedroom window, I noticed several vehicles parked in the circular driveway below. Evidently, Benjamin had numerous visitors this morning. Good, because I could use a little time to recover before I attempted to understand what it was he wanted me to do. I found a small package of pain relievers in my shaving kit and swallowed three before embarking on another shower—cold this time.

Forty-five minutes later, I made my way downstairs in search of a cup of coffee. I’d managed to shave without cutting my throat. A major accomplishment considering the scotch of the previous evening and the fact I had not yet had coffee. I headed toward the kitchen but turned and looked toward the front of the house when I heard a murmur of voices. Three men and a woman stood in a small group in the area outside the partially open door leading to Benjamin’s study. By their formal dress and serious expressions, I determined that they were probably lawyers. Maybe members of his law firm here to say hello.

I entered the kitchen and found Lily sitting at the table with her head in her hands. My entrance startled her, and she rose, wiping her eyes with a tissue. It was obvious she had been crying. If my mind had been firing on all cylinders, I would have immediately surmised what had happened. It wasn’t, so I asked, “What’s wrong, Lily?”

“Benjamin  . . . I mean Mr. Whitt passed away last night.” The statement unleashed a small torrent of sobs.

I stepped forward and put my arm around her shoulders, saying, “I had no idea. I’m so sorry, Lily.” I stood there holding her until she regained her composure.

Lily vigorously wiped her face with the handful of tissues she was clutching and stepped out of my embrace, saying, “I’m sorry, Mr. Nolan. Can I make you some breakfast?”

I replied, “What happened? I thought Benjamin had some time left.”

Lily said, “I don’t really know. All I know is that he was sleeping quietly when I last checked on him at around ten last night and when I went in to check this morning he was . . . he was gone.” Another outpouring of tears.

I wrapped my arm around her again, and Lily sobbed quietly into my shoulder. Finally, she composed herself and asked, “Can’t I make you something to eat, Mr. Nolan?”

“There’s no need for breakfast, Lily. I really don’t feel like eating at the moment. A cup of coffee would be great, though. That is, if you already have some made. Otherwise, I can make myself some. Just point me in the direction of the coffee maker.” Lily probably thought the news of Benjamin’s death had killed my appetite. In truth, the effects of the scotch had rendered my stomach temporarily unwilling to accept solid food.

“Sit down, Mr. Nolan, I’ll bring a cup right over.”

When Lily set the cup of coffee down in front of me, I asked, “Does Katharine know? Is she here?”

She nodded. “She was my first call. She came right over. I think she’s still here. The funeral director left with his body just a few minutes ago, but I don’t think she’s left yet. I can go and check for you, if you would like.”

“I saw a number of people in the front of the house. Are they friends? People here to support Katharine?”

“I only know a couple of them, but I think they’re all attorneys from Mr. Whitt’s firm or from Katharine’s firm. Oh, and Dr. Reynolds is here.”

I said, “I met Dr. Reynolds yesterday.”

A look of confusion crossed Lily’s face as she said, “I didn’t know that Dr. Reynolds was here yesterday. I guess I missed him.”

“Yesterday afternoon. He was attending to Benjamin while Katharine and I had coffee.”

“Oh, that wasn’t Dr. Reynolds. That was Mr. Whitt’s doctor. Dr. Reynolds is Katharine’s fiancé.” 

Katharine’s fiancé? I was surprised. I hadn’t noticed an engagement ring on her finger when we had coffee yesterday. I said, “Oh, I didn’t realize Katharine was engaged.”

Lily replied, “They’ve been engaged over a year now, but they haven’t yet set a date for the wedding.” I waited for her to express an opinion on the engagement or the fact that no wedding date had been set, but she didn’t, so I let the subject drop.

Lily busied herself around the kitchen, and I drank my coffee. The shock of Benjamin’s death was starting to sink in, and as the coffee began to clear my mind, the ramifications started to materialize. Benjamin would never have the opportunity to explain what it was he was asking me to do. Everything he was going to be able to tell me had been said, and that amounted to almost nothing. Nothing beyond my promise to utilize the information contained in his private memoirs to correct some terrible wrong for which he felt responsible, all the while protecting his good name. How would I know the wrong when I see it? I doubt it’s something as obvious as “on this day I robbed a bank.” I had expected that today Benjamin would tell me exactly what his terrible transgression was. I’d hoped that he’d even tell me how he proposed that I rectify it. I was thankful for the fact that Benjamin and I had the opportunity to reconnect our personal relationship. There was no doubt in my mind that the loss of my relationship with Benjamin had felt at times as painful as the loss of Katharine.  

After several cups of coffee, and the English muffin that Lily convinced me to eat, I made my way to the front of the house. The group I had seen earlier was no longer outside the study. I looked through the open door, but no one was in the room. The empty hospital bed seemed to loom larger than ever in the center of the room. I heard a faint sound from the room across the corridor. I recalled that it was a music room, dominated by a baby grand piano. I gently pushed the door back and saw Katharine sitting on the piano bench with her back to the piano. She was doubled over sobbing.

I entered the room and said softly, “I’m so sorry, Katharine.”

She raised her head. Eyeliner was streaked down her cheeks. She appeared bewildered. Finally, she said, “Oh, Jack. I forgot that you were here.” She dabbed at her face with a tissue. “I knew this day was coming. I thought I was prepared. Obviously, I wasn’t.”

I walked over to her, sat down next to her on the bench, put my arm around her shoulders, and said, “No one can be totally prepared for the loss of someone they love.” Her posture had initially stiffened when I put my arm around her shoulders, but it quickly relaxed, and she seemed to sink into me. I said, “Benjamin was a wonderful man. I know you loved him very much.”

“He was a great father. He and I didn’t always see eye to eye, but I knew he always had my best interest at heart.”

“Is there anything at all that I can do for you, Katharine?”

Katharine rose from the bench and my grasp. Continuing to dab at her face, she said, “No. The funeral director has taken dad to the funeral home. I am going there now to make the final arrangements. Most of the arrangements have already been made, I just need to make a couple of final decisions. Thank you, though.”

“Would you like for me to come with you? Moral support.”

“That’s not necessary. Phillip was here this morning, and he’s going to meet me there.”

“Phillip?”

“Phillip Reynolds. We’re engaged.”

“Well, congratulations.” My tone of sincerity was genuine. It does my life no good to wish ill for hers. I learned that on Dr. Phil. I attempted to glance at her ring finger, but it was obscured by the tissue. 

She nodded and replied, “Thank you, Jack.” She started to leave the room but turned back and asked, “Did you learn what my dad wanted to talk to you about?”

I hadn’t had time to contemplate how much Benjamin would want shared with Katharine. Hell, I didn’t really have anything to share, other than the topic was to be some major transgression Benjamin wanted me to rectify. That seemed a little dark and vague to drop on her at the moment, even if I felt comfortable telling her—and I wasn’t certain that I did. I deferred by saying, “Benjamin and I did have a few minutes to talk, but let’s not worry about that now. We can talk later. You have other things to focus on at the moment.”

She looked at me for several seconds as if analyzing every word and then said, “Okay. You’re right, we can talk later.” With that, she turned and left the room.

***

The next few days were almost surreal. Though the rituals vary, every society has some process to say goodbye to a loved one. I was directly involved but not really a participant. Family but not family. Welcomed by some and ignored by others. 

Late in the afternoon of Benjamin’s death, it dawned on me that I didn’t have a suit or any dress clothes with me. The clothes I had with me were a combination of the best of those I had salvaged from my apartment over Cap’s Place and the few items I had added to my wardrobe just before coming up here. Nothing appropriate for a funeral home visitation or a funeral. That necessitated a hurried trip to Somerset Collection, a mall I had frequently shopped at with Katharine. It was thirty miles north in Troy, but Thomas said he was happy to have a mission. Of course, it wasn’t simply a suit I needed. I needed dress shirts, ties, and dress shoes. I decided I could wear the same suit and shoes to visitation and the funeral but would need a change of shirt and tie. Fortunately, Thomas accompanied me into the mall and prevented me from forgetting that I needed a dress belt and tie bar. After hammering my credit cards unmercifully for two hours, we returned to Grosse Pointe Farms.

I attended the first viewing with Lily and Thomas. I hadn’t seen or talked to Katharine since she left the music room the morning of Benjamin’s death. I’d been knocking around the house with little to do but wait for the funeral. I called Marge and Moe a couple of times to see how things were going in Florida, but they were busy and couldn’t really talk. I did have a couple of long calls with PJ, but they were even a little strained. After a couple of years of false starts, our relationship had been progressing. Still, running back to Michigan at the behest of my ex-wife seemed to have dampened the fire a bit. I’d explained that the request was from her father, not her, and PJ had encouraged me to go, but in our phone conversations, I detected that her support of the idea may have been more half-hearted than I’d realized. Women. 

Visitation was at the Richardson Funeral Home, a sprawling single-story off-white brick building with a large covered drive-through portico jutting out from the front entrance. The home contained four separate viewing areas and a chapel. The movable wall separating two of the viewing areas had been retracted to create an area large enough to accommodate the numbers of people who attended Benjamin’s viewings. When I first entered the viewing area with Lily and Thomas, I saw Katharine standing near the casket. She looked tired and even a little frail. A tall trim man was standing next to her. As I approached them, a look of mild surprise, similar to the one she exhibited in the music room, crossed Katharine’s face. The surprise faded and was replaced by what could best be described as mild contempt.

Before I could speak, Katharine said, “Hello, Jack. It’s nice of you to come.” Turning toward the man next to her, she said, “Let me introduce Dr. Phillip Reynolds. Phillip, this is Jack Nolan.” Her tone was all business. No hint of familiarity.

I reached out and shook Phillip’s hand and said, “Pleased to meet you, Doctor. Wish it could have been under different circumstances.” Like maybe you and Katharine would have stopped in to have a drink at Cap’s Place while honeymooning in Hollywood. Yeah, fat chance. “Congratulations on your engagement.” I stopped short of saying something like, “I’m certain Katharine will make you very happy—right up until the time when she sleeps with someone else.”

Phillip’s handshake was firm but not aggressive. Doctors probably need to be mindful of their hands. He replied, “Yes, I’m glad to meet you, Jack. I’ve heard much about you from Katharine.”

I wanted to reply with some smart-ass quip about how he shouldn’t believe anything she says about me but held myself in check. After all, we were in a funeral home. Searching for something appropriately somber to say, I asked, “Katharine, how are you holding up?” Then, just to get under her skin, I added, “Is there anything I can do for you?” Upon my approach, she had clearly shifted into her courtroom persona, so my words elicited no outward signs. I took some solace in the knowledge that she was likely seething inside. I realized that I was losing my internal struggle between taking the high road and not wishing ill for her life.

She gave me a phony smile and said, “Thank you, Jack. I’m doing fine. I knew this day was coming. In many ways, it was a blessing for Dad.”

A line was forming behind me, so I leaned in closer to Katharine, took her hand between mine, and with total sincerity said, “I’m sorry for your loss, Katharine. Benjamin was a great guy.” I moved away and stopped in front of Benjamin’s open casket. Bowing my head, I said my own form of a prayer. As I turned to walk away, I had to flick a drop of water from the corner of my eye. Must be dust in the air.

While at the visitation, I spent most of the time making small talk with Lily and Thomas. Occasionally, I would recognize someone I had known from the legal community and would approach and say hello. A couple of people asked about my life in Florida, but most just made comments about the differences between Michigan and Florida weather. Twice I made eye contact with Katharine across the room. If looks could kill, I would have instantly been on one of the embalming tables in the back. Obviously, her momentary warmth in the music room was an anomaly. After about an hour, I suggested to Lily and Thomas that we go somewhere and grab a drink. Thomas said that he would prefer to go back to the Whitt home if he was going to have a drink. He didn’t want to drink and drive. Couldn’t argue with that logic.

Before we left, I walked back up to the casket, bowed my head, and whispered, “I’ll do my best to fulfill your wishes, Benjamin. I wish you would have had the opportunity to give me more insight, but that doesn’t mean I won’t give it my best. And thanks for being a great friend . . . a great dad.” Damn dust got in my eye again.

That evening, and several other occasions over the next couple of days, Lily, Thomas, and I gathered around the table in the kitchen with a bottle of wine, or scotch, or a pot of coffee. The time of day determined the drink of choice. In deference to Benjamin’s counsel, I never suggested that we add beer to our available selections. The conversations always evolved to sharing stories about our respective experiences with Benjamin. Lily had worked for the family for many years, but it was only after the death of Katharine’s mother that she had moved into the house. She’d never married and had lived alone in the same small apartment for twenty years, so she welcomed the change. She said that she didn’t know what Katharine intended to do with the house, but, regardless, she was looking for another position. In spite of her gray hair and aging body, retirement was not in her future. I found it interesting that Lily wasn’t even considering attempting to stay on in Katharine’s employ, since, obviously, one possibility would be that Katharine would move into the house. Maybe her nasty disposition wasn’t reserved exclusively for ex-husbands. Thomas worked for a company that supplied cars and drivers to Benjamin’s firm, and he had only taken a room at the house a month earlier, when Benjamin had first started losing his energy. He wanted to be able to go back and forth to the office whenever his energy allowed, and it was more efficient to have Thomas close at hand. Thomas joked that the arrangement had probably saved his thirty-year marriage. His absence had seemed to raise his image in his wife’s eyes. He said that he would be moving home immediately after the funeral.

Benjamin’s funeral was held in a large cathedral near downtown Detroit. The pews on the main floor were packed, and people were seated in the upstairs balcony. Turner Kennedy, Benjamin’s long-time law partner, gave a moving eulogy. He and Benjamin had started practicing together right out of law school and had built one of the largest and most prestigious firms in the country. They had offices in several states and two foreign countries, employing over fifteen-hundred attorneys with annual revenue in excess of a billion dollars. I’d met Kennedy several times while I was married to Katharine. During the eulogy, he projected a warmth and humility I had not previously seen. Several other speakers, including Governor Armstrong, extolled Benjamin’s virtues. Armstrong projected a politician’s glib, but nothing akin to warmth. Additionally, his comments seemed somewhat superficial, reminding me of Katharine’s statement that he and Benjamin had been close business associates but not friends. The other speakers all seemed to have had a very close personal relationship with Benjamin and were obviously moved by his passing. It had been Benjamin’s wishes to be cremated, so there was no additional internment service. I opted to forgo the meal served in the parish hall following the funeral.

Earlier in the day, Thomas had taken me to a rental car agency, and I’d picked up a car. It was my intent to go back to the Whitt home and pack my few clothes before heading north to Benjamin’s lodge. Lily had made arrangements with the caretaker of that property to prepare for my arrival. I was walking toward the parking lot outside the cathedral when I heard my name called. I turned and saw Turner Kennedy hurrying toward me. He thrust out his hand and said, “Hello, Jack. You’re not staying for the luncheon?”

In years past, on the few previous occasions I’d met Kennedy, I’d always been with Benjamin. He’d never taken an interest in conversing with me beyond the obligatory hellos and associated small talk. Surprised that he even knew who I was on sight and keenly aware that he was not a man who made casual conversation, I was immediately on alert. “Hello, Turner. Very nice eulogy.” I paused, but he didn’t immediately fill the void. He was waiting for more, and I wasn’t offering.

Finally, he said, “Thank you, Jack. I especially appreciate those words coming from you. Benjamin thought the world of you. He spoke of you often when you and Katharine were married. Even after . . .” He trailed off awkwardly, especially for a man who was renowned in legal circles for his silver-tongued closing arguments. After a pregnant pause, he added, “I was hoping to have a quick chat with you. I understand that you’re going to be reviewing Benjamin’s personal records. I’m told that he had them removed from the firm in order to facilitate your review. What exactly is the purpose of your review?” 

Obviously, Benjamin didn’t share his regrets with Turner. What is the purpose of my review? Damn good question, Turner. Yet if Benjamin didn’t choose to share the answer with you, I’m certainly not anxious to. Of course, I didn’t have the guts to say that to his face, so I scrambled to concoct a plausible answer. Finally, realizing I couldn’t come up with a plausible lie fast enough and lacking the guts to just deny a reasonable question from Benjamin’s lifelong friend and partner, I replied, “Oh, Benjamin had toyed with the idea of writing an autobiography for years. He always said that his life practicing law had been a great journey, and he thought it might be interesting, even informative, for young lawyers. I don’t think his humility would allow him to mention the idea to many people, maybe no one except me. He asked me if I would go through his personal journals and records and assemble materials I thought would tell his life story in an interesting manner.”

Turner cocked his head to one side as he evaluated my story. He asked, “Are you going to write the biography?”

I forced a chuckle and said, “Heavens no, I’m no writer. Once I have the materials assembled, I’ll look for someone to actually write Benjamin’s biography.”

Wearing a look of skepticism, Turner said, “I’m surprised he didn’t ask Katharine to do it. No offense, it’s just that she seems much closer to him than you are. Especially considering the last few years.”

I nodded in agreement. “I asked Benjamin the same question. His response was that he felt that Katharine was too close to him, that she would hide his flaws, his blemishes. He felt any biography would lack credibility if it didn’t include some of his shortcomings.”

Turner nodded. “That does sound like Benjamin. Honest to a fault.” His facial expression turned serious, almost dark. “The problem I have is that we did not have an opportunity to review the materials that were removed from Benjamin’s office at the firm. He sent a courier, and his secretary released the materials Benjamin requested. I wasn’t even aware of their removal until days later. I realize that Benjamin classified the materials as personal, but without seeing them, I can’t be certain of that. I owe a duty of confidentiality to all clients of the firm, including Benjamin’s clients. Consequently, I am requesting that you afford me access to the files to determine if there are privileged materials contained within them.”

I attempted to project a face of serious reflection. “Turner, there is no way that I would violate any of Benjamin’s client’s rights to attorney-client privilege. Doing that would taint Benjamin’s reputation. I’d never do anything to harm his good name.” I paused as I scrambled for an out to his request. If those materials contained a wrong so onerous that Benjamin couldn’t leave this earth without garnering a promise from me that I would correct it, I certainly wasn’t going to share it with Turner, or anyone else. “Let’s do this. I won’t disclose any material to anyone else until you’ve had the opportunity to review it to ascertain that you are comfortable it does not violate attorney-client privilege. I’ll assemble the materials I believe could be the basis for Benjamin’s biography, and you can review them before I even begin looking for a writer.”

His eyes narrowed as he said, “I would prefer that I review the materials in their totality. That is my request.” His tone was nothing short of commanding. “I would prefer that we settled this between us without needing to involve the court.”

Time to stand up to the big dog, Jack. “Benjamin directed his personal materials be removed from his office. They are now in my possession.” Well, sorta. They will be later this afternoon. “If you want to have unfettered access to them you’ll need to get a court order. Of course, even if you are able to convince a judge that exigent circumstances warrant an ex parte order, I will certainly feel compelled to make it public knowledge.” I paused, before adding casually, “Not certain how that will look to your clients. It might just make them feel that there are problems inside your firm of which they were not aware.” I turned and said over my shoulder, “Good day, Turner.”

Resorting to a style very much not Turner, he called out to me, “This isn’t over, Nolan. This is not the last you will hear from me on this. You will surrender those materials to me.”

It took me longer to start my journey north than I had anticipated. Packing my few clothes only took a few minutes. What took time was the trip down memory lane as I wandered from room to room at the Whitt house. Lily and Thomas had stayed for the luncheon, so I was alone. The journey started innocently enough with me glancing in the open door of the study. The study had miraculously returned to the way it had been before Benjamin got sick. The medical equipment and all the trappings of its use for hospice care had been removed and the original furnishings returned, just as I remembered them. I sat down in the well-worn desk chair Benjamin was occupying the first time Katharine brought me home to introduce me to her parents. The chair he occupied during many of our spirited legal debates. Memories came flooding back. Memories I had somehow locked away. Memories previously obscured by the jolt to my psyche I had received the night I walked in on my wife sharing sexual pleasures with Judge Callaghan.

Somehow, sitting in the chair that this man I admired so much had occupied, I began to remember the positive experiences during that period of my life. How this house had glowed during the holiday season with Benjamin, the unlikely spirit behind the good cheer. The intense laser-focused persona of the esteemed lawyer given way to the cheer and laughter of a Christmas elf pounding out off-key carols on the piano. Katharine, her mother, and me, adding our equally off-key voices to the din. The Whitts’ parties, and there were several each holiday season, were things of legend. Not fodder for gossip, like office parties run amok, but memories created by being in the midst of people enjoying the company of each other in a festive environment. I remembered one night when the leaders from both sides of the aisle in the Michigan legislature were arm in arm as they swayed rhythmically, belting out Christmas carols. Unfortunately, even the magic of Benjamin probably couldn’t recreate that scene in today’s political climate. 

The holiday memories led to many others. The long talks Benjamin and I had sitting in this very room. Many about the law but equally as many about life itself. He often related stories about his relationship with Katharine’s mother. The mistakes he had made and the lessons he had learned. I remember reflecting back on those stories often as Katharine and I worked our way through life’s challenges. I had always presumed that Benjamin was sharing the wisdom of his experience to assist me in making his daughter happy. Somehow now, wrapped in his world, I felt that he was equally as focused on my happiness. I found myself smiling. As I left the Whitt home for the last time, I knew that my commitment to fulfilling Benjamin’s wishes was absolute. He deserved that. I owed him, and I would not fail him. Little did I know to what I was committing myself.




















CHAPTER FIVE




I pulled out of the Whitt driveway at just after 1:00 p.m. The mapping app on my phone told me that the drive to Vanderbilt in the northern portion of the lower peninsula would take three and one-half hours. After adding a little time for a couple of stops, I figured I’d be in Vanderbilt in four hours. Still some daylight, even in the shorter days of autumn. That was good, because the trip from Vanderbilt to the lodge was another thirty minutes, much of which was on obscure trail-roads. I anticipated having enough difficulty finding the lodge in the daylight. I would never find it in the dark. Katharine and I had been there several times, but she was always directing me. She had been going to the lodge several times a year since Benjamin first bought the property.

The route up I-75 took me past Flint, a former hotbed of auto production but now the city best known for the infamous public water supply debacle. Just north of Flint, I passed Saginaw, another city whose fortunes took a nosedive with the reduction of auto production in Michigan. My entire life, analysts had warned that many Michigan cities, and the state itself, were too dependent on the auto industry for their long-term economic viability. Unfortunately, those predictions came true. While it would take a knowing eye to observe the magnitude of the decay at seventy m.p.h. from the ribbon of concrete that flows past, I knew that a short detour would put me in areas where crime had replaced the automaker as the number one employer.

Once I reached the Grayling area, I felt that I was truly up north. The trees are thicker and the traffic lighter. I stopped at a rest area to stretch my legs. There were only a couple of other vehicles there. Having become accustomed to the dense population of South Florida, it felt strange not to have people around. Wait until you get to the lodge, Jack, there won’t be six people within ten miles. Benjamin once told me that the remoteness was half of the attraction of the lodge for him. He said it helped him stay sensible to spend time in the world as it was created rather than as man had altered it. 

I finally exited I-75 at Vanderbilt. Vanderbilt is one of those rural towns that was born but never really grew. My guess is that the population of the village is around five to six hundred residents. Vanderbilt bills itself as the Gateway to the Pigeon River Country State Forest, so that probably contributes a trickle of campers and hunters to the customer base of the few simple businesses. At the blinker light in the center of town, I turned eastbound toward the Pigeon River Valley. Thirty seconds later, I was leaving the village limits behind me. I was following a set of printed directions that Benjamin had developed years ago to give to friends who were coming to his lodge. Lily had given me a copy when she was making arrangements for my visit. I followed the two-lane blacktop road for the noted eight miles until I found the gravel road running north. As the directions noted, the road was distinguished by a faded red navigational buoy perched precariously on a mound of dirt near the junctions of the roadways. A couple of miles north, the directions had me bear to the right at a fork in the road. This maneuver took me onto a narrow two-track roadway that was badly in need of grading. I recalled making this trek with Benjamin once and asking how he got contractors to the property to do the work of building the lodge and all of the improvements he had incorporated to the property. His reply was, “I endured constant complaining and exorbitant costs.”

The eight-foot chain link fence alerted me to the fact that I was passing the frontage of the property. The entire 750 acres is enclosed by an eight-foot fence giving it the appearance of a wild game preserve. At the entrance, I turned off the road onto the wide hard-packed gravel driveway leading into the property. The driveway was much more hospitable to vehicle traffic than the road that got me there. I halted at the gate that sits twenty feet from the roadway in an oversized niche in the fence line. It was constructed in this manner to allow a vehicle to exit the roadway before being stopped by the gate. Seemed like an unnecessary precaution to me. How much traffic could there be on this two-track road? You could probably park there for days without impeding a single vehicle. 

I pulled up to the pedestal-mounted keypad and entered the code Lily had given me. The wide iron gates parted and swung open. After I drove in and cleared the light beam that signaled them to stay open, the gates began to close. Looking in the mirror, I confirmed that they did in fact close. The driveway ahead disappeared into the thick forest of eastern white pines, sugar maples, and the occasional towering oak. Fifty feet from the gate, the drive took a slight turn, and I was immediately engulfed by the forest. Even in the failing late afternoon light, the autumn colors were on display all around me. The yellow-orange of the maples in full color and the dusty russet-red of oaks just starting to emerge. No wonder Benjamin loved this place as he did. The rotation of the earth seemed to slow as you made your way deeper into the forest.

I slowly wound my way the one-half mile leading to the lodge. The roadbed was better than the one I had turned off of, but the frequent curves and switchbacks kept my speed to a crawl. Benjamin once told me that the driveway took a more direct route when he bought the property, but that it had to be rerouted to accommodate the large equipment necessary to create the enclave he built. The original driveway had several steep grades through the rolling terrain that the equipment couldn’t climb on the soft roadbed. With the rapid spread of the undergrowth, you could no longer tell where the original route had been.

I cleared a small rise and drove into the crushed stone parking area in front of the lodge building. The lodge is a long log structure with a towering A-frame roofline. From the front it appears to be one story, but it’s built on the side of a ravine, so the full basement below is living space looking out on the vista behind. On one side of the parking area is a small wood-sided building that I recalled houses the generator often needed to provide electricity. Benjamin paid a small fortune to have electricity run to the property, but it seems to fail frequently. On the other side of the parking area is a large garage building used to house the numerous seasonal toys Benjamin always stocked. Snowmobiles for winter and four-wheelers for summer.

A narrow two-track drive on one side of the garage led from the parking area farther into the forest. I recalled that this led about one quarter of a mile to a small two-bedroom cottage perched on the side of another ravine and overlooking a small trout pond. Katharine and I had stayed in the cottage a couple of times when we visited. The image of the romantic setting of the cottage brought back memories of our stays. Memories that momentarily awakened long suppressed feelings about Katharine. I shook my head as if the motion would realign my thoughts to coincide with today’s reality and everything that had transpired since those memories were created. 

I parked next to a four-wheeled drive Ford pickup and climbed the flagstone steps to the wide front porch. Before I could reach the front door, it swung open and a tall thin man with a thick handlebar mustache emerged. He immediately reminded me of the actor, Sam Elliott. He thrust out his rough working man’s hand and said, “Hello there, I’m Andrew Bradley, but everybody calls me Andy, you must be Jack Nolan?” His deep voice further enhanced the Elliott persona.

We shook hands as I replied, “Yup, that’s me. Thanks for meeting me here.”

“No problem. Come on in. My wife, Sharon, is in the kitchen. She shopped for you this morning. Hope you’re planning to stay awhile. She sure bought enough groceries.”

“Oh, well, I really don’t expect to be here more than a couple of days. I hope she didn’t go to too much trouble.”

“No trouble. Actually, we were both happy to hear that someone was coming up. Since Benjamin got sick, he hasn’t been up here. No one used the place at all this summer. It was a good excuse for us to get out here and attend to a few things. I usually stop in once a week just to check on things, but I hadn’t run the generator, or really picked up outside, for a while. You know downed branches, stuff like that. Sharon uncovered the furniture and cleaned yesterday. Not that the place needed cleaning, but she worries more about this place than our own home.”

I asked, “You live nearby?”

“Not far. About halfway between here and Gaylord. I work for Weyerhaeuser out of Gaylord, but mostly I travel around northern Michigan. Sharon works summers for a produce farm outside of Gaylord. Her season is just about over for the year.”

 We entered the kitchen and found a small woman with the ruddy complexion of a person who spends a lot of time outdoors. She had long black hair with streaks of gray. Turning toward us, she smiled widely, and said, “Hello, Mr. Nolan. I’m Sharon. I’ve stocked the kitchen for you. Should be everything you need for a few days.”

Andy scoffed. “Few days. More like a month.”

She chided. “Now, Andy, you know as well as I do that Benjamin wouldn’t want Mr. Nolan to run out of food while he’s here.”

The mustache twitched. “He sure won’t. Unless he stays the winter.”

I said, “Please, call me, Jack. And, Sharon, thank you for preparing the lodge for me. I really appreciate it.”

“Oh, goodness. It wasn’t any trouble. Benjamin called us a couple of weeks ago and said he was sending some papers up here and that you would be coming up sometime to go through them for him. He said you were his son-in-law and that we should make you comfortable.”

“Ex-son-in-law.” I came across a little sharper than I intended.

My sharpness didn’t seem to bother Sharon. She continued, “Oh, he said that. He said you and Katharine divorced several years ago.” A warm smile crossed her face as she tipped her head and said in a conspiratorial tone, “He also said that as far as he was concerned, you would always be his son. He didn’t say son-in-law, he said son. And you know Benjamin, he didn’t misspeak. He meant exactly what he said.”

I was left momentarily speechless. Andy broke the silence as he said, “Let us show you around the lodge. I know that you were here years ago, but we can reacquaint you to the layout and where to find anything you might need. After that, I’ll take you outside and show you how the generator works, just in case we get a fall storm. Doesn’t take much of a storm to knock the power out around here.”

I knew from my visits years earlier that Benjamin had people who took care of the property for him, but I had never met them. I asked, “How long have you worked for Benjamin?”

The couple looked quizzically at each other, and finally Andy replied, “Gosh, it must be sixteen, seventeen years now. I first met Benjamin shortly after he bought the property, during the years he was doing the work to develop it. When he bought it, there was nothing here but an old hunting shack. No power, no water, really nothing. The construction company he hired to build the road up here, so he could build this lodge, belonged to a friend of mine. He told me that Benjamin was trying to decide what was the best building site. One that would do the least damage to the natural forest. That’s what I do for Weyerhaeuser, I’m a forester. I help manage sustainable forests. Anyway, my buddy introduced me to Benjamin, and we sorta hit it off. He needed someone to watch over things up here as the building progressed. One thing led to another, and Sharon and I just ended up taking care of the place over the years.”

Sharon frowned and said, “We’re really going to miss Benjamin. He was a great guy. Great to us. I felt so bad for him after his wife passed . . . and now he’s gone.” Her eyes started to mist up. “We drove down for the visitation but wanted to be back up here to have everything ready for you, so we didn’t go to the funeral. Just as well. The visitation was hard enough, I don’t know how I would have gotten through the funeral.”

Andy took Sharon by the elbow and said, “Come on, honey, let’s show Jack around the lodge.”

Though I had been here in the past, I still found the place impressive. Massive exposed timbers supported the high A-frame ceiling in the center of the building. On the main floor, this center area was a huge great room with several overstuffed couches and a rough sawn dining table. All of the furnishings and decorating carried a northern Michigan cottage theme. A large fireplace occupied the center of the back wall with towering windows on each side. A wing jutted out from each side of this great room with the kitchen and two guest suites occupying one wing and the oversized master suite occupying the other. Downstairs from the main floor was a fully finished walkout basement with a game room and bar as well as two additional guest rooms and baths. Windows, looking out on the ravine behind the lodge, spanned the entire back wall of the basement area giving every room a view of the surrounding nature. A mechanical room was tucked into one corner of the basement. A loft, accessed by a circular iron staircase, was suspended above a portion of the main floor great room. The loft constituted what Benjamin called his northern Michigan office. The loft area afforded a panoramic view of the forested ravine behind the lodge through the towering windows of the back wall. I recalled Benjamin joking that while in the office, he spent many more hours gazing out at the view below than he did working. 

During my guided tour of the lodge, I had initially declined Andy’s offer to show me the office. I commented there was no need to go up just to see the office. Andy replied, “I need to show you the materials that Benjamin had sent up here. You’re going to review them?”

“That’s the plan.” Then, turning to the story I had concocted when answering Thomas Wilcox’s inquiries, I said, “I’m going to look for material that would be appropriate for Benjamin’s biography.”

Andy rubbed his chin. “Benjamin was an interesting guy. I could see a biography of his life.”

I followed Andy up the circular stairs. The office area was as I remembered it with one startling exception. On one side of the office stood a pile of no less than fifteen records storage boxes. I pointed and asked, “Is that the material Benjamin had sent up here?”

Nodding, Andy replied, “Yup, sure is. Isn’t that what you expected?”

I really didn’t know what I expected. I guess it was more like a couple of journals than a mountain of records. I muttered, “Well, I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t that.”

Again rubbing his chin in reflection, Andy muttered, “Guess it’s a good thing Sharon stocked as much food as she did. From the looks of things, you’re going to be here quite a while.”

I walked over to the stack and took the lid off one of the boxes. My fears were realized. It was jammed full of documents. Some in labeled file folders but many not. Talk about the proverbial needle in a haystack. I felt a large void open in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t have the time to go through all of this mess. I needed to get back to Florida. I didn’t even know what I was looking for. Somewhere in this mountain was information about a transgression so egregious that Benjamin couldn’t go to his grave without a promise that I would correct it. Why the hell couldn’t he have lived long enough to at least tell me what I was looking for?

Andy interrupted my pity party when he said, “Let me take you outside and show you the generator and a couple of other things. Oh, don’t let me forget to explain the alarm system, although, you may not even want to set it while you’re here. We always set it when the place is unoccupied, but it’s really only to scare people off. Without phone lines and with the sketchy cellular service here, the alarm doesn’t go anywhere. Just a loud siren blaring. The motion detector just inside the front gate is useful, though. That’s how we knew that you had arrived.” He paused and then added, “Can’t always rely on it to indicate that someone has come through the gate, though, because sometimes the critters set it off.”

Andy took me to each of the outbuildings, but I wasn’t very focused. I couldn’t get my mind off of the mountain of materials that constituted my task ahead. When we were in the garage building, I was surprised to see only one ATV where once were several ATVs and snowmobiles. I commented, “Looks like Benjamin had significantly reduced his fleet of toys.”

Andy exhaled and said, “Yeah, after his wife died, he didn’t really invite many people up here anymore. Last year, he had me sell all but that one. I use it for maintenance work around here. To check the fence line or when I have to clear a downed tree somewhere.” He paused and then said, “You know . . . well, I guess you probably wouldn’t know, but Benjamin never really got over the loss of his wife. He really loved that woman. He just seemed lost without her.” I didn’t know because I’d been an ass and didn’t return his calls after Katharine and I separated.

When Andy and I got back inside the lodge, Sharon insisted on showing me the food in the refrigerator and the pantry. Andy was right, there was enough to feed an army. Or one guy for a long time. After making certain that I programmed both of their cell phone numbers into my phone, Andy and Sharon left.




















CHAPTER SIX




While one man pumped gas into the tank of the black sedan at the Marathon station in Vanderbilt, the second man stepped off into the shadows and placed a call. “We followed him to the location that you had speculated would be his destination.” He paused and then said, “No, there was no way he was aware. We hung way back and utilized the tracker we put on his rental. It gave us a good signal until he got deep into the tree cover, then the signal got a little spotty, but the area is just as you described it. We’re certain that’s where he went.” Another pause. “No, we don’t have any way of knowing if there is anyone else there. We made a couple of passes up and down the paved road in the area where he turned off but didn’t dare attempt to hang around any closer. Far too remote around there. We did see a Ford pickup with a man and a woman leaving the area about an hour after he arrived, but we have no way of knowing if they had been where he was.”

After another long pause listening to instructions from the other party to the call, the man said, “We’re going to go somewhere, Gaylord or Traverse City, and get something more suitable to drive in this area. A pickup or something. This car sticks out like a sore thumb. Early tomorrow morning, we’ll go back to the gate at the entrance to the property and put a reader on the keypad. Once we have the entry code, we can walk in and get a closer look. At least see if there are any additional vehicles there with him.”

“As soon as we know more, I’ll give you a call.”




















CHAPTER SEVEN




I wanted to start acquainting myself with the mountain of materials Benjamin had left behind as soon as I was alone but realized I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Having skipped the funeral luncheon, my only fuel had been a couple of cups of McDonald’s coffee on the drive north. I stood in front of the open refrigerator unable to focus on the preparation of anything more complex than a sandwich. I assembled a sandwich, grabbed a back of potato chips from the pantry, and headed up to the office. 

A cursory inventory of the boxes showed that each had a range of dates written on one end. Presumably, the dates related to the contents. I found the earliest dates, over forty years ago, and set that box on the floor next to the desk. I sat down in the desk chair. My attention was drawn to the windows across the rear wall and toward the heavily forested ravine outside. Even in the twilight I certainly could understand why Benjamin was distracted by the view. I probably would have been myself if I hadn’t been so focused on figuring out an expeditious approach to attack the problem of fulfilling my promise. 

My sandwich was long gone, as was most of the bag of potato chips, when I realized that it had fallen dark outside. I had only slogged twenty percent of the way through the first box. I rubbed my eyes and looked at the clock. At this pace, it would take me weeks to get through the materials. If only I knew what I was looking for. The materials I had looked at so far were a mixture of research notes, legal briefs, court orders, transcripts of both depositions and hearings, and Benjamin’s handwritten notes. My guess was that the handwritten notes would be the key to identifying the terrible transgression that Benjamin was so repentant about. Unfortunately, the handwritten notes lacked context without looking closely at the legal documents and transcripts. I felt like I was a cat chasing its tail. I was making some progress, but mostly I was going around in circles.

I stood and stretched. I’d been seated for hours. The only light in the now dark lodge was the desk lamp. I had been so focused that I didn’t even remember turning it on. I left it on and cautiously made my way down the circular stairs to the main floor. I noted how black it seemed outside. No moon or stars were visible in the sky above the black forest. I found a light switch and turned on lights in the great room. The light switches were located in logical locations, so I was quickly able to drive the darkness out of the lodge. At the door, I flipped on an outside light and went out to get my suitcase. 

Once outside, I realized why it seemed so dark. The sky was black with cloud cover. Heavy rain-laden clouds. The wind had picked up, and the temperature had dropped. I’m no meteorologist, but I realized a storm front was moving in. I decided to park the rental car in the nearly empty garage building. My recent hurricane experience had left me intending to err on the side of excess caution. I returned to the lodge with my suitcase and a growing sense of loneliness. Maybe it was the remoteness, maybe it was the darkness. Whatever it was, it didn’t make me feel any better about the task ahead. 

Once inside, I did what I often do when feeling down, I went looking for something to drink. Benjamin had a well-stocked liquor cabinet in the great room. I knew from my earlier survey of the refrigerator that beer was not in my provisions. I opted for a single malt scotch and another sandwich. 

I moved from the kitchen counter, where I had eaten my sandwich, to one of the couches to pursue my second scotch. I noticed that rain had started to pelt the large windows. Given the force the raindrops were hitting the glass, I presumed that the wind had picked up. Among the benefits of this structure of oversized logs was the fact that you didn’t hear anything going on outside. After the terror I experienced from the sounds during the hurricane at Cap’s Place, it was fine with me if I didn’t have any idea what was going on outdoors.

I intended to have the second scotch and then take a shower and go to bed. Fatigue was setting in. I couldn’t get the specter of the looming mountain of materials in the loft office area out of my mind. Finally, I picked up my drink and the bottle of scotch and trudged up the circular stairs. I slumped into the desk chair and stared at the pile of boxes. I needed to come up with a systematic approach to this task. I rose, went to the stack, and opened a couple more boxes. The contents were the same jumble of documents as the box I had been working on. The only element of organization that I could recognize was the fact that everything was in chronological order.

I returned to the desk and my scotch. I rifled through the desk drawers until I found a legal pad. I started to jot random thoughts on the paper. A sort of free association. One word leading to another. I crossed out words and drew connecting lines and arrows. Finally, I distilled an approach to the task. I would continue my chronological review of the materials. I would skip over any copies of actual legal documents and focus only on Benjamin’s personal notes. If I found something in the personal notes that would seem to acknowledge some transgression on Benjamin’s part, I would look at the associated legal documents. Focusing on the personal notes, as if they were independent journals, would reduce the paper I was reviewing by at least eighty percent. Still a huge task, but at least something I could actually contemplate completing within two or three days.

I was so pleased with myself that I poured another drink. I looked beyond the railing of the loft and into the blackness outside the towering windows of the back wall. The lights in the great room provided a warm glow inside but outside was inky black. I couldn’t even see if it was still raining. Glancing at the clock on the desk, I decided to call PJ. She would still be awake at 10:15 p.m. That idea lasted the fifteen seconds it took me to look at my cell phone and see that I had no service. I knew that cell service was sketchy up here when Katharine and I came years ago but had hoped that coverage had improved. Obviously that was not the case. Of course, I also knew that Benjamin consciously made no effort to enhance the potential to receive the limited signal available. Considering the amount of money he invested in developing the place over the years, he could have taken any number of steps to improve communications. He once told me that he truly enjoyed the fact that he could travel a mere four hours from Detroit and be isolated from the outside world. He said that even in periods when the signal was strong, he sometimes ignored calls and blamed it on the coverage.

Having no one to talk to, I wandered downstairs, took my shower, and went to bed.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




I awoke at 6:30 a.m. It took me a minute to figure out the coffee maker, but I prevailed. With a heavy earthenware mug of coffee in hand, I wandered out onto the wide porch that ran the length of the lodge. There was no furniture, Andy had offered to get it out of storage, but I had declined. He said he hadn’t gotten it out since last winter because Benjamin hadn’t come up from Detroit all summer. I sat on the steps and sipped my coffee. It was a crisp, overcast morning. The rainfall the night before had taken down some of the autumn leaves and they were dancing in the light breeze. I rapidly realized that I wasn’t in South Florida. The temperature was probably somewhere in the low forties. I hadn’t experienced the forties since I moved to Hollywood. I quickly retreated to the warmth of the lodge. 

My sojourn outside made me realize that I didn’t have many clothes with me suitable for fall in northern Michigan. With my mug in hand, I looked into the closet near the front entry door. Sure enough, there were several jackets and a couple of coats in the closet. At least I wouldn’t be confined to the inside. I recalled that several walking trails crisscrossed the property. Katharine and I had enjoyed leisurely strolls on these trails every time we visited. On a couple of occasions, we had taken a blanket with us and enjoyed each other in a more physical manner under the canopy of nature. I found myself smiling at those memories. Those were good times. There had been lots of good times. Too bad things had to change so dramatically. 

After toasting a bagel and slathering it in cream cheese, I went upstairs to the office to continue my search. My new process had its positives and its negatives. The positives were that progress, as measured by the volume of documents moved from the waiting pile to the finished file, was somewhat enhanced. The negatives involved the fact that most of Benjamin’s personal notes were handwritten, and the combination of his handwriting — if you didn’t know he was a lawyer, you would have sworn he was a doctor — and the fading ink created significant eye strain. By mid-morning I had completed the first box. A quick estimate told me that I could complete the entire task in a mere five days. Yuk! The realization unleashed a wave of disdain. Why had I ever made this commitment to Benjamin? Then a wave of guilt caught me. What the hell was the difference between two or three days and five days? I’d either made a commitment, or I hadn’t. I had. And it wasn’t qualified by the number of days it would take to accomplish it. Immediately following my mini-bout of self-loathing came the realization that I was only considering the number of days it would take to identify what Benjamin was asking me to correct. Who knows how long it would take to actually take the action necessary? Whatever the hell that means.       

I went downstairs, grabbed a jacket, and walked outside. I hoped the fresh air would clear my head and reinvigorate me. I walked down the driveway back to the gate. Looking through the gate to the outside, I noticed vehicle tracks in the gravel of the driveway approach. I decided the tracks had been made sometime after the rain stopped since there had been no tracks inside the gate the entire route from the lodge. The rain had totally obliterated mine and Andy’s tracks from the day before. It looked like a vehicle had pulled up to the gate and then backed up out onto the two-track road, returning the direction it had come from. Probably lots of people wandering around the two-tracks in the area turn in before realizing it is a gated driveway and not another road. By the time I got back to the lodge, I felt sufficiently recharged to dive into the second box.

Another problem developed as I got deeper into the second box. In the notes Benjamin had journaled in the very beginning of his career, he had referred to clients and others by their names. Something must have happened to prompt him to begin utilizing roles to refer to those he journaled about. Client, judge, prosecutor, opposing counsel were the most common monikers he used. The problem was that if his journal notes prompted my interest in the matter he was discussing, I needed to closely look at the legal documents from that time period to find the facts that coincided. This slowed my progress, not as much as my original approach of perusing every document but noticeably. 

Mid-afternoon, I rewarded myself for my persistence by attempting to call PJ. The cellular signal was strong enough to complete the call, but it kept breaking up. We spent more time repeating what we had said because the other person hadn’t heard it than we did conversing. After several minutes of growing frustration, I told her I would go outside and attempt to find a spot with a stronger signal. I would drive into town if necessary. She said not to bother because she was on her way to pick up Angela and take her shopping. I promised to try again the next day. 

The remainder of the day was nearly as frustrating. I felt like I was mired up to my knees in mud. I just couldn’t seem to make any real progress. The last thing I did before surrendering to eye strain was move the entire remaining pile of unopened boxes to a position out of my view when seated at the desk. They seemed like a baleful creature constantly taunting me. At least behind me I wasn’t constantly looking at their mocking presence. 

The following morning I worked on my project for a couple of hours and then drove into Vanderbilt in an effort to find a stronger cell signal. I was rewarded with four bars in a parking lot near I-75. I reached PJ, but she was busy at work and could only talk for a couple of minutes. I was disappointed but understood. I called Marge to check on the progress of negotiations with the insurance company. She said that things were going fine — although very slowly. She sounded tired, and even though her words were positive, I sensed that she was holding something back. I prodded her a little but got nothing additional.

Driving through town, I noticed a low slung log structure sitting at the back of a pothole-infested dirt parking lot. A buck pole, constructed from retired utility poles set at distances that could be spanned by horizontal poles attached at the top, delineated one side of the parking lot. They must kill a lot of deer around here. Or it was in place merely as reinforcement for the name, Buck Pole Bar. What the hell, it’s lunchtime, I might as well stop.

Upon entry, I was immediately assaulted by vision pollution. Something — mounted trophies of whitetail deer, pronghorn sheep, moose, elk, and a couple of creatures I didn’t recognize — covered every square inch of the walls. A stuffed black bear in a menacing upright stance occupied one corner. Any wall space not occupied by large mammals was covered by stuffed fish or smaller mammals. As a good measure, any opening large enough to accommodate it contained a flyer for some local event. Even the smoke-stained ceiling was almost totally obscured by sporting paraphernalia hanging from it. Even during its tackiest phase, Cap’s Place looked elegant by these standards.

Two men dressed in camouflage clothing made of a random pattern of browns and greens designed for bow hunters were seated at one end of the bar focused on what looked like a topographical map. Other than the bartender, standing with his back to me at the other end of the bar, the remainder of the place was empty. No one seemed to take notice of me as I made my way to the far end of the bar and hopped up on a stool a couple from where the bartender stood. As I settled onto the stool, the bartender noticed my arrival and turned toward me. He was a short stocky man in his seventies with a head of wild salt and pepper hair escaping from under a dirty baseball cap with the word Ford embroidered on it. He sported several days’ growth of beard. Red and black hunting pants and a black and orange flannel shirt completed his ensemble. I’m no fashion expert, but I didn’t feel that the patterns were working.

The bartender said, “Hi, friend. Didn’t hear you come in. What’ll you have?” His voice had the low scratchy tone of a heavy smoker.

I quickly assessed my surroundings and opted to forgo asking for my usual Landshark. Glancing at the four taps providing limited choices, I answered, “How about a Labatt Blue.” I couldn’t remember the last time I had a Canadian beer. Although, with the mergers and acquisitions of breweries the past few years, I wasn’t certain you could technically call Labatt a Canadian. 

“Pint or mug?”

“Let’s go with a mug.”

As he retrieved a mug, about the size of a small pitcher, from the chiller and filled it, I noticed for the first time that his left hand was missing. I had to admire the way he opened the tap, tilted the mug until it was nearly full to minimize the head, and closed the tap all with his right hand. As he set the beer in front of me, he asked, “Gonna eat? Like to see a menu?”

“Yeah, I’ll take a look.” 

He turned and pulled a well-worn single sheet paper menu from a stack on the back bar counter and placed it in front of me. Judging by the stains on it, I guessed that ketchup was a popular condiment in this establishment. As I looked at the menu, the bartender walked to the other end of the bar to converse with the two map readers. A couple of minutes later, he made his way back to me and asked, “What can I get you?”

“Cheeseburger and fries.” Without either Marge, Dana, or PJ to supervise me, I was going to live it up and return to the staples that constituted my diet before they began tending to my health.

The bartender nodded before saying, “My name’s Clarence, but everybody calls me Gunny.” Judging by his nickname and age, I guessed he had served as a marine in the Vietnam War era. He wiped his hand on his pant leg and extended it as he added, “What’s your’s?”

I shook his hand as I replied, “Jack. Pleased to meet you, Gunny.” His handshake was firm, and his hand was rough like a man who worked outdoors with his hands, or in his case, his hand.

“So, Jack, what brings you into town? Getting ready for bow season?”

“No. My father-in-law, well, ex-father-in-law, passed away, and I’m here going through some of his things.” Not liking the sound of my own statement, I added, “It was his request that I go through his papers. He was afraid it would be too difficult for his daughter.”

Gunny cocked his head slightly to one side and said, “Sounds like you guys got along okay. Both of my exes’ fathers thought I was an ass.” While he was talking, he scratched a couple of words on an order pad he had pinned to the bar with the stump of his left wrist. He ripped the sheet off and turned toward the back of the building, which I presumed was the kitchen, and said, “I’ll get Eddie started on your lunch.”

As Gunny returned from the kitchen, one of the map readers raised his hand and rotated it in a circle in the universal bar language of “we’ll have another round.” Gunny deftly retrieved two bottles of beer from the cooler, popped the caps off with an opener attached under the bar, and set them in front of the two guys. I couldn’t help but admire how effortlessly he accomplished with one hand what most people would take for granted doing with two.

Coming back to the spot in front of me, Gunny said, “So, who was your father-in-law, Jack?” Nothing subtle about this guy. I’m a stranger in his bar, and he wants to know my story.

“Benjamin Whitt. His place is a few miles east.”

“The lawyer. I know his place. Big. Nice place.” He paused and rubbed his forehead with his stump, asking, “Does, Andy Bradley still take care of that place?”

This guy must know everything about everyone around here. Small town bartender. Gotta love ’em. “Yeah, Andy still takes care of it.”

“I didn’t really know the lawyer. He didn’t come in here much. In fact, in the ten years I’ve owned the place, I don’t think I’ve seen him in here more than once or twice.” Gesturing around the room, Gunny added, “Probably not exactly his type of place.” Pausing only to take a breath, he asked, “So, what do you do for a living, Jack? You a lawyer, too?”

Rather than go into my life story, I replied, “Bar owner. I own a bar in Florida.”

“No shit.” Just then a sharp bell rang once. “I’ll get your cheeseburger, and we can swap stories.”

During the next thirty minutes, I ate my lunch while Gunny and I bantered back and forth the travails of being a bar owner. He told me that he had worked in the pulpwood industry from the time he returned from his twenty-year stint in the Marine Corps until the accident that took his left hand, fifteen years ago. He bought the bar with what savings he had and the sympathy of a local banker. He didn’t ask about my background, and I didn’t offer any details. When I finished my beer, Gunny offered to buy me another, but I told him I needed to get back to Benjamin’s. I paid my check, shook hands with Gunny again, and responded to his prompting with a promise to stop in again.




















CHAPTER NINE




The two men sat in the pickup truck and watched the rental car. The first man lowered his binoculars and said, “Looks like he’s on his cell. Must have come here to get a stronger signal. If we had another team, we could have sent them in to take a look around while he’s gone, but we don’t dare go and take a chance of him coming right back and catching us in there.”

The second man replied, “Yeah. But you could drop me off at the gate. I could walk in, and you could hang out in the area on the paved road and call me if he comes back. I could hide in the woods until he’s back inside and walk back to the gate where you could pick me up.”

The first replied, “That’s not a bad idea. Maybe we can move this little escapade along.” 

The second man said, “What, you don’t appreciate our little wilderness adventure?” He pulled his cell phone out. “I’ll give the client a call and see if he has any other ideas to move this along.” After a short conversation on the phone, he said, “The client says it’s fine to see what we can observe but to refrain from any chance of contact. He’s working on another approach to solving the problem and our direct intervention may not be necessary. We’re to watch and wait.”

The first man grumbled, “Great. Just sit around in this wilderness and watch the leaves fall.”

His partner replied, “Quit your bitching. They’re all billable hours. Now let’s take a run out there while he’s in town and see what we can learn. At least maybe we can determine if he’s alone.”




















CHAPTER TEN




When I left the Buck Pole, I wanted to drive around and explore, there was a herd of wild elk somewhere in the area, but I forced myself to return to the lodge. As I drove, I started to question the objective of my task. The legal work Benjamin had done in the early years of his career seemed to be pretty mundane property and contract law. His notes seemed to focus more on the personalities he came into contact with than they did on his personal actions. I was beginning to wonder if all of the medicine he had been taking had affected his mind and he’d sent me on one huge wild-goose chase. By the time I arrived at the lodge, I was so focused on my thoughts that I turned the key the wrong direction when I tried to unlock the door and locked it. Momentarily confused about how I could lock it if it was already locked, I decided I must have forgotten to lock it when I left. I noticed a couple of small clots of dirt on the floor just inside the door that must have come off my shoes when I returned from my walk down the driveway yesterday. 

I returned to my efforts at plowing through the materials in the office, but by mid-afternoon my eyes felt like they were going to start crossing. It was a very pleasant autumn afternoon with the temperatures in the low sixties. I grabbed a light jacket from the closet and set out to find the walking trails I remembered from previous visits. I walked down the driveway to the small cottage overlooking the trout pond. I stopped for a couple of minutes and reminisced about happier times with Katharine in that cottage. We did have fun. Some of it even involved admiring the amazing natural setting without morphing into sex. A wave of nostalgia swept over me. I trudged on before allowing myself to sink too far into the often misleading warmth generated by memories.

I followed the trail leading from the cottage deeper into the towering trees. About fifteen minutes into my walk, I came around a curve in the trail and stopped short. Ten yards ahead the trees thinned on one side of the trail as it ran along the edge of a clearing containing a stand of old apple trees. I had no idea what kind of apples they were, but the trees were loaded. The wind the other night must have caused many of the ripe apples to fall. Several deer were enjoying the bounty, chomping on the fallen apples. The more discriminating ones would strain as high as they could reach from all fours and then casually stand on their hind legs to reach higher and pick apples from the trees. One deer actually walked from one tree to another on its hind legs, a distance of about twenty feet. I stood still and watched. I wanted to take my phone from my pocket and take a picture but was afraid the movement would spook them. A breeze kicked up behind me, and it must have taken my scent to them. A buck on the edge of the clearing raised his head, snorted, and with his white tail in the straight-up alert position, bounded in the opposite direction. Within seconds all of the others had followed. I had to admire their survival instincts. 

As I walked farther, the breeze seemed to be increasing. A dark bank of clouds was now visible through the openings between trees. I had the distinct impression that a storm was rolling in. Having no idea where the trail led, I decided the smartest tactic was to turn around and retrace my route. At least I knew that would lead me back to the lodge. I was a few minutes into my return journey when it started to sprinkle rain. I picked up my pace. A few minutes later, it was pouring rain and I was jogging. I reached the cottage overlooking the pond and thought I would seek shelter inside, but it was locked. I was now soaked. I was running as fast as I could on the loose footing of the crushed stone parking area when I reached the lodge. I burst through the door to the lodge and nearly fell on the slate floor of the entryway. I regained my balance and shed the soaking wet jacket, pants, and shoes. A hot shower was in order.

***

I had just gotten out of the shower and was toweling off when my cell phone demanded my attention with its annoying chirp. I didn’t recognize the number calling but did recognize the area code as mid-Michigan. I answered and was stunned to hear the smooth melodious tones of Governor Armstrong. “Hi, Jack. It’s Bob Armstrong calling. I didn’t get a chance to talk with you at Ben’s funeral. Wanted to check in and see how you’re doing. I know it meant a great deal to Ben that he got a chance to see you before he passed. He spoke of you often. How are you doing?”

It took me a moment to process the situation. The guy who didn’t even give me a nod of the head when he saw me in person at Benjamin’s home was now calling to check on my well being? I stammered as I replied, “I’m . . . I’m doing fine . . . fine, I guess.”

“Good. Good. I understand that Ben roped you into assembling materials for a biography of his legal career.” He paused, and I chose not to fill the void in the conversation. Obviously, he had been told the biography story by Turner Kennedy. Now, I wasn’t only surprised by the call, I was leery of its motives. After the silence had drug on painfully long, the governor said, “Are you still there, Jack?”

“Yes, Governor, I’m still here. You are breaking up a bit, though. Not the best cell connection.” Actually, the connection was unusually good for the lodge, but it seemed like a good barrier to a lengthy conversation.

“Ah, that’s right, you’re up at Ben’s lodge, aren’t you? Cell service can be spotty around there at times.” I hadn’t told Turner Kennedy where I was going, so the governor must have learned that little tidbit from Katharine. He had been doing his research. Again, I out-waited him. He continued, “So, how is the project going?”

I really didn’t want to talk with him, but being rude — ruder than I was already being — didn’t seem like a good strategy either. I said, “Oh, I don’t know if the project is really ever going to go anywhere. Benjamin made notes throughout the years, but there is no real connection between his notes and the legal matters he was involved in. The notes are mostly his personal reflections on the people he interacted with over the years. I really don’t think there is adequate material for an author to do much with. I’m going to give it a little more effort and then reevaluate the whole thing. Benjamin was a bright guy, but he may not have been accurate when he thought his memoirs were the material of a book.” I knew I was rambling, but I couldn’t come up with anything more succinct on the spur of the moment.

What sounded like a contrived chuckle preceded his response. “You are certainly correct that Ben was not lacking in his assessment of his self-worth. He was a good friend of mine, so I don’t mean to speak ill of him, but he could be a bit conceited at times.” An interesting statement from a lifelong politician. 

Attempting to wrap the conversation up, I said, “I’m going to give it one more push, but my guess is that I’m not going to find enough material to go any further. I appreciate you checking on me, though.”

“As I mentioned, Ben always spoke very highly of you. Even after your divorce from Katharine. As his close friend, I just want to be of any assistance to you that I can. I will admit that the illness and the medications took a toll on Ben’s mental faculties. I saw that as I visited him. In many ways it doesn’t surprise me that he has you on an impossible mission. Just know that I’m here to help in any way I can.” A short pause and another forced laugh were followed by him adding, “Of course, I’ll bet I garnered my share of barbs in Ben’s memoirs?”

I deflected his unabashed fishing expedition. “No, not really. Nothing more dramatic than a mention in passing.” Actually, I hadn’t seen his name mentioned at all, but was certain it would be sometime in the later notes.

“Ah, good. Maybe as a close friend, I dodged Ben’s satirical wit.”

I forced a laugh in response but remained otherwise silent.

“Listen, Jack, I’m going to give you my private cell phone number. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything. And when you wrap-up your efforts, give me a call before you leave.” The governor gave me his number, and we ended the call.

As I dressed, I replayed the conversation in my mind. He had obviously called to learn what he could about what I was seeing in Benjamin’s materials. Not likely that the governor was calling on someone else’s behalf, so he must be concerned about material relating to himself. Benjamin had been his personal attorney for years, so anything relating to that would be protected by attorney-client privilege. The privilege belongs to the client, so even Benjamin’s death wouldn’t impact that. Who knows, maybe just a politician’s paranoia?

Still pondering the call, I went into the kitchen and put together the sandwich that would constitute my dinner. Sharon had stocked a variety of potential meals, but I didn’t have the energy to attempt anything more complicated than a sandwich. I was saving my energy for another evening of reviewing the mountain of materials mocking me from upstairs.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




The next morning I continued my review of Benjamin’s notes. I could feel my focus weakening as a voice in the back of my head kept suggesting it was a pointless task. His notes mostly consisted of his personal assessment of the people he came in contact with. Attorneys, judges, clients. One attorney is always combative, never willing to compromise. One judge is always reasonable to deal with while another is arrogant and condescending. Benjamin had sprinkled his notes with assessments of his own behavior and feelings. Yet I had seen nothing to indicate the type of transgression any reasonable person would deem so appalling that it warranted a deathbed request for my promise to rectify it. Maybe Benjamin’s appeal to me had been the product of his physical pain and the medications. 

My reflections were interrupted by my cell phone. I glanced at the screen and saw that it was Marge. I answered, “Hi, Marge. Miss me?”

“Sure, Jack. Things just aren’t the same without you around here.”

“Gosh, a guy could take that in any one of several ways.”

“Yup, you sure could, but as much as I always enjoy our banter, that’s not the point of my call. Do you have a minute? Can you talk?”

“Actually, I would welcome the distraction. What’s on your mind?” Marge comes from a strong background in investment banking and her retirement job managing Cap’s Place is something she could do in her sleep. Even managing our business interests through the aftermath of a hurricane that significantly destroyed the building should by no means tax her abilities. She was always great about running decisions by me, but we both have always known it was a courtesy, not a necessity. If she was calling to actually discuss something with me, it must be important. 

“First, the insurance company is balking at the projected replacement costs. In the aftermath of the storm, costs are skyrocketing down here, and they’re not willing to agree to an open-ended situation. With each passing day, the good contractors become scarcer and scarcer. Some of the good ones are already obligated a year out.” Marge’s tone exhibited a level of stress I’d never heard from her. 

I replied, “Our business interruption insurance will cover us for the period we’re closed.”

“That’s part of the problem, Jack. To minimize the business interruption costs, I’m afraid they’re going to push a substandard contractor off on us. You know what happens after these storms, all kinds of fly-by-night companies descend on an area.”

I asked, “Aren’t there replacement cost ranges already established by the insurance industry? You know, a range of so many dollars per square foot depending on the type of construction?”

“There are, but the range can be quite extensive, and I’m afraid one of these untrustworthy outfits will take the low end of the range on everything and the insurance company will accept that and we’ll get stuck with a mess.”

“Okay, I hear you . . .”

Marge interrupted me. “How soon will you be back down here, Jack? How are things going up there?”

This was totally out of character for Marge. I’d never known her to need anything more from me than to stay out of her way and let her run the business. I said, “I don’t think it will be much longer. Is there something I can do from up here? Call someone?”

A long pause. “No, not really. I think you need to be here to have a feel for things. I would just appreciate it if you were here to add your judgment to the mix.” The situation must really be serious. Marge had never asked for my opinion in other than a token manner.

“Sure. I’ll wrap things up here as fast as I can. But, Marge, you need to know I have total confidence in your judgment. Until I get back, you do what you need to do. I’m sure it’ll be fine in the long run.”

“I appreciate your confidence. I just don’t share your opinion that everything will be fine in the long run.” Her tone was strained and her statement clipped. 

“Can Moe be of any help to you in considering the pros and cons of these contractors?”

 She laughed. “Moe. He’s part of the problem. He thinks he can make any one of these contractors do what we need. I love that big lug, but business negotiations are not his strong suit.”

I couldn’t help but smile. I could picture Moe saying that, and the funny thing was that he would believe it with all of his heart. And, depending on the situation, he might just be able to pull it off. I’ve been in a couple of tough spots with Moe, and he’s always been there for me. Still, the environment he grew up in prepared him to settle things with force, not finesse. I said, “Okay, I hear you, Marge. I’ll get things wrapped up here and get back down there as fast as I possibly can.”

“Thanks, Jack. I appreciate it.”

“Hey, I’m the one who should be saying thank you. I really do appreciate everything you’re doing for us. Have you heard from any of the others? Dana, Renee, Juan?

“Dana is tending bar part time at one of the bars at Pinnacle. She hates it. Says the customers are a bunch of snobs. Renee called the other day and told me she landed a job at a restaurant in Coral Springs. She wanted to make certain we’d hold her position for her when we reopened. I’ve talked to several of the other waitresses, but in all honesty, I don’t think many of them will return by the time we reopen. You know how it is, they find other jobs and just settle into them.”

“What about Juan? I’d hate to lose Juan. Is he working somewhere else?”

There was a long period of silence. Finally, Marge said, “We may have lost Juan but not to another bar. His parents got caught up in an ICE sweep. Looks like they’re going to be deported.”

I interrupted. “But Juan’s a citizen. Isn’t he?”

“Oh, yeah, Juan’s a citizen. He was born here. His parents have been here for decades. They originally came up here as migrant workers for the vegetable farms. One year, the guy who brought them up each year just disappeared. The farm they were working on at the time kept them on year round. They built a life, but never applied for citizenship. They’re elderly now. That’s part of the issue for Juan. He says they don’t have any family or friends left in the village they came from. He can’t let them face the change alone. He’s talking about going with them.”

“What about his family? He’s going to take his family to Mexico?”

“No. His family will stay here. He’ll go down there with his parents. Leave his wife and kids here.”

“Damn, what a mess. Is there anything we can do to help him?”

“I don’t think so. They have an immigration attorney working on the case. One of the legal aid groups that help immigrants. They’re working on it, but no one is very hopeful with the way things are today.”

I said, “Keep me posted. I don’t know what I can do from here, but I sure hate to lose Juan.” A jolt of shame struck me. I was more concerned about the impact to my business than I was the trauma Juan and his family were experiencing.

“Sure. Oh, one other thing, Jack. Some guy by the name of Percy Strickland stopped by looking for you. He just happened to catch me at Cap’s, meeting with the insurance adjuster. He said he had expected to hear from you a couple of days ago. Didn’t say what it was about. Even seemed a little evasive about what it was he wanted to talk to you about. Said he’d attempted to call you a couple of times but hadn’t gotten through. I told him you were in an area with poor cell coverage. He gave me a number and asked me to give it to you if I talked to you. Do you want the number?”

Damn, Percy Strickland, the real estate broker who was attempting to put together a sizable parcel of land for redevelopment in the area of Cap’s Place. Just before I left to come up here, he made me a very attractive offer to buy Cap’s Place. I’d mentioned Strickland’s offer, but not the fact that it was at least three times the value of the property, to Marge. Seemed premature at the time. Now, with all of the issues in rebuilding, maybe I needed to consider his offer more seriously. Yet I didn’t think that with everything else weighing on Marge at the moment that this was the right time either. I said, “Thanks. I’ve got his number. I’ll give him a call when I get a chance.”

Marge and I talked a few more minutes. Each of us attempting to find something positive to interject into the conversation. Failing, we ended the call with me promising to call in a day or two and give Marge a status report on things at my end.




















CHAPTER TWELVE




The call from Marge had two impacts on me. The problems arising in Florida added significantly to the funk I was already experiencing. Yet the fact that Marge and Moe actually needed my help motivated me to fulfill my promise to Benjamin as quickly as possible. I dove back into my review of the materials with a sense of urgency, if not focus.

It was mid-afternoon when I finally succumbed to eye strain from reading Benjamin’s handwritten notes almost nonstop since early morning. The only break I had taken was to go downstairs and make a sandwich. I thought about going into town and having a beer at the Buck Pole, but the memory of Marge’s call convinced me that a short walk in the woods would be a better decision. I really needed to recharge my batteries as quickly as possible and dive back into this mountain of documents and notes. So far, the most shocking act my efforts had uncovered was Benjamin lamenting how condescending he had been to a young court clerk who was unable to find a file he was seeking. He had written an entire page of self-flagellation describing the incident. Maybe it was cathartic at the time. Regardless, the description of the incident certainly didn’t warrant a deathbed promise to provide recompense.

I grabbed a jacket and headed outside. The sky was gunmetal gray, and the cool fall air had the smell of approaching rain. I didn’t want to get caught in the rain a second day in a row, but I really needed the fresh air, so I headed off down the trail. I was about fifteen minutes down the trail when, as if on cue, it started to rain. Today, there was no light sprinkle to announce the beginning. The rain started with large ice cold drops that pelted me almost as hard as if they had been hail. I made no pretense of merely hurrying — I took off on a dead run back toward the lodge. When I emerged from the woods and started across the parking area, I noticed a car parked next to mine. I certainly wasn’t expecting anyone but I guessed that it was Sharon coming to check on me. It wasn’t the truck Andy was driving, so must be Sharon.

Remembering how my wet shoes had slipped on the slate floor yesterday, I came to a complete stop and was more cautious when I came in the door today. I could hear music playing softly somewhere in the lodge. I wasn’t certain where it was coming from, but it sounded like the direction of the master suite. Sharon must be attending to totally unnecessary housecleaning. Other than my stepping into the doorway and glancing around when I first arrived, I hadn’t even been in that area of the lodge. It certainly didn’t need cleaning. I shed my wet jacket and shoes and started to go toward the sound. Realizing I would probably startle Sharon, I called out, “Sharon, it’s Jack. I’m back.”

It wasn’t Sharon who emerged from the master suite but Katharine. “Hi, Jack. I’m glad you’re back. When you weren’t here, I figured you had gone for a walk. I was afraid you’d get caught in the rain.” She looked me up and down. “Guess I was right. Here, let me get you a towel.” With that, she disappeared back into the master suite for a couple of seconds and returned with a bath towel. I stood stock still, dripping on the floor, with my mouth hanging open. Handing me the towel, she said, “Here, dry off before you catch your death of pneumonia.”

I used the action of toweling off my sopping hair and head to stall for time. Finally, I found my tongue and said, “Ah, hello, Katharine. I’m surprised to see you.” My next statement was a bald-faced lie. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to see you after the funeral.” I couldn’t think of a reasonable excuse, other than the truth, which was that she had been a snobby bitch to me at the visitation, so I let my statement drop there.

She nodded and said, “No worries, Jack. People were coming at me in a blur at the funeral and the luncheon afterwards. If you had told me that you spoke to me there, I couldn’t have denied it. I figured you wanted to get started with the drive up here. This place can be tough to find after dark.” She gave my appearance another appraisal. “Why don’t you go and get out of those wet clothes. I’ll make some coffee. Unless you’d rather have a drink?”

I replied, “No, coffee would be great.” I turned and started in the direction of the room I was staying in, saying over my shoulder, “Be back in a couple of minutes. Think I’m going to grab a hot shower.” I had started to shiver but wasn’t totally certain it was the effects of the rain.

I utilized the time showering and getting into dry clothes to attempt to process what was going on. Why was Katharine here? Well, the place does belong to her. I imagine all of Benjamin’s estate was left to Katharine. Yet she knows I’m here, so why choose now to visit her fief? Maybe she feels it necessary to check on the peasants. Realizing I was spiraling into a frame of mind that would only lead to saying things I might later regret, I finished dressing without additional reflection.

Katharine was seated, with her legs tucked under her, on one of the large overstuffed leather couches near the fireplace. She was wearing a peach-colored oversized knit sweater, tight denim leggings, and heavy wool socks. A fire was starting to come alive in the fireplace. She looked up at me and smiled. Damn, she had a nice smile. “Hey there, I started a fire. Thought it might help warm you and drive off some of the chill. She patted the couch. “Sit down and have a cup of coffee.” 

Katharine was clutching a mug and a second one set next to the coffee carafe on the table in front of her. I leaned down and filled the mug but didn’t sit. “I really should get back to work.” I gestured toward the upstairs study.

“I see you’ve got quite a project going up there. I had no idea that my dad had that many personal files. What in the world does . . . did he expect you to do with them?” A cloud crossed her face. Her voice dropped to a near whisper. “I just can’t get accustomed to his being gone.” She paused and then added, “Yesterday, I actually hit the speed dial number for him on my phone thinking I would ask him a question.” She looked up at me. I could see moisture glistening in her eyes. “That’s why I came up here. Since his death, I’ve tried to bury myself in my work but just couldn’t concentrate. I thought if I came up here — this place holds nothing but good memories — I could allow myself to grieve.”

I said, “I should be out of here in another couple of days. Or I could take the stuff upstairs and go somewhere else to finish reviewing it. Give you some space.” I had no idea where I’d go, Vanderbilt isn’t exactly teeming with hotels, but it seemed like an appropriately chivalrous offer.

“Goodness, no. I don’t want to be alone, Jack. I thought I could help you with your work. Talking about Dad’s life seemed like it might be comforting. I . . . I just miss him.” She drew two sharp breaths but couldn’t stifle the rising tide as she began to sob. She looked so small and fragile on the huge couch. I sat down next to her and wrapped my arms around her. Her head fell against my chest as she continued sobbing. “Jack, I miss him, I miss him so much.”

I was quiet for a few minutes, just holding her. Once her composure began to return, I said, “I’m sure I can figure out a way for you to help me. As you mentioned, there is plenty of material to review.”

Katharine slowly withdrew from me and dabbed her eyes with a tissue she had pulled from her sleeve. I had forgotten that about her. She seemed to always have a tissue stuffed up her sleeve. I used to call it her magic trick. She asked, “What exactly is this project you’re doing for Dad?”

I hesitated. I didn’t know why, but I felt uneasy, as if I would be betraying Benjamin’s confidence to me. Yet it wasn’t because he didn’t want Katharine to know about his transgression, it was because he was afraid she would do as he had and fail to act to rectify the matter. He also mentioned that it might be a conflict of interest for her. I interpreted that to mean that she may have had legal dealings with some of the parties involved. Neither of those reasons should prohibit me from telling her the truth about his request. I said, “Your dad told me that the documents upstairs contain information about something he did, or didn’t do, I don’t really know which, for which he felt overwhelming guilt. He asked me to promise that I would do everything in my power to rectify the situation.”

Katharine stared back at me in bewilderment. “What? What are you talking about? I’m confused.”

We were sitting side by side on the couch. Through reflex, I reached out and patted her on the knee. It felt strange, yet familiar. “That makes two of us, Kat.” Kat was the pet name I’d called her all of the years we were together. It just popped out. Strange, yet familiar. I withdrew my hand somewhat awkwardly. “I’m going through his personal notes. I’m hoping that something will jump out at me as so atrocious, so out of character for Benjamin, that I will instantly know it is the transgression he was talking about.”

Katharine’s face took on a sterner countenance. “I don’t understand why he didn’t just tell you what he was talking about? Certainly not fair to expect you to find a needle in a haystack.”

“Oh, he had every intention of telling me. It’s just that he didn’t live long enough.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wished I had used a little more tact. Fortunately, my words didn’t seem to impact Katharine. She seemed more focused and less emotional than a few minutes ago.

“I don’t know, Jack, you may be on a wild goose chase. Dad seemed to be overly remorseful in his last couple of weeks. He apologized to me for several things that happened when I was a kid — you know, his missing some school function of mine — things that I had long ago forgotten, but he felt compelled to apologize for. It was as if he was searching his memory banks for any transgression he could possibly recall and make amends. Like he was afraid to die with anything on his conscience. I wonder if there is anything that you will be able to identify as a wrong. After all, he was an advocate. Every issue he dealt with had two sides to it, and usually the other side felt they had been somehow wronged. That is the life of the litigator. You know that.”

I was relieved that Katharine’s rare display of emotion had passed. She was back in her analytical mode. What she said made sense. Maybe it was just a case of a dying man attempting to make amends for any wrong he committed, regardless of its scale. I said, “You may well be correct, Katharine. I certainly haven’t seen anything to indicate otherwise. At least, not yet.” I reverted back to the beginning of our conversation. “So, you’re going to stay here a few days?”

She looked directly at me. A warm glow came to life in her eyes. “That was my plan. That is, if it’s okay with you?”

I swept my arm around the room and chuckled. “I think you have it backwards. This is your place. I should be asking you if it’s okay with you if I stay.”

“It’s not only okay, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Her warm smile and dancing eyes were visions I had long ago buried in my memories. Now here they were, on full display. Strange, yet familiar. I nodded and rose. “I’m going to get back to work.”

As I started toward the stairs, Katharine said, “I see that Sharon stocked the kitchen for you. Do you mind if I make dinner for us? You work a couple of hours and then break for dinner, how does that sound?”

What, no cold sandwich tonight? I turned and smiled at her. “That would be great. Thanks.”

The wide swing in her emotions was unsettling, but I guess that was to be expected this soon after Benjamin’s death. 




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




As did everyone else in the diner, the trim woman dressed in tailored slacks and a starched white shirt, tracked the large man with her eyes as he lumbered through the front door and made his way toward her booth. He wore a deep scowl across his broad black face. The seat in the booth groaned audibly as he slumped heavily into it. At six foot four inches tall and 240 pounds, he was the antithesis of the small woman, in her mid-fifties, seated across from him. He looked across the table, attempted to smile but failed, and said, “Hi, Marge. So, what’s going on?” Before Marge could answer, a waitress tentatively approached the table and asked meekly if he would like to order. Pointing to the coffee cup in front of Marge, he said, “I’ll just have coffee. Thanks.”

Marge said, “Before I start, why don’t you tell me what’s got you wearing such a sour face today, Moe?”

The waitress returned with a cup and filled it from an insulated carafe that she left on the table.

Moe took a sip of the coffee and said, “Aw, my niece, the one that’s down here in college at Miami. She’s running around with a bunch of real knuckleheads. Jocks. I’m worried she’s gunna screw up and do something stupid.”

Marge asked, “What do you mean by something stupid?”

“You know, flunk out.”

“I thought she was really bright. Isn’t that’s what you’ve always said?”

Moe shook his head. “Yeah, she’s bright all right, but she still needs to go to class and do the work. She’s partying with these jocks and missing classes. They don’t need to worry about grades. A whole host of people are making certain they get the grades they need. She doesn’t have anyone but herself.”

“Have you tried to talk to her?”

The scowl deepened. “Yeah. I talked myself hoarse. She’s not listening to her old dumb uncle.”

Marge asked, “You want me to try to talk to her?”

Moe looked startled. “You’d do that? You don’t even know her.”

Marge smiled. “I know you, Moe. I like to think we’re friends. Of course I’d try to help a friend. Besides, even though I’m old, too, I am a woman. Maybe she’d take it better from a woman. Maybe she’d be more inclined to listen to a woman.”

The scowl faded considerably for the first time since he’d entered the diner. Moe said, “I’m going to drive down and have dinner with her tonight. Let me see how that goes. If I don’t think I’m making headway, I might just take you up on your offer.” He took a drink of his coffee and asked, “Now, what is it you wanted to talk about?”

Marge looked down at the table for a second and then returned Moe’s gaze. When she spoke, there was a tentative ring to her voice. “I talked to Jack earlier today. I brought him up to speed on the issues we’re having with the insurance and potential contractors.”

Moe interrupted. “Don’t tell me he just blew you off. He flies away to Michigan and forgets about us back here dealing with the leftovers of the damn hurricane.”

“No. No. Nothing like that. He offered to do anything he could to help from up there, you know, make some phone calls.”

“Yeah, like his calls would have more weight than yours.”

“Moe, you’re getting this all wrong. Jack is just as anxious to finish things up there and get back down here to help as we are to have him return. It’s not that at all. In fact, I would imagine he’d much rather be down here with us than up there with the ex-wife he loathes.”

Moe flinched. “He’s with his ex?”

“Well, sorta. When he first got there and his father-in-law died, he was around her a lot.”

Moe smirked. “Oh, and how did that go?”

“From the couple of comments Jack made, I would guess not very comfortably.”

“Where is he now?” Moe asked.

“He’s at the lodge that his father-in-law owned in northern Michigan. That’s why it’s so hard to talk to him. Cell coverage is real sketchy. He said he’s doing everything he can to wrap up things up there as soon as possible.”

Moe cocked his head and asked, “So, what’s got you so worried?”

“I mentioned that a Percy Strickland was trying to reach him. He told me he would attempt to return the call.”

“Yeah . . . what exactly is wrong with that?”

“I did a little research on this Percy Strickland. He’s a big real estate broker. Remember the guy in the fancy car who came to see Jack one of the last days before he went north? They talked in the car parked on the street in front of Cap’s Place. Jack told us over lunch that he made an offer to buy Cap’s Place. I’d bet that was this Strickland.”

“So?”

Marge pursed her lips. “If Jack is still talking to this Strickland, it means a sale is still possible.”

Moe rubbed his hand across his shaved head. “As I recall, Marge, when he told us about it, you advised Jack to take a good long look at the offer.”

“I know. I know. I was suggesting what might be in his best interest. It might be in his best interest to take the money and not deal with the headaches of rebuilding and take the risk of the business not coming back. There’s no guarantee that, even if we do reopen, people will come back. People are fickle. Creatures of habit. They start going to other places and that becomes their new habit. No, it might be best for Jack if he did sell.”

Moe nodded. “But that’s not necessarily best for you and me and lots of other people?”

“Exactly.”

They sat quietly for several seconds. Finally, Moe said, “Maybe the fact that Jack hasn’t gotten back to this Strickland is a sign that he’s not interested. Any idea how much money they’re offering?”

Marge shook her head. “No, no idea. Although, I did have an interesting conversation with Justin yesterday. I was at Cap’s, and he was working at the marina. We chatted for a few minutes, and he mentioned that Johnny told him the owners of the marina had a very good offer for the marina. Johnny thinks they might sell.”

“Wow, wonder what Johnny would do? He’s been managing that marina since the earth cooled. Maybe the new owners would keep him.”

Shaking her head, Marge said, “Doubt it. Someone is trying to buy all of these properties to redevelop the area. They’ll tear everything down and build something all new. I’m sure they’ll have a marina, but it’ll be all new and different.”

Another period of silence and then Marge said, “I’ll be fine. Well, not fine, because I’ll really miss Cap’s Place. I’ve grown to really love the place and all of you characters, but I’m fine financially.” She hesitated and then said, “I just wanted to alert you, Moe. You know . . . so you could be thinking about alternative strategies.”

“Oh hell, I’ll be fine. Guy like me, black ex-con, I can get a job anywhere. People calling all the time wanting me to come to work for them.”

She reached out and patted the back of his hand. “Maybe I’m worrying about nothing. I just wanted to make certain you were fully aware of the situation.”

Moe gave her a weak smile. “You know Jack as well as I do. Simply because selling might be the best thing for him doesn’t mean he’ll do it. He sometimes has a tendency to do things that aren’t good for him.”

Marge nodded and smiled. “Ain’t that the truth.”




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




I resumed reviewing Benjamin’s notes and files, but my mind kept wandering. First, there were the seeds of skepticism sown by the governor’s call and then Katharine’s statements about Benjamin’s last days. Maybe it was a wild-goose chase. Of course, I’d never know if I didn’t thoroughly review the materials. Unfortunately, my thorough review was also being impeded by the woman downstairs. I found her presence unnerving. For several years now, I had nurtured an image of her as evil. The limited interaction I had with her when she came to Florida to ask me to come up and see her dad and the couple of occasions since my arrival hadn’t done anything to dispel that image, but the woman downstairs seemed to be a different person. More akin to the person I had originally fallen in love with all of those years ago. This sudden shift in my impression of Katharine left me feeling as if I was on the rolling deck of a sailboat caught in a storm. 

I slogged through the next couple of hours with the low murmur of smooth instrumental jazz drifting up from downstairs. I must have been more focused on my task than I realized because I didn’t hear Katharine come upstairs. Suddenly, she was standing behind me, saying softly, “Can you take a break if I put dinner on the table?” I must have jumped a foot in my chair because she raised both hands and said, “Oh my gosh, Jack, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

I clasped my hand over my heart and said, “If I recover from my recent heart attack, I’d love to stop for dinner.” We both laughed, and I followed her back downstairs.

Katharine had set two place settings perpendicular on one corner of the dining table. Flames danced in the fireplace, and the music played softly in the background. She gestured toward a wine decanter and said, “I opened a bottle of pinot noir. If you’ll do the honors, I’ll bring dinner in.” With that, she disappeared back into the kitchen.

It took me a few seconds to process the entire scene. When I got up this morning, I could never in my wildest imagination have created this picture for my dinner. I filled the two wine glasses on the table, took a long drink from one before refilling it, and called out, “You need a hand in there?”

Katharine emerged from the kitchen carrying a large covered serving dish. She placed it on the table and answered, “Sure, there are a couple of wilted spinach salads on the counter in there. If you get those, I’ll get the hot bacon dressing.”

I followed her back into the kitchen and collected the salads on the counter. Katharine picked up a small clear glass pitcher of dressing and a couple of serving spoons. Once we were both seated at the table, Katharine removed the cover from the serving dish and said, “Pork loin with roasted potatoes and baby carrots.”

Gesturing toward the kitchen, I said, “Wow, you found all of this in there?”

Katharine laughed and replied, “Looks to me like Sharon did a nice job of stocking the kitchen. Well, with the exception of sandwich materials. They seem to be running low.”

“You’ve seen where I live. It came with a fully staffed kitchen. My culinary skills haven’t progressed much since . . .” My sentence trailed off, and I left unspoken the reference to our marriage.

She smiled faintly and raised her wine glass. “Bon appétit.” We clinked glasses.

As Katharine served the pork and vegetables, I again noticed she was not wearing an engagement ring. “So, tell me about Dr. Reynolds. I understand that you are engaged.”

Katharine looked at me intently, as if she was looking for a hidden meaning in my inquiry. “Well, let’s see, Phil is a neurosurgeon. We met at a function at the Detroit Institute of Arts. Phil is on the board of directors.” She paused briefly as if sorting facts and deciding which ones to share. “We dated sporadically for a few years. Both of us were more focused on our careers than our social lives. Eventually, as the saying goes, one thing led to another, and we started to see each other more and more frequently. A couple of months ago he asked me to marry him. I said yes, but we haven’t set a date yet.”

A multitude of nasty comments flooded my mind, but I chose the high road. “Well, congratulations.” I lifted my wine glass in salute, then with a gesture toward her left hand, I said, “No engagement ring?”

“Oh, that. There is an engagement ring. It’s . . . it’s . . . well, it’s huge. It’s a little ostentatious, even for me. I usually only wear it on special occasions.”

“What, dinner with me isn’t a special occasion?”

She grinned. “Well, if I had known.”

I complimented the meal, and Katharine told me how she had taken an interest in cooking the last few years. She found it was a great distraction from the stresses of the legal profession. She talked at length about a couple of cooking classes she had recently taken. I was almost mesmerized listening to her. When we were married, she could barely boil water. We lived almost exclusively on takeout and frozen pizzas.

Without preamble, she switched subjects and said, “Enough about my life. Tell me about yours. Is there a special someone in your life?” Both the subject and her sincere tone were unexpected.

Relying on my oft utilized tack of deflecting through humor, I replied, “There certainly is. It’s just her name changes frequently.”

My quip garnered a motherly scowl. “I’m surprised by that, Jack. I thought you would have settled down by now.”

My first thought was, I thought I was settled down — with you — but that didn’t work out so well. Fortunately, my mouth didn’t engage until I came up with something less antagonizing. “Nope. No one really special yet. To be honest, Cap’s Place keeps me pretty busy.” Of course, the last statement was a bald-faced lie; Marge and Moe run the place, but Katharine had no way of knowing that.

Katharine smiled, a warm seemingly genuine smile. “You really are a great guy, Jack. I’m certain you’ll meet someone. You deserve to meet someone. You deserve to be happy.”

I didn’t know if it was the dinner, the wine, or the fireplace, but I suddenly felt very warm. All I could muster in reply was to say, “Thanks, Kat. Thanks.”

We chatted as we finished dinner. The conversation of two old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a long time catching up. Sharing new details of our lives while frequently harkening back to times and events when we were much closer. Lots of remember whens. We finished dinner and the wine. Katharine pushed back from the table and said, “How about you helping me clean up the dishes and then we can go for a walk? The fresh air would feel good.” 

“I’ll gladly help you pick up, but I really should work some more tonight.”

“Tell you what, you go for a walk with me tonight, and I’ll help you go through my dad’s stuff tomorrow. Deal?”

I knew better. I just couldn’t stop myself. “Sure. That sounds like a good deal. A little fresh air would be good.”

It only took us a few minutes to clean up after dinner. We took a couple of jackets from the front closet. The one she picked was obviously hers, and it made me wonder if the ones I’d been wearing were Benjamin’s or Phil’s. The shoes I had been wearing earlier were still damp. Katharine rummaged around in the back of the closet and pulled out a pair of duck boots. “Here, wear these. They were Dad’s.”

The rain had stopped, and the sky had cleared to reveal millions of stars. The temperature had dropped, but that only added to the ambiance of autumn in northern Michigan. The rains of the past few days had started to take down the leaves, and in the areas of the trail bounded by deciduous trees, the path looked as if it was carpeted in a mosaic pattern of dull reds and oranges. We walked along in silence, both of us enjoying the quiet surroundings. Light from the nearly full moon filtered through the trees and provided a soft illumination. In stretches of the trail where the tree cover blocked out the moonlight, I would snap on the flashlight Katharine had retrieved from the coat closet.

We were walking down a subtle grade when Katharine slipped on the slick leaves. She grabbed my arm, and the force spun me around facing her. To keep from falling, I wrapped my free arm around her. By the time we had both regained our balance, we were locked in a full embrace. Katharine gasped, “Oh, Jack,” and buried her head in my chest. I thought she was referring to her near fall, until she looked up at me. Tears were flowing down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Jack. I’m just so sorry. Please forgive me. Please.”

First the tears over the loss of her dad and now this. I’d seen more emotion from her on this one day than in all of the years I’d known her combined. Katharine was not a crier. This was something new. Or a display of feelings she had never allowed me to see before. I pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “There is nothing to forgive. The past is the past. Let’s not look back, let’s just experience today.” Her head was back on my chest, and her arms tightened their hold around me. A few moments later, we parted, and I snapped on the flashlight. “Okay, Houdini, pull out your magic tissue,” was my attempt to lighten the moment.

Katharine smiled wanly and complied. She wiped her cheeks and then threaded her arm through mine, clasping my hand. “I’m going to hold on to you, if you don’t mind? I’d just as soon not repeat that little dance step.” We headed down the trail with our arms locked the same as they had been returning down the aisle after being pronounced man and wife.

We rounded a bend that plunged us into darkness. I was about to turn on the flashlight again when I noticed a small red light wink once in the black ahead. I stopped abruptly. Even holding my arm, Katharine nearly fell again. She exclaimed, “What . . . what is it, Jack? Why’d you stop?”

I squinted into the darkness. Nothing. “I saw something. A blinking red light. Well, it blinked once.”

“Where?”

“Out there somewhere. I think directly in front of us.” Just then I saw it again. One short blink of a faint red light. “There, did you see it?”

Katharine was leaning forward, staring into the darkness ahead. “I didn’t see it. Could it have been an animal?”

“Maybe, if it only has one red blinking eye.”

She dug her fingers into my arm in obvious rejection of my put down. “Shine the light out there.”

I turned the flashlight on and started to raise it when the red light blinked again. Knowing the beam would obliterate the blink, I shined the light down at the ground. “There, did you see it that time?”

“I did. Shine the light up there, before it gets away.”

She was right. We were certainly never going to identify the source of the red blink in the dark. I shined the light in the general area from which I believed the blink had emanated. I asked, “You see anything?”

We both stared ahead. Katharine replied, “No. Do you?”

“Nope. Let’s move forward a little.” 

She grasped my arm tighter as we slowly moved forward. “Do you think it’s safe?”

I stopped, bringing Katharine to a halt alongside. “Well, yeah, I think so.” It suddenly dawned on me that there could be a creature out here that might pose a danger. Cougars and bobcats have both been identified in Michigan in recent years. Do either of them have red eyes? How the hell should I know? I’m certainly no Davy Crockett. I shined the light slowly across the trail. Suddenly, I saw the light blink again. Six feet off the ground. Damn, maybe it was a cat. I said, “There, I saw it again. It’s up in a tree.” I did my best imitation of a roaring animal while waving the flashlight beam violently from side to side in the area I’d seen the blink.

“Up in a tree? I bet I know what it is.”

“What? Some kind of cat? A cougar or bobcat?”

Katharine chuckled and said, “No, I’ll bet it’s one of dad’s game cameras. He’s got two or three of them out here somewhere. I’ll bet it’s one of them.”

We inched forward with me shining the light into the trees. When I saw the next blink, I realized it was certainly more mechanical than natural. Finally, we identified the rectangular object attached to a branch. It was really difficult to spot because it was painted in a camouflage pattern that blended in with the tree bark.

I asked, “How do you see the pictures it takes?”

“I think it’s got a memory card in it. You take the card out and put it in the computer and download the pictures.”

“Want to do that? Might be interesting to see the creatures that we share the trail with.”

Katharine said, “Sure. In fact, let’s take the whole camera in with us. I’m not certain how the memory card comes out. It’ll be a lot easier to take it out inside. Besides, I’m not sure, but I think the red light might mean that the batteries are low. I think I remember Dad telling me that once. Let’s just take it down and take it inside.”

I had to stretch to reach the camera but was able to unclasp the strap that held it to the tree branch. We turned and headed back toward the lodge. Katharine carried the camera while I carried the flashlight. Our free arms were interlocked.

***

Once we were back inside, we went up to the study and rummaged through the desk drawers until we found the camera’s memory card reader. Katharine brought her laptop computer to the dining table, and we resumed the seats we had occupied during dinner. It took us a couple of minutes, but we figured out how to open the camera and remove the memory card. Katharine attached the card reader to her computer and inserted the memory card. Once she opened the photo app on her computer, hundreds of photos became visible. They were black and white and a little grainy but certainly clear enough to make out the images. Most were taken at night with the camera’s infrared flash providing the light to take a photo but not be seen by the creature. We saw deer, squirrels, rabbits, and fox. Some of the photos contained no animals, and we decided those had been triggered by moving tree limbs during windy weather. 

After a few minutes, we became a little bored with the redundant wildlife photos and began to move quickly through the frames. Each frame had the date and time it was taken noted. We could tell by the recent dates that we were nearing the end when a frame containing a human image flashed by. I told Katharine to go back so we could take a closer look. She started to click back through the frames. “It would have been you. When we started on our walk, you said you had gone out a couple of times.” What she said was true, but the trails honeycombed the property, and Katharine was choosing our course tonight. I didn’t recall ever going down that particular section of trail on my previous walks.  

Katharine found the photo we were looking for and enlarged it on the screen. It clearly showed a man walking down the trail, but it wasn’t me. The date was yesterday, and I was pretty certain the time would have corresponded with the time I was in town at the Buck Pole. I started to wonder aloud who the guy was and what he was doing on the property. Katharine said that even with the perimeter fence and the signs identifying it as private property, they sometimes got trespassers. She said it was more likely to happen in the fall during hunting season than any other time of the year. 

Katharine started to resume clicking through the pictures, but I had her return to the frame that captured the guy. I stared at it. He wasn’t dressed like a hunter. At least not like the ones I’d seen at the Buck Pole. He wore a dark windbreaker and dark denims. I couldn’t make out exactly what he wore on his feet, but it looked more like shoes than boots. He didn’t look like a guy dressed for a walk in the woods. He appeared to be of medium height and build. The shoot wasn’t clear enough to make out any details of his face or to even read the logo on the baseball cap he wore. Something didn’t feel right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Katharine didn’t seem to be concerned, so I let it pass.

After we finished looking at the photos from the trail camera, Katharine suggested we have a nightcap. While she found a bottle of brandy and a couple of glasses in the bar, I stoked the dying fire in the fireplace. I had already taken a seat on one of the couches when she handed me my brandy. She sat down on the center cushion of the same couch, tucking her legs under her and turning to face me. “Thanks for today, Jack. I feel more relaxed than I have since Dad first got sick.” I didn’t have a response. I wasn’t really certain how I felt. We clinked glasses and each took a sip of brandy.

Katharine started to talk about her dad and the times she had spent roaming this property with him. Benjamin wasn’t a hunter, but he loved the out-of-doors. She related a story of the two of them sitting on a fallen tree for an hour watching the deer feeding in an opening. Her description sounded like the old orchard I had seen on my first walk. She said, “I guess that’s why I was always trying to get you to go for walks on the trails with me.” An impish smile crossed her face, and she added, “But we always seemed to find something else to do when we were alone out there.”

A warm glow coursed through my body. “Even if we didn’t see much wildlife, we did have fun, though, didn’t we?” 

She locked me in her gaze. I couldn’t read her face other than to recognize a softness in her features that I hadn’t seen in a very long time. Her voice was low, almost a purr. “That is true, Jack. We did have a lot of fun. More fun than I’ve had . . .” She was interrupted by the ring of her cell phone. She pulled it out of her back pocket and looked at the screen. “Oh, Phil.” Looking back toward me, she said, “I really need to take this. I promised I’d call him to let him know I had gotten up here okay, but I forgot.” 

Katharine rose from the couch and started in the direction of the master suite. I heard her say, “Hi, hon. I was just about to call you. How was your day?”

I finished my brandy while staring into the fire and attempted to align the competing emotions I was feeling. Ending with more questions than answers, I decided to go to bed. Maybe everything would become clearer in the light of a new day.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




I awoke to the aroma of sizzling bacon. I dressed and made my way to the kitchen. Katharine, dressed in an oversized Michigan State University sweatshirt over yoga pants, was humming to the low background music playing in the kitchen. I recognized the sweatshirt as an old one of mine. When she saw me in the doorway, she smiled and said, “Good morning, Jack. There’s coffee in the pot. You sleep well?”

I replied, “Yeah, I slept fine.” The truth was I hadn’t really slept that well at all. I kept replaying the day in my mind. Well, the part of the day that transpired after I came back and found Katharine here. For so long I had framed her in only the images my mind had captured that night I saw her and the judge in the hotel room. Those images had blocked out all of the good memories of the past and totally defined her to me. Now, in spite of myself, I found yesterday’s interactions dulling the images. Some of the good memories of the past were making it past my mental blockade and mixing with the pleasant ones of yesterday.

After filling my mug, I turned to Katharine and said, “You must have slept well. You’re up and at it this morning.”

“I did sleep well. I always sleep well up here. Something about this place. It’s just relaxing.” Her eyes brightened. “Hey, remember when we used to stay down in the little cottage? Sleep on that screened-in porch and listen to the frogs croaking on the pond?”

I couldn’t help but smile. Those were fond memories, indeed. “How could I forget.”

For a moment we stood in the kitchen gazing at each other. Katharine started to take a step toward me, but as if the movement broke the trance, she turned and opened the refrigerator. “Scrambled eggs, okay?”

We ate breakfast and finished the pot of coffee. As we were picking up the dishes, Katharine said she would come up to help me as soon as she cleaned up the kitchen. I offered to help, but she told me she knew that she had been an interruption yesterday and that it was fine if I got back to work. She would be up in a few minutes. I knew that there were a number of reasons I should tell her that it wasn’t necessary that she help. Just the activity of being immersed in her dad’s personal notes might be too painful this soon after his death. And what if we did discover some serious transgression on his part? How would that make her feel? I knew I should tell her that her help wasn’t necessary, I just couldn’t. The truth was, I had enjoyed her company yesterday, and I wanted to spend the time with her. 

The first thing I did when I got upstairs was to rearrange the desk so that Katharine would have a workspace directly across from me. I had just finished resorting the boxes when she came upstairs. I explained the approach I had been employing, reading Benjamin’s handwritten journals in chronological order and only consulting the accompanying legal documents when something seemed curious. She said that seemed like as good an approach as any and suggested that while I was working from the beginning of his career forward, she could begin at the end and work backward. We would meet in the middle. Sounded good to me. I gave her the appropriate box from the stack, and we dove in.

As I worked, my concentration kept waning. I found myself glancing up at the person across the desk. Damn, Katharine was a gorgeous woman. There was no denying that. Even with minimal makeup and dressed down, she was, without doubt, a head-turner. She projected the image of an all-American girl, the girl next door, but with a sultry edge. As she concentrated, she had a way of pursing her lips that was just plain sexy. One time she looked up and caught me staring. She smiled warmly but didn’t say anything.

Katharine had nearly finished the box she was working on when she said, “Now, this is a case that might well have presented an opportunity for Dad to do something he would later regret.”

“Really? What’s it about?”

“Long story. I’ll give you the condensed version.” She settled back and steepled her hands, obviously deep in thought. “Eric Russell was . . . well, is a very wealthy businessman. He made a fortune in the tech industry in the Silicon Valley but returned to his roots in Oakland County. He bought several companies supplying tech products to the auto industry and continued to grow his fortune. His legal work was handled by Dad’s firm. Evidently, everything went great for him with the exception of his marriage. His marriage was miserable, but they had married long before he amassed his fortune, and there was no prenup. Testimony showed that he desperately wanted a divorce, but didn’t want to take the financial beating it would entail. Lo and behold, his wife dies in a supposed carjacking. Long story short, the police develop information that he hired a hit man through an intermediary. The actual hit man was never identified, but Russell was charged with solicitation to commit murder. No one in Dad’s firm did criminal defense, so Russell retains Jason Murray as his defense attorney.”

I interrupted. “As I recall, Murray is a real shark.”

“You recall correctly. Very successful shark. Murray utilizes every delay tactic known to the legal profession. Over time, witnesses start to drop out of sight. The case weakens, and Russell is acquitted. It would be the end of the story, but the Russells had two adult children. They file a civil suit against their father. Dad does defend the civil suit. It ends in a sealed settlement. I really don’t know what the terms were. Dad never said, and I never asked. I do know that Dad felt dirty defending Russell under the circumstances, even in a civil suit.”

“You think he felt bad enough about it to feel it needed to be rectified? How could it be rectified? There was a settlement. Benjamin was only fulfilling his role in the legal system. Might have been distasteful work, but it was necessary.”

Katharine shook her head. “I don’t know.” She paused and then added, “Unless it had something to do with the actual killer. The actual killer was never identified. There were rumors amongst some of the cops that the killer might be afraid that Russell had identified him to Murray or Dad. I don’t know if they were saying those things out of spite or if they believed it. It did shake Dad for a period. He was concerned.”

“So, you think that his notes might contain the identity of the killer and that he wants me to take that information to the authorities?”

We were both silent for a couple of minutes as the gravity of the subject sunk in. Katharine said, “It doesn’t really make sense that Russell would tell Dad that kind of thing, even if he did know. Remember the theory of the case was that Russell had utilized an intermediary to hire the killer. He may well not know the actual identity.”

“Yeah, sounds more like the cops trying to jerk the chains of the defense attorneys.” 

Katharine looked pensive. “The only thing is . . . Russell is notorious in business circles as an overbearing employer. Anyone who works for him must endure his constant hands-on management style. He may have demanded to know from the intermediary who the killer was.”

“That doesn’t mean he would tell your dad. I can’t believe that your dad would have wanted to know.”

Katharine looked down at the pages of handwritten notes in front of her. “I guess there is only one way to find out.”

***

While Katharine read Benjamin’s personal notes concerning the Russell case, I picked up where I left off. A few minutes later, I found a lengthy set of notes concerning a settlement Benjamin had negotiated directly without any accompanying legal suit ever being filed. The notes were somewhat vague or intentionally coded, but it sounded like an allegation of sexual assault against someone Benjamin represented. He reached a financial settlement with the victim. Whatever legal documents were executed were not in the box. All references to the client referred to him by the name Shifty. At least, I thought it was a name by the way it was utilized. I found the choice curious as it just didn’t seem like a name Benjamin would choose as even a code name for someone. His notes primarily focused on how distasteful he found the tasks involved. How he had convinced the victim that if she made the situation public, it would destroy her own reputation. He convinced her that he really had her best interests in mind. That bringing public accusations against her assailant would not relieve her pain but force her to relive it. That with the monetary settlement he was proposing she could at least move on with her life and begin to put the whole ugly event behind her. It was obvious from Benjamin’s notes that he struggled deeply with his role in the entire matter. His only solace seemed to be a reference that indicated that he had squeezed twice as much for the victim out of Shifty than Shifty had initially proposed to pay. The notes also made it clear that Benjamin had gone to lengths to assure that his own participation in the matter did not run counter to any criminal statutes or the Michigan Rules of Professional Conduct that govern attorneys.

Somehow it seemed like this single event, so many years ago, wouldn’t have risen to the level to spark Benjamin’s request today. Additionally, the only reference to the victim had been “the young lady.” There would be no possible means for me to track the victim down today, even if there were some means for me to attempt to make amends for Benjamin’s role. Still, this was the most repentant note I had seen, so I set it aside. I wasn’t certain why, I just did.

By the time I finished the box I was working on, Katharine said that she had read everything Benjamin had provided about the Russell case, and she hadn’t found anything indicating that her dad had information concerning the identity of the killer. She did find notes that Benjamin hadn’t wanted to handle the defense of the civil suit but that Turner Kennedy had convinced him that he needed to for the good of the firm. Russell’s business ventures generated significant revenue for the firm, and there would be no doubt that if they declined to defend him in this matter, distasteful as it was, that they would lose all of his business. Benjamin’s notes indicated that he was motivated to negotiate the settlement as much to protect the firm from the negative publicity that he feared would arise from a protracted trial as to protect his client. 

We worked on until lunch and then took a break. I was distracted thinking about the project when Katharine asked me what I would like for lunch, and I responded, “Whatever you would like.” She didn’t maintain that body eating ham and cheese sandwiches for lunch. We had a chopped salad. 

After lunch, Katharine was complaining that she needed to make a couple of important calls but the cellular signal was too weak. I told her about the location I’d found in town with the strongest signal. She left, promising to return as quickly as possible to resume helping me. Being aware of the offerings of Vanderbilt, I couldn’t envision anything that would distract her. I resumed my search.

A couple of hours had passed when I came across the second reference to Shifty. It was an eerily similar entry in Benjamin’s personal notes. Another allegation of sexual assault that Benjamin managed to settle with the victim. Again, the box contained no related legal document. The absence of any portion of the legal documents was unlike any other portion of his memoirs. With all of the other notes, his personal narrative would have at least a small portion of the legal documents attached. Copies of court filings, court orders, or pages of transcript. It seemed as if Benjamin had included these documents as prompts to assist him in better recalling the persons and events he was writing about. In the two entries detailing his representation of Shifty, there were no accompanying documents. Nor was there any identification of the victim beyond “the young lady.” I stacked these pages with the others.

I went through a few more journal entries, but my mind kept drifting back to Shifty. I reread Benjamin’s notes on both of the incidents. While the notes contained no specific details of the alleged conduct, it was evident from the tone of the writings that Benjamin believed the events had taken place. It was also evident that he found his role in the matters very distasteful. Still, these events were decades old. Could Benjamin have regretted his role in these events enough to ask me to do something to rectify matters this many years later? And what could I possibly do? The notes contained no information from which I could identify the victim, or even Shifty for that matter. What could be done now? 

I decided I needed a break and some fresh air. I went down to the kitchen and brewed a small pot of coffee, filled a mug, and, donning a jacket, went outside. The sky had darkened with rapidly moving water-laden clouds, and the air had the definite feel of another approaching storm. I decided not to stray too far from the lodge. I am a slow learner, but getting soaked twice had taught me something. I wandered down to the small cottage and back while sipping the hot coffee. I heard a vehicle approaching, and as I got back to the parking area in front of the lodge, Katharine drove in. 

As Katharine stepped from the car, she said, “Aha, leave you alone, and you wander off.”

“Yeah, needed a little air. Looks like a storm coming, though.”

“From the weather on the radio, it sounds like a serious storm front moving this way.” She pointed toward the garage building. “Might be a good idea to put the cars away.”

We put both cars inside the garage, and I asked Katharine if she would like a cup of coffee. I refilled my mug, got one for her, and we sat down on the top step of the porch to watch the approaching weather. I asked Katharine if she had been successful in making her calls. She replied that she had been. She jokingly derided her dad’s resistance to installing equipment that would enhance the cell reception at the lodge. As we were finishing our coffee, the first drops of rain started to fall. I said, “Looks like my coffee break is over. Back to the grindstone.”

As we settled back into our respective seats in the study, Katharine asked, “Find anything interesting in my absence?”

I replied, “As a matter of fact, I may have. Did you ever hear you dad mention someone nicknamed Shifty?”

Katharine looked at me quizzically and shook her head. “No, not that I can recall. Why? What did you find?” She was studying me intently.

I tapped the small pile of pages I had set aside. “Not certain. Evidently, your dad negotiated a couple of settlements with women who alleged they had been sexually assaulted by this Shifty. I haven’t found any means to identify who the victims were or who Shifty was.”

“What could you do if you could identify the parties? When did these things take place?”

I nodded. “They’re decades old. Who knows if the parties are even still alive. It’s just the only thing I’ve found that Benjamin seemed to be really troubled by his participation. Everything else is just his lamenting a cross word he had for a clerk somewhere or kicking himself for failing to anticipate the actions of opposing counsel. Certainly not the kind of thing that would haunt him for the rest of his life.”

“But you think these would haunt him?” She held out her hand. “Can I take a look?”

Momentarily, I thought it might somehow be a violation of Benjamin’s trust but then realized that these documents were probably technically Katharine’s now anyway. They were Benjamin’s property, and I expected his entire estate to go to her. Besides, her opinion would be good. I handed her the small stack. “See what you think.”

A few minutes later, Katharine said, “I see what you mean, Jack. Dad did seem to find the entire matter very distasteful. I’m sure having a young daughter at home may have played into his mindset. Yet it was also obvious that in both instances he felt that he had done the woman a service by protecting her from the additional anguish of the matters becoming public, while at the same time obtaining a significant monetary settlement for her. Somehow, I don’t think these instances would have still bothered Dad all of these years later.” She paused and then added, “Maybe it was more a reflection of his recalling the events through the lens of today’s society’s sensitivity to events of this nature.”

I nodded in agreement. “You’re probably right.” We both went back to work sorting through document.

Suddenly a loud clap of thunder, as if Thor had beat his hammer against a metal shield directly above the lodge, jarred us both nearly out of our chairs. Katharine gasped, “Damn, that was close.”

“Startled the shit out of me,” was my shaky reply.

The lights flickered and went out. We both sat motionless for a few seconds. Finally, I clicked on the flashlight app on my phone and said, “Guess I better go out and start the generator.”

“You know how to start it?” was Katharine’s skeptical response.

“Sure. We have a generator at Cap’s Place. Besides, Andy showed me how the day I arrived.” I didn’t mention that Moe always started the generator at Cap’s Place, nor that when Andy did his little demo I was only half listening.

We made our way downstairs with the light of my phone. I was surprised by how dark it had gotten. Between the short days of autumn and the heavy cloud cover, late afternoon appeared more like midnight. Another loud clap of thunder reverberated above us. Katharine said, “Why don’t you wait until the worst of this passes before you go out there. It’s crazy to go out there right now.”

“You’re probably right. I’ll get a fire going in the fireplace. Do you think you can find some candles? Our phones won’t last very long if we use them for lights.”

“Mom always made Dad keep a supply of glass hurricanes and candles for just these occasions. I’m sure there are some in the pantry.”

By the time I had a fire started, Katharine had candles burning in both the great room and the kitchen. The thunder rumbling in the distance seemed to indicate that the worst of the storm had moved away from us. I told Katharine that I was going to go out and start the generator. I wasn’t as concerned about the loss of lights as I was about the loss of the furnace. I was afraid it would get very cold in here by morning. Katharine went into the master suite and came back with a nylon rain suit that had belonged to her dad. I put it on over my clothes, donned the duck boots, and headed out into the rain.

It only took me a few minutes in the shed with the generator to wish I had paid closer attention to Andy’s instructions. The small flashlight as the only source of illumination in the pitch-black shed didn’t make the task any simpler. I finally figured out how to get the fuel turned on and cranked it over a few times. The starter was powered by a twelve-volt car battery, but it didn’t seem to be spinning the generator very fast. My guess was that the battery was weak. I knew that I needed to choke the air intake, Andy had explained that, I just had no idea how to do it. I thought back to my days mowing lawns as a kid. Recalling those experiences with the mower engine, I located the choke. Unfortunately, locating the choke and properly utilizing it are two separate and distinct actions. After several more unsuccessful efforts at starting the generator, the strong odor of gasoline told me that I had flooded the carburetor. I knew that if I kept cranking the engine in an effort to clear the carburetor, I would likely run the battery down. I accepted my defeat, at least momentarily, and returned to the lodge.

As I came in the door, Katharine had just finished putting another log on the fire. She turned and, pointing toward the dwindling pile of firewood, said, “I take it you didn’t get the generator started. I remember it can be sorta finicky. If the fireplace is going to be our only source of heat tonight, I suggest you bring some more wood in from the shed before you take off your rain suit.”

Split firewood was stored in a lean-to shed at one end of the lodge. I carried several armloads inside and stacked them near the hearth. The rain had let up some during my mission, but just as I finished peeling off the rain suit, a loud clap of thunder announced another torrential downpour. Several successive flashes of lightning illuminated the inside of the lodge momentarily. Katharine called from the kitchen, “Sounds like the storm’s back.”

I wandered into the kitchen and found it fairly well illuminated by candles in hurricane chimneys. Katharine was in the process of frying chicken on the gas stove. She looked up at me and smiled. “Glad you got back inside in time. Wouldn’t have wanted to see you get caught out there. Sounds like the rain is really coming down again.”

 I gestured around the kitchen. “Quite the dinner you’ve got going here.”

“Got to take care of the man who was out there braving the storm.” With that, she took two steps toward me and kissed me on the cheek before adding, “You can help if you would like? That pot of boiled potatoes needs mashing.”

I was stunned for a few seconds. It was as if I’d entered a time warp and emerged a decade earlier. The warm smile, the banter, the peck on the cheek. These were elements of a time long past. At least, I thought it was long past. I replied, “Sure. I know how to mash potatoes.”

As we finished cooking dinner together, sipping the Chardonnay that Katharine had opened, the storm raged outside. Large cold raindrops, bordering on hail, relentlessly pelted the metal roof and the windows. Katharine told me that the weather seemed to call for a good old fashioned home-cooked meal. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, string beans, and a tossed salad certainly seemed to meet that definition. It also made up for the chopped salad lunch. Her newfound interest, and skills, in the culinary arts continued to surprise me.

We ate at the table in the great room. The light produced by the candles and the fireplace seemed to evaporate into the dark recess of the high ceiling. It was as if we were eating in a warm bubble surrounded by the great unknown. As if there were no other people in this little world of ours. By the time we had finished dinner and stacked the dishes in the sink — there was no running water without electricity to run the well pump — we had finished the bottle of wine.

As we returned to the great room, Katharine suggested that we open a bottle of port. She found a bottle in the liquor cabinet and brought it and two glasses over to the couch while I stoked the fire. I sat down at the end of the couch, and Katharine sat down right next to me. As she pulled her legs up underneath her, one knee came to rest on my thigh. She made no effort to move it. Handing me one of the glasses of port, she raised her glass and said, “Cheers.” The flickering light of the fireplace was dancing in her eyes. 

Katharine again started to talk about her dad. This time, stories about her early childhood. Stories illuminating the special relationship she had with him when she was young. How she idolized him. How she now regretted the fact that the competing interests of her teenage years had somehow caused her to drift away from him. These were stories and reflections she had never before shared with me, and for once in my life, I knew enough to just listen. She wasn’t looking for counsel. She wasn’t looking for dialog. All she really wanted — needed — was for someone to listen.

While we were reasonably warm and cozy inside, the storm continued to rage outside. At one point, an especially loud crack of thunder so startled Katharine that she lurched into me, threw her arms around my neck, and screamed, “Geez!” She had her head nestled against my neck as she held me tightly. Suddenly, she withdrew as if she had only then realized what she had done. “Gosh, Jack. Sorry. That one just startled me.” 

Once again, the feelings I had were strange, but familiar. Although, the familiarity was becoming the predominant feeling. Yes, this was all starting to feel very familiar. Very comfortable. I was again seeing the woman I had fallen in love with all of those years ago. The warm, funny, loving woman. I gazed back into her eyes and said, “No problem. In fact, truth be told, I kinda enjoyed it.”

Katharine smiled, took a sip of her port, and said, “I’ve been doing all of the talking. How about you tell me more about this new life you’ve created in Florida? There must be some real attraction down there if you’re not even considering practicing law again.”

A few days ago I wouldn’t have shared the details of my life with her, but now it just felt right. It felt like it does when you’re first getting to know someone new. Telling your life story. In this case, I needn’t go back further in history than my arrival in Florida. She was intimately familiar with the chapters preceding Florida. I told the story in chronological order, beginning with me staying with Uncle Mickey above Cap’s Place. I was candid about what a mess I was when I first arrived and how diligently I attempted to drain South Florida of all bottled beer. Katharine listened intently but with an unmistakable look of sadness. I lightened the mood by talking about all of the lessons of the bar business I learned the hard way. All of the mistakes I made before realizing Marge and Moe were much better at running the place than I ever would be.

Katharine interrupted me, saying, “Jack, there is no doubt in my mind that you could run the place as well as anyone in the world.” Her expression turned serious, as she continued, “The bar business probably just doesn’t really interest you that much. Oh, it’s the way you support yourself, but it just doesn’t inspire you. It’s just the situation you find yourself in these days. Doesn’t mean that’s what you’ll be doing tomorrow.”

I reflected on her words and the fact that with the problems of rebuilding, and a very lucrative offer on the table, another major change in my life might be on the horizon. Of course, I was totally clueless about what any future, not involving Cap’s Place, would look like. She must have read indecision on my face because Katharine said, “I think you should return to the practice of law, Jack. You were very happy when you were in the prosecutor’s office. Maybe private practice wasn’t as inspiring to you, but you really were energized when you were in the prosecutor’s office.” She reached over and patted the back of my hand. “I think it’s the boy scout in you. You really like to help people — to protect people. Especially those who can’t protect themselves.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I really haven’t given it much thought.” I changed the subject by saying, “Looks like I better throw a couple more logs on the fire. From the sounds of that storm, I don’t think the power will be back on tonight, and to be perfectly honest, I don’t relish the idea of going back out there again to attempt to start the generator.” 

We talked for another hour, but both of us were struggling to keep our eyelids open. The fire was burning brightly in the fireplace, but fireplaces don’t project that much heat, and when you got a few feet away, the temperature in the lodge was noticeably lower. Katharine suggested that she get a couple of blankets and pillows from the bedroom and we sleep on the couch in front of the fireplace. Seemed like a good idea, so I agreed. While she was gone, I extinguished all but a couple of the candles we had burning.

A few minutes later, we were nestled onto the couch, my head at one end, hers at the other. We had taken many an afternoon nap in this configuration in the small apartment we shared the last year of law school. I looked toward Katharine, illuminated by the soft light of the fireplace, and for the first time since that night I had walked in on her and Judge Callaghan, I found myself missing her. I found myself having feelings toward her that I had previously thought no longer possible. Feelings that did not feel strange and were definitely familiar. I was smiling as I drifted off to sleep.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




When I awoke, it took me a few seconds to figure out where I was. I got my bearings and looked down the couch, but Katharine was gone. Sitting up, I realized that the fire in the fireplace was nothing more than glowing embers, but the room was warm. That’s when I noticed light streaming from the kitchen doorway. Going into the kitchen, I found Katharine, wearing a terry-cloth robe with a towel wrapped around her head, putting a dish into the oven. I said, “Power came back on, huh?”

She turned and smiled. “No, I went out and started the generator.”

“You did?”

She laughed. “No, silly. The power came back on about five.” She gave me a peck on the cheek. “Good morning, Jack. I’m going to go dry my hair. I had to have a shower this morning. Can’t remember the last time I went to bed without a shower.” Gesturing toward the stove, she added, “Breakfast casserole in the oven. Ready in thirty minutes.” With that, she padded off in the direction of the master suite. I stood in the doorway with my hand touching the cheek she had just kissed like some love-struck teenager. Finally focusing, I spotted the coffee pot. After pouring myself a steaming mug, I headed off toward my own shower.

After breakfast, Katharine told me she needed to contact her office and, while the power was back on, the cell coverage hadn’t improved. She left for town saying she would be back in an hour or so. I trudged up the stairs to the study with the distinct feeling that I would rather be spending the morning together than apart. Careful, Jack.

Engrossed in my work, I soon lost track of time. Something in the back of my mind kept reminding me of the two incidents involving Shifty. I found myself scanning Benjamin’s notes looking for additional references to Shifty. Suddenly, the name jumped off the page at me. There it was, a third entry where Benjamin had intervened on behalf of Shifty in an incident of sexual misconduct. While this entry was as vague as the earlier ones in describing the conduct of Shifty, its tone clearly conveyed a sense of disgust on Benjamin’s part. Disgust that bordered on rage. Again, the notes contained no information identifying the victim. I was beginning to firmly believe that I was on the track of the events that had haunted Benjamin on his deathbed. Either Shifty’s behavior had escalated into something Benjamin found even more egregious or the cumulative weight of the events had brought his conscience to its tipping point. In either case, I felt that the name, Shifty, was the magnet that might actually find the needle in the haystack. 

My newfound concentration was interrupted by a loud beeping sound coming from the area of the front entry. I went downstairs and saw a red light flashing on the alarm panel. It was marked, Gate. I recalled that Andy had told me this was the motion detector that alerted that someone had entered the front gate. During my stay, I had never been inside when someone arrived. Katharine was the only one to enter, and I had been outside both times she came in. I looked at the clock and realized that it was nearly noon. I had expected Katharine to be back long ago, but her call must have taken longer than she expected. I stepped out onto the porch to greet her.

To my surprise, it was Andy’s pickup that came up the drive. After parking, he stepped out of the truck. “Hey there, Jack. I thought I would swing by and see how you were doing. Quite the storm we had last night. Did the power go out here?”

“It did. Out a few hours. Back on when we got up this morning.”

Andy looked momentarily quizzical, the word “we” probably confused him, but he didn’t ask. His only response was, “Did you get the generator started?”

“I tried, but I think I flooded it. I was going to try again but no need.”

He turned toward the shed that housed the generator. “It can be damn finicky sometimes. Let’s go give it a try.”

I followed Andy to the shed, and much to my chagrin, it started almost immediately for him. All I could say was, “You make it look so easy.”

Andy patted me on the back and said, “Don’t beat yourself up. I’ve got years of experience with this thing, and it sometimes gives me fits, too.”

“So, you don’t choke it?”

“Depends. You told me that you thought you had flooded it, so I only choked it a little. Normally, I would give it full choke for a couple of cranks and then back the choke off about halfway until it fires. Let it warm up a few minutes and then back off the choke completely.”

We stepped outside the now noisy shed, and I said, “Watching you do it makes it look easy. Of course, I readily admit I’m not a mechanical wizard. With any luck, I won’t have the occasion to need to start it again.”

“Are you wrapping up your project for Benjamin? You gotten through all that stuff upstairs? You must have been working hard?”

Nodding, I said, “I believe I’ve found what I need to finish soon. Maybe today or tomorrow.”

I couldn’t read the expression on Andy’s face. Maybe he was waiting for me to elaborate. I said, “I better get back to it. Thanks for stopping in and checking on me.”

As I started back toward the lodge, Andy called out, “Sharon wanted me to ask how your groceries are holding out? You need anything?”

I laughed and said, “Not unless I’m here another month.”

“I thought that would be the answer, but she made me promise to ask.” As he turned to reenter the shed, he said, “I’ll let this run a few minutes to warm up thoroughly and then shut it down. I’ll turn the gas off, so if you do need to start it, you’ll need to turn the gas back on.”

“Got it. Thanks again, Andy.” He went into the shed, and I returned to the lodge. As I reentered, I again thought about Katharine being gone much longer than I expected. Of course, I don’t know what I had calibrated my expectations on. She said she had to contact the office. Who knows what all that entails. I knew that the one hour estimate she had given me when she left was nothing more than a guess. She could have been on back-to-back conference calls all morning. I pulled my cell phone from my pocket, but the anemic system strength indicator discouraged any attempt to call her. Probably just as well. She wouldn’t think it was my role to be worrying about her whereabouts.

Although it was lunchtime, I didn’t want to eat without Katharine. Just seemed rude. Brewing a small pot of coffee, I took a mug upstairs. With a keyword to look for — Shifty — I started to cruise through the materials. Every once in a while I would notice something else in Benjamin’s notes that drew my attention, but nothing rose to the level of emotion I had sensed from his writings regarding Shifty. I turned a page, and my suspicions were confirmed. This entry began with the words “That S.O.B has been up to it again.” It went on for two full pages describing how dirty Benjamin felt about his continuing role in protecting someone he believed to be a sexual predator. The entry ended with the words, “I told him that this was the absolute last time. He would need to find someone else to do his dirty work.” Now there was no doubt in my mind these were the transgressions for which Benjamin had asked me to make amends. What I had no clue to was how to make amends. I’d found no information to identify either the victims or Shifty. 

I made quick work of looking through the remaining two boxes of materials. Benjamin had evidently been true to his word as I found no further mention of Shifty. I even took a few minutes and quickly sorted through the materials Katharine had reviewed. I sat back and looked at the small stack of notes that I had set aside, referring to the four incidents. I was perplexed. What should my next step be? I noticed the small desk clock showing the time as 3:00 p.m. Still no sign of Katharine. I decided to drive into town to grab a burger at the Buck Pole. Hopefully, the break would help me clear my head, and I could construct a strategy to move forward.

If I had been perfectly honest with myself, I would have admitted that part of the reason I wanted to go into town was to see if I could spot Katharine. I had expected her back here long ago, and I was getting worried. Hadn’t seen the woman in years, until she showed up three weeks ago, and now I was worrying about her. Sometimes I’m pathetic.

I drove through Vanderbilt but didn’t see Katharine’s car. I decided that maybe she’d gone to Gaylord for some reason. Gaylord is a much larger town, by northern Michigan standards, and only about fifteen miles south. I pulled into the parking lot at the Buck Pole and dodged the large water-filled potholes as I made my way to the building. Two pickup trucks were parked in front. The lot was otherwise empty. 

I walked in and found the bar totally empty. Not a soul in sight. The lights were on, and it certainly appeared to be open, except for the obvious lack of customers. Taking a stool at the bar, I called out, “Hello, anyone here?”

A door in the back wall popped open, and Gunny came out. “Oh, hi, Jack. Didn’t hear you come in. Just trying to catch up on some paperwork. Government paperwork is killing us small business guys, but you know that. Get ya a Labatt Blue?” The door he had entered through stood open, revealing a closet-sized office that made the decorating of the bar look minimalistic. 

“Sure. Can I get a burger and fries, too?”

“As long as you don’t mind the wait.” Gesturing around the room with his stub, he said, “As you can see, we’re pretty damn busy.” He laughed at his own joke, although the laugh ended in a cough.

As he set the beer down in front of me, Gunny said, “What brings you into town? The excitement of the crowd or just a need for an infusion of cholesterol?”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Oh, probably a little bit of both.”

“‘Course, there’s always my witty banter as a draw.” He had drawn a second beer and set it on the bar in front of the stool next to me. He said, “Now don’t touch that while I’m gone getting your order placed. That one’s mine, unless the liquor control guys come in, and it becomes your buddy’s. He had to run an errand but is coming back.”

It took me a second to understand, but I did and replied with a thumbs up. Gunny disappeared into the kitchen for a minute and then returned to his post behind the bar. As we chatted, he would take a drink of the beer and then carefully place it back in the same spot on the bar. My imaginary buddy drank quite a bit faster than I did. Gunny told me that he had served twenty years in the Marine Corps and done three tours in Vietnam at the beginning of his career. He mentioned it almost in passing, as if it was a part of his life that he preferred not to dwell on.

As I was finishing my late lunch, a few people started to trickle in. I noticed that my imaginary friend’s beer disappeared from the bar. Tending to the other customers, Gunny hadn’t brought me a check, so I left a twenty-dollar bill on the bar and waved to him as I left. I drove through town again. This time I noticed Katharine’s car parked at the edge of a parking lot utilized by ride-sharing commuters located near I-75. There were only three other cars in the lot, and I thought I would have noticed hers the first time through but guessed I missed it. I thought maybe this was the location she’d found the strongest cell signal, but as I drove by, it appeared the car was empty. That seemed confusing. Where would she be? I turned around and drove into the lot. I parked next to her car and got out to take a look. I was stunned to find the car empty with the exception of her small purse lying on the front passenger’s seat. I tried the door and found it unlocked. That made no sense at all. Katharine wouldn’t leave her purse in an unlocked car. She just wouldn’t.

Pulling my cell phone from my pocket, I hurriedly called hers. After several rings, her voicemail answered. I left a message telling her I’d found her car and purse and asking if she was okay. Although the message sounded a little pleading, I didn’t care. I had been struck by the overwhelming feeling that something was wrong. My mind defined a scenario where Katharine had come to this parking area to make her calls. After all, this was the location I had suggested to her yesterday. Somehow she had been abducted from her car. I was debating what to do when the cell phone in my hand vibrated, announcing an incoming text message from Katharine.

Momentarily, a wave of relief swept over me. Then, as quickly as relief had flooded my mind, it was dashed to bits. The text read, “We have her. No cops. Cops — she dies. We will be in touch.”

My body was frozen, my mind was reeling. What the hell was going on? This couldn’t be happening. Who had Katharine? Why? What should I do? I should go to the police. But they said if I did, they would kill her. They wouldn’t know, would they? I looked around the parking lot. Maybe they’re watching me. They’d know if I contacted the police. I started to retrieve Katharine’s purse from the car when I noticed the keys hanging in the ignition. Someone kidnapped her from the car, not taking the car or her purse. Why?

After locking her car, I put the keys in her purse and the purse in the trunk of my car. I knew that I was impacting the crime scene but didn’t want to leave everything unsecured until I had time to decide what to do. I started to drive out of town toward the lodge but suddenly realized that if I was there, the kidnappers might not be able to reach me again. If I didn’t respond, they might . . . I couldn’t think about it. Turning around, I drove aimlessly around the small town before finding myself again in the parking lot at the Buck Pole.

I sat in the car with my mind spinning. Of course they don’t want me to call the cops; the cops could probably locate Katharine’s cell phone in a matter of minutes. I looked around and remembered I wasn’t in a metropolitan area. Maybe the authorities in an area like this don’t have immediate access to the types of resources necessary to quickly locate cell phones? Maybe they do? Maybe they don’t? Damn, Jack, take a breath and think.

Suddenly, the thought occurred to me that all I really knew was that someone had Katharine’s phone. I didn’t know that they had her. If they did have her, I didn’t know that she was still alive. My body shook, but I forced my mind into a prosecutor’s role and decided that I needed proof that she was alive before I did anything. Grabbing my phone, I texted a reply, “I need proof. Proof she is safe.”

A minute passed. Two. My hands started to tremble and a chill crept through my body. Then the phone vibrated. “Your proof.” Attached to the text message was a photo. A photo of Katharine tied to a chair. Her clothes were askew as if she had been in a struggle, and her face registered terror. My heart seemed to momentarily stop. I stared at the photo. It was real. Katharine had been kidnapped. I caught my breath and said out loud, “Focus, Jack. No mistakes. Do what you’re told and get her back safe.”

I texted a reply, “What do you want?”

Within seconds, I received a reply. “You will receive instructions at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow. Don’t miss the call or she dies. Don’t contact the cops or she dies. Her life is in your hands.” What the hell. Nothing until 10:00 a.m. 

I sent back, “Why not now? I’ll do whatever you want now.”

Almost immediately the response came. “10:00 a.m. tomorrow.”

I again sent, “Why not now?” I waited ten minutes but received no response. They probably turned her phone off so it couldn’t be tracked. Should I go back to the lodge? Are they watching me? I looked around the Buck Pole parking lot. There were several vehicles, mostly pickups, here now. It was early evening, dark was rapidly setting in, and the crowd inside was no doubt growing. For some reason, I felt like it would be good to be among other people right now.

As I had expected, there were now a couple dozen customers inside. One half of the bar stools were occupied, as were a number of tables. Gunny was still behind the bar but a middle-aged woman had joined him. A high-school-aged girl was waiting tables. Making my way to the far end of the bar, where I could see most of the other patrons and the door, I sat down on a stool. Gunny ambled up and said, “Hey there, big spender. Back to drink up the rest of that twenty you left?”

“Yeah, something like that.”




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




My mind was spinning. I felt like I should be doing something, but a mistake could cost Katharine her life. First, I considered calling PJ and asking her advice but knew what she would say. No doubt, she’d tell me to contact the police. That’s what I would tell someone if they came to me with the same problem, Yet I just couldn’t bring myself to make that call. If I was being watched, or the police bungled things, the kidnappers might follow through on their threats. That was a chance I just couldn’t take.

Gunny’s scratchy voice startled me. “None of my business, but you okay, Jack? You’ve been staring at that beer for twenty minutes and haven’t taken a sip.”

I looked up. “Ah, yeah, yeah, I’m fine.” Glancing around the bar, and in an effort to change the subject, I said, “Looks like business is picking up.”

Gunny held me in a steely gaze. “Yeah, we’re doing okay.” He started to turn away but stopped. “You know, Jack, you look like you could use a friend. I don’t imagine you know many people around here. Just so you know, I’m a pretty good listener and a real quick forgetter. In case you want to talk.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Gunny. Maybe later.”

“I’m here all night. All week. Hell, all the time.”

Gunny went back down the bar, and I went back to my internal war. I took out my phone and looked at the string of messages again. The words were chilling enough, but the picture froze me. Katharine was bound to a heavy wooden chair. It looked like lightweight nylon rope secured each ankle to a chair leg. Several wraps of the rope were wound around her midsection, and her arms were pulled behind her. I presumed her wrists were tied behind her. She had either resisted or been handled very roughly because the top buttons of the shirt she wore were missing and the shirt was gaping open and pulled nearly off one shoulder. In spite of everything else, it was the terror in her eyes that was the most magnetic. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from hers.

Suddenly a group of men took the last several stools at my end of the bar. I blanked my screen and shoved the phone into my pocket. Looking up, I saw Gunny watching me intently from a few feet away. As my eyes met his, he strode toward me and said, “Hey, Jack, you got a minute? Got something I want to show you. Think you’ll appreciate it.”

It took a second for his words to register. What the hell was he talking about? Not coming up with a reasonable rejection, I said, “Sure.” I took a long pull on my beer and slid off my stool.

Gunny pointed at the guy who had taken the stool next to me and said to him, “Frank, you watch my friend’s beer and save his spot. We’ll be right back.”

The guy nodded. “You got it, Gunny.”

Gunny came around the bar, and I followed him as he led me to the office in the rear. Up close, the office looked even more cluttered than from a distance. With the exception of the walkway that led from the door to the desk, nearly the entire floor was covered with piles of cartons. Some seemed to be boxed supplies and others boxes of receipts and files. Piles of paper covered the entire top of the battered gray steel desk. I couldn’t imagine how he could find anything in the clutter. 

Gunny didn’t even hesitate in the office but walked through a second door in the far corner. I followed. Once through the second door, the sensory overload of the office gave way to an immaculate living area. The open room contained a small galley kitchen on one side and a four-place dining table on the other. The far side of the room housed a leather recliner and a small couch facing a large flat screen television mounted on the wall. Through an open door I could see another room with a tightly made bed and adjoining bathroom. The entire scene was the absolute antithesis of the bar and office. The only thing out of place in the room was Gunny in his mismatched hunting clothes and rubber boots.

Gunny turned and faced me. One corner of his mouth turned up in a lopsided grin. He said, “Have a seat, Jack,” as he gestured toward one of the chairs at the table. “I think we need something a little stronger than that cheap-ass beer.” As I followed his directions and took a seat, Gunny retrieved a bottle of Wild Turkey and two glasses from the kitchen, deftly carrying the bourbon in the crook of his left arm and the glasses in his right hand.

Gunny poured a couple of inches of bourbon into each glass and handed one to me. As he clinked his glass against mine, he sat down and said, “Cheers, my friend. Now tell me what the hell is going on. Something is weighing on you like a Patton tank. You need somebody to talk to, so fire away.” It wasn’t a question, it wasn’t a request. It was an order.

I took a sip of the bourbon and stared across the table at this man I’d only met a couple of days ago. His eyes were remarkably clear and intense for a man of his age. The sincerity in his voice was undeniable, and he was absolutely correct — I did need someone to talk to. Without preamble, I launched into a condensed version of the story of my marriage to Katharine, my relationship with Benjamin, and his deathbed request. I told him how Katharine had joined me at the lodge two days ago and how she disappeared today. Then I pulled my phone from my pocket and opened the text messages before sliding it across the table to Gunny.

Gunny slowly scrolled through the short text exchange. He opened the photo of Katharine and gazed at it for what seemed like a minute. Looking up at me, in a calm, clear voice, he said, “Seems like you have until tomorrow at ten. Let’s figure out where the hell they have her and go get her tonight.” He gently pushed the phone back across the table and took a meaningful sip of his bourbon.

I processed his words, but my mind couldn’t create a picture of what they were indicating. How would we figure out where she was? How would we go get her? It just wasn’t computing. Yet Gunny emitted a vibe of absolute confidence. There was no doubt that he believed his words and he had a clear picture of what they meant. The man I met behind the bar would not have inspired me, but the man in this spotless and highly organized environment was a different creature altogether. I asked, “How would we determine where she’s being held?”

Gunny reached toward my phone on the table. “May I?” I nodded, and he retrieved it. Pinning the phone to the table with his thumb, he deftly enlarged the photo of Katharine with two fingers. After studying the photo for a couple of minutes, he said, “It’s no doubt a hunting cabin. My bet is that it’s close. I don’t recognize it, but I know someone who will. Mind if we show this to somebody else?”

“Whoa, Gunny, I can’t let it get out that I’ve told anyone. Who knows what they’ll do to Katharine.”

Gunny nodded in understanding. “True, Jack, but I can promise you that if I tell this guy to keep his mouth shut, it’ll stay shut.” Again, the tone of confidence in his voice was unwavering.

I nodded. “All right, Gunny, but remember I’m trusting you with Katharine’s life.” I looked him directly in the eyes as I spoke. He never blinked. Not once.

Gunny told me to stay where I was, and he disappeared through the door to the office and bar. Five minutes later, he was back with a short wiry man who looked to be about Gunny’s age. His weathered face was a roadmap of fine lines. I vaguely remembered seeing him in the bar earlier. He was introduced to me as Eddie. Eddie’s attire was a bit more coordinated than Gunny’s but not significantly. He lowered himself lightly into a chair at the table and said, “Got another of them glasses, Gunny?”

Gunny had already been in the process of obtaining a glass from the kitchen. He slid it across the table to Eddie.

Eddie grabbed the bottle and poured himself a drink. He took a healthy gulp of the bourbon without even the hint of a flinch. He looked across the table at Gunny and said, “Okay, Gunny, what can I help you two gents with? Anything, anything at all, unless it’s underground.”

Based on Eddie’s appearance and his obvious affinity for booze, I was really starting to question my decision to allow Gunny to bring him into our confidence.

Gunny looked at me and said, “Eddie here was a tunnel rat in ’Nam. Left him with a justified aversion to anything subterranean.”

I opened the photo of Katharine and pushed the phone over to Eddie. “Gunny thought you might be able to tell us what hunting cabin this is from the background in the photo.”

Eddie stared intently at the photo and cocked his head to one side. “Damn. Pretty lady. What the hell’s going on with her? Somebody holding her hostage?”

“Yeah, she’s a pretty lady, and we want to keep her that way, Eddie. So, where do you think that picture was taken?” Gunny’s voice was controlled but firm.

Eddie pursed his lips and slowly nodded his head. “That’s the old Whitehorse place. You know, up on the last ridge before Club Stream, north of County Road 820.” He paused and then added, “I don’t know who owns it now, but that’s definitely the old Whitehorse place.”

I blurted out, “How can you be so sure?”

Looking startled, Eddie glanced at me and then directed his answer to Gunny. “See the cockeyed window in the background? When Joey Whitehorse built the place, he got the window framing in crooked. I hunted out there with him many a time. Never quit ribbing him about that window. No, that’s the Whitehorse place, all right. I’d bet my life on it.”

I started to reply, but Gunny’s quick glare silenced me. Gunny asked, “How do we get there, Eddie?”

Eddie replied, “So, somebody kidnap her, or something? Why don’t you call the cops?” He took another long drink of bourbon.

Gunny said, “The cops aren’t an option at this time. Now can you get us there or not?”

“Sure, Gunny. I can show you how to get there. Ain’t easy, though. Well, last couple miles ain’t easy. You can get to within a couple miles of it on CR 820, but only way in is by foot or four-wheeler.”

“Hang tight for a second,” said Gunny as he rose from the table and walked into the bedroom area. Eddie and I sipped our drinks in silence. Gunny returned a minute later and unfolded a topographical map on the table. Gunny pointed at an area on the map. “Here’s CR 820 headed northeast, and here’s Club Stream. So, where’s this cabin?”

Eddie leaned over the map and traced several lines with his fingers. “It’s right here, right on top of the highest point of this long ridge.”

Gunny studied the map intently. Finally, he said, “So, this is the trail leading to the cabin coming in this direction?” He pointed at a squiggly line among hundreds of others on the map.

“Yeah, there is a spot you can park on the side of CR 820 right where it crosses Club Stream. Fishermen have carved out a spot large enough for two, maybe three, vehicles. Like I said, it’s a four-wheeler or foot from there.”

Gunny was running his fingers along the topographical lines of the map. “So, the trail in runs parallel to the ridge, increasing in elevation as it goes?”

“You got it, Gunny. That’s a damn steep ridge in the area of the cabin.”

Gunny studied the map another minute. “What about the backside? Could we go in on the other side of Club Stream and come up the backside somehow? Could we get back across the stream?”

Eddie rubbed his hand across the stubble on his chin. “Damn, Gunny, that’s tough to say.” Then he leaned in closer to the map. “Here’s what you could do.” Pointing at a line on the map, he said, “This is an old logging road. It comes out to CR 820 three miles east, but if it’s still passable, you could take it to a point about a mile directly behind the cabin. Then the only question is could you get across the stream. With all of the rain we’ve had, that might be a real trick.”

I was starting to understand some of the myriad of lines on the map. I asked, “Looks like the stream angles east just past the cabin. Is there any access from the northwest? Avoid the stream, but be generally behind the cabin.”

Gunny and Eddie both leaned in toward the map. Gunny pointed at a line. “What’s this, Eddie?”

Eddie hesitated and then said, “Not positive, but I think that’s an old trail road that led to another cabin that was out there once. It burned down a decade ago.”

I asked, “So, where it ends in the middle of nowhere is probably where the cabin was?”

Eddie nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s right.” He gauged the area with a couple of his fingers. “If you could get that far, you’d be about two miles from the Whitehorse Cabin. Tough going, though. Steep rough country.”

“But we’d be coming up on the backside of the Whitehorse Cabin,” stated Gunny.

Eddie smiled. “That is true, my friend.”

We talked about the proposed route for a couple more minutes and then Eddie downed the last of his Wild Turkey and said, “If that’s all you need, Gunny, I have a beer getting warm out there.”

Gunny patted the small man on the back and said, “Yeah. Thanks much, Eddie. And remember, there’s no need to say anything about this little discussion to anyone.”

Eddie waved over his shoulder as he was leaving. “What discussion? I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”

Gunny retrieved a pencil from a drawer in the kitchen and made several marks on the map. Grinning, he said, “I bought a bunch of these topo maps years ago but never used them. Looks like they’re going to finally pay off.”

It was obvious to me that Gunny was planning a rescue of Katharine. I just wasn’t certain that was the safest course of action. I didn’t even know what her captors wanted. I asked, “You think we can hike in there and rescue Katharine without her getting hurt in the process? Maybe we should wait until after the contact tomorrow morning and see what they’re asking for?”

“I wouldn’t propose it if I didn’t think we could do it without her getting hurt. That’s a one-room hunting cabin we’re talking about. That one crooked window you saw in the picture is probably the only window in the whole place. One door and one window. That’s what most are like out there. We sneak in during the dead of night, burst through the door, catching everybody sleeping. It’ll be over before they know what hit ’em. They kidnapped her, and we’re going to take her back. Who cares what they’re planning to ask for?”

“You think just you and I can do that?”

Gunny laughed out loud. “Hell yeah, we’re a couple of bar owners, aren’t we?” He paused and then continued, “We might be able to pull it off alone, but too much is at stake to take any chances. I thought I would get together four or five guys I know around town. Guys who have spent a lot of time in the woods. A couple of them are ex-military. I’m confident we can pull it off.”

I wasn’t nearly as certain as Gunny was, but his quiet confidence was reassuring. I asked, “When do you think we should make our attempt?”

He looked at me and winced. “Not an attempt, Jack. We’re going to do it.” I nodded in agreement. He continued, “I say we leave here at 2:00 a.m. Everyone will meet here, and we’ll take one, maybe two vehicles. Leave the rest here. Not unusual for people to get a snoot full and leave vehicles in the lot overnight. Also, won’t look suspicious to have a couple of vehicles pulling out of here at 2:00 a.m. Doubt that anyone is watching, but we won’t leave anything to chance. All goes well, we’ll be at the cabin at 3:00 or 3:30. Perfect time to catch everyone asleep.”

We talked a few minutes more, and Gunny went over his basic plan with me. Then he told me that I should go back to the lodge now and return to the Buck Pole at 1:30 a.m. If someone were watching me, they would think I had come to the bar to catch last call. He asked if Benjamin had any hunting clothes at the lodge, and I replied that I doubted it. Benjamin wasn’t a hunter. He disappeared into the bedroom and returned with a neatly folded set of camouflage coveralls. As we were walking back through the office to the bar, I stopped and said, “Gunny, your world is such a dichotomy. Your home is so neat and orderly, and the bar and this office are so . . . well, not orderly.”

He smiled and said, “My home reflects who I am. The bar and this office reflect what people perceive I am. The bar was like that when I bought it, and if I had attempted to change it, I would have lost half of my customer base. The bar’s where I work. My home is where I live. Who I am.”

As I walked back through the Buck Pole, there was hardly an open seat. The place was a din of alcohol-fueled conversation drowning out the music blaring in the background. I noticed Gunny make his way over to two guys at a small table on the far side of the room. He bent down, and said something to them and they immediately nodded in the affirmative. They were considerably younger than Gunny, but their demeanor toward him displayed a definite respect. My guess was that they were the two ex-military guys he had mentioned.




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Though it was only 6:00 p.m. as I drove back to the lodge, it was already dark. Again, there was heavy cloud cover. It was going to be a dark night. The darkness of the route back convinced me that no one was following me. The lodge was pitch-black as I parked in front. I needed to use the light on my phone to find the keyhole in the front door. I walked through the lodge, turning on lights. For some reason, the darkness was creeping me out. 

I paused in the master suite. The terry cloth robe Katharine was wearing this morning was draped across the corner of the bed. I picked it up and held it. I could smell her perfume. My heart began to race. God, I wanted to get her back. I had to get her back. I walked around the suite, holding the robe. Her things were everywhere. Makeup and toiletries in the bathroom. Clothes in the closet. It was as if she was here but wasn’t. Finally, I dropped the robe back on the bed and started to leave the room. I noticed a small notepad with the name of Katharine’s law firm on the cover. I absentmindedly picked it up and opened it. Blank pages. I slipped it into my pocket and left the room.

My nervous energy was intensifying with each passing minute. I wanted a drink but knew that would be a mistake. I wasn’t hungry, my late lunch was only a couple of hours earlier. I wanted to be doing something but had no idea what. I went outside, thinking the cool evening air would help clear my head. I found myself walking around the parking area and surrounding buildings. My body was in the parking area, but my mind was somewhere else. The entire day was replaying in my head. Well, the day beginning with finding Katharine’s car.

I began to question my decision to follow Gunny’s plan. Suddenly, it seemed reckless. I didn’t really know Gunny. I had no doubt that he was confident and well intentioned, but that didn’t mean he could lead a successful rescue of Katharine. And who will the guys be that he gets to help? There won’t be anyone the least bit sober by the time I get back to the Buck Pole. The more I thought about Gunny’s plan, the more it seemed like it had the potential of becoming a real fiasco. A catastrophe that could end with harm to Katharine or even death. 

Still, before Gunny got involved, I didn’t even have any idea where she was being held. That was a major piece of information I didn’t have when I was considering going to the police. With the location identified, couldn’t the police send in a S.W.A.T. team? Wouldn’t they have a much better chance of intervening without harm to Katharine than whatever band of raiders Gunny would assemble? I looked at my phone. No signal. If I were going to contact the police, I would need to leave here and drive until I had a decent signal. They would request a face-to-face interview. What if I was being watched? The only instruction I’d been given was to not contact the police. The threat was that the consequences would be Katharine’s death.

Even though I believed I now had her location, I was still in the same quandary. And did I really have the location? Some guy named Eddie who frequents the Buck Pole identified the Whitehorse cabin and pointed it out on a map. I couldn’t point out the location on any map. The police are going to need to talk to Eddie or at least Gunny. There was no way that would remain secretive. My stomach was starting to roll. I was afraid to act — follow Gunny or call the police — and equally afraid not to act — not follow Gunny and not call the police. My fears were overwhelming me. I could feel myself freezing up inside. I knew I had to get a grip on my mind and think logically. 

I took several deep breaths and started to slowly jog around the parking area. After several laps around the small circle, I headed back up the driveway toward the gate. In my time outside, my eyes had become accustomed to the darkness, and I could follow the gravel driveway fairly well. After a half-dozen trips to the gate and back, I was panting heavily but my mind was clearing. I made two more laps walking around the parking area to catch my breath and slow my heart rate. I went inside and took a long hot shower. By the time I stepped from the shower, my mind was focused and I had a plan.

I dressed and went up to the study to find a pad of paper. I was now focused on preparing for the anticipated mission Gunny was planning. I would plan for the rescue mission, but if it didn’t feel right when I got to the Buck Pole, I would tell Gunny it was off. I would focus on the mission but be prepared to abort it if I didn’t like the looks of the guys assembled or it didn’t otherwise feel right. I wouldn’t allow myself to straddle the fence but would be prepared to jump to the other side if necessary. 

I completed my list and leaned back in the desk chair. I looked at the boxes on the floor and piles of documents on the desk. Picking up the small stack of documents referring to Shifty, I muttered aloud, “Sorry, Benjamin, a more immediate issue has taken precedence over my promise to you. I will get back to this, though, I promise.” After placing the documents referring to Shifty in the top desk drawer, I returned the remaining stack of documents to the box they had come from. For some inexplicable reason, I felt that I needed to leave the office neat and orderly. Grabbing the notepad, I went downstairs to find the items I’d listed. 

The next few hours seemed to crawl by. I forced myself to eat a sandwich for dinner later. It was important that I not allow myself to run out of energy. About midnight I went outside and checked the temperature. It felt like the upper thirties. I dressed accordingly, with the camo coveralls Gunny had loaned me as the top layer. I had located a pair of dark brown cotton gloves and a black watch cap in the closet. I stuffed them in the pockets of the coveralls and pulled on the duck boots. 

I went outside and stealthily crept around the outbuildings. I was convincing myself that, dressed as I was, I could approach the cabin where Katharine was being held without detection. After a few minutes, I realized what a futile exercise it was. How could I assess my own visibility? My mind started to ridicule me, but I closed it off. Getting into the car, I headed toward the Buck Pole.




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




As I was approaching the center of town from the east, a Michigan State Police car drove through the main intersection southbound. Was this the omen I needed to jump to the other side of the fence? I stopped at the intersection and could still see the taillights slowly moving southbound. I could catch them in thirty seconds. Surely a trooper would know what to do? While I was focused on the trooper’s taillights, headlights reflecting off my inside rearview mirror caught my eye. A vehicle was coming up behind me. Was I being watched? I hadn’t seen any vehicles behind me on the way to town, but was I actually paying any attention? I couldn’t remember looking in the mirror the way I had frequently done on the drive to the lodge earlier. I turned north and headed to the Buck Pole.

I parked in front of the bar. There were no other vehicles in the parking lot. Maybe none of Gunny’s friends were here yet? As I walked to the front door, I watched a vehicle slowly drive by on the road. It was a car, but I couldn’t make out the make or model. I was fairly certain it had been the vehicle that came up behind me at the intersection. It continued northbound and disappeared over a rise. I saw no other vehicles moving.

Gunny was waiting just inside the door as I entered the bar. “Great, you’re here, Jack. Just let me lock the door and turn out the lights. We’ll go out the back door, through the kitchen.” He stepped past me and locked the door I had just entered. Then he went behind the bar and flipped several light switches. The “OPEN” sign went dark as did most of the interior lighting. I followed Gunny through the kitchen and out the back door. Four men were standing around two four-wheel-drive pickup trucks. Two were the ones I had seen Gunny speak to earlier. The other two didn’t look familiar at all. Gunny introduced me to everyone. Buzz, Hound Dog, Ironhead and Terry. Each, in turn, shook my hand while looking me directly in the eyes. It was as if they were taking stock of me. My effort at taking stock of them was limited to determining how much alcohol I could smell. Not even a whiff. Everyone seemed cold sober and keenly focused.

Gunny said, “You’re with me, Jack.” He pointed to the nearest pickup. Without a word, the others climbed into the second truck, a crew cab Ford with a power winch on the front. As Gunny slid into the driver’s seat, I noticed for the first time that he was wearing a prosthetic hand. He must have observed me noticing because he said, “Yeah, I wore it tonight. I don’t wear it around the bar that much because I’m always knocking drinks over with it. You’d think I’d get the hang of it after all these years, but I’ve just found it easier to leave it off when I’m tending bar.” 

I nodded. “Makes sense to me.” I didn’t know if it made sense or not, I’d never had a prosthetic, but what else was I going to say?

As we drove out of town, Gunny asked, “You don’t have a gun do you, Jack?”

“Not with me.”

“Didn’t imagine that you did. The case in the back has an AR-15 and a shotgun. Shotgun is for you. You okay with that?”

“Sure.” What was I going to say?

Gunny must have heard the tentative nature in my voice. “When we get there, I’ll keep you out of the fray, but you should be carrying a gun for appearances’ sake.”

My nerves got the best of me. “Hey, I can hold my own in a gunfight.”

In the dim light of the truck’s interior, I could see Gunny grin. “Sure, Jack, but we’ll let the younger guys do the shooting.” His voice became a little pensive as he added, “Hopefully, it won’t come to anybody shooting.”

We had gone north out of town on a road that quickly transitioned from pavement to gravel. I knew we must be angling east as we hadn’t crossed I-75 but otherwise I was lost. Gunny slowed to a crawl a couple of times as he looked closely at trail roads intersecting our route. Finally, after consulting the folded topographical map he had in his lap, he made a turn onto a two-track trail road. The tracks of the road were clearly visible, but from the height of the weeds in the center, it was obvious it hadn’t been used in some time. Maybe all summer. 

We crawled up the trail road for a few minutes and then broke out into a larger opening. With the dense stand of trees on the far side of the clearing, it was obvious that the trail road ended there. Gunny stopped the truck and turned off the motor. A few seconds later, the other truck rounded the last turn and pulled into the clearing. We all piled out of the trucks. Everyone seemed focused on pulling on gear and checking weapons. I noticed that everyone had a long gun, either a rifle or shotgun, and the two ex-military guys, Hound Dog and Terry, both had pistols in holsters slung low on their thighs. Gunny handed me a short-barreled shotgun with a pistol grip. I asked, “Is this thing legal?”

Gunny laughed. “Yeah, it’s legal. It’s a Mossberg Shockwave. Doesn’t even need a federal permit.” He showed me the basic operation of the gun and then said, “I honestly don’t think it’s a very useful weapon.”

“Geez, thanks, Gunny.”

“No, don’t get me wrong. You’ve got six rounds of double aught buckshot there. You can ruin a man’s day in a heartbeat. It’s just that it’s difficult to be accurate with it. They say to fire from the hip, but it’s really easy to fire wildly that way.” He demonstrated aiming the shotgun at eye level. “I find it most accurate to hold it up like this. Just keep it away from your face because you don’t have any stock to butt against your shoulder. Be real easy to end up with a broken nose and black eye.”

“Again, thanks, Gunny.”

“I keep it behind the bar. Never had the occasion to need it but just feel better having it there.” He patted me on the back and said, “You won’t need to use it either, Jack.” I sure hoped he was correct. 

Gunny turned to the others and said, “Radio check.” Everyone, except me, dug a small handheld radio out of their pocket and took turns testing until everyone was on the same frequency. Then Gunny said, “Okay, Terry and Hound Dog, you guys take off. Buzz and Ironhead will follow in a minute with Jack and I a minute later. Once we get there, you guys take a look and then fall back and tell us what you think the play should be.” Terry and Hound Dog nodded and disappeared into the woods without another word. A minute later, Buzz and Ironhead followed. As Gunny and I entered the small trail, I couldn’t help but wonder how in the hell these guys came up with their nicknames. Must be stories there.

It was overcast but, thankfully, not raining. The trail was slick, though, from the rains of the past few days. The rubber-soled boots I had on were great to keep my feet dry but unstable on the inclines of the muddy trail. The shotgun I carried wasn’t heavy, but it didn’t have any type of shoulder strap, so I had to carry it in my hand. The weapons everyone else carried were slung across their chest or shoulder, leaving both hands free. I was beginning to think it would have been better if Gunny hadn’t gotten a weapon for me, even if it had made me look like a wimp.

A few minutes into the trek, I found myself breathing heavily and starting to perspire under all of the layers of clothing. I kept focusing on Gunny, ahead of me on the trail, and thinking that if a guy in his seventies could keep up, I should be able to. I recalled that Eddie had estimated it would be a couple of miles to hike in from this direction. Of course, I had no idea how far we’d gone, so no idea how much farther to the cabin. The terrain was constantly rising, adding to the slipperiness of the trail. 

After what seemed like fifty miles and several hours of slogging along, Gunny held up his hand in a stop sign and crouched to one knee. I did the same. Well, I actually fell to both knees and bent at the waist panting. When I was finally able to get my heaving chest under control, I looked up and saw Gunny talking into his radio. He turned toward me and waved me forward. It was all I could do to rise to a standing position and trudge the ten yards between us.

When I again slumped to my knees, Gunny asked, “You all right, Jack?”

“Yeah, fine. Just a little winded.” 

Gunny replied, “Man, you’ve got to get out of that bar of yours and get a little exercise. You’re a young man. A little walk in the woods shouldn’t be that tough for you.” The smirk on his face softened the words a little, but the truth in them still stung. Try as I might, I couldn’t come up with a witty retort. Gunny continued, “Terry and Hound Dog are at the cabin. We’ll hold here for a minute. They’re going to get as close as they can and make an assessment. They’ll back out and rejoin us to make our final plans.”

Gunny reached into the small pack he carried and pulled out a bottle of water. He took a long drink and handed the bottle to me. I took an equally long pull on the bottle. It felt great on my throat. All of my panting was making my throat sore. Gunny retightened the cap and dropped the bottle back into his pack. I pulled a power bar from my pocket and broke it in half, handing half to Gunny. He nodded approvingly and took it. I might not have thought of a gun or water, but I had put power bars on my list of preparations for the mission. 

After not nearly enough time for me to recover, Gunny’s radio crackled softly. He said, “Let’s move forward and meet up with the others.” Gunny rose and headed up the trail. I made several attempts to rise but found my knees locked into the kneeling position. Finally, using the shotgun as a cane, I was able to get my body into an upright stance. Fortunately, I didn’t blow my head off in the process. I slipped a couple of times on the muddy trail but finally got going. 

I came around a curve and found the five of them squatting around a wide spot in the trail. Terry was drawing in the mud with a stick. A topographical map laid next to his drawing. Gunny looked up at me and said, “Here, Jack, we’ll make room for you.”

I said, “No, that’s fine. I’ll just stand here and lean over you.” I didn’t think I could get up if I kneeled again, and I wasn’t about to let these guys see me using the shotgun as a crutch.

Terry finished sketching out the location of the cabin and several notable natural features surrounding it. He looked up at Gunny, and Gunny nodded for him to continue. Terry indicated the positions from which we would approach the cabin. He and Hound Dog would take the point and make entry while the others of us covered the exterior sides. He told us that there was no light visible through the window in the back nor signs of activity around the cabin, but given the fact that it was 3:30 a.m., that was to be expected. He added that they had seen signs that people had come to the cabin, weeds tromped down on the entry path, but it didn’t look like very many people.

Suddenly, the whole concept of the rescue operation became very real to me. A group of men, most of whom I had never met until two hours ago and knew nothing about, were about to attempt a rescue from kidnappers who were likely armed. Were these guys even marginally qualified? Maybe I was putting Katharine in more danger than she would be in if I did nothing but meet the kidnappers’ demands. I didn’t even know yet what their demands were. Suddenly, I felt lightheaded. I was glad everyone was looking at the drawing in the dirt and listening to Terry because I was certain I was swaying, on the brink of collapsing in a heap.

I heard someone say, “Jack. Jack, you still with us?” The flashlight that had been shining on the drawing in the dirt was now shinning in my face. “Jack, you okay?”

I croaked, “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.” 

Gunny took the bottle of water from his pack and handed it to me. “Drink some more water, Jack. You’re probably dehydrated.”

I drank the rest of the water in the bottle while everyone else checked their weapons and prepared to advance toward the cabin, which Terry had said was about four hundred yards farther up the ridge. Terry seemed to be in command now, following the informal handoff from Gunny. He asked, “Ready?” and looked from man to man. Everyone, in turn, nodded affirmatively. When he got to me, with doubts reeling in my mind, I hesitated. He took a couple of strides toward me and asked, “Jack, you ready to do this?” Even in the darkness I could see his eyes glowing with intensity. It was the same intensity I had seen in Justin’s eyes before. The intensity of a warrior going toward the battle.

I thought to ask him if he was confident that we could rescue Katharine without her getting hurt, or worse, but his eyes seemed to answer my unspoken question. I nodded and said, “I’m ready. Let’s go get her.”

Terry had explained that the trail we had been following led from where we had parked the trucks toward Club Stream on the backside of the ridge. Now we would be going cross country and truly uphill. We ended up working our way through the thick trees and dense underbrush in a ragged V formation with Terry and Hound Dog at the point, Buzz and Ironhead down one side, and Gunny and me down the other side. Between the tree canopy and the overcast sky, it was almost pitch-black. The only positive of the dense undergrowth was the fact that everyone was moving forward very slowly, affording me the opportunity to keep up.

Finally, we crowned the ridge, and I could see the cabin directly ahead of us. I could make out the outline of the window in the back, and it was obvious there was no light inside. As planned, Buzz and Ironhead stayed on the backside of the cabin, and Gunny and I followed Terry and Hound Dog in a looping arc toward the front. Once we reached the front, Gunny and I took up positions about twenty yards from the cabin. Terry and Hound Dog crept slowly toward the door. The cloud cover was starting to break up a little, and I could see them as they took up positions on either side of the door. Terry reached out and turned the doorknob. The door must have been unlocked because an instant later the door flew open and they disappeared inside. The inside of the cabin exploded in light that poured out through the open door. I hadn’t noticed them each clamp a high-intensity light to their weapons as we made our final approach. 

It was only two seconds from the time the door was flung open until I heard Gunny’s radio say, “All clear, there’s no one here,” but it seemed like hours. It took equally as long for the words to register with my brain. No one here. Where was she? Did the kidnappers know we were coming? What the hell happened? Did we have the wrong cabin? Gunny was making his way toward the cabin, and I followed.

The interior of the small cabin was totally illuminated by the two bright lights Terry and Hound Dog had affixed to their guns. I decided the small flashlight I had included on my list of supplies for the mission was unnecessary and left it in my pocket. Gunny and I stood just inside the door and looked around. A small bed was jammed into one corner, but it had no bedding on the stained mattress. A small table and two chairs occupied the center of the room. A counter, with a sink that looked like it had spent the first fifty years of its existence in someone’s bathroom vanity, ran across the back wall. There were no signs of a water supply, and the drainpipe could be seen under the open counter protruding through the back wall. My guess was that the sink was used to wash with water carried in with other supplies and the waste water just ran out the back onto the ground. There was a small cluster of canned goods on the shelf under the open counter but otherwise no signs of food in the room. From the faded labels I guessed that those canned goods had been here a very long time. In general the place looked like it hadn’t been occupied anytime recently. 

Gunny must have come to the same conclusion that I did. He asked Terry and Hound Dog if they had gone inside any farther than the positions they occupied against the front wall on either side of the door. They replied that they hadn’t. He told Hound Dog to turn off his light and had Terry crouch and shine his light across the room at floor level. We all crouched. The thick layer of dust was obviously disturbed in the center of the room completely around the table. It was obvious that someone had stood in front of the counter in one location but otherwise the dust was undisturbed the entire length of the counter. Terry rose slowly and panned the light across the tabletop and the counter. The dust was disturbed on the far side of the table and in one location on the counter but otherwise both were still well insulated in a thick blanket of dust. Gunny said, “Someone was here recently but not for long.”

I said, “Let’s back out the door and talk. This is probably a crime scene. Let’s not disturb it any more than we already have.”

The four of us stepped out the door into the clearing in front of the cabin as Buzz and Ironhead were walking up from a footpath that led from the clearing in the opposite direction from which we’d originally approached. Buzz said, “Someone was here recently. Tracks down that path to a clearing where a truck was parked. There are tracks of three people — two large and one small. Truck must have been a four-wheeler. Looks like it got hung up turning around and dug some pretty good ruts getting out.”

Terry quipped, “Four-wheeler. That narrows it down.” Buzz frowned but didn’t reply.

Gunny asked, “See anything else interesting outside here?”

Buzz shook his head and replied, “Not really. Just looks like they drove in, parked, walked up the path to the cabin, walked back, turned around, and drove out. The foot tracks look very similar, you know, like they walked in, looked around, and walked right back out. If they were here — even overnight — I would think the rain would have impacted one set of the tracks more than the other.”

Gunny said, “Jack, you got your phone? Got the picture they sent you?”

I dug around in my layers of clothing until I found my phone. I found the picture of Katharine I had been sent and handed it to Gunny. He took a couple of steps closer to the open door of the cabin and held the phone out at arm’s length. Terry shined his light into the cabin. Comparing the picture to the cabin, there was no doubt we were in the right place. This was where Katharine had been taken. I said out loud what I was thinking, “Why didn’t they stay?”

Hound Dog said, “If you kidnapped a beautiful woman like her, would you keep her in a shit-hole like this?” Terry elbowed him in the ribs, and Hound Dog added, “Sorry, Jack. I’m just saying . . .”

We all stood in silence for a minute, each processing what we had learned. Finally, Gunny broke the silence, saying, “Well, there’s probably no reason to hang around out here. Let’s head back for the trucks.”

Ironhead scoffed. “Too bad ol’ Eddie didn’t mention that we could drive to within twenty yards of the place. He’s probably home in his warm bed laughing his ass off right now.”

Buzz said, “Cut Eddie some slack, Ironhead, you saw the same thing I did. Looks like someone has been doing some surveying out that way.” He waved in the direction of CR 820. “They probably improved the trail road to get deeper in.”

Gunny said, “Yeah, Eddie said they drove four-wheelers back here. Probably didn’t take too much work to make it passable for four-wheel-drive pickups. In Eddie’s defense, he did nail the identification of the cabin.”

Terry said, “This analysis of the information provided by that old tunnel rat, is fascinating but I’ve got to be at work in a few short hours. I’m heading back. Anyone who wants to ride with me better get going.”

We all turned and started the trudge back to the trucks. Going downhill was easier but more treacherous. I found myself on my butt more times than I could count. Of course, my personal travails were the least of my worries at the moment. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY




The first man spoke in a guttural growl. “I knew that this thing was going to get screwed up. The whole idea about using the broad for leverage was stupid. Now look at the mess we’re in.”

The second man shook his head. “Just shut up and drive. I don’t really want to hear your bitching all night, and the client doesn’t give a damn about your opinion. The client pays the bills, and this is the strategy the client has defined. At least for now. So just shut up and do as you’ve been told.”

The first man’s frown darkened. “Maybe we should have a little fun with her while we have her? She’s better looking in person than in the photo.”

“Shut the hell up. Don’t even think like that. You’ll get us both killed,” shot back the second man.

The first man took his hand from the steering wheel and waved wildly. “This is turning into a real shit show, and you know it. You’re just afraid to admit it. Next thing we know we’re going to be talking to some fed about a harebrained kidnapping. That’s not how I want to spend this coming holiday season, in federal lockup.”

The second man’s tone became calmer. “Just relax. There’s not going to be any chat with any fed. No one’s going to report any crime. A few more hours and this whole mess will be over, and we’ll be back downstate.”

The first man glared out the windshield. “You sure as hell better be right.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Once Gunny and I were back in his truck headed toward town, I began to spew the thoughts that had been spinning around in my head. “How the hell did they know we were coming? Where have they taken her? What the hell do we do now?”

“Whoa, partner. Slow down for a second. First, we’re no further behind then we were before we took our little hike. In fact, we do have information we didn’t have earlier.”

“Yeah, we know she’s not there. What the hell good does that do us? We don’t need to know where she isn’t, we need to know where she is.” Stress and agitation coursed through my words.

Gunny turned and watched me for a second before returning his focus to the road. “I think we know more than that. We know she was there when they took the picture. That was yesterday afternoon sometime before they texted you. That means whoever snatched her didn’t immediately whisk her out of the area. We also know that they weren’t at that cabin very long. My guess is that they were only there to take the picture that they sent you.” He paused a few seconds before continuing. “That could mean that they wanted you to know she is still in the area. Or they wanted you to believe she’s still in the area, when in fact she isn’t. They didn’t just stumble across that old cabin after they kidnapped your wife.” I wanted to correct him regarding our marital status but didn’t want to interrupt his train of thought. “No, they knew it was there, which means they’re locals, or they scouted and found it before the kidnapping. Planned to use it as the place to take the picture.”

I asked, “What would be the purpose of going to all of that trouble?”

Gunny shook his head. “Don’t know. Got to think about that some more.” We drove in silence for a couple of minutes and then Gunny said, “Maybe they were setting the whole thing up to look like they were in that cabin in case you went to the cops. Based on that picture, the cops would be looking in this area. That would give the kidnappers more opportunity to take her farther away.”

My stomach flipped. “Damn, she could be anywhere.” In the dim light of the truck’s interior, I could see Gunny nodding in agreement. My stomach rolled several more times.

Gunny said, “So, we do know more than we did. The only thing we can do now is wait for them to call this morning and react from that.”

Another period with the only sound the rumble of the truck. Finally, I said, “Pretty shrewd of you to have Terry shine his light across the table top and the floor to determine that there hadn’t been much activity in that cabin. Where’d you learn that?”

Gunny chuckled. “Who knows. Probably some cop show on TV. I don’t know that it was that shrewd, though. Just came to me.”

“Well, it seemed shrewd to me. That coupled with what Buzz said about the tracks on the path and the trail road really supports your theory. Knowing where she isn’t doesn’t seem like much now, but maybe after the next call it’ll mean more to us.”

“Yeah, there must be some reason they want you to believe she’s in an old cabin in the woods.”

I said, “It is obvious that this isn’t just some crime of opportunity. They didn’t just see a woman sitting alone in a car and snatch her on impulse. Some planning went into this. Katharine must have been targeted by someone who knew that she was up here.” Those comments ignited considerable additional analysis but without us arriving at any sound theories.

When we got back to the Buck Pole, Gunny suggested I go to the lodge and try to get some sleep before coming back. We’d agreed that I would come to his apartment in the back of the Buck Pole to receive the call. I had to come to town, I couldn’t take a chance on the reception at the lodge, and I welcomed his offer. 

It was 6:30 a.m. when I walked back into the lodge. I was chilled to the bone. The heater in Gunny’s truck had just started to blow warm air when I left it and got in my cold car, and the car had just started to warm when I got to the lodge. I could also feel a number of emerging aches and pains from the exertion of the hike and my numerous falls. I stripped off my multiple layers of clothing and took a hot shower. The shower somewhat soothed my aching body but did nothing to diminish my mental anguish. In spite of Gunny’s positive analysis of our trek, I couldn’t help but worry that somehow we had made the situation worse. What if they had planned to keep Katharine in that shack? Maybe they weren’t there long but the reason was because they learned about us coming long before we actually made our attempted rescue. Eddie was the one who identified the location for us. Who knows who he might have told about our efforts? After he had a few more drinks, who knows what he might have said? I also didn’t know when Gunny told the guys where we were going. Who knows what one of them may have said to someone? Vanderbilt is a damn small town, and if the kidnappers are local, they could easily have heard someone talking. Damn. Damn. Damn. I should have never agreed to attempt a rescue. I should have called the police. Damn it, Jack, you’ve screwed up again, and this one might cost Katharine her life. 

My body craved sleep, but my mind was having no part of it. I tossed and turned for a couple of hours and then got wearily out of bed. While the coffee brewed, I aimlessly wandered the lodge. Everywhere were signs of Katharine. It was as if she was there, but of course she wasn’t. A wave of helpless despair swept over me as I continued to replay the events of the preceding hours in my head. A few minutes later, I found myself upstairs in Benjamin’s study with a cup of coffee. As I looked around the room, it wasn’t the project that I had been so immersed in that caught my eye. It was the framed excerpt from a speech Teddy Roosevelt gave in 1910 that drew my attention. Titled, The Man in the Arena, it talks of the worth of those who strive for a worthy cause even though they sometimes fail. It carries the message that the worth of a person is in attempting, not shirking from the fear of failure. 

Seeing the Roosevelt quote brought back memories of long talks Benjamin and I had during the early years of our friendship. They could probably more appropriately be categorized as coaching sessions. I would come to Benjamin with a problem, and he would spend as much time as was necessary to help me work my way to a course of action, always with an underlying tone of not being afraid to fail. Somewhere in the intervening years I’ve lost that mantra as a guiding principle. 

Just as if we were having one of those long ago talks, I heard myself say out loud, “But, Benjamin, if I fail in this, it could cost Katharine her life.” 

Benjamin’s voice echoed in my mind. “Jack, the shame is in not trying. The shame is in sitting in the stands watching events unfold without entering the arena to engage life. Sometimes you’ll stumble, sometimes you’ll fail, but you never quit.” With a renewed focus, I grabbed a second cup of coffee to drink as I drove into town. 

I found Gunny in his apartment looking clear-eyed and refreshed. Dressed in a crisp long-sleeved work shirt and creased jeans with his hair combed and a fresh shave, I began to see the image of a career Marine. Gesturing toward the eggs and bacon sitting on the kitchen counter, he asked me to join him for breakfast. I sat at the table and watched in amazement as he deftly cooked. With one hand and a prosthetic, he was more adept in kitchen skills than I was with two hands.

While we ate, I casually mentioned my thoughts about the possibility that the kidnappers were only at the cabin for a short while because they had somehow found out that we were coming. I attempted to be diplomatic, starting with the observation that Vanderbilt was such a small town that it’s probably difficult to keep a secret very long. I didn’t want to directly accuse Eddie or one of the guys, but I really wanted Gunny to consider that possibility. Otherwise, it might never occur to him. After all, these people were his friends. When I finished talking, the expression on Gunny’s face wasn’t one of anger or insult but of thoughtful consideration. It was almost as if I could see him going through the five of them one by one. Finally, he said, “I won’t lie, Jack. It’s always a possibility that one of the guys said something he shouldn’t have. Hell, I’m old enough to know that anything’s possible. Still, I have to tell you that I don’t think any of them would have. I made it clear to everyone that it was imperative that we not tell a soul, and I honestly believe each of them would honor that.”

We were both quiet for a minute and then Gunny said, “I really don’t think the physical scene supports a theory that they intended to be at that cabin for any length of time. Think about it. To stay in that place, even overnight, you would need considerable equipment. You’d need heat, for one thing. You may have noticed, there was no source of heat there, no stove, no fireplace. You’d also need lanterns for light. Water and presumably food. All of those things could certainly be carried in from the location where the truck had been parked, but not by two people in one trip while they herded a kidnap victim. Remember what Buzz said about the track indicating that three people made one trip in and one trip out.” He shook his head. “No, I don’t think it had anything to do with us coming. I think they went there for the single purpose of taking the picture they sent you.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I hear you. I guess you’re right. It just seems like a pretty elaborate ruse.”

“Unless there is some reason for the misdirection. Some important reason we’re not seeing.” Gunny paused and then said, “Let’s talk about Katharine. Who might kidnap her? That’s where the cops would start.”

I said, “Yeah, the cops would start at the center of her life and work their way out. You know — family, friends, business associates, enemies.”

A grin spreading across his face, Gunny said, “Ex-husbands?”

I knew that Gunny intended his comment as a joke, but it unleashed a torrent of thoughts that hadn’t previously occurred to me. In a traditional investigation, I’d be a prime suspect. Ex-husband reappears on the scene after years and suddenly Katharine disappears. Damn. The fact that I haven’t reported her kidnapping for all of this time just makes it look worse. Gunny must have seen the concern on my face because he said, “Jack, I’m only kidding. Let’s not spend any time worrying about what the cops might think. Let’s just focus on what we know and what we can learn from them when the kidnappers contact you.”

“I hope to learn what it’ll take to get Katharine back.”

Gunny refilled each of our coffee mugs and then said, “This whole thing seems strange to me.”

I was confused by that statement. “How so?”

“We really don’t think this was some crime of opportunity, and we even think that some preplanning was involved to locate the cabin they used to take the photo. So, the whole thing must have been planned in advance. Who plans a kidnapping in advance and doesn’t know how much they are going to ask in ransom?”

We sat staring at each other. I broke the silence. “Yeah, that’s right. You’d have thought the first thing they said after telling me not to contact the authorities would have been how much they wanted for her safe return. You’re right, it’s as if they hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

Gunny cocked his head and said, “You plan a kidnapping detailed enough to throw the authorities off about your location but don’t think about how much ransom you want? Makes no sense.”

“I agree . . .” I was interrupted by the rattle of my phone vibrating on the table top. It was Katharine’s phone calling. In our discussions, I’d lost track of the time. It was 10:00 a.m. I answered.

A muffled voice, which sounded like it was coming through a handkerchief, said, “Listen carefully. I will not repeat myself. If you ever want to see the lady alive again, do exactly as you are told. Place fifty-thousand dollars in cash in a McDonald’s bag. The money is to be in twenty-dollar bills. You will receive further instructions at 2:00 p.m.” With that, the call ended. I didn’t have a chance to ask even one question.

Gunny asked, “What did they say?” I repeated the instructions I’d been given. He asked, “That’s all they said?” Lost in thought, all I could do was nod. He asked forcefully, “Can you come up with that kind of money?”

“Yeah, yeah, well, I think I can. I’m sure I can work something out. Maybe borrow against our business line of credit and have the money wired here. Something like that. Still, never in only four hours. These guys must know that it will take time to come up with that kind of cash.” 

“Unless they’re just plain stupid,” mumbled Gunny.

“Stupid or not, they’ve got Katharine, and I need to find a way to meet their demands. Is there a bank here in town?”

Gunny scoffed. “Not hardly. Couple of ATMs are the closest thing to a bank around here. Don’t think you can get fifty grand out of them. No, you’ll have to go to Gaylord. Several sizable banks in Gaylord.”

“All right then. I’ll go to Gaylord. I’ll call Marge and have her start working on lining up the money on her end. I’ll pick a bank and find out how to have the money wired and converted into cash.”

“Who’s Marge?” asked Gunny.

“She’s my business manager at Cap’s Place. Damn sharp woman. She’ll know how to work whatever magic is required to make this happen.” 

Gunny asked, “What if you can’t pull this miracle off by 2:00 p.m.? What’s plan B?”

I hesitated for a minute. I hadn’t really gotten to plan B yet. “When they call at 2:00 p.m., I’ll just tell them what I’ve accomplished so far and beg for more time. What else can I do?”

“Sounds like the only available strategy. I would consider having lots of detail about the process to give them because otherwise it’ll probably sound like you’re stalling. That’ll make them suspect that the cops are involved. On TV the cops are always stalling for more time so they can find the kidnappers.”

I nodded. “I think that’s the way it works in real life, too. Good point, though.” I stood and said, “I had better get going. I’ll call Marge on the drive down to Gaylord.”

Gunny rose and extended his hand. “I’ll be here all day, Jack. It’s technically my day off, but I’ve got nowhere else to be, so I’ll be hanging around here all day. You call if there is anything I can do to help. Anything at all.” His eyes narrowed, and he locked me in his gaze. “Anything at all that I can do to help, you call. Understand?”

I nodded, and we shook hands. “Thanks, Gunny. I appreciate it.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




As soon as I was southbound on Old U.S. 27 toward Gaylord, I called Marge. To my relief, she answered on the third ring. I must have been incomprehensible because after a couple of minutes, Marge interrupted me and said, “Jack, Jack, slow down. I can’t follow you. You’re not making sense. What in the world do you need fifty-thousand dollars for? And why cash; no one does business in cash these days.” She hesitated and then added, “At least no honest people.”

Having just passed a small roadside park, I made a U-turn and pulled in. This conversation needed my full attention. I explained that Katharine had been kidnapped. I didn’t mention our attempted rescue mission because I felt it would only be a distraction. I told her about the call this morning and the 2:00 p.m. deadline. As I expected, Marge’s first response was that I should be contacting the police. I explained why I hadn’t at first and that I was afraid to at this point. By the time the police understood the situation and got fully engaged, the deadline would have come and gone. Marge pushed back a couple more times but finally accepted my decision.

After I explained that I hoped she could arrange an advance against our line of credit, Marge shifted into her businesswoman persona. She started by explaining that with the present status of Cap’s Place, closed due to extensive hurricane damage, it might not be easy to access our line of credit. We talked about that problem for a few minutes and then Marge came up with the idea that she would visit the bank personally and tell them that we needed the money to start activities for rebuilding while we waited for the insurance settlement to come through. It wasn’t a strong argument, since the line of credit is based on the vitality of our business and we had no business at the moment, but she said she would make her most persuasive argument. Even though I knew it was a long shot, I also knew that Marge could be pretty persuasive.

I told Marge that I was going to contact a bank in Gaylord and start making arrangements to receive the money on my end. Marge replied, “That opens another can of worms, Jack. I don’t know the specifics, but there are a whole host of banking regulations about large cash withdrawals. Regulations aimed at money laundering and stuff like that. I don’t think they can stop you from withdrawing your money, but they report it to the IRS and who knows how many other federal agencies.”

I shot back. “I don’t care who they report it to. I’ll answer all the questions the feds can dream up after I have Katharine safely back.”

Her tone became soothing. “I totally understand, Jack. I just want you to know the situation before you walk into the bank. Don’t be surprised if they cite a host of regulations and require that you sign a bunch of releases.”

In a more moderate tone, I said, “Yeah, thanks, Marge. I know you’re right.” I recalled cases from my days in the prosecutor’s office that arose from situations exactly like I was embarking on.

Her next issue did surprise me, though. “The other problem you have, Jack, is that banks don’t typically have that much cash on hand. Depending on the size of the bank, they may not even have fifty-thousand in total and certainly not in twenty-dollar bills. The banks keep the majority of their cash reserves in their Federal Reserve Bank. Large cash withdrawals need to be arranged well in advance so the cash can be moved back to the bank.” She paused and then added, “I don’t have any idea how much grief they’ll give you for wanting it in twenties, but my guess is plenty.”

Reality was starting to sink in. There was no way in hell that I was going to come up with fifty-thousand dollars in twenty dollar bills by 2:00 p.m. I had known that I was climbing a mountain but had been determined to scale it to save Katharine. Now the clouds were starting to part, and I could see that the actual height of the mountain made that physically impossible. At least in the time allotted. Still, I had no choice but to climb as high as possible before 2:00 p.m. and pray that my good faith effort would earn me more time. It had to. Katharine’s life depended on it.

We ended our call with Marge promising to do everything possible to arrange for the funds. She cautioned me to stay in an area with good cell coverage so she could reach me. I told her I had no plans to return to the lodge until I had Katharine with me. As I continued toward Gaylord, it occurred to me that if I spring my request for fifty-thousand dollars in twenties on a local banker, it might prompt him to contact the authorities, even without consideration of the banking regulations. A request like that would smack of some type of criminal enterprise. Marge was correct, honest people don’t do much cash business these days and certainly not of that scale. As I drove, I began formulating what I hoped would be a plausible story that might keep me from spending the remainder of the day answering some local cop’s questions.

Once I reached Gaylord, I queried banks in the mapping app on my phone and drove the main streets to locate them. I decided that the National Bank of Northern Michigan looked like the largest. Believing that my chances of success in obtaining such a large amount of cash would be best at a larger bank, I found a parking space on the street. The bank building appeared to be only a few years old, but it was constructed to give the appearance of a stately stone and timber structure adhering to the Alpine Village theme of Gaylord. 

Entering the building, I found teller windows on one side and small cubicle offices on the other. The Alpine Village theme was even more predominant inside, with heavy wooden timbers spanning the large A-frame lobby and faux balconies jutting out a couple of feet from the high white stucco walls as if they were looking out on a street from the second story of a quaint home. The ornate balusters of the railings on the balconies were painted an intricate pattern of muted pastels. The lobby floor of large cobblestones continued the Alpine street scene feel. I almost expected to see the women dressed in embroidered peasant blouses and the men in lederhosen. 

I approached the young woman in the first teller window and found her dressed in a very conservative white blouse. So much for the Alpine theme. I told her I would like to speak to someone about a large cash withdrawal. She asked how much, and when I told her the amount, she pursed her lips and said, “Yes, that would be a large withdrawal.” After hesitating and looking around the bank as if she was appraising the role of everyone in attendance, she said, “I believe it would be best if you spoke to Mr. Liddy. Please wait here a moment, and I will check to see if he is available.” I watched as she walked behind the other tellers to a closed door on the back wall of the lobby. She knocked, paused, and then entered. I looked around and saw a couple of other customers talking with a woman seated behind a desk in one of the cubicle offices but otherwise there seemed to be little activity.

A minute later, the teller I had spoken to exited the office followed by a slight man with thinning gray hair and round rimless glasses. He wore the traditional banker uniform of a charcoal gray suit with a white shirt and a muted blue striped tie. The teller retraced her route back toward her window while the man exited a swinging gate in the railing that separated the lobby from the area in which his office was located. As he strode toward, me he held me in the steady gaze of his dark eyes. When he reached, me he extended his hand and said, “Hello, I’m Franklin Liddy, branch manager. I understand that you would like to make a sizable withdrawal from one of your accounts.”

I shook his hand and replied, “Well, not exactly. I’m Jack Nolan, a business owner in Florida. What I would like to arrange is to have an electronic transfer made from my bank in Florida to your bank, Mr. Liddy. I would then withdraw the money in cash.” The quizzical smile he had worn when he first approached faded into a definitely defensive frown. I forged ahead. “You see, Mr. Liddy, I’m originally from Michigan and have spent a great deal of time here in northern Michigan over the years. I’ve always longed to own lakefront property in the area and now an opportunity has arisen. I was hoping that your bank could assist me in realizing my dream.”

“Do you have accounts with us?”

“No.” In hopes of triggering the bankers’ business interest in him, I added, “At least not at the moment. I would expect I will, moving forward.” 

His body language was not softening in the least as he said, “Let’s continue this discussion in my office, Mr. Nolan.” He gestured toward the door he had emerged from. Probably he didn’t want me making a scene in public when he told me, “No way in hell, buddy.” I followed him across the lobby, through the swinging gate, and into his office. The office wasn’t large, approximately ten foot by ten foot, but it was tastefully furnished with an executive desk and a credenza of cherry wood. Mr. Liddy took his seat behind the desk, and I settled into one of the two chairs facing it.

I wanted to appear as forthright as possible in hopes of assuaging the natural suspicions that would no doubt arise from my request. I said, “You see, Mr. Liddy, I have returned to Michigan to assist in handling the affairs of my recently deceased father-in-law.” A slight exaggeration, but I was only getting warmed up. “I unexpectedly stumbled across an opportunity to purchase a piece of lakefront property. Unfortunately, the seller is rather eccentric. He has provided me a very limited opportunity to complete the purchase, and he has made acceptance of my offer contingent on my paying in cash.” I spread my arms to emphasize the next sentence of my yarn. “To further complicate matters, he requires that the cash be entirely in twenty-dollar bills.” I forged ahead in hopes of providing justification for this request before Liddy’s natural resistance could solidify. “This old guy is one of those folks who doesn’t trust government or many of the institutions of our modern society. That’s why he wants cash and in such a small denomination. He says it is his Armageddon fund.”

Before I could continue, Liddy interrupted. “How much cash are we talking about, Mr. Nolan?”

“Fifty-thousand dollars.”

Liddy physically recoiled into his chair as if I had slapped him. “Mr. Nolan, you have to understand that we don’t keep that much cash on site and certainly not in one denomination. I’m sorry, I’m not certain I can be of assistance to you.”

I tried to act as casual as possible. “Oh, I certainly understand that, Mr. Liddy. Unfortunately, the window of opportunity the seller has given me closes at 2:00 p.m., and I know it’s impossible to complete this most eccentric request in that timeframe. I realize that you would need to make arrangements with the Federal Reserve to have that kind of cash transferred. I also realize that there are probably numerous reporting forms I would need to complete for the government. I know all of this will take time. What I’m hoping is that if I can show the seller that I’ve taken substantive steps to meet his request, he will allow me to close the sale tomorrow.” I endeavored to display my most pleading face. “That’s why I’m here, Mr. Liddy, I really need your help.” I took a long shot and added, “Benjamin Whitt always told me that if I ever found property up here, I should do my business with this bank.”

He steepled his hands. “You are friends with Benjamin Whitt?”

I lowered my eyes. “He was my father-in-law. He’s recently deceased.”

“Oh, oh, I had no idea. My condolences, Mr. Nolan. I have always liked Mr. Whitt. He did considerable business with us when he was building his place up near Vanderbilt. Of course, his major banking was done in the Detroit area, but he said he liked to utilize local businesses, so he ran considerable business through us over the years.” He hesitated and then asked, “Are you handling Mr. Whitt’s estate?” 

“No, not the financial aspects. I am handling some requests he made of me personally just before he died.”

My long shot had paid off. Mr. Liddy’s countenance softened noticeably. He took a notepad from his desk drawer and said, “So, let’s see if I have this correct? You propose to make a wire transfer to our bank and utilize that to withdraw fifty-thousand dollars in cash? Specifically, in twenty-dollar bills? Does that sum it up?”

“Yes, sir. You have it. I know this is an extraordinary request, but it is very important to me, and I really appreciate your help. Benjamin was correct, you are a get it done kind of guy.” I was really laying it on now.

Withdrawing a form from his desk drawer, Liddy said, “You will need to complete this form, Mr. Nolan, opening an account into which the funds can be transferred. Before you leave, we will give you the account number and our routing numbers for the wire transfer. You are arranging the funds on the other end?”

I sure as hell hope that Marge is. “Yes, my business manager is arranging them as we speak.”

“Fine, you complete the form, and Marie, the young lady you spoke with earlier, will open your account and provide you the account and bank routing numbers to give your bank. I will make some phone calls and see how long it will take to arrange a transfer of the funds you are requesting.” With that, he rose and handed me the form.

“I will stop back in around 1:00 p.m. to see what you’ve learned. Will that work for you? I need to be able to tell the seller something of substance at 2:00 p.m. if I have any hope of convincing him to extend the offer window.”

Liddy glanced at the computer screen on one corner of his desk, probably looking at his calendar, and then replied, “Yes, 1:00 p.m. should be fine. Hopefully, I can get a commitment from the Fed by then. I will certainly do my best, Mr. Nolan.” We shook hands, and I left the office.

Completing the application form for my new account only took a few minutes. I left the bank feeling that I might just be able to climb the mountain after all. If I could just convince the kidnappers to extend the deadline. Then I remembered something an undercover cop had told me once when he was talking about a drug deal he had completed in spite of considerable suspicion by the dealer. He said that once he showed the dealer the money, his suspicions took a backseat to his greed. What I needed to do was figure out a way to show the kidnappers the money at 2:00 p.m. even if I didn’t actually have it yet.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




After leaving the bank, I drove aimlessly through Gaylord. As I passed the Sugar Bowl Restaurant, I decided to stop and have a bite to eat. I wasn’t really hungry, it had only been a couple of hours since I had breakfast with Gunny, but it would distract me and pass the time until I returned to see Mr. Liddy. Katharine and I had eaten at the Sugar Bowl a couple of times when we were going to or from the lodge. I walked in and found a seat at the far end of the horseshoe-shaped bar. There were several dining areas, but I didn’t feel like sitting amongst the tables of people as the lunch crowd built. 

I had barely settled onto the stool when the bartender said hello and asked what I would like to drink as he laid a menu in front of me. I glanced longingly at the array of beer taps before ordering a diet Coke. No beer with lunch today. As I perused the menu, I glanced around the bar. It looked familiar but somehow different. When the bartender put down my drink, I asked if they had remodeled. He replied, “Sure did. Just over a year ago.” Waving his hand toward the dining rooms, he said, “Lots of changes in the dining rooms, but we got a refresh in here as well.”

The wood paneling and cut glass prevalent throughout gave the place a venerable classy vibe. I commented, “Looks nice.”

“Yeah, the new owners wanted to update but retain the character of the place.”

“You have new owners?”

“Couple years now. After ninety-seven years in the same family, the old gal was sold.” His comment rung with a tone of fondness for the place.

“You worked here long?”

“Me. Since I was sixteen and started bussing tables.” 

I estimated his age in the mid-forties. I said, “Wow, you’ve probably seen some change over the years?”

He seemed to reflect on my comment. Finally, he said, “Yes and no. Even with the new owners, the remodeling, and the new menu, much of the past has remained. They remodeled but retained our previous look. Even the new menu has retained many of the original dishes prepared from the original recipes.” He paused in reflection again. “Yeah, lots has changed and lots hasn’t. Still working the kinks out of the new operation.” I couldn’t help but wonder how many kinks we would have in the operation at Cap’s Place when we reopened. If we reopened.

“Okay, I’m looking for a light lunch. What do you recommend?”

Without hesitation, he replied, “The Cajun ahi tuna. It’s on the Starter Menu, but it comes with an Asian salad and won ton chips, and it’s plenty for a light lunch.”

“Sold.”

“Great, I’ll put the order in.” 

While I waited for my lunch in the relative privacy of the nearly empty bar, I took the opportunity to call Marge. She told me that she had an appointment scheduled for 1:30 p.m. at the bank. I was disappointed because I had hoped she would tell me that the loan was all arranged. Of course, I also realized that it had been less than two hours since I first dropped this bomb on her. I kept my unrealistic disappointment in check and said, “Great. Things are progressing on this end as well. When I hang up, I’ll text you the account number and bank routing numbers to send the transfer to.” She apologized for not being able to arrange the money in time for the 2:00 p.m. deadline, but I told her that I knew that the cash wouldn’t be available that soon even if she were able to make the wire transfer. Marge again lobbied for me to contact the police, but she gave up after a few minutes. We ended the call, and I texted her the bank numbers.

While I ate my lunch, I pondered how to convince Katharine’s kidnappers to give me more time. I needed to come up with a means to show them I was going to have the money. Show them I was making a good faith effort to meet their demands. Still, I knew that they might interpret anything I did as stalling. Who knows what they might do to Katharine if they thought I was stalling. Who knows what they may have already done to her. That thought caused a cold chill to course through my entire body. 

I finished my lunch and drove back to the bank. It was only 12:45 p.m. so I sat in the car and continued to ponder my problem. How did I convince the kidnappers to give me an extension on the deadline? It occurred to me that maybe I could get some type of document from Mr. Liddy indicating when the funds would be available. Something like a letter of credit. Did kidnappers take letters of credit? Probably not traditionally, but maybe it would suffice to trigger the greed reflex like showing them the actual cash would do. If Mr. Liddy had a commitment from the Federal Reserve, and he was willing to put that into a letter, I could photograph the letter and attach it to a text message to the kidnappers. Would that work to buy some more time? It had to. It just had to. 

I entered the bank and found Marie, the teller I had worked with earlier. She told me that Mr. Liddy was expecting me in his office. I walked back through the swinging gate toward Liddy’s office. The door was only partially ajar, so I knocked. A couple of seconds later, Liddy opened the door and motioned me inside. I took the chair I had occupied earlier as he returned to his high-backed desk chair. He opened the conversation with, “I had some luck with the Fed. They will have the funds here at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow. Hopefully, you can convince your seller to allow you that much additional time.”

I didn’t know what I expected for a timeline from the Federal Reserve, but 10:00 a.m. tomorrow seemed like a real success to me. I said, “That’s great, Mr. Liddy. You’re every bit as good as Benjamin said.” I didn’t know why I embellished my comment with a lie. Habit, I guess. I added, “I’m impressed that they could produce that much in twenties so quickly.”

The glow my compliment had produced faded. He said, “Well, they made no promises that it would all be in twenties, but as much as possible. Seems like you could convince your seller that he can change the portion that is not twenties at some point in the future. If he’s so adamant about having only twenties in his . . . what did you call it?”

“His Armageddon fund.”

“Yes, his Armageddon fund. He could certainly break the bills down to any size he wanted over time. Hopefully, Armageddon won’t come anytime real soon.”

What he said made sense, even if it was in the wrong context. I was dealing with kidnappers, not an eccentric property owner, but the same logic would seem to apply. Doesn’t seem like they would turn down the money because it wasn’t all in twenties. I nodded my agreement with his theory and moved on to the issue of proving the money was coming. “I was hoping you could provide me some type of letter on bank stationary that would indicate the arrangements had been made for the cash to arrive tomorrow morning. Something I could show the seller. Something similar to a letter of credit. Would that be possible?”

Liddy considered my request for a minute and then replied, “I guess I can do that. It would be a letter attesting to the fact that arrangements have been made to have the fifty-thousand dollars in cash available for your withdrawal at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow. I can’t attest to your ability to withdraw the funds, that is contingent on your ability to execute a wire transfer from your bank in Florida by that time. If you don’t mind me asking, how are those arrangements proceeding?”

That’s a good question. Wish I knew the answer. I replied, “Oh, fine. I’ve sent the routing numbers you gave me. Now that I have the 10:00 a.m. target, I can verify that the wire transfer will be made before that time.” I hope!

Liddy nodded and said, “Give me a couple of minutes, and I will have a letter prepared.”

I waited in a chair in the lobby, watching customers come and go for thirty minutes before Liddy approached carrying a letter in his hand. I scanned the letter and told him again how much I appreciated his assistance. He reminded me that he would have a couple of reporting forms for me to complete when I withdrew the cash, and I assured him that would be no problem. At this point, I wanted to get out of the bank so that I could photograph the letter and be ready to send it to the kidnappers when they contacted me in the next ten minutes. I said a hasty goodbye and retreated to my car. 

I had just finished photographing the letter when my cell phone buzzed with a text. “You have the cash?”

I replied, “Arrangements have been made. Cash not available until 10 tomorrow. Not easy to round up that many twenties. See attached letter.” I attached the photo of Liddy’s letter.

Several minutes passed before the next message appeared. “This is not a negotiation. We told you she would die if you failed to meet our demands.”  

I stared at the screen in shock. They couldn’t kill Katharine. I had done everything I possibly could to meet their demands. Even robbing a bank wouldn’t net that many twenties. The banks don’t have that many on hand. I texted back. “You must understand, it is physically impossible to obtain that many twenties any sooner.” Five, then eight, then ten minutes passed without a response. I was becoming frantic. I texted, “Talk to me. You must understand.” 

Finally a response. “We will discuss your proposal and be in touch.” Thank God. I dropped the phone on the seat and sucked in a deep breath of air. For the first time, I noticed the low battery warning on the screen. Damn, I must have forgotten to charge it while I was at the lodge this morning. I looked around the car but knew the answer. I didn’t have a cable. I didn’t dare go back to the lodge to charge it, coverage was just too spotty there. I drove through town and found a Meijer store. I knew I could find a cable there. I grew up shopping at Meijer stores. Everything from groceries to auto parts. Sure enough, the electronics department yielded the charging cable I needed.

I began driving aimlessly around town, fearing that if I strayed out of town, I could wander into an area of poor cellular coverage. After forty-five minutes of wandering, I decided to stop in the large parking lot in front of the grocery store in the center of town. The location yielded five bars of signal strength. All I could do was wait. The kidnappers had only said that they would discuss my proposal and be in touch. They didn’t say when they would be in touch. Maybe it wouldn’t be until tomorrow morning. Well, if that’s the case, I’ll be spending the night in my car because I’m not going anywhere that might jeopardize my cell signal.

A couple of hours had passed, and I was beginning to rethink the idea of spending the night in the car. As the sun settled below the horizon, the temperature was beginning to drop. To say nothing of just sitting all night. Looking across the parking lot, I noticed a hotel next door. The sign said American Alpine Lodge. I reflected back on trips to the area years ago and was certain it had been a Holiday Inn in a previous life. Seeing the hotel triggered the realization that there were several hotels in this general area where M-32 crosses I-75. Realizing I wouldn’t need to jeopardize cell coverage to sleep in a bed tonight was a small victory for my frazzled psyche. 

Suddenly, it occurred to me that I hadn’t heard from Marge yet. I was so caught up in the availability of the cash on my end and convincing the kidnappers to delay the deadline that I had completely forgotten about acquiring the funds from our line of credit. I called Marge, but it went to voicemail. I left a message asking her to call me as soon as she had the opportunity, that I was anxious to hear about her meeting at the bank. My gut told me that if she had been successful, I would have already heard from her. Everything unravels if I can’t borrow the fifty-thousand dollars.

Two minutes later, my cell phone buzzed. It was Marge. I answered, “Hi, Marge. Just know that if I cut our call short, it’s because I have an incoming call. Please tell me you have good news.”

“Well, sorta.” 

She paused, but I couldn’t wait. “What the hell does that mean, Marge? Did you get the money or not?”

“I got the money, just not from the bank. They wouldn’t advance on our line of credit. Not with Cap’s Place indefinitely closed at this time. They weren’t even interested in allowing us to borrow against the equity in the property.”

“Damn. Remind me to change banks as soon as we get back on our feet.”

“Jack, you need to realize that the banks are under a lot of pressure from people down here right now. All kinds of businesses are on the brink of failure as a result of the storm. Money is tight right now.”

“But you said you got the money?” I knew I sounded desperate, but I didn’t care.

“I did. I got you a personal loan.”

“A personal loan? If they won’t loan the business money, why would they loan it to me personally? I sure as hell don’t have anything outside of the business.”

I heard Marge exhale slowly as if she was having trouble finding the words she wanted to use to answer me. She said, “This is a loan from an individual. An unsecured personal loan to you.”

“For fifty-thousand dollars? Who would loan me that kind of money? Who could loan me that kind of money?”

“Harry is going to loan you the money. I would have loaned it to you myself, but I couldn’t free up funds in that quantity soon enough.” It had never occurred to me to ask Marge, or anyone else, to make a personal loan to me. I always guessed that Marge had a decent-sized nest egg tucked away from her career in investment banking. I wasn’t certain what motivated her to continue to manage Cap’s Place, but I was confident it wasn’t the salary. Harry Ward had recently retired to Florida after what he called a lifetime of selling hardware. I always enjoyed bantering with him at Cap’s Place but had no idea that he could come up with fifty-thousand dollars on such short notice.

I blurted out, “Where would Harry come up with money like that? I don’t want him to raid his retirement account. I have no idea how long it will take me to repay him.”

“He said he could access the funds in a cash account he has. It has nothing to do with any retirement funds.”

“Cash account? How could a hardware salesman come up with money like that?”

I could hear Marge laugh on the other end. “Hardware salesman? That’s kinda an understatement, don’t you think, Jack? He owned over two hundred hardware stores throughout the midwest. Sold the entire chain when he retired. I think he is very . . . very comfortable.”

I had no idea. Harry had always referred to himself as a hardware salesman. He never said a word about owning stores, much less two hundred of them. I asked, “Why would Harry loan me that kind of money? He hardly knows me.”

“Jeez, Jack. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. He does know you, and he knows you need help. He has already talked to his bank to arrange the transfer. If it doesn’t go out tonight, it will first thing in the morning. Now quit asking questions and tell me some things. How soon can the bank get the cash? Did you get the kidnappers to understand that fifty thousand in twenties isn’t found in just any cash drawer?”

I replied, “The bank will have the cash at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow.”

“And the kidnappers, what did they say about that timeline?” Marge’s tone carried concern.

“I got a letter from the bank stating the time the money would be available to me, and I texted it to the kidnappers but haven’t heard back yet. I’m hopeful that their greed will win over and buy me the time needed.”

With the same concern in her voice, Marge asked, “How are you doing, Jack? How are you holding up?”

“I’m doing the only thing I can in this situation. I’m forging ahead. I have to for Katharine. I owe her that much.”

There was a long pause and then Marge said, “Well, I don’t know if you owe her anything, but I know you well enough to know you’re not about to turn your back if you can help her.” Then she asked, “Have you talked to her? Is she all right? I mean under the circumstances.”

“I haven’t talked to her, but they sent me a picture right after they kidnapped her.” Marge’s question and my answer caused me renewed concern. Yeah, she was all right when they took her to that cabin and took the picture, but how do I know she still is? Marge and I talked a few more minutes, but my renewed worry about Katharine kept distracting me. I had been so caught up in the mechanics of meeting the kidnappers’ demands that I had lost my focus on Katharine’s safety. Everything I did needed to include an element of protecting Katharine.

As soon as Marge and I ended our call, I sent a text to Katharine’s phone. “I need proof of life. I want to talk to Katharine.” 

An hour later, I still had no response. I knew it was foolish to continue to attempt to keep up my vigil from the front seat of my rental car. I drove across M-32 to the Fairfield Inn and registered. I stopped in the little snack shop in the lobby and picked up a microwavable dinner and, since this was an unplanned overnight stay, a toothbrush and toothpaste. I went up to my room, put the dinner in the refrigerator, and stretched out on the bed. I thought about calling Gunny but didn’t want to tie my phone up and chance missing a response from the kidnappers. I was physically exhausted but so keyed up I didn’t think I’d fall asleep. Still, I turned the ringer up to full volume and laid my phone on my chest as I closed my eyes and attempted to calm my mind.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Something startled me. I was totally disoriented. I scrambled to a sitting position on the edge of the bed, shaking my head in the dark. Slowly, the cobwebs began to clear. I was in a hotel room. I must have fallen asleep. Then I identified the sound that had awakened me. It was my cell phone buzzing. The sound was coming from somewhere on the floor. I fumbled for the switch on the lamp next to the bed and finally had light. Dropping to my knees, I found my phone on the floor. I must have rolled over in my sleep and dropped it. I didn’t recognize the number displayed. I answered as I saw the time of 1:00 a.m. on the bedside clock.

“Jack, it’s Katharine. They released me. I’m safe.” Her voice was soft, almost like she was whispering.

“Oh my gosh, Katharine. Are you okay? Where are you? I’ll come get you. Thank God.” I was babbling. 

“No, Jack. I’m okay. I’m not hurt. Phillip is here with me. He’s taking me home. He’ll stay with me.”

“What? Phillip? How did he get up here so fast? I don’t understand.”

Her voice seemed a little stronger now. “I’m not up north. They released me at a rest area on I-94 near Belleville. I called Phillip from the pay phone. He came and got me.”

“Have you called the police?” There was no reply, so I repeated my question. “Katharine, have you called the police? Do you need to go to the hospital to be checked over? You must be terrified. You’re probably in shock.”

Her voice was now much stronger. “Jack, Jack, calm down. I’m fine. Sure, I was terrified, but I’m fine now. Now that Phillip is here. I wasn’t physically harmed. All I want to do is go home and get some sleep. We can talk again tomorrow.”

“You’re not going to call the police? Katharine, you should call the police.”

“Jack, we’re not going to call the police. I will call you tomorrow, after I have had some rest, and explain. Just understand, we can not call the police.” Her voice was now strong and firm.

Even though I was still clearing cobwebs out of my head, it seemed that something was wrong. How did I know that she was actually free? Maybe the kidnappers were making her place this call. Why? That makes no sense, Jack. Why would they want me to think she was free? I sure wouldn’t pay the ransom if I thought she was free. A wave of relief swept over me and washed away my attempts at logical thought. I started to babble again. “Katharine, I’m so glad you’re safe. I was so worried. I was doing everything I could to meet their demands but was afraid I’d fail. Are you sure you’re okay?”

Her tone was now warmer and soft. “Jack, you didn’t fail. I’m fine. Well, tired but otherwise fine. We can talk tomorrow after I’ve had some rest.”

I stood as I said, “I’ll drive down there tonight. I’ll leave right now. I want to see you. I want to see with my own eyes that you’re all right.”

“Jack, Jack, stop right there. You are not driving down here tonight. That’s totally unnecessary. Phillip will take care of me. He’s a doctor, remember. You’re no doubt as wrung out as I am. You get some rest tonight and we’ll talk tomorrow. Understand?” I was confused but didn’t seem to have any choice. I decided that she was right; Phillip could certainly take care of her. After all, he’s her fiancé and a doctor. What could I contribute? I reluctantly agreed, and we ended the call with her promising to again call me after she had gotten some sleep.

I walked around the room turning on every light I could find, hoping that the light would help clear my head. I went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. I needed to process everything that had gone on the past few minutes, but I was struggling to feel like my brain was firing on all cylinders. I remembered the dinner in the refrigerator that I had purchased when I checked in. I put it in the microwave and made a cup of coffee in the Keurig. Even though it was the middle of the night, I knew my sleeping was over. I had some serious thinking to do. Nothing fit. Why snatch a woman off the street up here and transport her all of the way downstate to release her mere hours before you were going to collect the ransom? And why would Katharine, a woman who takes no guff from anyone, resist reporting her own kidnapping to the police? Things just didn’t add up.

Between the unremarkable microwave dinner and the two cups of in-room coffee, I was able to clear my head. Still, all I could do was recount what I knew and the order the events had transpired. I couldn’t make sense of them. I debated about driving back to the lodge but decided that was foolish since I felt obligated to go into the bank and tell Mr. Liddy in person that I no longer needed the cash. He had gone to so much trouble that I felt he deserved a face-to-face explanation. Even if the explanation was a lie. I would also need to make arrangements to have the fifty-thousand dollars wired back to Harry’s account.

I decided I should make a list of the actions I needed to take this morning. Looking around the room, I found a pen on the desk but the usual small pad of notepaper was nowhere to be found. An oversight by housekeeping. Then I remembered that the small notepad from Katharine’s law firm, which I’d picked up in her room at the lodge, was in my jacket pocket. I retrieved it and sat down at the desk. Under the intensity of the desk lamp, I noticed the imprint of a number on the first blank page. I figured that a number had been written on the preceding page and then the page removed, leaving the imprint on the top sheet. I tilted the page at an angle under the light. It was a phone number, and it looked vaguely familiar. If it was familiar to me, I must have punched it in recently and not just called a contact previously entered in my phone. I opened the recent calls list on my phone but didn’t see the number. I had no idea why this number on a notepad of Katharine’s intrigued me so much, but it did. I knew it was familiar but couldn’t recall why. I entered the number as if I was going to call it, thinking that the action might trigger my recall. My phone immediately displayed the words Mobile Governor Robert Armstrong. Mystery solved. I had entered the number when the governor had given it to me a couple of days ago. He must have called Katharine and given her his personal cell number as well. 

After my short distraction, I set about listing everything I needed to accomplish in order to undo the actions I’d taken to secure the now unnecessary ransom. I had exhausted the supply of coffee in the room, so once I finished my list, I wandered downstairs to see if I could find a cup in the lobby. My trip was rewarded with fresh coffee just put out by the staff preparing for the breakfast service. I drank coffee in the lobby for an hour and perused the newspaper. I was surprised how many “road warriors” left the hotel in the early hours of the morning. It seemed to be a mixture of business people, blue-collar workers, and retirees. I wasn’t really hungry, having eaten my microwavable meal only a few hours earlier, but the smell of bacon drew me into the breakfast area shortly after it opened. 

While I ate, I kept replaying the events of the past couple of days over and over in my mind. I just couldn’t make the occurrences add up. Was Katharine’s kidnapping a spur of the moment act? Did the kidnappers get cold feet? Was that why they released her? Why didn’t she want to report it to the police? What about taking her to the cabin for such a short time? Where did they have her the remainder of the time? Finally, I decided that I wasn’t going to understand what had happened until I talked to Katharine. I got myself another cup of coffee and went back up to my room.

It was 7:00 a.m. so I knew PJ would be up by now. I had decided to call her earlier but wanted the privacy of the room. She answered, “Hi, Jack. You’re out and about early, or did coverage at the place you’re staying get better?”

“It’s a long story.” I spent the next fifteen minutes explaining everything that had gone on since Katharine’s arrival. PJ didn’t say anything about Katharine being at the lodge with me, but I heard her tone tighten a little after I told that portion of the story.

When I got to the point in the story where Katharine was kidnapped, PJ immediately shifted into her cop persona. She let me tell the entire story, the contact from the kidnappers, our failed raid, my efforts to obtain the ransom, and Katharine’s release without asking a question. I could picture her in my mind’s eye sitting upright jotting notes on a pad as I talked. I could also predict the first words out of her mouth, and she didn’t fail me. “Jack, you should have called the police.”

“I knew you’d say that. I would say the same thing if the tables were reversed. I was just afraid that given the small town dynamics and the short timeframe of the kidnappers’ demands that the police weren’t the best tactic.”

“Well, at least you should have called me. Even if I couldn’t convince you to call the police, I could have been a sounding board for you. You don’t always have to go it alone, Jack.” PJ’s tone was different. I couldn’t quite decide how to read it. Somewhere between mother and spouse. Certainly caring.

“I know, PJ. I just seemed to be reacting as events unfolded. I should have called you right after the kidnappers contacted me.” Switching subjects, I asked, “What do you make of Katharine’s sudden release?”

Before she would answer my question, PJ had me tell the entire story again, this time stopping me several times to clarify points. At the end, she said, “I will tell you that the whole things seems strange to me, Jack. I can’t say specifically why, but it just smells funny.” She paused and then added, “Of course, the whole thing could become crystal clear when you talk to Katharine later today. Do you have a time set to talk with her? Are you going to go to see her in person or talk on the phone?”

I replied, “Actually, we left it that she would call me later in the day, after she rested.”

“I thought the cell coverage at the lodge was unreliable?”

I reflected on PJ’s comment. She was correct. The coverage was poor, and Katharine was certainly aware of that. Then I realized that Katharine had no reason to believe I was anywhere except the lodge when she called at 1:00 a.m. Maybe it just didn’t occur to her at the time. After all, she had just been released by kidnappers. I replied to PJ. “You’re correct. The coverage at the lodge is bad. I guess Katharine didn’t think of that when she said she’d call me later.”

“Or she did and thought that would be a good excuse for not talking to you.”

I asked, “Why would that be?” Then I answered my own question. “Unless she thinks I will continue to pressure her to report it to the police and she doesn’t want to deal with that issue at this point.”

There was a pause before PJ asked, “How close are you to finishing the work you are doing at the lodge?”

I hadn’t even thought about my promise to Benjamin since I’d left the lodge nearly twenty-four hours ago. “Ah, well actually I’m done with the work I need to do there. I’ve gone through all of the records and what I found seems too vague to really do anything about.”

“Can you be a little more specific?”

I gave PJ an account of the entries talking about Benjamin’s intervention on behalf of Shifty with his sexual assault victims. The more I talked, the less convinced I was that I could do anything to rectify the situations. After I finished, PJ affirmed my feelings. She said, “So, you have no way to identify the victims, nor this guy called Shifty? I don’t see how you can move forward, Jack. Promise or no promise. Your father-in-law just didn’t leave you enough information. That’s not your fault, Jack. But let’s get back to this situation with Katharine. If I were you, I would drive to her home and talk to her in person. Face-to-face. After all you went through for her, she owes you that courtesy. And who knows, maybe after you hear the story from her perspective, everything will fall into place. Maybe you’ll even understand why she doesn’t want to report it.”

“You’re right, PJ. I need to hear her story in person. I think I’ll do exactly that. I need to clear up things at the bank as soon as it opens and then I’ll go to the lodge and pick up my things and head downstate.”

“I have one more quick question. Any idea when you’ll be heading back down here?” This was asked with a warm tone distinctly different from PJ’s earlier cop tone. This was a personal question.

“I don’t see any reason why I can’t head back tomorrow. Even if I convince Katharine to report her abduction to the police, I should be able to give them a statement and head home. Marge is anxious for me to get back there and help deal with the insurance company.”

“Marge isn’t the only one who’s anxious for you to get back.”

“Oh, really? Who else is anxious?”

“Angela.”

“Your daughter. Why is she anxious for me to get back?”

“She says you distract my attention from mothering her. She says you improve the quality of her life.”

“And how does her mother feel about that?”

“Her mother is anxious for you to get back, too.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




After my call with PJ, I called Marge. She sounded sincerely excited when I told her that Katharine had been released. She asked a string of questions, most of which I couldn’t answer. Talking with PJ and Marge only solidified for me the fact that Katharine hadn’t really told me anything when she called. Certainly, that could have been the result of the traumatic event she had just endured, but somehow the more I replayed the conversation in my head, the more uneasy I felt. I didn’t know why, but things just didn’t feel right.

I transitioned the conversation from Katharine’s release to the issues surrounding returning the money to Harry. I mentioned that I didn’t know if the wire transfer had taken place yet, but that if it had, I needed to know how Harry would like the money returned. Marge told me that Harry had received confirmation that the transfer had gone through just before the close of business yesterday. I speculated that he would probably like it returned to the same account it had come from. Marge replied, “Hang on a sec.” A few seconds later, she said, “Yes, just return the money to the same account. The bank up there should have all of the necessary information from the transfer.” It occurred to me that Marge was speaking with such authority on the matter that she must have asked Harry. That could have only occurred if Harry was with her, and at this hour of the morning that meant that either they had met for breakfast or they had spent the night together. I found myself smiling. Marge and Harry. Now that’s an interesting prospect.

I talked a few more minutes with Marge, several times expressing my gratitude to both her and Harry. She seemed pleased that I expected to be able to fly home the following day. When I inquired about the situation with the insurance company and prospective contractors, she replied that things were progressing slowly but that we could discuss it in depth when I returned. After ending the call, I reflected on the people I had become close to since my abrupt relocation to Florida. PJ, Marge, Moe, Justin, Dana, Renee, all the people who had stood by me in recent good times and bad. While the cause of my relocation and the dark period immediately following it were low points in my life, the friendships that had developed since then were invaluable. Maybe it was the effects of the copious amount of caffeine I had ingested this morning, but I felt younger. Energized to embark on the next chapter of life.

I suddenly remembered that I had promised to call Gunny and tell him how things were working out. Calling him had completely slipped my mind. After everything he had done to help me, I certainly owed him the courtesy of telling him Katharine had been released. I knew it was early — if he had closed the bar last night, he might well still be sleeping — but hit his contact in my phone anyway. I’d rather take his ire for waking him than for not informing him.

Gunny answered on the second ring. His voice was clear and strong. Didn’t sound like he’d been sleeping. “Gunny, it’s Jack. Sorry to call so early, but I’ve got news. Katharine’s been released. She’s safe.”

“Damn. That is great news. So, you got the ransom?”

“No. Well, yes. I did have the ransom arranged but couldn’t get the cash from the bank until this morning. I told them that the money was coming. Still, for some unknown reason they released her in the middle of the night.”

I heard Gunny laugh. “What the hell kind of morons are you dealing with?”

“That same thought crossed my mind.”

“How is she? I’m sure she’s traumatized, but how is she otherwise?”

I went into depth explaining the call I had received from Katharine and her resistance to seeing me or contacting the police. I thought Gunny would find that as strange as I did. He didn’t. His response was, “Jack, you’ve got to remember she’s just gone through a terribly traumatic event. I don’t think it’s unusual for a victim to want to stick their head in the sand in hopes of forgetting the entire ordeal even happened. Give her a few hours and approach her gently, she might come around to telling you what happened. Your best approach might be to convince her to talk to a professional, a psychologist, about the whole thing. That might help her deal with it and give her the strength to tell the story to the police.”

Now, I felt like an insensitive jerk. I’d read Katharine's reluctance to talk to me as evasiveness and here was the crusty old Marine pointing out that her reaction was very typical for the victim of a traumatic event. He was no doubt correct. Not only had I read the situation wrong, but I had led everyone I talked to, PJ and Marge, down the same path. I must have been lost in thought because Gunny said, “Jack, you still there?”

“Yeah, Gunny. I was just reflecting on what you said. I think you’re right. I should have seen it myself.”

He lectured, “Hey, don’t be too hard on yourself. It’s not like you haven’t been through the same stressful situation. Your experience was different than hers but just as stressful. You had her safety, her life, in your hands. You need a little time to wind down yourself.” His words soothed my self-loathing some but not completely. We talked a few more minutes, and when I told him I was coming back to pick up my things at the lodge, he made me promise to stop in at the Buck Pole and say goodbye before I left town.

I checked out of the hotel and was at the bank when the doors opened. Franklin Liddy was talking to another man in the center of the lobby when I entered. He looked surprised when he saw me. After concluding his conversation, he joined me and said, “Mr. Nolan, good to see you, but the cash won’t be here until 10:00 a.m. I’m sorry if you thought it would be sooner. The wire transfer of the funds from Florida did come in at the end of the day yesterday, so we’re all set. As soon as the cash arrives from the Federal Reserve, we’ll complete your withdrawal for you.” He hesitated and then continued, “It’s none of my business, but do you think you should have some type of protection while you’re carrying that much cash? You know, someone from one of the security guard services.”

“I no longer need the cash, Mr. Liddy. That’s why I’m here early. I learned late last night that the owner is no longer willing to sell the property.” I forced a chuckle. “I guess when you attempt to do business with eccentric people, you have to accept eccentric behavior. I certainly appreciate all of your assistance in this matter and hope the unneeded transfer of the cash won’t cause you any problems with the Federal Reserve.”

Liddy seemed momentarily confused but then an understanding of my words seemed to blossom on his face. “Well, I see, Mr. Nolan. The Fed, don’t worry about that. That’s no problem. I’m just sorry your deal fell through. I know you really had your heart set on that property.” I wondered to myself if I would have felt differently about lying to this man if he hadn’t seemed like such a genuinely caring guy. If he was more akin to Snidely Whiplash, would I have felt less guilty? I shook off my self-examination and completed the business of returning the fifty-thousand dollars to Harry’s account and closing out my short-lived account at National Bank of Northern Michigan. 

The autumn air was crisp, bordering on cold, but the sky was clear. There was real potential for the sun to warm the day as I drove north toward Vanderbilt. The relief of knowing that Katharine was safe was finally sinking in, and the farther I drove, the more my good mood built. I would collect my things and Benjamin’s notes referring to Shifty at the lodge. I could review the notes one more time in the next day but couldn’t imagine any way to move forward. Unfortunately, Benjamin had died before giving me the critical piece of information I needed to even attempt to fulfill the promise he had elicited. How could I move forward without the identity of Shifty or his victims? He would just have to understand. I tried. It’s just impossible. I would give everything one more review, though. I’d see Katharine this afternoon, and if she didn’t feel like telling me the story of her abduction, I would encourage her to seek professional help to put the entire ugly event behind her. Tomorrow I would be free to return to Florida. Even with the problems related to Cap’s Place and the decisions I still needed to face, I was feeling an unmistakable draw back to Florida.

It only took a couple of minutes to pack my things at the lodge. I double-checked around the main floor to make certain I hadn’t forgotten anything. I contemplated packing up Katharine’s things in the master suite and taking them to her and then decided that might be a little too intimate an action for an ex-husband. Katharine would eventually send someone up to Vanderbilt to retrieve her car from the parking lot where she was abducted, and they could pick up anything she needed from the lodge. I made a mental note to call Andy or Sharon and tell them that I had left. They’d probably want to clean out the refrigerator and take what other actions they needed to close the place up again.

I admired the streaming sunlight and the woodland view through the large windows as I ascended the circular staircase to the office to retrieve my notes. I took two steps toward the desk, and the warm feelings that had been building inside me over the past couple of hours were dashed to pieces. The desk and credenza behind it had been ransacked. All the drawers had been dumped on the floor. Books had been pulled from the shelves, presumably searched, and cast aside. The office area looked as if a tornado had spun it twice and then dropped it back in place. I stood gazing at the scene when the most significant factor struck me. Benjamin’s notes, all fifteen file boxes full, were gone. It was impossible for me to know for certain, but I didn’t think anything else was missing. I shuffled through the debris on the floor, looking for the small pile of notes regarding Shifty that I had put in the desk drawer. They were gone. It was obvious that whoever did this came for one thing. Benjamin’s files.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




I backed onto the top landing of the circular stairs and stood staring. My mind was racing. This was a crime scene. Don’t disturb it any more than you already have, Jack. I hadn’t noticed anything out of place in the remainder of the lodge when I was looking around for stray items of mine to pack. Someone had come here for the sole purpose of stealing Benjamin’s personal files. Who? Why? When? I could answer the when. Sometime between the time I left yesterday morning and when I returned today. Who and why. Those were the tough questions.

I systematically walked through the entire lodge and visually scanned every room. Nothing seemed the least bit out of place. Nothing seemed to be missing. Katharine’s laptop was still sitting on the bureau where she had left it two days ago. This was no ordinary break-in. Whoever was here had only one objective, and they were very thorough, but disciplined, in accomplishing it. If I hadn’t gone upstairs, I would have never known they were here. 

To further my cursory investigation, I looked first at the door I’d entered and then at the only other exterior door in the lodge, the one in the lower level game room. Neither showed any signs of forced entry, at least none that I could detect. I walked outside and looked at the parking area and the driveway leading in. With the traffic of Katharine and I coming and going the past few days and the frequent rainstorms, I couldn’t really discern anything from the numerous sets of vehicle tracks. I looked in all of the outbuildings, but just as with the majority of the lodge, nothing seemed out of place. No, this was a surgical strike. Benjamin’s files had been the sole target.

I retrieved my suitcase from the lodge and placed it in the trunk of the car. I started the car, but lost in thought, just sat staring at the lodge. Whoever took the files must have had a sizable vehicle. A pickup truck with a topper over the box or a cargo van would be needed to transport the fifteen file storage boxes. They must have known the size of the load and come prepared. Who would be concerned about the contents of the files, and who would have known how many there were? The first name that popped into my head was Eric Russell, the guy who was accused of having his wife murdered. If not Russell, maybe the actual hit man. Yet how would either of those guys even know that the files existed? How would they know that the files were here or how many boxes there were? No, Russell just didn’t fit. Then I remembered something an old detective had told me once, “Never eliminate suspects or theories. Investigate them, and they will eliminate themselves if they are not valid.” Okay, I’ll leave Russell and his unknown hit man on my suspect list.

The next name that occurred to me was Turner Kennedy. He told me he wanted the files back, even threatened legal action. He certainly would have known from his staff how many boxes were taken from the firm. Would he stoop to illegal action? Of course, he could argue his actions were not illegal because the element of larceny — taking someone else’s property — was missing because he was reclaiming property that was rightfully his, his firm’s. Given the circumstances of the disputed ownership of the property and Kennedy’s stature in the legal community, I doubted that the local prosecutor would ever bring criminal charges. Russell might remain on my suspect list, but Kennedy was now number one.

Then Shifty came to mind. The files certainly contained disparaging comments about Shifty and information that could even potentially open a criminal investigation, although I wasn’t certain that the statute of limitations hadn’t run out on the events alluded to in the notes. Still, how would Shifty even know that the notes existed, much less where they were? No, Shifty might warrant inclusion on my suspect list, but Kennedy was still at the top.

Like a bolt of lightning on a clear summer day, the thought struck me that the theft of the files and Katharine’s abduction might somehow be related. But how? If she was taken to be used as leverage to obtain the files, why hadn’t the kidnappers demanded them as ransom? Why demand fifty-thousand dollars and never mention the files? Maybe it was just a coincidence that while I was out chasing the ransom money, the files were stolen. Then I remembered what Justin once told me about his disbelief in coincidence. I knew I was far too tired to let my mind engage in the mental gymnastics of debating random events, the hand of God, or any of the other theories used to explain coincidence. I decided to follow the advice of the old detective and leave the potential relationship of Katharine’s abduction and the theft of the files on the list of theories and see where the facts took me.

Okay, Jack, you’ve gone through the mental gymnastics, what are you going to actually do? The simple answer would be to report the theft of the files to the police. Yet the situation was far from simple. Katharine was adamant that she didn’t want the police involved in her abduction. How could I report the theft without explaining what I was doing here and why I was gone for over twenty-four hours? Once I started telling lies to the police, or even withholding material information, I would definitely be exposing myself to criminal liabilities. That was not a situation I wanted to find myself in. No, Katharine needed to agree to involve the police in both her kidnapping and the theft of Benjamin’s files. Actually, Benjamin’s files may technically be Katharine’s property now. I would expect that she’s the sole heir of all of his personal property. I guess it should really be her decision whether to report the theft or not. Katharine was key. I decided to begin the trip downstate.

Driving out, I had decided not to alert Andy and Sharon that I was leaving. I didn’t want them to come to the lodge, find the mess upstairs, and call the police themselves. As I was passing through Vanderbilt on my way to I-75, I remembered my promise to stop and see Gunny. I considered skipping the stop but remembered how unselfishly he had jumped in to help me. The least I could do was stop in to say goodbye. 

I pulled into the Buck Pole and parked in the nearly empty parking lot. A couple of pickups pulled in as I was getting out of the car and joined the two that were already there. It was 11:30 a.m. The lunch crowd must be starting to arrive. When I entered, I saw Gunny in his usual spot behind the bar. The young woman behind the bar with him looked up and gave me a wan smile. 

Gunny spotted me and waved. “Hey, Jack, come on down here.” He gestured toward the empty seats at the far end of the bar. As I took a stool, he hopped up on the one next to me and called out to the woman, “Sheryl, we’ll have a couple of big Blues.” I wasn’t really intending to have a drink before I started my drive downstate but couldn’t think of a polite way to decline. After Sheryl set the beers in front of us and returned to the other end of the bar, Gunny said, “So, tell me the whole story again, Jack. It seems amazing that they just released her without the money.”

I again recounted the story from the time I’d received the ransom demand while at his apartment until Katharine’s call early this morning. When I finished, Gunny grinned and said, “Damn. You’re the kind of friend I want. A guy who can lay his hands on fifty-thousand dollars in cash in a relatively few hours. You’re a good kind of guy to have around. Ever think about relocating to northern Michigan?”

“Hey, buddy, even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while.”

“Sure, okay, whatever the hell that means.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Oh, just something my mother always says when things work out and surprise you.” 

I didn’t mention the break-in at the lodge and the missing files. I felt guilty not sharing that development with Gunny. He had certainly made every effort to help me obtain Katharine’s safe return, and I was feeling more and more like the two events were related, but I didn’t see how I could talk about the files without telling him what they were, and that felt like it would be a violation of Benjamin’s confidentiality.

Gunny convinced me to have a burger while we continued to talk. I actually didn’t need much convincing since it seemed like a good alternative to the drive-thru burger I would have ended up grabbing on the trip downstate. While we were joking about our ill-fated mission to rescue Katharine, I asked Gunny where Buzz, Hound Dog, and Ironhead got their nicknames. He said that he didn’t know the origin of Buzz, but that Hound Dog was from the fact that people said he was as horny as an old hound dog. Ironhead, Gunny said, went clear back to his high school football days when he played fullback and was known for just lowering his head and barreling into the opposing line. 

Once Gunny started talking football his entire demeanor changed. He was always a friendly guy but in a reserved way. When football was the topic, his face lit up, and he became overtly animated. It was obvious that he loved the game of football. He told me he had been an assistant coach for the high school team when he first retired from the Marine Corps. He talked with a genuine fondness of the young men he had coached and told stories of games in such detail that they bordered on becoming tedious. I like football as much as the next guy, but Gunny truly loved the game. A couple of times he had me laughing so hard, it brought tears to my eyes. At one point, after he had referred to a player by some outlandish nickname that had been bestowed on him by his teammates, we began recounting football nicknames from the pros. Going back and forth we cited, “Broadway Joe,” “The Diesel,” “White Shoes,” “Night Train,” “The Sheriff,” “The Refrigerator,” “A-Train,” “Deacon,” “Johnny Football,” “Cool Brees,” “The Bus,” “Easy E,” “The Gunslinger,” and dozens of others. I challenged Gunny on a couple that I had never heard of, but he replied with names and a chronology of both their college and professional careers. The man was a walking encyclopedia of football facts. Had it not been for this one simple conversation, I would never have known about Gunny’s passion for football and those who played it. Most of those we meet in life are entities more unknown than known.

After we finished eating, Gunny attempted to cajole me into having a second schooner of beer. I was really tempted, feeling more relaxed and having more fun than I could recall since before the hurricane and certainly since I had journeyed back to Michigan to see Benjamin. Still, I knew I needed to drive south and see Katharine. I needed to return to reality. At least reality as I knew it at the time. I reached for my wallet, but Gunny refused to allow me to pay. His only request was that I write down the address of Cap’s Place and expect to see him bursting through the front door sometime in the future. In our conversations about our bars, I had never mentioned the hurricane damage Cap’s Place had sustained and my current state of indecision about the future. When I said, “Hope to see you there,” it carried a double meaning.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




I don’t know if it was the large schooner of beer or the lively conversation with Gunny, but I felt energized as I entered I-75 and headed south. As I had been since arriving in northern Michigan, I was mindful that at this time of year the whitetail deer, which bring hordes of hunters from the comfort of their easy chairs and out into the woods, were well into their mating season, the rut. Bucks and the does they are chasing will bound across a highway without the slightest hesitation. Hitting a 150-pound deer at seventy miles per hour can really ruin your day.

My loose plan had been to just show up at Katharine’s house in Bloomfield Hills. I wanted to learn what had gone on during her abduction. Why she’d been released without the ransom being paid. With all of the grief I had gone through in attempting to meet the kidnapper’s demands, I felt that I was owed some explanation. I was afraid that if I called her first, she would refuse my visit, and I really wanted some answers. I remembered PJ telling me that it was much more difficult for people to refuse to talk with you when you’re standing on their doorstep than if you’re on the telephone. Besides, I needed to tell Katharine about the break-in at the lodge, and for some undefined reason, I wanted to see the look on her face when I told her.

The only problem with my plan was that I didn’t know what her home address was. I decided to call the number she had called me from this morning. She had said that Doctor Phil was with her, so I guessed that it was his phone. The ex-husband getting a woman’s home address from her current fiancé could prove challenging, but I was feeling more and more comfortable with my skills at lying. My guess proved correct when the number I called went to a voicemail message. “You have reached the cell phone of Doctor Phillip Reynolds. At the tone, leave a message and the phone number you would like to be reached at, and I will return your call at my earliest opportunity.”

“Hi, Doctor Reynolds, this is Jack Nolan calling. I was hoping to learn how Katharine is feeling. Please call me back at your first opportunity. Thank you.” I repeated my number twice so that he couldn’t say he didn’t have it even though any moron could find it on the received calls list on your phone. My plan was that when he returned my call and told me Katharine was still resting and unavailable to talk, I would casually ask for her address so that I could send her flowers. He would have to admit that he was an insecure jerk to deny that request. I doubted that he was insecure and was confident he wouldn’t want me thinking that was the case.

As I drove on, my mind drifted back to today’s banter with Gunny. I kept recalling how animated he became talking football. A thread of pride ran through each story he told about the kids he’d coached in high school. Pride, not in himself, but in the young men the players had become, in part as a result of their experiences through football. Gunny remarked that, in his opinion, football was the next best thing to the military for developing character in young men. Having never played football nor been in the military, I couldn’t offer much of an opinion.

I caught myself laughing out loud when I recalled some of the stories. One of the funniest involved Ironhead. Thinking of Ironhead led me to think of the list of football nicknames Gunny and I had debated. Then, with the force of someone slapping me across the face, it occurred to me that Shifty might be a football nickname. After all, a shift is when an offensive player changes from one position to another before the ball is snapped. Couldn’t a player acquire the nickname Shifty? Maybe it was just the result of Gunny and I spending so much time talking football nicknames, but it seemed like a viable possibility. 

I pulled into the rest area on I-75 just outside of Bay City. I went to the internet on my phone and began to research football nicknames in the state of Michigan. It became immediately apparent to me that the small screen of my phone wasn’t adequate for this type of inquiry. I switched my search to find the nearest public library. I had to backtrack a few miles, but twenty-five minutes later, I found myself in front of the Alice and Jack Wirt Public Library. My guess was that Alice and Jack were local philanthropists and the library was one of their beneficiaries. The building was a stately structure of limestone and brick. Inside I quickly found the computer lab and completed the necessary sign-in process. 

My first efforts querying football nicknames in Michigan turned up copious amounts of information about University of Michigan players. As a Michigan State University alum, I found this drivel useless, although I did force myself to carefully consider the material just in case Shifty had been a Wolverine. I continued to refine my search terms but still had to fight not to allow myself to sink into ratholes of sports trivia. I was beginning to understand why large portions of the populations of technologically advanced countries had disappeared from the fabric of society. 

Internet research may be the greatest time suck ever created. At least that was my opinion until I entered “nicknamed Shifty from his football days.” Suddenly, I struck pay dirt. A biographical article published a few years earlier in the Detroit Free Press detailed the early life of a high school football player who had been nicknamed Shifty as a result of his success as a running back in offensive formations that regularly utilized a backfield shift. Shifty had gone on to play college football at Central Michigan University, but with moderate success. Shifty had found his calling when he ran for public office and ultimately rose to the position of governor. For obvious reasons, Robert Armstrong had dropped the nickname Shifty when he entered politics. Vote for Shifty probably wouldn’t resonate with the electorate, even by today’s standards.

I read and reread the article. Could Governor Armstrong be the Shifty of Benjamin’s notes? How could he not be? Benjamin had represented Armstrong in business dealings for years. I recalled that Armstrong had even wanted Benjamin to be legal counsel to the governor during his first term, but Benjamin wasn’t willing to take the extraordinary reduction in income that would have resulted. At least, that’s what Katharine had told me at the time. I attempted to recall the timeline of the allegations against Shifty, but without access to the files, I couldn’t be certain. The best I could recall from the dates that had been written on the storage boxes, the last mention of Shifty had been approximately ten years ago. I had no idea when the first mention had appeared. My best guess was that it was nearly three decades ago. The more I concentrated on attempting to remember the notes about Shifty and their relative position with the remainder of the material, the more confused I became.

Leaning back in my chair, I rubbed my temples. I must have looked like I was in serious distress because a small gray-haired woman, who looked every bit the part of a librarian, stopped as she was walking by and asked, “Are you having problems with the computer, sir?”

“Oh, no. The computer is working fine, it’s me processing the information I’m finding that’s posing the struggle.”

With a kindly smile and a pat on the shoulder, she said, “Sorry, I can’t help you with that.”

I was attempting to recount the order of events at the time I’d discovered the first references to Shifty. I asked Katharine if the nickname meant anything to her, and she said that it didn’t. Of course, Katharine would have been a teenager when Armstrong first started running for local government office. When he dropped the nickname. I certainly didn’t think Benjamin would have mentioned the nickname or the events he found so distasteful to his daughter. As was often the case when I pursued intense intellectual analysis, I soon found myself going around in circles. I left the library with the knowledge that Robert Armstrong had at one time been nicknamed Shifty. Whether he was the Shifty in Benjamin’s notes, or a mere coincidence, was still an unknown, but I also couldn’t shake Justin’s disbelief in coincidence. If Armstrong was Shifty, what was I to do? What did Benjamin expect me to do to make amends? Even if I did identify Shifty, I still had no idea of the identity of his victims. 

The positive mood I felt leaving the Buck Pole had deteriorated dramatically. I no longer knew who or what I believed. What was true and what wasn’t? What was related and what wasn’t? I had to convince Katharine to sit down with me. If I could understand more about the circumstance of her abduction I could determine if I felt it was somehow related to the theft of the files. I could then explain to Katharine what I had discovered about the governor once being called Shifty. She might well have insight that would help determine whether he was the person responsible for the acts that her dad had found so loathsome. 

I was nearing Bloomfield Hills and had not received a call back from Doctor Phil. That could mean that he was busy doing doctor stuff or it could mean that he was blowing me off. I thought about calling Katharine’s law firm and attempting the same ruse about flowers but dismissed the idea as quickly as it was born. No one employed at a law firm is going to give out the home address of a partner to a voice on the telephone. Then another thought occurred to me. I had Lily’s number in my phone. She was probably more likely to give Katharine’s address to me than Doctor Phil anyway. I wondered if she was still working at Benjamin’s house. She sounded pretty adamant that she was not going to stay on and work for Katharine even if asked, but it had only been a few days so she was likely still there. It might actually be better if she had left Katharine’s employ, she would be less restrained from giving me Katharine’s Bloomfield Hills address.

I had almost given up when Lily answered. She sounded like she was pleased to hear from me. We made small talk for a few minutes. She asked how my project for Benjamin had gone at the lodge. I told her fine and that I felt I would be going back to Florida in the next day or so. I mentioned that Katharine had been at the lodge for a couple of days. Lily sounded surprised by that information. She probably thought that, based on Katharine’s behavior toward me at the time of Benjamin’s death, she would have no desire to be alone with me. Lily told me that she was still caring for the Whitt home but was looking for another position. 

I sprung my question on her. “Katharine seemed really depressed when she was at the lodge. I guess Benjamin’s death is sinking in and hitting her harder than any of us might have expected. In spite of our past differences, I do still care about her. I’d like to send her flowers, but I don’t have her address in Bloomfield Hills. I was hoping you would have it. Do you?”

Lily’s reply was so quick that I had to ask her to repeat the address a couple of times while I simultaneously attempted to memorize it and find a pen in my pocket. I ended up writing the number on my hand and memorizing the street name. I thanked Lily and ended the call as I exited I-75 to stop and enter the address in the navigation app on my phone. The address turned out to be in the northeast corner of Bloomfield Hills not far away. From the map, it looked to be on a cul-de-sac with the house backing up to a small lake like those that dot much of Oakland County.

I was parked in a small shopping area and noticed a florist shop on the marque. My lie about wanting to send flowers suddenly seemed like a good way to get my foot in the door now that I did have the address. Katharine might not appreciate my unexpected visit, but who can turn away a guy with a bouquet of flowers in his hand? I searched my memory banks and recalled that Katharine really liked white roses. She always joked that they represented purity and humility, traits she aspired to represent. Though I was keenly aware that she had failed miserably in her aspirations, I guessed that she still loved white roses.

With the bouquet lying on the passenger seat, I made my way slowly down Katharine’s street. Following the navigation app, I was also checking addresses. The late autumn sun dipping low to the west coupled with the moderate cloud cover had caused lights to wink on in most of the houses. The street had a rural feel without curbs or sidewalks and the homes were set back on sizable wooded lots. All of the deciduous trees, with the exception of the oaks, had dropped their leaves, but the abundant evergreens still did a good job of providing privacy. It would be very easy to forget you were living in the Detroit metropolitan area, but that was probably the idea.

Katharine’s house was a two-story with a brick facade on the first floor and stucco and timber on the second. It had an attached oversized two-car garage and appeared to be at least four bedrooms. Certainly larger than a single woman would need. A circular driveway followed the course of a low stone wall outlining a raised garden filled with shrubs and ground cover ivies. When I parked in front of the house, it appeared unlit. Maybe she’s not even home. Maybe she’s staying with Dr. Reynolds. That would make more sense than her being alone. I walked up the short sidewalk leading from the driveway to the front door already starting to think I needed to develop Plan B. 

Pushing the lighted doorbell button, I heard the melodious tones of a deep-throated chime. I waited a couple of minutes without any response and then pushed the button again. This time, through the pebbled glass next to the door, set in an intricate pattern of bronze caming, I saw a light come on. Seconds later, the door opened.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Acting surprised, Katharine said, “Jack, I wasn’t expecting to see you. I thought we were going to talk on the phone.” Having seen the security camera mounted above the door blink twice as I approached, no doubt activated by my motion, I found her surprised facial expression just a bit disingenuous. It had never been her nature to open the door without knowing who was on the other side. I certainly wouldn’t expect her to open a door blindly only a few hours removed from a kidnapping. 

“I just couldn’t stay away. I had to see with my own eyes that you were okay.” I held the bouquet of roses out and stepped forward. For an awkward moment, Katharine didn’t move. Then, with movements that seemed more reluctant than welcoming, she took the bouquet from me and stepped aside allowing me to enter. 

“Sorry, Jack. I’m not trying to be rude. I’m just not totally with it yet. I took a sleeping pill when I got here this morning and have been asleep all day. My head just hasn’t cleared yet.” Standing in front of me with her hair styled and her traditional light makeup perfectly applied, her appearance didn’t seem to coincide with her words.

These few minutes of interaction had reinvigorated every one of the questions about the events of the past couple of days that had been plaguing me on the drive downstate. Exuding as much empathy as I could fake, I said, “Can I come in for just a few minutes? I just want to talk to you? I just want to know that you’re all right. I was so scared, so worried about you.” Then, sensing that she was anxious to be rid of me, I added a carrot. “I’m going back to Florida tomorrow, but I couldn’t leave without seeing for myself how you were doing.”

Without sincerity, Katharine replied, “Sure, Jack. I wanted to talk to you anyway. Oh, and thanks for the roses. That was very nice of you.” Turning, she dismissively laid the bouquet on a small table in the foyer and started toward the back of the house. “I was just about to have a cup of coffee. Would you like one? Or would you prefer a drink?” The last question came out as more of a condemnation than an offer.

Of course I wanted a drink. I always wanted a drink. The solace I took was that I didn’t always choose a drink. “Coffee sounds great.”

I followed Katharine into a well-appointed kitchen with a center island counter that had four stools nestled on one side. Katharine’s home was not the size of Benjamin’s, but from what I could see, it was certainly top shelf. I took a stool while Katharine busied herself with the coffee. On our way to the kitchen, we had walked by an open doorway, and my sideways glance had revealed a home office with a fully lit computer screen. She must have been using the computer while she slept off her pill. Really?

Katharine set two cups of coffee on the counter. Moving a stool to the other side, she sat directly across from me, thus placing five feet of granite between us. Taking a sip of her coffee, she said, “So, what would you like to know, Jack?” 

Maybe it was just the skeptical mood I was in, but I found that an odd question from a woman who had been kidnapped, held for ransom, and released only a few hours earlier. “My gosh, Katharine. I want to know everything. Did they harm you? How did they take you? Where did they take you? Why did they release you without the ransom? I was frantic with worry. I just want to know what happened.”

Reaching across the counter to pat my hand, she said, “I’m sorry, Jack. I’ve been so caught up in my own trauma that I’ve lost sight of the fact that you were going through the same thing. Well, nearly the same thing.” Her face had softened, and the air in the room had seemed to warm. “Of course you want to know what happened. And you deserve to know.” She took a long sip of her coffee before launching into her story.

“I was sitting in my car in the parking lot, talking to the office. Well, I had just ended the call. A guy came up to my car door. I was going to put the window down and ask what he wanted, but before I could, he jerked the door open and grabbed me. He pulled me out of the car, spun me around, and jerked my arms behind my back. Next thing I knew, he had wrapped one of the big zip ties cops use around my wrists. I started to scream, but he clamped his hand over my mouth and pushed me into the back seat of a truck that had suddenly pulled alongside us. I was sprawled across the backseat with this guy on top of me.” Her voice started to break, but she quickly composed herself. “I thought he was going to rape me. He pulled some kind of bag over my head and growled in my ear that if I made a sound he’d kill me.”

Katharine had withdrawn her hand. I reached across the counter and took her hand into mine. “Oh, Katharine, I’m so sorry. Take your time.”

Sucking in a deep breath of air while again withdrawing her hand from mine, she said, “No, Jack. It’s good for me to talk about it. That’s the only way I’ll ever put it behind me.” She sat up straighter as if stiffening her spine with resolve. “I don’t know how far we drove with the guy lying over me, but eventually he sat up and just kept his hand on my hip as if holding me down. I was sorta pushed into a ball on one side of the seat, and he was on the other side. From the way the truck was swaying, it felt like we were making a lot of turns or following a twisting route. He didn’t speak again until I heard him say to the guy driving, ‘You got any idea where you’re going?’ I couldn’t hear what the guy driving said, the truck was noisy, I think it was a diesel. You know, one of those big diesel pickup trucks.”

Katharine paused, withdrew a tissue from her sleeve, and dabbed at the corner of her eyes. I waited for her to continue. “Finally, we stopped, and they pulled me out of the truck. I still couldn’t see anything because of the bag on my head. They each grabbed an arm and started walking me, but I kept stumbling, so they pulled the bag from my head so that I could see where we were going. We were out in the woods somewhere. I asked where they were taking me, but the guy who had originally grabbed me kept squeezing my arm and telling me to shut up or I would die. His hand was like a vise. We went down a path in the woods and came to an old cabin. When I saw the cabin, I was sure they were going to rape me and probably kill me.” She sniffed and dabbed at the corners of her eyes again.

“Oh, Katharine. You poor thing. You must have been terrified.”

Nodding slowly, she continued, “I was terrified. I was really terrified. I kept thinking, why me? Why me?” She paused as if expecting me to say something, but I didn’t. I waited in silence, and she picked up her story. “We got inside the cabin, and they pushed me down in a chair and tied me to it. The first guy took out a phone and took several pictures of me. I recognized the phone as mine. I had it in my hand when he jerked me out of the car. He must have grabbed it then. I don’t even remember that part. Anyway, he took the pictures and then they untied me and led me back to the truck. It was as if they were only posing me in the cabin. When we got to the truck, I tried to ask what was going on, but they jammed the hood over my head again and told me to shut up. They pushed me back onto the back seat with the guy holding me down again. I don’t know how long we drove, but part of it must have been on a highway because the tires made a consistent humming noise.

“Finally, we got to one of those small old motels. You know the kind. Single story with parking right in front of the doors. They jerked the hood off and walked me into the room. It was dark, and I didn’t really have a chance to look around, but I had the sense that it was late and no one else was around. Anyway, we got inside, and they cut the binds on my wrists and pushed me down on one of the two beds. One of them made a big show of taking out a large knife and cutting the line to the phone on the nightstand. He pointed the knife at me and said, ‘Try anything funny and I’ll use this on you.’ From the look in his eye, I knew he meant it.”

Katharine hesitated and took a drink of her coffee. My mind was racing with questions but knew enough about interview techniques to keep my mouth shut and let her tell her story. After a second drink of coffee, she continued. “That bed became my world the entire time we were at the motel. The only time I could leave the bed was to go to the bathroom, otherwise they made me sit on the bed. One of them would sit or sleep on the other bed, and the other would sit in the only chair in the room that they had moved to a spot directly in front of the door. Every so often one of them would leave and return with food — fast food junk. They kept the TV on for background noise all of the time. Any time I tried to ask anything, they would just tell me to shut up. Most of the time, when they wanted to talk to each other, they would go outside. I had the impression that they were standing just outside the door, but I was too scared to get off the bed even when they weren’t in the room.

“I did know that they were asking you for ransom because at one point they asked me who was at the lodge with me. From that, I figured out that they must have been watching me awhile. Anyway, I told them your name, and they found you in my phone. I saw them text you a couple of times but had no idea what they were saying until at one point one of them said, ‘Sounds like your boyfriend is playing games with us. Guess we’ll need to send him an ear, or maybe a nipple, so he knows we’re serious.’”

That statement shook me. I started to defend myself by telling my side of events but thought better of it. “I’ll explain later. Please, tell the rest of your story.”

Katharine gave me a weak smile. “I didn’t think you were doing anything less than everything physically possible to meet their demands. I never doubted you, Jack. I was terrified, though. One of them kept leering at me as if he was going to jump me at any second. After the comment about cutting me, I was so scared I thought I was going to throw up.” She shuddered as if the memory had physically grabbed her by the shoulders and was shaking her, but quickly regained her composure. “At one point, they were outside the door talking, but hadn’t closed it completely, and I heard them say that they had asked for fifty-thousand dollars in cash. That gave me a little hope because I believed you would find that kind of money.” Another smile that was more of a grin. “Of course, I was a bit insulted to think that’s all they thought I was worth.”

I returned the smile but remained quiet. I really wanted to hear the entire story. I wanted to know why they suddenly changed their minds and released her. I also wanted to assess if there was a connection between her abduction and the theft of the files from the lodge. The fact that they had been watching us enough to know that two of us were at the lodge didn’t mean they knew about Benjamin’s files.

Katharine restarted her story. “I completely lost track of time. They kept the drape covering the small window drawn tightly shut and had unplugged the clock as soon as we arrived, when they cut the phone line. They had my phone, so I was blind to time. A couple of times when they opened the door, I knew it was daylight outside, but between dozing and my general terror, I was completely disoriented. The TV was on one of those channels that shows back-to-back old movies, so that was no help either. Anyway, all of a sudden after they had one of their little meetings outside, they came in and bound my hands. Putting the sack over my head, they drug me back to the truck. We drove for a while, I really don’t have any idea how long, and then stopped. The guy in the back with me cut the binds on my wrists, jerked the hood off, and pushed me out of the truck. The last thing I heard him say was, ‘Tell anyone about this, and we’ll be back to kill you. We know where you live. We found you once, and we’ll find you again.’ They roared off. It was dark, but I figured out that I was on the edge of a ramp leading to a rest area. I walked to the building. The sign said it was the Belleville rest area on I-94. There were a few people around, most looked like truck drivers, but I was too terrified to approach anyone. I found a pay phone in the building and placed a collect call to Phillip. He came and got me. That’s when I called you.”

One side of my brain was analyzing everything she had told me and looking for inconsistencies. The other side was chastising me for feeling anything but utter compassion for someone who had been through such a horrifying experience. I stood and walked around the end of the counter. Katharine rose from her stool and fell into my embrace. I said, “Oh my God, what a terrifying experience, Katharine. You poor thing.” I held her firmly in my arms, neither of us breaking the moment with a word.

Finally, Katharine looked up at me and asked, “Sure you wouldn’t like a drink? I think I could use a drink.” Her eyes were glistening as if about to overflow with tears. Tears were very uncharacteristic for Katharine.

I whispered, my voice was caught in my throat, “Sure. I’d love a drink.”

Pulling slowly from my embrace, Katharine said, “Let’s go into the living room. What would you like to drink?”

“Whatever you’re going to have will be fine.” I knew she wouldn’t be offering beer, and that was okay. Something stiffer seemed appropriate.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




I followed Katharine down three steps into a sunken living room. On one side of the room, a flatscreen television was mounted above a fireplace. A seating arrangement of a couch, loveseat, and two wingback chairs was arranged in an arc facing the focal wall. In the far corner of the room stood an ornate antique bar with two matching stools. Katharine walked behind the bar and retrieved two glasses. Placing the glasses on the bar, she opened a cabinet on the wall and withdrew a bottle of Glenlivet XXV single malt scotch. I couldn’t precisely estimate the price point but knew it far exceeded anything we had stocked at Cap’s Place. Pouring two very healthy drinks, she pushed one glass toward me and held hers aloft. “Cheers.”

We clinked glasses and I replied, “Cheers, and thank God you’re safely back at home.”

We each took a sip of the whiskey. Not being a true aficionado of fine scotch, I couldn’t identify the myriad of flavors, but I could say without equivocation that it was damn good. Katharine gestured toward the loveseat and said, “Let’s sit over there. It’s much more comfortable than these bar stools.”

The furnishings were not matching but similar and well coordinated. My guess was that an interior decorator had been heavily involved with the inside of the house just as I was certain that a professional landscaping service built and maintained the beds outside. Katharine is very good at many things, but gardening is not one of her strong suits and her pride would not let her own a home that was anything but impeccably furnished and decorated. Even in our early days together, she was constantly lobbying to engage the services of a decorator for our apartment.

I settled into the plush seating of the loveseat and had a second sip of my scotch. Katharine set her drink on a nearby table and said, “Excuse me for just a minute, Jack. I’m going to go into the kitchen and get some snacks. I haven’t really eaten anything, and without something to nibble on, this scotch will knock me on my ass.” She chuckled at the end of her comment, but it seemed a little contrived.

I couldn’t help but notice her very attractive ass as it exited the room. Katharine was dressed in form-fitting electric pink wool slacks with flared legs that ended just above her trim ankles. She wore black patent leather flats and a white wrap top with a neckline that wasn’t plunging but was far from modest. My guess was that the casual outfit worn around the house today cost about the same as a good used car. Looking around the room, I couldn’t help but think that Katharine had done pretty well for herself since dumping me. Of course, I have done equally as well. Yeah, Jack, you keep telling yourself that.

Katharine’s absence gave me the opportunity to analyze the story she’d told me about her kidnapping. I started to identify points that I would like to focus on for clarity, but it also occurred to me that it would probably be better to spend my energy attempting to persuade her to make a police report. Let the professionals clarify her story. In my heart, I wanted to believe her and accept the inconsistencies that arose as explainable; it was that her description of events just didn’t seem to ring true. The Katharine I had known would have been outraged that someone had done the things to her that she said these guys did. The Katharine I knew would be demanding a full police investigation. Not considering. Not asking. Demanding! Her reaction just didn’t make sense. Nor did her miraculous recovery. Most women would kill to look like she does this afternoon under any circumstances. Looking like she does a few hours removed from a terrifying experience like Katharine had recounted just didn’t seem plausible. I started to take another sip of scotch but thought better of it and set the glass back down. I wanted to stay sharp.

Katharine returned carrying a wooden serving tray with a cheeseboard and an assortment of crackers on it. After setting the tray on the coffee table in front of us, she joined me on the loveseat. Taking a sip of her scotch, she said, “Now, Jack, tell me about your portion of this ordeal. You must have been nearly as terrified as I was? I heard them talking about how they were telling you in no uncertain terms that if you went to the authorities, they would kill me. I think they meant it, too.”

Settling back into the soft cushions I took a deep breath as if recalling difficult memories. What I was actually doing was stalling for time to organize my thoughts and decide how much I wanted to share with Katharine at this time. I didn’t want what I told Katharine to color the statements she might make in the future. I decided to call the question. “Before we get into that, let me ask you this: don’t you think that we should report this to the police so that they can take statements from both of us while our recollections are freshest?”

The faint smile Katharine wore faded completely, being replaced by a frown that wrinkled her forehead. That confirmed that she hadn’t yet resorted to botox to maintain that amazing face. She said, “I told you, Jack. Those guys threatened me. They said they’d kill me and anyone who happened to be around me at the time if I contacted the authorities. Maybe that doesn’t worry you, you’ll be back in Florida, but it worries me.” She paused, but before I could say anything, she added, “Besides, I don’t want to be the center of gossip for the whole Detroit area bar. I’ve been there and done that, and it’s not pretty.” Obviously, the gossip among the Detroit area lawyers about her fling with Judge Callaghan had left its sting.

I knew I was on a razor-thin edge with Katharine at this moment. Push too hard, and she would become entrenched in her position, and I would never budge her. Proceeding with caution, I said, “I certainly understand your fears, Katharine. The last thing I would want to do is place you in more danger.”

She shot back, “I told you when I called you that I didn’t want the authorities involved. I just want this behind me. You should respect that.”

“Of course I respect your desire to have it behind you.” I shifted into the type of argument I would have made with a reluctant witness when I was in the prosecutor’s office. “My concern is that if we don’t deal with these guys now, you won’t ever be able to truly put it behind you. You’ll always worry that they could reappear. They may come back to finish what they started. Why do you think they released you when they were so close to having the ransom they’d requested?”

“They seemed to think that maybe you were stalling in order to set a trap for them. Between your delay on getting the money and your renewed request for proof of life, they thought maybe you had gone to the cops.” A look came across her face that I couldn’t immediately read. “At least that’s what I pieced together listening to them talking when we were driving from the motel to the rest area where they released me.”

“You said these guys had been watching us because they knew I was at the lodge with you. Do you think they are from the Vanderbilt area, or do you think they followed you up there from down here?” 

Katharine took a long sip of her scotch. “I guess I don’t have any idea, Jack. I can’t recall anything they said that would shed light on that question either way.”

“They said they knew where you live, though?”

She paused, giving the appearance of deep thought. “They had my cell phone. Home is marked in my saved destinations in the mapping app. They could certainly have gotten my address that way.”

I interjected, “Or they could have followed you from here. On the other hand, saying they knew your home address may have just been a ruse to scare you.”

“Maybe. Even if it was just a ruse, it was effective.”

“The problem, Kat, is that we don’t know if they were bluffing or not.” I hoped that using the nickname I had called her in better times might help soften my words. “We need help to protect you. To make certain these guys don’t pose a threat to you in the future. You don’t want to live in fear, looking over your shoulder all of the time.”

“No, Jack. No cops. That’s final.” Her tone was firm and her words direct. Time to move on.

Holding my hands up in a surrender sign and recoiling, I said, “Okay, Katharine. I’m just trying to help. That’s all I’ve been trying to do since I got that first text. Just trying to protect you. Keep you safe.”

“I’m sorry, Jack. Of course you’re trying to help. I just don’t want the authorities involved. Not at this time, anyway.” Her tone was softer and somewhat conciliatory. My guess was that she felt that if she could placate me for another day, I’d go back to Florida and forget about the whole mess. Maybe that’s exactly what I should do.

Shifting tactics, I said, “You know, Kat, I was worried sick the whole time. I was moving heaven and earth to get the cash and would have had it in a few more hours. I didn’t involve the authorities because I was afraid it might somehow jeopardize your safety. That’s why I went it alone. It’s just that now I’m afraid that to continue to go it alone might be the wrong decision. Staying quiet, not involving the authorities, might well be putting you at more risk.”

Katharine had crossed her arms in front of her as I spoke. I knew her answer even before she opened her mouth. “No, Jack. We will not be involving the authorities. Not at this time. That’s final. Do I make myself clear? Do you understand?” She continued glaring at me.

Reluctantly, I replied, “I understand, Katharine. It’s . . .”

Interrupting me, she said, “No. That’s final. Maybe it’s better if you go now. We can talk tomorrow.” She started to rise from her seat.

Again exhibiting the hands raised in surrender sign, I quickly said, “Katharine, I’m sorry. I’ll certainly abide by your wishes. I just . . . I just care about you. It kills me to think of you in physical danger. I’m just trying to protect you. You’re right. Let’s table this discussion. Let’s talk about something more pleasant. Tell me about your home here.” Gesturing around the room, I added, “It’s beautiful. How long have you lived here?”

Settling back into her seat, Katharine took another long sip of her scotch. I remained quiet in hopes that the scotch would calm her. Finally, she said, “I bought this house about a year after you left. A couple of business deals I was working on came together, and I used my fees to make the down payment on this place. It’s been a work in progress ever since.”

“Well, you’ve done a beautiful job. It’s very warm and tasteful.” As if I’d know tasteful when I saw it.

Smiling faintly at the compliment, she said, “Thank you, Jack. I like it. Speaking of warm, it actually feels a bit chilly in here.” She picked up a remote from the table and turned on the gas fireplace. I thought that the chill she felt was probably the result of her feelings toward me but didn’t point that out.

I kept asking questions about the house and the neighborhood, and Katharine seemed to relax. We snacked on the cheese and crackers, and she refilled her scotch and topped mine off. I was intentionally drinking slowly. Katharine seemed to be taking the opposite approach. She was never much of a drinker, not in the years I knew her, but she was really putting it away today. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY




Katharine had refilled her glass a second time. After she slurred a couple of her words, I decided it was time to drop my little bombshell and see what the reaction would be. As a lead in, I said, “There is something else I need to tell you, Katharine.”

Her gaze toward me became a little more focused, although a bit watery. “Really, what’s that, Jack?” 

“Remember how, while reviewing your dad’s files, I found references to Shifty?” In order to carefully focus on her reaction, I stopped there.

She gave what seemed to me like a weak performance of someone feigning deep concentration bringing on recognition. The alcohol had no doubt dulled her theatrical skills. “Ah, yes. I guess I remember you mentioning that name.” She took another sip of her drink, but I sensed it was as much to have an excuse to break eye contact with me as it was a desire for the scotch.

“Well, I have identified Shifty.”

She was still holding her drink, but her head snapped toward me. “Really. How did you identify him? When did you do that? After I left that morning? You hadn’t identified him when I last saw you.” The words were tumbling out of her in an uncharacteristic rush. Years of legal training and experience had taught her to measure her words carefully. The alcohol, and possibly stress, seemed to momentarily wipe all of that away. It was certainly noteworthy that she was initially focused on how and when I identified Shifty and not who I had identified. My read of that was that she had known all along who her dad had referred to as Shifty.

“Oh, I don’t think how and when is nearly as interesting as who.”

Katharine blinked several times, either attempting to better focus through her watery eyes or struggling to decide how to play my rapidly approaching revelation. I held my silence until she blurted out, “Well, who do you think it is?” 

“There is no doubt about it, Katharine. Shifty is Robert Armstrong, the esteemed governor of this great state.”

The granite face, so often on display in a courtroom or boardroom negotiation, was betrayed by the twitch of her right eye. Again, I waited in silence. “Damn it, Jack, that’s not true. I don’t know how or where you came up with that theory, but it’s not true. I would caution you against saying that to anyone. False statements of that nature could have serious legal consequences.” Her growing state of inebriation had not eroded her nature to rely on bully tactics when cornered. She always said that the best defense is a good offense. Sitting back into the cushion of the loveseat, I picked up my scotch and swirled it in the glass before taking a measured sip. I was stalling to see if she would go further. My patience was rewarded as Katharine added, “Robert Armstrong is too popular and too important to the future of this country for some baseless rumor to be leveled at him.”

So, there it was. Katharine had drunk Robert Armstrong’s Kool-Aid. She was a blind follower, unwilling to even entertain anything negative about him regardless of the nature of it. Benjamin had been complicit in the ongoing positive image of the man, but in the end, he couldn’t take it to his grave. He had asked me to make amends. Now his daughter was sitting in front of me telling me I had to leave the secrets buried. Telling me that her father’s deathbed request was not as important as Robert Armstrong’s public image. Looking at her, I realized that I had never really known Katharine Whitt. Not the real Katharine Whitt. How can you believe you know someone so well, believe they are an extension of yourself, and be so wrong? 

“Katharine, it’s not a baseless rumor. Your dad made detailed notes of his handling of each instance. We’re talking about a sexual predator here.”

Her face twisted in scorn. “Detailed notes. What notes? You can’t show me detailed notes.”

That was the answer to the question I hadn’t even asked. She knew about the break-in at the lodge. She knew I no longer had access to the notes. That they probably no longer existed.  There was a nexus between her supposed abduction and the theft of the notes. Her abduction was merely a diversion to keep me away from the lodge long enough for someone to get there and remove the fifteen boxes of files. I nodded slowly and regarded her intently. I wanted her to know, without speaking a word, that I understood exactly what had transpired. That everything that had gone on between us since she unexpectedly arrived at the lodge had been calculated for the singular motive of protecting Robert Armstrong. That her abduction had been a ruse. That everything I had done to protect her had just been another episode of her duping me. Her making a fool of me, again. 

As I faced not only the realization that my suspicions had been true, but that her actions had been perpetrated in such a calculated fashion, my first inclination was to stand up and storm out. To run away, just as I had when I caught her with Judge Callaghan. Suddenly, I realized that I was no longer that guy. The thought to run away was merely a reflex. I was going to stay and fight this out. I was going to make her face what kind of person she had become, or maybe always was. I smirked as I pulled my phone from my pocket and held it up. “Actually, the notes do exist. I took pictures of them.”

Katharine sneered. “Bullshit, Jack. You never were a very good bluffer. Face it. Whatever you think you saw no longer exists. Besides, even if you had the notes, they are protected under attorney-client privilege. You can’t release them.”

Putting my phone away, I said, “Maybe the written notes no longer exist, but that doesn’t mean the events didn’t happen. No, they happened, Katharine. Your father intervened on at least four occasions in situations where Robert Armstrong was willing to pay women money to keep them from reporting his sexual assaults of them. My God, Katharine, we’re talking about a serial sexual predator here. You’re going to sit here and tell me that this man deserves to hold public office? To hold the public trust? It may well be his public office that has enabled him to find his victims in the first place. You, of all people, know how vulnerable a woman can be to the advances of a man in a position of authority.”

My slam drew an exaggerated scoff from Katharine. “Oh, no. You don’t get off that easy, Jack Nolan. I wasn’t with Bill Callaghan because I was some poor little girl enthralled with his lofty position. I was with him because the man I was married to didn’t satisfy my needs to be with a successful man. No, a woman is not necessarily a victim in every instance she goes to bed with a powerful man. Some women are just attracted to powerful, successful men. Because women are attracted to Robert Armstrong doesn’t make him some type of devil.”

I shot back, “If these instances were so damn consensual, why did he dispatch your dad to buy silence? Not once, not twice, but four times. Four times that I know of. There could be many others. In fact, I would bet there have been other victims. Your dad made it very clear in the notes that he’d told Armstrong that he would never again handle those matters for him. I’d bet that he found someone else to be his bag man when he assaulted other women.” 

“So what if he did?” She was nearly shouting.

I interrupted, “Are you listening to yourself, Katharine? You’re condoning sexual assault. Who are you? I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

“I’m a realist, that’s who I am. Not some boy scout like you. You see the world the way you think it should be. I see the world the way it is. No one is perfect. What Robert Armstrong has done for this state, and can do for this country, is far more important than the hurt feelings of a few bimbos who chose to fawn over him and then decided they didn’t like the way the evening turned out.”

“Because you agree with the political positions Robert Armstrong espouses you’re willing to look the other way — more than look the other way, you’re willing to help cover-up for him.”

Katharine laughed. “Cover-up. I don’t see any cover-up. All I see is some has-been lawyer babbling about things for which he has no proof. Trying to get your fifteen minutes of fame, are you, Jack?”

“No, I guess it’s just the boy scout in me. I don’t think a sexual predator should hold public office.”

Another laugh. “It wouldn’t be the first time, now would it, Jack?”

I fell silent. Benjamin had been so troubled by his role in the cover-up that he had summoned me all the way from Florida to make amends for him. Benjamin found Armstrong’s actions disgusting. He was clear about that in his notes. Yet here was his own daughter rationalizing the entire situation.

Katharine must have thought she read uncertainty on my face because she forged ahead. “Jack, just think about how it’s going to look if you attempt to make any of this public. It’ll look like you're just trying to ride the latest social wave of bringing sexual misconduct allegations against successful men. You’ll look foolish and small. And think about what you’ll do to Dad’s memory. Some people will believe what you say and that will mean Dad orchestrated the cover-up for whatever happened. How will that make Dad look? What did you call it, bag man? Is that what you want Dad’s legacy to be?”

“Evidently, he wasn’t concerned about his legacy. He’s the one who requested that I do something. Remember?”

“No, Jack, I don’t remember. He never said a word about it to me. All I know is that he wanted to see you before he died and that you said he wanted you to right some wrong. I have no idea exactly what he asked of you. In fact, I can’t believe he would make any request of you that would harm Robert Armstrong. Robert was a client and a friend. No, Jack, I think you are on some wild tangent that you have created in your own twisted mind.”

She was on offense again. I responded, “What the hell did he send all of those notes up to the lodge for? Why did he send me up there to review them?”

She interrupted me. “Maybe it was exactly what you were telling people. Maybe it was to assemble materials so his biography could be written. We’ll never know, will we? Dad is gone, and so are his notes.”

“Robert Armstrong may have had the notes stolen and destroyed but that doesn’t erase the events.”

She smirked. “Oh, really. So you’re going public with these wild allegations based on what? The recollections of something you read in the notes of a man who is now deceased? Notes that you can not produce?” Now she turned up her lip and scoffed. Waving her hand, she said, “And ladies and gentlemen, who is the source of these wild accusations? The former son-in-law. Former unsuccessful attorney. Owner of a failing bar that was recently destroyed in a hurricane. Not exactly a reliable unbiased source.”

I was struck speechless. It was obvious that I had never really known this woman. I had no idea the depths to which she would stoop. When I found my tongue, all I could manage to say was, “If you can’t deny the facts, attack the witness.”

“You’re damn right, Jack. And don’t think for a minute that I won’t destroy you if you utter a word of these allegations to anyone. Anyone. You hear me?”

I stood, turned, and started toward the front of the house. Katharine followed me to the door, and as I was stepping outside she said, “I don’t expect to ever see you again, Jack Nolan.”

I didn’t look back. I didn’t reply. I walked to my car. As I got behind the wheel, I withdrew my phone from my pocket and turned off the voice recording function.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




As I drove away from Katharine’s house, the anger I had been holding in check roiled out of me. I was pounding the steering wheel while cursing at the top of my lungs. Without any recollection of how I had gotten there, I found myself in the parking area of a small neighborhood park. I was ranting and pounding the wheel like a mad man. At that moment, I was a mad man. I noticed a young woman rapidly herding two small children from the playground toward the only other car in the lot. I came to my senses and realized that my outrage had carried beyond the confines of my car and no doubt frightened the woman. Her protective motherly instincts had kicked in, and she was rushing her children to safety, away from the crazy man who had suddenly invaded their calm afternoon. I started to get out of the car to tell her it was okay, that I wasn’t really crazy, but decided that attempting to approach them would just exacerbate their fears. I watched in shame as she literally tossed the two kids into the backseat of her car, and without taking the time to buckle them into their child restraint seats, sped from the parking area.

Slumped in the seat, I felt like a limp dishrag. The anger, coupled with my remorse for frightening the young mother and her kids, had sapped every ounce of energy from me. Eventually, I began to reflect on my conversation with Katharine and realized I had experienced a robust cocktail of emotions. Disappointment was certainly the main ingredient. Initially, I thought I was disappointed in her. Disappointed in the person she was. Then I realized that my disappointment was not in her but in myself. How could I have misjudged the person she was so dramatically and for so long? The years we were together I had almost idolized her. She was smart. She was personable. She was successful at everything she attempted. She was what I aspired to be. That was why I had been so devastated when her dalliance with the judge had knocked her from the pedestal I’d placed her on. The sting of that period had dissipated by the time she reentered my life, and in the short time we were together at the lodge, I had begun to again erect the pedestal. What kind of fool am I? 

I was well into the process of burying myself in mental self-loathing when a Bloomfield Hills police car pulled into the parking lot. Seconds later, a second one arrived. The young mother must have been frightened enough to call the police. Shit, Jack, sometimes you’re such an ass. The first car came to a stop a few feet from the rear of my car, effectively preventing me from driving away. Not that I would attempt to drive away in this situation. The second car stopped farther back, and both officers exited their vehicles. I placed my hands in plain sight on the top of the steering wheel as I watched one officer approach my driver’s side from behind. The second officer remained at a distance, obviously covering the first. Both officers displayed an alert posture with their hands resting on their holstered weapons. 

As the officer reached my door, I slowly moved my left hand to the window button and lowered my window. “Hello, Officer.”

“Good afternoon, sir. Is everything all right?”

“Oh, yeah. Fine. I’m fine.” I paused and then said, “Bet you got a call about a crazy man from a young mother. I’m sorry about that. I just had a meeting with my ex-wife, and I stopped to blow off a little steam. Didn’t mean to upset anyone. Just yelling at myself. Sorry about frightening her and her kids.”

“Please turn the car off, sir.” After I had complied he asked for my driver’s license and the registration and proof of insurance on the car. I handed him my driver’s license and the paperwork on the rental car. He said, “Thank you, sir. You’re a Florida resident?”

“Yes. Born and raised here but moved to Florida a few years ago.”

“Your ex lives around here? What brings you back to see her?”

I could see where his mind was going and wanted to defuse the situation before he asked for Katharine's name. Who knows what she might say if they contacted her? “Her father was gravely ill, and he asked me to come back and visit before he died. He passed away, and I stayed for the funeral. On my way back to Florida tomorrow.”

“I see. But you and your ex had words? Words that upset you?”

I nodded. “Yes and no. There were words, but they were all hers. I just sat there and took it. That’s why I exploded after I left. Couldn’t keep it bottled up any longer. I’m really sorry for frightening that young woman. I thought I was doing the right thing to stop and vent my anger, rather than driving. I didn’t see her and her kids until it was too late.” I attempted to sound as sane as possible.

“So, your ex lives around here?”

I tried to answer with simply the street name, but he pressed for the address and her name. He was going to call in and have a welfare check made at Katharine’s house. I couldn’t really blame him. I’m sure the young mother had portrayed me as a wild-eyed crazy man. The kind of guy who may have just killed his ex-wife. He said, “Just sit tight a minute, sir. I’ll be right back.”

I watched in the mirror as he walked back to his car. He was no doubt calling in the welfare check and running my name in the databases. Looking around, I noticed that the second officer remained standing in the same location. The only change was that she had moved her hand from the holstered weapon, and her posture seemed a little more relaxed. Maybe they had decided I’m not stark-raving mad after all. As long as Katharine doesn’t say anything too outrageous, this little debacle of mine may still end well.

A few minutes later, the officer returned and handed me my paperwork. “So, you feel calmed down enough to drive, Mr. Nolan?” Evidently, Katharine hadn’t dissed me too badly.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Mostly I’m just embarrassed. I let my ex get under my skin. I shouldn’t have done that, but even worse than that was frightening that young woman.”

For the first time, he stepped far enough forward that I could look him in the face without craning my neck. “Don’t be too tough on yourself. Exes have a way of doing that to a guy.” Something about the tone of his voice made me think he was speaking from experience. He continued, “Have a safe trip back to Florida, Mr. Nolan.”

I asked, “Officer, could you do me a favor? Could you have someone call that young woman back and tell her everything was okay? I don’t want her to be afraid to bring her kids to the park.”

He nodded subtly. “Will do.” He turned and walked back to his car. Seconds later, both cars were exiting the park. 

I muttered aloud, “Damn, Jack Nolan, you just go from one mess to the next.” I started the car and backed out of the parking spot.

I had driven in the general direction of Detroit when it dawned on me that while I kept saying I was going back to Florida the next day, I didn’t have a flight reservation. Nor did I have anywhere to stay that night. I decided to drive to the area of Detroit Metropolitan Airport and find a hotel. From there, I could book a flight home. I knew that many people could book both the hotel and the flight from the apps on their phone, it’s just that I didn’t count myself amongst them.

An hour later, I was in the elevator going up to my room at an Embassy Suites near the airport. I settled into my room and then returned to the lobby. I found the business center and used one of the computers to book a flight to Florida. Given my late planning, my choices were slim, but I found a direct flight to Fort Lauderdale the following evening. As I printed my reservation, I found myself relaxing for maybe the first time in days. Something about having the arrangements for my return to Florida in hand was calming. My calm reflection was interrupted by the vibration of my cell phone. Unknown number. I answered.

“Jack Nolan, Turner Kennedy here.” Oh, great. This day just gets better and better. “I’m calling to advise you that I represent Governor Robert Armstrong and that the disparaging remarks you have recently been making about the governor are false. If you continue to repeat these false statements in any form, we will bring the full force of the law against you. Do I make myself clear, Mr. Nolan?”

Wow. Didn’t take Katharine long to reach out to her co-conspirators. At least now I have a crystal clear picture. Katharine, Kennedy, Armstrong, they’re all involved in the whole kidnapping scam and the theft of Benjamin’s notes. I wondered why they would utilize such a convoluted approach to obtaining the notes? Why the whole fake kidnapping? Why not just have Katharine take me out to dinner and steal the notes while we were gone? It may boil down to something as simple as the fact that they’re all three white-collar criminals and something as basic as breaking in to steal the notes befuddled them. Who knows? Who cares? 

Obviously, my analysis of the situation delayed my response beyond Kennedy’s tolerance because he repeated, “Do I make myself clear, Mr. Nolan?”

“Oh, yes, Mr. Kennedy, you have cleared up all of my remaining questions. Thank you for your call, and have a nice day.” My voice was strong and calm, surprising even me. I ended the call and immediately blocked the number. I smiled as I pictured Turner Kennedy staring at his phone in disbelief and then cursing when his return call did not connect. I knew that he would call back because he’s a bully, and bullies are frustrated when their victims deny them the opportunity to fully throw their weight around.

Katharine and Kennedy had both attempted to intimidate me, but Armstrong had only called to “check up on me.” That made sense. Guys like Armstrong never do their own dirty work. They have others to do that. Thinking about Armstrong, I realized that while I knew much about him, there was much I didn’t know. I had stumbled onto the fact that his nickname had been Shifty and hadn’t really made a concerted effort to learn much more about him or about the story of his life. Certainly not his personal life.

I spent the next hour doing internet research. It was amazing how much information was available about a public figure like Governor Robert Armstrong. Interspersed in the multitude of accounts of his political career were nuggets detailing his personal life. It was his personal life that most interested me. He was in his twenties and single when he first entered political office as a city councilman at the local government level. He wasn’t married until after his reelection to a second term in the Michigan House of Representatives. By most accounts, he had been considered a very eligible bachelor and “man about town.” When he did marry, it was to an attractive woman who worked as a TV news anchor. That marriage lasted ten years and ended in a quiet divorce during his first term in the Michigan Senate. Again, he was billed as an eligible bachelor. Again, he seemed to be quite active socially. By the time he was preparing for his run for governor, his political ambitions had outstripped his personal resources and his fundraising abilities. Fortunately for him, he again found the love of his life. Even more fortuitous, Christine Wyatt was the heiress of a fortune built in the heyday of timbering and iron ore mining in Michigan and burnished by the auto industry. Her monetary fortune reinvigorated his political fortunes. Now, as he completed his second term as governor and contemplated a senatorial or presidential campaign, her formidable wealth was viewed by many as giving an otherwise uninspiring politician a decided advantage. 

Christine Wyatt, who had retained her maiden name, spent the majority of her time sitting on the boards of charities and foundations and pursuing her philanthropical interests. Not totally absent from her husband’s political scene, she was certainly not front and center either. From the pictures I could locate, Wyatt was not unattractive but certainly not as photogenic as her predecessor or many of the other women photographed on Armstrong’s arm during the years between marriages. It may have been my negative predisposition toward him, but I couldn’t help but believe it had been a marriage of opportunity for Armstrong. What was in the marriage for Wyatt, I couldn’t guess.

Having exhausted my interest in the personal life of Robert Armstrong and having found nothing to dissuade my beliefs that the accusations in Benjamin’s notes were true, I decided it was time for dinner and a couple of drinks. The lounge in the hotel proved to have a full dinner menu. I chose a New York Strip steak accompanied by a couple glasses of a red blend that the attractive young waitress convinced me I couldn’t live without. Maybe this trip had weaned me off of beer? Possibly, but not likely. 

While I ate, I mulled through everything that had transpired over the past three days. While many facts had fallen into place in my mind, many questions still remained. Foremost amongst those questions was what possible means did Benjamin think I could use to fulfill his request to make amends for Shifty’s transgressions? While I had identified Shifty, I was absolutely clueless concerning the identity of his victims. The notes didn’t contain much information regarding the victims. Now with the notes gone, I was at a total dead end. 

“Sorry, Benjamin, I’m afraid I’ve struck out.”

“Excuse me, sir, are you speaking to me?” It was the young waitress.

“Oh, no. Just verbalizing the voice in my head.”

She looked at me skeptically. “Okay, sir. Is there anything else I can bring you? Dessert? Another glass of wine?”

I was nearly finished with my second glass and hadn’t really contemplated having a third but decided I had nothing else to do with my evening and my flight wasn’t until late tomorrow, so I could sleep in. “Sure, I’ll have another glass. Great recommendation by the way.” She smiled at the compliment and left to place the order at the bar.

I continued to ponder the entire situation. It was obvious that Benjamin was remorseful that his actions had protected the reputation of a man who obviously didn’t deserve it. Yet I had no tools at my disposal that could be more than a minor distraction to Armstrong. I believed Kennedy, if I opened my mouth they would bury me in litigation. There was nothing I could do to stop the continued political climb of a man who preyed on women as if they were sporting trophies. Nothing I could do, but . . . 

I jumped up and went up to the bar. The bartender was just reaching for the wine bottle to pour my order. “Hold up. I’ve changed my mind. Something has come up. I need to pay my check and go.”

I spent another thirty minutes in the business center changing my flight before returning to my room. I needed to get some rest. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




My new flight left Detroit at 7:55 a.m. Allowing time to return my rental car and get through security at the airport had me leaving the hotel at 6:00 a.m. I was really thankful I’d canceled the third glass of wine. Everything went smoothly, and I found myself in the terminal at Reagan National Airport outside Washington D.C. at 10:30 a.m. I followed the signs to the Metro station and boarded a Blue Line train headed toward downtown. At the Foggy Bottom stop, I exited the station in the shadow of George Washington University Hospital. Walking north, I followed 23rd Street around Washington Circle and to an address between M and N Streets NW. The nondescript eight-story brick building housed a variety of entities ranging from the Consulate General of Peru to the Orange Spoon Cafe and Liquor. At least that was the range conspicuously depicted on the front of the building. The lobby directory listed seventy-five more occupants, many being law firms no doubt devoted to lobbying. After a scan of the directory, I found the Global Institute for Pediatric Health.

Taking the elevator to the fourth floor, I located the double door entrance to the institute. Proceeding through the doors, I found myself in a tasteful but not lavish reception area. I identified myself to the receptionist, and she told me that the director would be available in just a few minutes. I took a seat along the wall. Looking around the room, I saw that the walls were lined with portrait-sized photos of children. Based on their individual appearances and dress, I guessed that they represented virtually all seven continents. 

I was paging through a magazine I found on the side table when a door on the other side of the room opened, and Christine Wyatt emerged striding toward me. Immediately, I recognized her from the pictures accompanying the articles about Governor Armstrong, although she was more attractive in person than in the grainy photos. A tall, trim woman she wore her striking white hair in a tight bun on top of her head. Her skirted business suit was a muted blue. A single strand of pearls rode effortlessly on her beige blouse.

“Hello, Mr. Nolan. I hope you didn’t have trouble finding us?” She shook my hand with confidence as she spoke.

“No problems. Thank you for making time for me on such short notice, Ms. Wyatt.”

A warm smile was complemented by her deep blue eyes. “You timed your request perfectly. I was cleaning up emails late last evening when your message arrived. Coincidentally, one of the emails I had just responded to included the cancelation of today’s luncheon meeting. Your message intrigued me and so, here you are. Please, join me in my office.” With that, she turned and walked back to the door of her office, pausing before entering. “Kathy was just about to pick up something for my lunch from the bodega downstairs. Can she get you something?” 

“Oh, that’s kind, but no, thank you.” My nerves had obliterated any midday appetite I might otherwise have had.

We entered a modestly sized office decorated similarly to the reception area. Comfortable, but with the primary emphasis on functional. One step up from a midlevel federal government official’s office. Certainly not what I would have expected for a woman who is worth nearly a billion dollars. I could understand the understated style of the offices in general since the institute is a nonprofit and modest decorating probably plays well with donors. Yet, looking around, I saw no signs of the wealth of the occupant. No expensive art pieces from around the world — Ming vases or Van Gogh originals. Nothing that appeared to represent the wealth and social status of Ms. Christine Wyatt.

After we had taken seats at a small round table in one corner of the office, Ms. Wyatt offered me coffee from a carafe sitting on a nearby service table. The coffee I accepted. It gave me the opportunity to stall what I expected to be a very acrimonious discussion. After pouring two cups of coffee, Ms. Wyatt said, “This is the last coffee I can have today. Coffee after lunch, and I don’t sleep at night. Another of the benefits of aging.” Her tone was warm and casual, and her eyes twinkled as she spoke. I recalled from my research that she was five years senior to the governor, so that put her age at sixty-nine. She neither looked nor acted like my preconceived expectations. A warm energy seemed to effortlessly emanate from her. I couldn’t help but like her. Knowing what I was about to do, I was beginning to feel like a real jerk.

A light tap on the door was followed by the entry of the receptionist carrying a small white paper bag. Ms. Wyatt said, “Oh, thank you, Kathy. Please put it on my desk. I am not going to eat in front of Mr. Nolan.” I started to protest, but she held her hand up before I could say a word. “No, no, Mr. Nolan. It’s fine if I eat my lunch later. I have a fashionably late dinner this evening, which makes it a good idea to eat my lunch a bit later. I don’t know what it is these days; people seem to think that starting dinner at 10 p.m. somehow makes the entire event more chic.” Another of those warm smiles.

In an effort to further delay my mission and hopefully ingratiate myself with her enough that I could get out of here alive, I said, “Please tell me about the Global Institute for Pediatric Health.”

Cocking her head to one side, she replied, “I recall from your message last evening that your time is limited today, so I’ll give you my elevator speech and not the entire monologue that I use to browbeat potential donors.” For the next two minutes, she gave me a warmly impassioned outline of the mission and organization of the institute. Their mission being to enhance the provision of medical care for children worldwide. She concluded with, “The only real hope for the future of this planet and its inhabitants lies with our children. If we don’t provide adequate medical care to our children, they will be restrained from reaching their potential, and our future will be lost.”

As she spoke, she seemed to blur all social and geopolitical lines. It was only about adults and children, and the adults had a responsibility to provide for the children. Only if we provided for the children and gave them the opportunity to flourish as adults would today’s and tomorrow’s problems be solved. It occurred to me that had I heard the entire monologue, I might have sold Cap’s Place and donated all of the proceeds to her institute. She was possibly the most sincerely impassioned person I had ever met. For a moment, I considered apologizing for taking any of her time and simply leaving without saying another word. It might well have been easier to live the remainder of my life with the guilt of failing Benjamin than what I was about to do to this wonderful woman.

My momentary thoughts of retreat were interrupted by her saying, “Enough of my monopolizing your time, Mr. Nolan. Your message mentioned that you had been processing documents for Benjamin Whitt’s estate, and you needed to discuss something with me. There is no way I could turn down any request even remotely related to Benjamin. What a wonderful man. He helped me immensely in the early days of launching this.” She gestured around the office. A sad smile crossed her face as she said, “Yes, Benjamin and I go way back. I will dearly miss him.”

It was obvious that she had a warm relationship with Benjamin. Listening to her speak about Benjamin, I realized that I had seen her at his funeral, although I didn’t recall seeing her in the company of the governor. I asked, “So, Benjamin helped you launch this institute?” I hoped that their strong bond would give credence to his notes.

The smile was now wistful. “He did. This institute was merely a dream in my head when my father introduced me to Benjamin. Benjamin had represented several of my father’s businesses over the years. Anyway, Benjamin met with me numerous times and helped me organize my dreams into the format that is the institute today.” She looked slowly around the office as if the walls held memories. “The guidance he gave me got me off to a solid start. We’ve been around thirty-five years now.”

“Wow, thirty-five years. I had no idea. That is very impressive.”

She nodded. “Yes, we are one of the longer running NGOs. And heaven knows the world needs nongovernmental organizations like ours. Organizations whose mission and priorities are not subject to the latest whims of politicians posturing to cull votes from every obscure element of society. What government funding we receive is certainly impacted by the political winds, but fortunately, over the years, we have been able to wean ourselves from most grant funding having government strings. We are primarily supported by private donations.” Her comments struck me as strong words from a woman married to a career politician. Her mood seemed to return to the lighter side as she added, “Hence my 10:00 p.m. dinners.”

I knew what I wanted to tell Christine Wyatt, I just had no idea how to begin. Finally, I just blurted, “Let me get to the point, Ms. Wyatt.” 

She held her hand up and said, “Please, call me Christine. Ms. Wyatt seems so formal, and I’m not really that formal. Do you mind if I call you Jack?”

My train of thought was again derailed. “Oh, ah, of course not. Yes, please call me Jack.” Taking a sip of coffee to collect my thoughts, I forged ahead. “On his deathbed, Benjamin asked me to go through his personal notes. Notes from his entire career. They were his personal observations and reflections on the events and people he experienced.” Christine was gazing at me with interest, although the mention of Benjamin’s deathbed had dampened the light in her eyes. I continued, “Benjamin told me that he regretted failing to appropriately address what he called the most egregious error of his life. He elicited from me a promise to read his notes and address his failure.”

Confusion clouded Christine’s face. “I don’t understand what this has to do with me, Jack.” She gestured with her hand. “The institute would not exist if it were not for Benjamin. He couldn’t have been referring to it?”

Swallowing hard, I said, “No, he was not referring to the institute. He was referring to your husband, to Governor Armstrong.”

Maybe I totally misread her expression, but it looked like a subtle wave of relief washed across her face. “Oh, really.” Drawing out the words, she said, “Benjamin . . . had regrets . . . about Robert? I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

How do you tell a woman, a woman who would not need work a day in her life but has chosen to throw herself into making the world a better place, that her husband is a sexual predator? I looked her in the eye. I owed her that. “Benjamin negotiated settlements in at least four instances where women had been sexually assaulted by Robert Armstrong.” I paused. I wanted to read even her micro reactions to the statement. Her reactions would chart my course as I continued. Swallowing hard, her face remained almost passive. Certainly not what I expected. Whether she knew, whether she suspected, or whether she was clueless, I expected some form of outrage to be her response. After all, it was not an insignificant accusation I was leveling.

Finally, she spoke, without emotion. “I see. And these events happened over what time period?”

I gave her the year of the first and the year of the last. I couldn’t recall the exact dates but knew she wasn’t looking for that detail. What she wanted to know was if the time frame overlapped the years of her marriage. It did. I added, “Benjamin’s notes were very specific in stating that, after the last instance, he made it clear to Robert that he would never represent him again in any matter of that nature.”

In a quiet voice, she interrupted me. “Which means there is no way of knowing that the last date you cited was, in fact, the last occurrence.”

I nodded. “That is correct.”

Sitting back in her chair and crossing her arms, she asked, “And what exactly was your purpose in bringing me this information, Mr. Nolan?” I was back to being Mr. Nolan, but who could blame her? “I know that you are not here to ask for money. If you were close enough to Benjamin for him to share with you his most personal notes, you are not the type of person who is looking to profit from this information. No, what exactly is your purpose?”

“Benjamin asked me to make amends for his actions, what he deemed his greatest transgressions. I can not identify the victims, not that there would be any way to make amends to them at this time. Without victims, there is certainly no legal action to be brought as a means to make amends. The only action that I can think of to fulfill Benjamin’s request is to attempt to prevent future occurrences. I can’t undo the past, but maybe I can preclude future events.”

Her face tensed. “Ah, so you are here to ruin Robert’s political career. Keep him from running for future office. You believe that his positions of power have created opportunities for him to take advantage of women.” 

She had come to the same conclusion that I had but so quickly that I couldn’t help but believe this was not news to her. She was aware of, or at least suspected, his behavior. In a measured tone, I replied, “Precluding opportunity is one factor, but an equally significant factor to me is that I don’t believe someone who has conducted themselves in such a manner should be in a position of public trust. I believe that would be Benjamin’s position if he were still alive.”

A wry smile appeared. “Goodness’ sakes, Mr. Nolan. Do you know nothing of American political history? I would venture an estimate that the number of men who have held the highest office in this country, yet have a record of sexual dalliances, far exceeds the number who are without blemish.”

“That doesn’t make it right.” My tone was harsher than I intended.

Cocking her head, she said, “Oh, is it right you are seeking? How do you know what right is? Who defines what’s right when it comes to qualifications to hold public office? Many in this country don’t believe a Catholic should be president, nor an African American, nor even a woman. Should labels or ancillary factors disqualify persons from public office? What if a candidate likes to play poker? What about golf? I personally think golf is an addictive waste of time for many people. Should playing golf disqualify a candidate?”

I snapped at her. “You’re really going to compare golf to sexual assault?”

Holding her hands up in a surrender pose, she replied, “I am certainly not suggesting that there is any comparison between a game and an assault on another human being. What I am suggesting is that if a behavior should truly disqualify someone from public office, it should be included in the law. Our electoral process has eroded to the point where it is no longer about the qualifications of a candidate, it is about the innuendo that is raised by the opponent. Let’s use the specific situation you’ve brought to me as an example. If the allegations you make are true, they should lead to a criminal prosecution and conviction. That conviction, by law, would presumably disqualify the candidate from public office. Today, though, we do not need a conviction in a court of law to disqualify a candidate. All we need is an allegation. An allegation that the opponent continues to repeat until a sufficient number of people believe it true.” She paused and exhaled deeply. “What I am saying is that I believe unproven allegations should not be a factor in choosing our elected officials any more than race or religion should be.” She clasped her hand on the table and gazed at me. Her expression was one of a person who did not expect their argument to be well received but was satisfied in having made it.

I considered her words for several seconds. “I do not disagree with you on principle, Ms. Wyatt. Qualifications of a candidate to do the actual job has been completely lost in the selection process that is foisted on the voter today. Yet those in public office hold power over their fellow citizens, and character should be a factor in deciding who to hand that power over to.”

“Character. And you believe innuendo and allegation are to be utilized in measuring character? As a man who believed in the rule of law, Benjamin would never have condoned relying on unproven allegations.”

“Again, I agree with you, Ms. Wyatt. Benjamin would not have utilized unproven allegations. It was quite clear from Benjamin’s notes that he did believe the allegations. He believed the allegations, and he found them egregious. His only solace at the time was that he felt he had done as much for the victims as he could in his position as Robert Armstrong’s representative. Yet even that belief was not enough to assuage his guilt when he was on his deathbed.” I locked her in my stare. “You knew Benjamin well. You know he would never have shared his notes with me, with anyone, if he did not regard them as factually accurate.”

Ms. Wyatt shifted in her chair, and a deep sadness crossed her face. She raised her head as if steeling herself to do something most difficult. “I presume you have these notes with you. Please show them to me. I would like to make my own assessment of Benjamin’s words.”

Now I shifted in my chair. “I would like to do just that, but I can’t.”

She interrupted, and for the first time, her tone sharpened. “You can’t? You come in here making allegations of this nature, and you refuse to show me your source material. Maybe I was incorrect in my original assessment of your character, Mr. Nolan?”

“I can’t show you the notes because they were stolen from me. I believe there are people who will go to great lengths to quash this matter.”

Sitting back in her chair, Ms. Wyatt, regarded me with blue eyes that were now piercing. “I suppose you are also alleging that Robert was responsible for the theft of these notes?”

“I  believe the materials were stolen on his direction, or at the least on his behalf, but I have no proof and am making no such allegation.”

Now she shot back at me. “You have no proof of anything else either, but you come here making allegations.”

Reaching into my jacket pocket, I wrapped my hand around my phone. I had anticipated that Ms. Wyatt would ask to see Benjamin’s notes, and I intended on my way here to play the recording of my conversation with Katharine in response to that request. It wasn’t the notes, but it certainly lent credence to their existence and their contents. Now that the moment had arrived, something paralyzed me. I had made the allegations, need I rub her nose in them? I believed Christine Wyatt to be a woman with strong moral values. She would reflect on the situation, and she would believe my words. There was no need in embarrassing her with Katharine’s rant.

“Benjamin Whitt’s character is my proof. I do not believe that Benjamin would have created records over a time period spanning more than two decades if the information was not true. That was not the Benjamin I knew, and I don’t believe it was the Benjamin you knew.”

Nodding subtly, Ms. Wyatt asked, “What would you propose I do with this invisible information, Mr. Nolan? Would you have me accuse my husband? What exactly would you have me do?” Her voice was now strained with emotion.

It was obvious to me that Ms. Wyatt was utilizing every ounce of her cultured upbringing and professional experience to hold herself together. In the courtroom, I had occasionally destroyed the composure of witnesses on the stand but had always felt justified because they were either lying or withholding. This woman had done nothing of the kind. Probably the greatest transgression of her entire life was marrying Robert Armstrong. I felt a tsunami of guilt wash over me. My actions today had potentially destroyed this woman, but for what purpose? What could she really do? I suddenly felt like the room was closing in on me. I took a deep breath to clear my head and said, “I don’t know what to tell you, Ms. Wyatt. I know that there is nothing I can do to fulfill my promise to Benjamin. You were the only person I could think of who might be able to, but I don’t have the answer to your question. I don’t know.” Standing, I nodded and said, “Thank you for your time today, Ms. Wyatt.” I started toward her office door, turned, and added, “And, I am sorry.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




As I retraced my route along 23rd Street toward the Metro station, a cocktail of emotion crept over me. Feelings of failure, guilt and shame were the predominant ingredients. I had failed in my efforts to fulfill Benjamin’s request. Bringing the information to Christine Wyatt left me with nothing but guilt. Even if she had suspected the behavior of her husband, I felt guilty for being the person who removed any doubt. To what avail? She certainly couldn’t alter her husband’s behavior. If she could, she would have long ago. The sadness reflected in her face as I left crept over me as the cold chill of shame. All I had accomplished was to make her just one more victim of Robert Armstrong’s behavior.

At the lodge, I had allowed Katharine to dupe me into believing she was somehow on my side. My naivety had jeopardized any real opportunity I had for fulfilling Benjamin’s request. Although, I still hadn’t identified what my strategy would have been. I was restrained by the attorney-client privilege that existed between Benjamin and Armstrong. The privilege belongs to the client and survives the death of the attorney, so I couldn’t have released the notes even if I still had them in my possession. I was also keenly cognizant of my own desire to protect Benjamin’s reputation. The last thing I wanted to do was to be the instrument by which his legacy was tarnished by his actions as “fixer” for a social deviant. A dark cloud was enveloping me.

My funk was nearly ended, along with my life, when I stepped out in front of a car on one of the streets that flow into Washington Circle like spokes on a wheel. The screech of brakes coupled with the blare of a car horn brought me back to reality with but a split second to spare. I leaped backward onto the sidewalk and stumbled like a drunk for several steps before regaining my balance. The driver of the car that nearly killed me waved wildly as he passed as if he thought I was nuts. Couldn’t really argue with him.

As I approached the Metro station, I realized I was hungry. I still had three hours before my flight to Florida, so I looked around for somewhere to grab a bite. A sandwich shop across from the emergency entrance for George Washington University Hospital caught my eye. Entering Devon & Blakely, I found a boundless selection of salads, wraps, and sandwiches. If nothing already prepared struck your fancy, several energetic folks were working behind a huge selection of ingredients to construct anything you desired. A selection of eighteen soups made the potential combinations mind-boggling. For once, I was pleased to be standing behind several people already engaged in the selection process. Salad eaters in the know were grabbing prepackaged bowls of various types of lettuce from a table in the center of the space and handing them to the salad makers to be enhanced with additional ingredients dictated by the purchaser. The salad maker would dump the lettuce into a large metal bowl, add the ingredients requested before mixing it with the selected dressing. While the process was quick and efficient, it gave me time to study the menu selection on the boards behind the various stations. Nothing worse than people getting to the counter in a situation like this and only then begin to ponder their choices.

When it was my turn, I stepped forward like a seasoned regular and ordered a Vermont Wrap, which included turkey, cheddar, tomatoes, bacon, cranberry relish, and romaine in a whole wheat tortilla. To that I added a cup of corn chowder and a coffee. The seating area was small, it looked like much of the business was “to go,” but the turnover was rapid, and by the time I had paid at the register a small table in a back corner opened. I was soon lost in the enjoyment of my selections. This was the kind of place where a person could eat lunch every day and never repeat the same meal.

The crowd seemed to be a mixture of medical personnel from the hospital, students from the university, and business people. I was just starting to eat when a tall black man approached and asked if he could join me. All other seats were taken at the moment. Sharing a table with strangers is common in Europe, but the tradition has never really caught on here. Still, what do you say to a guy balancing a cup of soup, a salad, and a large cup of iced tea? He thanked me and introduced himself as Reginald, adding that everyone called him Reggie. I asked if he worked in the area. From his tailored suit, I guessed he was a doctor or an attorney. He told me that he worked in the information technology sector supporting health care. 

I asked a couple of questions about his field and our conversation migrated into a discussion of health care costs in general. We bantered about insurance companies, doctors, hospitals, pharmaceutical companies, and medical malpractice attorneys for most of our meal. Finally, Reggie took a long drink of his iced tea and said, “Really, the whole health care mess is like a baseball team that keeps losing. Each player is just pointing a finger at someone else and blaming them rather than concentrating on what they could do to improve their own game and consequently the entire team. It’s much easier to point fingers at others, to shift responsibility to them, than to look inward and identify your own shortcomings. I’m doing everything I can to guide my company in improving the efficiency of a small portion of the behemoth health care industry. Still, when I tell people what I do for a living, they just assume I’m part of the problem.” 

I wanted to pursue this chance conversation because like most people I’ve always felt that the solution was for everyone in health care to just charge less. Obviously it’s not that simple. Seldom is. Unfortunately, I suddenly realized that my quick stop for lunch had taken much longer than I planned. I needed to get back out to Reagan National if I was going to make my flight. Shaking hands with Reggie, I told him how much I had enjoyed our chat.

During the subway ride back to the airport, the darkness of my earlier mood returned. My time with Reggie had only momentarily distracted me from my feelings of failure. By the time I reached the gate at the airport, I was working myself into another real funk of self-loathing. I had just settled into a seat in the waiting area at my gate when my phone buzzed. It was PJ. I’d called her when I arrived in Washington this morning, but the call went to voicemail. I left a short message with my revised travel plans but no other detail regarding my meeting with Katharine or my plan to meet with Christine Wyatt. Just too complicated for voicemail.

When I answered, PJ apologized for missing my earlier call. She said it had been crazy at work. Seems even private detectives have bad days, although I think PJ enjoys chaos just a bit. Probably the product of her years as a cop. She asked, “So, why the stop in D.C.? Couldn’t you get a direct flight out of Detroit?”

Getting up from my seat, I found an unoccupied gate with no flight immediately scheduled. This was not a story to be overheard by one hundred strangers. I opened with, “Do you have a few minutes?” PJ said she would give me all of the time I needed. I said, “Good,” and embarked on an outpouring of both the events and my emotions.

PJ listened as I went through the entire chain of events that had occurred since we last talked. It wasn’t until I started to talk about how disappointed I was in failing Benjamin, being duped by Katharine, and crushing Christine Wyatt that she interrupted me. “Whoa there, cowboy. Let’s take a realistic look at the situation. Enough of this beating yourself up.” She paused, but before I could respond, she forged ahead. “Due to the circumstances, Benjamin Whitt dying before he could give you any information about his request, you set out on an impossible mission. It’s amazing that you were even able to identify what he was even referring to when he made his request of you. How many people would have put forth the effort you did to go through, what was it, fifteen boxes of records?” I nodded, but of course she couldn’t see me. “My gosh, Jack, he was your ex-father-in-law. You hadn’t talked with him in years. Granted, you ignored his efforts to connect immediately following your breakup, but he didn’t reach out any time in the years since. Still, you responded to his beckoning and poured yourself into a request that was nebulous at best. No, Jack Nolan, you can’t say you failed. What happened was that you did not accomplish the undefined impossible. That is not failure in my book.”

She paused, but again before I could say anything, she said, “And let’s be frank about it, Jack. Benjamin Whitt had a lifetime to correct his errors. If they weighed so heavily on him, why didn’t he do something years ago? He had all of the information that you didn’t have. And why were you the only person in the entire world who could right his wrongs? If he was as well connected as you have indicated, he could have utilized any one of a number of people to pursue his goal. You need to consider that maybe his real motive was to get you back up there. Maybe he thought it would rekindle something with his daughter? Maybe that was his real deathbed need? You said that the two of you had been close when you were married to Katharine. Maybe he really wanted to see you two back together and he utilized his request as a means toward that end?”

“I don’t think that was the case. If it was, it failed miserably because all it did was show me how gullible I am and how devious she is.”

“Jack, you’re not gullible. Well, maybe a little. Sometimes. But you weren’t gullible in this instance. Katharine offered to help. You put aside your cynicism toward her in your efforts to fulfill her father’s request. Besides that, she said that she needed a change of scenery to go through the grieving process.” PJ paused and then added, “Of course, I wasn’t there, so if her motives and actions carried a different message, then maybe you were being gullible.” A hint of skepticism resonated in the tone of that last sentence, and she paused, obviously fishing for a response.

“No. I don’t think she had any other motive. Her friendly behavior was definitely an anomaly. It was calculated for the sole purpose of finding out what I’d found in Benjamin’s notes. When she realized that I was in the process of identifying the governor and his behavior, she set into motion the whole scam about being kidnapped. Again, she made a fool of me. Look at all of the people I coopted into helping me. It was totally unnecessary. I’m a damn fool.”

PJ’s voice took on a motherly tone. “Jack, you need to remember that at one time you believed that woman was the person you wanted to spend your life with. Suddenly, you were confronted with a terrible transgression on her part, and your opinion of her was altered. Then, when she appeared at the lodge, you were exposed to a person more like the one you had fallen in love with years earlier. It’s human nature to want to align your present assessment with your previous long-held belief. To believe that the instance of bad behavior was the abnormality. If we were otherwise, we wouldn’t ever be able to move past someone’s mistakes, and it would be a pretty miserable world.” Her soothing tone stiffened. “Now, if you were to continue to repeat the cycle, that’s when I would say that you were gullible.”

What she said made sense. Maybe I hadn’t been as gullible as I had just been human. At least it felt better to think that, but then Christine Wyatt, and the look on her face when I left her office, popped into my mind. I sighed and said, “Yeah, but I feel terrible about the way I hurt Christine Wyatt.”

There was no mistaking the steel in her tone now. “Damn it, Jack. What are you trying to do, have a pity party? You’re taking on the sins of the world and then feeling sorry for yourself. You didn’t do anything to Christine Wyatt. Robert Armstrong is the one who hurt her. Besides, from what you’ve told me, coupled with my experience with people, I’d bet that she knew he was a sleaze. She just didn’t want to face it. All you did was call the question. She just had to face reality, and she didn’t like what she saw. She wasn’t surprised by what she saw, she had suspected it, she just didn’t like it when she was forced to face it. You can’t take responsibility for any of that. No, I won’t let you take responsibility for that.” She paused, and I heard what sounded like a faint laugh. “I have seen you do some naive, even stupid, things since I’ve known you, but this isn’t one of those times.”

“Gee, thanks. So, what you’re saying is that in comparison to the other stupid things I’ve done, this isn’t so bad.”

“That’s not what I’m saying, you blockhead!”

I was suddenly aware of the announcement of continued boarding of my flight. “Thanks for the pep talk, but I’ve got to run, they just called my flight.”

“Hey, Jack, where are you staying tonight? It’s not like you’re going back to Cap’s Place.”

I was walking toward my gate. “Oh, I thought I’d stay with you.” The few nights we had together between the hurricane and my going to Michigan had been — had been enjoyable — to say the least.

“Ah . . . ah, sorry, Jack, that’s not possible. Angela is home tonight, and she even has a friend staying over. It just wouldn’t be appropriate. Wouldn’t be the example I want to set.”

“I’m just kidding you.” That was only partially true. “I’m going to stay at Moe’s. He’s offered to let me stay with him as long as I need to. That’s going to be my home for a while.”

“Okay. Sorry about here. About you not being able to come here. Give me a call when you get settled at Moe’s. We can at least talk some more. I mean, if you want to.” The uneasy tone of PJ’s voice had an uncharacteristic nervousness to it. 

“Sure. I’ll give you a call.” I started to say goodbye but first added, “And thanks for the counsel, PJ. I can always count on you to provide a clear-eyed perspective on things.” I ended the call, handed my boarding pass to the young lady at the gate, and entered the jetway that led to the aluminum tube that would hurl me toward Hollywood.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




The two-and-one-half-hour flight to Florida was uneventful. I didn’t have a rental car reserved at the airport and planned to take a Lyft to Moe’s house. I’d pick up a car somewhere tomorrow. Mine had been destroyed in the hurricane, and I wanted to talk to my insurance company before I decided whether to buy something immediately or rent for a while. It can be tough to get a decent purchase price on a car after a big storm. Supply and demand at work. Yet what if my insurance won’t cover the cost of a rental car for the period I’m shopping to purchase? Any savings I obtain by waiting can be quickly wiped out by the cost of the rental car. Mundane stuff but part of life.

Towing my suitcase, I walked out of the terminal into the warm South Florida evening in search of the designated pick-up spot for Lyft. I wanted to locate the pick-up spot before calling a car on the app. As I walked along the sidewalk studying the various signs, a vehicle pulled alongside and seemed to be pacing me. The vehicle seemed familiar, but I couldn’t immediately identify it in my mind. I leaned down and looked through the passenger window to the driver. It was PJ. I stopped abruptly, and she stopped. I opened the passenger door and said, “Wow, what a surprise. Didn’t expect to see you tonight.”

She smiled. “Oh, I happened to be in the neighborhood and thought, what the hell, I might as well pick Jack up. Throw your suitcase in the trunk and hop in, sailor.” The trunk lid popped open, and I complied.

As I settled into my seat and fastened the safety belt, I said, “How’d you know what terminal I was coming in at? I don’t remember giving you my flight info.” A sideways glance and a devilish grin was my answer. “Oh, yeah, you’re a trained investigator. Sometimes I forget that, you’re so damn good-looking.”

“Ha, I see that your stressful experiences up north didn’t purge you of your subtle charm.”

We chatted easily as PJ drove. I wasn’t really paying any attention to our route until we turned into one of the wide drives leading into Escapade, a large entertainment district located at US 1 and Sheridan Street. Escapade is a sprawling complex of bars, restaurants, and shops anchored by the Pinnacle Hotel and Casino and the Ocean View Race Track. I quipped, “Is this a shortcut to Moe’s?”

A dimple bloomed on the side of her face as PJ smiled and replied, “Something like that.”

PJ navigated the streets of Escapade until we arrived at the porte-cochere in front of the Pinnacle Hotel. She handed her keys to the valet, gave him a room number, and asked him to have the suitcase in the trunk sent up to the room. As she pressed a folded bill into his hand, he smiled and nodded. “Yes, ma’am, will do.” As she turned away, she was frowning. She hates being called ma’am. In her black flouncy knee-length skirt, cream-colored scooped neck top, and short-heeled strappy sandals, she didn’t look much like a ma’am to me.

As we walked through the doors into the hotel lobby, I said, “I love what Moe’s done to the place.” Like most casino hotels, Pinnacle is bright and glitzy. I had never stayed here but had seen a couple of rooms when PJ had attempted to hide Sissy, a former bartender at Cap’s Place, here when her life was in danger. Unfortunately, the bad guy learned of her location and nearly killed Sissy. 

Lacing her arm through mine PJ steered me toward the nearby hotel bar and said, “One drink and then I take you upstairs and make you forget all about Michigan and everyone up there.”

Damn if she didn’t do just that. A couple of hours later, propped up against a pile of pillows in the no longer well-made bed, I said, “I had better call Moe and tell him not to expect me.” Then I asked, “What about Angela? I thought you had to be home with her tonight. Or are you one of those love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of girls?”

Raising her head from my chest, PJ replied, “I called Moe earlier and told him I was hijacking you. No worries there. And Angela. Well, this time next year she’ll be away at college. I figure I need to get used to not supervising her every move. Besides, I said you couldn’t stay at my place with her and her friend there, I didn’t say we couldn’t stay somewhere else together.” She kissed me softly on the cheek and whispered in my ear, “Because I’m not a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of girl.”

A little later we ordered dinner through room service and then resumed purging my memory of anyone related to my former life in Michigan.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Over breakfast, in what was designed to look like a Parisian street cafe located in the area of shops and restaurants that separates the hotel from the casino, PJ told me that our room had been comped by Jeff Spencer, Director of Security for Escapade. I’d met Jeff at the time of the incident with Sissy and found him to be a no-nonsense kind of guy. Over her years as a detective with Hollywood PD, and now as a private investigator, PJ had helped Jeff with numerous investigations. The glitz, fun, and free flowing money in an entertainment venue like Escapade attracts any number of creatures out to prey on others in the herd. It’s Jeff Spencer’s job to hold the predators at bay. He has to do it in such a way that it’s invisible to patrons and doesn’t attract any publicity. To accomplish this, he cultivates a wide ranging network within public and private law enforcement circles. The occasional comped room is simply one of his approaches to building his network.

As we talked, I realized that I felt more relaxed than I had in years. Certainly, there were countless unsettled issues in my life, but they just didn’t seem that daunting. Where was I going with Cap’s Place and where was my relationship with PJ going were just a couple of the more immediate unsettled elements of my life. Yet I still felt as if the huge weight I’d been carrying since I first arrived in Florida was gone. My lighthearted feelings must have been showing because PJ said, “You look like you’re right with the world today, Mr. Nolan.”

I nodded and replied, “I am. You know it’s funny, there are so many unsettled issues in my life right now, but I feel light as a feather.” I gripped the tabletop for emphasis. “I might just float away. I haven’t felt like this in years.”

PJ grinned. “Well, thank you. I think you’re damn good in bed, too.” As I chuckled, she reached across the table and patted me on the back of the hand. “Actually, I think a huge cloud has been lifted from you. I think for the first time since you came down here years ago you are totally comfortable with your decision. From what you’ve shared with me, I think you learned that the woman you left behind in Michigan was not the person you believed her to be. You’re no longer looking back over your shoulder, no longer second-guessing your decision. You realize that your breakup was inevitable, it was only a matter of when.”

Cocking my head, I contemplated her words. “You’re probably exactly right. Thinking about it, I guess that I owe a real debt of gratitude to Benjamin, even though I fell short in accomplishing what he was asking.”

PJ smiled back at me with that knowing smile that women give a guy when they have led him to the brink of the conclusion they are seeking. She said, “It’s entirely possible that Benjamin’s sole purpose in making his request of you was to provide you the chance to learn what kind of person your ex is. To provide you the opportunity to shed the burden you’ve been carrying these years. To give you the freedom to move forward with life unimpeded by your misplaced guilt.”

I asked, “You think he exposed to me what he considered his greatest failure solely as a means of providing me the chance to really learn who Katharine, his own daughter, was? He did that for me? Why?”

Another pat on the back of my hand and a warm motherly smile. “Because he loved you like a son. A loving father would do that for his son, Jack. What he did had no impact on his daughter but made a tremendous difference for his son. I believe that was the primary wrong he wanted to correct from his deathbed.”

Sometimes it’s downright scary how insightful this woman can be.

After breakfast, PJ dropped me off at Moe’s on her way home. Stopping at home would afford her the opportunity to change her clothes and make certain that Angela and her friend had gotten off to school that morning. She was afraid Angela was contracting a case of “senioritis.” Tough cop, crafty investigator, good friend, and a great lover. PJ was all of these things and much more, but first and foremost she was a mother.

Moe lived in a rental house in a neighborhood between Dixie Highway and I-95. The neighborhood abutted an area of light industrial businesses. The houses were small low-slung stucco-sided structures, sited on equally small plots of grass. The only obvious differences, one to another, was exterior color. As I approached the front door, it flew inward, and the opening was immediately filled with Moe. All six foot four inches, 240 pounds of him. Running his huge hand over his perpetually shaved head, and in his best imitation of a southern drawl, he said, “Lordy, Lordy, if it ain’t Jack Nolan done returned from the dead.”

I couldn’t help but grin. Moe was one of those people I counted as a true friend. Coming from diverse backgrounds, him the black inner city of Detroit and me the white rural suburbs of Lansing, our friendship and appreciation of each other had been forged over time in the hot coals of mutual experiences that were at times challenging and at times actually life threatening. I knew he would give his life for me, and I hoped he knew I would give mine for him. As I reached him, he engulfed me in what started as a bro hug but evolved into a full bear hug. Given his size, I doubted he was capable of anything except a bear hug.

Grabbing my suitcase, Moe said, “Come on in, Jack. I’ve got your room all ready. The place isn’t much, but it’ll keep the sun and rain off you until Cap’s gets rebuilt.” As I followed him through the front door, he suddenly stopped and said, “We are going to rebuild, aren’t we, Jack? Marge said you had an offer to sell the property and she wasn’t certain you’d rebuild.” That’s one of the things I had come to know about Moe, he’s about as subtle as a freight train.

“Wow. Yeah, I think we’re going to rebuild, Moe.” I paused as his brown eyes bore into me. “I do have an offer for the property. Well, I did have an offer. I haven’t called the guy back, and the date has passed, so the offer may no longer stand.”

Interrupting, Moe said, “Oh, the offer still stands. You can bet on that. A developer has been all over the beach trying to buy up property. They want to turn it into something like the new Margaritaville. From what I hear, no one has signed yet. It’s like everyone is waiting to see what the other guy does. My guess is that if people start to sell, everyone will follow suit.” He rubbed his chin as he added, “To be honest, Jack, I think people are waiting to see what you’re going to do. If you sell, the remainder of the properties will fall like dominoes.”

“Damn, Moe, no pressure.”

“Just telling you how it is, Boss. The way you go, that’s the way the neighborhood will go. We’ll either rebuild the lives we had here, or you’ll sell and the bulldozers will forever change the area.” Where did Moe find this new dramatic flair?

“Okay, I hear you. How about you show me where I’m going to be staying and then we’ll track down Marge and the three of us will talk about what’s going on. You know, with the insurance settlement and all.”

“I can tell you what’s going on. They’re trying to screw us. That’s what’s going on.” The dark cloud that had suddenly enveloped him seemed to dissipate, and Moe added, “But you’ll see soon enough for yourself. Let’s get you settled.”

I had never given much thought to what I expected Moe’s home to be like, but if I had, it would never have been what I found. While the exterior of the house was neat and clean, it looked a bit tired and in need of a few repairs and a fresh coat of paint. The interior was just the opposite. Every room of the three-bedroom, two-bath house had been repainted and was immaculate. The modest furnishings were certainly eclectic and aged, but they all appeared to be in original or well-restored condition. Moe showed me into a small bedroom in the back of the house. “I apologize for the color,” it was a pale pink, “when I painted it, I thought my niece was going to be living with me when she came down here to college.”

“No sweat. I sleep with my eyes closed.”

The deep rumble of a laugh came from Moe. He said, “The bureau is empty. So’s the closet for that matter. Just make yourself at home.” He gestured across the hall. “Bath’s over there. It’s kinda small, and it’s only got a shower, but I doubt you’re much of a tub guy anyway. Somebody carved the space out of the third bedroom to put in the second bath. Ended up with a small bath and a bedroom that wouldn’t accommodate anything much bigger than a hamster.”

I really didn’t have much to unpack, so a few minutes later we were on our way to Cap’s Place. When I called Marge, she’d told me that she was meeting the insurance adjuster at Cap’s in a couple of hours. We decided that the three of us could meet there and she would bring me up to speed on the negotiations before the adjuster arrived. The tone of her voice communicated stress from the ongoing problems with the insurance somewhat tempered by relief that I was back. I wasn’t looking forward to the battle with the insurance company, but it was nice to think Marge saw my return as such a positive. There had been times when I felt that she saw my involvement in the business as more of a hindrance than a help.

We were coming across Hollywood Boulevard headed toward the beach when Moe said, “Hey, Boss, I could use a cup of coffee. Mind if we stop? You want a cup?”

“Looks to me like you’re the one driving.” Moe was driving a rental car as his had also been destroyed in the hurricane. “Besides, I can always drink a cup of coffee.”

“Great. We’ll stop at Jack’s. We’ll grab a couple cups to go.” He made the arc around Young’s Circle and headed north on US 1. I knew that when he said Jack’s he meant Jack’s Hollywood Diner. The original diner was manufactured in New Jersey and shipped to South Florida by rail in the early fifties. The diner has gone through one name change, from its original Freddie’s Diner to Jack’s Hollywood Diner, a couple of ownership changes with enlargement and remodeling projects, but it remains a twenty-four-hour diner with great food. Moe had introduced me to it a year or so ago when he and I were out running errands one day. It’s one of his favorite restaurants. 

We pulled into the parking lot, and I got out of the car, saying, “You’re driving, least I can do is get the coffee.” I went inside and ordered two large coffees to go. As I was standing at the counter waiting for the coffee, I glanced around the crowded restaurant. In a back corner booth, I noticed Percy Strickland, the real estate broker who has been attempting to convince me to sell, sitting alone. He was looking through a sheaf of papers spread out on the table in front of him. I considered walking over to talk to him but decided it would be better to get a clear picture of the situation with the insurance company before I reengaged with him. 

As I was paying for the coffee, I noticed the TV hanging in the corner at one end of the counter. It was tuned to a news channel, and the picture was of Robert Armstrong speaking from behind a podium. With the din of the diner, I couldn’t hear anything he was saying. The picture changed, and two talking heads began an earnest discussion. I couldn’t tell if they were talking about the governor or had moved on to the next highlight of the news day. Walking out the door, I couldn’t help but think that the specter of Armstrong had followed me home. 

Moe lowered his window as I carried the coffees up to the car. As I handed his coffee to him, he said, “Thanks, Boss.” He pointed toward the door of the diner. “See that guy going into the diner? That’s Ralph, the guy we’re meeting with in an hour. That’s our insurance adjuster.”

After glancing at the guy Moe was pointing toward, I walked around and got into the passenger seat. As Moe drove through the parking lot and around the back of the building, I noticed Strickland’s apple green Bentley Bentayga. I chuckled to myself. The guy might have been a successful real estate broker, but everything about him was just a little over the top. If I could ever afford a Bentley, which seemed more than unlikely, it certainly wouldn’t be apple green. As Moe was about to pull out onto the street, a thought occurred to me. I said, “Hey, Moe. Stop right here for just a second. I’ll be right back.” I jumped out of the car and headed back into the diner.

Moe called after me, “Okay, but if somebody comes along, I’ll pull back around the building.”

I stepped into the diner, took a quick glance around, and then left. Getting back into the car, I answered the quizzical expression Moe wore. “Guess who ol’ Ralph the insurance adjuster is meeting with?”

Shrugging his shoulders, Moe said, “I’m clueless, Boss.”

“Percy Strickland, the real estate broker who is trying to convince me to sell.”

“Really, now that is interesting.”

“You’re damn right it’s interesting. Let’s get to Cap’s. I want to talk with Marge and learn as much as I can about our problems with the insurance company before we meet with Ralph.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




When we arrived at Cap’s Place, the gate in the temporary chain-link fence that had been erected around the parking lot to secure the property was open, and Marge was sitting in her car. Before Moe could even park, she was out and striding toward us. As soon as I alighted from the car, she threw her arms around me, nearly spilling my coffee, and said, “Welcome back, Jack. It’s great to have you home.” First, PJ, then Moe, now Marge. I’m really starting to think I was missed around here.

As we stood around the front of Moe’s rental car, the Marge I knew and loved returned. Curtly, she said, “Hey, guys, thanks for bringing me coffee.”

Moe and I looked at each other and both shrugged, uttering a chorus of, “Duh.”

Marge spread a folder of notes she had on the hood of the car. She’d made detailed notes at every interaction she had with the insurance company. Of course she had. She was the most organized person I’d ever met. This place had never run as smoothly before she took over management. Yet, with my uncle Mickey, and then me as the standard, how could a person not do better? I listened intently as Marge took me through the chronology of events. I owed her that much even if I hadn’t been interested in the detail. After all, she had thrown her heart and soul into trying to navigate through this crisis. The least I could do was show an interest in what had taken place.

When Marge finished her initial presentation of the situation, I asked a couple of questions and then asked her, “Sounds like the only problems in the first few meetings were just typical insurance red tape but at some point Ralph seemed to dig in his heels and oppose everything you suggested. Is that a fair assessment?”

Marge reflected for a moment and then said, “I guess you could see it that way.”

Pointing at the sheets of paper spread out on the hood, each representing a contact with Ralph, I asked, “Can you single out the point in time when his attitude shifted?”

After sifting through the papers for a moment, Marge held up a single sheet and said, “I guess if I had to pinpoint the shift in his attitude, from seeming to sincerely want to help us to becoming an obstructionist, I would say it was here.”

Taking the sheet from her, I looked at the date. It was the day I’d left for Michigan, a couple days after Percy Strickland first made his purchase offer. Looking at the sheet in my hand, I made a decision on the spot. We’d rebuild Cap’s Place. Now all I had to figure out was how to leverage the needed funds out of the insurance company.

I handed the sheet of paper back to Marge and was just about to tell her about my observations at Jack’s when I heard a familiar voice call out, “Well, look at this, he did come back. You owe me five bucks, Moe, you said he’d never come back.” There stood Justin, wearing a faded tee shirt, cargo shorts, and flip flops. His wild hair and growing beard made him look like a real beach bum. He thrust out his hand and said, “Welcome back, friend.”

Moe protested, “I never said any such thing. You may have taken on honest work, Justin, but you haven’t lost your gift for lying.”

We all laughed as Justin and I shook hands. I said, “I thought this place was fenced; how the hell did you get in the back way?”

Laughing his deep rumble, Moe said, “Geez, Jack, you weren’t gone that long. This is Justin you’re talking about.”

We all made small talk for a few minutes as Justin told me about the progress they had made in restoring the marina. It was obvious that he was taking pride in the accomplishments, and he seemed more relaxed than at any time since I’d met him. I could see that nearly half of the slips had boats in them again and the small office had been rebuilt. Justin said that it was going to take a little longer to restore bathhouse facilities due to city and state permitting requirements.

Our conversation was interrupted as a Ford Taurus drove into the parking lot and parked behind Moe’s car. Marge said, “He’s early. That’s Ralph Ambrose, Jack.” I hadn’t met Ambrose. Even in the days between the storm and my leaving for Michigan, Marge had handled all of the contact with the insurance company and Ambrose, our assigned adjuster. Though I hadn’t met him, there was no doubt that he was the person meeting with Percy Strickland not more than an hour ago. 

As Ambrose approached the four of us, Justin said, “Time for me to get back to work. We’ll catch up later, Jack.” He turned and walked toward the back of the parking lot. I would have liked to watch and see how he was traversing the fence, but my attention was drawn back toward Ambrose by Marge’s greeting.

“Good morning, Ralph. Thanks for meeting us here. I’d like to introduce you to Jack Nolan.”

We shook hands. His handshake was much like grasping a limp fish. Cold and totally devoid of resistance. I said, “Nice to finally meet you, Ralph. Marge has told me so much about you.”

Attempting to sound officious and in charge, he replied, “Yes, pleased to meet you, Mr. Nolan. Unfortunately, my time is very limited today. Marge, you said you had a couple of issues you wanted to discuss?”

I said, “Before you get started, could I have one of your business cards, Ralph? Since I’m back now, I would expect that you and I will talk on occasion.” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the confusion on Marge’s face.

“Yes, yes, of course.” Opening the leather portfolio he was carrying, he withdrew a business card and handed it to me.

As I took the card, I pulled my phone from my pocket and looked at the screen as if it had just vibrated to alert me. I said, “I really need to take this. You three go ahead and get started. I’ll join you shortly.” Now the confusion on Marge’s face turned into exasperation. I couldn’t blame her. After finally returning, I immediately ducked out of what she anticipated would be another contentious meeting with the future of Cap’s Place hanging in the balance. Hopefully, she’ll understand when I explain. I strode away from the three of them and said, “Hello, this is Jack Nolan,” into a silent phone.

Once I’d gotten out of their range of hearing, I called the main office number listed on Ambrose’s business card. I identified myself and politely asked the person who answered to connect me with Ralph Ambrose’s immediate supervisor. “May I tell Mr. Hobart what it is in regards to?” I replied that I thought it best if I spoke directly to Mr. Hobart about the matter.

A few seconds later a male voice came on the line. “Eric Hobart. How may I help you, Mr. Nolan?”

“Well, Mr. Hobart, I’m calling to help you. I believe that one of your employees, Ralph Ambrose, is involved in an effort to defraud me of my property. At the bidding of a developer, who is attempting to purchase the property, Ambrose is making it difficult, if not impossible, for me to obtain a reasonable settlement and rebuild. I’m calling you as a courtesy to you and your company. I have an appointment with the Office of Insurance Regulation this afternoon. Previously, I’ve always had a good relationship with your company and felt compelled to give you a heads up.”

Hobart interrupted my yarn. “Mr. Nolan, I’m sure there has been some misunderstanding.”

Before he could continue, I exercised my own powers of interruption. “No, there is no misunderstanding. In fact, there is video evidence from the security cameras at the restaurant they met at only an hour ago. I plan to turn the video over to the insurance investigators when I meet with them. I refuse to be victimized by the company I have been paying all of these years to insure my interests.”

“Please, Mr. Nolan, let’s discuss this situation. If what you say is accurate, I assure you our company wants to make it right. We don’t want you to feel that you need to involve the regulators. We want to make it right for you ourselves. Now, please give me more background on your claim and the situation you are describing.”

Thirty minutes later, my call ended, and I walked back around the corner of the building just in time to see Ambrose getting into his car. Marge was standing with her hands on her hips and an expression of total disgust on her face. Moe was standing off to one side as if he wanted to be outside of the blast zone in case Marge exploded. I couldn’t take any such precautions. I owed her an explanation. I walked up to her and said, “I’m about to make your day, so give me a couple of minutes before you bite my head off.” The glare I received in return would have melted the polar ice caps.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




It had been two weeks since I returned to Florida. I had settled in living with Moe, and though neither of us would ever admit it aloud, it was working well. The afternoon of my call with Eric Hobart, Ralph Ambrose had been replaced as our adjuster. We had quickly established a good working relationship with his replacement and within days had agreed on all outstanding issues. Not selling to Percy Strickland had turned out to be an easy decision. I wasn’t about to sell to someone who had employed the tactics he had. The only hurdle remaining in the path to rebuilding was identifying a reputable company that would be available to take on the job in the near future. I had a meeting in an hour with the owner of a company that could possibly solve our problem. At least that was how it had been characterized when the owner first contacted me.

I was flipping through the channels on the flatscreen TV prominently mounted on the wall of Moe’s living room while I had one last cup of morning coffee. I crossed a news channel with the talking head alongside a large picture of Robert Armstrong. Several times since my return I had seen his picture on a TV somewhere, here at Moe’s, in a restaurant or a bar, but I could never hear what was being said. It was as if his smug smile was continuously mocking me. Not a day had gone by since I’d gotten back that I hadn’t wondered if there was something different I could have done. This time I flipped back to the channel and hit the volume. The talking head was saying, “Party officials seemed to be taken completely off guard with today’s startling announcement by Governor Armstrong that he was totally withdrawing from political life. He had been very active on the campaign trail and was the odds on favorite to emerge from the primaries as their next presidential candidate, but now it’s back to the drawing board for the party leadership.”

An unseen voice asked, “What do you make of Governor Armstrong’s statement that he is going to devote one-hundred percent of his time and energy to furthering the mission of the Global Institute for Pediatric Health?”

“Well, as we are all aware, the Global Institute for Pediatric Health was the creation, and now passion, of Governor Armstrong’s wife, Christine Wyatt. I guess even in today’s world of cynical politics, people sometimes find their way to a higher calling.”

I clicked off the TV as the report transitioned to something else. Motionless, I stared at the black screen. I was stunned. Obviously, Christine Wyatt had intervened and redirected the future plans of Robert Armstrong. Looking at the ceiling and presumably heaven above, I said, “Hope you’re watching, Benjamin.”

Coming into the room from the back of the house, Moe asked, “Who you talking to, Boss?”

Smiling, I said, “Long story, Moe. Remind me sometime over a beer and I’ll tell you, but now we’d better get going. This is one meeting we don’t want to be late for.

Thirty minutes later, Moe and I were leaning against his rental car in the parking lot of Cap’s Place when a Cadillac Escalade pulled in and stopped. It was impossible to see the occupants through the deeply tinted windows, but I knew exactly who was inside. Both front doors and one of the back doors opened simultaneously. The man who emerged from the back said, “That’s fine, boys. You can wait in the truck.” With that, Lorenzo Mancuso strode toward us, his face wearing a broad smile, hand outstretched. As usual, he was dressed in a tailored gray suit with an open-collared white shirt. Law enforcement circles considered him the crime boss of South Florida, but he had never been charged with anything illegal. He’d maintained to me that he’d distanced himself from his organized crime heritage and ran nothing but legitimate businesses.

The three of us shook hands. After our initial greetings concluded, Mancuso pointed at Cap’s Place and said, “Elena told me you guys got hit pretty hard.”

Looking back at the blue tarps that were serving as a roof for much of the building, I said, “Yeah, could have been worse, though.”

“You rode it out, huh? Bet you won’t choose to do that again.”

Moe boomed. “You got that right.”

Mancuso clapped his hands together. “Okay, you got a problem, and I’ve got a solution. You need a decent construction company to get you back on your feet, and no one fitting that description is available until long after your business will be a mere memory. I’ve seen this time and again after these storms.” One thing about dealing with a guy like Mancuso, there was no small talk. He continued, “You may recall that among my business holdings is a sizable construction company. My company doesn’t usually do anything as small as this. No offense, Jack, we just do larger projects, shopping malls, high-rise business buildings, stuff like that.” I nodded, and he continued, “Here’s my offer. I’ll have enough guys pulled off one of my projects to provide a crew that can put this place back together as fast as possible. We’ll do it at the rates approved by your insurance company. There will be no price gouging. Everything will be on the up and up. In fact, tell you what I’ll do. I’ll create an entirely new company for these guys to work under. Provide another layer of separation between you and me. You know, for appearances’ sake. I know that association with me can sully a guy’s name in some circles.” He paused, and when I didn’t immediately respond, he extended his hand and said, “Take the deal, Jack. It’s the least I can do; I owe you. I don’t know how you did it, but your relationship with Elena was a major turning point for her. Got her back on her feet. This is my way of saying thank you.”

My mind was spinning at top speed, attempting to analyze his words and the situation they created. I had thrust myself into the world of Lorenzo Mancuso some time ago when a New Jersey mobster was attempting to muscle in on Cap’s Place. In the process, without realizing she was his daughter, I had started seeing Elena. Turned out she was overly possessive and maybe a little wacky. In my recollection, our parting had not been that amicable, but if Mancuso recalls it differently, I’m certainly not going to argue the issue. In the end, I’d felt lucky to have successfully severed the relationship with both him and his daughter without finding out the hard way if he was a mobster. Now he was proposing a solution to the last impediment to rebuilding Cap’s Place, but the situation would again pull us into his solar system. 

Thrusting my hand out, I said, “I appreciate your offer, Enzo.” Enzo was the name his friends called him. “Let’s see if we can’t get this place back up and running before people forget we were ever here.”

Mancuso grasped my hand and slapped me on the back. “Great, Jack. I promise you won’t be sorry. I’ll take good care of you. I take care of my friends.” His smile faded just a bit. “Oh, one thing. I’d like to use Elena’s company for the architectural work. She’s familiar with the building and can develop the construction drawings we’ll need to get the city permits faster than if we brought in another company. Don’t worry about any personal problems, she’ll work through my construction foreman. There will be no need for you to interact with her at all.” Elena was an architect and left Mancuso’s company and opened her own firm during the period we dated. A remodel and small expansion of Cap’s Place had been one of her first independent jobs. So, now I was not only getting pulled back into his solar system, but one of the planets was going to be Elena. 

A hollow spot developed in the pit of my stomach. The kind that occurs when you know you’re making a bad decision but go ahead anyway. “Sure, that won’t be a problem.”

We talked a few more minutes. Mancuso said he’d have his attorneys file the paperwork to form the new company that afternoon and a crew would be picked and assigned tomorrow. He said I could expect a call from the project manager tomorrow or the next day at the latest. Again, I expressed my appreciation, and he again called me his friend and pledged to take good care of me.

As the Escalade disappeared from sight on South Ocean Boulevard, Moe said, “Sure hope you know what you’re doing, Boss.”

“I sure as hell hope I do, too, Moe.”
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