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The call that plunged me back into a world I’d
avoided for more than 30 years came out of the blue. I was living
in Eastern Oregon – a secure place so far from my roots in Michigan
it could have been a different country. I was certainly a different
me. How Rick Edmonds found me was simple: He Googled my name after
all those years.

“Is this the James Michael Stanton
from Lakeville I knew in Lake Lucy?”

“It is. Who’s this?”

“Rick Edmonds, do you remember
me?”

“Of course, but it’s been forever,
Rick. How are you doin’?”

“I’m fine, but I’m callin’ to let
you know something that is difficult to talk about, but I knew
you’d want to know… Mickey Buchanan is dead.”

At the mere mention of his name, my mind was
flooded with memories of Mickey Buchanan. It was like the cut on
the thumb that took forever to heal, but finally was just a knot of
scar tissue that only came to mind when you pinched something, and
the knot reminded you. It was just like that. My memories left me
silent, and that silence stretched to the point where Rick finally
said, “Jim?”

“I’m here, it’s just...” I
contemplated this news and how I would, or should, react to it and
the silence again stretched out until, finally, I shook myself,
“Rick, thanks for calling me. I know this had to be tough for you
after all this time, and you’re right, I really do need to know
this. How did he die?”

“You know Mickey was the poster
child for bad choices, especially when it came to drugs and
alcohol, so it appears he was high and drove his Porsche into a
culvert.”

“Really? After all those years of
negotiating Lake Lucy’s roads with a load on, he… wait a minute…
what kind of Porsche was he driving?”

“Nine-eleven Carrera S.”

“It would take a shoehorn to fit him
into that.”

“That’s the old Mickey. He had his
stomach stapled years ago, and slimmed down to his high school
size. And he wasn’t in Lake Lucy. He was up at Mineral Valley where
he was building a big housing and recreational development. He had
a meeting for dinner with some big time investors, had a row with
his wife, and then stormed out; didn’t make a mile.”

By now, my mind was working again. I knew I had
to ask and I knew that this was the part of life I’ve never been
very good at. “So, is there anything I can do?”

“No, I don’t think so. I did want
you to know that there’s going to be a celebration of his life in
Lake Lucy on the Saturday of Mother’s Day weekend, and you’d be
real welcome. Lots of us talk about you still, following your
career from afar and all, and I know it would mean a lot to Kathy
if you could come.”

At the mention of Mickey’s first wife, a pain
of my own loss stirred. I thought I had put that behind me too, but
the memory of Mickey and Kathy, both young and crazy, and how their
infectious enthusiasm for life brought out the very best of my own
love, flooded me speechless.

“Jim, are you there?”

“Yeah, I’m here; just had a moment.
When did Mickey die?

“March seventeenth.”

“Why are you waiting so long to have
the celebration?”

“Oh, er … Well, we decided to wait
until … some other old timers, like you, have moved off … and we
figured it would give you guys a chance to make travel plans. Can
you come?”

Hating my indecision, after all Mickey and I
had been very close once, but it had been years, and keeping track,
staying in touch, all that grown up stuff had never been my long
suit. It wasn’t that I don’t like people or care about old friends;
it’s just that I’ve made a life out of living in the now and the
future. The past has never held much interest for me.

I couldn’t help but be non-committal. “I don’t
know, Rick. I’ll have to think about it ... Can I call
you.”

“Sure, sure, I understand,” he said.
I could hear the acceptance of rejection in his voice. It grated on
my conscience. “I just had to call, you know, it was Mickey, after
all, and well, I thought you’d…”

“Listen, Rick. Let me line things up
and I’ll let you know, okay?”

We traded contact information, and said
goodbye. I sat at the phone and stared out the window, considering
how I had let Mickey, Rick and all that youth drain out of my life
while chasing a dream.
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The dream was mutual when I met Sandy during my
rehab at the Naval Air Station in Rhode Island. She had been
civilian staff in the otherwise all-Navy personnel department. It
was a summer job. She processed all kinds of orders, including
those that created histories for folks whose military careers were
abnormal to say the least.

She had seen through the cover stories, but
never batted an eye. She saw all the scars, and never blinked. When
she finally asked me to dinner, I found my soul mate, and never
hesitated.

Everyone learns what they need to learn in the
service, especially when they go in harm’s way. I learned that
while I may have had the skills and God-given athleticism to be a
covert warrior, I was not mentally tough enough for the life. When
it was time to choose between the Navy or civilian life, I knew I
never wanted to go there again. I was committed to putting all that
training and pain behind me, and to let my brain do the heavy
lifting from that point on.

Newspapers picked me more than I picked them,
but once the choice was made, it became a great way to see the
country. We worked in newspaper communities in five of the
industry’s six geographic regions as defined by the trade
publication Editor and Publisher; and with the moves came a variety
of challenges and growth rings.

If a couple’s life together was like a giant
redwood tree, we put 30 fantastic rings around the core, raised two
great kids to adulthood, and made a life. When we landed in Eastern
Oregon, we figured we had found the end of our trail.

But there are all kinds of ends in our lives,
and I had never even contemplated that Sandy and I would hit
different ends at different times, and certainly not that she would
find hers before I found mine.

Never athletic, the end for Sandy started with
a shortness of breath that was excessive even for her. We were
hunting spring mushrooms in the Blue Mountains then, but by summer
the doctors told us there was little they could do. Our tree
stopped making rings at 30, and I was left alone, going through the
motions at work and at home. I was drifting along at age
52.

We’d made some small investments during the
later, tall-cotton years, and they had done well despite the
dot-com bubble. After two miserable years I threw in the towel at
work. Community newspapers are no place for people going through
the motions.

The first stories I wrote after leaving the
newspaper were just storytelling that scratched an itch that had
developed from years of daily writing. Memoirs were all they really
were. There was a little thing about a duck hunting trip to
Oklahoma, and Gray’s Sporting Journal published that.

Then there was a memoir that grew into a novel
about an Upstate New York co-ed who never made it past orientation.
She stepped in front of a psycho at the orientation-day mixer. That
story caught an agent’s eye and I was published.

Two years of hard writing and two books later,
I found myself sitting in the darkening gloom of my 1960s
cottage-style home in the shadow of the Blue Mountains, wondering
about the youth that evaded me, the life that had evaded Mickey,
and feeling guilty as hell.

Other than the occasional Christmas card,
before Sandy died, I had heard from Mickey only twice in more than
25 years. He had sent a sympathy note after Sandy’s funeral, but my
grief was such that I couldn’t bear to read all the notes that
poured in from across the country, even the one from Mickey and his
second wife, Ginny, so I never opened it. I just sent a thank you
card, like the others I sent, to their return address.

I had packed all those cards, opened and
unopened alike; away with the things of Sandy’s that I never
thought I’d use at again.

Then, last fall, he had called me one night
from Bend, Oregon, sounding a little drunk. Said he was there on
business, things were getting difficult and he’d like to talk with
me.

He wanted to meet in Portland, at the airport,
the next day. I explained that I couldn’t. At first light I was
headed to Burns Junction with three other guys for a week of chukar
hunting, and that was like 180 degrees from Portland.

I hadn’t thought of him in years, and, frankly,
that night on the phone I treated him like a stranger.

“Well, okay. That’s all right. Next
time, okay? I don’t want you to forget my number, okay? It’ll
answer many questions if you ever look it up, okay?” He sounded
like he was trying to tell me something, but I figured the liquor
was in the way.

“Let me give you my new contact
information and how to reach me up in Mineral Valley. We’ll be up
there a lot after the first of the year.” And so he did, and I
brushed him off. “Till next time.” Sure.

We had met Mickey, Kathy and their friends when
we moved to Lake Lucy to live while I finished college on the G.I.
Bill. Sandy taught second grade in the local elementary school. At
that time, Lake Lucy was a minor resort town for the middle class
of Lansing. Far enough away from home to be “away;” close enough to
spend every weekend “at the cottage.”

From Memorial Day to Labor Day, there were
upwards of 10,000 people in the area; the rest of the year there
were no more than 500. Most of them had lived there or nearby all
of their lives.

My working at the Lake View bar helped out our
meager finances, and the owner, enchanted with the idea of having a
drug-free, honest bartender, made a work schedule that fit my class
schedule and outdoor pursuits.

Working at the bar also meant working with
Mickey who served as bouncer on Friday and Saturday nights when the
house band rocked the place for young adults from far and wide. It
was the time of 18-year-old drinking in Michigan, and having
bouncers was a necessity as the weekend savages were prone to
fighting as much as they were to dancing and drinking.

The fighting had been so rampant when I started
that after one weekend, I announced I wouldn’t be back. “Carl,” I
told my boss, “I’m working real hard at college to beat some smarts
into my brain, and I’m not going to come in here on weekends and
have some yokel try to knock them out.”

He talked me into one more weekend, and that’s
when he brought Mickey and another local tough-guy, Rick Edmonds,
into play. “These are our new security guys,” Carl explained to me
the next Friday when I came to work. “You give them all the rum and
Coke they ask for, and stay behind the bar if trouble breaks out,
okay?” It sounded good to me, and after that first night, when Rick
and Mickey made examples of the first two fighters, things became
real smooth at the Lake View.

Rick and Mickey also worked construction
together, framing houses as a sub contractor for a big developer in
nearby towns, and taking on little projects of their own. They also
dabbled in drugs, growing marijuana in Mickey’s garden and selling
it in twenty dollar bags to the young patrons out in the parking
lot of the bar.

College students always need money, and when
Rick and Mickey found out that I had grown up working with concrete
and a hammer, they started offering me day jobs on weekends and
holidays – framing and pouring patios, sidewalks, driveways and
stuff like that. They had no idea of what I’d done in the service,
and they never asked. They just adopted me. They decided on their
own that it was their role to protect me.

Rick showed a real business sense and
discipline in how he ran their business, but it was apparent that
while Mickey shared Rick’s dreams for a successful life, he was
clueless when it came to discipline or dedication. He seemed to
think that his charm and obvious talents would see him
through.

Eventually, we became very close. Mickey had
grown up hunting and fishing and had lost touch with that life with
the boozing, drugs and womanizing of his early 20s. Hanging around
with me, he remembered his roots with a vengeance. We were
inseparable for the last two years it took me to finish
school.

After graduation, Sandy and I left Lake Lucy to
pursue our fortune, and, after his divorce from Kathy, we lost
track of Mickey and Lake Lucy and all those people. From time to
time, we’d hear reports on how Rick had built a successful home
construction business, but we only received sketchy reports about
Mickey. He’d remarried, and he’d gotten involved in wireless
telecommunications, cornered a market and made a killing. He’d
molded his talents and fortune into a massive residential golf
course development.

And then he died. His death would plunge me
back into a world of violence that I had vowed to never enter
again.
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Expedia figured out the travel plans for my
trip back in time to Michigan, and while it would hurt to be so far
from my precious Blues during the peak of morel mushroom season, I
told myself paying respect to lost friends was just one of those
things adults have to do.

And Michigan was where my love affair with
morels had all begun and Mother’s Day was perfect timing there,
too. I scheduled myself into Michigan for a whole week. I would
arrive on Friday before the ritual and then depart on a Sunday
after a week of meandering through the morel woods of my youth.
Touching one’s roots seemed like an adult kind of thing as well,
and I congratulated myself.

Shirlee, the neighbor lady down the road, would
take care of my bird dog, Punch, and she would also look in on my
place to take care of things in my absence. In addition to being
full of pioneer friendliness, she’ll do most anything to keep the
mushrooms, chukars, pheasants, quail, salmon and trout coming in
season to her kitchen.

Finally, May 4 came and it was time to
travel.
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A lone traveler has only two choices: Watching
people or reading a book. My book was open in front of my eyes as I
sat in airports and on planes, but the story rolling behind them
were thoughts and memories of my life in Lake Lucy.

The first time I saw the adult version of
Mickey, was in a quiet bar in the middle of an afternoon just after
I’d moved to town.

Mickey was standing at the middle of the long
bar next to the waitress station that guaranteed the floor workers
access to the bartenders on busy nights. He had one foot up on the
rail and was staring at a headless beer of his own. I didn’t
recognize him.

I had been scouting for the upcoming opening of
deer season with another avid hunter, Greg Morrison, and we had
worked up a bit of a thirst.

Joey, the owner of the joint, brought us our
drafts on Greg’s hand signal. I paid, we clinked glasses, and
tipped them up with relief.

“See that guy at the bar?” Greg
asked. “He’s a piece of work, he is. Mickey Buchanan is his
name.”

I knew that name well, but the person didn’t
match my memory. Mickey had been “Mr. Big” at his high school in
Millerstown, a couple of classes behind me but nearly my age when I
had been a senior in nearby Lakeville. He had been all-league in
every sport he ever played, and every girl in every high school who
had ever seen him was immediately in crush.

I had played against him in football, and his
reputation had been well earned. He was quick, tough and
determined. He hit the hole at full speed with the ball; he closed
it just as fast from his middle linebacker position.

In basketball he had been a banger in the
middle, without too much finesse, but he was all anybody in that
small school league wanted to handle. In baseball, he was the
catcher. While he had the same problems with the curveball that all
the high school kids had, with his hitch and strength if you threw
him a fastball below the waist he could lose it for you.

Seeing him that day, in that shape, came as a
shock. He stood six-foot three-inches and carried in excess of 300
pounds of what appeared to be, at first look, all flab. He had long
blond, stringy, thin hair, and with his bright blue eyes, dimpled,
ruddy cheeks, and pageboy haircut he resembled the Dutch Boy of
paint can fame. His shoulders stretched his tee shirt up top as
much as his belly did below.

He wore faded jeans and construction boots. His
hips, compared to his upper body, were seemingly thin, and his
36-inch inseam gave him an awkward, top-heavy look.

“Where you at?” Greg asked. “You
want another beer?”

I snapped out of my reverie, thought about it
for a second, and said, “No. I need home; it’s my night to
cook.”

“Let’s have another one. I don’t
want to leave right now. I think there’s going to be some trouble,
and Mickey is outnumbered,” he said as he caught Joey’s attention
and ordered refills with a gesture.

That’s when I noticed the two construction
workers sitting at a table for two directly behind Mickey’s
position at the bar. They were youngish but older than us, maybe
30. They were burnt almost black by the relentless summer sun below
the headbands of their hard hats. Their blonde hair was a stark
contrast to their skin and days-old stubble on their
faces.

They were talking, it seemed to each other, but
in a low whisper that from our position at a table near the end of
the bar, next to the pool tables and just inside the screen door
that led to the parking lot, we could only catch a word or two or a
phrase.

“Think she … date?” “pussy…” and
“dance” were about all I heard. “What makes you think…” but those
bits of talk and their cruel chuckles were enough for me to realize
that they were making those comments to and about
Mickey.

Greg whispered, “Watch Mickey. Something’s
going on, and he’s getting pissed.”

As I studied him, I saw his hand go to his
forehead, then with fingers spread, comb through the length of his
hair before he bent down to listen to Joey who was whispering to
him.

“I don’t think that’s going to
work,” I heard Mickey say. “Joey, you probably oughtta make that
call right now…”

And with that he pushed himself away from the
bar and, with what appeared to be some resignation, he approached
the two men at the table, and even from our point I could see the
smile in his eyes and hear the charm in his voice. He stood before
them, hipshot, with a hand on his right hip, his left hand near his
mouth.

“You fellas all right? You have
change to make a phone call?”

“What’s it to you?” said the wiry,
mean-looking hardhat to Mickey’s left.

“I thought you might want to take a
minute to call home and tell whoever’s waitin’ that you’ll be
late,” Mickey said with a chuckle.

“Why would we want to do that?”
asked the beefier of the two, on Mickey’s right. “What we have in
mind won’t take all that long.”

“Well,” Mickey said in that affable,
good ol’ boy tone of his, “I just thought it might be easier to
call now than after you’re outta the hospital, you know, ’cause
then you’ll be tryin’ to explain how a 300-pound pussy kicked your
asses.”

Beefy sent a nod at Wiry, and Wiry started to
stand up. From where we sat, I couldn’t tell at first what had
happened. Wiry just suddenly collapsed straight down below the
table. Mickey picked the table up with one hand and tossed it over
a nearby railing as he began stomping on Wiry’s head. It all
happened so fast, Beefy was still in his chair as Mickey’s right
hand flicked out and caught Beefy on the ear, sending him
sprawling.

Beefy scrambled up quickly, and he had only one
plan: Flight. He wasn’t quick enough. Mickey caught him at the
screen door near our table, grabbed his shoulder and spun him
around to catch him by the throat with his left hand. “You wondered
if I kissed on the first date, didn’t you? Well, how do you like
this?” and with that he threw Beefy through the men’s room
door.

Not that the door opened, it just sort of
disintegrated as the big guy went through the doorway, landing on
top of the splintered wood on the bathroom floor.

Mickey went in after him and we heard the man
screaming as Mickey kicked him repeatedly until he was unconscious.
Mickey reappeared from the bathroom and started walking toward
Wiry.

“Mickey,” Joey yelled from behind
the bar. “That’s enough, now.”

“Not quite, Joey, but we’ll finish
outside.”

He grabbed Wiry by his ear and helped him to
his feet. “Remember wanting to dance with me before you fucked me,
cocksucker? Well, dancing’s just what we’re going to do.” All this
while he pulled the reluctant victim who was crying and pleading
toward the parking lot door, “Come on, sweetie. You were such a big
tough stud a few seconds ago, let’s dance outside.”

Mickey threw the man through the screen door
into a sprawl on the gravel parking lot and proceeded to kick the
rolling, bucking, screaming man across the lot. Finally, he picked
him up and threw him into an empty dumpster, the man’s head making
a hollow clunking sound on the metal container.

As he re-entered the tavern, he acknowledged
Greg with a nod, and went back to the bar. His voice was so
conversational, so calm, despite the heavy breathing from his
exertions, that if you hadn’t seen what I had seen, you’d never
have believed him capable of such violence. “Sorry, Joey; I just
couldn’t handle that shit today,” he told the owner. “Figure out
the damages, and I’ll pay ’em. I’ll come by later and replace the
door on the shitter and fix the screen, but I’ll make good on the
table, chair and stuff.”

“Sure, Mickey, but you’d better go
now. I called the cops when I thought you were going to kill
them.”

“Aw, Joey, you know I’d never kill
anyone in your place. See you tomorrow.”

“Greg,” I said, “I don’t want to be
a witness and I don’t think your friend was outnumbered at all.” He
tipped up the rest of his beer before he started laughing as we
headed out the door. “Can you believe that guy? Have you ever seen
anybody as tough as him in your life?”

I stayed silent, but all I couldn’t help but
think of how many tough guys I’d known. Mickey had put on a display
of pure violence, but I had seen that before with an added dose of
well-trained ruthlessness in action. That combination created
toughness beyond anything Greg or Mickey could imagine.
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Mickey’s life celebration was being held at the
sportsman’s club just outside Millerstown, on the county road that
would take you 15 minutes to Lake Lucy if you were thirsty. I had
reserved a room in a new motel in Jennisen, a half hour north of
Millerstown on M-66. I figured it would be a good place to leave
from for points north, and far enough away from the celebration
that nobody would question if I decided to leave early.

I knew, too, that in the spirit of Mickey’s
memory, things could easily develop into a drunken brawl. It had
been a long time between tequila shots and beer for me.

Wolfe wasn’t all that wrong about a man being
unable to go home again, but it’s not because home has changed so
much. It’s us. I was no more the guy I was in 1974 than those folks
who had never left here were. We’d all changed, grown, whatever,
and it wasn’t just how we dressed, either.

Nobody knew me when I drove up, and I was able
to wander into the party without recognizing anybody, either. It
was just before noon, and people were bringing food and coolers to
the party. I had bought a large tray of vegetables and fruits from
the grocery store in Jennisen. I’d been gone a while, but I knew
you didn’t come empty handed to any party in this world.

While the years had taken their toll on
everyone, the most striking impression for me was how affluent
everyone appeared, in a superficial way.

The women were all made up like television
characters, even some with big hair, a style that was in vogue back
when we all lived in this neighborhood. The men were all wearing
golf attire rather than the jeans and tees that I had remembered.
Some of them also wore gold bling, a far cry from the way they
dressed back when I knew them.

Rick was in high gear, and he didn’t look all
that different from my memory of him. He was still trim, bearded,
and his hair, while much shorter than the old days, was still
shimmering black without a touch of gray.

He still seemed ready to run a 6-minute mile
wearing flip-flops, which I had seen him do on a bet once. In fact,
he still appeared capable of going the distance in a high school
wrestling match at 138 pounds, something he had done twice in the
state finals earning standing ovations but no titles.

He didn’t recognize me until I greeted him,
then the look of recognition and pure good humor lighted up his
eyes behind his black glasses.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” he
said, putting two folding chairs down so he could grab me in a big
hug. “I just don’t believe it.”

Rick introduced me to his wife, Wendy, and
their daughter, Jennifer, who was carrying an expensive-looking
digital 35 mm camera. “Jenny’s going to record this day for
posterity,” Rick said, “Right Jen? She wants to go to Central and
be a photo journalist. Maybe you could try and talk her out of
it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said,
and then looking at her, “Just remember, Jennifer, the press
photographer’s creed.”

“What’s that?”

“F-eight and be there, babe. F-eight
and be there.” She understood it instantly, and we shared an
insider’s laugh.

The rest of the day devolved into a series of
vignettes saturated in sadness and pale spring sunshine.

There was Kathy… She marched in, put her bowl
of potato salad on the buffet table, and, with a purpose in mind,
gave me that smile. It was a smile that said she’d caught me doing
something naughty, and would tell everyone if I didn’t behave. We
met in a hug that produced a little glower from the hulk of a guy
right behind her.

“Jim, meet Gary White, my husband,”
Kathy said while clinging to my neck. “I warned him I was going to
throw myself at you as soon as we arrived, and he has promised to
be a good sport about it.” I could hear the familiar teasing tone
that had always been part of her nature.

“Gary,” I said shaking his hand
while holding Kathy with my left arm as we leaned away from each
other, “I’m happy to meet you as something other than a name on a
Christmas card, and I’ll let her go in just a few more
seconds.”

“Keep her,” Gary said back in the
same tone of good spirit, “it’s the first sign of passion I’ve seen
from her in years.”

“And these two guys,” Kathy said,
“are Phillip Buchanan, Mickey’s son, and Ron White, Gary’s and my
son.”

I reached out to Phillip, who had been about
two the last time I’d seen him. “I’m sorry about your
dad.”

He was almost painfully shy, and kept his eyes
down as he gave me a limp shake and said, “Thanks.”

In Ron I saw no shyness. “Hi,” he said, looking
me right in the eye. He grinned as we shook, and then added, “I’ve
been hearing about you and Mickey for years. You’re some kind of
celebrity around these parts. There are all kinds of legends about
you two guys.”

I laughed. “And I bet they’re better with each
telling.”

The noise level went up as more and more people
entered the hall until it topped out at a steady roar.

The smell of barbecued pork was heavy on the
air as people stood and sat around in small groups, remembering
Mickey, talking about old times, and enjoying the sunshine and mild
temperatures – doing what people always do after weddings and
funerals – catching up.

I saw Ray Means, known as “the Stork” for his
six-foot, eight-inch height and his angular frame, regaling a bunch
of guys much younger than he with stories of his days in the oil
fields of northern Michigan, interlaced with memories of
Mickey.

I had eaten more than usual and had a couple of
brews, and finally I found myself on a bench, leaning against a
tall pine. The spring day was full of sunshine and a gentle breeze.
I was drifting off, and then I saw Ron White and Ray Means
together, by themselves, in the shade.

It was obvious that they were in deep
conversation, and that Ron was arguing angrily.

Means never took his eyes off the crowd as Ron
talked. Means kept shaking his head. Finally, he just made a
cutting gesture with his hand and mouthed the word,
“No.”

As Ron started to walk away, Means grabbed his
arm, and I could read his lips, “Enough! What the fuck are you
thinking?”

Later, the beer had started to take effect, and
by this time some of the boys were passing around a bottle of
tequila and others were getting maudlin in their memories of
Mickey. Kathy, as first wife, shared in those memories; even
starred in some of them.

“I’m curious, Kathy, as to where
Mickey’s other family is today. Were they invited?” I
asked.

Mickey’s remarriage had produced a son by wife
number two.

“Sure, Ginny was invited, and I’m a
bit surprised she didn’t come, but she was never really a part of
this group. She met Mickey after he moved away, and after he hooked
up that wireless deal. They lived a completely different lifestyle
after he cornered the cellular market north of Highway
Ten.”

“How’s that?”

“You knew he sold farm equipment,
right? That was about the time you headed off to New York, the
first time. You should have seen him then. You had to feel sorry
for those good ole boys when Mickey was kickin’ tires with them,
talkin’ a blue streak about how they could power their whole farm
on the methane gas comin’ out of their silage… they never had a
chance. He set the record of records, sold three million dollars’
worth of that equipment his first year, and doubled it the second…
tall clover.

“It’s funny, but selling was a new
drug for him. He was just getting a taste. He really became hooked
on success. Golly, that boy could talk anybody into anything
…

“So, he gets a tip that you can buy
up the franchises for these wireless networks for next to nothin’
and he had the ready capital to leverage, so, you know Mickey, he
bought every one of them in the lower peninsula north of Highway
Ten. That’s how he became rich, caught the big boys nappin,’ and
when they found out, they beat a path to his door.”

I had never heard this story, and I was
intrigued. Cell phones were such an ubiquitous part of our world in
2005 it was hard to remember when they were rare or even unheard
of.

“Yes, Mickey claimed he was tipped
by a drunken lawyer he was pool hustlin’ in Lansing. He slept on
it, and was at the Secretary of State’s office the next morning
when it opened. The rest, as they say, is history.”

“So, then he met Ginny?”

“He met her up in Traverse City
while he was trying to put the network together. He still thought
he was going to be in the business, you know, running the wireless
empire of the north. He was so leveraged then he didn’t have a pot
or a window yet. No, she fell for the Mickey’s charms just like the
rest of us, only her timing was better.”

“So he has another son?”

“Yup, Seth is his name, but I don’t
know much about him. I guess he’d be twenty-two or so. I think he
is in graduate or maybe law school. They live down state, but I
don’t know where. I haven’t heard from them since the
divorce.”

“Divorced? Again? What this
time?”

She gave me that half smile again. “Oh, no, he
never hit her that I know of. I think I cured him of that for good,
but they went different ways. All I know is that one night Mickey
shows up at the bar in Lake Lucy with Miss Shar-lotte, nineteen
seventy-four, on his arm. Wicked witch of the north, for
sure.”

“Made a great impression on you,
huh?”

“On everybody. Ask Rick, she made a
lasting impression on him once, too.”

Rick had quietly come up behind me, and had
been listening to us without saying anything. Kathy was looking
past me as she spoke, so I guessed he was there. When he finally
spoke, I realized he was well on the way to being righteously
drunk.

“Hell yes,” he said. “She directed
ole Rick away from the path to perdition, that’s what she did all
right. She stuck a twelve gauge shotgun in ole Rick’s kisser and
said, ‘You can have your face, but the drugs and your money are out
of the question… so you choose.’ Ole Mickey handed over the money,
I put my van in gear and hustled our asses right back home to Lake
Lucy.”

I wasn’t sure how much of that story Kathy
knew, and I had heard it from both Rick and Mickey back when Kathy
and Mickey were still married. It seemed to be a lot funnier than
it had been the first time I heard it, and I wasn’t sure what to
say when she piped up.

“You know it was amazing how much he
talked about her and that few seconds. He was obsessed with her. He
called her the ‘beautiful Miss Shar-lotte’ and went on and on about
how beautiful and mysterious she was.”

Rick quit laughing for a minute and shook his
head. “Mickey once told me if he ever ran into her again, and she
wasn’t pointing a gun at him, he’d drop whatever else he had goin’
and ask her to marry him in a New York minute. He never forgot her,
either. Then one day she waltzes into his life, all grown up and
sophisticated and he was helpless; he divorced Ginny as fast as he
could and went courtin’ Miss Shar-lotte, and lo and behold, that
was really her name, Charlotte Davis.”

“You mean he didn’t know her name
was Charlotte?”

“Hell, no! He was calling her ‘Miss
Shar-lotte’” he said phonetically. “Because that’s where we met
her. We had scheduled the buy for the IGA parking lot in Charlotte,
the city. We had peddled all that dope that winter from the crop
Mickey grew out by the dump, and we had decided we could make more
money with cocaine or acid, so we talked our buddy Reese into
scouting around Lansing for us, and he gets us in contact with one
of the dealers down there.

“Mickey and I went down to meet him,
and he made us a pretty good offer. We were going to purchase about
fifty grand street value worth of coke for sixteen thousand in
cash. We set up the deal for Charlotte because he didn’t want to
come here and we didn’t trust Lansing…”

“She must have been some gal,
bracing you guys like that. Did Reese help set up the rip
off?”

“No way, man. Reese was and still is
a true friend. No; Ricardo, the dealer, was sending us a message
about what it means to be a tough guy. It was pretty clear to me
that we were playing in a different league.” He had a far away look
for a minute, “She has this great hummingbird tat on her left hand
and a look as deadly as you can imagine. Mickey gave the bag of
money to somebody standing outside the passenger door, she blew us
a kiss, and vanished. Luckiest night of my life,
really.”

“Have you seen her since she and
Mickey were hooked up?”

“Just once. He brought her by to
show her off. We all had a good laugh about misspent youth. She’s
drop-dead gorgeous, even now, but there’s still something very cold
about her look. And when they left, she gave me one of those blown
kisses again … I read the message that they wouldn’t be back, and
they weren’t.” Then, a far away look resettled on his face, and he
added, “And, you know, I don’t think I’ll be heart broke if I never
see her again.”
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Mother’s Day dawned in slow, steady rain that
marks the arrival of a warm front, the kind of warm saturation that
is rare for those who live in Eastern Oregon. All-day rain is just
as rare in our steppe shrub environment as all-day cloudy. A place
that gets 300-plus days of sunshine a year doesn’t have much time
for all-day soakers.

Now, six years after Sandy’s adventure had
ended, I was driving through the drizzle up M-66 and watching the
terrain shift from the rich agricultural land to the rolling hills
– the moraine left behind by the glaciers. Seeing the trees switch
from balsam, aspen, maple and oak to more tamarack and pine. The
tamaracks were in flower, their needles the new, green of young
grass in stark contrast to the darker perennial green of the cedars
that make up the finger swamps of northern lower peninsula. It was
a haunting drive full of memories of my childhood, of trips often
taken with friends. It was a drive with an ache to it.

Breakfast came in Barryton, as it always
had.

The breakfast place seemed unchanged except the
pale blue haze of cigarette smoke was gone, replaced by ferns in
baskets. Gone, too, were the crusty old-timers idling over their
coffee and toast. They had been as much a part of these places as
the plastic-covered menus that never changed.

Waiting on breakfast, I picked up a local
tourist brochure and a regional home magazine. The back cover of
the home piece caught my attention.

“Don’t miss out on the next cool
place!” the headline on the ad screamed. The artwork in the ad
depicted a young and beautiful couple putting out on a golf green
with a river in the background where an angler was tight to a fish
of unknown and unknowable proportions. The copy continued, “Penny
Point is the next cool place in America. Nestled on Copper Creek,
between the bridges of Mineral Valley, this 722-acre residential
hideaway in Northern Michigan comes complete with two championship
golf courses, a sportsman’s club featuring the Lower Peninsula’s
finest sporting clays course, a complete equestrian center and
stables, and all surrounded by – best of all – the freedom of the
Huron-Manistee National Forest with the Big Manistee River and all
those trout running through it.

“Three hundred twenty-five estate
sites on the golf courses, starting at $250,000, and the 20 custom
designed villas, will go on sale July 1, 2006. Stop by to tour the
area, call 1-800-555-1800 for an appointment, or go online at
ilovepennypoint (dot) com to see the full prospectus, but whatever
you do, do it now as this project is sure to fill up
quickly!”

And then, in small print at the bottom, with a
nifty logo, “Penny Point is another project by Next Cool Place
Development, LLC”

The ad was slick, easy to read and enticing if
you were looking to invest a quarter of a million before you
started building on the lot.

And, in Mineral Valley?

As a youngster, the little blip on a two-lane
blacktop road always raised a chuckle as we hunted for trout in the
feeder streams off the Manistee. A few cottages and a post office
were all it had going for it. A ghost town, it had prospered and
faded through three boom eras, the first the great lumber era when
the white pine was being harvested to rebuild Chicago and trees up
to 6-feet in diameter were floated down the Manistee to Lake
Michigan.

It had a rebirth of sorts during the Great
Depression, when the Civilian Conservation Corps built a campsite
on the Manistee just upriver and the town provided supplies and
entertainment for the men who were working on government-provided
jobs. The old camp was still there when I was running around that
area, but by then it was part of the Camp Grayling National Guard
training center.

The center resulted in the longer-lived boom
era as weekend warriors from all around the country came to the
camp for training.

The fishing had been great back in my day, but
who would pay that kind of money to have a hidey hole in Mineral
Valley? And how would they arrive there?

Back on the road after breakfast, I decided I’d
hunt some mushrooms in a place I remembered, and, in the process,
take a look at Mineral Valley. Who knows, I thought, maybe I’d even
cast an eye on Miss Shar-Lotte of 1974?
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The motel near Lake Missaukee was practically
in downtown Lake City, and it was surprisingly nice and
surprisingly empty, but then it was Sunday and the business travel
hadn’t picked up for the week.

The motel had a restaurant and bar, rare for
this small a place where the 2000 census showed fewer than 1,000
residents. But this was, after all, Michigan’s tourist belt; from
here to the straits the recreational dollar was the vital
industry.

The motel wasn’t a chain operation, but the
duty chef agreed to fix the morels I’d found that afternoon any way
I wanted them. I asked for some sautéed served with butter on
mashed potatoes, but for the rest he should surprise me, and he did
so, pleasantly.

I took a photo of him presenting me with the
bleu cheese, spinach, and artichoke-stuffed mushroom halves that
were grilled to a delicate crispiness, but I feasted on the sautéed
morels spread on my mashed potatoes; just like mom used to
make.

Back in my room, I downloaded my photo to my
laptop and attached it to an email to the owners of the motel with
a rave review suitable for submitting to the local newspaper about
this wonderful practice they made of fixing a guest’s bountiful
harvest at no extra charge.

You hardly ever paid for a breakfast after such
an effort on the chef’s behalf, and it was a hoot to do it, every
time.

While I had the laptop fired up and connected,
I Googled Mineral Valley, Michigan and earned a surprising
response. Mineral Valley, it seemed, was experiencing another
rebirth. There was even a local newspaper listed. The Mineral
Valley Record was a weekly, free-distribution newspaper that went
to 12,000 households in the Mineral Valley area every Thursday.
There was a motel, restaurant, a bar and a bed and breakfast, three
churches, a general merchandise store and a variety of service
businesses – the town was doing nicely, thank you.

And soon, it seemed, there would be a new
attraction, a 325-home residential golf and outdoor sports
development that was being developed along Copper Creek. The
project was moving ahead despite the objections of the newspaper
and others who felt that the city’s heritage and God-given
attractions were sufficient for continued prosperity. Those
objections centered on the impact an attraction for “trust fund
babies” would have on the area and about the underclass of workers
who soon wouldn’t be able to afford lunch at the new restaurants,
much less a month’s rent in any apartment in the town.

“Don’t Put a Torch Lake to Mineral
Valley,” read the impassioned headline on the Record’s latest
editorial blasting the county commissioners for granting a zoning
amendment that would allow the gated community.

Looking at the newspaper’s website, it was
clear that it was a locally owned publication born of and committed
to the Mineral Valley community. The personalized nature of the
newspaper was captured in its masthead, reproduced on the website.
There was a reporter/photographer, an editor and a clerk in the
newsroom and to fill out the staff there appeared to be a sales
person and a graphic artist along with a receptionist who took
classifieds and directed distribution. I had managed such
operations from afar, but I had never worked in one. This I knew:
Nobody on that staff was doing it just for the money. There was a
passion there that couldn’t be duplicated in big city newspapers
where the next quarterly earnings statement was the only measure of
excellence.

The newspaper was mailed each week and
available on the street through vending machines and at commercial
outlets.

“The Voice of Mineral Valley” was
the paper’s motto. The publisher, who I was sure wrote the
editorials, sold advertising, laid out ads and pages, balanced the
books and made sure the paper arrived at the post office on time,
was one Janice Coldwell. The editor was another woman, Julie
Rathers. In fact, all the staff was female.

“Hmm,” I thought out loud, “a
bastion of feminism, I’ll bet. Sounds like a fiery
bunch.”

I thought it might be more fun visiting Mineral
Valley than I had earlier imagined, and decided an early start to
see the town waking up was as much in order as finding more
mushrooms along the banks of the Big Manistee.
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Mineral Valley was a delight. As the
long-remembered two-lane road curved down into the Manistee’s
valley, the first glimpse of town was a church steeple, and then
the river glinting in the sun between the old cabins that had
marked the river’s path here since my youth. Then a slight turn in
the road gave way to a little, bustling business
district.

The post office on the corner was a hub of
activity as it is in almost all rural towns. Getting the mail means
going to town out here; RFD doesn’t apply in places scattered
amidst and around the National Forest.

And then there was the requisite Town Talk Café
and, a little different from many small Midwest towns, a boat
access ramp on the river adjacent to a small park where the highway
made a T with the rest of the main drag.

You could put a boat or canoe in at that ramp,
I knew, and end your day at the M-66 Bridge in a couple of hours,
or you could at the Fife Lake Road the following
afternoon.

Or, you could be taking out at this site, after
having spent a great day floating the 12 miles from the old
Civilian Conservation Corps campsite or any number of closer and
farther places where the national forest fire trails dead ended at
the river’s bank.

Here, the Manistee is already a big river and
because of its nature, it cuts huge sandbars and long runs of
undercut banks as it works through the cedar forests. It not only
drains the swamps it runs through, it is also fed by underground
springs so it has consistent water temperatures and is impervious
to most floods or drought.

It’s a trout factory, growing German Brown and
Brook trout in a profusion of fish to feed all the predators that
call its wooded banks home.

The River Inn, the town’s bed and breakfast,
was adjacent to the upstream boundary of the park, and that was my
first stop.

“Hello,” said the tall and portly
gentleman who answered my knock. “How may I help you?”

“I’m on a vacation and wandered into
this area and was hoping you might have a vacancy I could fill for
a couple of days or so.”

“We can serve you through Thursday,
but we’re booked solid after Friday night for two
weeks.”

“Trout or morels?”

“Both, most likely. What about
you?”

“Morels and sightseeing, visiting
old ground you might say.”

He watched me over the top of his half-glasses
that might have been fitted for Ben Franklin as I registered at his
antique roll top desk. He had one of those heads that looks to have
grown out through his hair, with gray around his ears. He was tall,
but stooped a bit. His belly gave him the shape of a bowling pin
with legs. Yet, it was a distinguished look, I thought. As I
finished the card, he picked up the conversation. “When were you
here last?”

I had to stop and think. I knew that this
building had been here but I didn’t think it was occupied then… I
was just in college? “Labor Day weekend, nineteen seventy. We cut
through here on our way to Frederick, and we wanted to fish Copper
Creek here and the Brush Creek up near highway seventy-two on the
way.”

“This place has changed a lot since
then, hasn’t it? The Inn was rotting and empty in seventy. We
didn’t come here and start restoration until seventy-two. I don’t
think there was even a gas station or store here in
seventy.”

“No, there was the restaurant out on
sixty-six and the Post Office… I don’t know what else… I don’t
think I ever made a turn at that corner, just drove right through
up to Copper Creek, then took the fire trail into the swamp and
started walking.”

“You were young then, and today
you’d be trespassing. That stretch of the Copper Creek is all
private now, with big houses and security patrols.”

“Oh, the new development I’ve heard
about?”

“No, these are just isolated places
that some very wealthy and private folks from downstate built in
the eighties and early nineties. They don’t mingle with us at all,
and their hired help don’t ever talk about them, at least not
twice. We had one guard who spouted off in the bar about how one of
the families was coming in the following weekend, and the guard
with him shushed him down very quickly. We never saw that mouthy
guard again. Took another job was all we heard.”

“That kind of secrecy must give the
local gossips free rein to make up about anything they want,
doesn’t it?”

He smiled at me again, “You spend a lot of your
life in small towns, Mr. … er,” he glanced down at the registration
card again, “Stanton?”

“As much of it as I
could.”

He glanced again at the registration card. “Is
Pendleton, Oregon, one such small town?”

“It is even though it’s quite a bit
larger than Mineral Valley… “Small town” is often more about
atmosphere than population.”

“Amen. Just hope that Pendleton
avoids discovery.”

“Discovered? Hell, the pioneers
discovered it in the eighteen fifties and the Cayuse, Walla Walla
and Umatilla had discovered it hundreds if not thousands of years
before that.”

“Not in the way I mean Mineral
Valley has been ‘discovered.’ It’s on the verge of being
‘rurbanized.’ That’s the development you’ve heard of. The money
grubbers are going to put Mineral Valley on a very restricted map.
Make it a place where rich folks with a hankering for both the
rustic and chic can call one of their many homes until they tire of
it or become jealous for an address at some other next cool
place.”

“Rurbanized?”

“Yes, it’s the word that describes
the practice of sanitizing rural areas until they’ve lost every bit
of the charm that attracted people in the first place. It’s a death
knell for communities such as ours.”

“But from a business man’s
perspective, if it brings people with disposable income to the
area, it’s has to mean good things for your business, doesn’t
it?”

“Sir,” he went all formal on me,
“you can’t possibly understand my business anymore than I can
yours.”

“No offense, I was just
chatting.”

“None taken, let me show you the
Baron Room.”

“Barren room? Sounds rather, well,
stark.”

He laughed a genuine and hearty sound that
proved he’d forgotten his snit with me. “No, no, not stark at all.
All of my rooms are named after periods in Mineral Valley’s
history, and you will love the luxury of the ‘Timber Baron’ room
I’m putting you in. This way, if you please.”

After getting settled in, and going through the
obligatory tour of all six of his rooms, it was clear the business
he was so proud of was centered on antiques and antiquity. The
place was a museum dedicated to the comforts of their
times.

The “Fur Trapper’s Room” would send a PETA
member’s blood boiling, but that much mink would make some women
just purr.

All of the rooms were large and luxurious, and
came with breakfast between 7 and 9 a.m. daily. His name was Mike
Robertson, and, he said to avoid confusion, I should refer to him
among townspeople as “Big Mike” to differentiate from the “other”
Mike Robertson who called Mineral Valley home.

“But, sir, please don’t use the Big
Mike name in my presence.”

I went for a walk. A stroll actually. Real
walking is a different thing altogether for me. I woke up one day
in my early thirties to realize I couldn’t see my toes from a
vertical position without leaning way out over my belly and that
stairs were becoming a challenge. I was smitten by how far I had
let myself go from the man I was when I came home from the service.
I had always been big, but then I was lean, fit and
flexible.

In an epiphany, I recommitted to my lost
practice of T’ai Chi Ch’uan. I pared some 70 pounds off my frame,
regained a full range of motion, recaptured my breathing and reflex
control and practiced my forms as part of an exercise regimen that
included really walking. It had become as important to my peaceful
life as it had been in my military years.

I was craving a real walk, but I needed to see
Mineral Valley, so I strolled.

It took only about 20 minutes to walk the
entire “downtown” area, looking in windows and checking out the
place. My first actual stop was the library which, in a throwback
to pioneer days, was housed in the newspaper office.

Actually, it was only in the same building, but
the newspaper locked and unlocked the doors, and the librarian only
worked from noon to 2 p.m., when the newspaper’s office gal was off
to lunch. Otherwise, you checked in and out with the newspaper
clerk, and you had free run of the stacks.

I love libraries. I had spent much of my adult
life in them. Prior to Google and Wikipedia, many newspaper writers
were forced to do research the old-fashioned way, reading
periodicals and other newspapers at the local library.

Later, as a columnist, the reference librarian
was one of my favorite people. There was a time that most places
large enough to support a daily newspaper had a library large
enough to have a full-time reference desk. The person manning that
desk could be a walking resource of who said what; an invaluable
resource to a guy who never forgets a story or a quote, but can
hardly remember his own name.

Libraries were also great places to hide from
newspaper publishers for whom the only books that counted were the
ones that could be cooked.

The gal who explained the symbiotic
relationship between the library and the Record was Ellen McGee, a
20-something local native who had been working for the newspaper
ever since she was graduated from high school.

“I grew up here, on the river
mostly, but it became pretty obvious to me by the time I was
sixteen that unless you were uglier than a carp, guiding men on
fishing trips was going to be more of a wrestling match than I was
up for. Then Jan, Miss Coldwell, started the Record. I’ve been here
ever since.”

“Is Miss Coldwell here?”

“Nope; she’s in Traverse City.
That’s where we print, on Wednesday nights. I don’t expect her back
today. She’s making weekly sales calls up there and meeting with
our printer. Do you want to leave her a message?”

“Oh, no; she doesn’t know me. I am a
retired newspaper guy, and I had thought I would just introduce
myself. I expect Thursday’s a pretty slow day for her?”

“After the paper’s back, she’ll be
here, and you’re right, that’s pretty much her down time of the
week.”

“I’ll stop by then, perhaps.
Meanwhile, I’d like to take a look in the library,
thanks.”

“Help yourself.”

The library was part of the greater Michigan
lending system, which means a resident in Mineral Valley would have
as much access to the great works as a reader in Detroit or Lansing
or anywhere in the state. I was impressed that folks here were
serious about literature, the arts and life-long
learning.

I browsed back copies of the Record, and it
took only minutes to find the March 24 edition with Mickey’s
accident on the front page.

Developer found dead

at site of single-car
crash

By Patty Patterson

Staff Writer

The company developing what has
become known as Penny Point on Copper Creek has vowed to push the
project forward despite the death last week of the project’s
principal owner.

Real estate developer Mickey
Buchanan, 50, was declared dead at the scene in the early hours of
Friday, March 18, following a one-car crash on the Mineral Valley
Road half way between M-66 and the village.

Sgt. John Fish of the Michigan
State Police accident reconstruction team told the Record that
Buchanan’s car, a 911S Porsche traveling at an estimated 100 mph
collided with the Cross Creek culvert. The driver was killed
instantly, he said.

“There were no skid marks, no
indication that he tried to stop,” Fish said. “It’s probable that
he had fallen asleep.”

Fish estimated the time of the
crash to have been after 1 a.m.

Buchanan, who first came to Mineral
Valley in the spring of 1992, had been instrumental in planning for
Penny Point, an exclusive residential golf and outdoor lifestyle
development.

In 2003, he married Charlotte
Davis, managing member of Next Cool Place Development,
L.L.C.

Prior to the crash, Buchanan had
reportedly left a business meeting with his wife and several
unnamed investors at Schaeffer’s. Witnesses at the restaurant
reported Buchanan and his wife had argued loudly during the dinner,
and that he had left alone shortly afterwards.

Sgt. Fish said he would wait for
the medical examiner’s report, but he thought the crash may have
been related to the St. Patrick’s Day holiday. “There was a strong
odor of alcohol in the vehicle,” the investigator said.

Mrs. Buchanan was unavailable for
this story, but Next Cool Place issued a brief statement that the
widow was under a doctor’s care since learning of the tragedy. The
statement also promised that the company would proceed with Mr.
Buchanan’s dream of making Mineral Valley “a destination for the
kind of people who would only add to the area’s vitality and
culture.

“My grief is only compounded by the
way we said good night,” Mrs. Buchanan said in the press
release.

Private funeral services were held
earlier this week in Lansing, where Mr. Buchanan maintained his
permanent home. A full obituary is pending with the James R.
Searcher Funeral Home of Traverse City.

 


The March 31 edition didn’t have Mickey’s obit
in it either, and there was no further mention of Mickey’s death
except for an editorial in the April 7 edition.

It was a short and pithy comment:

No need to keep that dream
alive

While it is always in poor taste to
speak ill of the dead, it would be hypocritical to the extreme for
the Record to pretend that the death of Mickey Buchanan doesn’t
call for an end to the fantasy that Mineral Valley will be better
off with Penny Point than it would be left to grow based on its own
merits.

The plan to make Mineral Valley
just another “Next Cool Place” for jet setters and coupon clippers
has no upside for the people who live here now or in the future who
come to provide support services for the Richie Riches who would
build their McMansions at Penny Point.

Anyone who has researched other
such destinations – and the country is plagued with them from the
Colorado enclaves at Vail, Jackson Hole, or Telluride to once-homey
cities such as Bend, Oregon – the negative impacts are plain to
see. Even in places such as Traverse City, the working people who
create all the amenities for visitors and seasonal residents are
forced to live somewhere else because the rents are out of the
question for working people.

The old saw, “Half the pay is in
the view” is not good enough for the people who call Mineral Valley
home. The real estate speculators who bought into Mr. Buchanan’s
dream should take their marbles and go home.

I just figured that by the time they received
the obituary from the funeral director it was too late to be of any
use to them or their readers.

I became intrigued as I followed the debate on
the Penny Point project as it worked its way through the city and
county planning process, grinding its way, actually. I was also
caught up in Rainbow fever following the boy’s basketball team’s
fortunes in the state tournament, and admired the weekly outdoors
coverage which kept locals abreast of fishing, hunting and other
pursuits in the region.

By the time I was ready to leave, the light was
long and a full spring evening hush had settled on the village. You
could actually hear the river as a steady background. I let myself
out of the library and made sure the lights were off. I didn’t see
any activity in the Record’s quarters so I let myself out the front
door and checked to be sure it locked behind me, which it
did.

I thought about a place where strangers were
welcome to come and go as they pleased from the library and
newspaper offices. I smiled and shrugged, “Who would want to change
that formula?”

I also thought about Mickey’s last St. Patty’s
Day. I had never known him to drink on that day or New Year’s Eve.
“Shit, Stanton,” he told me once, “I don’t drink with
amateurs.”
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On Tuesday morning, I really walked. Dressed in
wind pants and cross trainers with a long-sleeved pullover up top
against the early morning chill, I was three miles up the road,
past the mouth of Copper Creek and headed into the heart of the
national forest by six a.m. I saw no cars during that 45 minute
outbound walk.

With a good head of steam worked up, I started
interlacing my “sprint walks” with the slow-motion forms of the
t’ai chi. These solo forms are the basis of a healthy regimen that
has been practiced in China for thousands of years. Like a surreal
dance, the moves focus on understanding balance, leverage and peace
of mind.

Taught to a new recruit the forms were all we
did for months, until we had captured the essence and practicality
of the t’ai chi ch’uan. We were aware of our pulses all the time,
and we could control our breathing, our pulse, and even our
adrenaline.

Then they taught us to fight, using that
awareness. “It’s all about being soft, Stanton,” the instructor
coached during our “hand pushing” drills. “Soft and sticky, like
sushi rice, Stanton. Meet my force with your softness, roll with
the punches, but keep hold of me, and then just follow your
forms…”

And it had worked the only times I had ever
been called on to use it. Drilled to the point of instinctive
reaction, the regular exercise of my forms – both slow and quick,
short bend or tall – had left me lean and flexible even as I was
committed to never using the real fighting skills again.

That morning the effort worked the confinement
of the past few days out of my system, and then as I headed back to
town, I started enjoying the walk.

Accustomed as I was to walking in the hills of
Eastern Oregon, this extended flat stretch of land was a novelty. I
was listening to the sounds of the wild world waking up, gawking at
woods just starting to blossom in ferns, shrubs, and new leaf
growth. It was just getting light enough for me to see into the
forest when I approached the Copper Creek bridge, and I started
seeing the No Trespassing signs, spaced every 20 yards or so – a
case of visual litter, it seemed to me.

“Private Property,” the signs
screamed in 6-inch-tall, red-on-white letters. Then, in smaller
type, it said, “Absolutely no unauthorized entry for any purpose.
These grounds are patrolled by armed guards. Survivors will be
prosecuted.”

And then, in really small letters I had to be
near to read, “Copper Creek Owners Association (616)
773-2119”

I stood there noting that my breathing was
coming back to normal, and I listened to the gurgle of the creek
and the birds coming to life with the morning. There was no sound
of humans, just the timeless noise of this world as it had always
been for me as a youngster.

“Survivors?” I thought. “Survivors?”
Somebody in the association had a sense of drama if not humor. I
stepped back on the road and resumed my 12-minute-mile pace back to
the River Inn.

Big Mike had the coffee on. Breakfast consisted
of orange juice, a selection of cereals, fruits, yogurt and freshly
baked pastries. The blueberry muffins were still in the oven that
morning as I let myself in the kitchen door. Mike was hunched over
coffee, sitting in one of the two bar-stool-sized chairs at the
kitchen’s preparation island. Sitting in the other chair across
from him was a young woman who was also studying her coffee. Mike
was in a robe and slippers; the woman was fashionably dressed,
makeup in place, obviously dressed for a day of
business.

“Mr. S,” Mike said as he raised his
head. “How was your walk?”

“Beautiful, just what I needed after
a few days of sitting and eating.”

“Please meet my daughter, Rhonda.
Rhonda, this is Mr. James Stanton from Oregon, staying with us this
week.”

When she smiled you were treated to a whole
different picture of Big Mike’s daughter. She became beautiful
right before your eyes. I realized she resembled him in repose, but
that smile changed her, I guessed, into the image of her
mother.

“How do you do,” she said warmly. “I
heard all about you yesterday from Ellen. You’re the mystery man
from the library. She said you were doing some kind of research and
never came up for air until everyone had left.”

“Ellen McGee is an insufferable
gossip,” Big Mike offered. “Rhonda works at the Record; she sells
advertising.”

“So, Mr. Stanton, what brings you to
Mineral Valley?”

“Just wandering some old haunts,” I
said. “I grew up in Michigan, and used to fish and hunt all through
this part of the world, but I have been gone for years. I had some
business to attend to, and thought I’d just reminisce a
bit.”

“Well, you picked an ideal time of
the year. Will you fish while you’re here? If you need a guide, I
know several good ones who advertise with me.”

“No, I don’t think so. I think I’ll
just hunt some mushrooms and remember other times this
trip.”

“Dad, you should take Mr. Stanton
‘shroomin’ this week. He won’t be sharing your secret spots with
anyone here. Your secrets would be safe, and you wouldn’t be
wandering around the woods alone.”

Mike was back in his coffee cup, and didn’t
respond.

“Dad?”

“I’ll take that under
consideration,” he finally said, but the look he sent my way
reminded me that nobody in Michigan was going to share a secret
morel spot with anyone other than family, ever.

“I don’t think we want to put Mike
on the spot that way,” I said. “Maybe, if I find some morels today,
I’ll take you to my spot, Mike.”

With that, I took a cup of coffee up to my
room, to shower and dress.

By the time I was back downstairs, Rhonda was
gone. I had noticed that all the other rooms were empty. Mike was
dressed and the muffins were cooling on the island.

I opted for juice, berries and a muffin with my
second cup of coffee.

“All this for just me
today?”

Mike shrugged, and then smiled. “I have a
couple of neighbors who’ll be here as soon as their youngsters are
off to school. It’s my day. We have coffee together most days,
settle all the local and world problems, you know. Keep up with the
news. You’re going hunting this morning?”

I acknowledged I was, and then told him about
the wording on the signs along Copper Creek.

“Oh, yes. Those folks do take
themselves quite seriously.

“I used to work in service to a
family in San Francisco,” Mike said. “Beautiful family. Old money,
for sure, but the generation I knew and helped raise was making new
money all the while too. Serious money such as that creates certain
issues that the rest of the world can’t fathom.

“There’s a certain paranoia that
befalls some wealthy families. They start thinking that kidnappers
are constantly stalking them and the ones they love. Too often that
fear drives them to extreme caution. They don’t fly commercial.
They don’t visit the Grand Canyon. They hire a helicopter and fly
through it, never exposing themselves to the world or its
creatures. And, in some instances, they buy up vast expanses of the
planet, and then hire thugs to patrol it like jailers.

“The Copper Creek Owners Association
has made this part of the world one of their gilded jails, I’m
afraid. I would take the threat in that sign quite literally, if I
were you.”

“I would never trespass. I can’t
imagine how people do that. I would think the fun of hunting,
fishing or just the beauty of the place would be ruined if you were
constantly looking over your shoulder in fear of the owner showing
up and kicking you off. I have never done that.”

I asked him more about his life in service to
the family. It was a fascinating concept to me, and of all the
people I have interviewed, I had never met a real butler, and
that’s what Big Mike had been for most of his adult
life.

He had graduated from City College in New York,
realized he loved the trappings of real wealth but would never
afford them, so he applied for a job in service to a family that
had it. He started as a handyman, gardener, and driver for a family
with a summer house on Long Island. The family spent winters in the
south of France and left him and a maid to maintain the summer
house while they were gone.

“It was beautiful, that house,” he
said wistfully. “Every stick of furniture in that place, this was
forty-five years ago, mind you, had been there, some of it quite
old already, when Theodore Roosevelt was president. And I was
allowed to live there. I was paid to live there! I knew then that
was the life for me.”

A history major in college, he became a
life-long student of antiques. By the time he was 30, he had met
and joined the family of Randolph Webb, as butler for their mansion
in San Francisco.

“They were wonderful people. So
gracious and genuine. I never felt anything but friendship from
mister or missus. And their three children were all cut from the
same cloth as the parents. A beautiful family.”

He had met his wife, Delores, there, and they
had raised Rhonda in that environment. “The Webbs treated her as
family, too. Paid for her college education at Cal, took us on
their holiday vacations to the islands every year… we were working,
to be sure, caring for them, but Rhonda was just another of the
young people that Delores tended.”

The River Inn had been a retirement gift from
the Webbs for Mike and Delores after 30 years in their employ. “We
started refurbishing it on vacations, and then moved here and
started our business to live happily ever after, and for five years
we did just that.”

After Delores had died, Mike struggled along,
and I knew that feeling. When Rhonda came home in retreat from a
bad marriage and ugly divorce, the inn once again felt like his
home.

“But you’ve made this place work for
you,” I said, waving my hand at the kitchen and home.

“Oh, dear no,” he said. “The inn is
just a hobby. I buy and sell antiques. That’s my business. I became
interested while putting the inn together, and found I could be a
player from my study. I can shop and market around the world via
the World Wide Web. My specialty is early twentieth Century
American.”

“And that works?”

He gave me a knowing smile, “It’s very
rewarding. Very.”

The phone rang. Mike listened for a minute, and
then handed the instrument to me. “It’s for you.”

“Mr. Stanton, this is Jan Coldwell
of the Record. Ellen McGee of my staff told me you were in town,
and then Rhonda told me you were staying at the Inn, and, well, I
thought I’d find out if you were available for dinner
tonight.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Dinner. It’s a custom here that
after a hard day of work, many of us take in food about six p.m. or
so, to stave off the hungers that can build during the hours of
darkness. You’re from here; have you forgotten?”

“I’m familiar with the custom,” I
said, “it’s the invitation coming out of the blue, as it is, from
one of the leaders of the community that I was grappling
with.”

She laughed a rich and throaty sound that made
me smile. “Mr. Stanton, I too am a Central Michigan University
journalism grad. You’re a legend there, and I’m among your biggest
fans. It is my intent to ply you with good food and better liquor
and induce you to tell me all kinds of stories about your career
and life that I can then in turn share with my breathless readers.
You might be surprised at how big a name you are in this part of
the world.

“Mineral Valley is not a big place,
but we have avid readers, and many of them are familiar with your
work.”

“Fascinating.”

“So, how about it? Six at my
house?”

“Sure. What can I bring?”

“See, you are from here. We’ll be
eating venison, pick the wine you like with that, and I’ll see you
at six.”

I was about to ask where she lived, but the
connection was gone, and I’d have been asking a dead
receiver.

Big Mike was all smiles. “She’s a piece of
work, as they say here. A dynamo is what I’d call her.”

“Well, she’s running a good
newspaper. Have you known her long?”

“Ever since I came here. She wasn’t
running a newspaper then. She was an entertainer. We first saw her
perform at the Schaeffer’s. She plays piano and sings. Quite good,
actually. Then, the next thing I knew, she had started the Record.
Some kind of feud with the chain that owns the newspaper in
Traverse City, I don’t know that whole story… Delores was sick
then. When I came out of the fog, three years later, the Record was
a staple in the area. Then Rhonda came and had to have something to
do, so she answered an ad in the paper for holiday season sales
help… been there six years now.”

About then, a woman of my age or there about,
came into the kitchen, “Mike, I can smell those muffins from across
the street…”

I excused myself, and retreated to my room.
When I tiptoed down the stairs a few minutes later, the hen party
in the kitchen was in full swing. I headed for my Jeep, looking for
a stroll in the woods. Mickey’s death and the changes in Mineral
Valley were the farthest things from my mind.
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The house was one of those old jobs on the
highway coming into town, built overlooking the river back in the
1950s, updated with city water and electricity, but still offering
the charm and coziness of pine needles on the roof and
walkway.

A gravel driveway led me right to the back
door. The storm door was open to the unseasonably warm
evening.

The guy at the liquor store told me how to find
the house as well as telling me, with a wry chuckle, that Jan’s
favorite red wine was a cabernet paid for by someone else. Armed
with a decent cab and a bag of about 50 morels, I knocked on the
screen door at just six.

“Punctual and bearing morels, too?”
She was dressed in slacks and a blouse, middle tall, maybe 5-8, and
middle slim. She had gray hair and blue eyes that danced behind
gold rimmed glasses. Her voice was middle throaty, like maybe she
had just a bit too much scotch and too many cigarettes in her
past.

“Come in, did you pick these
yourself or did you just hustle Big Mike for a skillet full of
fungi?”

I had, in fact, found a healthy bag full of the
small, dark beauties in a place where maybe 35 years before my dad
and I had shot grouse. It just sprang up in my memory as I drove
the two-track fire trail towards the river. It had been logged off
some 10-15 years earlier, and the new stand of poplar trees had
given me all these mushrooms and the sound of drumming “pat.” Now I
was meeting an attractive, self-made woman for dinner – quite a day
it was turning out to be.

“Ok, who told you where I
lived?”

“The guy at the liquor
store.”

“And he made the crack about any
cabernet that I didn’t have to pay for?”

“You know him well, too?”

“Like a book.”

The house was simple and straight forward. A
long room with fireplace and comfortable chairs and couches ended
in a door that would probably lead to a bedroom. A “front door”
that, if ever used, would lead to the mini yard that separated the
hill up to the road from the house, was adjacent to the bedroom
door.

Just inside the screen door, that “front” room
opened up on your left. On the other side of the fireplace wall,
was first the dining table with huge windows opening onto a deck
overlooking the river. Beyond that, was the kitchen, about one
third the size of the kitchen at the inn. You could empty the
dishwasher and put away the dishes without taking more than two
steps in any direction.

Another screen door led to the deck which at
that end was enclosed in screen. At the far end of the kitchen was
another closed door that could lead to bedroom or bath.

“How long have you lived
here?”

“Twenty-five years counting the time
I rented it. I bought it ten years ago. Let me give you the quick
tour before everyone else gets here.”

“Everyone else?”

“Chaperones. A gal has to be careful
with her reputation, you know. I asked Julie Rathers and her
husband, Ken, to join us for dinner. Julie is the managing editor
at the paper, been with us for three years now. Ken works for the
DNR as a biologist.”

The closed door off the kitchen led into a
hallway that ran the width of the building, with two tiny bedrooms
bracketing a tiny bathroom – stool, lavatory and shower. It was all
contained and neat.

“The place is warm in the winter,
cool in the summer without air conditioning, and it takes little
time for cleaning. Its best feature is that it has nothing that
gets in the way of the porch.”

It was then that I noticed the deck was
screened in from the door to the kitchen end of the
building.

Without asking, she built two Manhattans on the
rocks. “I call these Bookmarks,” she said as she handed me my
drink. “Perfect Manhattan using Maker’s Mark for the bulk of the
whiskey, but just a half shot of Booker’s to smooth it out. I only
serve them to literary people.”

We sampled the drinks, and I liked it too
much.

“When did you go to Central?” I
asked.

“I was about four years behind you,
the second time you went and the second time I went,” she said.
“Graduated in eighty-one.”

“Was Professor Hines still there
then?”

“Yes, he retired in eighty. I had
him for introductory reporting, ethics, history and law. He taught
those four classes every year until he retired. That kept him in
touch with each class every year. He was very important to me. He
died just last year.”

I was about to suggest we go to the porch when
I heard a car arrive on the gravel.

“Good, they’re here. We’ll set them
up with drink, start the charcoal and this production will be
underway. You want to share these ’roons?”

“Do you? They’re yours
now.”

The Rathers were in their late 30s. Ken was
tall and thin with the ruddy complexion of a man who spends as much
time outdoors as possible. Julie was thin as well. She was shorter
than Jan by a half a foot or more. Her brown hair was cropped short
and she moved her head a lot while she talked, an animated woman
who exuded self confidence in her every gesture.

They had brought a tossed salad and a loaf of
bread.

As Jan served their drinks we were ushered out
to the porch where Jim and I immediately started trading fishing
stories from our time on the Big Manistee. I could hear Jan moving
around in the kitchen, and Julie kept an eye on the charcoal out on
the deck.

Within minutes I found myself comfortable with
these folks who were so comfortable with each other and their
place.

After dinner we sat on the porch and sipped
coffee – decaf so the working press could sleep in preparation for
“production day” on Wednesday.

“You big city daily guys don’t
understand production day at a weekly,” Julie said jokingly. “You
don’t realize that for us, it’s the culmination of that week’s
mission. We put it together from scratch, send it off into the
ether of the Internet, and then bite our nails until it comes back
as a printed reality in the early hours of Thursday
morning.

“It’s a big deal for all of us,
every week.”

As night fell around us, I answered their
questions about my career with as little embellishment as possible.
I reminded myself of how much I hated it when journalists from out
of town would come to my patch and let on as if they had written
for Gutenberg and what would the local types want from this
fountain of knowledge. I wasn’t going to be that out of town
expert.

“I heard you speak at the Inland
Press Association annual meeting in Chicago ten years ago,” Julie
said. “I was working for a corporate group then, and I had the
Inland folks send me a tape of your talk. I copied it and sent it
to all of the editors in my group. It wasn’t my best career
move.”

I thought a minute and then recalled the talk.
It was after the newspaper had won some prestigious awards. It was
an arrogant performance, I thought afterwards. The nut of the
message was that a newsroom was a part of the profit center, and
not an expense that could be whittled away to make short term gains
on the P&L statement.

“Oh, yeah, I bet that was a real big
hit with your bosses.”

“My publisher sent me a nice thank
you note for the tape. Then he added that because we were behind
plan for the quarter, he was freezing open the four spots on my
news team until further notice.”

“All the excellence you aren’t
willing to pay for,” Jan piped up. “Their loss; Mineral Valley’s
gain.”

“There are still group- and
family-owned newspapers out there that care about the mission as
well as profitability,” I said. “But remember, the real key to the
freedom of the press we all brag about is profit.”

Both women shared a look, but I went on. “You
can’t truly be free if you have to have government subsidy or if
your market is so thin that one disenchanted advertiser can pull
its ads and put you out of business. I have no quarrel with
profitable newspapers; I just think there should be some question
at the highest levels about how much is enough.”

“Amen,” Ken said. “Jan here raises
that question. She hasn’t found the answer yet, but at least she’s
asked the question.”

Julie nudged the subject slightly. “It’s just
like Penny Point. There has to be someone on the development side
that looks past the dollar signs and sees what that development
will do to the quality of life that has been Mineral Valley’s
heritage.

“This place isn’t cut out to be some
enclave for the rich and famous. It’s always been about people who
care to be here, who live to be here to live.”

Ken tilted his head a bit. “On the other hand,
love, we have to avoid the NIMBY syndrome. Are we only passionate
about this development because we fear that when all those rich
people arrive, we won’t be at the top of the economic or social
food chain in our own backyard?”

She gave him that look that wives seem to
master everywhere, that tolerant, “I’ve heard this song before”
look that is akin to patting us guys on the head. “You’re right,
Ken. But I don’t think three hundred twenty-five deluxe estates and
twenty multimillion dollar villas fit the Mineral Valley of today,
and it certainly doesn’t fit the Mineral Valley of Jim’s day. Does
it?”

I hesitated, and then forged ahead, “Well,
before we go too far in this discussion, I have to point out that
Mickey Buchanan, whose personal dream it was to build Penny Point
is, er, was an old friend of mine.

“I’m kind of here right now because
of him.”

The room went quiet.

“Are you an investor?” Jan
asked.

“Oh, no. I went to a celebration of
Mickey’s life last weekend. To come back to Michigan after all this
time, well… I figured I’d just do a little memory tour… I hadn’t
seen Mickey for thirty years, but we were close once, when we were
young.

“I know he loved this country. I
have trouble reconciling his development with the guy I know loved
the wildness this area represented to him.”

Ken stepped in, “Ladies, I don’t think we
should judge Mr. Stanton too harshly for having a skeleton of
Mickey Buchanan’s proportions in his closet.”

We all laughed at that and the Rathers started
making moves to leave.

“I should go too,” I
said.

“You don’t have to just yet,” Jan
said. “I still need more for my column next week.”

“A guy has to be careful of his
reputation. It gets around he doesn’t know when to leave, and he
might not find himself getting that many more invites. Tell you
what, why don’t you let me take you to dinner after work tomorrow?
It can’t be as good as this, but I hear Schaeffer’s is a good
spot.”

“You can’t pass that up,” Julie said
to her boss. “Guy’s talking about taking you to the hot artichoke
and spinach dip capital of the north.”

“That good?” I asked with a raised
eyebrow.

“Secret recipe handed down with a
blood oath of secrecy from generation to generation of Schaeffers
since the nineteen fifties. It’s outstanding.”

“Well, what do you say? Pick you up
here about six?”
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When I drove into Jan’s driveway on Wednesday
evening, a steady drizzle that had been promised all day finally
arrived.

I had spent the morning walking through the
spec house out at the Penny Point site, and talking with the agent
assigned to discuss the plans for the project.

She had obviously been selected for her
eye-appeal because she didn’t have a clue about the hard issues of
the development or the benefits of investing. She was all about
fun, and she was built for it, too.

“Did you know Mr. Buchanan?” I asked
her.

“I met him, once. Back when I was
interviewing for this job. He seemed nice. It was a shame, you
know, him dying like that.”

“Did you meet Mrs.
Buchanan?”

“She hired me. She’s the boss at
Next Cool Place, you know.”

“I had read that. She hired you
herself?”

“Yes. She’s very
professional.”

Professional, I understood was code for
something like “ice cold bitch” among women in business.

I picked up a brochure that included directions
for a self-guided tour of the entire operation and decided to see
what I could.

The two golf courses, one running downstream on
the creek, the other running upstream, met at the “member’s house”
which was described as a 14,000 square foot facility that included
both members and visitors locker rooms, a day spa, an athletic club
with an Olympic pool and a 3,000-square-foot pro shop in the summer
and ski shop in the winter.

Back along the road, some four miles up from
the spec villa, there was a “shanty town” of sorts on the west side
of the road.

There were a bunch of fifth-wheelers, motor
homes and campers on pickup trucks parked wagon train style around
a huge fire pit and some picnic tables.

I pulled in and parked. In a few seconds, a
middle-aged woman wearing jeans and a plaid shirt came out of one
of the fifth wheelers and approached my Jeep.

“Help you?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I’m looking at
investing in this project, and was surprised to see this caravan
parked here. Is this permanent?”

She blushed a bit. “Lord, no. We’ll all be gone
when the courses are finished and the villas are built.” Her voice
had a southern twang to it.

“You from Arkansas?” I
asked.

“How’d you know that?”

“I heard a little rock in your
accent,” I said with a smile.

“I’ve been up here for next to
twenty-five years, and people still hear the cotton.”

“You’ve been building golf courses
for twenty-five years?”

“Lordy, no. We came up here to drill
oil wells, but that’s kinda gone south ‘because the price of oil
has been so low, so Buzz, that’s my husband, Buzz hooked up with a
construction company. He drives heavy equipment. He’s grading
fairways on this job.”

We talked for a few minutes about what a scenic
place this was for a development, and agreed that people would be
lucky to make this their address when the project was done. The
drone and whine of heavy equipment was constant in the background,
drowning out the usual noises of the north woods.

Then it was back to my vacation plans, and a
long walk in the woods. The morel gods were kind again, and I had
another sack of the beauties in hand as I knocked on the door to
Jan’s home.

The drive to the restaurant was scenic even in
the gloaming of a wet sunset, and Jan was full of talk about that
week’s edition, going through the normal post-production review of
what worked and what hadn’t.

It was fun to hear that kind of talk after so
long away from the business. She was a harsh critic of her own
work, but was very gentle where the rest of her staff was
concerned.

“We have a real good story this
week, good news for the good guys in the area.”

“Really? New employment or new
business?”

“Not exactly. We have a story about
how the Penny Point folks may be re-thinking their commitment to
Mineral Valley, and that would be terrific, I think.”

“It’ll sure make Big Mike happy,” I
said, “but didn’t the widow vow to keep her husband’s dream
alive?”

“What do you know about this story,
Mr. Big City Journalist?”

“Not much,” I said, keeping the tone
light. “As I told you last night, I knew Mickey Buchanan quite well
when we were young, but we drifted apart as people do, and last
Saturday I went to a wake in celebration of his life, heard about
this development and decided to come up and see what had become of
the Mineral Valley of my youth.”

“So you know the widow?”

“Only by reputation. She wasn’t at
the wake, and none of them were surprised.”

“They were a strange pair, all
right. Mickey had been up here, had a place out on Copper Creek
Road, you know, at the edge of the national forest, along the
Copper? You know where I mean? It was just a little place, not like
the enclave down stream from him, and he was here two, three times
a summer and came up for deer every year.

“We didn’t know much about him,
other than he was funny and pleasant. He shot a pretty good game of
pool and a major league brand of B.S. Held his liquor well for as
much as he drank, and well, he was just a nice guy from down
state.

“Then he starts buying up that
property where the Copper makes the big bend and before long, he
owned all the land from the chain link to the forest boundary… took
to calling it Penny Point, and talked about making it into a
special retreat for wealthy people who like the
outdoors.”

“He was married then to
Ginny?”

“Yep, she and Seth, their son, came
up every summer, and they fished and played around. They were just
a nice family, you know?

“Then all of a sudden he’s alone,
working here all the time, working his development through the
system. Then Charlotte shows up. What a difference. That’s one cold
character, I’ll tell you, but Mickey was plain smitten. You could
see him trailing her around like a buck in rut.”

We drove into the restaurant parking lot and I
couldn’t help but look at the rustic log building that had
represented the only way station on this stretch of M-66 for all my
life. Many a time my dad had stopped to quench a thirst here, and
back in the day I too had had a few beers and burgers at the bar
next to the Big Manistee.

This wasn’t my father’s Schaeffer’s,
however.

We were met at the door by a very sharp young
woman who was married to the chef who was the latest in a long line
of Schaeffers.

“Hi, Jan; it’s good to see you,” the
hostess smiled warmly. “I have a great table for you tonight, here
by the windows. There’s a bunch of people in the bar and they’re
pretty loud, so I think you’d like to be out here.”

“Pam,” Jan said. “This is Jim, a new
friend to me, but he was telling me he can remember stopping here
with his dad en route to their cabin in Kalkaska when your grandpa
and grandma were running this place.”

“Well, we’ve come a ways since then,
but we like to think all the important stuff they started is still
going on here. You don’t have to go clean up from a day on the
river or in the woods to find a warm meal here, and we’ll still
cook your trout or your venison if you give us a bit of
warning.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Pam, would
you cook my morels, too?”

“That might be a bit
dicey.”

“How’s that?”

“Chef Howie always insists that the
cook gets first bite of all wild things… he’s been known to eat a
lot of ’roons in one bite.”

Jan piped up, the laughter welling in her as
well as Pam, “Jim is having his way with the morels this trip. He
brought a big bag yesterday and another tonight. I didn’t think to
bring them along. I guess Chef Howie misses out.”

“Another time. I’ll be your waitress
tonight. We don’t have much staff on hand on Wednesdays. Want a
drink?”

After we had ordered, we sat silently, looking
at the river, just taking in the moment until the drinks arrived.
After we ordered food, Jan resumed her story of how she had come to
be in that place at that time.

She had been a music student most of her life,
the accompanist for the high school singing groups, organist in her
church, all the usual stuff.

At her home, however, all the music she heard
growing up was big band, swing and jazz. While her friends were
going gaga over Janice Joplin and Mick Jagger, she was groovin’ to
Nat King Cole. While she played intricate classical pieces at
school and church, she was making intricate improvisations on old
standards while she practiced alone at the church.

“The organ at the church offers a
unique sound when you’re riffin’ on something like “Straighten Up
and Fly Right,” she said with an impish grin.

She started performing in taverns the summer
after she graduated from high school. She started college that
first fall, “Lookin’ for the M.R.S. degree, most likely,” and while
she was a declared journalism major, she was uninspired for
anything but music classes.

The summer of her junior year, at twenty-one,
she spent another summer playing and singing in resort lounges as
her “summer job,” but that year, when school resumed, she was still
playing for the “fall season.”

She was making music and building a reputation
for reliable performance and behavior. “Owners love a musician that
won’t throw them curves by showing up stoned or not showing up. I
didn’t drink at all then, so I was just perfect.”

She played the northern Michigan resort circuit
for eight years but found the winter seasons too long to go without
work. The ski crowd was younger; her old standards were better
served to a more staid, upper class, summer resort
clientele.

“So, I took a job in the ad
department up in Traverse to carry me through the winter. Started
as a seasonal outside sales rep, and then caught on in the
composing department. Finally landed a full time sales territory
which had me down here weekly, getting to know people. I came to
understand that big newspapers with corporate owners don’t always
meet the needs of smaller, closely knit communities.

“I can’t tell you how often I heard
my customers tell me that if there were any alternative to my
newspaper they’d buy it.”

By this time, the smoke-filled nights of summer
were taking a toll on her singing voice, and the general pace was
getting old. She went back to school. This time, she had vision and
a dream. She was motivated.

“I finished in just eighteen months.
Worked in bars and clubs down state while going to school, but as
soon as I had my degree, I came up here, marched into the grocery
store, and said, “Let’s put up or shut up.” I was ready to provide
them the alternative they were claiming they wanted.

“The Record was, after six years of
intense work and struggle, what they call an overnight
success.”

I was paying the tab at the bar when I heard
something familiar, and saw Ray Means on the other end of the long
bar. Standing next to him was Ron White. They were both leaning on
the bar on either side of a woman who I didn’t
recognize.

I settled up with Pam, and then asked if she’d
serve a round to the three at the end of the bar. A weird look of
distaste flickered across her face. “They’re not alone. There are
five or six of them all together.”

I recognized her drift, and nodded and headed
that way. I caught Means’ eye before invading their
conversation.

“Holy shit, look what you see when
you don’t have a gun,” Means said in his laid back drawl. A big
smile lit up his face. “They’ll let just about anybody in some
places.”

“Howdy, Raymond. How you doin’?” I
patted Ron on the back. “Hi, Ron, remember me?”

There was a brief pause, then his salesman’s
eyes lit up with recognition and a smile followed, “Sure, Mr.
Stanton. It’s good to see you again.”

I took the opportunity to study the woman
seated between them. She had raven black hair, cut off her
shoulder, framing a roundish face that was just about pure white in
contrast. Her eyes were so blue as to be almost black in that bar
lighting. She didn’t appear to wear any makeup. I guessed her age
at 40-something. She was beautiful.

“Hello,” she said in a quiet and
somewhat cold tone as she offered her hand for a firm, business
like shake. “I’m Charlotte Buchanan. Mickey told me many times
about what a good friend you were back in the day. It’s nice to
finally meet you.”

“It’s my pleasure,” I said. “I
hadn’t even thought that you might be up here and we might meet. It
just hadn’t occurred to me.”

“Oh, I’m just up for some business
meetings, and then I’m going back to Lansing. She graced both Ray
and Ron with a warm but somewhat sardonic smile. “Then I run into
these characters.

“What brings you here? Asking more
of your famous questions? Mickey always told me that nobody asks
questions like you. He said it was your best and worst
trait.”

I waved dismissively and shrugged. “Oh, I just
decided to revisit some old haunts, hunt some mushrooms and see
what’s changed inn the last thirty years before I go back to
Oregon.”

Jan approached us with a, “Oh, there you
are.”

I introduced her and the temperature dropped
noticeably as I explained to Charlotte and the boys who Jan was and
how I had met her.

“Oh, I’m aware of Miss Coldwell,”
Charlotte said. “We have different opinions of what’s best for
Mineral Valley.”

At that moment, three men came in off the deck
overlooking the river and joined the group. The older of the three,
a thin man whose gray-streaked, ebony hair went with his olive
skin, was clearly in charge. The two younger men, one of whom
looked to be Ron’s age and who appeared to be related to the older
man, stood with hands crossed in front of them, a posture I
recognized immediately from covering heads of state and candidates
who travel with security.

“Señor Santiago,” Ray spoke up.
“Meet an old friend of mine and Mickey’s from our Lake Lucy days,
Jim Stanton. Jim’s a famous journalist and author.”

He met my outstretched hand with a perfunctory
shake and an old world nod. He smiled, but his smile didn’t reach
his eyes, “It’s nice to meet you. Being a journalist is a dangerous
occupation in many places; all those questions make some people
nervous.”

“Well, I’m mostly retired now,” I
answered with a smile. I introduced Jan, and he was even more
formal with her.

“It is my pleasure to meet you
both,” he said evenly. There was no trace of accent in his voice
but there was the formality of tone that resonated of a second
language.

“I’m afraid I have to leave,
Charlotte, my dear. This call,” he nodded to the cell phone in his
hand, “changes my plans a bit. Some more business I must address
this evening.”

“It has been a pleasure seeing you
both again,” he said to Ray and Ron. And then to me, “It is nice to
have a face with a name, Señor Stanton.” And again that nod, almost
military.

With that he was gone, one young man six paces
ahead of him. When they reached the door, the other man held it,
then, with a last look back at us, followed him outside.

“Where are you staying?” Charlotte
asked me.

“At the River Inn. Perhaps you and I
could meet tomorrow for some coffee or lunch? It would be nice to
know you better.”

“I don’t think that will be
possible.” The tone of dismissal was evident.

“In that case, I’ll just say goodbye
rather than good night.” I turned to Means. “See ya, Raymond. Ron,
say hi to your mom for me.”

I reached for Jan’s elbow to escort her away.
“Good night, folks,” she said in her throaty voice that just barely
contained a chuckle.

As we cleared the door and headed for our car,
she batted her yes at me, “Oh, thank you, Mr. Stanton. That was too
bizarre for words.”
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My mornings were falling into ritual. A long
walk, working my forms as the light worked its way into the cedars,
a quick shower, then coffee and breakfast with Big Mike. Then it
was off to the mushroom woods.

On Thursday morning, Mike agreed to go with me.
“I want to see where these early morels are coming from,” he said
with mock severity. “I’m convinced you’ve somehow pirated my secret
haunts.”

“You’ll find that I’m just a
superior mushroom hunter,” I countered with similar mock sincerity.
“I just go into the woods and morels grow in my foot steps. I walk
in, and then backtrack, picking my fill.”

“I’ll want to check on that,
too.”

I drove, and Mike kept a running narrative
describing who and what went with every house and driveway we
passed. At Copper Creek I turned onto the narrow, winding road that
shadowed the creek into the woods. I glanced down every driveway
until finally Mike said, “This driveway goes into your friend
Buchanan’s home.”

“Really? And how did you know that
Mickey and I were friends?”

“You told Janice Coldwell and Mrs.
Rathers who in turn told Miss McGee who of course told Rhonda who
then immediately told Mrs. Benton at the grocery store who called
me with that information.”

“But I told that only night before
last…”

“And they mentioned it to Miss McGee
at six yesterday morning, and I heard it while you were walking,
about seven.”

“Does this newspaper ever have news
that surprises you readers? Do they ever scoop your
grapevine?”

“No, but they do confirm with
credibility,” he said with a sniff. “That’s a necessary service. Is
this the way to your mushroom woods?”

“No, actually, I just wanted to see
if I could see Mickey’s house from here. I met his widow last
night.”

“I know. I’m told she was less than
charming.”

“Probably doesn’t need reminders of
her loss.”

“Mmmm, you are generous.”

I pulled into a two-track that was neither
barricaded nor posted. “Let’s see what’s back here?”

“The creek and yellow pine, as you
know full well. There will be no morels here.”

“You’re probably right, but let’s
take a look.”

I drove back to the creek where the track dead
ended in a turn around complete with the requisite trash that some
people always leave at such places. They can’t seem to ever pack
out empty what they carried in full.

“I hate that,” Mike said with a
scowl, waving at the discarded bait containers, beer cans and paper
coffee cups. “We hold a cleanup day every spring on Memorial
weekend, but we only do public land. These private places never
seem to be cleaned.”

“Maybe,” I said, “that’ll change
when there’s a million dollar estate on this site.”

“Merely a different form of litter,
I’m afraid.”

I parked the car and we sat silently, as if by
some unspoken agreement. The stream burbled and sighed as it swept
through a little riffle that tailed out of a dark hole next to the
bank.

“Do you ever find morels in these
tag alders along the stream?”

“Never,” Mike said with arch
distaste. “But you’re not looking for mushrooms now, anyway. I
believe Buchanan’s property line is just around that bend. I don’t
know if you can see the house from there or not. I’ll wait
here.”

There was a well-worn path along the bank of
the stream, and I remembered adding my weight to that project years
ago. If not this stretch of path, one of the many all along this
little stream just the same.

Around the bend, I came to a fence. The sign
was simple. No trespassing. I retreated and found Big Mike piling
trash. I kept walking up the stream until I came to a log across
the water. I was fairly certain that the land on the other side of
the river would be federal ground all the way to the Big
Manistee.

I crossed on the log and then headed
downstream. I passed the fence and sign across the river, and then,
about 100 yards further, I saw the home of my old
friend.

It was a simple brick ranch design with a
raised deck coming off the kitchen next to the river. There was the
usual patio furniture and grill and a table with an umbrella. I had
taken a few more steps before I realized there was someone lying on
a chaise lounge on the deck, and it was Ray Means, all
six-foot-eight-or-so of him. I couldn’t tell if he was awake and
watching me or asleep.

As I stood there, I saw Ron White walk out of
what I guessed would be the kitchen onto the deck in his bare feet.
I stepped back into the shadow of a giant cedar.

I was frankly surprised to see them there.
Charlotte had made it sound like she’d casually run into them,
perhaps at the restaurant.

Then I saw Charlotte herself, wearing some kind
of house dress or poolside garment, come out of the house carrying
a cup of coffee. They all seemed quite natural with each other, but
not overly friendly, more like a woman and her servants.

As Charlotte sat down she said something I
couldn’t hear, and Ray roused himself and went away, around the end
of the building. I might have gaped a bit. He was carrying a
rifle.

That sight fueled my curiosity even more, but I
decided it was time to back out of there until I had alders between
me and the house.

Big Mike was using a broom-like branch from the
towering yellow pine to gather up the last of the junk that had so
violated his senses.

“I don’t suppose you have any
garbage bags in that vehicle.”

“Let’s take a look at my survival
kit.”

I had for decades compiled a box or a bag that
contained a change of clothes, rain gear, flash light, gloves for
tire changing, etc., and other “essentials” whenever I was
venturing into the woods.

The practice had become so second nature while
exploring Oregon’s mountain wilderness that I had gotten into the
habit of packing a lunch, as well. My kit for this trip had come in
a small satchel inside my suitcase. It had been packed so long I
couldn’t be sure if there was a trash bag or two.

There were three. Two kitchen-sized white bags
and one lawn-sized black bag.

“You’re a marvel,” he said,
examining the kit. “Even a small first aid kit?”

“You never know, Mike. You just
never know.”

“So, did you find the Buchanan
manse?”

“I did. It’s a pretty nice
layout.”

“And the widow?”

“She was there. And she has
guests.”

“Really? Anyone you
know?”

“Actually, yes. And I find that
curious, very curious.”

Mike put the trash into the bag, and then we
loaded that into the back of the jeep before we went to the real
mushroom woods.

We hunted for about an hour, until we found
ourselves in the middle of a nice mess of morels. Big Mike was very
impressed.

“I must admit, one of the mushrooms
I picked appeared to be growing in your boot track.”
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When we returned to the Inn, a young woman was
waiting on the back porch. Big Mike greeted her warmly, and
introduced us. “James, this is Patty Patterson of the Record. She’s
undoubtedly been sent here to finish the half-done mission of her
mentor and employer.”

Patterson was a bear of a woman. Pushing
six-feet and more than 180 pounds; she was big but not fat. An
athlete by every look of her, her smile was warm and her face was
animated by good cheer. Her brown eyes danced in her tanned face –
a woman undoubtedly comfortable in her skin and liking her
life.

“Nice to meet you. How long have you
been at the Record?”

“Mr. Stanton, with all due respect,
Jan warned me that the first step in interviewing you was to not
let you interview me. I’m flattered that you even sound like you
care about my career, training, and all that, but can you let me
ask you a few questions about your background, training, and career
so I can go fishing before dark?” All this was offered slowly, in
good spirits, punctuated with a disarming friendliness that I
realized she wielded like a club.

“Sure, let’s sit here on the porch
and I’ll try to answer your questions, but I’m sure you understand
how reluctant I am to be the subject of a newspaper
article.”

“Oh, and why’s that?”

“You don’t know? Let me use your
camera for a second, and I’ll pose you by this lilac bush; we’ll
capture you poised over your notebook in what would appear to be
rapt attention to my interview, and we can print that photo along
with the story as part of your by-line, whaddaya think?”

She was nodding her head and smiling, “You
don’t mind being the interviewer, but not the
interviewee.”

“I don’t think any journalist wants
to be the subject of a story. It is a fear that has kept many of my
colleagues sober between work and home for years.”

“Well, I’ll try to make this as
painless as possible.”

She asked the requisite questions and I could
tell she’d been prepared by Rathers and Coldwell. I don’t think she
asked even three questions she didn’t know the answer to until she
said, “What do you think of the Record as a newspaper?”

I sat back a minute. It wasn’t so shocking that
she would ask this question, but the direct way she asked was so
genuine and naïve that it took me back. Then I thought it might
have been given to her as part of the assignment, and I decided to
play with her a bit.

“I haven’t read this week’s edition
yet, and as you know that’s the only edition your readers ever
judge. Readers don’t average. I read some back issues at the
library, and I thought the newspaper came across as professional
and thoughtful. Of course, I have no idea if the stories are
accurate, balanced or fair.

“I did think the editorial page was
a bit liberal for this part of the world. I thought the sports
coverage reflected its place in the lives of people, especially the
outdoors coverage.

“And, of course, the outstanding
quality of the photography is obvious on first glance…” I delivered
this in an off handed “everybody knows” tone while inspecting my
boots. I sneaked a peek under the brim of my hat and could see her
start to color just before she realized she’d been set
up.

“Great, thanks for that. You’re
living up to your reputation as a smart ass.”

“My reputation? I’ve been in town
for three days and I have a rep?”

“Guy has to be careful who he runs
around with, I guess.”

“I knew Big Mike was going to be my
undoing.”

At that she broke up laughing. She thanked me
for the interview and started setting up to take the obligatory
“informal portrait” that goes with such an interview.

“Can I ask you a question while you
finish up?”

She smiled, “Sure.”

“I noticed your by-line on the story
of Mickey Buchanan’s fatal. Did you know him?”

She hesitated and then dead panned, “I knew of
him, why?”

“Did you ever think while you were
writing that story that you weren’t getting the entire story or
that there was something funny weird about the story?”

She pointed at the front of the house, and as I
turned my head, she started taking pictures. “Now, beyond my left
shoulder… perfect” and the auto drive on her digital Nikon rattled
like small arms fire.

She studied the results in the panel on the
back of her camera, flicking forward and backward through the
digital images. I heard a slight satisfied “hmmm” and she shut down
the camera and started packing away her notes.

“You know, I didn’t think there was
much to question about the accident. Buchanan was a known boozer.
He’d been drinking and arguing with his wife and some business
associates. He left the restaurant about eight-thirty. Nobody knows
where he went after that, but about one a.m. he piled his sports
car into a culvert. Most likely he was home drinking and then went
to look for his wife, couldn’t find her, and found eternity
instead.”

“Why do you think he was off looking
for his wife?”

“Sergeant Fish told me that he
received the call about one-thirty and came from his house at Fife.
About two-thirty the sheriff went to notify Mrs. Buchanan, but she
wasn’t at the house. They went back out there about four-thirty and
she was in the house. If she wasn’t there at two-thirty, she
probably wasn’t there at one.”

“Did you ask her where she
was?”

“I never spoke to her. You read the
story? When I tried to follow up, their lawyer from downstate, a
mister Willis Crocker, made it very clear to me and to Jan that any
further harassment of Mrs. Buchanan would lead to legal
action.”

“Harassment?”

“His word, not mine.”

“You guys backed off?”

“There really wasn’t much else to
report. The M.E. called it an accident and we briefed
that.”

“I missed that brief. Did you guys
ever print the obit?”

“It never arrived. McGee called and
called and called. Finally the funeral director called Jan and told
her the family had specifically requested we not receive the obit
for publication. By then it was old news anyway.”

“Is that strange?”

“Way strange. We receive obits all
the time for summer people, even some who haven’t been here for
years, but they were known by some locals, and they loved this
place and wanted to be remembered.”

“The Mickey I knew wasn’t the shy
retiring type. A lot of people knew him?”

“And liked him. Some would have
driven down to Lansing to attend the service. You were a friend of
his, right? Is that why you’re here, to look into the
circumstances? To see if it was on the up and up? Are you working
some story I should know about?”

“No, nothing like that. I knew him
thirty years ago, we were very close, but things happened and we
drifted apart. His death rocked me a bit, you know? His friends
from a place called Lake Lucy, where I knew him, held a celebration
of his life last weekend, and I came back to attend. As long as I
was here, I thought I’d take a nostalgia trip. I used to fish
around here all the time.”

“Ohmigod! I gotta move. I’m meetin’
some people to fish the midges up by the camp, and I gotta go.
Thanks a bunch Mr. S.”

“My pleasure. See ya in the funny
papers.”

That cracked her up. I thought maybe my
reputation as a smart ass made every old saw I knew a knee-slapper
with the staff at the Record.
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An itch was starting. Call it an apprehension,
even. But that feeling had led me to many a story. The only way to
scratch it was to interview people.

My first call Friday was to the State Police
barracks in Cadillac and I was rewarded with the direct number for
Sgt. Fish’s “office” recording. I left my name and cell number with
little explanation other than it was about Mickey and it wasn’t an
emergency.

My call to the Medical Examiner’s office in
Kalkaska found me another voice mail recorded by one Dr. Mildred
Schwarz. It was about then I decided I had to pack up and move for
the night as there would be no room at the Inn.

I called Jan to see about lunch, but was told
she was in Traverse City. I asked for her cell and was politely
informed that if I left my number, she could call me. I did, and
again admired the professional way her staff had handled
me.

Big Mike and I had lunch, and then I was gone.
Driving up the river road toward M-66, I stopped at the culvert
where Mickey Buchanan had died. The road was almost perfectly
straight for more than a half mile coming from Schaeffer’s to here,
high above the Big Manistee. In fact, the only jog in about two
miles of the road was right there, where Cross Creek went under the
highway. There was no little memorial like you see so often any
more along the roads where people have died.

There wasn’t even a mark on the culvert or the
dirt embankment where the sports car had crashed. It was quiet. The
trees towering up the hill dripped from a light mist, and swallowed
any sounds beyond their own sighing.

The itch was real.

I rented a room in Kalkaska in an old motel
that held a vivid memory for me. I was 14 and my dad and I were
building a cabin out along the Boardman River.

It was early May, and we had driven the well
for the place, and didn’t find water in the required 20 feet. My
dad dreamed of a pitcher pump in the sink of his place, and they’ll
only pull water some 20 feet.

He then dazzled me. Using a skinny tree cut for
a lever and a log for a fulcrum and by wrapping a chain just so
around the well pipe that was in five-foot sections, we pulled that
well back out of the ground without bending a pipe or damaging the
point. Once we were started, the whole operation was as quick and
smooth as pulling a nail. It didn’t take 15 minutes.

“How did you know how to do that?” I
had asked my dad. I knew he was smart, he was a tool and die maker.
I also knew that he lacked much in formal education, having quit
school after the 8th grade during the depression.

“Just picked it up,” he
said.

While that memory is part of that trip, the
motel’s vivid memory was waking up on Sunday morning to find the
world draped in half a foot of snow. I can never forget looking out
that window at the trees with snow covered limbs and one forlorn
robin puffed up and pouting, its breast a vivid red accent in that
black and white world…

For dinner, I chanced the Hotel, which had been
a central gathering place in my youth when hordes of folks
descended on Kalkaska for the annual Trout Festival.

The joint was jumpin’ when I arrived just past
6. Happy Hour, a Friday night custom, was in full swing and the
county seat’s professional staff was out in force. On a hunch, I
asked the waitress if she knew Dr. Schwarz, and she said she did,
and pointed her out to me.

Schwarz was a middle aged woman sitting with a
group of co-workers in a corner booth. They were all laughing and
talking and moving to the music coming from the juke
box.

I watched her walk to the bathroom, and decided
I would introduce myself, let her see that I was “normal,” and ask
for an appointment to talk with her on Monday.

It seemed safe enough to me.

When she reappeared, I was waiting; put on my
best innocent smile, and greeted her. “Dr. Schwarz?”

She stopped in stark terror, looking around
immediately for help. I put my hands up in front of my chest in
what I thought was a reassuring gesture. “Whoa, I don’t mean to
startle you. My name’s…”

She gathered herself and the look of fear was
replaced with one of anger. “I don’t care who you are. What’s the
idea of jumping out at me here in the dark?”

“I’m sorry. I called you today, left
a message on your machine. Then the waitress pointed you out to me,
and I thought you might give me an appointment to talk with you on
Monday if I asked and you knew I was harmless.”

“You don’t look all that
harmless.”

There are some people, not all of them women,
who react like this whenever some stranger my size approaches them.
One of the first things I had to do when I started my newspaper
career was learn how to overcome that fear. One key, especially
with women, was to go very formal.

“Madam, I assure you, I have no
intentions other than to ask you some questions about a friend of
mine who died this winter in a one-car crash near Mineral Valley.
I’m curious to know if the findings of an accident had been what
you call open and shut or if there were any unanswered issues
surrounding the case. That’s all. Really.”

All of this was delivered with my hands in the
surrender position and while I appeared ready to flee.

“You mean the Buchanan fatality?”
And all at once her entire body language changed. “I heard your
message today, and failed to answer it. Sorry.”

“Not a problem. Can we make an
appointment for Monday?”

“That was a cell number you gave
me?”

“Yes, it is.”

“And you’re staying in town
tonight?”

“Yes, I’m leaving for Grand Rapids
tomorrow morning. I’ll be home in Oregon on Monday, and I could
call you then.”

“How about I call you tomorrow
morning, while you’re driving, if you’re going down one-thirty-one,
there’s coverage all the way.”

“That is very kind of you,” I said,
taking a step back. “I’ll look forward to hearing you
tomorrow.”

She smiled a grim little twitch of her lips,
and headed for her table. I could see her group had been watching
us, and they were all questions. I went back to my table, found the
salad already there and the fish was pretty good, too.
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When I boarded the plane Sunday morning, my
itch was a live thing, crawling across my shoulders and reaching
into my hands.

The flight to Minneapolis from Grand Rapids
took about an hour and a half, and while the stews passed out
coffee and juice, I replayed what had been a productive drive down
U.S. 131 from Kalkaska to Grand Rapids on Saturday.

Dr. Schwarz called me just after 8. She was all
business, and I could tell she had a file open in front of her as
she reviewed her findings.

“This is all public record, you
understand,” she said in way of prelude, and then she launched into
her report. “Death resulted from massive trauma to the entire body
resulting from the impact of the vehicle at high speed. Subject
Buchanan was wearing a seatbelt. All six of the vehicle’s airbags,
the two front and even all four of the side bags, deployed, but at
that speed, they were no match for the subject’s momentum. He still
impacted the steering column and dash.


“There were extensive injuries to
his chest, neck and head,” she paused.

“Were there, perhaps, any injuries
you found that weren’t consistent with the crash?”

“You have to understand what a mess
he was. That impact was as if he’d jumped off the Sears Tower. I’m
guessing he had to be going a hundred miles an hour.”

“Do your notes refer to anything
that you found that seemed strange?”

“No, well, there was a decidedly
lower blood alcohol content than I would have been led to
expect.”

“Really, you mean he wasn’t
drunk?”

“Legally impaired, for sure. He
registered a point-zero-eight. That’s the threshold for impaired
driving. However, from what we gathered from testimony by his wife
and business acquaintances, I would have expected much higher
readings.”

I would have, too. I could remember when Mickey
woke up every day with a blood alcohol level of at least point zero
eight.

“And was there anything else in his
system? Drugs, say?”

“No, alcohol was the only thing that
registered in the toxicology report.”

“And what did you have for his
actual time of death?”

“Ah, yes, that was a bit strange,
too. But in rural one-car crashes, especially at that time of year
and on a week night, it can be explained.”

“What explained?”

“Oh, from stomach contents and
testimony from the Schaeffer’s staff, I put his time of the
accident or death at before midnight, perhaps as early as
ten.”

“What does that mean?”

“The digestive system can really
shut down when the body’s dealing with extensive trauma. We see
stomach and intestinal evidence that looks just like death in
victims who lie in a coma for hours or days before they die. The
system shut down at the time of the accident and did not
restart.

“Doc, did he die in that
car?”

“Undoubtedly. But why nobody noticed
the crash until one-thirty, I can’t explain.”

“Why?”

“It was a pretty obvious place and
it stuck out pretty well for anyone passing by, and he must have
sat there if not dead at least fatally injured from ten or eleven
until somebody came by and noticed the wreck. That’s a long time
even on a typical winter week night, but certainly strange on a St.
Patrick’s Day night.”

“Was there anything
else?”

“No, but if you’re thinking that
somebody killed him and put him in the car and then faked the
crash, you’re wrong. He died in that car at that site.”

“Really? Could he have died in his
car somewhere else and then been towed there and run into the
culvert?”

She paused thoughtfully and as I was driving
through Manton, Michigan, I just waited. “That could have been, but
how? That car was going way too fast for someone to jump
out.”

“Would cruise control with the rear
wheels off the road work?”

“That’s not my area, but I can tell
you he was in that seat when he died.”

I thanked her and dialed the “office” number
for Sgt. Fish. He answered on the first ring, and I started
thinking maybe the only time these folks are ever not swamped is a
Saturday morning.

I introduced myself and explained my
relationship with Mickey. “Do you mind if I ask you some stupid
questions?”

“Well, I’m right now writing up a
report on stupidity. Three meth heads tried to steal gas out of a
delivery fleet in Cadillac, but they kept cutting the fill line,
not the outflow. Finally one member of the brain trust lighted a
match to see why no gas was filling their can… Your questions can’t
be all that stupid.”

I chuckled along with him, “I’m just wondering
if you recall anything about the night Mickey died that you wrote
off as weird or strange.”

“Like what, like if I wasn’t lazy,
I’d have tracked it down and found some reason to suspect foul
play?”

“Sergeant, I’m not trying to say
anything about your investigation. I’ve come into this movie real
late, and I didn’t start out looking for anything other than a
nostalgia trip, but I’ve heard and seen some stuff that has started
raising the hair on my neck.”

“What kind of stuff.”

“It would take hours to bring it all
together for you, but I knew Mickey a long time ago. He met his
wife, Charlotte, during that time, but they weren’t an item until
after Mickey started working on the Penny Point
development.

“I went to a celebration of Mickey’s
life a week ago, and some old stories that I heard there kind of
jibed with some new stories I heard in Mineral Valley…”

“Why did you go to Mineral
Valley?”

“Oh, the nostalgia thing. I used to
fish around there when I was a kid growing up. The Copper, Bush,
No-Name, the Big M, Au Sable – I fished them all and loved that
area. When I heard Mickey had a development working up there, I
just went up to look around, think about youth wasted, that
rot.”

“And you heard things?”

“Just things. And I saw people I
didn’t expect to see, and it appeared they were providing security
to people I wouldn’t naturally expect to employ security guards…
Again, it only connects with everything else I think I
know.”

“Are you some kind of
investigator?”

“No, not official or anything like
that. I’m a retired newspaper guy. I spent a good part of my life
doing investigative reporting and editing…”

He interrupted again. “Spell your last name
again, will you Howie?”

“No, it’s J-I-M as in James; S as in
Sam, t as in Tom, a, n as in never, t as in Tom, o, n as in never.
Stanton.”

He spelled it back, and then I could hear him
exhale in recognition. “Oh, you’re him. My wife reads your books.
When she heard you were dating Jan Coldwell, she about had a
kitten.”

“Dating?” I couldn’t help it, the
word just jumped out.

“Well, she heard you took Jan to
dinner.”

“It was a professional courtesy,
that’s all. One newspaper guy to another,” and I heard my defensive
tone even as I spoke. “Not that she’s not a nice woman, er, umm…” I
stalled out.

He couldn’t help but laugh. “Relax, I didn’t
mean to shake you up.”

“It was just dinner, but that’s
where we met a guy named Santiago, do you know him?”

“Yup, he’s a big time player from
downstate. Owns some property where the Copper joins the Manistee.
It’s a compound of about three cottages, I’m told. I’ve never seen
it, but the guys who installed the utility, phone and security
systems told me it’s pretty well protected.”

“Do you know his full
name?”

He thought for a few seconds.
“Richard?”

“Well, see, there’s another one of
those little connections that makes me ask questions that put the
local police on edge. It’s not my nature to offend…”

“So, what’s the question
again?”

“Was there anything about that scene
that didn’t jibe with what you would call normal?”

“The lack of skid marks.”

“I read that in the paper. You
figure Mickey fell asleep?”

“Musta passed out. When his car left
the highway it musta bounced like heck. There’s a good foot drop
off the pavement onto the shoulder, and that shoulder there was
really rutted. It’s hard to imagine how you could sleep through
that, but he did.”

“You think he was pretty
drunk?”

“You could smell the tequila and
beer from a distance.”

“Was there a bottle in the
car?”

“Two empties. And his clothes were
soaked in it.”

“And, that, Sergeant, is another one
of those anomalies that makes my hackles stiff.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, you’re going to laugh at me,
but, well, I’ve seen Mickey as drunk as any one human can. I’ve
seen him when he couldn’t walk, much less drive, and I’ve seen him
carry that drunk for more than a day and never fall asleep or pass
out, even in a bed.

“Mickey had one of those metabolisms
that helps make lots of drunks because he never threw up or passed
out, and he never woke up with a hangover. Normal people take the
cure when they wake up with a bad enough head the next morning. It
was Mickey’s curse that he never did.”

“Was there something
else?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s that?”

“In all the years I ran with him, I
never saw him spill a drink on himself, much less become soppin’
wet.”

“You see, that’s the thing about
growing old. The liver doesn’t do the job it once did, and old
drunks become sloppy, especially on St. Patrick’s Day. It’d take
more than that for me to think I missed anything.”

“And then there’s St. Patrick’s
Day.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sergeant, Mickey Buchanan was as
Irish as it gets. He was drunk more often than he was sober, but he
had two days of sobriety every year – St. Patrick’s Day and New
Year’s Eve. They were, like, sacred non-drinking days to
him.”

“Why was that? Was he religious in
some way I’ve never heard of?”

“No sir. He just used to say that he
wasn’t about to drink with amateurs, and he never did.
Never.”

“That’s cute, but again…”

“And then there is the BAC in the
coroner’s report.”

That stopped him short. “I never saw the
report. I called Doctor Schwarz and she said it was an accidental
death with alcohol. That’s it.”

“His BAC was point zero eight,
according to the doctor. On his frame, I’m not sure you could smell
oh eight if you were sleeping with him.”

“Listen. I always appreciate it when
some amateur sleuth comes around to help, but let me review some
stuff and maybe we can talk again. Will that work?”

I tried to smooth his feathers. “Listen, I
didn’t call you to bust your ass. I can’t justify the feelings I’m
getting right now, and I hoped you’d explain away some of the stuff
I saw and heard this week.

“I’m on my way home to Oregon
tomorrow. Let me give you my contact information, but only if you
come up with something you think I should know; I’m not some
self-appointed watch dog.”

He gave me his email address as well, and we
ended the call on a conversational, if not friendly,
note.

The crew announced the beginning of approach
into Minneapolis, and I let my reverie fade to the task at hand,
quelling my fears of landings and take offs.

Flying Northwest Airlines into and out of
Minneapolis is like the old days of flying United in and out of
O’Hare. You don’t wait too long on the pad before you hook up with
your gate, and your connecting flight can’t be miles and miles
away. A hub airline has a corner all to itself. It’s a big corner,
maybe just one mile, but as long as I had to walk past a bar going
from gate A-14 to A-6, I was comfortable, and I had about an hour
to kill.

Sitting at the bar with my Bloody Mary in hand,
just people watching I felt an almost physical shock as I noticed
Ron White at the other side of the room. He turned away just as I
saw him.

As I grabbed my drink and computer bag to go
say hello to him, a group of passengers wearing Hawaiian shirts and
leis descended on the bar, blocking my view of him. When I had
worked my way around them, he was gone.

I went back to my original spot at the bar,
found someone else sitting there, so I retreated to a stand-up
table.

As I reviewed my memory of what I had just
seen, I became uncertain. Had he turned away on the verge of being
noticed by me? Had he held a drink in his hand? I couldn’t be sure,
and that bothered me. Once again I thought about how much my
training had slipped through the years.

I sipped my drink, looking at the gate where I
would fly to Portland, and then on to Pendleton, trying to remember
and make sense of what I had just seen, but it didn’t
work.
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There wasn’t enough time for more alcohol as I
made my way from the Northwest gate to the Horizon terminal in
Portland.

That was a shame, I handled the stress of take
offs and landings much better with a pop in me, but not two, that
much drink exchanged nerves for stark terror, another symptom of my
aging body and brain.

As I hurried along the corridor with the tile
that traces the Columbia/Snake River flowage I regretted I couldn’t
take the time to pause; it’s one of the neatest airport things I’d
ever encountered.

Walking through the hub of the terminal I came
to an abrupt stop as I saw Ray Means in the company of a
well-dressed and well-groomed man of about my age walk out the door
and into a waiting car.

Means, gaunt and tall, is unmistakable. He was
standing at the open car door, looking this way and that as the guy
he was with entered. With a final glance back at the terminal, our
eyes locked for a second, but he disappeared into the car without
acknowledging me.

I stopped dead in my tracks. I thought there
had been a second of recognition from Ray, but then it had been
erased with another look, as if he’d been caught at
something.

I nearly missed my Horizon flight, but an hour
later I was touching down in Pendleton.

Finding my car in the long term parking lot, I
completed the drive down off that mountain to I-84 and up the
Cabbage Hill pass less than an hour. The day was sunny and hot in
Pendleton; at home it was drizzling its standard May wetness, which
matched my mood to a tee..

My house had been cleaned and freshened in the
last day, something I knew I could thank Shirlee Nelson for. I
wasted no time walking down the road to the home she shared with
her husband, Jack, and to retrieve Punch. I was caught up on local
news in minutes, and then walk at a more leisurely pace going home,
just in case there might be a late-season volunteer
morel.

The morel season was finished in our woods. We
were too low, but I knew that up above 4,000 feet, I would find the
beginning of the season again and the start of those lighter
colored mushrooms that would make weight in the bag.

Back at the house, I was confronted with
domestic chores. The stack of mail was impressive and I knew there
would be bills.

I’m one of those guys who has to do it now or
never, no matter what that entails. So I put Diana Krall, Nora
Jones and Frank on shuffle in the CD player and buckled down to
business.

It was hard work, though. I kept replaying the
two surprise encounters on my trip home. Ron and Ray both? Was Ron
following me? What was Ray doing with that “suit”? He surely was in
protection mode, but what was that all about?

Ray had been on hand that time back in Michigan
in the diner when I had blown my cover and ended once and for all
any thought that I needed protection.

We had been steelhead fishing on the Marquette
River outside of Baldwin, and had stopped into the café for a late
lunch before heading back to Lake Lucy.

There were five of us. Mickey, Ray, Howard and
Gunderson all took seats in a booth; I sat across from them and
alone at the counter. We were all tired and talked out. We sat
quietly as the waitress put water and poured coffee for all of us
with just a raised eyebrow.

She was a smiling gal in her 20s and seemed to
be alert. After putting in our orders, she had stood at the counter
and we chatted about the weather, it was cold; and the fishing, was
slow.

Howard started a conversation with her. Nothing
fresh, just asking about a guy he knew in the area, a fisherman.
She knew the guy, and they were chatting when I saw a change in her
eyes that sent alarm signals, but before I could react or even
look, somebody grabbed Howard by the hood of his sweatshirt and
yanked him backwards with a crash onto a table.

I hadn’t heard the two guys come in, but in an
instant they started putting boots to my friend, and I just went
off in a way I had vowed I never would again.

I caught one guy by the sleeve with my right
hand, and spun him easily because he was on one leg, ready to
deliver another kick.

My left hand came out in a straight line, the
hand relaxed as I’d been taught so long ago, and connected with the
guy’s throat, just below the Adam’s apple. His eyes bulged, his leg
went slack and he was a pile on the floor.

The other guy was screaming and cursing as he
tried to stamp his foot on Howard’s face under the table. “I’ll
teach you city fuckers to mess with my,…”

Again, my left hand came out from me in a
straight jab, only this time it was aimed just below the sternum in
the solar plexus. His breath whooshed out as my right hand came
down in a chop where his shoulder met his neck, and the sound of
his collar bone breaking was audible to everyone.

He screamed. I stomped on his instep, and he
went down in agony, writhing on the floor for a second before he
passed out.

The place was stone silent. My three friends in
the booth, all self-described tough guys, stared at me as if I had
just sprouted wings.

Howard was on the floor, sputtering and trying
to find his feet. “What the hell was that all about,” he screamed.
Once on his feet, he was looking for someone to fight.

“I was just wondering the same
thing,” Mickey spoke up with a laugh. “Jesus, Jim, where did that
shit come from?”

“That was some professional combat
shit, that was,” Ray Means said with a touch of awe, “Whodafuck
wouldda thought…”

I straightened Howard out, and sat him on a
stool. “I don’t feel so hungry now,” he said.

“Me neither. I hope you understand
if we just leave now,” I said to the waitress.

She couldn’t take her eyes off the two guys on
the floor. “Didja kill ‘em?”

For a second and it might have seemed to
everyone that I had already forgotten about them. “No, they’re
going to hurt, but they’ll live.”

I herded everyone into Mickey’s van, and he
drove us home. They peppered me with questions, and I swore to them
I had no idea what had happened. “I was just scared for Howard. I
guess I lost it.”

“Memo to file,” Means said, “don’t
nobody scare Jim.”
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I was just finishing up the bills and filing
things away when the phone rang.

“A girl has to be pretty quick to
keep tabs on you, Mr..”

“Jan?”

“Yes, I’m afraid it is. Pretty
simple plot, this is: Small town girl unabashedly throws herself at
tall stranger who waltzed into town and stood everything on its
ear.”

“Throwing I understand, and it’s
pretty flattering, but standing on ears?”

“On several levels. I don’t know how
you did it, but yesterday afternoon we had an entire troop of State
Police crime scene investigators crawling all over town. Very hush
hush, but Sgt. Fish told Pat that they were re-opening the Mickey
Buchanan accident investigation.”

“Who is Pat?”

“Patty Patterson, the reporter you
met.”

“Oh, of course. Well, I can’t
believe that will turn up much new evidence after all this time.
From what Fish told me Saturday, he was thorough the first time,
and he seemed competent on the phone.”

“They’re interviewing everyone who
saw Mickey that night; that’s the plan anyway.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Mrs. Buchanan is nowhere to be
found, and all the business partners are scattered around. The
staff at the Schaeffer’s had nothing new for them, but they
confirmed one thing, wherever Mickey might have been to get stinko,
it wasn’t there.”

“Are you working?”

“Always, why, do you know something
I should know?”

“I think you should put Fish’s
accident report and Doctor Schwarz’ autopsy report side by side…
makes good reading for a reporter-type.”

“What do you know?”

“Just what I read, or, honestly,
what I had read to me.”

“Can’t read, that it?”

“Dyslexic, no doubt.”

“And not all that bright, either,
from what I’m told. You don’t know the difference between a date
and ‘professional courtesy.’”

“Sergeant Fish has a big
mouth.”

“Nope, but his wife, who I’ve known
since high school, does. So, now that you’ve kicked this ant hill,
are you going to come back here and follow up?”

“Not planning on it. I can follow
this from here if I’m curious, but, frankly, I’m not that
interested any more.”

“That’s not how to treat a woman who
is unabashedly throwing herself at you.”

“Treat? Like how?”

“Like lying through your
teeth.”

“If you want to talk nasty, why
don’t you do the twelve-hour day and come out here and do it to my
face?”

“Just don’t think I can’t, mister.
Goodnight.” She hung up in a make-believe huff. I wasn’t sure what
to think, but then wrote it off to fatigue – her’s or mine, I
wasn’t sure, but it was nearly midnight her time.

Punch and I went for his nightly walk. The
drizzle was just a mist. The wind had the firs sighing nicely and
my eyes were getting gritty.

“Well,” I said to Punch, thinking
about Jan. “Buddy, what do you think about that?”
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When I woke up on Monday morning, my head was
busy with suspicious thoughts about Mickey Buchanan and Penny
Point. Like a piece of food caught in the teeth that your tongue
can’t stop worrying… it was like that.

The development was just getting off the
ground, why would there be a big argument in March? I Googled
Willis Crocker, the Buchanan’s attorney, and a bunch of hits,
including a biography, came up.

Crocker had graduated from Michigan State
University in 1969 and received his law degree from Wayne State
University in 1972. He had served three years with the Navy’s Judge
Advocate General’s office, and then opened his own practice in
Lansing, Michigan in 1976.

He was divorced and had no children. After
almost 20 years of solo practice, in the most recent decade his
office had grown to encompass 14 associates, specializing in real
estate law, with offices in Denver; Salem, Oregon; and
Lansing.

I found him in the Salem directory, and dialed
the number while my coffee perked. It was just after 9
a.m.

“Crocker and Associates,” the
receptionist answered on the first ring.

“May I speak to Raymond
Means?”

“One moment, please. May I ask who
is calling?”

I told her.

“Please hold.” Then there was about
a three-minute delay and she came back on the line. “I’m sorry,
sir. Who is it you’re trying to reach?”

“Raymond Means.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but we have no one
of that name on staff here.” Her voice had lost its cool
efficiency. I felt she was talking to me for someone else’s
benefit.

“I figured he’s not on staff, but I
thought he was there with Mr. Crocker.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I’m new on this
job, and I’ve asked, and there is nobody here by that name.” And
she hung up.

I sat back in my chair. “Really,” I said to
Punch. “No, ‘Can anyone else help you?’ or ‘What is the nature of
your business?’ nope. Just click.”

When Punch and I returned from a mushroom hunt
up in the higher country, my message light on the phone was
blinking. I cleaned up a few morels, salting them to remove the
critters out of them. All the wonderful morels in the Blues had
these worms in them. A little salt removed them, and then you could
treat them like any other mushrooms. Sometimes I just fried the
fungi on low heat and watched the worms crawl out of the caps, but
salt was less intense.

After lunch of scrambled eggs and mushrooms, I
set the rest of the morning’s catch in saltwater and then checked
the messages.

The first call was a friend, Randall Albright,
a retired wheat rancher and a sometimes real estate dealer from
Pendleton who wanted to set up a morel walk for some clients and
wondered if I’d guide. Randall and I hunt and fish together, and he
is almost always the guide for those outings, but he has no passion
for fungus.

The next was Jan; she just left a message for
me to call her ASAP.

The third was a hang up, as were the fourth,
fifth and sixth.

The last call was from Rick Edmonds, and he
asked that I call him. He said it was pretty urgent.

I called Rick first, and his wife answered. She
said Rick was in Lake Lucy on business and took the
message.

Then I called Albright.

“Hey, can you take about four people
for a walk in the woods on Wednesday, show them some morels and
have them back to Pendleton in time to clean up and change for
dinner at Raphael’s at six?”

“Sure, for you. Will Chef Rob feed
them their mushrooms?”

“I’ll check, but I’m expecting you
to join us for dinner as well.”

“Oh. Well, I admire Raphael’s food,
but you know, the Rainbow is more my speed.”

“Man doesn’t live by fried chicken
alone, my friend, even the Rainbow’s chicken – please do this. I
haven’t mentioned you by name, but I’d really like to impress these
folks, and you’re as close as we have to a celebrity who doesn’t
ride a horse or bull.”

“Sure, I’ll do it. Have them here at
the house about eight, and make sure they’re wearing waterproof
footwear and raingear. It’s about forty-five outside right now up
where we’ll be hunting, so they should bring layers.”

“They’re all pretty outdoorsy in an
Orvis kind of way. But they don’t arrive anywhere by eight in the
morning. They’ll see you about ten, give or take.”

I laughed at that. “I hope they make up in
portfolio what they lack in punctuality.”

“Oh, they do. They do.
Thanks.”

Then I called Jan, but there was no answer at
home. I called the paper, and McGee, the receptionist, told me Jan
was out. “I’m actually not sure where she is, but I think she’s
working on the story you caused. I’ll tell her you
called.”

I had just hung up when my phone rang. It was
Sgt. Fish.

“Mr. Stanton, John Fish here. Gotta
minute?”

I love proper phone manners, and warmed to him
immediately. “Sure, what’s up?”

“After our talk on Saturday, I
started talking with my captain, and he suggested I talk to the
commander of detectives in Lansing, and he freed up our local
investigator so on Sunday we went to Mineral Valley. As you might
suspect, we pretty much hit a dead end, but a couple of things were
weird, and I thought about it and decided I should give you a heads
up.

“First, tell me why Richard
Santiago’s name raised your hackles.”

So I told him the whole story about the drug
rip off back in the ’70s and how I’d been told the deal was
arranged with a pusher called “Ricardo” and how Charlotte had been
the one pointing a gun at my friends, according to them.

“So why do you ask?”

“Saturday, I went to the Santiago
compound. There were eight vehicles in that place, mostly SUVs but
one big black Lincoln Town Car. I was met at the gate by a very
cold character who was far from impressed by my uniform or my
badge. I was told that Mr. Santiago was unavailable, but if I came
back on Monday, after nine, he would be there to see me.

“I was there this morning at nine,
and the place was completely closed up. Everyone was gone. The
windows were shuttered, the works. I shimmied over the fence and
even the water was turned off. It appears it’s closed for the
season.

“When I returned to my car, I had a
phone message waiting. It was a guy named Willis
Crocker…”

“Santiago’s attorney.”

“That’s what he said. You know of
him, too?”

“Only what Google told
me.”

“Huh. Well, this Crocker guy wanted
to know my supervisor’s name and number. He explained Mr. Santiago
was a busy, important man, and wasn’t going to be harassed by some
country cop.”

“Harassed?”

“That was his word, I might have
paraphrased the rest.”

“That’s it?”

“Not exactly. I told this to the
detective, Miles Lawton, and he decided to review the interviews
from Sunday. You know Mike Robertson?”

“You mean Big Mike? Sure I
stayed…”

“No, the other one.”

“No, I knew there was one, but I
didn’t meet him.”

“That would be because you were too
busy doing healthy things like walking in the woods. If you’d spent
some time in the Copper Kettle, drinkin’ and shootin’ pool, you’d
have met Little Mike.”

“And I’ll bet he was real friendly
with Mickey.”

“Birds of a feather. Mickey was
about the only guy in this neck of the woods who stood a chance on
a pool table with Mike, especially when he’s thirsty, and he’s
always thirsty.”

“So you guys interviewed Little
Mike, and he hot foots it out to the compound to report that you’re
re-opening an investigation into Mickey’s death and the folks at
the compound book? Is that what happened?”

“Not quite, but close. Seems one of
the security folks from the compound came into town for a little
liquid recreation, and Mike told him. The guy bolted out of there
like a big ass bird, we’re told.”

“A stork, maybe?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. What kind of line you
do you have on Mr. Santiago?”

“We’re checking on him down state.
The people at Schaeffer’s have only seen him at what they described
as business dinners. They say he’s very serious, very quiet, and
just acts rich, whatever that means.”

“Any sign of Mrs.
Buchanan?”

“Nope, she’s gone. Nobody’s seen her
since the night you saw her at the restaurant bar.”

“I saw her the next day at Mickey’s
old place. She was there with two guys.” I explained my little walk
in the woods, identified Ron and Ray. I remembered the
gun.

“I’ll go out to that cottage; I
didn’t know that was his place. It used to be the Millers, from
Saginaw.”

That gave me an idea, but I didn’t follow up
with Fish.

After we hung up, I called the newspaper again.
There was still no sign of Jan, so I asked for Patty
Patterson.

“Mr. Stanton, what’s up?”

“Patty, you ever spend any time in
the court house going through property transfers, deed searches,
and stuff like that?”

“Not in a long time, thank God. That
stuff is real boring.”

“It can be, but you know how to
translate the stamps to determine the sale price of the
property?”

“You mean the tax stamps? Yah, I do,
but it’s been a long time. Why do you ask?”

“You know the police are looking
into Mickey Buchanan again, don’t you?”

“I haven’t slept a wink since they
stormed into town Saturday afternoon and started interviewing
everyone again. It’s our lead story for this week, and I’m all over
it. You call with an angle?”

“Maybe a sidebar. You might find it
interesting to look up and see how much property has been bought by
Mickey, Richard Santiago, Charlotte Davis, Willis Crocker or an
outfit called Next Cool Place, LLC.”

“We know Mickey bought a bunch. And
that Next Cool Place outfit is developing Penny Point. There’s
almost a whole section, six hundred and forty acres in that
project, and they might own another couple hundred upstream, I’m
not sure.”

“I think the interesting part may be
the timing of the purchases as well as who was doing the buying.
Also, it would be cool to know how much they were spending for
cedar swamp land.”

My phone went off about six that evening. I was
sacrificing some barnyard fowl to the fire gods. If there’s a worse
grill chef in captivity, I’ve yet to meet him.

“Rick Edmonds here, Jim. I just
finished from doing some research with Darrin Reese in Lake
Lucy.”

“Reese is in Lake Lucy?”

“Yeah, made a big score in some land
deal a few years ago and bought the bar down by the lake. Became
into his own best customer.”

“What took you there?”

“You did.”

“How’s that?”

“I had calls, a flurry of ’em; first
from Charlotte Buchanan, then Kathy White, then a lawyer by the
name of…”

“Willis Crocker?”

“That’s it. And they all called
looking for your home address. Now I can understand Kathy wanting
it, but I would have thought she kept it.”

“I kinda lost the Christmas card
habit, you know? She quit sending cards my way, too.”

“Well, I told Kathy and Charlotte I
had no idea of where you lived other than it was near Pendleton,
Oregon, but up in the mountains. But when the lawyer called, I
kinda became curious, you know?

“So I pretended to be looking it up
in my address book and tried to make some small talk, but he was
real standoffish, you know. All business. So I asked him what he
was looking for, and he said it had something to do with a possible
libel claim.

“Anyway, I finally told him I guess
I didn’t have it, but if he’d give me a number, I’d find it and
call him back. He hung up.”

“So where did Reese come
in?”

“I started to thinking about you,
Mickey, me, and then I started remembering the stories we told last
Saturday, and I remembered you asking if Reese had been part of the
rip off, and so I went to ask him.”

“Really?”

“Jim, you gotta know Darrin and I go
back a long ways, farther and closer than you and me or even Mickey
and me. I just had to ask.”

“He denied it, of
course.”

“Not actually. No, he never did deny
it. He asked me why I wanted to ask such a dumb ass question, you
remember how he was? Well, he’s still just like that, but buzzed
all the time. So I told him about your coming down, and how all the
questions of where you live had started coming from Charlotte and
even Kathy.

“Then, I mentioned Crocker’s name,
and I thought Reese was suddenly sober. His head snapped around and
he repeated the name like it was the boogie man, you
know?

“I asked him if he knew Crocker, and
he just sat there for the longest time without a word, then he said
the damndest thing before going into his office and locking the
door without so much as a fuck you very much! Never saw Reese so
spooked.”

“What did he say?”

“He said, ‘Those are people who can
scare Jim Stanton and walk away from it.’ You know what he meant by
that?”

I sat there a second, thinking. “Rick, you were
talking about Crocker, but he answered about ‘those
people?’”

“Yup, that’s right. What does it
mean?”

“I’m not sure, but I’m glad you
called me.”

I diverted him to talking about the party, and
how great it was to see all the people from so long ago, and then
we promised to keep in touch before we hung up.

“That’ll do as a warning,” I
thought, “until an outright threat comes along.”

Then I proceeded around the house planting
telltales and setting up my own long-remembered alarm
systems.

“We might be having company, Punch.
Ya never know.”
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Tuesday was one of those rare clear spring days
in the foothills, when the Columbia basin’s weather intrudes on the
squally weather of the mountains. It’s a little hint of what’s to
come with summer.

Punch seemed to be bursting with energy, and
bounced around me all day long as I did yard work and seasonal work
on the house, getting screens up and storm windows down.

The house was built in the 1960s as a summer
home. Its best feature was a three-season porch facing west,
exposing the broad valley that first greeted pioneers on the Oregon
Trail. You can still see wheel ruts in places along the trail’s
path.

At two stories, this house was very compact,
only a little more than 1,500 square feet.

The downstairs consisted of the kitchen, a
dining room with no wall between it and the kitchen, and a living
room full of overstuffed chairs and floor lamps – a knock off of a
reading room in some gentleman’s club. There was a television in
the room, but I couldn’t remember if it worked or not.

Between the kitchen and the two-car garage
there was a stairway to an unfinished basement and room that
contained washer, dryer, pantry and a closet that Sandy had called
our “mud room.” The master bedroom and bathroom completed the
downstairs.

Upstairs there were two more bedrooms and a
bathroom that joined them. Both bedrooms had dormer windows that
overlooked the valley. One of the rooms was made up for guests; the
other was where I worked.

There was a trap door you pulled down from the
ceiling in the second room to a finished attic.

The phone rang four times while I was inside
during the day, but there was never anyone there, so I figured
whoever was calling was keeping tabs on me.

The house also had some charm in the
kitchen/dining area, a large expanse of cupboards and counters and
a breakfast area, all windows looking out on two sides of the
house, north and south and a pair of glass French doors leading to
the porch.

We went to bed at dark, and I listened to the
sounds of my neighborhood. There is not much traffic. The road
peters out about a quarter mile past the Nelsons, and there’s a
dead-end sign up near the paved road. Few people wander down this
road, but it does happen.

There are no street lights, and after I moved
in, I disabled the big mercury vapor yard light that had given our
place all the ambience of suburbia every night. Soon after, Jack
turned his off as well.

“It’s a lot more like living in the
country without that night light,” he noted for my
amusement.

While police will tell you that the best
deterrent to rural crime is a bright light, most people living in
the Blue Mountains rely on their neighbors and their close friends
such as those Smith and Wesson fellas.
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The mushroom hunt on Wednesday went off without
a hitch. My four guests pulled up, as directed, towing Albright’s
trailer and two four-wheel ATVs.

The Jacobsons, Milt and Debbie, were in their
60s. Both trim, fit, and tanned. They were dressed well, but their
clothes, especially their shoes, were appropriate for the outing.
They gave me a good feeling. The Stewarts, Sean and Becky, were
mid-30s. Becky was the Jacobsons’ only child. They too were trim,
fit, and dressed appropriately.

I took them into the mountains. We 4-wheeled up
about 2,000 feet from the end of the road to just below the tree
line. While at my house the lilacs were in full bloom and the larch
were all leafed out, up there, it was two weeks behind, and the big
gray morels had just popped.

We picked for about two hours, and then made
our way back to my house about 4. We had soft drinks while we
processed our catch.

This was all new to them, and they were excited
to take their mushrooms to Raphael’s for dinner.

I took a handful and put them in a sauté pan
with just a little butter and olive oil and fried them
up.

I gave each of them a toothpick. They each
sampled three or four of the crisp little bites.

“If you still feel this good at
dinner, then you can eat these,” I told them. “But we do this
little ritual every year, just to make sure we haven’t developed an
allergy since last season. As good as they are, if you’re allergic
they can be a problem.”

I assured them I’d be along at about
6.

The message machine on my phone was beeping
again. There were six calls. The first three were hang ups. The
fourth was Jan asking that I call her ASAP. Five and six were also
hang ups.

I was getting a bit edgy about the calls. It
struck me that someone was keeping tabs on my coming and
going.

I called Jan, and she answered on the first
ring.

“I was starting to worry about you,”
she said. “Every time I call it’s either busy or its your
machine.”

“How often did you call?”

“I don’t know, about an hour apart
or so.”

“I’m here now, what’s
up?”

“When I first heard you were
directing my reporter on how to pursue the local angles on Mickey’s
death, I was a bit put out, but when Patty and I considered the
local legends about Mickey and the compound, we decided this might
be worth investigating next week. I would hate to ignore your
instincts if they happened to be right on.”

“How’s that?”

“Local legend has it Mickey owns
more than six hundred acres on the south side of Copper Creek. It
runs just about two and a half miles upstream from his house on the
creek. The end of his property runs into the national forest, and
the USFS owns all the north side of the creek.

“The Creek Road easement is either
on the boundary of that property or in it, according to the locals,
so the land is pretty well locked up for the benefit of the
developers.”

She then went on to describe the land at the
junction of Copper Creek and the Big Manistee, again according to
café coffee experts, as belonging to three different owners:
Richard Santiago; Frank Santiago and Charlotte Davis.

“They bought one piece of that land
in nineteen eighty-two, and the other two in
eighty-eight.”

“How much land?”

“Local memory is that Frank owns
twenty-five acres; the other two own forty acres each. And while
Frank paid about a hundred thousand for his land; the forties each
cost only about twenty-five thousand.”

“What was the big
difference?”

“Well, Frank bought back when Shell
Oil had been paying big money for oil and gas rights, and everyone
became real proud of their cedar swamps.”

“Really? When was that?”

“Oh, in the nineteen seventies they
invented a process for taking sulfur out of natural gas at the well
head. They had always known that there was a great deal of oil and
natural gas up here, but there was so much sulfur in it, they
couldn’t pump it out in the pipelines.”

“Then came the OPEC embargo,
right?”

“No, then came this technology.
Shell had been up here doing seismic tests for years…”

“I remember that, when I first came
home from the service. I’d be fishing on the Boardman River and out
of nowhere there’d be this big boom. I thought it was sound barrier
booms.”

She laughed. “They used the detonations to map
these pinnacles under the ground, and they could tap into the top
of those formations and find oil and gas. It was a real boom
economy for a while.”

“How much of that hit Mineral
Valley?”

“Very little, but then in nineteen
eighty-one Shell hit a big well in the Pigeon River country and
things pretty much dried up down here.”

“So, what did you learn about
Mickey’s development?”

“The people who pay attention to
this stuff say he made friends with property owners, earned their
confidence, and when they wanted to sell, he was there with a
market price. He bought his place in nineteen ninety-two, then
added bits and pieces through the years until he had it all locked
up in 2002.

“He was a patient guy,” she
added.

“I don’t think we’ll have this all
in print in Thursday’s paper. We’ll need to have Patty go to the
courthouse for the definitive information for next
week.”

“You can’t go too fast on stuff like
this,” I said. “Local legend is almost always right, but almost has
screwed better journalists than me many times.” I thanked her for
the heads up, and then we both became somewhat self
conscious.

“Jim, will you be coming out here in
the future?”

“I don’t know. Will you ever maybe
come out here? It’s real pretty.”

“I don’t know…”

“You’d be welcome, you know
that…”

“I guess I do…”

Then we dried up. Finally I told her I had a
dinner-date in town, and we signed off with a couple of
“seeyas.”
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Dinner went well.

The Jacobsons and Stewarts were looking at a
ranch in the Blues, and Albright was very interested in sharing
with them the opportunities they would have for a high quality of
life if they bought a $9 million ranch to call their second
home.

Milt Jacobson ran a construction company in
L.A. Sean Stewart was managing his commercial development division.
They were both excited about finding such a cheap price for land to
play on.

After dinner, while Albright and Milt were
arguing about ports and coffee, I excused myself and found the
men’s room. There is a tiny bar area off the kitchen and adjacent
to the bathrooms. There are about three stools. The bar is rarely
occupied.

As I was passing that doorway to the bar on my
way back to the dinner party, I nearly collided with Ron White who
was coming out.

“Well, imagine this,” I said, hiding
my shock behind a laugh of surprise. “What in God’s name are you
doing here, Ron?”

If he was as shocked as I was, he recovered
quickly. “Just having a drink with Miguel Santiago and planning
tomorrow,” he said backing into the bar area.

“Miguel, look who’s here. Remember
Jim Stanton? We met him at Schaeffer’s last week.”

I remembered Miguel, but we hadn’t been
introduced. He had been providing what appeared to be security for
his father that night.

“We weren’t formally introduced, Mr.
Stanton. I’m Miguel. I do odds and ends for my father.”

“What brings you two to
Pendleton?”

“Actually, you do,” Ron said. “We’ve
been trying to reach you on the phone to see if we could set up a
meeting. Seems nobody knows where you live and you never seem to be
at home.”

“I live an active life. I’ve been
getting a lot of hang-up calls on my machine, was that
you?”

“It might have been, but I’ve been
leaving messages every time, no wonder you weren’t returning my
calls. You may have a machine malfunction.”

I acknowledged that I might, and went ahead,
“So what are you looking to see me about?”

“I work with an attorney for Mr.
Santiago’s company, and he is actually the guy who would like to
talk with you. We’re all staying at the Oxford Suites here in town.
Could you maybe be available to meet him tomorrow?”

“Sure, where?”

“Your house?”

“I live up near the mountains, but I
have to be in Pendleton tomorrow,” I lied. “Maybe it would be just
good if I called on him at the motel?”

“That would work. When do you think
you’d be around?”

I thought about it for a minute. “Let’s say
eleven?”

“That’d be great. Well, we gotta go,
I’ll set up the meeting for eleven, see you then.”

He headed for the door, but I veered left into
the dining room where everyone was waiting on my return to order
their desserts.

“Thought you were stuck,” Albright
said. “We’ve decided on port and coffee. You?

“I’ll just have bourbon,
neat.”

“See, Milt? I win. I told you he
wouldn’t drink port.”

They all had a good laugh, and I shared
it.

We were outside, later, having said good night
to the Jacobsons and Stewarts, and as we shook hands, Albright held
on to mine. “I really appreciate your help with this, Jim. You made
just the right moves today.

“And I saw you met your friends from
Michigan.”

“My friends?”

“The two young guys? They tracked me
down late this afternoon trying to find out where you lived. I told
them it was hard to find, but if they came by the office tomorrow
I’d give them a map. They seemed to be in a hurry, and I told them
I’d be seeing you tonight at dinner. That kind of relaxed
‘em.”

“And you told them
where?”

“Sure, didn’t see anything wrong
with that. Was there?”

“Oh, no. I just
wondered.”

As I headed my truck east on the Interstate, I
saw the car coming up the ramp behind me. I stayed slow and steady
about 10 miles an hour below the speed limit, and that car never
gained on me a bit…
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At the top of Cabbage Hill, on the reservation
of the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla, the exit gives
travelers three choices: Going back down the hill through Dead
Man’s Pass, continuing up the mountain toward Emigrant State Park
or heading south to Poverty Flats.

I continued up the mountain to the next road
south, took it, and drove past my house to the Nelsons’ drive where
I settled down to wait. The car that had taken the exit behind me
had not followed me down the quarter mile of gravel to the
Nelsons.

I sat, listening to the sound of the engine
block cooling, the hum of insects and the sighing of the Douglas
fir that guards the Nelson home.

I didn’t hear the crunch of tire on the gravel
that I had expected. I didn’t hear Jack’s stocking foot approach,
either.

“Lost, Jim?”

I could see by the way he was standing his
revolver was hanging along his pant seam. He was shirtless and in
jeans. I had roused him.

“I was just checking on something,
Jack. I didn’t mean to bother you folks.”

“We don’t see much traffic down
here.”

“I thought you might see some
tonight, but I guess I was wrong. I’ll just be heading
home.”

“Not a problem. Want a drink before
you go?” I declined.

Punch was in his kennel, and eager to join me.
I rearmed my homemade alarm systems, and locked up for the night,
wondering if my slow speed trick had backfired or if I was just
being a bit paranoid.

“You’d be paranoid, too, Punch, if
you knew somebody was after you.”
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I arrived at the motel just before 11, and as I
approached the desk to ask for Mr. Crocker, Ron White intercepted
me.

“Good morning, Jim. We’re in the
lounge area.” He was in his business mode, all respectful and
earnest. It appeared to me that he was acting, perhaps for his
boss’s benefit.

Crocker was a short man of average build. His
strawberry blond hair was longish, and he wore it swept back in a
pompadour look that made me think it might be held in place with
hair spray. He had affected one of those facial hair styles where
the mustache and goatee ringed his very pink lips. It is a style
that always makes me think of a woman’s privates. It is a man’s
look I can’t find attractive no matter how many movie stars adopted
it.

His handshake was firm and business like. His
hand felt hard and bony.

“I appreciate your coming to see me
Mr. Stanton. May I call you Jim?”

“Certainly, most everyone
does.”

“As you know, I represent Next Cool
Place, LLC and their managing partner, Charlotte Buchanan. While
I’m the firm’s attorney, I also function as a manager of its
various real estate interests around the country. I also handle
some personal issues for Mrs. Buchanan and other principals in the
company.”

“Is Richard Santiago one of those
principals?”

“He is, as are others, and it is on
their behalf I have sought you out.” He cleared his throat as he
approached the crux of the matter.

“We are fully aware of your history
as an investigative reporter, and we are concerned that you may
have formed some assumptions that have raised questions in the eyes
of the authorities.

“We feel you may have started
something that will bear you no fruit, but could cause Mrs.
Buchanan and others real pain. I’ve come to ask you to back
off.”

I kept still and considered him for a few
minutes, and then decided to see how serious he might be about
getting rid of me. “I’m afraid you may be mistaken, Mr. Crocker. I
am not conducting any investigation. I do have some questions, and
I’ve passed them on to the authorities and the staff at the
newspaper in Mineral Valley.

“If you really know about me, you
know I have no interest in that newspaper beyond an appreciation
for what they do.”

“You didn’t seek out and interview
the police officer who investigated Mr. Buchanan’s death? You
didn’t seek out and interview the Kalkaska County Medical
Examiner?” He was very controlled, but I was getting a real message
of tension from him. His display of control was costing
him.

“I did talk to Dr. Schwarz and
Sergeant Fish, but only because a couple of things were missing
from the original story. And you know that I was once very close to
Mickey when we were much younger. His death bothers me a great
deal, especially since I hadn’t seen him for so long.”

He had a pained expression on his face. “While
tragic, Mr. Buchanan’s death did not come as any great surprise to
me, Jim. He was a drunkard and a drug abuser. He lived a very
reckless life, and so it was no surprise when I heard the
news.”

“Well, it surprised me.”

“Mr. Buchanan’s death left a very
considerable mess for his business partners and his wife. In
addition to their grief, they are dealing with complications in
their efforts to go forward with their plans for the development in
Mineral Valley.

“I’m sure you can understand that
the last thing they need right now is a prying investigative
journalist or the local newspaper second-guessing the official
findings of this incident.”

I studied him for another second. “As far as
I’m concerned, Michigan is a long ways off, and I don’t have much
interest. Unless they find something new to work, the police are
probably not going to probe much farther. Of course, I can’t speak
for the newspaper…”

“Actually, we’ve already spoken to
the newspaper, and I’m certain they have decided that their best
interest will be served by leaving Next Cool Place and its
principals alone,” he said with a kind of shrug, but then his eyes
locked on mine, “Can I take it from you that your investigation
into Mr. Buchanan’s death is finished?”

“I wouldn’t begin to know where to
go if I was going to proceed, Mr. Crocker, but I have to tell you,
your eagerness to derail any second look into this case raises my
interest level quite a bit.

“I always figured I was on the right
track when the people I was asking about went to great lengths to
make me go away. I’m a bit surprised Jan and her crew would back
off that easily.”

Crocker’s cool façade didn’t crack a bit, but
he did look at Ron, who was sitting at the next table. That look
seemed to say, “See?”

“Jim, that answer saddens me. I
assure you, continued probing into our affairs will lead you to no
story anyone will print, and will only result in causing more pain
to Mrs. Buchanan and her associates.

“There is no limit to the extent I’m
authorized to go to prevent that kind of pain. Perhaps you’d be
interested in doing some writing for our firm? I have with me today
a check payable to you for fifty thousand dollars for what could be
a very short writing assignment.”

“That’s a lot of money for writing,
what did you have in mind?”

“Let me give you this check. We’ll
call it a retainer, and I’ll let you know later the specifics of
your assignment.”

I paused again, thinking this through. What did
my taking a check from him entail? Who gives a writer fifty K? Just
what was this all about? I made a snap decision. “Sure, give me the
check.”

He opened his cowhide bag at his feet and
pulled out a file. He opened it on the table, and there was the
check, issued on The Next Cool Place, LLC account. It was clipped
to what appeared to be a contract.

“I’ll just need your signature on
this agreement that spells out the details of your
retainage.”

The contract was pretty standard agreement
boilerplate, but the hook, which I knew would be there, was in
paragraph e.

“Contractor will refrain from all
other writing or activities pertaining to the writing of any and
all work without prior approval of the Company for the duration of
this contract.”

“I don’t see the end date of this
agreement,” I said with a little smile. “TFN?”

“Actually, you can see in paragraph
b that this agreement will remain in force from today until either
party terminates it in writing with a thirty-day
notice.”

“So I can earn fifty K and work
exclusively for you guys for the rest of my life?”

“The agreement only gives us right
of prior approval for any other work you may pursue.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Crocker, but I have
become too used to picking my own stories and projects to give that
freedom away for fifty thousand dollars.”

“I know that you earn no more than
that a year from your writing. You might look at this as a paid,
year-long vacation.”

“I might, but I don’t. I’m afraid
I’ll have to decline.”

“I’m not here to make you afraid,
Jim. I’m here to protect the interests of my clients and friends
from a nosey, misguided inquiry that serves no purpose.”

“I guess buying me off won’t
work.”

“As I said, there is no limit to the
extent I will go to protect our interests, Jim.”

“Mr. Crocker, if your interests have
nothing to hide, I’m pretty sure they don’t have anything to fear
from the newspaper in Mineral Valley or from a retired guy like
me.”

“We’ll see, Mr. Stanton. We’ll
see.”

I started to leave as Ron, who had taken a cell
phone call and left the room, returned. He leaned into me and
whispered, “I’ve been told you don’t scare easy. I’ve heard all the
stories, but you gotta know these people don’t make idle offers or
promises.”

“Thanks for the tip, Ron,” I said
out loud. “How’s your mom? Seen her lately?”

“Not since the party. I’ve been busy
learning the real estate development business, and we can’t afford
many distractions from our mission, you know?” He answered in the
same tone.

“Tell her I was asking about her,
won’t you?”

“If I see her before you do. You
have her number, don’t you?”

“I don’t know. Possibly in an old
Christmas card, but I’m sure I can find it if I need it. Take care,
Ron. Mr. Crocker,” I nodded at the lawyer, and left the
lounge.
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Driving home I saw nothing like anyone
following me, but when I drove into my driveway, and went to let
Punch out of his kennel, I knew that I’d had company. There was no
sign of the dog, and the gate was open.

With a real sense of confusion, I hurried to
the steps to the porch and saw the fishing line connecting the beer
cans filled with stones had been tripped. The line was a vector
showing that the visitor or visitors were coming out of the house
when they tripped the line.

I returned to the truck, opened the console
between the front seats and pulled my Taurus out of its holster.
Using a key on my ring, I made the gun active. I knew all 7
chambers of the cylinder were full.

I then went to the front door. It was locked.
The tell-tale I’d left up at the top of the door – a hair – was
still in place.

I unlocked the door and let it swing open until
it hit the wall with a soft “thump.” I held the gun down along my
right leg, as I entered the living room.

It was untouched. The kitchen too offered no
indication of intrusion. I found my bedroom completely upside down.
The drawers were opened. They and the contents littered the floor.
The bed was a flurry of sheets and the mattress was half off the
springs.

I stepped into the bathroom, and everything in
there had been dumped on the floor. The same for the walk-in
closets.

I backed out and took the stairs two at a time
to the guest room and again found everything had been dumped out. I
went to the third room, where I did my writing. The laptop was
gone. The keyboard, all the peripherals, and the printer were on
the floor along with every note and folder from the desk and file
cabinet.

I went back down to my bedroom and found the
jewelry box that had been part of what I’d kept after Sandy died. I
found her wedding ring and some other expensive items still in
place.

Whatever they were looking for, they had made a
mess trying to find it. I had no idea what it was.

I still had a basement and an attic to inspect,
but I was pretty sure whoever had visited me was gone. I kept the
gun ready, all the same.

The basement was just the usual stuff, and it
appeared nobody had been there. The attic was the same, with its
boxes of Christmas decorations and other seasonal stuff that hadn’t
been used since Sandy had died apparently untouched.

I stood in the kitchen. It was eerie quiet. I
wondered about Punch, and couldn’t shake a feeling of
dread.

On the way outside I grabbed the Acme Thunderer
that resided on the window sill.

“Punch!” I yelled, and then I blew
the whistle one long quavering blast. Then again. Then
again.

I waited.

“Punch!”

After 20 minutes of off and on whistling and
yelling, I started searching the draw behind the house. It was
where Punch had first pointed a quail, and later a chukar. That
draw ended up at Wild Horse Creek, in a round-about fashion. It was
a favorite place for the dog and me.

I abandoned the draw and started working south
toward the Nelsons. With little hope of finding my dog, I felt the
need to check. Shirlee loved to feed the pup biscuits, and he had
strayed there for a snack before.

“Seen Punch this morning?” I asked
Jack who was in the back yard raking up around his flower
garden.

“No. I heard him raising hell about
ten-thirty, and I was just about to go down there and see what was
rattling his cage, but then he quieted down.”

My heart sank a bit. “You see anybody on the
road this morning?”

“Nope. What’s the matter, Jim? You
don’t look so good.”

“I’ve had a break-in. Punch is not
in his kennel, and I can’t find him.”

“They rob you?”

“Took my computer is all I’ve
noticed so far. They were looking for something, but I don’t know
what. Sandy’s jewelry, the stuff I’m keeping for Sara and the lady
Jeremy picks, that’s all still there.”

“Call the law?”

“Not yet. Don’t know what I’d tell
them.”

“They take your guns?”

“Didn’t notice. I’ll go take an
inventory. You see Punch, call me.”

“We’ll come down and help you clean
up in a bit, if that’ll help.”

I thought about that, and I had to admit, their
company would be welcome. Like you always hear, I felt violated in
some way. I was also building a pretty good anger, if anything had
happened to Punch.

I started picking up things around the house.
My shotguns and rifles were all gone. I couldn’t find anything else
that was missing.

Jack and Shirlee came down about 3, and by 6:30
everything was back in its place, or next to it.

“Guys want a stir fry?”

“Nope, we’re going to La Grande for
dinner. Want anything?”

“I just want you to know how much I
appreciate your coming to help with this. It means a
lot.”

“Neighbors,” Shirlee said. “I just
hope Punch shows up when he gets hungry tonight.”

“I hope he does, too.”
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I reset all my little alarms, but in different
places that night, and finally dozed off to a fitful sleep about 2
a.m. When the sun came up, I gave up, and made coffee.

By 7 a.m. I had searched the place again, and
still found no sign of Punch or any more sign of the intruders. I
wondered if they had just pulled into my driveway and started into
the house.

I couldn’t find how they broke in. Finally,
after about four looks, I found a basement window that had been
jimmied, and then put back in such a way a casual glance wouldn’t
notice.

In the basement, I found where the intruder had
stepped down on the work bench that I never used, and had even used
a nail from the can there to wedge the window back in
place.

I stayed by the phone all day. I used my cell
phone to report the robbery and loss of guns to the Sheriff’s
office.

“Did they take your pistol, Mr.
Stanton?” The clerk asked, obviously looking at my file on her
monitor.

“No, I had that in my
truck.”

“Do you have serial numbers on the
long guns?”

I did, and I read them off the index card from
my files.

“We’ll have a report on this by
Monday. You can pick it up for the insurance company.”

I thanked her. That’s the state of rural police
protection in most of the country. Thieves strike because there are
no patrols. Victims report the crimes, but there’s no budget for
investigation, so the police are reduced to functioning as an arm
of the insurance industry, filling out forms to ease the claim
procedure.

“If you come up with a lead on the
guns, will you tell me?”

“Sir, if we did, we’d tell you, but
the reality is your guns are probably in Mexico or L.A. by now,
sold and bought several times over. We’ll put the serials on the
network, but don’t expect to see your weapons again.”

“That’s a shame. The Benelli fits me
to a tee. I’ve gotten quite attached to it.”

“They make more of them. You’ll have
another.”

I thanked her and waited.

The sun went down, and I waited.

I finally went to bed as it started to rain, a
typical Blue Mountain spring rain. I knew that I might not hear
rain on my roof again until fall, so I left the windows open and
slept with my Tack Driver at my side.

The cans went nuts about 11:30. The motion
detector lights went on in the front of the house, and I could see
the rain streaming down in their halo as I bolted up from a
dreamless sleep.

I grabbed my gun and headed for the back door
to the porch. I had thought of this often, and knew that I would
react in a counter-intuitive manner if an invasion like this
happened. I had complete control of my breathing. I knew right
where my center of gravity was, and it was where it
belonged.

I slipped out of French doors to the porch, and
then out the porch door to the yard without making a sound. My eyes
were completely attuned to the night. Instead of turning right to
follow the walkway to the driveway, I melted back into the drenched
shrubbery that braced the porch and worked my way counter clockwise
back to the front yard.

I heard a sobbing before I could make out
anything in the glare of the lights. There was a sedan in the
driveway, but the sobbing was coming from the front
door.

Blinded by the lights that motion had ignited,
I had out-smarted myself. I couldn’t see a thing on that porch. If
I stood away from the shrubbery, I’d be a perfect
target.

The sobbing was in a way familiar, and then it
hit me.

“Jan?”

“Jim?”

“Jan, walk back to me, come off the
porch,” I said in as calm a voice as I could muster.

She came down the walk towards me, and I could
see that she was a mess, crying and wet.

“What the hell?”

“I’m so sorry I just barged in here.
I was going to surprise you, and then the planes were late, and I
had no place to stay, so I thought I’d just come up here, and find
you and then it was raining, and then the lights went on but you
didn’t answer the door and there were things I tripped on, and you
didn’t answer the door, and I thought maybe you were gone, or
worse, you were home with somebody…”

I took her in my arms and held her, making
“shushing” noises while she let the emotion drain off of
her.

We went back to her car, and I retrieved her
suitcase. I guided her around to the porch door, and ushered her
inside.

“I feel like a real fool,” she
started to apologize. “I never dreamed you’d be sound asleep, and I
had no imagination for burglar alarms.”

“Welcome to the real West. I’m just
happy you’re here.”

That gave her pause. She surveyed what she
could see of the house and then I came to. “Hey, let me show you
the guest room. You need to change into dry clothes.” I led her
upstairs “The bathroom’s between this room and the other room where
I work. I’ll put on some tea, herbal okay with you?”

“Sure.” She hesitated, glanced a
question at me, but then smiled, “I’ll be down in just a
minute.”

When she came down she had on sweat pants and a
tee shirt. She was barefoot and her face had a scrubbed
look.

“You’re another one of those
beautiful women who think they have to have makeup on to face the
world?”

“Another?”

“My Sandy was like that. Claimed she
had to be fully made up to buy a jug of milk at the corner store,
said otherwise she’d scare people. It couldn’t have been farther
from the truth.”

“If that’s a compliment, I’ll take
it. But, you’re right; I do need the protective cover of
makeup.”

“Need it, you don’t.” I put a cup to
steep in front of her, and shoved the milk and sugar her way. I
take my hot liquids plain, but most of my guests, when I had them,
were looking for other flavors. She didn’t touch the condiments,
just bobbed her tea bag a bit.

We sat without speaking for a few minutes, and
I was happy to note I had no compulsion to fill the quiet. Finally,
I started to ask, “So, what brin…” just as she started, “Well, you
probably…”

We laughed a little. I went first. “Why here?
Why tonight?”

“You invited me, in a way, and,
frankly, I just wanted to see you, see where you live, and see what
you are like at home. I guess I’m just still shamelessly throwing
myself at you.”

“How did you find this
place?”

“You once told me that the River
Road reminded you of Emigrant Springs Road, where you lived. Rand
McNally is making a fortune putting these travel guides together.
You should read up on them. They’re called maps, and if you know
where you are and you…”

I held up my hands in surrender, “and a
reporter who knows where she wants to go can look at these map
things and find her way?”

“Close enough. The nice people at
the end of the road told me I had driven right past your house, and
there are only two on the road…”

“I’m happy you applied your
ingenuity to find me, and I’m flattered that you wanted to in the
first place, but you could have called me.”

“I’ve called and called. I called
from the airport, too, and you don’t pick up, your machine,
nada.”

I went to the phone station in the kitchen. My
machine was gone. I hadn’t noticed it before. The phone was
disconnected from the wall as well.

I plugged in the phone, checked and heard the
dial tone. I then told her about the break-in. When I came to the
part about Punch being missing, I had to stall a bit to overcome
the frog in my throat.

“You know how you always hear
victims of burglaries talk about their feelings of invasion and
helplessness? I always thought they sounded like rape victims, and
I never had that much compassion for them…”

She reached out and put her hand atop mine.
“I’ve lived a sheltered life, I’ve never been robbed. What did they
take, other than your dog?”

“My guns, my computer, my answering
machine, that’s about it. There is some jewelry here that I’ve been
saving for my kids when it’s appropriate, and they found it, but
they didn’t take it. Mostly they just tossed everything upside down
and inside out.”

“They were looking for something,
and they figured they might have to come back, so they took away
your defenses?”

That sat me back in my stool. After a minute, I
started pacing around the kitchen. “I hadn’t thought about that.
What could they have been looking for?”

“Who are they?”

I told her about my meeting that morning with
Crocker, and I told her what he’d said about having her paper back
off from any future reporting.

“Fat chance. What they really did
was offer to buy a year’s worth of full page, full color
advertising if they were certain that we’d be more interested in
the future of Mineral Valley than the past. I thanked them, but
rejected their offer.”

“Do you think he knows you rejected
it?”

“Gee, you think he misinterpreted
‘no fucking way’? Or ‘out of my office’?”

I laughed out loud as much at the use of the
words as at her tone. “Seems pretty direct.”

“I would have thought so. The slimy
bastard was so condescending and oily; acting all superior as if he
was going to set the little girl straight... I just forgot all
about my veneer of cosmopolitan behavior and reverted to the
language of my youth; a poise breakdown, no doubt.”

I was laughing pretty hard by then, and I
realized that it was a sensation I had lived without for a long
time – somebody to take me outside myself. “It’s called
companionship, dummy,” I thought.

We talked for another hour, and then I realized
it might be 1 a.m. here, but it was 4 a.m. in her body clock, and I
knew she had been up for close to 24 hours.

I made sure she was safely in bed, and I went
out and re-set my alarm systems, putting a little touch to them
that I figured would be fun if not effective.
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The phone woke me up at 8, and I staggered to
the kitchen still half asleep.

“Mr. Stanton? This is Rhonda
Robertson in Mineral Valley, I’m sorry to call so early, but, well,
is Jan there?”

“She is, and, to quell the local
gossips, she’s sleeping by herself in a guest room. I’ll try to
wake her up.”

I turned to go upstairs only to find her
standing in the kitchen grinning ear to ear. “You’re a prude,” she
whispered mockingly. I handed her the phone and stepped out of ear
shot.

I came back a few minutes later, and started
putting coffee together. She was still deep in conversation of
which I could only hear half.

“Well, that is something. Rhonda,
there are people in our corner on this, you can bet. Your dad for
one. Who have you told about this?” She asked. She waited on the
answer and stared in my direction, but I wasn’t sure she was seeing
me. She seemed really focused.

“Good, just keep it in house. I
don’t want staff getting spooked so tell Julie what happened, and
then call everyone together and run through it with them. They’ll
have questions. If you don’t have answers, that’s all right; just
make sure you take good notes.

“What’s that? No, hell no. I’ve
never even considered this kind of stunt, but I’m sure somebody out
there in publisher land has had to deal with it. I’ll find them,
research, and we’ll build a plan today.

“No, I’m not coming home right now.
You guys can handle this. I have great confidence in you all, and
I’m only a phone call away. Besides, this is one of those ‘you
can’t get there from here’ places.” She paused. “Yes, I’ll recharge
it right now and I’ll keep it handy.” Then she urged Rhonda, “Be
tough now, these sonovabitches cannot win this; we can’t let
them.”

I abandoned the kitchen as the tone of her
voice changed. I knew they were now talking about personal things,
like me.

When I came out of the shower, the coffee was
done, but there was no sign of Jan. Her cell phone was plugged in
on the kitchen counter. I moved it to another outlet on the other
side of the room as I heard the shower come on in the guest
bathroom. She had waited for me to finish, guessing correctly that
the water pressure wouldn’t support two showers at a
time.

The phone rang again, and it was Skip Petersen,
my insurance agent. “You home for the morning? I thought I’d drive
up and take some photos; finish my report. Losing your computer
cannot be a good thing in your line of work.”

“All my work is backed up. I didn’t
lose anything substantial, but, yes, I’ll be here this morning.
This afternoon I’ll be in Walla Walla buying a new
computer.”

“Fair enough, I’ll see you in about
an hour.”

“I’m just starting to make
breakfast. Come quick, and I’ll feed you, too.”

“Too?”

“I have company. You’ll like
her.”

“I’m on my way.”

Petersen had started out as just a vendor, but
we had developed one of those friendships that didn’t require
constant attention.

We hunted birds together once a year or so;
played golf once or twice a year, and had coffee or lunch together
a couple of times as chance would have it. He was just 30, working
hard at his business and building a solid reputation for integrity
and customer service. I liked him.

He liked a traditional breakfast, too, and
drove into the driveway just as I was ready to put eggs into the
pan.

After I’d introduced him to Jan, he spied the
stove. “Oh, boy! One-pan?” Jan, he really wants to impress you;
making one-pan and we’re not camped on some God forsaken butte down
near Nevada.

“Is that a specialty of this house?”
Jan laughed. “By the way, Mr. Petersen…”

“Skip, please. Mr. Petersen died a
few years ago.”

“… Skip, anyway, do you
gossip?”

I wanted to put an end to this line of inquiry,
but couldn’t come up with anything to say. While Skip wore a look
of puzzlement, Jan was wearing this devilish grin. “You know any
prudes, Skip?”

Skip was standing next to me with his plate and
I started dishing up the combination of hash browns with onion,
pepper, mushrooms, eggs and melted cheddar cheese. “Don’t answer
with your mouth full, partner. She’s just using you to wreak
revenge on me.”

After breakfast it was all business and Skip
took information on the missing stuff, and took pictures of the
writing room where the computer was obvious by its
absence.

“This is pretty routine; probably
meth heads looking for stuff to turn into cash,” he
said.

I signed the claim, and he said, “I’ll pick up
the police report on Monday and file all this. You’ll have a check
by Wednesday.”

I thanked him, and after he left I went inside
to find the kitchen cleaned up.

I told her I thought we’d go to Walla Walla
“the back way” and stay for dinner at the Whitman Hotel. “We’ll be
back before dark, and you’ll be in cell coverage for all but about
fifteen minutes going there and back.”

I then called the Nelsons, told them where I
was headed, and asked if they needed anything.

“That’s a nice gesture,” Jan said
after I had hung up and put their list in my shirt
pocket.

“It’s common practice,” I said. “If
one of us is going to town, we always check. I haven’t been in a
grocery store in Pendleton in years but what I shopped for two
lists. If you go to the big mall in the Tri-Cities, you may have to
buy anything from clothes to medicine. But then we don’t have to
all run separately. I have not been to Kennewick to my favorite
sushi restaurant in two years, but I eat sushi every time the
Nelsons go.”

We drove the Summit Road at the 4-5,000-foot
level, north to the Tollgate road, then down to U.S. 11 and into
Walla Walla, the land of Costco and an Apple store.

On the way, Jan explained the newest happenings
in Mineral Valley. It seemed after she told Crocker where to get
off, he or somebody working for him, went to the community and
incited an advertiser boycott.

“You know there are a lot of
business people who think only about the customers a development
like Penny Point might bring. They don’t think the project’s own
commercial development will hurt them. They just see increased
traffic to their stores.”

She had obviously spent a lot of time
researching the perils of this kind of development. She told me
that the short sightedness of retailers was usually where small
communities failed when they became “discovered” as the next cool
place.

She explained that the people who populate the
Penny Points and other high-end rural developments weren’t the same
kind of people who make a town into a community.

“It’s not like they’re bad people,”
she said. “It’s just that people who only come to a town seasonally
or who just come for the attractions have different motives than
people who come to build a life.

“Those new people will make Mineral
Valley a rurban environment. They’ll create a high-end fly fishing
shop, for example, or a sushi restaurant, but they won’t serve on
the PTA or the school board. Their kids, if they have any of school
age, won’t be going to the school.”

She cited the drain on resources that such
developments made and how those costs far exceeded the return in
the form of property taxes.

“If you look at it, residential
development property taxes don’t begin to pay for the police, fire,
schools, sanitary services they require… and that doesn’t even
start to talk about how those property prices affect the rest of
the area.

“If Penny Point builds out, the
eventual assessed price of my home would make it impossible for a
regular working person to even rent it, much less buy
it.”

She had been on this rant for about 15 minutes
when it dawned on her that she was on a rant and stopped
abruptly.

“I’m sorry, Jim. I become a bit
heated on this topic…”

I tried to direct her back to her newspaper
issue. I didn’t personally know of anyone who had dealt with a
boycott, but suggested a couple of ideas. I reminded her Traverse
City had had such a boycott in the ’70s when the newspaper’s
coverage of the state’s plans to close a mental hospital there had
led to an advertiser boycott.

“I should have known you’d know
somebody.” She then pulled out her cell phone and called
home.

The afternoon was pleasant. I shopped both
lists. We had dinner and a history lesson at the hotel, and arrived
at the house just after 8.

There was no sign of Punch.

I called the Nelsons before we took their stuff
to them. Shirlee said she had to go to Pendleton on Monday, and
she’d deposit my reimbursement into my checking account. We did
each other’s banking all the time. Pioneer cooperation, I explained
to Jan.

Jack was gracious and invited us to have a
drink with them on their porch. It was nice to have a nuclear sit
down – four people – two boys, two girls. Nice.

Without prying, Jack went to work learning
about Jan, and when he worked talk about her musical career out of
her, he really brightened up.

“Do you still play?”

“Sure, do you?”

“I try, but I’m awful. Will you play
right now?”

“Show me the way!” They moved to the
living room where Jack’s piano was open and ready.

Shirlee and I sat on the porch, watching the
night open up its star show, and listened as Jan started playing
old standards, going off on jazz riffs that sounded lost only to
melt back into the melody. I could actually hear Jack giggle from
time to time.

“She’s a nice gal. You like her. It
shows. I won’t be able to console Jack if she never comes back,”
Shirlee said, prying just a little.

“You can always invite her, if you
like her. She’s pretty special.”

“You need to give yourself a break,
Jim,” she said with gentle intensity. “You deserve another special
person in your life. It won’t hurt you or your memories. It would
not be unfaithful.”

I appreciated her counsel, but I couldn’t
answer. I just nodded and breathed in the night air and listened to
the music coming from the house.
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Sunday was schizoid.

The first four hours after dawn saw me in my
work room hooking up and programming my new laptop to communicate
with the world. When I engaged it, my email in box showed 42
messages.

After I had checked all that, I took a backup
thumb drive from a file and restored my address book, and then sent
out a blanket notice of a new address: “punchline.”

About 8 a.m. I heard stirring down stairs and
found Jan in a frantic search for coffee. I escorted her
tousled-hair, sleepy-warm frame to a stool in the breakfast nook
and then assumed the coffee chores. “Decaf okay with
you?”

“If that’s all you have, just direct
me to the Nelson house.”

I perked some “fresh squoze” Cowboy Canyon
beans.

“I drank too much,” she said as she
waited for the coffee to brew. “It always happens any more when I
play the piano. It seems to be luring me back to the bad old days.
I’m sure the Nelsons think you’ve hooked up with some kind of
floozy.”

“Undoubtedly.”

I explained that we were once again connected
to the outside world via Internet and suggested she call the people
close to her that if they wanted to e-mail her, they should use the
punch address, and to not let their spam blocker keep it out of
their in boxes.

She picked her phone up, disconnected it from
her charger and started dialing out on the porch.

When she came back, she was smiling, albeit a
bit ruefully. “Four voice mails. I’d think maybe everything is
pretty smooth if they were all out on Saturday night partying, but
it could be they just all jumped in the river…”

I poured her coffee. She showed her
appreciation with a cockeyed smile that I was growing accustomed to
seeing. I headed off to the shower.

After she was dressed, we decided that a
typical May Sunday in the Blues deserved a walk, and we set off to
the mountains.

Jan had grown up in the middle of Michigan’s
mushroom heaven, but had never been hunting for the little
fungi.

“I wasn’t outdoorsy. What can I
say?”

“You sure caught on
quickly.”

“I love the way you say you ‘caught’
morels. Today I figured out why you use that term. The hunting is
really fun.”

We stopped back in La Grande at Foley Station
to eat a mid-day meal. It was about 3.

After lunch, on the way home, I decided to stop
at a place I knew up off the Summit Road which was a favorite
plinking spot for locals. I wanted to practice a bit with my
handgun.

Not only had Jan not been outdoorsy in her
youth, she had never fired a weapon or even touched one.

“Are you afraid of them?”

“No,” she said. “I don’t think so.
It’s just that I don’t see a use for them in my everyday
life.”

“I don’t use a hammer every day,
either. But I think everyone should know how to use one if the need
ever arises. Mind if I teach you about this gun?”

She agreed to try it so we parked near a
natural amphitheater where we could safely target
practice.

Down in the bowl I hung a couple of targets on
an old pallet that someone had dumped there for the purpose long
ago.

I went through the safety features of the gun.
The Taurus has a key locking feature for storage, and I showed her
how that worked, but I also noted that in the field I didn’t have
it locked.

“You don’t want to be fumbling for a
key if a mountain lion has taken an interest in you.”

“You’re joking, aren’t you? Mountain
lions?”

“Ever since the state banned hunting
cats with hounds, their population has just exploded. I’ve never
seen one, but everybody else I know who camps, fishes, hunts, or
lives in these mountains has a cat-sighting story.

“A game biologist I know who takes
care of the elk in this forest and a sheep rancher I know both tell
me that the big cats are really making a mark on those herds and
flocks. That biologist told me he expects a human attack any day,
they’re getting that plentiful and that bold.”

“How big can they be?”

“I don’t know, but a healthy adult
male can be eight feet long and weigh upwards of a hundred and
fifty pounds.”

“Could this gun kill it?”

“If you could hit it, maybe. But for
most of us, it’s just a matter of making enough noise. If he’s
stalking you, and you know it, you’d have time to draw your gun. If
he came close, I think I could hit him, if he wasn’t moving too
fast. But I think the noise would be enough to save your skinny
butt.”

I took her through the dominant eye drill, to
see how she would hold the weapon. She was right-handed with a
right dominant eye. Shooting is difficult for right-handed people
whose left eye is dominant.

I took her through the basic stance and how to
hold the gun. “You point a gun like this,” I said. “You have both
eyes open, just like shooting a shotgun. You sight down the barrel,
and create this design with the front sight inside the rear side,”
I said drawing on the back of a target. At real close range, it’s
like pointing your finger. Try this,” I said, turning her so the
target was off her right shoulder. “Quick, point your finger at
that target.”

She did. I stepped beside her and stooped down
so I was sighting along her extended arm. Her finger was right on
the bull’s eye of the target. I described it to her. I had her turn
and face the target. I placed the gun in her hands. I had her raise
it, “look at the target, not the gun. Just bring it up there…
that’s just right, now don’t move it, just look down the barrel…
see?”

“It’s pointed right at it,” she said
with some wonder in her voice.

“Let’s shoot.”

And shoot we did. I put a pair of
headphone-like ear protectors on her, and I held the gun with her
the first time, thinking I could keep her from dropping it if the
sound and recoil scared her. She didn’t flinch a bit as the gun
roared and bucked.

I backed off and let her shoot it on her own.
She took her time with each shot. We were about 15 feet from the
target, and little holes started appearing in the paper before she
finished the first cylinder.

I taught her about emptying the cylinder and
reloading the gun. I stepped back, and she emptied it again, more
holes.

“You want a turn?” she
asked.

I took the weapon from her, loaded it and then
emptied it in quick order, a series of “double taps” followed by
one shot.

“I had never heard of a
seven-shooter when I was growing up,” she said. “All the cowboys in
the movies had six-shooters.”

“Some had five. Automatics often
will handle nine or more; some will hold a lot more. I like the
revolver because it’s easier to make safe when you’re carrying it
in a knap sack, or in a shoulder holster when you’re trout fishing.
You can have an empty chamber under the hammer and still have six
loud bangs in the bank.”

“If you had one cardinal rule of
safety, what would it be?” she asked as I gave the gun back to
her.

“That’s easy. Never point a gun at
anything you don’t intend to kill. Ever.”

By the time she’d burned up almost my whole box
of ammo, she was showing me that she had mastered the basics, and
wasn’t afraid of the sound or recoil. She was also imitating my
“double tap” process, which gave me a chuckle.

With just a few cartridges left, I had her
remove the Mickey Mouse looking head phones.

“Just shoot one time,” I instructed.
I wanted her to hear the real discharge.

“Wow! That’s loud,” she said
laughing. “I didn’t realize just how much protection those things
were giving me. I could hear every word you said.

“That noise would probably deter a
cat, maybe even a bear if you weren’t between her and her
cubs.”

“But would the bullet stop
them?”

“In theory, yes, but it would have
to be placed just so, I think to stop a charging bear. I think it’d
put the cat down.”

“Where would you aim?”

“Body mass, my dear, yaass, body
mass,” I said in my best W.C. Fields impression. “We don’t practice
enough to take a head shot. You stick one in the heart and lungs
area, and you’ll have their attention at the least.”

Back at the car. I showed her how to break the
weapon down, clean it, reloaded it, and lock it before I put it
away in the center console.

“Does it stay in there all the
time?”

“Not so often lately. It stays
pretty close to me since the break-in.

“You getting paranoid,
Stanton?”

I quoted the famous line about how you’d be
paranoid too if you knew everybody was after you…

All day I had kept taking a census of my
feelings. Here we were, both of our minds split between this day
and our being together amid the events swirling around us and our
jobs.

Still, I was having fun. Every time I checked,
I found her reactions, comments, attitudes – everything – were
perfectly in tune with mine. I started wondering if she was an
actress. Had she read me, and was being who I wanted her to
be?

Then another voice came through in protest.
“You deserve to have another special person in your life. It
wouldn’t be unfaithful.”

We returned to the house about 6, and I
immediately started checking the place out while Jan took her cell
phone to her room and started making calls.

I put on tea water, and she came out. There was
a visible relief on her face.

“Good news?”

She explained that Rhonda had been talking with
advertisers all weekend – at the market, at the café, at church,
and anywhere she could corner them.

“You know, we pull about sixty-two
percent of our revenue from Traverse, Kalkaska, Grayling and
Cadillac. It’s not like if all of our locals quit advertising we’d
be out of business, but still. That thirty-eight percent could
easily be the most important part of our advertising
message.”

She sat for a minute, and I realized she was
debating how far she was going to let me into her thinking. I sat
quietly and waited.


“I worked so damned hard to build
the Record. You wouldn’t believe what it was like. The grocery
store told me they didn’t need a local newspaper – ‘Where else are
people going to shop?’ he said. I finally told him that if he’d run
a weekly ad and his insert in our paper for a month, if he didn’t
attract more business that month, compared year over year, I
wouldn’t charge him.”

“What happened?”

“Two things. I ended up buying
another freezer to handle all the groceries I bought that month,
and his sales were up twenty-three percent,” she said with that
rueful smile.

“All little newspapers are really
all about food and auto with real estate coming in a distant third.
You probably know that, but it really narrows the market, you
know?” she said.

“But you’ve built a successful
business model. It must be working for those advertisers or they
wouldn’t continue to invest.”

She thought for a second. “But after a while,
they lose sight of how it works, and they start feeling
proprietary, you know? Like they own a vested interest in the
paper.”

“That can’t be all bad. I always
thought I wanted all my readers and advertisers to think of my
paper as a privately owned utility that they treated like their
own.”

“Sure. Until they decide that what
you’re writing isn’t making them happy instead of remembering that
news isn’t for them and them only, but it’s what brings eyes to
their ads.”

“That can’t be a prevalent opinion,
even in a small market.”

“The nature of our business is about
momentum, and it doesn’t take too much prevalent opinion to shift
the Big Mo in the wrong direction.”

So I asked. “Will you be all right?”

“Rhonda and Julie have it under
control. All but a few of the guys who announced they were walking
away from their contracts have agreed to continue their advertising
this week. We’ll be fine.”

“And this week’s lead
story?”

“Oh, I almost forgot. Patty has a
bunch more information on who owns what, and what they paid for it.
It doesn’t really tell us anything, but it’s pretty
fascinating.”

“That’s the wonder of fine print.
Every reporter I’ve ever known hates the court house. The Register
of Deeds office is about the worst of the worst, but there are many
stories in those columns of numbers.”

“But where is it all
leading?”
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Monday morning found me on the road, walking
and doing my forms. It’s a habit that has become essential to my
life.

While I practiced the breathing exercises and
forms at variable speeds, I contemplated my future with
Jan.

That’s right. I wasn’t wondering if we had a
future. I was into the mechanics of how it might work out. I came
out of a move called the duck, landing in perfect balance, ready to
strike in any direction, and the thought burst on my mind: “Maybe
you should consider what she thinks?”
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The mail arrives at about 4 every afternoon,
and I was actually expecting a check from my agent. With a couple
of books out there and still selling, my royalty checks were
important to my budget. If they stopped, I might have to find
meaningful work.

I heard the postal truck pull away. Jan was on
the porch, on the phone. She had written an editorial for the week,
talking about freedom of the press and profit. She had asked me to
edit it before she sent it to Julie, and I had been flattered. Now
she was checking to see if it had arrived and what Julie thought of
it.

I pulled the mail out of the box. There was a
bunch. The top envelope was from my agent. I stuck it in my hip
pocket.

The next envelope was a thickly padded Number
10 business envelope with my address and a Pendleton postmark.
There was no return address on either side. I thought it might be
junk mail and slid it to the bottom of the stack.

There was a credit card bill, a mortgage
statement and a bunch of unsolicited mail. There were five glossy
catalogs that would never make it past the recycle bin in the
garage.

I don’t understand why we can have national “do
not call” lists to protect us from phone predators, but we can’t
have a “do not mail” list to conserve resources.

I think a business that sells your address
should be liable for the cost of every unwanted piece of mail you
receive from then on. We’d streamline the postal service real
quick, and I’d go to recycling about twice a year instead of
monthly.

Cabela’s, where I’m an active customer, sends
me a bunch of catalogs a year. I shop on-line. I have no idea how
much they’ve invested in making my on-line shopping so effective,
but whatever it is, they obviously don’t believe in it – otherwise
why would they continue to subsidize the USPS with their incessant
mailings?

On the other hand, I thought, printers have to
live, too.

After putting the bills in the “to pay” slot of
my organizer, I opened the letter from Pendleton.

Inside there were several blank sheets of paper
from a notebook. When I pulled them out of the envelope, a small
crystalline object fell out on the counter.

I stared at it, feeling confused and concerned
in one huge lump that lodged in my throat. It was an oblong object,
half an inch or so long, the cross section would resemble a
football, less than an eighth of an inch wide. It gleamed up at me
in the kitchen light.

Suddenly, with a bolt of recognition, I knew
what it was.

I staggered back into a chair just as Jan
walked in from the porch. She saw the look of horror and
recognition that drained the color from my face. She heard my
breathing go shallow.

“What is it? Jim, are you all right?
Is it your heart?”

I shook my head. “More like my soul.” I was
recovering, concentrating on my breathing, re-establishing my
center. I shook myself, and then met her eyes, unwanted tears
blurring my vision.

She asked again, “What’s the
matter?”

I reached out and pushed the object a bit with
my finger.

“What’s that?”

“Punch.” The name came out as if I’d
choked.

“Punch?”

I nodded, “It’s the computer ID tracking chip
from Punch’s neck. Somebody wants me to know that he won’t be
coming home.”
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“Oh, Jim,” she said, putting her
hands on both sides of my face, she pulled me into her, hugging me,
rocking to and fro, like my mother had done so long ago. “Oh,
honey, I’m so sorry.”

I rested there, in the comfort of her and felt
my sorrow harden into anger. I checked my center, and recaptured my
posture, breathing, and control. I’m not used to anger and know
that while it can be a vital tool, it can also control a person and
become a liability, but I was comfortable with this: My anger was
real, but as if it were on a back burner, nowhere near in control
but more than ready to be put to use.

She pushed my face away from her chest, “It’s
time you tell me who’s doing this.”

So I told her everything I could. All the
details I had stored up. I told her everything but the one thing
that would make sense of any of this.

“Why?”

“I don’t have a clue. Even if his
business partners murdered Mickey, which I now consider probable,
there’s nothing we’re finding that leads to a suspect, or even
proof that a murder has actually been committed.

“I keep wondering, ‘What are they
afraid of?’”

At 11 that night, we had just gone off to our
beds, when the house phone and Jan’s cell went off at almost the
same instant. I took the phone, and it was Julie Rathers. Jan had
Ellen McGee on the other line.

After a few seconds, I gave Julie to Jan and
watched the blood drain out of her face. Then her shoulders sagged,
followed by her knees. It was like watching her deflate, and I
caught her just before she collapsed on the floor.

“Julie!” I yelled into the phone,
“Wait a second, Jan’s fainted.” I carried Jan to the couch, and
made sure she was coming around before I picked up the phone. “Tell
me.”

Julie reported Patty Patterson, the Record’s
reporter, had been severely beaten earlier in the evening. She had
been found, left for dead, in the parking lot behind the Copper
Kettle. She had been air lifted to intensive care in Blodgett
Hospital in Grand Rapids. The doctors wouldn’t put odds on her
survival. They had already removed her spleen, but the internal
bleeding had not stopped yet.

It was clear Julie was on the tenuous end of
her psychological rope. By the time she had finished telling me;
Jan was reaching for the phone. While they talked, I went to my
computer and started looking at travel options to Grand
Rapids.

I called Albright on my cell.

“Hell of a time to be
calling.”

“I need a favor.”

“Name it. Tomorrow I close on that
mountain ranch. I owe you a hell of a debt.”

Albright owned a plane, an essential tool in
managing or selling vast areas of ranch land. “Your plane in
Pendleton?”

“Of course.”

“I need a flight to Portland in time
to meet a commercial flight at six-twenty a.m. It’s an
emergency.”

“Be at the hangar, Pendleton
Aviation gate two, by three a.m., we’ll fly into Gresham. I’ll have
a car waiting for us.”

Stand up guy. No questions asked.

I delivered Jan to the hangar 15 minutes early.
Albright was readying the airplane, and I introduced them and told
the Cliff Notes version before we bundled her into the
airplane.

I leaned into her face. “You’re in G. R., you
call me, you hear? Here’s your itinerary into and out of Chicago.
Don’t lose this. It’s unusual to book flights this tight, so you
may need it.”

It was like talking to someone wounded, but I
knew she was tracking me because her eyes never left
mine.

“Thanks. I’ll be back.”

“That’s all I wanted to hear, kiddo.
Go take care of Patty and your flock. I’ll listen for
you.”

Randall called out to me, “Jim, I have
clearance. We’re rollin’.”

“Thanks, Randall!” I yelled as I
closed the door to the plane, checked that it was latched and
backed away.

It taxied out of sight, just its port and
starboard lights blinking to tell me all was well.

My white heat was burning, and a thought burst
into my brain, “Mickey, what did you do?”

I don’t know why that thought hit me, but
instantly, I remembered his quip, “You remember, you always have my
number.”

I jogged to the truck and headed
home.
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Back home I went directly to the attic and
started pulling out boxes of Christmas stuff.

The elementary school teacher never had enough
seasonal decorations. While February passed for most of us with
little fanfare, there were cupids and hearts aplenty in the
February box.

The Christmas boxes took up one whole side of
the storage area.

Living alone, I had become used to putting up a
minimum of holiday decorations. The first year after Sandy died,
when I had put up no decorations, the few friends who dropped by
started whispering that I was in serious need of psychological
help.

After that, I put up a wreath. Sent out
Christmas cards and set up the crèche on the mantle of the
fireplace I never lit.

As the New Year dawned, I put all the cards I
had received into a bundle, tied them up and stowed them with the
decorations. The next year, I retrieved that box, put up the few
decorations, then checked off the cards I’d received against my
address list. It was something Sandy had done for years, and I just
copied the act.

As I opened the bundle, the first thing that
tumbled out on the table was an envelope from Mickey. It was
unopened. I had just checked the return address, and I remembered
updating my mail merge data base with his Mineral Valley post
office box.

I sat down and opened the card.

“Dear Jim,

“Another year, another Merry
Christmas season is rapidly approaching. I wish you were here.” His
familiar school boy scrawl seemed worse than I’d seen it on other
cards.

“I’m a little lit up tonight, so I
hope you can read my handwriting.

“Christmas this year is not as
happy as I thought it would be last year. I think I’ve finally
captured what I was wishing for, and you’ll recall you often warned
me against that… ha ha … well you were probably right
again.

“My dream of building Penny Point
has run up against some real opposition, both in the Mineral Valley
community and in my own company.

“Two years ago, you’ll recall, I
married Charlotte Davis, “Miss Charlotte, 1974.” I told you about
that in a letter, if you remember. You never answered that letter,
by the way.” I studied that line for a minute, and then
continued.

“Anyway, seems Charlotte had some
friends in the real estate development business, and I brought them
in on Penny Point. They had the resources, organization and money
to make my dream come true.

“Problem is, I don’t think they
want to build Penny Point, but they don’t want to tell me why. It’s
really strange, and I feel like a Lone Ranger in my own house. I
don’t have anyone to talk to about this, and when that happens, I
always think of the great talks we used to have.

“Jim, nobody has ever been as good
at asking questions as you, and I think that asking the right
questions, not having all the answers, is the key to success. I
wish you would help me with the questions.

“I don’t know where this is going
to end up, but I hope you’ll give me a call at 232-293-6555, and we
can talk.

“Remember, you have that number I
gave you in that letter about Miss Charlotte, and if something
should happen to me, that number would answer a lot of
questions.

“Call me, please.

“Your friend, Mickey.”

I sat there for a few minutes, wondering at his
note. There seemed to me to be an air of desperation to it. He had
been reaching out to me. It was post marked November 12 from
Traverse City.

Then I went to another box in the attic,
something I had dreaded since I put it up there some six years
before.

This was a box with all kinds of things from
Sandy’s life that I couldn’t send to Good Will or I didn’t think
appropriate yet to hand on to Sara.

There was her wedding dress, for example. I
knew that opening that box was going to be painful, but I also knew
there was another bundle of cards I had put there and
forgotten.

Mickey’s unopened card was in the middle of the
stack. I carefully and gently put everything back in the box,
stopping a couple of times as the touch and smell of something
triggered a fond memory.

The pain burst like little capsules of anguish.
Tears trickled down my cheeks without a sob, just welling up in my
eye lids and draining down to drip off my chin.

I didn’t even bother to wipe them away. I just
kept going through the process of putting it all back in storage,
as if I could just seal away the pain and emptiness.

I took Mickey’s card down stairs, thinking I
had finally found what the intruders were afraid of.

“Dear Jim,

“I hope this finds you and yours
healthy and happy on the verge of the new millennium. I keep hoping
you’ll call me so we can put our friendship back together. I know
that you’ve never forgiven me for how I lost Kathy, but I wish you
could.

“I’ve worked hard since those days
to make up for that twisted time. I think you’d still like me, but
I’ve changed.

“I’ve been married now for the
third time, this time, and you’ll laugh at this, to Miss Charlotte
1974; remember that story?

“She’s always been the one for me,
and suddenly she just popped up in my life. I tried to stay true to
Ginny, but I couldn’t put Charlotte out of my mind.

“I know you won’t believe this,
but I’m really quite rich now. I have lots of business interests,
but my passion is a luxury housing development near Mineral Valley,
on Copper Creek. I recall that you fished all that area as a
kid.

“As I became involved in this,
with millions at risk, I realize that of all the people I’ve known
in my life, you and Sandy are the only ones I trust without
question. Weird, huh?

“Anyway, thinking about this and
other stuff, I decided that some day you might be curious about me
and how I’m doing. Nobody ever asked questions like you, partner.
That was always your best thing, I think.

“And then I thought how you’ve
always had my number, so I thought I’d give it to you formally. If
you’re ever curious about my life, you can answer a lot of
questions with the number: 400035-396-006-01 – ha ha, gottcha!
Maybe the mystery of it will bring you back into my life. I hope to
hear from you soon.

“Still your friend,
Mickey.”

The envelope bore the postmark. from Lansing
August 23, two days before Sandy died. It had hit my mail along
with all the sympathy cards, but he hadn’t even known I was
suffering.

I returned to the number. It didn’t match up
with any number I’d ever seen before.

The phone rang and I saw it was just after
noon.

Jan was calling from Grand Rapids to report
Patty was out of surgery and in intensive care.

“That’s good news,” I told her,
recalling something Mickey’s Kathy had told me years ago when she
worked intensive care. “They don’t put people in those beds unless
they think they’re going to make it.”

“Yes, the doctor said she’s probably
going to pull through, but he’s worried she might have sustained
permanent damage to her brain. We already know she won’t walk right
for months if ever. I can’t believe how savage this beating was or
how long it took.

“They repaired broken bones in every
finger, her hands, her toes and her feet. She was tortured, I
think.”

I sat there stunned. “Stomped is more like it,
but why?”

“I can’t know. Her surgeon said
she’s not in a coma, just sleeping. He thinks it may be a day or
two before she wakes up. He said she’s strong, but even he was
pretty amazed she didn’t die. She’s a fighter.”

We talked for a few more minutes, and then
promised to talk again that night.

I called Albright’s cell.

“Randall, thanks. I just talked to
Jan, and she’s safe in Michigan. You saved us.”

“Not a problem; sounds like she’s
mixed up in something that has spilled on you a bit. She told me
about Punch.”

I didn’t know what to say. “There’s a certain
amount of mystery about all this, but I’m not sure her reporter
getting beaten up is part of that.”

“Well, you take care of that gal;
she’s a keeper. You know the old line about all hat, no cattle?
She’s got herds, partner, and she’s tough enough to tend
’em.”

“Thanks, Randall. I’ll talk to you
soon; I just wanted you to know your middle of the night mission
was a success.”

“Oh, no doubt; we both walked away
from the landing!” He was laughing as he disconnected the
call.
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When Jan called back it was just six, and I
heard the fatigue in her voice; fatigue mixed with hope.

“They’ve upgraded her condition from
critical to serious, and now the doctor’s saying she’ll be in a
regular room this time tomorrow.”

“How are you doing? Are you there
alone? Where are you staying?”

She explained that Patty’s parents were there
from their home in Battle Creek and that Julie and Ken were there,
too. “We’re all staying in a Best Western out on Twenty-eighth
Street, not far from the hospital or the airport.”

“Have you had any chance to talk
with her yet?”

“No, she’s still sleeping, but she’s
getting stronger.”

“Have the police found any witnesses
to this?”

“She had stopped into the bar for a
beer after spending the whole day at the Kalkaska County
Courthouse. She told Keith, the bartender, that the courthouse was
the center of all known intelligence if you could keep your eyes
open long enough to understand what you were looking at. Keith said
she was jazzed up, excited about something.”

“And then she goes to her car and is
assaulted?”

“Exactly.”

“Anything stolen?”

“Her laptop and brief
case.”

“She was doing that property search
I suggested, wasn’t she?” I was feeling some guilt along with a
bunch of confusion. Why would anyone think they’d stop a newspaper
from pursuing public records by attacking the reporter assigned to
the job?

Julie had told Jan about a phone call from
Patty that afternoon, just checking in. Seems the search I had
suggested was just half the loaf. Patty had learned that with the
legal description in hand, she could trace the history of the deed
back to the original land grants issued to settlers.

“She told Julie that those records
were like a genealogy project, fascinating history about the people
and the times they lived in. Julie told her to keep her eye on the
ball and stick to real reporting… She’s not beating herself up too
bad right now.”

“Every editor has some of those
episodes where their normal human sensitivity was blocked out by
the demand of the next deadline. We’ve all been there.”

Her voice changed. “I’m going to stay here
tomorrow, and if Patty is put into a regular room like they think,
Julie and I will head back north; we have a paper to put
out.”

“Sure,” I answered in a similar
tone, tinged with some regret about how our time together had been
interrupted.

“I’ll call you when I have something
concrete, will that be all right?”

“Sure. Keep in touch. I need to know
if she sheds some light on who or why.”

“Jim, I had the airlines leave the
return flight date open on my ticket here, you think I could come
back some time?”

“I think. I can’t stop thinking,
actually.”

“You’re sweet. G’night.”
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Jan called Tuesday morning with a bunch of news
and some personal anxiety showing.

“How you doing?” I asked.

“Patty was moved to a private room
after waking up at dawn and complaining that she was really hungry.
Also Patty’s parents had arrived and seen the patient. I had to
take a walk around the hospital to burn off energy.”

But the real news was that Miles Lawton, the
investigator from the state police, had been in to interview Patty.
“He was so matter-of-fact. ‘The hospital called and said Miss
Patterson was available for an interview. Have you seen her yet?’
Can you imagine? I was ready to burst realizing I wouldn’t be
involved in that interview either. I about had a fit.

“It was then that Julie stepped in
with a clear head and asked if we could sit in on the interview,
and wouldn’t you know, Lawton turned out to be a human and agreed
just as long as we agreed on what could be reported in the Record.
He didn’t want the perps getting a tip if she identified
them.’’

“Them?” I asked.

“Oh, he said they were pretty sure
there were two people, both big people, who attacked Patty, and she
didn’t just take it. The doctor told him that from the look of the
knuckles of her right hand, she might have gotten a good lick in
before they overpowered her.

“I’m not surprised. Patty grew up
with four brothers. She told me once that in her neighborhood there
were eleven kids, ten were boys. She didn’t know she was a girl
until she went to kindergarten.

“But the doctor wasn’t about to let
us have time with her. He gave us this speech (and her voice
dropped into some false baritone for the doctor): ‘This is not like
the movies. People don’t take that kind of assault and then wake up
all perky before the credits roll. We don’t know yet how much real
damage may have been done. I know the detective needs to talk to
her, but I want it kept short – no more than ten minutes. Rest of
today, just family; her sleep is more important than anything.
Understand me?”’

I had to answer. “You know the doctor’s right,
and he only has Patty’s best interest at heart, right?”

“I do, but damn, I need to touch
her, be in the know, you know?”

I didn’t mention my own frustrations from being
on the outside while others chased stories, “Have any idea what she
found that would make someone want it bad enough to hurt
her?”

“No, but hopefully Lawton
will.”
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Lawton surprised me with a call just minutes
after Jan had hung up. “Mr. Stanton, I’m calling because I think
Jan Coldwell will kill me if I don’t,” the investigator said. “She
demanded I give you an update on my interview with Miss Patterson,
and based on my conversations with Sergeant Fish, I figured you
deserved to be in the know.”

“I appreciate it. What could she
tell you?”

“She’s not very coherent. She didn’t
see who they were, but said one was real tall, which given her
size, if she thought that, I would be thinking six-six or taller;
the other, she said, was big and mean, did most of the hitting. She
didn’t know how many times they kicked her, but they stomped her
hands and feet.

“She said they weren’t asking her
any questions, it wasn’t like that. It was just like they were
pissed off.

“She kept referring to the County
Clerk and the ‘lessons of civil rights’ whatever that meant. I’m
hoping to talk with her again this evening. The nurse said she’s
really coming along fast. I’ll call you if I have
anything.”

We traded phone numbers, and I told him how
much I appreciated his involvement. He seemed friendly, and we hung
up.

Minutes later, while she was in the lobby
waiting for Julie and Ken, Jan called me, and related what she had
learned so far, and told me they would be driving back to Mineral
Valley right away.

“Then what?”

“Tomorrow, one of us goes to the
Kalkaska clerk and starts retracing Patty’s steps while the other
of us stays back and puts the paper together. I guess I’ll go on
the road; Julie is more used to Patty’s regular beat. She can write
the lead story on Patty, and she can use Ellen for the routine
stuff. Rhonda can make sure the production work is complete. We’ll
have a paper.”

I let her talk as I did my own processing.
“Tell you what, Jan, if you don’t mind, let me take a stab at
tracing Patty’s steps from the phone and Internet. I’ll explain
what happened and that I’m filling in for your staff in Patty’s
absence.”

“You think they’ll read you the
details of her research on the phone? I don’t think so. It’s all
public record, but they’re not required to help us read
it.”

“No, but I can retrace what she was
doing, and who she saw, for the story on the attack. I can probably
gather enough information that when you send somebody up there on
Thursday or Friday, they’ll know exactly what they’re looking for
so they won’t have to re-invent the wheel.”

I changed my tone, and hoped it didn’t sound
like a kid wheedling another cookie after lunch, “I want to help,
if I can. This is something I can do from out here.”

“Go ahead, then. Let me know what
you find.”

“I’ll have an email waiting for you
when at your office, and if I have a story, I’ll file it by six
p.m. your time, will that work?”

“Go get ’em, Tiger.”
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Looking up the Kalkaska County website was a
lucky first step. Somebody had put some thought into why anyone
would want to visit such a site, and answered the questions and
needs in a logical manner.

I went looking for the County Clerk and found
her listed under Elected Officials, with a phone number and
everything.

“I’d like to speak to Mrs. Dupree,
if I might,” I said, pronouncing it in a French style.

The clerk at the other end asked my name, and I
explained that it wouldn’t mean anything to Mrs. Dupree anyway.
“Just tell her it’s a call about Patty Patterson of the
Record.”

“Oh, I heard about her; that was
just awful. One minute please.”

“Sharon Dupree.”

“Mrs. Dupree, my name’s Jim Stanton,
and I’m doing some reporting for the Record today, trying to help
out with a story they’re running Thursday about the attack on Patty
Patterson of their staff, did you see Patty on Monday?”

“No, I didn’t. I spent some time
with her last Friday, however, and I’m sure if she was here on
Monday, she was following up on that.”

“Really? What was the nature of her
request?”

“She was researching the plans for
the Penny Point development down there on the Copper. She wanted to
see what had been paid for each parcel and their exact sizes. I
sent her to the Register of Deeds.

“She was concerned that she wouldn’t
know how to identify the properties and she’d spend years
searching. I told her that the best thing she could do was locate
the property on the plat book in Equalization, and write down the
property’s ID number, and with that she could look it up at the
Register’s office.”

“So that’s what she did on
Friday?”

“It was pretty late in the day, so
I’m guessing if she came up here on Monday, she probably didn’t
finish on Friday. Patty is quick and we all like working with her,
but her best thing is that she’s very thorough. When you start
talking about Michigan’s property tax laws and processes, you need
to be thorough, and Patty was.”

“Is, you mean?”

“Of course, I’m sorry, but I heard
she was in a coma.”

“As of a couple of hours ago she is
out of intensive care and talking to folks. They’re pretty positive
she’s going to recover.”

“That’s great news, thanks. You want
me to connect you to the Register’s office?”

So she did. “Register of Deeds, Deputy Davis
speaking.”

There was an air of civil professionalism in
her answer to the phone. I told her who I was and what I was doing,
just as I had with the Clerk’s office.

“Yes, she was here Monday, all day.
Arrived at nine, broke for lunch when we closed and was waiting for
us at one. She left here when we closed at five. I told all this to
the police yesterday.”

“I appreciate that, but her notes
and lap top were taken during the assault, and I was wondering if
you or any other staff were talking with her and would have any
clue to what she was researching.”

“Staff? You’re not from the Record,
or you’d know that this is Kalkaska County. This office is just the
Register and me; I’m the staff since everything is on computer.”
She was obviously one of those put-upon servants, the self-styled
martyrs that seem to crop up in most offices. Then her tone
changed. “Who are you really?”

“I’m really working for the Record.
I’m a retired journalist who is a friend of the newspaper and I
volunteered to do this on the phone from my home in Oregon so they
could focus on getting the paper out. They’re all pretty shaken
up.”

“I don’t doubt it. Well, no, we
didn’t discuss her work. Everything’s on computer. She had the
property ID numbers, and she just sat at the terminal here in the
office all day, digging.”

She went on to explain that every property in
the county had an ID number. If you put that number into the
computer, you could access the legal description of the property,
and from there you could call up the deed and all the history of
that property.

“You have an ID number? I can’t do
much of this, but if you have one, I’ll put it in and then I think
you’d understand what she could find.”

“I don’t know any of the numbers.
What kinds of detail would there be?”

“Well, in addition to the size of
the property from the description, you would be able to see every
time it had changed hands, and if you wanted to, you could then
look up that transfer and see the stamps, which allow you to
calculate the transaction price.”

“Is this the kind of stuff somebody
does to make sure there’s a clean title when you’re buying
property?”

“Exactly. They log in to our system,
and check out the history so they can assure you that the person
selling you the property, and all the people before that for that
matter, had the right to sell.”

She went on to explain that in addition to
ownership, the title insurance investigation made sure that there
were no deed restrictions that might not be known.

“Deed restrictions?”

“You know, maybe there’s an easement
for a highway across the backyard of your property or sometimes
there’ll be an easement from a utility company and they’re planning
on eventually putting a transformer or substation in your front
yard… you’d want to know about that before you bought,
right?”

“I see; how long would it take to
research a deed and stuff once you had that ID number?”

“That would depend on how many
owners the property has had, and what kinds of restrictions there
might be, you know, like if the mineral rights had been sold,
re-sold or optioned or anything that prohibited a certain use…
there’s all kinds of things that need to be read and
understood.”

“But on an average, if Patty was
there all day Monday, how many pieces of property would she have
examined, a hundred? Fifty? More? Less?”

“Oh, she was doing a lot of note
taking and typing and then reading and then typing. I’d bet she
didn’t do more than twenty pieces. It’s tedious work. I know, I
spend a lot of my life updating when people die, sell and buy… it’s
pretty boring.”

I took a couple more quotes from Deputy
Register Davis about Patty and her work, and yes, her first name’s
Betty, and, yes, she’s heard all the jokes. I thanked her, and hung
up.

I called the Equalization
Department.

“Equalization, Carolyn. May I help
you?”

I went through my introduction again, and
answered her questions about Patty. The clerk had already spread
the word that Patty was making it, and Carolyn knew I might be
calling.

“She spent about two hours Friday
getting a whole bunch of ID numbers from the Plat Map. She was
surprised she couldn’t give me the names of the owners and I’d give
her the numbers, but it doesn’t work that way… the numbers don’t
change with new owners unless the properties are consolidated into
one plat and we then abandon one of the numbers. That doesn’t
happen all that often.”

“So she had to look the properties
up on a map?”

“Yes, and they’re hard to read at
first, but once you’re used to it, it goes faster.”

“Is that map digital? A PDF
perhaps?”

“Yes, all of our real estate
information is computerized.”

“Could I access your plat map via
the Internet?”

“You could if you had the software.
It’s proprietary. All the land use agencies and developers and even
police and fire have it, but it’s expensive.”

“So, someone would have to come to
the courthouse to see the map, find the property and then have the
number.”

“Pretty much. If you have a street
address, I could look it up for you, but I don’t have time to do
that long list she had on Friday. I saw it, and it took more than
one whole screen on her lap top.”

“At this time, I don’t have any
address or number, but I might find one and call you back if that
would work for you.”

“You’ll have to hurry; we close in
about an hour.” I was amazed to see it was after 1 my time. I had
something to report, and I had to start writing.

I double checked her full name and took a
gratuitous quote about how all the staff in the courthouse
appreciated Patty’s professional work, and signed off.

While my notes were printing, I opened an email
window and reported to Jan, apologizing for how long it
took.

She responded immediately: “Need 500-750 words
by 6!”

I wrote back and said I could write twice that
much, but her readers probably needed half that much to understand
what she was doing. I added I had some decent quotes from the folks
at the courthouse.

She asked if I was going to file or talk about
it. Deadline pressure, I thought, makes a tiger out of a pussy
cat.
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The phone rang about midnight, and it was Jan.
I had been dozing on the porch. I staggered into the kitchen for
the phone so it rang several times before I found it.

“I’m sorry it’s so late, but I
wanted to let you know I received and read all your stuff, and how
grateful everyone here is that you helped.

“They voted you a full share of
pizza; it’s sitting in the break room, waiting for you.”

Pizza on production night at a weekly newspaper
is about as traditional and classic as it comes.

“I was glad to help, how did it fit
in with other stuff you had?”

“We found some notes from Friday on
Patty’s desk, and I think they’re the property IDs you wrote about.
I didn’t find anything else on that part of the story, but I did
find a name that’s new to me, Ray Means?

“You met him at Schaeffer’s with me.
You must have forgotten. He’s the tall thin guy who was doing the
introductions. He’s from my past with Mickey.”

“What’s his connection to Next Cool
Place?”

“I don’t know.” I explained that I’d
seen him with Willis Crocker in Portland, and it appeared he was
providing security for the lawyer. I told her how I had tracked
them to Salem, but then the walls went up.

“Was he with Crocker when you met
him in Pendleton?”

“No, that was Ron White. He is the
son of Mickey’s first wife Kathy by way of her second husband Gary.
Was there a phone number attached to Means’ name on her
note?”

“Nope, just the name and a question
mark.”

“If you send me those ID numbers, I
have a sympathetic ear in the Kalkaska Court House who’ll run one
for me. And, I have a gal in the Register’s office who’ll run the
property description for me if I need her to.”

“I was going to send Ellen McGee up
there to do that today, you know, pick up where Patty left
off.”

I sat silent until she wondered, “What, Jim?
What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that cute Ellen might
want to be very careful in looking up legal descriptions and the
like after what happened to Patty.”

“You really think there’s a
connection?”

“I don’t think you can afford to
ignore the possibility. You don’t have a big enough staff,” I
deadpanned.

“Not funny. I’ll e-mail you the
numbers and you can start the ball rolling on the phone, and then
let me know how you think we should handle it here.”

“That sounds like a
plan.”

“We’re on the last leg for sending
pages. I’ll send your email in the next hour or so.”

“I’ll be in bed, but I start way
early too; as soon as the courthouse opens.”

“Good night,” she said softly, that
change in her voice that meant the publisher had hung up and the
woman was back on the line.

“Talk to you soon.”

I went outside and set up some early warning
devices, missing Punch like crazy. The big, bristle faced German
wirehaired pointer had become so much a part of my life that this
trip outside had been a nightly staple for him, not me, but now I
was taking the short walk even though he wasn’t there.

My heart was breaking at his absence, there’s
no other explanation.

As I practiced, the basic exercises of t’ai chi
ch’uan that I had been taught so long ago, I focused on breathing.
It formed the fundamental of center, to control one’s breathing was
to control one’s emotions, to focus on the now.

When I had buttoned up the cottage, I found
sleep as I did most nights – quickly and dreamless, balanced in my
breathing.

I woke as the first light of dawn was working
its way into the fir forests, the sun wouldn’t be visible on this
side of the Blues for hours, but I was ready to go.

By six I was at my computer, checking my email
from Jan. She had attached the numbers in another document. I
opened it, and just sat staring at the column of numbers, down the
length of the first page and half way into a second.

There was no note on the email. I printed the
PDF attachment and went for coffee.

On the way down the hall I came to a complete
stop, a moment of shocking realization.

I pulled the first page off the printer. The
first number was 40035-337-005-02. I reached into the top drawer of
my desk and pulled out Mickey’s letter that he claimed contained
“his number,” 400035-396-006-01.

I compared the two and the rationale fit
nicely. Mickey had become all about property, why wouldn’t “his
number” be a property ID?

But there were differences. I forgot about my
coffee, and called the Equalization office in Kalkaska. I asked for
Carolyn. On the phone I reminded her of my call from the day
before. “You back on the job?” she asked.

“Afraid so. They’ve asked me to
follow up on some stuff, you have a minute?”

“Sure, it’s very slow here right
now. We won’t be busy again until tax bills go out in June; then
we’ll be swamped with protests.”

“Yesterday you offered to look up a
number for me if I had one, can you still do that?”

“Sure, just a second.” I could hear
her fingers flying on a keyboard, pause, then again. “Okay, what’s
the number?”

“Actually, I think I have two of
them, but they’re a little different, I know you said just one so I
want to pick the better of the two.”

“You speak perfect English7, did
anyone ever tell you that? ‘Better?’ Nobody I know does
that.”

“You sound like an English
major.”

“Nope, speech, but I shouldn’t
distract you; I forget you’re calling long distance.”

“Here are the two numbers,” and I
read them to her. “I don’t understand why they’re
different.”

“Oh, that’s easy. The first number,
the one that starts out 400035 is technically correct, but everyone
here who works with these numbers all the time would write it like
the second number 40035 – that’s our code for Kalkaska County –
technically four hundred – and 035 is Garfield Township. Both
properties are in that township.

She went on without my asking. “The next three
numbers identify the plat, and the last five numbers are the parcel
number. Using these we can bring up a GIS map of the property, and
that provides the current assessed value and the legal
description.”

“I’ll run them both for you, it
won’t take a minute. Is there some place I can FAX the legal
descriptions?”

“Can you e-mail them?”

“Sure, I’ll attach them as
PDFs.”

I thanked her, gave her my address and hung
up.

Twenty minutes later my email chimed and I had
the cover pages of the legal descriptions, everything I’d need if I
could walk into the Register’s office and look up the
deed.

I called Deputy Register Davis and heard the
same cool, professional welcome as the day before. Again, I
reintroduced myself, and reminded her of her offer to look up one
of those properties if I could tell her a number.

“Er, well, umm... I don’t think I
can do that after all.”

“Really? That’s too bad. I was
hoping that if we could do one on the phone, I’d be able to help
the Record’s staffers pick up behind Patty. Can’t you
help?

Her hesitation made me think she was softening.
“Okay, just one. Give me the number.” I gave her Mickey’s number.
“Okay, I’ve have the deed up. The property belongs to Mickey and
Seth Buchanan. There’s a description that locates it on the GIS
map, and it shows that he purchased it in nineteen eighty-four from
the Harold and Grace Borders estate in Lansing. They had held the
property since nineteen forty-six when they bought it at a tax
auction. Before that it had belonged to a Fredrick Evens who had
inherited it from a Joseph Evens who had homesteaded it in eighteen
eighty-eight.

“It’s twenty-three point twenty-two
acres. There’s a wild and scenic rivers easement on three thousand,
four hundred and fifty-two linear feet of river bank that was put
in after Mr. Buchanan owned it, in nineteen
eighty-seven.

“Hmm. The mineral rights had been
leased by Shell Exploration, Inc., in nineteen seventy-nine… looks
like they paid a lump sum of twenty-five hundred
dollars.”

“Wow. I can’t tell you how much I
appreciate your help. Can I ask you to look up one
more?”

“Gee, I don’t know… oh, go
ahead.”

I gave her the first number on Patty’s list and
listened as she clicked her way into the program.

“This is a twenty-five-acre plot
that belongs to one Frank Santiago. He bought it in nineteen
eighty-two from Lloyd Curtiss of Lansing who inherited it from a
Francis and Ellen Curtiss who purchased it from the State of
Michigan for taxes in nineteen thirty-three. It had been
homesteaded in eighteen forty-eight by L. Carpenter. It too has a
wild and scenic rivers easement since nineteen eighty-seven and it
carries a notation that all rights are intact. That’s a strange
notation for a deed, let me look that up.”

She didn’t wait for my answer; she just sat the
phone down. I waited.

“You still there? I’m sorry it took
so long. That’s the first time I’ve encountered one of those notes.
What it does is clarify that the entire bundle of rights that go
with any property are all intact. That’s something people add to
deeds when the property in question is surrounded by property where
some rights – maybe a water right or the mineral rights or the
right to sell has been optioned – the owner will put that note into
the deed. It’s pretty clear that someone else can’t come along with
a claim on those rights.”

I was taking notes and it took some seconds for
my pen to catch up.

She hurried me, “Look, we’re like the DMV, you
know, the first days and last days of every month are our busiest,
but for some reason, we’ve some people coming in today to file a
bunch of deed transfers. I have to be ready for them.”

“How could you tell what rights have
been retained on this deed?”

“You can’t from this deed. If any of
the rights had been sold or perpetually leased, like the first
property, they would be identified, but ‘all’ means just that, so
there’s no need to identify them.”

“I see…”

“But if you started looking at
properties surrounding that piece, you’d quickly see if any rights
were sold or leased, and you’d know what the owner was
protecting.”

“What would you guess, knowing
Garfield Township?”

“Mineral rights. Gas and Oil. There
was a big oil boom back in the late nineteen seventies. Shell came
on strong, buying up mineral rights on any and all private property
they could after they’d charted the pinnacles. But then they hit
the Pigeon River strike in nineteen eighty-one – that was in the
state forest – and they partnered with the state and DNR – that
pretty much put all the other leases and purchases on the back
burner.”

I thanked her profusely, and told her I was
sure a staffer would be in to see her later in the day.

“Oh, they’d better wait until
Friday. The computer will be tied up probably all day, from what I
was told. We’re a small office, and we do things by
appointment.”

“Thanks, but I’m sure you’ll be
seeing someone from Mineral Valley tomorrow then. You’ve been a big
help.”

My head was spinning. “Mickey, Mickey, what
were you telling me? What questions?”

I briefed Jan on my results in an email,
warning her that Friday would be a better day for research in the
Register’s Office. Then I went looking for breakfast.

Halfway through my cereal, I had a thought. As
I rinsed out the bowl, I decided I couldn’t wait. I called Deputy
Davis.

“Betty,” I said, identifying myself
as soon as she was done answering the phone, “I know you’re busy,
but, one more quick question, can you give me a few
seconds?”

“Wait.” This time she put me on
hold. The county didn’t waste money on music, but it was also
apparent they didn’t put a lot of people on hold. Somebody in that
government really was in tune with customer service.

“I had to go to an office. The front
area is full of lawyers and staffers. This is a huge transfer; I’ll
be entering this stuff for weeks.” The “woe is me” tone of
martyrdom returned to her voice.

“Betty, I’ve been thinking about
Monday. Patty was there, you said, right up until closing time.
Right?”

“Yes. I’ve never seen someone so
diligent with those books. She was really interested.”

“Betty, I also heard I could access
county property files from afar if I owned the proprietary
software, right?”

“Most, not all, but pretty much
all.”

“Would someone with that software
know if you or I were paying any attention to their
property?”

“You mean like spy ware? No. There’s
no tracking of public document research here. We’re not Homeland
Security,” she said with a laugh.

“Thanks. But if I assume that the
attack on Patty Monday night had any connection to her reporting
work, how would anyone know what she was working on?”

“It could have been just one of us
talking and someone overhearing it,” she said. While I wouldn’t
call her tone “defensive” it was less assured. She continued, “When
I was at lunch Friday, I was talking with one of the County Clerk’s
assistants and we both noted that Patty was really focused in on
the Penny Point property. Nearly every one of those IDs she was
tracking was along Copper Creek.”

“Did you talk with anyone outside
the courthouse about it?”

“Actually, I did, but it was just my
boyfriend. He asked about my work, and I told him about how Patty
had kept me hopping all day with her questions.”

“Who’s your boyfriend?”

“You don’t think he has anything to
do with what happened to Patty, do you?”

“I wouldn’t have any idea, but who
is he?”

“He’s just a guy I met a couple of
months ago. He’s not from around here, and he travels a lot. I
don’t want to cause him any trouble.”

I sat silent.

“Look, I have to go. I can’t help
you any more today.”

I thanked her, and she hung up.

I called Jan’s cell.
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I told her what I’d found, and when she started
playing 20 questions, I went backwards and told her all about
Mickey’s “number,” and how it was a property ID.

“Where’s the property?”

“It’s his home place on the creek, I
think, from the description. Without a plat book to look at,
though, I can’t be sure.”

“We’ll send Ellen up there today,
and iron out all the details.”

I didn’t respond right away.

“What’s the hesitation, Jim? Don’t
you think we should send Ellen up there?”

I roused out of my reverie with the numbers as
a chill hit me. “I don’t think you should do that. I think you
should call Lawton and tell him that you think there’s a connection
between Patty’s work at the courthouse and her attack.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I wouldn’t send another reporter on
that assignment without knowing for sure, that’s what I
think.”

“You think maybe you’re getting soft
in retirement? Or maybe you don’t think us gals should be doing
men’s work?”

“No, this isn’t new thinking for
me,” I snapped back. “I never would have sent a reporter in a
situation like this. I’d have gone myself…”

As soon as the words blurted out I was
sorry.

“Then, I’ll go myself. Talk to you
soon, dearie,” and she was gone in a huff.

I called her back and heard her message. I
called her names that go with stubborn and arrogant and reckless. I
wanted to teleport to Michigan. “Beam me up, Scotty,” I said to no
one.

I called Lawton at the number he’d given me. I
heard his voice mail and left a message. And then just sat and
stewed.
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When Detective Lawton called back, I had just
sat down for lunch. When I told him why I’d called, he informed me
he was at that moment driving into Kalkaska.

“Jan Coldwell called me; told me
about the connection theory. I have no other leads, so I thought
I’d come up and do some interviewing.”

“She called you?”

“That’s right, said you suggested
it. You have any other suggestions? I’m always intrigued when you
guys think up things us dumb sonsabitches who do this for a living
should be doing, you know?”

“Hey, if I was in your place, I’d
consider any suggestions I could. The thing about Patty’s attack is
that it strikes me as so out of proportion to anything she might
have come up with.”

“What do you think she came up
with?”

“I can’t be sure, but I think it has
something to do with mineral rights. The deed on one of the
properties expressly stated that all the rights were intact. The
other said the mineral rights had been sold.”

“Is that so strange?”

“It was to Deputy Register Davis.
She was helping me and she had to go ask about what that
meant.”

“And?”

“Just what it says, all the rights
are still with the property. Seems back a ways there was a lot of
speculation about oil and gas, and many properties sold off their
mineral rights.”

“Yeah, and then all the working
wells ended up on state land. The speculators were burned pretty
good. I don’t think the mineral rights on much land today would be
worth two bits an acre. But those folks who own good recreational
property are making a killing.”

“Yes, that’s true. I have a rough
number from what Patty learned at the equalization office. Mickey
bought up about seven hundred acres and paid about a half million
for them.”

“That’s not so much, is
it?”

“Not yet, but if Penny Point starts
building out, you sure won’t be able to buy an acre building site
for much less than half that, at least that’s how it’s working in
places here in Oregon that have been ‘discovered’ as the next cool
place.”

“So what could be in those records
that would screw up that deal?”

“Exactly.”

“What? What’s exactly?”

“Your question, that’s exactly the
question. I can’t imagine the answer.”

“Maybe a professional investigator
can help with that.”

We hung up without him promising to let me know
what he learned.
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“Do you know a cat named Ron
White?”

I hadn’t spent enough time on the phone with
Detective Lawton to recognize his voice while still trying to wake
up. The clock on my night stand said it was 5 a.m.

“Who is this?”

“It’s Lawton, in Michigan. Are you
okay?”

“Detective, I appreciate your
calling me, I almost overslept.”

“It’s the early bird, you know. You
want I should call you back in a few minutes?”

“No, what’s on your
mind?”

“Ron White; do you know
him?”

“I know of him. He’s connected to
those people at the compound in Mineral Valley. He’s been here just
recently with their attorney, Crocker.”

“There, in your house?”

I let my eyes wander around the room and
wondered. “I meant here in Pendleton. I met with them. I don’t
think he was in my house. At the time of the robbery he was with
me, I think.”

“So what do you know of
him?”

“He’s the son of Mickey’s first wife
and her second husband. If he hooked up with those people it was
probably through Mickey or his dad. I understood that he was
involved in real estate sales with his dad, downstate, near Lake
Lucy.”

“What do you know about a Ray
Means?”

“Not much. He’s almost my age, a
little younger. I knew him back when I was running around with
Mickey, in my Lake Lucy days, but I never knew him well; why the
interest?”

So he told me about his afternoon. He had
interviewed my friends Betty and Carolyn as well as several other
people from the courthouse staff.

“You know, they’re all women. Good
looking, too, for the most part.”

“It has to do with the pay rates,
Detective. It’s reliable, clean and safe work, and despite the low
pay, it’s perfect for a second income. I’ll bet most of the worker
bees are real young or real married.”

“How would you know?”

“I spent my formative adult years in
rural courthouses, Detective.”

He told me how it took about 15 minutes to find
out that Betty Davis in the Register’s office had a new boyfriend,
one Ron White.

And, yes, she had told young Mr. White about
Patty Patterson’s day-long investigation into the land holdings
around Mineral Valley.

“He asked her about her day, normal,
you know, and so she told him.”

“Was she the only person who talked
about Patty that night after work?”

“As far as I can tell.”

“So, where did Means’ name come
up?”

“Betty thinks he’s creepy. She says
Ron told her that Ray was nobody to fool with and that they worked
together sometimes.”

“They’d fit the description Patty
gave you. Means is at least six-eight, and Ron is a big
guy.”

“Is he still in Oregon?”

“I wouldn’t know, doesn’t
Betty?”

“No, she says he travels a lot on
business, and she never knows when he’ll be showing up. He just
calls her out of the blue, and he’s in town.”

“You have a suspect, Detective;
maybe two?”

“I need some pictures of these guys.
Think they ever did time?”

“No, but they do have driver’s
licenses.”

“Those are Polaroid’s. We have no
records like that, and you know it.”

“Actually, I didn’t. I have a friend
who might have some pictures of those two from a party I was at
when I was in Michigan, but I think I had better be careful in
looking for them.”

“Yeah, I don’t need them getting
rabbity and leaving for parts unknown before I talk with them. When
can you find out about the pictures?”

“I’ll make a call right
away.”

“Call my office and leave me a
number, I’ll call you. It’ll save on the phone tag.”

I hung up and went looking for Rick Edmonds’
number. When I called his office, a pert young voice told me he was
out at a site and I could leave a message.

“Voice mail?”

“Mr., you don’t know Rick at all. He
rides Schwinn bikes with big fat tires, shoots a recurve bow rather
than one with wires and pulleys, and has never opened a computer
file in his life. He’s real old-fashioned.”

I gave her my name and number and thanked
her.

As my coffee perked, I sat in the early morning
gloaming and thought about what kind of information a courthouse
could contain that could ignite the overwhelming reaction of
beating a young woman nearly to death.

Just what was in those files? I dialed Jan’s
number.

 


40

 


Jan picked up the phone on the first
ring.

She told me she wasn’t sure if she’d found the
same stuff in her day at the courthouse as Patty had on her day,
but if so, she was doubtful there could be any connection between
the research and the attack.

She had gotten up early this morning and typed
all of her notes into readable and understandable format, and
became convinced that there was no connection.

“All the property that Mickey
Buchanan had purchased included full mineral rights, so big deal.
The prices he paid for the land seem fair to surprisingly low, but
they were consistent with other transactions where the mineral
rights had already been sold.”

“Do you have any idea how much land
in your neighborhood has its mineral rights intact today?” I was
dredging my reporter memory about who would know that and who might
share it.

“I bet I could call the Department
of Natural Resources oil and gas division,” she said.

“They might be reluctant to tell you
and they might not even know. They’re pretty focused on state land,
I believe.” Then I remembered his name. Hugh Holt was a guy I had
gone to college with. He had been editor of a petroleum industry
trade magazine in Mount Pleasant for years, and then he’d bought
the sheet. I wondered if he was still there.

I gave Jan his name and suggested she call
him.

“Should I drop your
name?”

“I’m not sure he’d remember it, but
we did go fishing together once. No harm, but I think he’ll either
know or he’ll be able to tell you how to find out.”

“Great, I’ll call him right now. You
might look at the email and see if you see anything there. I’ll let
you know what Hugh tells me.”

I felt like I used to feel when I first went to
the news desk and wasn’t out chasing breaking news any
longer.

It’s axiomatic that if you want to build a team
of reporters, you have to avoid stealing all the good stories or
“big footing” them on important work.

Knowing that, it was still difficult to sit
with a reporter, brainstorm the coverage and then, while they went
out and lived it first hand, you churned out pages filled with
tired copy, waiting for them to come back and let you know what
happened.

Here I sat on my mountain, as fully engaged in
this story as you could be while only talking on the phone, while
Jan, her staff, and the police lived the moment.

I was three-quarters of the way into a complete
mope when Edmonds returned my call.

“Are you scared yet?” He started the
conversation. He had this husky conversational voice that to me
always sounded full of good cheer. He had always been a happy
guy.

“No, should I be?”

“Just kidding. You come up with any
idea of what Reese meant when he said that?”

“Rick, it goes back to an incident
years ago, and it ties back to Raymond Means.”

“You ran around with Ray? I never
knew that.”

“No, we didn’t run around together.
He was part of a group that went steelhead fishing. There was an
incident…”

“Oh, Mickey told me about that. I
had forgotten, Jesus! You really caused a stir that day. I don’t
think we saw each other between then and when you left so I never
asked you about it, but Mickey was just, ‘Ohmigod, Rick,’” He had
put on a solid impression of Buchanan’s voice and speech pattern.
“‘You shoulda seen him. He just busted those fuckers. Quick as a
snake, some kinda martial arts bullshit, and he just wasted ’em.’”
He dropped the Mickey voice, “You know how he could go
on.”

“It was nothing. He was just
building legend. You know how he did that all the time.”

“So what did Means say?”

I dodged the question; I didn’t want to go
there. “I never knew Means that well. How well do you know
him?”

They had been friends since right after high
school. Rick graduated from Millerstown while Means had grown up
down south, St. Johns or Grand Ledge, or maybe Battle Creek, Rick
couldn’t remember. He just knew that Means’ family had had a
cottage in Lake Lucy.

They met working together at a tool and die
shop near Edmore. They were both thinking they’d apprentice, but
neither of them was serious enough for the journeymen in that
shop.

And neither of them liked the math which in
those days before computers required a mastery of fractions. “Like,
shit, who thinks in thirteen sixty-fourths,” Rick liked to say
about those times. They hung out together after work, and they made
a real Mutt and Jeff image with the gangly Means and the short,
compact Edmonds.

I remembered Rick as a young guy, a few years
behind me, but he ran around with brothers of my friends. He had
been happy then, too, but quiet, like he would be as an
adult.

After leaving the shop, they both started
pounding nails for a construction outfit, but in real short order
Means bailed on that work and went north.

“He really loved the outdoors. Not
just the hunting and fishing, just the being there. He couldn’t
express it the way you might, but he liked it a lot.”

It was about then, when they were about 22 that
Means’ coordination finally caught up with his height, Rick
recalled. While Ray had been careful not to expose his awkwardness
throughout high school and after, Rick said it was at times
obvious. “He tried to cover it by walking and talking slowly and
carefully. He built a reputation as being a cautious, quiet
man.”

Then it seemed like all of sudden he could move
quickly without stumbling. He could run and he could jump. “It
really changed him. Gave him a new confidence, you know?” Rick
said. “He was always angry that he had all that height in school,
but he couldn’t walk and chew at the same time. He really felt
cheated.”

When he went up north, in 1971, he caught on
with a Shell Oil exploration team. He was a grunt for the
geologists and seismic technicians.

“He drilled holes for them, cleaned
up after them and generally watched and learned.”

As Rick remembered it, by 1976 Means had been
promoted to a supervisory position that put him out in front of the
actual blasting and mapping. He found he had a knack for talking to
landowners that overcame their skepticism for setting off charges
on their land.

In 1981 he had actually formed a small wildcat
team of his own on the side, and they drilled two successful wells.
Shell accused him of stealing proprietary information, and while he
denied it, the charge scared away any financial backers and his
little operation folded.

“He was two for two and struck out,”
Rick said. “He was pretty angry about that.”

His two little wells kept him, but he found
himself without any real future in that tight world of extraction.
He went to work on one of the farms where he had negotiated a
lease. He made friends with the two brothers who owned the farming
operation. They rented him a home in the woods and he worked the
farm for the next 20 years.

“Then he shows up one day and tells
me he’s retired; working a nice part-time job with some real estate
outfit. When I asked him what he did for them, he was pretty vague,
‘This and that.’”

I remembered seeing him from time to time in
the old Lake Lucy days. He was always around, listening and hanging
out, but never very animated and despite his size, really
forgettable. I had categorized him as a fringe player, and I
mentioned that to Rick. “Oh, yeah, I can see how you might have
thought that. He was really into the good times about then. He was
thinking he was going to be the next oil baron of Michigan. He had
a lot of money, and he spent it.”

Then his tone changed. “The thing most people
missed was just how smart that guy is. He’s nobody’s fool, but he
talked so slowly and said so little, many people who didn’t know
him would have had no idea.”

I remembered that he was always quiet, but that
he had a reputation for being a real bad ass.

“You know, I never knew him to be in
a fight. But, shit, if I had been born tall as a tree and had that
Ichabod Crane look – Hell, man, he’d just scowl at people and
they’d leave him alone – If I’d a had that, I’d a never busted a
knuckle.”

“So, was he bad?”

“Jim, I really don’t know. He never
showed it to me if he was, but he’s sure equipped to be if he had
the stomach for it.”

We went on talking about the old days, and
finally Rick said, “Did you really call to shoot the shit about the
old days?”

“Well, my visit has me into this
real nostalgia trip. You know those pictures you had Jennifer
taking at Mickey’s party? Is there any chance you could send me
copies?”

“You’re in luck. I had Jenny put
them on a DVD and I sent your copy Friday. You should have it today
if mail comes up there on a regular basis.”

“That’s a great idea, Rick. I really
mean that. Did you have to edit much?”

“No, we just cropped out a few
middle fingers; actually, more than a few. That took some doing.
Especially as the afternoon wore on, you know? It became pretty
drunk out after you left.”

“I can’t say I’m sorry I missed it.
I’m a lot older now.”

We traded some more stories before signing off.
The mailman was due around 4. I had almost five hours to stew and
work on my mope.
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The DVD was full of photos from the party. I
quickly downloaded into my Photo Album. There were 68 shots. I
scanned the thumbnails until I found a shot with both Ron and
Ray.

They were huddled together, both looking across
the lawn at something or somebody. The shot clearly showed their
faces. It was a perfect ID photo.

I saved it with a caption and then opened a new
email ready to send it. I called Lawton’s office and let him know
that I had the photos he wanted and he should call me with an email
address.

Jan called minutes later and told me that Hugh,
at Oil and Gas News, had put her onto the perfect source on our
question, and she had an appointment to see him that
evening.

I sat around the rest of the day, waiting like
a deskbound editor, wondering how Jan and Lawton would handle the
face-to-face work. Wondering how I’d play it.

I was tied to my desk, eating my heart out,
missing my dog and hating this feeling of uselessness. My whole
outlook was the stuff of country-western music.

As the afternoon wore on, I filled up and put a
cherry on top of a full mope.

And nobody called me.
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The phone rang again the next morning, but this
time it was just after 5, and even though it was the Sunday of
Memorial Day weekend, I’d been awake for a while.

“Jim, you wouldn’t believe what I
found out, you just wouldn’t believe it.”

“Good morning, Jan. I’m fine on this
beautiful spring morning in Eastern Oregon. How’s everything with
you?” I did my best radio voice.

“Other than dealing with a wise ass?
It’s great here! But listen to this. You are a genius editor; by
the way, in all of Garfield Township there are only sixteen private
parcels that still have their mineral rights attached to
them.”

“Fascinating. Just
sixteen?”

“You’re not getting it, slick. Did I
just wake you up?

“No, not actually,” I said, shifting
myself so I was on one elbow, more or less sitting up. “But I don’t
track the significance of the number sixteen unless…”

“You’re getting it, there are
twenty-seven parcel IDs on that list I sent you, but all sixteen of
the ones holding the mineral rights are on there.”

I thought for a minute. Something was tickling
my itch, but I couldn’t quite put it together, then Jan picked up
the pace again.

“But that’s not all. Listen. I
talked to a guy who is retired from Shell Oil Exploration. Duane
Dennis, originally from Tulsa, Oklahoma, now lives in Wolverine, up
in Cheboygan County. He was here in the seventies, ran the seismic
program and the test wells. He popped the first Pigeon River well.
Said it was almost a gusher, like his younger days in east
Texas.

“So I asked him why this stretch of
properties hadn’t been mapped, and he was sure they had been. When
I told him there were no files on record he just couldn’t explain
it other than it must have been an oversight.

“So I asked him, did he think there
was any oil or gas in this area, and he said there certainly would
be, it was in the heart of the track they picked up that led them
to Pigeon River.

“He said when the tests came in on
Pigeon River there was a crew working this way from Grayling, but
everyone’s focus was way up north, and that’s where he was spending
all of his time.”

I interrupted. “So, could he tell us anything
about the crew that worked this way?”

“Like what, I could call him and
ask.”

“Like if Raymond Means had been part
of that crew, like that?”

“I’ll call you right
back.”

I made coffee and then started wondering about
how all this timing worked. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the
scope of this. Did it really reach way back to 1974?

When she called back, she was all business.
“Means was a supervisor of an exploration crew under Duane, and
they didn’t part friends. Duane is certain that Means stole all
kinds of information from Shell to use for his personal
gain.”

“Like how?”

“Means started a little wildcat
operation on the side, and found some backers and punched two good
wells up by Fredrick. Duane said the whole company was in an uproar
about Pigeon River, and people were being reassigned and frankly he
and everyone else took their eye off the ball.

“Anyway, when they see these wells
come in, Duane confronts Means who denies he stole anything. Said
he had a tip from a land owner that there was oil in some of the
ponds on his place. Said he drilled the first well and it hit, then
quadrangled that site and guessed where the next well would be, and
damn if he didn’t hit it.”

She explained that once Shell started accusing
Means, they drove all his investors away. “Then he left Shell
abruptly in nineteen eighty-one and went to work on a farm where he
had done some work before.”

“So how does that connect to our
properties?”

“The last month he was with Shell
his crew was working the Manistee basin around Mineral Valley. It
was the last assignment around here for that crew. They were
reassigned to Afton, up near the Pigeon River strike.”

I thought for a second. “And the results of
that testing around Mineral Valley?”

“Until now, Duane hadn’t given it a
thought. Apparently it was never submitted.”

I had been leaning into the phone, following
all this as best I could. I sat back. She waited for me to catch
up.

“So what are you going to do with
this?”

“I’m going to write a story in the
Record that reports that there are oil and gas reserves under the
ground targeted for the Penny Point development, and, if Shell will
confirm it, that there are missing records as to the potential of
those reserves. I think I can do that without libeling
anybody.”

“You probably can, but I’m not sure
what the connection is to your readers.”

“It’ll be a side bar to our ongoing
coverage of Patty’s attack…”

“How is she, by the way?”

“Oh, recovering daily. I talked with
her this morning while I was waiting for you to wake up. She is
going to her parents’ house Tuesday, and the prognosis is that she
could be ready to return to work by fall. It’s real hard for her to
talk, but she’s thinking clearly and making connections, but she
talks like she has a speech impediment. The doctor told her that it
was like a stroke, in that her brain will construct a work-around
for her in time.”

“That’s good to hear. Have you had
any talks with her about that day, her research or
anything?”

“Not really. She doesn’t remember
much. And, when she tries to remember she gets real agitated.
Lawton has had several meetings with her, and his medical people
think she’ll be better able to handle it if they have concrete
questions to ask, but nobody’s in a hurry to cause that kid more
pain.”

“I hear that. What does Lawton think
of your research? Have you talked to him?”

“No, he’s on my list. I’ll give him
all my details if he wants.”

“Jan,” I said, clearing my throat.
“I’d really like to know that you gave him everything today. Drive
down to Cadillac if you must, but if somebody approached you
tonight and wanted your notes, I’d like to think you could tell
them that you gave a copy to the law, you know?”

“You still think this is connected,
don’t you?”

“I can’t believe in coincidence, no
matter how hard I try.”

And her voice did that changing thing again,
“And you are worried about my personal safety?”

“I am.”

“I like the sound of that. It’s not
just professional courtesy?”

“I’m a long way away, and I can’t
help you if someone overreacts, you know? I’m feeling a bit
helpless.”

“You could fix that. I have a spare
room. Big Mike will have some rooms next week, too, if my house is
too small.”

“Do you hear anything from Lawton if
he’s having any luck finding White or Means?”

She paused and I knew she was considering my
hasty topic change. “No. I haven’t. I’ll be sure to ask him when I
see him later today. Goodbye.”

The phone was empty, and so I hung it
up.

I felt alone on the outside of all meaningful
events. No Punch. No anybody. The house was feeling pretty
empty.

My mope was back in full force. I decided I
needed a walk in the woods and headed out the door.
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I had just pulled on my rain jacket and was
halfway out the door when I stopped, returned to the kitchen,
pulled a bottle of water from the fridge, and headed back to the
door.

As I rounded the corner, I ran face to face
with Ron White.

“Gee, nice of you to open the door
for us, pal,” he said as he threw a straight left at my
face.

My hands instinctively came up in an
often-practiced form and encircled his forearm and stopped the
punch short. I clung to that arm as my body reeled with the
momentum of his punch, giving with the force of his blow while
sticking to him.

As we fell, I spun on his arm, bending him at
the elbow in the opposite direction of the joint. I landed on the
floor on top of that bent arm. The snap of the elbow was audible
even as he started to scream.

I rolled away from him and hopped to my
feet.

“Stand right there. Don’t
move.”

Miguel Santiago, with what appeared to be a big
bore pistol in his hand, was all business. “Geez Louise, that was
slick,” he said as he waved me away from White, who sat whimpering
as he cradled his broken left elbow in his right arm. He was
hunched over as if his elbow was cold rather than just shattered
and in pain.

“I heard Ray and Mickey tell that
story about you over and over again. Every time those juicers hung
out the old stories would come out, and every time I’d hear Ray
remind Mickey that scaring Jim Stanton is a bad idea, and then
they’d laugh and laugh. You were part of the legend, you
know?

“Where’d you learn that shit anyway?
In ’Nam?” He kept talking as he approached White who was sitting on
the floor, his left leg folded under the right which was extended
in front of him.

I said nothing, and when he waved his gun at
me, I took a step back. He waved again, I stepped again. My mind
was working to overcome my shock at the attack. I checked on my
center. It was in place, and my fear and anxiety ratcheted down
with my breathing.

Miguel was talking again, chatting, really. I
figured it was behavior he’d seen watching movies. “Yeah, you’ve
nosed into our business as far as you’re going to go, buddy. We’re
going to clean up this mess with you and the newspaper bitch and
then we’ll just hunker down and let it all play out.”

“You’re gonna stop a newspaper?” I
asked. “A Michigan State Police investigation? You really think
you’re gonna stop anybody? You stopped Mickey, and this is what it
won you, right?”

His grin was lopsided, his voice full of wonder
and regret, “You figured Mickey out, then? Geez it’s worse than
even Charlotte thought, and she’s just paranoid that you’re going
to ruin everything. Yep, we need to be cleaning.”

And with that he switched his gun from his
right hand to his left as he stepped over to White. He brought his
right hand up at a 90-degree angle from his upper arm and with a
sudden sound that was half shriek and half grunt, he brought the
rigid edge of his hand down in a classic chop, just below the back
of the young man’s skull.

White arched his back, but it was a reflex.
Santiago didn’t even look back at him as White shuddered, his
extended right heel making a staccato on the floor for nearly a
minute after he died. It just rattled on, a macabre moment unlike
any other in my past. I couldn’t help but shudder.

Miguel straightened up, his full attention on
me. “See, the thing is,” he continued in his chatty tone, “I don’t
know how your bullshit t’ai chi – oh yeah, I’ve watched you dance
those pussy forms – I don’t know how that is going to stand up to
real fighting.

“Karate is not supposed to be a
dance for old men and women, and I’ve been a black belt since I was
twelve.

“We originally figured we’d break in
here, secure all your files and your computer, steal a bunch of
stuff, leave Ronnie there dead from when you surprised the
burglars. You, of course, would be shot by the accomplice. No
evidence, no clues, just mystery.

“Now Ronnie’s killed by you in hand
to hand combat and you’re still shot. It’ll play.”

I eyed the gun, back in his right hand. It was
pointed at my chest, unwavering. If he was psyched at the prospect
of shooting me, he hid it well. “Sounds like you’ve figured it all
out here, but what about Michigan?

“Means and my Dad are headed to take
care of the newspaper bitch in another accident. I think the clean
up is in good shape so far.”

I found I was completely focused. I had my
center in complete control, but I wasn’t sure what I could do. At
this distance I couldn’t rush him and survive. At this distance he
couldn’t miss. Being completely in control of your fear and anxiety
doesn’t automatically make you able to think your way out of an
impossible situation.

“One question?”

He smiled. “You stalling? You think the cavalry
is going to come save you? All you old timers, you think it can’t
happen to you.” He shrugged. “Go ahead, ask.”

“My dog?”

“From the look of things, he died
with a lot more guts and dignity than I think you’re going to show
me.” And with that, he tossed his gun onto the sofa. “Let’s see
just how much good you think that dancing will do for
you...”

He assumed a classic martial arts stance, one
foot ahead of the other, both knees flexed in what Americans call
the “athletic position” with his weight balanced above the balls of
his feet. His hands were up and flat, ready to knock aside any
punch I might throw while he was prepared to strike with a foot,
knee, elbow or hand. I had seen the power he could generate with
that hand, and I had no illusions about my ability to take on a
murderous black belt 30-odd years my junior.

I backed away, circling slightly to the right,
and he advanced in breath-taking quickness to cut me off from the
porch doors. I grabbed the drop-leaf oak table I used for company
meals, and slid it between us.

Without a word, he kicked one leg off the
table, then kicked it again as it tilted, shattering the oak like
match sticks.

I backed up again, and he advanced, cornering
me. A smile flickered across his face and I felt a fear I had
forgotten existed, a numbing kind of fear that foreshadowed my next
move. He was still out of range for kicking me as I reached my
right hand under my rain jacket and pulled the 7-shot, .357 magnum
Taurus out of the holster on my left hip.

He relaxed and straightened a bit. “You kidding
me? You think that’s going to save your lard ass? I’m about to kill
you, sucker.” And as he spoke he moved in like
lightening.

In that same instant, I shot him twice, a
double tap, just as I was taught back when I was learning the forms
of t’ai chi ch’uan.

His right hand went to the twin entry wounds in
his chest in an involuntary reaction. He watched his blood pumping
through his fingers, then he shot question at me with his eyes, but
he didn’t say a word. He was dead before he hit the
floor.

I holstered the weapon and rushed to the phone
in the kitchen to call Jan’s cell number. It went directly to her
message so she was either out of service or she had it was off. I
left a message without thinking it through: “Jan, there are people
looking to hurt you, they came here, too. They didn’t hurt me.
Don’t pack or anything, just hurry to Lawton or Fish, whoever is
closer. Don’t delay, do it now.”

I called Lawton’s office, heard the message,
and hung up. I dialed 411 and let Qwest complete the call to the
Michigan State Police barracks in Cadillac for an additional 75
cents. I didn’t have time to dial.

There was a trooper on duty, and I told him a
real abridged version of who I was. “Listen, this is really
important. I need you to call Detective Lawton at home or on his
cell right this minute, and tell him I’m at home and need him to
call me. It’s urgent. Somebody’s going to try and kill Janice
Coldwell of Mineral Valley. Will you do that?”

“Sir, if you can just state your
full name…”

“After. You make the call. I promise
I’ll wait and we can fill out the form together, but Lawton will
know how to protect Jan, and I’m out here in Oregon, please,” I
slowed down. “Just, please. Do it now, we’ll do the paperwork
after...” I waited a heartbeat and was going to say
more.

“Hold.”

I shifted weight from left foot to right and
back again. The smell of death – bodily fluids and cordite hit me
like a pile driver. I was suddenly in fear of losing my center. I
practiced breathing, and started to think beyond the
moment.

“Detective Lawton answered the
phone. He told me to let you hang up and he’d call you immediately.
Oh, and he said Ms. Coldwell was driving to see him and she is
safe. He said I’d receive the paperwork later.”

“Thanks, trooper.”

The phone rang as soon as I hung it
up.

“What’s going on,” Lawton said. “Did
you have trouble?”

“Ron White and a Miguel Santiago are
dead in my living room, otherwise it’s just another Sunday in the
Blues.”

“You kill ’em?”

“Santiago killed White, called it
part of cleaning up the mess he thinks Jan and I started because
they killed Mickey, but that’s not the important part.”

I told him Santiago had said his old man and
Means were taking care of cleaning up the mess in Mineral Valley,
how I had left an urgent message on Jan’s cell phone, and then
called the barracks.

He assured me Jan was safe; she had called him,
and he thought she would arrive at his house at any moment. “She
was a little embarrassed. Said you ordered her to come to me, but
she wanted me to see what she had.”

“She’s found some circumstantial
connections between Mickey, Charlotte, Richard Santiago, and Ray
Means… I think I’ve firmed up a lot of that. Santiago admitted to
me that they killed Mickey, and he confirmed that Charlotte was
part of it. The only name I didn’t hear was Crocker.”

“Have you notified your local police
yet?”

“No, I just wanted to warn Jan that
she’s in real danger.”

“Here’s what you do. Write down this
phone number,” and he gave it to me. “It’s my personal cell number;
I won’t be far from it until I hear from somebody.

“You call your local sheriff or, do
you have a local OSP command near you there?”

“Yes, in both Pendleton and La
Grande, I think the real commander is in La Grande; it’s about
forty miles away.”

“You call one of them, and then sit
there until they’re on scene. You’ll be tied up the rest of the
day, but when you meet whoever is in charge, not the first
responder, but the investigator, you know, like me or Sgt. Fish,
then you give them that number. Oh, wait a minute...”

Jan had arrived, and he gave me a chance to
talk to her for a minute. I assured her that I was unhurt and I
expected her to follow Lawton’s directions without question so
she’d be the same.

He bumped back onto the call. “Time’s up, we
need your local cops on the scene before the delay becomes to be
too big a question for us to answer. Move it.”
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When OSP Lieutenant Stan Liske finally arrived
at my house, the EMTs, crime scene guys and the Medical Examiner
were gone with the bodies, and there were a bunch of sheriff
deputies and state troopers hanging around protecting the scene. My
living room was taped off as a crime scene, so I was sitting in the
kitchen.

A spectacular sunset bathing the Columbia basin
in a golden hue was going pretty much unnoticed when the tall,
ruddy guy in shorts and a tee shirt with his gold shield hung
around his neck on a shoestring let himself into the kitchen from
back porch.

“Mr. Stanton?”

“I am he.”

He introduced himself, explained that he needed
to review my story one more time. I had recited it, unadulterated,
twice before, once for a tape recorder.

“Why would he throw his gun
aside?”

I shrugged. “Youthful arrogance?”

“He didn’t know you had a
weapon?”

“He never asked.”

“So you think he wanted to rough you
up a bit with his karate before shooting you?”

“I guess. I really don’t
know.”

“So why did you shoot him rather
than kick his ass?”

I checked to see if he was going to laugh at
his own joke. He didn’t seem to be trying to be funny. I shrugged
again. “Mature judgment?”

That earned a flicker of a smile. “Look, Mr.
Stanton, I busted my ass down here from my family’s camping trip up
at Wallowa Lake in Joseph. I don’t want this to drag on any longer
than it has to, can you shed any light on this
investigation?

“Is this your
investigation?”

“That’s correct.”

I handed him the paper with Lawton’s number on
it. “I think if you’ll call this guy – he’s a detective with the
Michigan State Police – you’ll have a better picture of this than I
can give you. It could save your evening around the
campfire.”

“Sit tight. I’ll use the
porch.”

Some 20 minutes later, when Lt. Liske came back
into the kitchen, I offered him an iced tea, which he accepted.
“Lawton says this is all part of a case he’s working in Michigan,
and he’d appreciate my giving you all the support I can. He thinks
you’re one of those rarest of breeds at a murder scene: A true
victim.”

I just shrugged again. My mind wouldn’t let go
of the picture of Santiago looking at his own blood or the sound of
White’ heel drumming on the floor. My thousand yard stare roused
Liske’s attention. “You hanging in there?”

“I can’t come to grips with the
feeling that this and everything else is just an overreaction, way
beyond necessary.”

“In any event, what can I or the OSP
do for you?”

“Clear up this crime scene so I can
clean this mess up before the stink gets worse.”

“We’ll be gone in just a little
while, but you might want to consider staying with a neighbor or in
town.”

I knew the Nelsons would put me up. “Do I have
one of those, ‘This is a murder investigation, don’t leave town’
leashes on me?”

“No, I don’t think so. I’d like to
have you read a transcript of your statement and sign it – that’ll
be ready by noon on Tuesday, and then you think you’re heading to
Michigan?”

“Eventually, but first I think I
want to go to Salem.”

“Salem? Is it connected with
this?”

“It could be, but I’m not sure.
There’s an attorney with an office there, a guy named Willis
Crocker. He represents the people who I think are behind this
violence, and in all that talking, the Santiago kid never mentioned
him. But I really think he’s involved, and I just want to talk to
him.”

“I think you should let me and my
people do that. Perhaps you could help with the
questions.”

I thought about that, and again felt that old,
sitting-at-the-desk-while-younger-studs-are-out-living-it feeling.
Something must have flickered across my face because Liske was
quick to pick up on it.

“You’re not one of those amateur
cowboys, are you? Please, employ that mature judgment and let us
handle these guys.”

He told me to be at the La Grande office after
lunch on Tuesday and I could sign the statement. He also gave me an
email address and asked that I submit some questions I might ask if
I were lucky enough to sit down with Willis Crocker. He told me the
sooner I sent that email on Tuesday, the better.

I called the Nelsons and Shirlee told me to
come on down, she had stuff to grill, but they were waiting to see
what I needed after all the cops left. “All afternoon, all they’d
tell me was that you were unharmed and that there had been some
kind of home invasion,” Shirlee complained. “I knew you’d need us,
so we’re just waiting… what… Oh, Jack says he has a great new gin
and lots of ice, so c’mon.”

If Boodles gin is cold enough, the juniper
flavor almost makes the taste of burnt gunpowder go away…
almost.
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The sun was just making a glow in the eastern
sky above the mountains as I completed my exercises on Memorial Day
morning.

All the official cars were gone from the
property. There was no crime scene tape outside, and when I tried
the door, it was locked.

The screen door to the porch was locked as
well. I went to the woodshed and found the emergency key hanging
under the roof, used it to open the front door.

Inside, the first thing I noticed was the
absence of odor and yellow plastic ribbon. I switched on the
overhead lights.

The Persian-style rug was gone from the living
room, and so with it went all the blood and other stuff. The
hardwood floor had a slight pinkish tinge in places, but all in
all, the clean-up had been better than I expected.

Upstairs in my workroom, I started writing an
email to Liske. In it, I pointed out that as far as we knew, the
senior Santiago and Means were still on the loose and hunting for
Jan. My morning thinking was if we were to roust Crocker, and he
was part of the criminal enterprise, he’d be sure to warn those
two, and then they might be difficult to apprehend.

I suggested he have his people in Salem just
determine if Crocker was in town, and if so, to keep an eye on
him.

I also told him I thought it would be a good
idea if whoever responded to my house on Sunday would decline to
identify the victims by name or even the address, if they could
stall it, to keep from having Crocker or anyone else know that the
attempt on my life had failed. If they had to report because of
open records law, they could “withhold identities of the victims
pending notification of next of kin.”

With a jolt, I realized that the next of kin
would include Kathy, a woman who was as much a part of my past as
Mickey had been, a true friend whose son had died in my living
room. I knew I would have to tell her about it at some point, and
the very thought sent a chill to my soul. I shook myself back to
the present and continued to write.

I then told him I was planning on going to
Michigan right after we concluded our business on Tuesday, so I
hoped he’d make sure it was ready before noon.

I sent the email, and then called Jan’s
cell.

She answered and I realized she had been
asleep. “I’m awake now, though,” she said, having seen where the
call was from.

“Where are you?”

“In the spare room at Lawton’s house
in Cadillac. We went to the cemetery for the military colors and
salute, and then to the parade... I got sleepy, so I grabbed a nap
before we go to the park for salt ‘n’ butter chicken – did you ever
have salt ‘n’ butter chicken?”

“Remember, I was a reporter in
Cadillac. Of course I had salt ‘n’ butter chicken. It’s right up
there with Dave and Jim’s Pizza, but you can make the chicken at
home.”

“I’ve never had Dave and Jim’s
Pizza. Is it special?”

“Sandy never forgot their phone
number. Twenty-five years after we left there we were driving from
Traverse City to Lakeville on a summer day, and she dialed the
number and ordered a pizza from memory. It was still the best
ever.”

“Wow. Will you take me for pizza
someday?”

“Fine, how about
Wednesday?”

“I’ll be in Mineral Valley on
Wednesday, putting the paper to bed. I talked to Julie, and things
are going pretty well with the story. I’ll finish that today from
here… would you mind editing it for me?”

“No problem, send it on.”

“Then you’re really coming to see
me?” Her voice did that changing thing again. “I’d really like
that.”

“I’m dealing with the police
tomorrow at noon, and then I’m looking at how long it will take me
... I might not be there until Thursday.”

“I can wait until
Thursday.”

“How is Lawton going to keep you
safe while you are in Mineral Valley?”

“He’s assigned a young trooper and
his canine partner. They’ll even sleep in my house at night while
other troopers keep an eye outside. I think I’m pretty
safe.”

“It would be hard to stage an
accident in that kind of situation,” I agreed. “But it depends on
how committed they are to an accident scene.”

I changed the subject slightly, “Did you send
me those notes from your courthouse research? I didn’t see them
this morning.”

“No, I freaked a bit with your
message, and took off with my computer in tow for Cadillac. I’m
kinda glad you’re an old lady about my safety.” Her voice was doing
that changing thing again. “Do you want to talk about yesterday?
How are you doing?”

“I’m going to be fine, it’s just...
I don’t think there’s anything more to tell you about yesterday.
The whole thing only raised as many questions as it
answered.”

“What are you going to do
today?”

“If you’ll send me those notes, I’ll
look at them. Then I’m going to clean up this house, figure out
travel plans, go for a walk and try to sleep. I was up late last
night with Jack Nelson. He has discovered Boodles gin.”

“Is it special? Is it hard to come
by? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it.”

“No, it’s not hard to find, but in a
world with a million gins clamoring for a guy’s attention, unless
you go alphabetically, you might not hit on Boodles for a while.
I’ve never seen an ad for it.”

“Is it good?”

“If it’s cold enough, it can almost
drown out the taste of burning cordite. We gave it a good run last
night, but now I need to take a long shower.”

“I was up late too. Lawton told me
everything about your fight. I couldn’t help but think of Indiana
Jones when that guy in the market comes after him with his swords,
twirling them…”

I interrupted her. “I saw that movie, and I can
tell you it never came into my mind when that punk violated the
first rule of combat and gave away his advantage. I just did what I
had to do, nothing more. No comic relief; no Hollywood.”

“I’m sorry, Jim. I wasn’t trying to
be crass. It’s just…”

“Yeah, I know. Sometimes if you
don’t laugh, you’d have to cry. I haven’t cried yet, but I know I
sometime will. I always did… Look, I’ll call you when I know a
concrete itinerary.”

“Be safe. I’m looking forward to
seeing you.”

I took a shower while the coffee perked. With
coffee in hand, I went upstairs, checked my email. I hadn’t
received her notes yet. I knew I was dithering, spinning my wheels
and I knew it wasn’t helping me cope. I gave up on the notes and
went for more coffee. As I poured it, I heard the “ping” of new
mail upstairs.

I opened her message and hit print on the notes
just as I heard someone quietly walking in the front door. I
listened but didn’t move. The police had taken my Tack Driver. I
hadn’t replaced any of my long guns since the robbery. I was
without a weapon.

“Jim?”

Shirlee’s voice gave me a chance to exhale. I
found her looking around the living room. “This isn’t so bad,” she
said, gesturing to the floor, “I have just the stuff to clean up
this hardwood. I wonder why they took your rug; will they bring it
back?”

“Not if I have any say, they won’t.
It’s ruined from my point of view. But it’s good they took it,
because that really made clean up simpler, I think.”

“I thought you might let me take
care of that,” she said. “I think you should be out of here for a
while today.”

My phone interrupted us. It was Liske. “I
thought you were camping at Wallowa,” I greeted him after I heard
his voice.

“You sound pretty chipper today.
Anyway, I’m in the Joseph police department, and they’ve let me
check my email before the parade. I think that’s a good idea about
Crocker, and the press. I’ll make that happen. And, I talked with
our stenographer, and she has the tape and said she’d have the
statement typed up by nine a.m.”

“In La Grande?”

“That’s the place. We’ll see you
then.” And he hung up. A no-nonsense cop, I thought.

Shirlee was pouring some kind of goop on the
floor and had a mop pail from the garage and my big mop in
it.

Randall Albright was all smiles seconds later
as he climbed out of his Suburban. “Jim,” he called out as he saw
me. “I was just hoping you’d be here today.”

“What’s up?”

“I want to hunt mushrooms. I have a
cooler full of beer and two big steaks, and I thought you might
take me up the hill and show me some morels. Then I figured we
could come back here and put those steaks on and watch the sun go
down.”

I motioned him to follow me. “Shirlee. You and
Jack have dinner plans tonight?” I intercepted the look from
Shirlee to Randall.

“No… Oh, hi, Randall.” Her eyes
flickered from my face to Randall’s and then quickly
away.

I decided not to let on that I’d read her
duplicity in that look. Hell, I thought, I could use the relief.
“Why don’t you plan on coming up here for steak and fresh
morels.”

“You’re going to hunt
mushrooms?”

“And drink some beer,” Randall
tossed in.

“I think that’s a dandy idea. You go
ahead. I’ll bring a salad and some of Jack’s special bleu cheese
dressing. What time?”

“Let’s plan martinis at six, dinner
to follow.”

“Sounds perfect,” she said with a
smile. “Randall, you take good care of him, he’s a little crispy
around the edges right now.” And she patted me on the
shoulder.
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I was literally running when I hit my front
door, and I dashed upstairs to my workroom, grabbed the phone, and
started dialing.

“Rick?” I asked as he answered at
his end.

“Jim? How in the hell are ya,
bud?”

I thought, “Oh shit, he’s lit up.” “Rick. Can
you talk?”

“Jesus, Stanton. I go years without
a word, now I’m about your favorite guy back here. What’s goin’
on?”

“Rick, who the hell is Seth
Buchanan?”

“Mickey’s kid by Ginny. Some kind of
genius, to hear Mickey tell it. I think he’s in law school some
place.”

“Were he and Mickey close, you know,
before Charlotte?”

“Oh, yeah, big time. It was like
Mickey was trying to make up with Seth for bad acts with
Phillip.”

“Rick, where are you?”

“Sportsman’s Club. We have an annual
Memorial Day party here. Wendy went home, pissed again. Pissed
’cause I’m pissed.” He giggled. “Shit, Stanton, you sound like
you’re scared… oh, shit, nobody’s ever supposed to make you
scared.”

He perked up. “Jim, did somebody scare you? Are
they all right?” And then he laughed some more. I hung up as he was
laughing uncontrollably.

Albright came walking into the house. “Jim?
Everything okay?” There was concern in his voice.

I had been quiet, letting the events of the
last few days run through my mind as we drove down from a
5,000-foot trail head. We had a bag full of great fresh white
’roons, and we’d had a few beers and a nap. It had been a
refreshing day.

About the time we drove through La Grande, I
remembered what Deputy Davis had said about the first property ID,
Mickey’s number representing property owned by Mickey and Seth.
Bells and alarms started going off in my head, and I had jumped out
of Albright’s truck without a word as he put it into “park.” In my
driveway and rushed up to my workroom in a lather.

“I’m sorry,” I called out to him
when I heard him come into the house. Something I had seen earlier
had just exploded in my brain like a firecracker. I stood at my
desk and looked through the notes Jan had sent me
earlier.

She had processed that number along with all
the rest, and had noted the plat book coordinates with each
listing. Then she had listed the owner’s name, their business
address, the address of the property and then a physical
description of the land in rods and acres, followed by any notes of
deed restrictions.

As I scanned across the notes looking at the
owners’ names, I saw Charlotte Davis, Frank Santiago, Richard
Santiago, and then all those Mickey Buchanans, on and on, and then,
at the end of the list, like an after thought, I saw “Mickey’s
number.” I hadn’t memorized it, but it really stuck out. The middle
number of all those other IDs was 500. The last five digits of the
other numbers were all 008- and then a series of numbers ranging
from 01-19. But in Mickey’s number the middle number was 396, and
the final digits were 006-01.

It wasn’t his home place as I had assumed it to
be!

I called Jan’s cell and heard her message. I
called Lawton’s cell and heard his. I left the same message in both
cases, call me. Tonight.

“Jim,” Albright called out from
downstairs, “You okay?”

I went out to the landing and smiled down at
him. “I’m a bit jumpy.”

“No wonder,” he replied. I had told
him the bare bones account of my Sunday excitement. He had been
sympathetic, and had taken it as a personal goal to make me escape
into the woods. I had, too.

I shook off my nerves, focused on my center and
went downstairs. “Let’s start on dinner,” I said with a
smile.

We cleaned up the mushrooms in the deep sink in
the garage, and I made sure the meat course was thawed out, while
he was in the shower. I mixed up a batch of gin martinis; put them
in the freezer minus one I had for him, and took my turn in the
shower.

Shirlee and Jack arrived on the porch just at
6, right on time. Jack was in charge of the grill; Albright assumed
the martini operation as I went to answer the phone.

“Jim?”

“Jan? You all right?”

“I am, but you sounded really
spooked on your message. I’m at the paper; Miles is on the other
line, I’m going to conference him in.”

“Miles, you there?”

“I’m here. Jim? What the hell
happened to you today?”

“Nothing bad, but I have seen
something in the notes Jan took that really nailed my attention. I
guess I overreacted a bit.” I explained the Seth Buchanan entry and
told them what I knew of him and his relation to Mickey.

When I was finished, there was a long silence.
Finally Jan spoke up, “I guess I hadn’t seen all that, but I don’t
think it warranted calling out of the National Guard,
Jim.”

I admitted that was probably true. “I think I
can be better under control when I’m out there. I’ll let you know
when I arrive.”

They let me go without too many recriminations,
and I went back downstairs. When I arrived in the kitchen, it was
apparent I had interrupted something. It took me a second in my
current state to realize they’d been talking about me.

“Don’t let me spoil your
conversation.”

Randall and Jack eyed at each other. Shirlee
spoke up, “We represent just a few of the people on this planet who
care deeply about you, Mr. Stanton. We’ll talk about you behind
your back when we think it’s in your best interest and you will not
make us feel guilty about it. Clear?”

“Crystal.” I smiled sheepishly at
her. “Are we out of gin?”

“God, I hope not,” Jack spoke up.
“What was that, it was immaculate!”

“Just plain old Beefeaters, Jack. I
look around and look around, and I always end up back at the
classic.”

I had talked while going to the kitchen.
Albright piped up, “There’s a reason they’re called classics; you
do understand that, don’t you?”

While I mixed another batch of “marts” they
resumed their hushed conversation. I chose to ignore them. When I
opened the freezer, I found a batch already in there. I traded my
batch for the other, and headed for the porch.

“Whoever did this, God loves you no
more than I…”

After the Nelsons wobbled back to their house,
Albright and I sat on the deck and watched the stars break out in
their seasonal splendor. While spring and fall could be pretty wet
in the Blues, summer would be a dazzling combination of sparkling
days and shimmering nights. We might go months between cloudy
nights, much less showers.

I told Randall I wanted to catch a 2:19 flight
to Michigan in Boise the next day, but I needed to be at the State
Police post in La Grande at 9 a.m.

“You drive to La Grande, and when
you’re done with the OSP, just drive out to the airport, and I’ll
take you to Boise. We’ll be there for lunch if you don’t waste too
much time with the cops.”

And that’s just how it worked. Albright is one
of those rich guys who just don’t understand people who can’t make
things work just as they need them to work. The world needs more of
that attitude.
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I drove down the river road from M-66 in the
rental SUV, and I could see the glow and the flashing strobes in
the sky while I was still miles away.

I glanced at the dashboard clock; it was just
11:30. I was driving 60, and didn’t dare speed up, but I couldn’t
take my eyes off that glow, either.

As I came around the curve above Jan’s house, I
was met with a barricade of emergency vehicles, all flashing their
strobes. From my perspective I could see beyond the first cruisers
to the flickering of a fire that had burned to the foundation, with
beams still glowing and sizzling under the attention of the
volunteer fire fighters.

I pulled up to the first cruiser, and rolled
down my window. A sheriff’s deputy approached. “You’re going to be
stuck here for a while, Mr.. You’d better back up and park on the
shoulder…”

I interrupted. “I have a friend, Jan Coldwell,
who lives there. I’m coming to visit her. Is she all
right?”

“You…” He pulled his notebook out of
his pocket and checked a page. “You Mr. Stanton?”

“I am.”

“Park over there, and I’ll walk you
into the scene.”

“But is she all right?”

“I’ll walk you in.”

I backed up and hooked the Bronco around so it
was mostly off the road, nosed into the bushes. I then trotted to
the deputy. He had just finished talking on his radio. “This way,”
he said, and moved out at a quick step toward the fire.

He led me past the final embers of Jan’s home,
and then into a crowd of emergency vehicles, and there was Jan,
sitting on the tailgate of an EMS truck. She saw me, too, and
bounced off the truck and into my arms.

I savored the feel of her in my arms, said a
little prayer of thanksgiving, and then held her away from me so I
could look her up and down.

She was wearing a ratty old bathrobe, gym
shorts, and a ragged tee shirt I figured she slept in. She was
dazzling me with her smile.

“How you doin’?” I asked. “Anybody
hurt?”

“No. That’s the great part of it.
They snuck past the trooper on the road, and set the fire, but as
they were pouring the kerosene around the place, the canine officer
sensed them and woke up Trooper Hansen. He heard them, and roused
me, and we snuck out the front door just as they came in the porch
door.

“We ran like hell to the car. The
troopers called for help and guarded me, but the sonsabitches
didn’t come for me. Just torched my place.”

“But you guys were all
right?”

“Whoa, Jim, tune in; everybody’s
unhurt. The dog’s fine. You need that once more?”

“Nope, I think I’m tracking
now.”

“You’re sweet, but we didn’t catch
them, either. They must have had a boat. We didn’t hear a motor in
the whoosh of the fire, but they must of; they didn’t drive
here.”

“And you didn’t see
anyone?”

“No. Nothing.”

Lawton approached, and Jan made a quick
introduction. “Good to see you, Stanton. I’m glad you’re here. I’ve
garnered some information on that land description you noticed
today. I called the Register of Deeds and had them identify the
location on the GIS map. You and I can go out there
tomorrow.

“There’s nothing more to be done
here, Jan. You have anywhere to stay tonight?”

She waited for me to speak, and I could feel
her anxiety. “I have a room at Big Mike’s,” I said. “You can bunk
with me if he doesn’t have another room. Let’s go find
out.”

She was silent as I woke Mike Robertson,
explained the situation, and asked if he had a bed for
Jan.

The consummate inn keeper, Mike assumed
command. He borrowed a nightgown from Rhonda, found a toothbrush
and a hair brush, took Jan up to the Barron Room, and then returned
to me.

“Scotch?” he tilted his head in
question, “or would it be bourbon for you?”

I followed him into the kitchen, and he put a
couple of fingers of bourbon in a glass. He held it out with a
questioning look. “One cube, if you would,” I said.

He made a face as he put the drink in front of
me. “I’ll put you in a bed downstairs. It’s a family space in the
basement that we don’t use often anymore, but it will be perfectly
comfortable for you for tonight.”

It was. The drink had me almost asleep before
my head hit the pillow, and, as usual, there were no
dreams.
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Jan went off to the paper to see if anyone had
art from her house fire. She was in a temper. “I can’t believe I
snuck out of that house without my camera, sat there in that police
car and watched my house go up in flames, and never thought to ask
if the trooper had a crime scene camera on board; talk about your
rookie, boneheaded, publisher stunts…”

I held off on my smile until she was out the
front door, beating herself up and down. Lawton and a couple of
troopers were at the Santiago compound to question anyone there,
and then he was going to pick me up and show me Seth Buchanan’s
property.

He showed up around 9 a.m., and Big Mike poured
him a coffee without a word. Lawton was tight lipped with
anger.

“They wouldn’t let you
in?”

“Not without a warrant. We had one
faxed to us in about ten minutes, and then they wanted to send it
to their lawyer; Crocker I presume. So I had one of the guys run a
squad through the gate, and we went in with guns drawn.

“There were three women, an old
grandmother, Santiago’s wife and his sister-in-law and one gardener
who looks like a refugee from the World Wrestling
Federation.

“They were of no help. I can’t
believe those two were able to clear out of Dodge last
night.”

I thought for a minute. “Any sign of a jet
boat?”

“There are three of them tied up at
a dock in the compound.”

We drove out to the Seth Buchanan property. We
went past the compound, and there was nothing to see. The gardener
had parked a vehicle in front of the shattered gate. There was a
trooper parked on the road, keeping an eye on the entrance in case
anyone tried to leave.

The road became gravel at a sign announcing the
entrance to the federal forest land. A mile up the road, we were
informed we were leaving the National Forest. I could just make out
the next “Entering the Huron National Forest” sign up ahead on the
road.

There was a small road to the left, towards the
river; blocked by a powder coated iron gate like you’d see on any
ranch out West. There was no cattle guard in the ground.

We parked the car at the gate. The two-track
ended in a turnaround which circled a grove of cedar trees. There
was a pump and a fire ring. The location, overlooking the river,
was spectacular. I wondered why Mickey had never built on this
lot.

We concluded nobody had been on this spot for a
long time. “Trespassers would have left shit,” Lawton grumbled.
“It’s like they can’t help themselves.”

We were back in the car and headed to the Inn
when I had a thought. “Miles, let’s take a look at Mickey’s place
up Copper Creek. Whaddaya think?”

“It won’t hurt,” he said, taking the
left turn up the creek road.

The gate barricading Mickey’s driveway was not
nearly as foreboding as the one at the compound, but it too was
locked. We again parked and started up the driveway.

“Just a minute,” Lawton told me. He
opened the door and started talking on his radio. I could hear only
the “roger” back from the speaker.

He caught back up with me, and we started up
the two-track drive again. This track also dead ended at a
turnaround on the stream’s bank with Mickey’s garage off to the
left of the circle. His house was further left. There was a paved
walk leading around the garage, and I knew from my earlier
reconnaissance that walkway would lead us first to the house and
then, further, to the huge deck overlooking the stream.

The place was silent except for the burble of
the creek and the sigh of the cedars in a gentle morning breeze. I
noted that there were no bird noises or red squirrel chattering,
and that seemed out of character to me. The drone of insects in the
under story of the swamp was constant and something you just didn’t
hear.

When no one answered the door, Lawton stepped
away from it and headed towards the stream and the deck.

As the backyard came into full view, he
stumbled and his face took on a crinkled, puzzled look before my
mind registered the crack of a rifle. As I stood there trying to
grasp what I was seeing, he collapsed on the ground. I dived on top
of him.

I realized he had been shot, and as quickly
realized the shooting wasn’t finished. I started dragging him under
the lee of the deck while my mind went into replay. Where did that
shot come from?

I heard another shot, and felt a tug at my left
heel. I saw a ragged tear in my shoe, but I felt no
pain.

I heard footsteps on the deck coming my way,
and I took Lawton’s pistol out of his shoulder holster. I couldn’t
tell if he was dead or alive.

I rolled onto my back and waited to see someone
appear above the edge of the deck, the pistol in my two-handed
grip, pointed up at where I thought the person making those steps
would appear.

“Wait a minute, don’t go any
closer,” I heard from my far right. “Let me take a look to see if
they’re both down.”

The steps stopped, but they started again,
slower. I tensed. The older Santiago, wearing a panama hat,
appeared above the edge of the deck. He saw me in the shooting
position just as I saw him, “What the f...,” he exclaimed and
started to duck down.

“First, sailor, cut the odds,” I
could hear that wizened drill sergeant from long ago as we
practiced infiltration strategies. “Everything else comes in time,
but first, cut down the odds.”

Lawton’s gun went off as if of its own
volition. The first shot spun Santiago around; the second missed;
the third and fourth both found flesh in his shoulder, and he
screamed as he went down.

I focused on my breathing. I could hear him
crawling away from me. I wondered about Means and his damned
rifle.

“Jesus, Ricardo! I told you to
wait.” I could hear fear and anger in his voice, and I knew Means
would be working his way around the deck, angling toward the creek
bank. Soon he’d have an angle on us. I assessed the lattice that
covered the space between the ground and the deck. It was just
stapled to the deck footings. I kicked at it, and it came apart. I
crawled into the darkness under the deck, and reached back to grab
Lawton by the collar to drag him in with me, but then thought
better of it.

Like a football drill from high school, I
raised myself up on my toes and hands, keeping my butt down under
the deck’s spanners, I started scurrying like a crab deeper under
the deck, trusting I was being quiet enough so Means couldn’t hear
me, and trusting the darkness under there shielded me from his
eyes.

After I passed the steps to the river, I veered
back to the edge, and peered out through the lattice.
Nothing.

I worked my fingers into the lattice and
started pushing to free the staples. Just as the lattice separated
from the deck enough to let me out, I heard Means bound up on the
deck from the end where I’d left Lawton.

“Fuck you, Stanton. I know you’re
down there, and you’re dead. He started firing through the deck,
and I could see bullets hitting the dirt behind me.

“You’re never coming out of there
alive, you cocksucker. I just don’t give a shit any
more.”

It was obvious to me that Means was cracking
under the pressure of combat. I’d seen it before. I held my
position, and kept track of my center as he wandered aimlessly
around the deck, firing his rifle straight down.

When he expended his clip, he reached for
another. I could hear him as he patted first one pocket of his
shorts, then another. He was out of ammo.

I acted immediately. On my hands and knees I
bulled my way through the lattice in a sustained lunge. When the
lattice gave up, I hurtled out on the grass, turning onto my back
as I did so.

To my surprise, there were two targets on the
deck. Santiago was sitting slumped in a chair at an umbrella table.
His head was hanging down, and his left shoulder was a mass of
blood. He had a big blue automatic pistol resting in his right
hand. Means was standing 15 feet to his left. My sudden appearance
had left him standing there with his mouth ajar. I made a snap
decision and shot as Santiago started to raise his head.

The 9 millimeter slug from Lawton’s weapon took
Santiago just above the bridge of his nose, snapping his head back
and killing him instantly. As I swung the gun to Means, he moved as
quickly as any man I’d ever seen.

I shot twice but he was around the corner, and
I knew I had missed him. I heard him run out of the driveway
towards the road.

I went to Lawton. He had a pulse and he was
breathing, but it was shallow. I jumped up and ran to the door of
the cottage. There was a phone on the wall just inside the door and
I called 911. Just as I did, I heard the garage door open, and the
sound of a powerful engine accelerating out of the driveway. I
focused on reporting the need for an ambulance for
Lawton.

I was putting pressure on both the entry and
exit wounds to Lawton’s upper rib cage when two troopers came
storming up the road, just seconds after I’d called.

One of them came running with a first-aid kit;
the other was talking on the radio, directing a fire-rescue team of
volunteer EMTs into the place.

The trooper shoved me out of the way, took
vital signs and did just what he was trained to do.

“How’d you make it here so
fast?”

“Lawton asked for backup, and we
were just outside the gate when the nine-eleven call
came.”

“Did you see the big guy running
down the road?”

“Didn’t see anyone.”

“That’s amazing. There was a guy
running, and then there was a car going like a bat out of hell…
they couldn’t have missed you guys by a second.”

“When you’re under stress like you
are, the timing can seem different,” he said. “Just take a breath,
and we’ll hear your story as soon as the detective’s taken care
of.”

I slumped back against the deck, and wondered,
“Why had they opened up on us like that?”
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By the time they had Miles in the ambulance and
headed for a helicopter ride to Traverse City, there were about 30
police officials on scene.

I’d given my statement twice already, once on a
tape. I was becoming something of an expert at homicide
investigative processes.

I saw Sgt. Fish talking with state police
officials and the county Sheriff. He approached me with two young
guys.

“Mr. Stanton, for the sake of your
memory, these are Moe and Curly. They’re MSP crime scene
investigators. We’d like you to walk them through this whole
thing.”

Both of these young men nodded and smiled at
me, ready to go. Curley and Moe.

And Fish meant to physically walk through it.
We started on the two-track and I led them up to the back door,
then we retraced Lawton’s steps towards the backyard. I was trying
to remember just where he was standing when one of the techs
hissed, “Here. Freeze!”

Everyone stopped what they were doing. Curly,
or maybe it was Moe, squatted. “Look at this.” Then even I could
see it, a three-foot plume of blood painted the tips of the grass
in a line that stretched right to his hands.

“I’d guess Detective Lawton was
standing right about…”

“Here…” the other tech said, taking
a place that put him about three feet ahead of the narrow end of
the plume and the other tech at the wider end.

The tech on the ground pulled a tape measure
out of his vest and stretched it out parallel to the blood spray.
The other tech put a cross on the ground, doing some math out loud.
“Impact on Lawton’s ribs would make it, what, four feet above the
ground? Do the geometry, I’d say, right about here. Where were you,
then?”

I took a position three or four feet behind and
to the left of the cross.

The tech put a cross there, too, and we went
on. I showed them where I had dragged Lawton out of what I thought
was the line of fire, and how I’d waited in the lee of the
deck.

“That was good thinking,” the older
of the two techs said. “Where’d you learn anything like that?” I
shook my head, and I went on with my story.

We all did the crab walk together under the
deck, and I showed them where I had barged back out into the yard
and where I had shot Santiago.

“That was a helluva shot,
considering. You had combat training with a handgun? Why’dja shoot
this one and not the other one?”

“Threat assessment,” I said,
gesturing towards the spot where Santiago had died. “He wasn’t out
of bullets.” I shook my head and shrugged. “And I was aiming at his
chest, body mass…”

The County Sheriff and Fish had been tagging
along through most of this. Fish was taking notes.

“You shot four times at the
beginning, how many shots did you fire from here?” the older tech
asked.

I thought about it. One for Santiago; two or
three for Means? “I can’t really remember, maybe four here
too?”

“You always shoot in two-shot
groups?”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t
actually ‘always’ do anything with a gun. This isn’t what I do.” My
voice had gotten a bit strident, and Fish stepped in.

“Play recall, Jim. How many
shots?”

“I hit Santiago first, then aimed at
Means…“ I put my mental playback on, concentrating on my breathing.
Everything in the memory slowed down, and I could actually see the
bullets hitting the garage behind Means as he darted around the
corner of the house.

“Yes, it was twice,” I told him.
“Total of seven shots.”

“That checks out, there were seven
rounds left in Lawton’s weapon,” Curly said.

“You familiar with the nine
millimeter?” the older tech asked again.

“Never saw one before. The only
autos I’ve ever shot were forty-fives, and that was nearly forty
years ago. Colts, they were.”

“If you haven’t had experience with
a nine millimeter, how did you know there’d be a seventh shot in
that weapon?”

“I didn’t. I just would have kept
shooting until it quit or the targets were gone.”

He nodded and walked away, said something to
Fish, and then the Sergeant approached with a smile, “Let me take
you back to town. You’re probably exhausted.”

“I’m real hungry. And sore. That was
a workout, and I’m always hungry when I come down from being
frightened.”

As we walked out of the circle and towards the
road, I noticed an old, overgrown two-track bearing off to the left
of the track we were on.

I saw grass that was freshly crushed by a
speeding vehicle.

“Sergeant, this is how they fled
without running into the troopers. I wonder why they… of course,
they knew the gate was locked. I’ll bet they hit the road down here
somewhere with no gate.”

“Jim, we’ll check this out; let me
drive you back to town.”

As we were driving, Fish took a cell phone
call. He listened for a minute, and then hung up. “Lawton’s going
to make it. Clean through and through; it even missed his lung.
He’s going to recover completely. They’re not even going to
transfer him out of Traverse.”

I sat back in the seat and closed my eyes in
relief. I hadn’t realized how tense I’d been waiting to hear about
Miles.

“You think you’ve figured all this
out now, Jim?” Fish asked.

“It doesn’t make sense. Why kill
people? I just can’t figure out what’s so important about all this
stuff that you’d start killing people?”

But I knew, even then, that the answer was
going to come from my asking questions. Mickey had laid down a
challenge, and I would have to prove that I could ask the questions
he counted on my asking…
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Friday morning found me in my car headed to the
Kalkaska County courthouse. Jan was riding shotgun, talking on the
phone with the hospital in Traverse City.

“Miles is really in good shape.
They’re sending him home tomorrow. He’ll be off work for about a
month, then limited duty for about three months, but he’s doing
well.”

We were timing our trip to hit the courthouse
as it opened. I was looking forward to meeting the gals I’d been
talking to on the phone.

“Any word on Means?”

“There’s an APB out on him, and Fish
said they’re also looking for Charlotte and her Escalade. They
think it was her vehicle that boogied out of the garage while you
were calling the cops.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she was
behind the wheel, either, but I can’t know for sure. I never
saw.”

We pulled into the courthouse parking lot at
the stroke of 9, and strolled into the building as a variety of
people were opening their offices.

The equalization office was on the ground
floor, and we headed there first.

“Carolyn,” Jan said to an attractive
middle-aged woman behind the counter, “I’d like you to meet Jim
Stanton in person.”

Carolyn’s eyes lit up with the smile I could
hear on the telephone. She extended her hand, and I said, “It’s
great to finally meet you in person, Carolyn.”

“Same here. I told Jan that I wanted
a warning when you would be coming here again; I wanted you to sign
a book for me.”

“I’ll tell you what; I’ll sign
whatever you want. You’ve taken the term public service to a new
level. I don’t know how long we’re going to be here today, but I’ll
make sure you have a signed copy of a book.”

She was actually blushing as we excused
ourselves and headed to the Register’s office.

“Wow, I’m cavorting around with a
real live celebrity,” Jan said in a stage whisper. “Whodda thunk
it?”

“And you cavort quite naturally;
I’ll bet your mother would be proud.”

Jan introduced me to Betty Davis in the
Register’s office, and we chatted for just a minute. She asked
about Patty’s recovery, and Jan filled her in. While they talked, I
inspected the crowded front office. There was a work table squeezed
in between towering, oversized file cabinets. A screen, keyboard
and mouse were sitting on the table, and I realized it was hooked
into a main frame computer somewhere.

I heard their conversation stall out, and I
studied Betty for a second. She was a plump and rosy-cheeked woman
that I would guess was in her late 20s or early 30s. It was hard to
picture Ron White falling for her.

She touched her hair often, and her eyes didn’t
always stay connected to others when she spoke.

“I know we didn’t call ahead, but I
hope we can spend some time on that station this morning,
Betty.”

“Oh, not a problem this week. Last
Friday was crazy,” she said, affecting the put-upon voice of the
martyr that everyone who has ever worked in an office would
recognize all too well. Ms. Davis carried the weight of the
department, the courthouse, hey, even the state and world, on her
ample shoulders.

“Do you need a refresher course,
Jan?” she asked.

“No, thanks,” Jan said. “I think I
can remember.”

We sat at the table. Jan sat at the screen, me
in a straight backed chair to her right and slightly behind her. As
she hit the space bar, the screen came to life.

She started by entering Mickey’s number. She
spoke softly, explaining what she was doing and what I was seeing
as she flipped from one screen to another.

I was watching intently, and then I stopped
her. “Can you go back one?” I flipped through the notes she had
sent me and found the last page.

“That address, the one in Grayling,
what’s that all about?”

“Let’s see… Oh, it’s a mailing
address that is different from the address of the property. You
know, like for your property in Oregon this space would be blank
because they’d mail your tax notices, alerts to zoning variance
requests in your neighborhood, stuff like that, right to your
house.

“But up here, with all the
non-resident owners, there are a lot of places that have separate
mailing addresses.”

“But, Grayling?”

“And it’s a commercial address.
James Street is one of the main drags in Grayling. You ever been
there?”

“Only a couple of times that I
wasn’t just driving through… bought a bow at the Fred Bear place
once, and there was a fly shop I used to stop at… Mickey’s mom,
after she divorced his dad, ended up marrying a guy and living in
Grayling. I don’t think I was ever there with him, but I wonder if
that’s where that address is?

“She still running a
business?”

“Oh, I doubt it. She must have died
years ago. I met her, and she was really old then. I remember when
Kathy divorced Mickey, she left him broke, really busted, and he
ended up staying with his mom in Grayling while he
recovered.”

“That when you met her?”

“Yeah, but it was at her house, out
in the country a bit. I never knew if she had a business or
not.”

“Grayling isn’t an hour from here.
We could go there on our way home this afternoon.”

I wrote down the address.

She entered another of the numbers; the screen
blinked and a new page showed the legal description of another
property. She started flicking through those pages. “I think this
is his home place on Copper Creek… hmmm, look at that…” and then
she started flipping backwards through the various screens. “This
deed has been transferred!”

She pointed to the ownership line. “‘Next Cool
Place, LLC,’ and look at that, ‘Charlotte Buchanan, managing
member.’” She paused, “And look at that, this deed was transferred
last Friday!”

Betty was sitting at a desk reading something,
her head was down and she was focused. Another woman stepped out of
a glass enclosed office. “Hi, may I help you?”

“I was hoping to ask Betty a
question,” I answered, seeing Betty look up, “I’ll handle it, Mrs.
Bridges,” Betty said, stepping between us, “Yes?”

“Betty, that hectic day you had last
Friday? Was it all one group of people transferring
deeds?”

“Yes, Mrs. Buchanan and her
attorney, and that Ray Means guy, were in here for several hours.
They had all this property that had belonged to Mr. Buchanan before
he died. He didn’t leave a will, so his estate just cleared
probate, and they had all the items and stuff to put into the deed
to transfer ownership to Mrs. Buchanan, and then they transferred
all those deeds again to some limited liability
company.”

The weight of the responsibility returned to
her voice. “It took nearly all day. I typed and typed and typed.
And you think they were grateful? I don’t think they said ten words
to each other and it was as if I was transparent to everyone but
Means,” she gave her impression of a shudder, “that guy’s creepy. I
told Detective Lawton when he was here. Means was with Ronnie a
couple of times I met Ronnie after work…”

I thanked her and returned to Jan’s side. “I
think you’ll find all the properties have been transferred. What
mailing addresses are they using?”

“Crocker’s offices in Lansing, I’m
guessing.”

“In the title search area, what
addresses were they using when Mickey owned them?”

She flipped through a couple of screens. “Right
here. That’s a different address in Lansing… I’m guessing that’s a
home. I’ll bet Mickey never changed the mailing address when he
remarried…”

“I don’t think there’s anything more
we can do here… let’s go to Grayling,” I said.

As a youngster, the drive to Grayling on M-72
always seemed longer than the posted 24 miles. The country of
yellow pine and sandy soils stretched in what seemed endless
monotony, broken only by the crossing two branches of the Manistee
and then the Au Sable, two of the state’s fabled, blue-ribbon trout
streams.

“Tell me, Jim. What was your
attraction to Mickey back then? What was the appeal? It seems to me
that he reflected almost everything you are not. Everything I’m
learning points to him being a plunger; a guy whose only loyalty
was to himself and who would take any kind of risk for his own
rewards.

“He drank like a fish, from all
reports, and he took drugs; hell, he dealt drugs. What part of that
picture attracted you?”

I thought back to those days when I was trying
to find myself. I was just married and madly in love, but scared
that I might have no future that was different from my past, a past
I had vowed to walk away from and not look back.

As the green on either side of the road just
blurred by, I started thinking about her question. Just what had
made me come to know and like Mickey Buchanan? Traffic was scarce
on this perfectly paved ribbon that seemed to take me back in
time.
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I had been born old, it seemed. The younger of
two boys, I had been a baby when my older brother was in his teens.
He was the apple of my father’s eye. I was my mother’s pride and
joy.

My big brother left for the Army while I was in
sixth grade. We had both been raised to take care of ourselves. Our
old man taught us to box when we were young; our mom taught us to
cook, sew and keep house.

After my brother left, my mom became sick. I
took care of the house. Made meals, did dishes, ironed laundry, and
cleaned. I was Cinderfella at the age of 13 while my mom suffered
and my father tried to keep the family afloat in a sea of medical
bills.

I graduated high school with a 90 M.P.H.
fastball, my virginity and a sense of responsibility intact. When
the pro scouts had approached my folks about my signing a contract
to play ball, they wouldn’t hear a word – I was going to college;
That was that.

When my mom died, I was a freshman in college.
My family disintegrated. My old man sold the home place and took an
apartment in Grand Rapids.

I was adrift; living with him in the summers as
I played ball and worked, but we rarely had a meal together. We
were more like two guys sharing an apartment that he paid
for.

I went off the deep end, and finally dropped
out of school in my sophomore year. Then it was the Navy, just
beating my draft board.

During boot camp in San Diego, there was a
competition that would someday be known as a form of Iron Man. This
involved a five-mile run and three-mile swim.

Three of us from our boot camp company saw the
notice of competition and applied. It was just one of the things
you did when you were young and physically fit. You tested
yourself, one way or another.

As we milled around before the start, I
couldn’t help but notice how really fit-looking those guys were.
They appeared to be rugged, and tough, and I couldn’t help but
wonder how I would stack up here. I couldn’t help but wonder if I
was tough enough to compete with them.

I had been in the middle of the pack when we
hit the beach, and I was the second one out of the water on the
other side of the bay. I was pretty chuffed with my performance,
but I kept it to myself and let my company mates do my
bragging.

Two days later a very young looking E-8 chief
with a chest full of medals came to talk with me about a new outfit
based loosely on the Underwater Demolition Teams of World War II
and the new amphibious troops that would eventually be called
SEALS.

“It’s Special Forces stuff. We’d
like you to volunteer for that duty. If you don’t end up making the
cut, you’ll at least know that you were asked.”

I told him that I was interested in getting out
of the Navy with a trade. I wanted to be a radioman or a jet
mechanic.

The next day he came back with a young-old
looking Lieutenant. They had my Navy aptitude test
results.

I couldn’t hear well enough to be a radioman.
“You’re about as mechanical as a bag of hammers,” the Chief told
me.

The Lieutenant, however, thought I might
benefit from Air Traffic Control School. I went for it.

I trained in Brunswick, Georgia. St. Simons
Island was still a sleepy little summertime resort then, and I
blossomed at ATC School and found a haven fishing from the beaches
and piers on St. Simons.

As the final days of school approached, my
friendly E-8 chief came to visit. He invited me to attend a
“special camp” in the Okefenokee Swamp for two weeks of my
scheduled 30-day leave after my graduation.

“It’ll be fun, and hell, what would
you do anyway? There’ll still be time for leave, and you’ll meet
some interesting people.”

From that camp to the next, it was only a
matter of time until I had been assigned “temporary duty” into the
world of special forces; training with some of the most skilled and
violent men any of the armed forces could contribute.

We were schooled in T’ai Chi Ch’uan from the
very first day, sometimes six times a day, but it would be four
months before we would throw even a mock punch.

We did forms, ran, swam, worked the physical
training course, and became proficient with all types of
weapons.

“You always want a weapon. If you
can’t have a gun, find or make a knife. No knife? Find a club. If
you can’t have a club, improvise. Here’s an ink pen; make a weapon
out of it if you can, because this weapon will be better than no
weapon.”

We heard that speech daily for four months,
too.

Basically, we were trained in demolition, radio
procedures, and code work. We were prepared to go places and raise
hell where the military and civilian leaders could deny any
involvement.

There were tests every Saturday. On Monday
there’d be two or three guys missing.

After eight months, there were 22 of us left
representing Army, Navy, Marines and Air Force. We all had real
jobs, like my ATC training; but we were all available for
assignments at any time.

Then we were distributed out into the military
world to stay in shape, do our forms and wait for
assignments.

I was deployed three times, twice to Southeast
Asia where I never saw Saigon, and once to the Middle East which
was hot and beautiful.

It was time to re-enlist as I returned from my
third mission, but I was pretty beat up and so I became the first
member of the team to decline. The physical rehab and the
debriefing took 13 weeks. My last mission had been attached to a
Seabee outfit that called Quonset Point, Rhode Island, their home.
That’s where I stayed and healed while the military finished
rewriting my Navy career and making sure I wasn’t going to be
bragging about my real career anytime soon.

I went from the Navy to marriage and college –
more duty, more responsibility. I found myself “free white and 21”
as they say, but with little in the way of real life experiences…
Then I met Mickey and the boys in Lake Lucy.

Jan interrupted my reverie, “Earth to Jim,
Earth calling Jim… I didn’t mean to send you off to another world.
I just haven’t heard anything about Mickey that jibes with what I
see and hear about you.”

I took my eyes off the road and glanced at her.
She was looking at me intensely, and I could see she was serious
with her probing.

“Everything I know of you is
controlled and caring; responsible, to yourself and to others. You
reach out to people and they respond to you because it’s so obvious
you care about them… That doesn’t sound anything like the Mickey
I’m coming to know.”

I pulled off the road at the entrance to the
Camp Grayling National Guard training center. I parked and we sat
akimbo, so we cold be facing each other. I didn’t know if I could
explain it in a way she could understand, but I knew I had to
try.

“The attraction was that he was
everything I hadn’t been. He was larger than life, really. He was
reckless and fun-loving and contagious. I never took him all that
seriously, but I was leaving a past that had not really prepared me
for judging anything about Mickey.

“We all know opposites attract.
Well, in Mickey I found a lot of opposites, but I also found some
real similarities. He loved to hunt and fish and he was good at it.
He could laugh at himself and have you laughing so hard you
couldn’t catch your breath.

“He was a very complex guy. But I
never really knew him, and when we left Lake Lucy, I only kept a
loose connection with him. We were living in Cadillac and he
stopped by from time to time, on his way to fishing or hunting, and
that was our connection.

“Then one day I realized I hadn’t
heard or seen him in months. I tried to call him and his phone was
disconnected. Then I found out he was getting divorced from
Kathy.

“He was the first of our group to
take up golf. It was a perfect fit for him. He had that great
hand-eye coordination that made him so good at pool and so good
with a shotgun, and he loved to gamble. He improved really
quick.

“One day he gets up to take a golf
day. He was still building houses with Rick then. That day he was
meeting some guys to play on a famous course, Warwick Hills down in
Flint. It was a big deal, and he was up at four-thirty in the
morning, and Kathy woke up with him.

“She fed him breakfast, made sure he
had lunch money, and kissed him as he was leaving. She even asked
what he wanted for dinner that night. He didn’t suspect a
thing.

“He returned home that night and the
place was empty. A brother-in-law and another guy had watched
Mickey drive out of town, waited half an hour to see if he was
coming back, and then backed a trailer up to the house and they
loaded everything up.”

Jan registered shock, “That’s cold.”

I nodded. “Arctic. She had always taken care of
their bills and stuff. He had no clue. She hadn’t made a mortgage
or car payment for months. She had been intercepting the dunning
notices.

“She took everything, even the
toilet paper. Left him his clothes – a couple pairs of jeans and a
few tees. When he came home he had sixty-five cents in his pocket.
His house, his truck – everything was repossessed. She had broken
him.”

“Wow, what had he done?”

“He hit her. I don’t know the
details, never asked and didn’t care. I knew she could really push
his buttons, so I guess they were drinking, and she was riding on
him about something, who knows?”

She tilted her head. “You should see your face
when you say ‘he hit her.’ You really didn’t approve did
you?”

“I thought he got off light. Kathy’s
a tough lady, and she knows how to shoot, too.”

“But he recovered.”

I knew he had, but we had not spent much time
together after that. Sandy and Kathy had remained close so most of
what I knew about his life was from her. “I think he learned a big
life lesson. I hear he never hit any of his other
wives.”

I pulled the car back onto the highway and we
drove into Grayling in silence.
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“There,” Jan pointed. “Twenty-one
North James Street; Military Mailbox?”

“It’s probably a convenience address
for members of the Guard who don’t want their mail going through
company clerks. You know there’s no privacy in the military,
none.”

Inside the small building we found the front
wall, other than the door and a window, along with the side walls
and two partitions were covered with mailboxes such as you find in
a post office lobby. The back wall consisted of another window and
a door to a back room. The window provided a service counter for
walkup customers, and we saw a young man sitting on a stool behind
the counter.

Jan went looking for Box 101A. I approached the
young man as Jan cried, “I found Box one-oh-one, but not one-oh-one
A.”

The youngster was reading a fly fishing
magazine. “Want to mail something?” He asked without looking
up.

“You do that?”

“Sure, packages, whatever. We can do
it through the USPS or any of the other delivery companies. You
shipping something?”

“No, actually.” I stalled for a
second, and then went on, “I’m working on a story for the Mineral
Valley Record, and I ended up here. I’m trying to find and
interview the person who rents Box one-oh-one A, you know
him?”

“I’m sorry, guy. I don’t know, but
even if I did, I couldn’t help you. I mean, that’s why people use
our addresses. They don’t want someone else knowing about their
mail, you dig?”

“I do, but the guy in this case is
dead. I’m just trying to find someone who can tell me about him.
The trail leads here. Couldn’t you give me some help?”

The kid was shaking his head when Jan plopped
her press credential on the counter. “Really, we’re not scammers.
We’re just following a story,” she said.

“You just don’t understand what
you’re asking…”

“No, you don’t understand,” Jan
interrupted. “We don’t want to see what’s in his mailbox, we just
want to know who it is, and if we can contact him or
her.”

The kid raised his eyebrows at her show of
intensity. “I’ll have to make a call.”

He used the phone that had been hiding under a
pile of brown paper on a cluttered bench. He punched in a preset
number and waited; his back to us.

“Dad?” He spoke too softly for me to
make out what he said. He listened for a few minutes, and I heard
him say, “Okay, thanks.”

He came back with a smile on his face. “My dad
tells me that you should check with the attorneys, Lynch and Lynch.
He said Old Mr. Lynch himself had told him if somebody ever came
looking for that box, we should direct them to him.”

“Where is this office?” I
asked.

“It’s on Down River Road,” and he
gave us directions.

The law office was in an old brick home on a
shady street that I knew would turn into a road that would take you
back to Kalkaska by way of Manistee Lake. The offices were also
closed for lunch, so we backtracked and found a restaurant out on
Old Highway 27 and had lunch of our own.

There was no receptionist in the law office.
The door opened onto a reception area of sorts, but as soon as we
entered a man in his late 40s or early 50s – tan, fit, with that
graying hair around his temples that gives so many handsome men a
distinguished look – came out of an office. He wore a dress shirt,
but no tie.

“Can I help you?”

I gave him a brief version of our hunt for the
owner of the convenience address, and he broke into a broad
smile.

“What a hoot this will be for my
dad.”

“Really? We always like to spread
joy whenever we can,” Jan said, barely hiding her impatience. I
could see this jockeying around was starting to grate on her Type A
tendencies. I put a restraining hand gently on her
forearm.

“So we should be asking for your
dad?” I asked. “Is he the other Lynch?”

“Yes and no. My cousin and I are the
partners now; dad was the original Lynch.” He stuck out his hand,
“I’m Pat, Patrick Junior. My dad is the guy you’re really looking
for.”

Jan gave him a business card. I held up my
hands, empty and palms up like the guy in the Monopoly cards. “I
don’t carry a card, but I’m working for her.”

He nodded, and picked up a phone. He punched in
a number and waited. “Dad, guess what?” He listened, a smile
flirting with the corners of his mouth. “No, she’s not coming out
to your house now or ever, you old goat.” He listened again, and
laughed, “No, she’s not coming out, either.

“I do have some people you do want
to see, however.” He read off Jan’s name and recalled mine. “They
want to talk about Box one-oh-one A at Military Mail…” He listened
again. “No shit. Really?”

He listened a bit more, and then ended the call
with, “I’m sending them out; they’ll be there in just a few
minutes.”

He picked up a tablet and drew a quick map.
“He’s eighty-three and you guys are making his month. I hope to see
you again.”

We followed the map that led us east out of
Grayling, under I-75 and out into the country. We went north just
after we crossed the Au Sable, and drove into the woods where the
road dead ended at a field-stone farmhouse.

The old Mr. Lynch was standing on the porch,
inviting us in as we pulled up. A border collie bounced around the
yard, barking until it stopped and bounded up on the porch at a
word from the old man.

He was stooped a bit, and he used a cane to
navigate in a shuffle back into the farmhouse’s living room. He
wore a plaid flannel shirt, buttoned up to the collar, despite the
heat of the day. He wore twill work pants that gathered at his belt
like a sack despite the suspenders that provided backup. He had
corduroy house slippers on his feet.

“Welcome, welcome. Please sit and
tell me what you want with Box one-oh-one A.”

While Jan gave him a card, I gave him a bit of
the detail on how we had ended up on his doorstep.

“So you’re not sure Mickey just died
in a car crash, eh?”

“I have been told by one of the
people who killed him that he didn’t just die in a crash,” I
said.

“My newspaper ran a story in this
week’s edition that quotes police investigators that they’re
treating Mickey’s death as a homicide,” Jan added.

“Did either of you know
Mickey?”

Jan answered. “I knew him casually, but Jim
here is an old friend from years ago…”

Lynch’s eyes just danced. “Really, an old
friend? That’s just terrific. You know, I had real issues with how
that man lived his life, but he was really smart, really
perceptive.”

“Mickey?”

“Oh, yes. Last fall he gave me an
envelope and told me that if he should die and it was clearly a
murder, that I should be prepared to give that envelope if, and
this is exactly how he phrased it, ‘an old friend of mine comes
around asking questions.’”

I sat back as if I’d been slapped. Jan was
watching me closely. “You may have been out of touch with him after
Kathy, but he sure had you pegged, didn’t he?”

The old lawyer then explained the
situation.

“I have a will that was to be
executed upon Mickey’s death, but in the event that Mickey was
murdered, I was to proceed only if everyone knew it. He wanted to
make sure, he said, that if he had been murdered, but that fact had
eluded the authorities, he didn’t want to put the heirs of his
estate in danger.

“He figured if they could kill him,
they wouldn’t stop short of killing others.”

I leaned forward, “Did he suspect any one
person of killing him?”

“He didn’t tell me, if he did. He
may have put it in the envelope, but if not, then I don’t know.
Wait here and I’ll fetch it.”

He struggled out of his chair, and shuffled out
of the room. Jan shook her head. “Mickey saw you
coming?”

“He may have sent for me, Jan. I’m
starting to develop a feel for this. You know how I kept thinking
there wasn’t enough here to kill for? I’ll bet we’re going to find
out right now that there is.”
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“Dear Jim, my dear, old
friend.”

The sound quality on the CD was perfect. I
could hear his breathing; a slight gasping sound when he inhaled
was still there. It captured his precise pronunciation of curse
words.

“If you’re hearing this, then I
must be dead. The victim of murder most foul and all my little
plans have come to bear fruit.

“Nobody, and I mean nobody, ever
impressed me the way you did with your never-ending questions when
I first met you. I can still remember thinking, after that first
night at the bar… remember how we sat around, had a few beers after
we’d cleaned up, and we’d smoked and drank for an hour? Remember
that? I always remember thinking as I went home, ‘I know nothing
about him, and he knows my whole life story.’

“That’s why I made this deal with
Lynch and why I made the deal with Rick Edmonds. I left Rick all
the money it would take to throw a big wake for me, and all he had
to do was convince you to attend. I knew if he piled the guilt on
you, you’d come.

“You must have heard the Miss
Shar-lotte story at the wake. I tried to make sure that Rick would
reminisce with you, but of course I couldn’t tell him why. I just
had to rely on the Mickey legend, and that terrible curiosity that
drove you then and apparently still does.

“I have arranged everything in my
will so that my boys split a trust fund. My son, Seth – you’ll
really like him – will be in charge. Phillip never recovered from
the divorce. No matter how hard I worked, I just couldn’t reach
him. Gary White is just a waste. Once Ron was born, Gary, and even
Kathy too, had no time for Phillip. It was like he was damaged
goods. When Phillip was put in prison I thought I’d never recover.
But I went to see him, and I found out he was really shy, really
quiet, but really a good guy, too.

“He had a pretty good take on the
situation he was in, and he told me he was going to go to school
when he got out, and turn his life around. My death will fund that,
for sure, if you can prove I was murdered. My biggest fear is that
those fuckers will have staged something so slick that nobody will
ever know. Then, if my will suddenly took it all away from them,
they might hurt Ginny, Seth or Phillip.

“Nothin’ they’d do would shock
me.

“I’ve always regretted losing you
from my life, Jim. I know you couldn’t accept the Kathy thing, but
you never gave me a chance to apologize to you for that
night.

“Yes, I slapped her. It was a
thoughtless, irresponsible act, and it probably changed my life. I
calculate I’ve made and lost all or some of three fortunes in the
past thirty years, and none of it makes any sense to me
now.

“I figure Charlotte killed me. Or
had Means do it. Ricardo, what a snake. He and his brother Frank
are real tough people. But you know what really galls
me?

“I think Means set Edmonds and me
up for the rip off in seventy-four, and I think that cocksucker
sicced her on me up in Mineral Valley, too.

“That’s the deal, that Mineral
Valley thing. When I was first up there, Seth and I went to the
Manistee and fished this big deep run, you know where by now if you
got this far.

“It’s the property that was in my
note to you, back when I first realized that Charlotte may have
been part of a different plan than mine. Bitch.

“I gotta tell you though, as cold
and heartless as that bitch is, you’d never know it in the sack.
Sex with her is like nothing else in my life, and you know I’ve
sampled. Ha, ha.

“But anyway, the property deal.
Penny Point was going to be my legacy. It would be a monument that
told the world, “Mickey was here!”

“I had this great place on the
Copper, and I realized it was a gold mine if I could buy up the
ground upstream all the way to the national forest boundary. Think
of it: Exclusive properties with great golf, fishing, shooting
sports, stables, canoeing… all of that just 90 minutes from the
airport in Traverse? It was perfect.

“I started studying those
projects. I went to Vail. I visited Telluride. I heard about
various companies that were involved in these deals, and I heard
about Crocker and his Next Cool Place.

“I courted these fuckers, if you
can believe it. I chased them. I had money but they had more. I had
a dream; they had a track record of making dreams come
true.

“You should see their deal outside
of Bend, Oregon. That place is a wet dream. You know those guys
spent twenty-six million developing that golf course, and then they
opened the sales of the adjacent properties at nine a.m. on a
Monday and they were profitable by noon? Can you believe that
shit?

“They had actually recruited big
spenders from Europe and Asia, and had people fly them in so they
could walk the ground and buy those places first thing Monday
morning.

“Slick, partner; they are very
slick.

“Then, here’s Charlotte, and as
usual I let my dick run crazy with my life. I dumped Ginny. Made
her a nice settlement and promised to take care of Seth, but I was
all-in on Charlotte like a dog in heat.

“Then along comes Next Cool Place.
I didn’t know at the time that Charlotte was connected, but it
turns out she’s the company figure head. I’m sure she was brought
into the deal so they could have control of all that land. After we
were married, I was pretty expendable, you know?

“As soon as I let her… them … in
on the deal, the whole play changed.

“I knew it was south right away,
but I have always been real good at fooling people, me
especially.

“Then they started talking about
not building Penny Point at all. Ricardo and Means took me for a
walk up the creek, and they started talking about all the wealth
that lies under the ground.

“Shit, Jim. Who wants their legacy
to be a bunch of nickel and dime pumps taking oil and gas out of
the ground? I told them, what if those wells ended up polluting the
Big M or Copper Creek? What kind of legacy would that
be?

“They thought I was kidding at
first.

“Charlotte went plain hostile, and
then started working on me, if you know what I mean.

“That’s about when I sent you that
reminder. I had called you earlier, but you still couldn’t let me
back in because of that hitting thing, and I understand
that.

“But, Jim, I knew this. If you
started nosing around, asking those goddamned questions of yours,
and if those assholes had something to do with my death, they were
going to make a move on you. They’d try to shut you up, buy you off
or hurt you or hurt somebody close to you.

“I knew if they did, they’d scare
you, and then they’d be in deep shit. And now, you’re listening to
this disc. God, I wish I could be there to see just how bad you
fuck those guys up. I really do.

“Sic ’em, partner. Sic ’em
good.

“Your old friend,
Mickey.”
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We sat in the car after the disc ended. The
silence was deathly.

“He figured this all out while he
was still alive?”

I nodded. “He used to tell me that in business,
like life, you couldn’t always predict what was going to happen, so
all you could do was put pieces in play. He’d say, if you know the
players, and put the right pieces on the table, and then let the
players play, most of the time you’ll end up with something pretty
close to what you expected.”

Jan was making a list in her notebook. I
waited. She stopped, sticking her pen into her mouth, painting her
tongue I thought. “We first have to show this to the right
people.”

“Who?”

“Let’s start with Miles. We can be
in Traverse City in less than two hours.”

I took the County Road 612 route, and other
than slowing down for three different deer and the cluster of
traffic at Manistee Lake, and again at U.S.131 in Kalkaska where we
joined up with M-72 again, we hit the outskirts of Traverse City in
a little more than 90 minutes.

At the hospital, we had to wait a bit, and then
the nurse told us we could go in and see Miles.

He was sitting up in a chair by the window in a
robe and slippers. His color was good, I thought.

Jan went to him and gave him a hug.

He briefed us on his status and health, on the
search for Means, which was no word; and his thoughts on the
investigation.

Jan told him that we had the disc, and she
wanted him to hear it. I went on a search for a player.

The nurses had no idea. I went looking for
pediatrics, and found it. The first room I tried contained a young
man, about 12, his leg in a sling, his head bandaged and an arm in
a cast. He was watching TV. His CD player and headphones were on
the table next to his good arm.

“How’s the other guy look?” I asked
him.

He studied my face, trying to place me. “We
don’t know each other,” I said. I spun out a very brief version of
the case we were working on, and told him about my friend Detective
Lawton on the second floor.

“We recovered this important piece
of evidence today. It’s on a disc, and we want Lawton to hear it
right away, but we need a player. Can you help us?”

He eyed me up and down again, and then nodded
at the player and headphones. “They get real pissy if they hear it;
you’ll have to use the headset,” he whispered.

“I’ll bring it right
back.”

“And, mister?”

“Yeah?”

“It still looks like a tree, just
skinned up a bit.”

I hustled to Lawton’s room just as the door
closed.

I pushed it open, stepped inside, and felt a
crushing blow to my face.

“Just in time, motherfucker,” Means
hissed as I went sprawling onto Lawton’s empty bed. I was woozy and
disoriented. I slipped off the bed, onto the floor. I felt like a
puddle.

“What do you think you’re going to
accomplish here?” I heard Jan ask him in a strident
voice.

“Well, I came to have a talk with
Lawton here, to find out just how important it might be for me to
kill you and lover boy there. Now, I’m thinking I might just kill
all three of you, but I need to see all my options.”

Lying on the floor, I decided I had to somehow
do something, but the decision was easier to achieve than the act.
My groping hand closed on a cord in loose coils on the floor. I was
blinking my eyes, shaking my head and trying to clear the fog Means
had put there. I pulled on the cord and the nurse page button
slipped out from under the pillow and came down on the floor where
I was. I closed my hand on it, fumbled around and started punching
the button.

“Stanton, you’re wallowing like a
beached fish. Move your ass where I can see you,” Means said,
motioning with his gun.

I started up, faltered and fell back down on my
hip, both hands on the floor.

“Shit, that all the punch you can
take? I guess everyone had you all wrong. Come on, you old
fuck.”

He put the barrel of his weapon to my temple.
“Now, let’s see if we can help you upright.” He put his left hand
under my armpit and started pulling. With that gun at my head, I
had no thoughts of resisting so I worked my feet under me, and was
standing with his help.

“There, you next to the lady. I
don’t want you to think you can make…”

He stopped talking when he saw Lawton pointing
his service weapon at him. “Means, I think you should drop your
weapon.”

Ray froze. I could sense his mind working the
odds. He still had the gun touching my head, the hammer was cocked.
His finger was on the trigger.

“You drop yours or I’ll kill
Stanton.”

“And we’ll all miss him, all but
you, that is. You’ll be dead on top of him.”

Jan had her bottom lip between her teeth. I
could see her stressing, and thought about my own
center.

“Ray, he doesn’t give a fuck about
me,” I said, “and you’ve already said you’d kill them, that makes
it a two-for-one sale for him. You’re beat, bud.”

“But I waste you. I take some real
pleasure in that thought.”

“I’d rather keep us both alive, Ray.
You could tell us how Charlotte hooked you up in all this, and how
she killed Mickey and, shit, maybe it was her who shot Lawton at
the house, who knows? I think you should stick around for the end
of the movie, bud.”

It was almost as if you could hear his mind
working. I continued, “You think you can take him with a snap shot
and still have me? No chance. Remember Baldwin, Ray? I’m recovered
enough right now to make that look slow. Think it through, and
you’ll surrender.”

Lawton never said a word. His gun never
wavered. It was pointed directly at Means’ chest.

Ray let the hammer down, and the gun hang on
his finger. “Good choice,” I said and took it away from
him.

Lawton hissed. “Dammit to hell anyway, I’d a
loved to shoot you, you prick. Now sit down, Indian style, that’s
right. Hands on top of your head, you know the drill.”

Jan had her cell out and was dialing 911. A
nurse from the floor station responding to my call, opened the
door, saw Lawton, the gun, and Means on the floor, blanched and
backed out.

In minutes two officers from the Traverse City
police department had Means in custody, read him his rights, and
out of the room.

“Where’d your piece come from?” I
asked Lawton.

“Just coincidence. Before you guys
arrived, Fish and Captain Lewis from the post were here. They’d
processed all the details from yesterday’s shoot out. They brought
me my weapon and my handcuffs, which had been removed from my belt
by the EMTs.

“You know, we’re supposed to be
strapped even when we’re off duty. It’s a rule. So they brought it.
I was sitting right here. They left, and then a few minutes later
you guys come in. I hadn’t had a chance to put the gun in the
closet… some break, huh?”

“Worked out, I guess,” I said as I
rubbed the side of my face. It was already swelling up, and I could
feel the rawness of the abrasion on my cheekbone.

“We can find a doctor here to look
at that,” Jan said.

“No, but I do want Miles to hear
this disc.” I set up the player, he put on the ear phones and we
waited as he listened to Mickey’s last testament.

We watched as he listened, his eyes narrowed at
times, but that was the only reaction he displayed. The disc lasted
less than seven minutes.

I watched as he played it again, stopping and
replaying portions. Finally he took off the headphones.

“Oil?”

Jan ran him through the whole deal as she had
learned it from Duane Dennis.

The afternoon was in full swing. Lawton was
showing signs of wear.

“People are going to want to talk
with you tomorrow,” Lawton said. “Where you gonna be?”

We each thought about it for a minute. Jan’s
voice had a forlorn quality I’d never heard from her before, “I
don’t even own the clothes on my back. I want to stay in Traverse
City tonight. I have to go shopping.”

We left him with the disc, I took the player
back upstairs. The young man was still lying there, like where
could he go, right?

As I put the disc player back on his table, I
saw the alarm in his eyes. I froze, and he reached up and ran his
fingers over the swollen side of my face.

“Ran into a door.”

“What’s the other guy look
like?”

“Never laid a glove on
him.”
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I asked Jan to drive. While I had been to
Traverse City, it was her town. She worked this town, and had
developed a career, customers and contacts here.

She didn’t hesitate and drove us directly to
the Blue Water Resort on Front Street. The old resort that looks
like a Spanish hacienda sits right on the beach adjacent to parks
and downtown shopping.

“I doubt if they’ll have a room on a
Friday night after Memorial Day,” I suggested.

“Rick and Jamie will have a room for
us, you wait.”

The hotel lobby was beautifully decorated. I
studied it while she went directly to the front desk and asked for
a room. I hung back a bit and as the clerk typed into the hotel’s
main frame, she gave me a winning smile over her
shoulder.

In minutes we were walking back to the SUV
where she handed me a key card as she adjusted herself behind the
wheel. “You’ll need some clothes too, I’ll bet. What, waist and
inseam thirty-six?

“Well my waist is thirty-four, but I
don’t need clothes as much as I need a razor, tooth brush and deo.
I can wash out my undies. The rest of my clothes will stand up for
tonight.”

She raised an eyebrow. “The hotel will have
your toiletries. I’ll bring you something to wear to dinner. I have
exquisite taste in men’s fashion.”

“Hey, wait…”

But with a quick wave, she pulled away. I
wandered around until I found the room. There were two bags of
toiletries, including a comb.

I took a shower, shaved and rinsed out my
underwear, a settling-in routine honed by decades of impromptu
overnights in the pursuit of stories.

I stretched out on the bed. My face felt like
it was on fire, and the colors that were developing on my cheek
were those of a cedar stump left to burn out in a fire pit. On top
of that, I was mentally exhausted, and I had muscles screaming at
me, reminding me that it was 58, not 28, on my driver’s license. I
fell asleep without as much as a wiggle of my toes.

The phone woke me up and evening was slanting
into the window overlooking Grand Traverse Bay.

“If you open your door, you’ll find
a bag of clothes. I’m having a drink. When you’re decent, come down
to the patio and fetch me.”

I followed directions. The gabardine slacks
hung just right. The short-sleeved pastel plaid shirt was something
I would never have bought for myself, but I had to admit it fit
perfectly and I liked it. A matching blue sweater – evenings can be
cool on Lake Michigan in early summer – along with socks and
underwear completed my outfit for the evening.

I wandered down to the lobby and saw a sign for
the lounge, and there she was, sitting at a table outside, a glass
of wine in front of her.

“About time,” she giggled. “Let me
look at you!” She inspected me from all angles. “See? I told you! I
did good!”

She was still wearing Rhonda’s
loaners.

“You haven’t changed?”

“Noooo... I called because I guessed
you’d be sleeping off a shower, and I didn’t want to barge in on
you. I’ll go up now and clean up for dinner. I took it upon myself
to make us reservations up the bay for seven-thirty. If I move
quickly, wed can make that, okay?”

She gave me a peck on the cheek and headed off.
“What room are you in?” I asked.

She stopped, looking directly into my eyes.
“I’m in our room, James. I have a key.”

She was back at the patio in an hour and
change. She was beautiful in a blouse and skirt combination. I had
never seen her in anything but jeans, shorts, or her business
uniform of slacks and an open neck shirt.

We sat and watched the sun working its way to
the horizon, and I kept thinking about her and our room, emphasis
on “our.”

At dinner she again knew the owners of the
restaurant. And then it was about 10 and we were back at “our”
room.

“Jan, we need to talk,” I
started.

“No, we don’t need any more talking,
Jim. What we need is some quiet time alone.” And with that she
stepped into my arms and kissed me like an adult. No peck on the
cheek.

I hadn’t been intimate, or even kissed, since
before Sandy had died. My senses were full of the smell, taste, and
feel of this vibrant, warm woman.

It was, I realized, the second-sweetest kiss in
my life. I remembered Shirlee Nelson’s admonition. “You deserve to
have another special person in your life. It wouldn’t be
unfaithful.”

I held her in my arms and we stood there,
silently savoring the nearness.
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The first long shadows were intruding on the
bay when I disentangled myself from “our” bed on Saturday morning.
I was as quiet as I could be, but my movement must have awakened
Jan. “Mmmmfh,” she said, “where you goin’?”

I closed the bathroom door without comment and
submitted myself to the shower, savoring the stinging spray and, to
be honest, the feeling of smug satisfaction of a bicyclist who
hadn’t ridden in a long time. When I came out she traded places
without a word.

When she came out I had coffee made and ready
for her. She smiled and took a cup. “Now we can talk.”

She seemed to be watching me over her cup, and
held that pose long enough for me to become nervous. Then, her
voice soft and whimsical, she started, “At forty-eight Jan the
professional is way worldlier than Jan the woman who has never been
married. In fact, there have been very few men in my romantic life,
and none of them attracted me as you do.

“It’s not that I’m some kind of
prude, I just haven’t had time or interest for casual affairs. I
don’t care for men who claim they find me beautiful or who claim
they like to hear me play and sing in hopes of landing a one-night
fling.

“I’ve always been attracted to men
who appreciate and enjoy my mind and my ability to accomplish
things.

“Since I decided to build the Record
out of nothing, I haven’t had time to see men as anything but
peers, tutors, or clients.”

I started to say something, but she held up a
finger to shush me. “I know I have become more attractive with age.
I lost my gangly look sometime in my early thirties. I finally
found eyewear that didn’t make me look like a spinster librarian
about the time my driver’s license proved I was qualified for the
title. ‘Boys don’t make passes at girls who wear glasses,’ she
recited from the memory of her playground years.

“But I have made a real life even if
the romance part of it has been lacking. I’ve earned respect in my
community and my industry. I’ve formed real bonds with talented and
motivated people who wanted to build a town and a history, and I am
a leading participant in those efforts…”

“Jan,” I said softly, “you don’t
have to recite your resume to me. You know that.”

“I don’t feel that need at all, Jim.
I just need to assure you that one, I’m a big girl responsible for
living my own life, and, two, last night only served to confirm for
me beyond any doubt that you’re the first guy I’ve met in a decade
who can meet my standards for a commitment. I could have said ‘I
love you,’ yesterday, hell, two weeks sago, but I was afraid you’d
think it was just a line to lure you into the sack.”

Then, as if she were talking out loud to
herself, “Well, just what do you think about that?”

I rose out of my chair, took her cup in one
hand, her hand in my other, and pulled her to standing position in
front of me. I put the cup on the lamp table next to her chair, and
led her back to our bed, just to show her what I thought about
it.
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Saturday morning was really well underway when
we made our way to breakfast. My cell went off as we entered the
dining area. Jan went to a table, I went to the patio.

“Jim?”

“This is he.”

“This is Lawton. I thought I’d
better warn you that you’re in the sights of those bloodthirsty
ticks from the media.”

“Why’s that?”

“Jan’s paper made Buchanan a murder
victim Thursday, I’m shot while investigating it, you kill another
suspect in self-defense, then Means gets captured here on Friday…
well, even in a place like Traverse City, that adds up to news for
those bastards.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I never realized
how much you hated Jan and me.”

“Like any other bigot, all of ‘them’
are scum, but the ones I know. The ones I know are all right;
decent, in fact.”

“That’s good to hear,” I laughed.
“You seem to be in pretty good spirits today.”

“I am getting better, and they’re
going to let me go home today, so I’m looking forward to that. But
the best thing is I am to sit in on an interview with Mr. Means
this afternoon.”

“Could I join you in that? I’d
really like to hear him.”

“Don’t have your hopes too high.
First, I’ll ask if you can come, but don’t count on it; and second,
he hasn’t so much as asked for a glass of water since his arrest.
They’ve appointed a public defender for him, but he isn’t talking
to the lawyer, either. It’s as if he’s waiting for something or
someone.”

He called me back just as we were walking out
of the restaurant. “You’re in. We’re meeting at the Traverse County
jail at eleven-thirty. See you there.”

We checked out of the hotel, and as we got to
the rental SUV, I was stunned to find the entire back of the Bronco
full of boxes and bags.

“Hey,” Jan said defensively. “I
don’t own any clothes. I am starting over. I can’t tell you how
much fun I had yesterday. Think about it, a gal loose on Front
Street in Traverse City, with an insurance company backing her
credit card? I can’t wait to come back.”

“You won’t have to go back for
years…”

“Oh, pooh. I had ten pairs of shoes
I wore regularly and another dozen for special outfits. I have to
have formal wear, beach wear, and rough clothes for the woods…
raingear. I had all that stuff.”

I hadn’t even considered what emotional turmoil
she must have been going through since the fire. The loss of her
clothes was probably the least of it, and certainly the easiest to
replace.

She told me that her insurance appraiser had
already verified a claim for her house, but she had a contents
issue so they were going to be talking about that in the next week.
And, she said, she had decided to rebuild the cottage, with some
“slight” design changes. “I think I like the layout of your house,
and it would fit there nicely. I’m going to ask an architect in
your neck of the woods to make some drawings for me, if that’s all
right with you.”

I told her I had a good friend in that
business, and I’d hook them up.

A deputy waiting in the lobby of the jail
escorted us through the double-lock security doors, “There’s an
interview room down here that we’re going to use,” he said. “Lawton
is already there, along with the DA. You will be able to see and
hear them; they won’t know you’re there.”

“I’ve always wondered why the
suspects don’t realize that most rooms don’t have eight-foot
mirrors on the walls,” I said as we entered the observation
room.

“Hi, I’m Howie Lund, the county
prosecutor,” a thin, balding guy introduced himself. Lawton
completed the introductions.

“If you were in there,” Lund
explained nodding at the room we would be watching, “you’d see
nothing but a blank wall, like the one you see on the other side.
It’s a special reflective paint, and there’s a video camera
recording everything as well.”

Means was led into the room by a deputy. His
public defender and two plain clothes officers, casually dressed on
a spring Saturday, came in minutes later.

They introduced themselves and reminded him
that his attorney was there to protect his rights, but that they’d
like to have him answer some questions.

He sat mute, staring straight ahead. The
one-sided conversation lasted about two minutes, and the officers
left.

“I’ll bet he’d talk to me,” I
said.

“You can’t lay a hand on him,”
Lawton said. “Hell, we all think we could beat these bastards into
talking.”

“No, I’m not thinking about that. I
just think I could lead him to talk. I know things about him and
about his friends.”

“Like what kind of stuff?” Lund
asked.

“Like Mickey knew that Means was
probably the guy who would kill him, if anybody did. Like the fact
that Santiago the younger told me that he and Means had killed
Mickey.

“And,” I paused. “We have history,
Means and I do.”

Lund went into the room and asked the public
defender to step outside. “Terry, this is Jim Stanton. He’s up to
his ears in this investigation. He would like to try and interview
your client. I just didn’t want to spring that on you.”

The public defender appeared to be in his 20s.
He had a thick shock of black hair and a definite Asian look to
him, but his English was strictly Midwest. He stuck out his hand,
“Mr. Stanton, I’m Terry Asasso. I’m a big fan of your
work.

“I don’t care if you try to talk
with him in my presence, but you have to know that he won’t talk to
me. I’ve advised him that he shouldn’t say anything about the
events of the past three days until he’s had a chance to review
them with me. So far, he’s had nothing to say.”

I went into the interview room with
Asasso.

“Raymond,” I started. “Looks like
you’re in the shit, partner. I’d like to talk about it with
you.”

I started with Mickey’s tape. “He knew you’d be
the one if they decided to eliminate him. He predicted it.” I sat
silent, and he gave up nothing.

I started again. “What I don’t understand is
how you pulled it off. MSP says he was going at least a hundred
when he hit that culvert. There were no skid or rubber marks, so
you couldn’t just jack it up, rev it up, and then drop the rear
end, like I had thought you might.

“How did that work?”

Nothing. A small smile had flickered at his
lips, and I knew he wanted to talk to me, but he had composure. I
checked my center, my breathing. I wondered if he knew where his
center was.

“But the real reason I wanted to
talk with you is old times. I’m sitting here watching you and I
think you’re being loyal to Charlotte. I dunno, maybe to Frank or
Crocker? It has to be one of them, but my money’s on
Charlotte.

“It has to be those three, see,
’cause the others are all dead. You saw me kill Ricardo. I also
killed Miguel back in Oregon. You must have known I wouldn’t have
been here if I hadn’t killed Miguel.

“I would have killed Ronnie, too, if
I had the chance, but Miguel took care of that chore.”

His eyes darted to mine.

“That’s right. It was supposed to be
cleanup time. You and Ricardo were going to eliminate Jan Coldwell
while the boys were going to kill me in my house.

“But the real plan was that during
their raid on my house, I was supposed to kill Ronnie then Miguel
would whack me, and it’d be an inexplicable mystery.

“Ronnie was expendable, and I’m
guessing that if you guys would have tended to business at Jan’s
house that night, you’d have never made it back to the compound. I
can’t guess how many folks that river has claimed, one way or
another.

“They were going to close shop, Ray;
you, Ronnie, anyone else? We haven’t been able to find Crocker, is
he going to be found, you think?”

He seemed to relax, sat casually, one arm along
the back of his chair, a legs crossed under the table, “Mickey told
us you were going to fuck us over. He told Char that night. I
thought it was all bullshit, you know Mickey, he was always so cock
sure he had it figured out.”

I shrugged a bit and lifted my hands, palms up.
“No shit, this time he really did.”

Asasso put his hand on Means’ arm. “Ray,
please. You don’t want to talk about this here. Let’s you and me
talk about this in private before you make any statement to the
author...”

Ray scowled at the young attorney, and Asasso
yanked his hand away. “If you have to be here, pencil neck, you
just sit there with your mouth shut.”

He shifted his look back to me. “Is there any
wiggle room for me in this, Jim?”

“I’m not official, but I doubt it.
You might try for something on the Mickey killing, but you shot a
police officer. That attempted murder charge won’t probably go
away. But, then, I don’t know what you can give them.”

He thought for a few minutes and then gave a
“what the hell” kind of shrug and started talking.

“Did you ever think Mickey was a
real tough guy? I mean, you know, a real tough guy. Not just a
Podunk town tough guy? I never did. But then I’d grown up knowing
Charlotte and Ricardo and Frank…

“Those people are just flat
ruthless, man. They made Mickey, Rick, all those people in Lake
Lucy; they made them look like a Scout troop, you know?”

“I knew Char back in high school; we
met at a football game in Eaton Rapids, where I was from. She
didn’t have much to do with the boys in Charlotte; she had been a
bit too radical, too far ahead of the curve for the rest of the
kids in Charlotte High School.

“She was physically mature when I
met her, and her mental growth wasn’t very far behind by the time
she was sixteen. She made great grades when the purpose of learning
something made sense to her, otherwise school was just a place she
had to go to keep peace at home.

“And she really liked having sex
with me. She even thought that I might be her ‘one and only true
love.’ I knew she was just practicing for the rest of her life. We
been falling in and out of beds together ever since. I never
married.

“As soon as she was sixteen she
started making the drive up I-69 to Lansing every chance she had.
She easily passed for eighteen, which was the legal age to go to
the clubs that surround Michigan State, and it was just a matter of
time before she hooked up with Ricardo and Frank
Santiago.

“She introduced me to them long
after she’d had her first taste of violence; it was that time when
Mickey and Rick Edmonds were trying, they thought, to buy some
drugs to take home and turn into profit.

“She told me that the whole thing
seemed to her to be some kind of test. She thought Frank and
Ricardo were trying to find out if she was tough enough to pull it
off. She said she promised Frank, ‘They won’t resist, Frank. They
only think they’re tough.’

“She couldn’t wait to tell me about
how it went down in that parking lot. She described the look on
Rick’s face in front of the barrel of her twelve-gauge pump gun,
and how Mickey’s eyes went large when she said, in her sexiest
purr, ‘You can have your head, but your money or the drugs are out
of the question.’ She called it the greatest buzz she’d ever
experienced.

“She told me she had practiced
saying that just so into her bathroom mirror for hours.

“It had been the beginning of her
learning curve. She had delivered on the assignment, and they gave
her half the sixteen grand. While she had dabbled with product, and
didn’t mind the buzz, she certainly knew she could use sex like a
weapon. What she learned that night was the high she copped holding
that gun on those two guys had hooked her deep.

“She started on a road to find out
how tough was tough enough, to see if she could always measure up.
She had a real jones for the surge that came with each test, and
like any good drug, she had to keep upping the dosage to find the
same high.

“She was a natural. And the bunch of
them set out to prove to themselves just how tough they could be at
every opportunity. Things had started to change when Frank, who was
really the criminal in that family, went off to prison on a tax
fraud charge.

“Ricardo grew concerned about his
older years. Miguel joined the company, but with little or no
formal education, he wasn’t much help with the development
business.

“She told me she had thought their
life of danger had ended when they bought the properties in Mineral
Valley. Frank had purchased the first piece in nineteen eighty-two,
just before the tax boys took hold of him. He was facing at least
another two years inside – is just now getting out with all this
shit going down – and all he ever talked about in his letters or
when they visited was coming home to the compound.

“Then Ricardo decided they needed to
put their money to work in an honest business, and that’s when
Crocker had joined the group. He invested them into the Next Cool
Place, LLC. Not that she or Ricardo had any interest in playgrounds
for the rich and famous. That’s about when I asked for a meeting
with Ricardo.

“I figured if he wanted to put his
money to honest work, I should explain about all the oil and gas
that was under their feet.

“I told him, ‘You gotta figure that
when the time’s right, when gas hits five dollars a gallon and
keeps right on going, the oil and gas reserves under this property
will be worth millions and millions.’

‘“How does that calculate?’ Ricardo
had asked, always ready to know if the deal would ‘pencil.’ He saw
himself as an assured business man, and he acted the part, talked
the language. He didn’t fool anyone who really knew him.

“The calculations were easy to
understand. The typical oil well in that part of the world could
safely be expected to pump sixteen barrels of oil a day – three
hundred sixty-five days a year for the rest of time.

“I had old maps showing pinnacle
formations from seismic measurements taken during the nineteen
seventies when oil and gas fever had hit this region.

“You can expect to hit gas, oil or
both in their turn from every one of those peaks. There were many
of those peaks on land adjacent to the compound, land that wasn’t
for sale, but I figured people like us could make the sales happen
one way or another.

“See it’s simple, if you think of
fifty bucks a barrel for oil, sixteen barrels a day times three
hundred sixty-five days and say forty-three wells… that’s a hair
more than fourteen million dollars a year. The cost of drilling
will be covered in one full year of production, and you know that
fifty dollars a barrel, once the supply really tightens, is a very
conservative number.

“And those peaks? They run right up
the creek all the way to the National Forest and all the mineral
rights are still with those properties.

“My plan was to carefully acquire
the two forty-acre plots next door. I figured if we bought the land
under a disguise of a new Next Cool Place development, nobody would
catch on before we had control of all those peaks.

“I told him, ‘There’s lots of time.
Gas is hovering around a buck twenty-five a gallon right now. We
can wait, bide our time and be ready.’ Like, as if I knew that
Mickey fuckin’ Buchanan was going legacy on me.”

I nodded. “You took those maps back when you
were working for Shell, right?”

Means laughed. “We were mapping this part of
the region back in the seventies when the map of the Pigeon River
formation hit Shell between the eyes. Everything stopped for us,
and all the attention went up there. I was going off into my own
company in eighty and I just happened to end up with these maps and
the GIS printouts… Shell just wasn’t watching so I took
’em.

“In nineteen eighty-one, when the
Pigeon River strike really hit, nobody was thinking about this
region, and nobody had ever come through and captured the mineral
leases. I had income from two wells, and I left Shell
then.

“I went to work on the farm, out of
sight and out of mind. I just kept looking for the right time and
the right partners to start making real money.”

Means asked for some water, and an officer
brought bottles for all of us.

He nearly drained his bottle in one pull, and
then continued, “Everyone knew Mickey had his property upstream,
but we didn’t have a clue about his dreams for Penny Point. We
focused on the two parcels separating the compound from his
property.

“So one day, I talk Ron White into
going to the Kalkaska County Courthouse and make a contact so they
could keep track of who owned what in their target area. White made
friends with one of the clerks there, a real Bossy-cow woman who
thought White was hot for her. She taught Ron to work the property
search, and then the next day, he comes screaming into the compound
to tell us that Buchanan had deeds or options to buy all the
property from his place east to the forest boundary.

“The next day, Crocker calls us to
tell us that Buchanan has approached Next Cool Place with a
partnership proposal for a massive development… It was like I’d
planned it all along, but it meant bad news for Mickey.

“So a few weeks later, I’m in bed
with Char and I tell her that I know Buchanan from way back, and
she knew him, too, in a way. ‘I think he’d divorce his wife, leave
his kid flat to hook up with you,’ I told her. ‘Really?’ She said,
and seemed to be amused at the thought of some unknown
admirer.

“So I asked her, ‘You ever point a
shotgun at two guys in a Kroger parking lot in Charlotte, ’bout
nineteen seventy-four?’ She smiled, ‘In an IGA lot, I did. He was
there?’

“Whatever, but he was there all
right. Said you were the damnedest, stone cold bitch he’d ever
seen. Said if he ever had a chance to be with you he’d drop
everything or anything like a hot rock. Been saying that for
years…”’

I finished it for him, “So Crocker just played
it coy, put Mickey in line with Charlotte, and let bad nature take
its course?”

He was looking straight down at his hands.
“Pretty much.” His voice was calm, his tone matter of fact. “You
know, I finally thought that deal in Baldwin was just a fluke. I
always liked you, but you never struck me as somebody who could
really handle himself, you know? You always seemed, I dunno, just
soft like. Looks can be misleading…”

It took a little more than two hours, and I had
never heard him talk so much. As I listened, I realized that his
look had misled me, too. He wasn’t just coherent. He was organized
in his thinking. His speech was the product of a well-developed
intellect.

We broke for lunch about 2. I had a zillion
questions.

“How you holding up?” D.A. Lund
asked me as I came back from the bathroom. “Can you do more
now?”

“I have to. I still don’t know how
or why they thought killing was necessary unless they knew about
the will. If they did, I’d want you to put protection on Phillip
and Seth ASAP.”

They brought Means back into the room. Asasso
took his seat, “I guess you’re the only ear he wants.”

“Raymond? Mickey. Tell me why and
how.”

“It wasn’t planned before that
night, at least not with me. Mickey wanted to develop that point.
He kept talking about his legacy and horseshit like
that.

“Charlotte and Ricardo wanted him to
pull out of that and let us go ahead and develop the oil and gas.
There’s a fortune waiting there once the prices become
right.

“Anyway, he was dead set on pushing
through the last of the zoning variances he needed, and that night,
after dinner, Ricardo, Charlotte and Crocker sat him down and
explained that they wouldn’t go forward on anything but the
drilling.

“Mickey went hostile; just lost it.
He was cursing and started yelling, all the way out the
door.

“Ricardo told Charlotte to go to the
compound, and said he’d meet her there later. He sent Crocker back
to Lansing. He had Ronnie and me go with him, and we went to
Mickey’s. He was there, like we knew he would be.

“We told him he had to come with us,
and when he told us to fuck off, Ricardo pulled a gun. We took him
to the compound, and Ricardo and Charlotte started working on
him.

“I have no stomach for that shit.
Ronnie stayed in the room, punching Mickey when he was told to.
They wanted him to deed all his land to the company…”

“You mean Next Cool Place?” I
interjected.

“Yeah, the company. Anyway, at some
point, Mickey told ’em that he wasn’t going to do it and that this
was all for nothing. He said he had predicted it and had taken
steps. He kept saying ‘I got your number, you fucks!’ and ‘He’s got
it too, I’m not the only one.’ And ‘Your number is up,’ and shit
like that.”

Means shook his head. “I think he knew then
that he wasn’t going to walk away. He started taunting Ricardo. I
think he thought the old man would lose his temper and kill him. He
wasn’t that lucky. But he proved to me once and for all he really
was a tough motherfucker, you know?

“They told me to bring his car.
While I was gone, they really went to work on him. They broke every
finger and every toe. They broke his knees and they started
breaking ribs.

“Shit, man. When I saw him again,
they had him in the driveway. I could hardly recognize him. He was
alive, but he was really fucked up. Ricardo was in a god dammed
frenzy. Charlotte was just pale white she was so mad.

“I asked them, ‘What the fuck you so
mad about?’ and they told me he hadn’t said another word, just the
same shit, over and over. ‘He’s got your number, fuckers. This is
all for nothing. He’s got your number.’”

He finished his bottle of water, tossed it on
the floor and reached for mine. “They told me how he’d pass out
from the pain, they’d wake him up, and he’d just start ranting that
same shit again.”

“How did you do it, Raymond?” I
asked softly.

“It’s an old oilfield trick with a
twist.” He described how they had put Mickey in the back of the
Escalade, and Ronnie had driven Mickey’s sports car up to the River
Road, about half a mile up from the culvert.

“We put battens, you know Styrofoam
bats? I put them just so between the back of the Porsche and the
truck, put the car in neutral and strapped Mickey behind the wheel,
with his arms in the steering wheel so it couldn’t turn, you see?.
He was out, but he was breathing. Then we started pushing the car
with that Caddy. We had it tucked right under the front of that
bigger vehicle, and Ronnie was just standing on the gas. He was
really concentrating to keep those two going as one down that
hill.

“That shit ass could really drive,
you know? If he ran it up to a hundred, I wouldn’t be all that
surprised, but I doubt it. They were really goin’ though, and then,
right where that little bend is in the road, he hit his brakes, not
hard, just enough to separate the two.

“Remember, objects in
motion…”

I wondered. “How did he keep the Escalade from
marking up the road or going out of control around that
bend?”

“Like I said, the fucker could
really drive.”

He said they then cleaned up the bats, went
back to the compound, and Ronnie took the Escalade to Lansing and
dumped it into the chop shop world they knew well. Charlotte and
Ricardo went inside the house. He cleaned up the garage where
they’d had Mickey. “You gotta know, that was a mess. I had no part
in that. I just wouldn’t.”

We sat there in silence for a good 10
minutes.

He let out a long sigh, as if he had been
holding his breath. “And he was right. You came along just like he
said and fucked us up but good. But you have to know, that just
puts a bull’s eye on you and yours. Nobody gets away with fucking
up our action. You have to know that. Nobody gets away.”
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There was a horde of reporters, print and
electronic, waiting for us outside the jail that
afternoon.

Jan and I directed every question to District
Attorney Lund and worked our way through our media cousins toward
the rental. Finally, at the car, Jan addressed the pack, raising
her hands, “Folks, I’m not at liberty to say anything, but all the
details will come out in this week’s edition of the Mineral Valley
Record.”

As we drove away, I couldn’t help but laugh,
“So, it really is all about selling newspapers?”

On her phone looking for Julie to start
planning her next edition, she pulled her head away, “My every
waking breath is about selling advertising in well-read
newspapers.”

I laughed and kept driving; she went back to
work with Julie.

On Sunday, we went to church and on Monday, I
started making moves to go home.

Big Mike cornered me alone on his porch after
breakfast on Tuesday. He put a cup of tea in front of me. We talked
about my immediate plans, and I told him I had booked a flight home
that afternoon.

“I can’t help but be worried about
Jan,” he said. “Rhonda and all the staff are worried. They… we all…
wonder how she’ll handle it when you go back to Oregon.”

“I can’t not go back. It’s where my
life is. I have work to do. I can’t just go on staying with
you.”

“I would think a guy doing what you
do could do it most anywhere they choose.”

“That would be right, Mike. And for
many reasons, at this time, I choose eastern Oregon.”

He sighed and allowed his gaze to settle on the
river rolling past us. Thoughtful men who attain a certain age gain
patience, I have been told. Here was proof. Pauses in our
conversations never seemed to bother him, and I decided to wait him
out.

“You know, I’ll bet that she’s
fallen deeply in love with you.” He spoke softly and then met my
eyes, “Can you walk away from that?”

“I don’t know, Mike. I just don’t
know.”
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I was driving back to Traverse City on Monday
afternoon when my cell phone broke a reverie that had Jan playing a
starring role…

“Jim?” Jan was excited. “You’ll
never believe what happened this morning.”

“A big newspaper company offered you
fifty times your cash flow for the Record?”

“As if that would turn my head. No,
up in Traverse City. Ray Means escaped.”

I pulled the Bronco off the road.

“How? When? Where?”

“I don’t have any details. I just
know that the T.C. radio is reporting that the police were
transferring Means to Cadillac this morning for arraignment in
Wexford County Court on the murder charge. But on the way, before
they hit Fife Lake, there was some kind of holdup; two deputies
were killed and Means is loose.”

“Wexford? I thought Mineral Valley
was in Kalkaska County?”

“It is, but the county line is at
Cross Creek. That culvert where Mickey died was in
Wexford.”

I whistled. “I never gave it a thought, but
what happened?”

“I’m not sure, it’s all pretty
sketchy, and scary… Where are you?”

“Just west of Kalkaska.”

She was silent. I thought about it. “I think
I’ll turn around and come back there.”

An audible sigh preceded her words in a small
voice, “Thank you.”

I dialed up Lawton’s cell as I made my way back
to Mineral Valley.

“I wondered when you’d call,” he
said after I identified myself. “Can you believe this
shit?”

“What do you think
happened?”

“I don’t know, nobody but Means and
his accomplices know for sure, but it looks as if the deputies were
funneled around a wreck at the bridge where the Supply Road crosses
the Boardman River. You know that country?”

“I vaguely remember Brown Bridge
Road and Ranch Rudolph Road, they all spun off Supply, I think. I
haven’t been there in decades.”

“It hasn’t changed all that much.
It’s pretty remote. Anyway, if a crash was in the road, those two
officers, Brown and Rogers their names were, wouldn’t have stopped.
They radioed in to report the crash, and said they’d be going
around it as they were transporting a suspect, following routine to
a tee.”

“So what happened?”

A sheriff’s deputy was dispatched to
investigate the crash, and he found the two officers dead in their
squad. They had pulled to the left of the bridge, like they were
going around a wreck, but there wasn’t any wreck there. Just the
dead guys. Means was gone.”

I could hear the agony in Lawton’s voice. Every
cop knows he might be in danger at any time, so when a brother
falls, every cop feels the pain.

“What kind of weapon?”

“Pretty sure it was twelve gauge,
double-ought buckshot, point blank range. They never had a
chance.”

“Nasty weapon. Each shell is like
nine rounds of twenty-two ammo.”

“You’re just an amazing wealth of
information. Where’d you pick that up?”

I changed the subject. “Any leads on where
Means and his accomplices might be headed?”

“Not a glimmer. We had a lookout
going for the vehicle the guys described as being wrecked, but that
was found just a few minutes ago at the Traverse City airport short
term parking lot. It had been reported stolen from the long-term
lot earlier this morning.”

“Did that lead to a
flight?”

“There haven’t been any commercial
departures since the killing. We think they had stashed another car
there.”

“That’s pretty well thought out for
the short time they had to plan. Any hunch who’s behind
that?

“Just like you and everybody else.
Shotgun, ruthless disregard for life… sounds like our Charlotte,
doesn’t it?”

We talked a bit, and then I rolled out my real
question, “What do you think this means for Jan and me?”

“Jim, I’ve requested Trooper Hansen
and his dog be reassigned to the security detail with Jan. I had
heard you were headed back to Oregon, and I was going to ask Liske
to keep an eye on you.”

“I’m headed to Mineral Valley right
now, Miles. I don’t think I can be off in the Blue Mountains until
we all know Jan’s out of danger.”

“That decision’s going to make her
and a bunch of people who care about her happy. You gotta know
that.”

I wasn’t all that keen on having the world know
I was going to be around. “Miles, you own a spare
weapon?”

“You feelin’ a bit
naked?”

“I guess. Can you help
me?”

“Jim, that would be down right
illegal, and I think you’d know that. I can’t possibly provide you,
a private citizen, with a gun. You’re not even licensed to carry a
concealed weapon.”

“I am in Oregon.”

“Jim, this ain’t Oregon. We’re a bit
tougher on the permit side than those cowboys.”

“It was just a thought.” I then
signed off as I made the turn onto the River Road and headed into
Mineral Valley.

I started wondering if Big Mike ever owned a
weapon.
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I parked in the side driveway at the River Inn,
and went looking for Big Mike. He was in his garden, picking at his
herbs.

I made a noise with my foot on the walkway to
warn him I was there. He greeted me warmly, actually grabbing me by
the shoulders. I thought he was going to hug me.

“Jim, dear man, I’m so glad you
decided to come back and keep track of Jan. This is all very scary
for all of us; especially her. Your being here will help a
lot.”

I explained that Trooper Hansen and his canine
partner would also be on the scene until all threat of danger was
passed. “Is there room for all of us?”

“I’m not sure I ever have room for a
dog,” he said with obvious distaste, “especially one of those
great, slobbering shepherds they use in the canine corps. I hope
the beast is housebroken, at least.”

I laughed. “Can I have my spot downstairs
back?”

“You could have the room next to
Jan’s, which might be more comfortable and convenient for all
concerned.”

“Save that room for the officer,
Mike.”

“The word’s out; you really are a
prude.”

“This isn’t about fun and games,
Mike. I’m only here because she’s in danger.”

“I doubt you’d get a pass either, if
these criminals came upon you,” he said as I retrieved my
suitcase.

As I was digging around in the car, making sure
I was ready to lock up and go find Jan, an unmarked state car
pulled in. Officer Hansen climbed out.

“Afternoon, Mr. Stanton?” he asked.
“I was hoping I’d catch you here, alone. My name’s Hansen, Tom if
you don’t mind.”

“Good to meet you. I hear you landed
the job of guarding Jan Coldwell again.”

“My pleasure. She’s a nice lady, and
she treats Zeke just right. He likes her, too. Come and meet my
partner.”

I followed him to his car, and in the back seat
sat Zeke, a 4-year-old German shepherd, about one hundred and ten
pounds of devoted sidekick. The window was down about six inches,
but he sat in the middle of the back seat looking all the world
like some lord purveying his realm. Reaching in to pet him never
crossed my mind.

Hansen opened the back door and said, “Come.”
The dog instantly climbed down out of the car and went to heel at
Hansen’s left leg. The trooper suggested I walk up and pet the
dog.

“He knows you’re a friendly by my
actions. Let him take a good whiff of you.”

I squatted down and reached out to the dog.
Hansen uttered a soft, “Zeke” and the dog released to come inspect
me. His tail wagged, his ears were up, and he welcomed my
scratching and petting. After a few seconds, Hansen uttered a
conversational, “Zeke” and the dog returned to heel.

“That’s pretty impressive,” I said,
thinking of how my Punch would have bounced around, sniffing and
pissing until I would have had to raise my voice at least once to
bring him back under control.

Hansen smiled in pride. “Zeke and I have an
understanding. We both want the same thing.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“To make me real happy.”

He opened the trunk of his car as he explained
that he was there to arrange the sleeping quarters for his
assignment, and “to make sure the landlord can accept that Zeke is
very clean, quiet, and responsible. I have fewer worries about him
ruining anything in this place than I do most of his human
guests.”

As he said that, he reached out to me with a
shoe box in his hand. “Detective Lawton asked me to give these to
you. Said you’d know what to do with them.”

“What are they?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Stanton. He
didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask. I think he wanted you to open it
up in private, though.”

Inside, I introduced him to Big Mike, and then
I went down to my bed. The Model 64 .38-caliber revolver in the box
had a comfortable heft to it, about two pounds in an eight to
nine-inch package. The box also contained a high-waist holster and
a box of .38-special ammo.

A note, unsigned. “Give this back when you’re
done with it.”

I knew that nearly all law enforcement officers
were carrying nine millimeter autos, but these old revolvers from
Smith and Wesson had been the staple for more than a hundred years.
They shoot where you point them, and they never jam.

Today’s cops have to beef up to match the
firepower against them, but this old reliable was just fine for
me.

I put the holster on my left side, with the
gun’s handle facing forward. I am a left-handed person, but I was
gifted with a right dominant eye and so I do all my shooting
right-handed. I found reaching under a jacket with my right hand to
my left hip was a more comfortable move than trying to dig under my
right coat tail with my right hand… Even as I pulled a sports
jacket on to hide the weapon, I prayed I’d have no use for
it.

At about five, I went upstairs just as Hansen
came down, Zeke in lock step with him. “What’s the plan?” I asked
him.

“You going to the paper?” he asked
back. “I think we should always be in our own cars. You pick Jan up
and go to dinner. I’ll be right with you, but I won’t be in the
restaurant. I’ll just be watching. You going to
Schaeffer’s?”

“I don’t have plans. Let’s you and I
share cell numbers, so we can talk at any time.”

He agreed, and we both programmed the other’s
number into our phones. I actually set his number up in my voice
recognition feature, something I’d never done before. For
simplicity sake, I used “Zeke” to dial the phone. As left, with him
ahead of me, I tried it, and his phone rang almost
instantly.

“That works pretty slick,” he said.
Then he put his phone on silent vibration. I liked the way this guy
thought.

“Who relieves you?”

“There’ll be a series of troopers
watching the house when we’re asleep. Otherwise, Zeke and I have
you. During the day, we’ll be with Miss Coldwell while she’s at
work.”

At the paper, I went in to see if Jan was ready
to eat.

“Hi, Mr. Stanton!” Ellen beamed at
me. She was ringing Jan’s extension even before I could ask. Into
the phone she answered, “I’ll send him right back.”

An office door opened at the other end of the
hall. Jan stepped out and waved me on to her.

I started to talk as I neared her, but she
interrupted by putting her arms out and around me; up on her toes
she gave me a warm kiss of welcome. I held her for a second, and
then pulled away, looking around.

“You are such a prude.”

“I was thinking of you and what your
staff would think…”

“Come in here, and we’ll ask them.”
The room she had stepped out of was a conference room, and everyone
but McGee was in there. Jan introduced me to the people I hadn’t
met, but all of them were grinning like Cheshire cats. I don’t
blush, no matter what those women told everyone later that night. I
just don’t blush.

“This is a strategy meeting for this
week’s edition,” Jan explained to me. “We were just thinking that
as long as you were in town, you might be willing to give us a hand
on the copy desk Wednesday night?”

Julie was grinning in an almost evil way. She
said, “That would let me be a bit more committed to reporting.
We’re still limping without Patty on the job.”

Jan added, “I can help too, but on Wednesday,
we’ll be pretty slim without you.”

I nodded. Sure, I could help out, I thought. As
long as I was there, it would be good, I thought.

The meeting broke up, and Julie went to print
out a news budget for the week. “I’ll give you a copy in just a few
minutes, Mr. S.,” she said.

Jan and I discussed dinner. “Big Mike’s feeding
us,” she said. “I made an arrangement with him. I’m going to be
there through most of the year as my house is being rebuilt, so we
came up with a rental agreement. I cook two nights a week, he cooks
two nights a week and Rhonda cooks two nights a week. On the
seventh night, we catch as catch can.”

“Can we feed Trooper
Hansen?”

“Of course. Mike’s cooking tonight,
so it’ll be scrumptious and there’ll be plenty of it. He’s probably
already planning on it. He mentioned this morning that we’d be
eating Italian tonight. Let’s go find out.”

Outside, there was no sign of Hansen, so I
opened my phone and said the magic word. I heard it ring, and then
the young trooper answered. “I’ve an eye on you.” I couldn’t see
him anywhere.

“Good. I don’t see you, but we’re
eating at the inn tonight. Jan and Mike had that all set up before
you and I hit the scene.”

“Great, I’ll meet you back
there.”

As it was only a block and a half, I felt silly
driving, but did it anyway.

As we pulled into the drive, Jan switched off
the ignition. “What kind of sleeping arrangements did you make with
Mike?”

“I’m downstairs, in my customary
spot.”

She tried not to show it, but I saw some hurt
in her eyes for just a second.

“Jan, don’t go anywhere with that. I
can’t wait to sleep with you again, but it’s just too, well, public
like this. I’m not a prude, but I can be shy about some
things.”

Her eyes brightened. “Thank you for that. I’m
just a little bit afraid that the way I feel for you might scare
you away, and, frankly, I don’t have any more murderers after this
to keep you around…”

“We’ll have to talk about that, but
right now we need to be on our guard, all the time. Let’s hurry
before Big Mike feeds all the spaghetti to Zeke.”
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We made a pact to pick up our lives as much as
possible while we waited. On Tuesday, as usual, Jan went to
Traverse City, but this time with Trooper Hansen in tow. I went for
my walk, and they had left by the time I returned.

I hung out with Big Mike for a while, and then
called Lawton to find out that there had been no sightings or
sounds of the fugitives.

During my walks, I often thought of things that
would escape me when I was otherwise occupied. While I worked out,
my mind seemed to work like a computer printing to the background.
Actually, the only place where I found as many ideas as on my walk
was in my shower… I’ve never understood that.

“Miles,” I started cautiously. “Has
anyone gone up to that farm near Fredrick where Ray used to
live?”

“Gee, no, Jim. What a great idea. I
don’t know how any crimes were ever solved in Michigan before you
became involved. I’ll have a whole…”

“I understand, but wouldn’t you feel
dumb if I did think of something you guys hadn’t, and then, because
I didn’t want to take this kind of verbal abuse, I didn’t mention
it?”

“Fat chance of that, Mr.
Showoff.”

I made him promise to keep us informed, and
then went off to the newspaper offices.

I met with Julie to review the week’s news
budget, become familiar with their operational system, and the flow
of copy from reporter to page.

I asked about a local style book, and she
laughed. “We’re strictly AP style, no local exceptions. I have a
book at every work station if you become stumped.”

I knew I would. Things like the comma that
precedes the “and” in a series of three or more items is strictly
omitted in the AP Style, but in my recent writing years, I had
learned to put it back.

“I might wear it out in one
session,” I admitted.

I took her to lunch, and then settled in to
reading copy for the newspaper that week. I read all the items that
would make up the grist of the “family” and “business” pages, the
stuff that Ellen collected all week. I read all the obits,
weddings, engagements and anniversary news, all the club news, all
the stuff that deadlined early for use on inside pages.

I realized that her passion for this business,
the relentless demands of the deadline, were what enabled Jan to
appear so sound after losing her house and all of her possessions.
It was what had kept the staff from falling apart after the attack
on Patty.

This deadline-driven industry might not be for
everyone, I thought, but for others, the built-in structure gave
support to their entire lives.

It was making my day pass without undue
fretting about Jan’s safety.

These pages of hometown copy that we were
processing on Tuesday ahead of “production” on Wednesday were
critical to the Record and all other community
newspapers.

While few of us cared a wit about the content
of most of these stories, they were of vital importance to the
people who submitted them and to their friends who read the
newspaper. It was reassuring to see how clean and complete each of
these items was as it came to the desk.

It was obvious that Ellen had been trained
well, and that the standards that everyone would expect on the Page
One stories were being upheld inside the paper as well.

Big Mike cooked again on Tuesday night, and
after we’d cleaned up, he organized a four-handed cribbage game
with him and me standing against Jan and Trooper Hansen.

It was no contest. While Jan routinely held
hands that always seemed to add up to twelve points or more; Hansen
could count them with a mere look.

He was a fun competitor, too. Laughing and
rubbing his hands in mock jubilation when he scored, and
commiserating with others when their card wasn’t cut. We all kind
of forgot ourselves for a couple of hours, as Big Mike had planned
no doubt. Then Zeke went to the back door with a low growl, and
everyone went silent and still.

“It’s Rhonda, I’ll bet,” Big Mike
said. A few minutes later we heard her key in the door. Tom had
gone to peek out of the curtained window, and as the door opened,
he whispered, “Zeke, come.” And the dog padded back to his spot
near the table.

Rhonda reported all of the ads were proofed and
would be camera ready by noon, excused herself, and went to bed.
Zeke’s reminder had broken our spell, and within minutes we had
followed her.

It was about midnight when I woke up, sensing a
presence near me, but in the pitch black of the basement, I
couldn’t see a thing.

“Shhhh.” Jan slipped into my bed,
put her right leg on top of my legs, and cuddled up to me. “Shhhh.”
And she went to sleep.

I held her, savoring her warmth and found
myself comfortable in her nearness. I sensed something that had
been missing, or actually, I missed something that had been with me
for far too long – I didn’t feel alone. I smiled in the darkness,
and ran my hand down her shoulder to the curve of her waist and the
rise of her hip and then snuggled closer into her warmth. I then
drifted off, feeling secure.
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I took my agreement to edit seriously, and on
Wednesday afternoon I really tore into the lead pieces.

Julie had left places for me to insert my own
quotes, and after my first read, I felt a need to challenge the
inclusion of my role in the story.

I poured a cup of tea, and then braced her in
her corner of the newsroom to voice my opinion that, “Readers of
the Record could give a rip what an old hack like me had to say,”
and that I shouldn’t be included in the lead crime
story.

Her answer was thoughtful and direct,
“Tough.”

I tucked my tail firmly between my legs and
scuttled back to my work station where I concocted some completely
innocuous quotes, attributed them to me, and moved on with my
task.

The lead story carried both Julie’s and Jan’s
by-lines and would be held open until the last minute tonight in
case Charlotte and Ray were apprehended before deadline.

The second piece, which was pretty interesting,
was a timeline of the entire story, starting with the land
acquisitions in the 1980s. I made a couple of calls to Jan, who was
working in her office, for confirmation on a date or two, and then,
before I could interrupt her again, she plopped her reporter’s
notebook down on my desk. “The dates are all in here, highlighted
in pink, sweetie,” she said before marching back to her own
job.

A third piece came with the suggested title:
“Oil or Houses? Mineral Valley future at crossroads” fit my idea of
meaningful reporting. It took readers from the “what happened”
directly to the “what does this all mean” phase.

In that piece, Patrick Lynch was quoted
extensively about how Mickey’s will was being implemented, and how
theft by fraud charges were being lodged against Charlotte and
Crocker in addition to the charges of murder, conspiracy to commit
murder, and the rest of the laundry list of charges that went with
their attempt to cover up their plot.

Finally, about four in the afternoon, I filed
the last of the three pieces with my initials in the slug,
identifying my work as complete.

Julie came out a few minutes later with a proof
of the front page printed out from a Quark Express document. “Will
you take a shot at these headlines, Jim?” She asked as she dropped
the “mini” on my desk. “I don’t need it before
four-thirty.”

I was proofing pages, suggesting headline
tweaks and generally enjoying myself at about six when Jan came in.
“Pizza’s here.”

She sounded tired to the bone.

Julie came out of her office with “final
proofs” of the first four pages of the newspaper all pretty much
dedicated to the Penny Point story in all its fragments.

“We’re out, as far as I’m concerned.
I just talked with Fish, and he told me there’s literally no chance
we’ll receive an update before press tonight. I’m ready to send
this stuff and then go drink.”

Jan nodded and patted her hand. “Send them,
then go share some pizza, I put some cold beer in the fridge, too.
It’s an exception. After you’ve confirmed all the pages are in hand
in Traverse, you should run on home.”

Julie nodded and went back to her
office.

Jan put her lips near my ear, “I just talked to
Patty. She’s coming along fine, but I also talked to her dad, and
he doesn’t think she’s ever going to be normal again.” She sounded
ready to cry. “I met with the staff, and we all agreed, that when
she’s ready, she can come back at whatever capacity she thinks she
can handle. I’m pretty proud of my folks.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that. In the
break room we found everyone but Julie there, pizza boxes were
open, and everyone had a bottle of beer open in front of
them.

“Mizz Coldwell,” Lisa Schmidt said
in her Alabama drawl, hoisting her beer bottle in a toast-like
gesture, “this here is a nice treat. Y’all think this beer thing
could become s.o.p. for production nights?”

The rest of the women broke up in giggles. Jan
raised an eyebrow and rejoined in the same spirit and similar
drawl, “Lisa, child, we could probably handle that in our budget if
we could eliminate some more of those nasty credits we write off
for typos in ads.”

“Start plying this gal with beer,
Miss Jan, and you ain’t seen nothin’ in typos,” Rhonda quipped, in
her own imitation of Lisa’s drawl.

Everyone was reveling in those good spirits
that come from working to exhaustion doing something worthwhile. I
sat back and realized I was in a privileged place. These people
were accepting me as one of their own; otherwise they would never
have let themselves go like this in my presence.

I found only two beers left in the fridge. I
grabbed one for Jan, and opened a Pepsi for myself. A few seconds
later Julie came in. “All gone, once again.”

She grabbed the last beer from the
refrigerator, “Last one?”

Jan nodded and threw a look of gratitude at me.
Julie continued, “Looks like I’m headed for the Copper Kettle after
all.”

“Here, here,” said Schmidt to much
giggling by the rest of them. “But the pizza is definitely cheaper
here, and better too. Eat up, and then we can walk to the
Kettle.”

When everyone else was gone, I helped Jan clean
up. Neither of us had much to say as we made our way to the
inn.
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My first apprehension was finding Zeke in the
back of the unmarked car parked next to the inn.

There was a nightlight on in the kitchen, and
Big Mike had given us keys to the back door. It was after 10 p.m.,
but I thought it early for the place to be so dark.

I halted Jan at the bottom of the back steps,
before I stepped up to unlock the door, but it was unlocked. I
motioned her to be quiet and to stay there.

I opened the back door and stepped into the
porch. The screen to the kitchen was closed. I recalled that it
would squeak of stretching spring when opened. I passed by it to a
set of sliding doors that would let me into the family room where
we had played cards the night before.

I peeked in, but there was just the faintest
glow from the light above the kitchen stove, and the heavy shadows
inside that room could have hidden your worst nightmare.

I gently pulled the slider open, and it just
whispered as it moved on its track.

I listened for some response to that noise and
just heard the sounds of the old house: The hot water heater
ticking as it cooled, the hum of a fan from a downstairs
bedroom.

The night sounds of crickets and frogs, the
ever-present hum of insects and the sighing gurgle of the river and
firs told me that I was overreacting to Hansen’s decision to kennel
his partner.

I relaxed a bit and started back for Jan but I
froze at what I saw.

“I told you he’d be right back,
didn’t I?” Charlotte whispered. She had her arm around Jan’s
throat, and her shotgun was pointed directly at me.

“Go into the kitchen, Mr. Stanton.
Ray’s in there, and he’d like a chat with you. Us gals will be
right behind you; won’t we Jan?”

Jan’s eyes were wide, straining to look right
and up where Charlotte’s mouth was, but she couldn’t see that far.
The look gave her a terrified appearance, and I didn’t blame
her.

I backed up and opened the screen door into the
kitchen. Ray was sitting on one of the bar stools at the kitchen.
He had a nine millimeter in his hand, aimed at me.

“Jim,” he said softly, “good to see
you again. Come on in; sit down.”

I surveyed the kitchen, and he knew I was
looking for signs of violence. “No, no mess, no fuss. The old man
went quietly, just like the trooper did. They’re downstairs, and
they can’t help you.”

“How did you put the dog into the
car?”

“You ask the strangest damned
questions,” he said with mock surprise and a shake of his head. “I
gave the trooper a choice, dog in car or dog in dirt. He put the
dog away.”

“And the other trooper,
outside?”

“He’s sleeping.”

I heard Charlotte and Jan come in the back
door. Charlotte had the muzzle of her sawed-off pump gun pressed
into Jan’s ear. “Sit down there, Jan,” Charlotte purred.

Jan pulled a chair out, away from me at the
table that was to the left of the bar and behind me. Ray was across
the bar facing me and had us both under his gun. When Jan sat down,
the distance between us was three feet, with Charlotte standing in
the middle of that space. I thought it was a pretty cagey move
given Charlotte’s obvious state. She appeared to be in need of some
kind of fix, almost twitching with desire and anxiety.

“So, Charlotte, Ray,” I started in a
conversational tone, turning back to watch Ray. “Why’d you call
this meeting?

Ray shook his head like a father who is
chastising his child. “Jim, Jim, Jim. You are the reason we’ve
called this meeting. You have completely fucked us. Remember, like
I told you at the T.C. cop shop, we don’t ever let anyone walk away
with fucking us. Never.”

Charlotte struck me with the butt of her
weapon, right between the shoulder blades, just above where the
ladder-back chair ended. The pain shot down my spine and the force
of the blow pushed me into the bar.

“We came here to kill you. Both of
you. You meddled with us from the start,” she said. The almost
sexual excitement in her voice was plain to hear.

“You guys going it alone, Charlotte?
Or is Crocker with you?”

“Crocker? No, he’s not with us. He’s
with Ricardo, wherever they are.”

“A loose end?”

“We tidied him up before you butted
in the last time,” she said, and hit me with the butt of her gun
again, driving the air out of me with the pain.

“Ray, did you know that?” I
gasped.

“Ray only knows what I tell him;
right Ray?” she said. “I told him he had to kill that cop in the
hospital, and then you butted into that, too. I told him he might
be killed in that place, but if he wasn’t I’d rescue him.” She
laughed, “And I did that, too, didn’t I, lover? I always
deliver.”

Ray just chuckled, his arms resting on the
counter, his auto dangling in his right hand.

Charlotte gave a nasty little chuckle. “I have
led Raymond around by his dick since I was sixteen. Sometimes I
thought I was in love with him, I really did. Right,
lover?”

I could see Means tense a bit, his stare which
had been dedicated to me broke, and he squinted his eyes a bit,
like he was trying to make sense of where she was going.

“He never understood that sex and
narcotics did nothing for me. None of them – Ricardo, Frank or Ray
– none of them ever understood. They never understood that the way
I feel this instant, holding this gun on you, knowing I can blow
you away at any moment… This just wets my panties.” Her laugh
sounded just a bit more insane this time.

“It’s all about being tough enough,
you dig? It’s always been about proving I was tough enough to exert
control. That’s it, really. The control. I own you people right
here and right now.

“Yea though I walk through the
valley of death I shall fear no evil because I’m the toughest bitch
in the valley…”

I interrupted. “But this all worked out to
nothing, just like Mickey said it would before you killed him. You
don’t have his property. You don’t have his money. This was all for
nothing!”

“It wouldn’t have been if you hadn’t
stuck your nose in. You fucked us, Stanton, and nobody ever gets
away with that. By this time tomorrow night I’ll be a wealthy
stranger in a place where they don’t extradite to the U.S., and
everyone will remember that nobody gets away with fucking us.” She
hit me again, and then in one smooth motion pointed the shotgun at
Means and blew him out of his chair.

“Jesus,” I screamed. The muzzle
blast from her shotgun had gone off no more than a foot from my
left ear… I was in agony and nearly deaf. The sound disoriented me
like one of those stun grenades used in hostage rescue
situations.

Scrabbling to keep my balance and not fall out
of my chair, I saw her struggling with Jan. Jan had jumped up as
Charlotte was trying to cycle the pump gun, and had grabbed it. The
two of them were locked together, both of them hanging on to the
weapon for their lives.

I pushed myself up from the chair and island,
staggering into their dance, still disoriented from the blast of
the weapon. I saw Charlotte’s eyes lock on mine just as she pivoted
and threw Jan into me.

Her sudden move forced me to put my arms around
Jan and our combined momentum and my weight forced Jan to let go of
the shotgun. We staggered back into the table, locked in an awkward
embrace, her face just below my chin. I saw Charlotte working to
cycle the shotgun as I felt a tug at my left waist.

Jan spun away from me, and had the police
special up in both hands just as Charlotte lowered the muzzle of
the shotgun at us.

Jan’s first shot tore the shotgun out of
Charlotte’s left hand, and the shotgun, pointing straight up, went
off as Jan fired again, this time taking Charlotte in the center of
her chest.

The force of the bullet sent Charlotte back
into the refrigerator where she braced herself for a second, trying
to regain control of the shotgun.

Jan rushed to her and put the muzzle of the
handgun right between Charlotte’s eyes. “Drop it, now,” she said in
a frightened voice.

I reached them in one step and snatched the
pump from Charlotte’s right hand. I saw her left hand dangling at
her side, and I picked it up and put in on top of her head. It was
bleeding freely, a bullet hole right through the hummingbird tattoo
on the webbing between her thumb and forefinger.

I forced her into a sitting position and
started to put her right hand on her head, but then I left it where
she had it, covering the hole in her chest.

I steered Jan back to a chair, and took the
revolver from her before dialing 911 on my phone.

The smell of burning gunpowder and bodily
fluids were a stench in the kitchen. After I hung up from the
emergency operator, I looked at my phone and spoke into it,
“Zeke!”

I heard nothing. I looked at Charlotte. She was
sitting on the floor, her eyes closed. Her breath was coming in
short, rapid gasps.

“Jan,” I said. She turned away from
watching Charlotte. She looked like one of those pictures you see
of survivors in London or Berlin after an air raid.

“Jan, honey, can you go downstairs
and see if you can find Big Mike and Tom Hansen? Ray said they were
downstairs. Can you go look?”

She seemed to think about it, then she just
turned back to watch Charlotte.

I was about to start talking to her again, when
the volunteer EMT truck pulled into the back yard. Zeke started
barking at the flashing strobes.

Not taking any chances with Charlotte, I
switched on the outside and porch lights. “We’re in here,” I
yelled. “Hurry!”

The two volunteers came hustling up the steps
and into the kitchen. One knelt next to Charlotte, the other,
taking a quick look at Jan, went to her side.

He helped her up and into the family room where
he found a throw from the back of a couch and wrapped her up in it.
He settled her in a chair, whispering to her all the time, telling
her she was going to be all right.

“I’m not sure we can save this one,”
the first guy said, nodding at Charlotte. “How’s Jan?”

“Shock,” the other tech said. “Let’s
stabilize this woman and put her into the ambulance. We’ll call a
chopper from Traverse to meet us en route, see if we can keep her
alive that long.”

As they started to work on her, I leaned into
them, and pointed at her. “Make sure she’s unarmed; I don’t trust
her, and she’s real dangerous.”

The two guys exchanged a look before the senior
of the two went back to taking off Charlotte’s jacket and cutting
away her blouse and bra. He then checked down her legs. “She’s
clean.”

“Look at her waist in back,” I
said.

He felt back there. “Nope, she’s clean. Hell,
man, she’s nearly dead.”

“Don’t turn your back on her; trust
me,” I hissed at them as I headed for the basement to find Big Mike
and Tom Hansen.

Ray had used Hansen’s own handcuffs to secure
him to my bed. Both men were gagged with duct tape. Mike was
loosely tied to the headboard. He had a surprised expression on his
face; Tom was just seething mad.

I used his keys and turned him loose. I untied
Mike and pulled the tape off his mouth. He still had that look I
interpreted as shock on his face, so I told him to lie still until
one of the techs could look at him.

“Not serious,” the tech said after a
few seconds. “Just a bad experience, I think. I’ll ask Doc Collins
to come and take a closer look at him.” Turning to Mike, he pushed
him back on the bed. “You stay put until Doc says you can
move.”

I went back up and found Jan shivering in the
sitting room. The EMTs were clearing the scene when Sgt. Fish
stormed into the kitchen.

He stepped out of the way as the two techs
wheeled Charlotte into the night, then went straight to Hansen who
was sitting with Jan, holding her hand.

“What ‘n’ hell went on here,” Fish
started in. “Tommy, what the f… Jan, are you all right?”

Jan gave him a wan smile. “I’ve been better,
but I’m not shot or anything.”

I took Fish outside and told him the whole
story since Jan and I had come into it. I then took Tom’s place so
he could tell his version while I sat with Jan.

Dr. Collins, a retired general practitioner,
came in while Fish and Hansen were outside. He went down, and
brought Mike upstairs.

Then he pushed me away and started looking
after Jan. After a few seconds he turned to us, “Gentlemen, can you
pour this lady a drink? I’d like one as well.”
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By the time Fish and all his technicians were
through, it was well into the morning hours of Thursday. Jan had
been interviewed three times, taped twice. I had been questioned in
three separate interviews, recorded as well.

“Jesus Christ Almighty!” the state
policeman exclaimed once again, walking back into the house from
the back porch. “I’ve been on the force for seventeen years.
There’s just never been anything like this here, ever. I gotta
know. Are we done?”

I was as fed up with him as he was with me. “As
far as I know. There’s a guy in prison somewhere who may be part of
this, maybe not. But if Charlotte was telling the truth everybody
else is dead or accounted for.”

“I just talked to Lawton, and he’s
more worried about your girlfriend than about this
case.”

“I’m worried too. Until I met her
she’d never fired any kind of weapon. I’m worried just how she’s
going to handle this.”

“That’s truly one tough lady, you
know? Sounds from both of you, she had little choice. She saved
your ass. That Buchanan woman was nuts, I think.”

“Your logic is sound, but I’m not
sure how that’s going to stand up. Killing somebody never gets easy
for a normal person, even in combat… It takes some time to
adjust.”
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By Friday, the Kalkaska County District
Attorney, Fish and several staff had signed off on our story. We
had signed our statements. They had brought back a finding of “self
defense” in the shooting of Charlotte who was still hanging on in
critical condition in a Grand Rapids hospital under lock and
key.

Every newspaper in the state had the whole
story on Page 1, even the Record. Julie had gotten to the scene
minutes after Fish, and I had given her the details as they were,
and she’d remade the Record’s front page.

The story was making news and headlines across
the country; the Record was being cited as the source in most
cases, a real feather in the weekly newspaper’s cap.

Other than that, things had been pretty quiet
on Thursday. It bothered me that Jan didn’t ask to read the story
when the paper came out, and then she told me quietly that she
might never again read such a story.

We went for a silent walk on Thursday
afternoon. She didn’t say anything, and I still couldn’t hear much.
After that, I had made a call and with Lawton’s assistance arranged
to have a State Police psychologist come visit Friday
afternoon.

“She’s suffering a little
post-traumatic stress, but believe me, she’s a very tough-minded
woman,” the doctor told me after their visit. “Intellectually, she
understands that she did what she had to do. She has no sympathy
for the woman she shot, just a disdain for her and the people who
forced this whole situation upon her.”

I sat silent for a few minutes, and the doctor
cocked her head a bit. “How about you, are you going to be all
right?”

I shrugged at first. “I’m not having any real
trouble with this, at least not yet. But I care deeply about
Jan.

“This whole ordeal was about the
issue of toughness, you know? Mickey thought he was a tough guy.
Ricardo, Ron, Ray – hell all of them – thought they were the
baddest asses in the universe, and they were just completely
absorbed with proving over and over again how tough they
were.”

I went silent again, processing. She sat
patiently, listening to my rant.

I picked up the thread again. “Shit. They knew
nothing about what toughness really is. I don’t think I’d ever
figured it out before, either.” I nodded to the next room where Jan
was waiting.

“That’s toughness. I mean, I’ve been
trained, albeit a long time ago, to be capable and dangerous, but
her? She doesn’t live in that world; hadn’t even visited it
before.” I shook my head. “But when the chips were down, she
responded appropriately and without hesitation – that’s really a
show of toughness, I think.

“Now, in the aftermath, she’s simply
to lick her wounds, adjust to the fact that tonight’s behavior is
part of her too, just like her music and her business sense; just a
part of the package she never knew was there… I just hope she can
come to grips with it.”

The doctor reached out and patted my hand. “I
think she’ll be just fine. She just needs some time. You’re right,
she’s real tough.”

I asked, “Can she return to work at her
newspaper?”

The doctor thought for just a second. “I think
that would be perfect for her right now. She needs to return to the
routine of her life.”

At my suggestion, the psychologist and I went
back to visit with Jan, and I shifted the conversation to “what’s
next,” and the doctor picked up right on cue.

Later that night, sitting on the glider on Big
Mike’s back porch, Jan put her head on my shoulder. “When’re you
going home?”

“I thought tomorrow or Sunday. Can
you manage?”

“What, at the newspaper? Sure. We
might e-mail you a story or two for editing, but probably not even
that. But as for myself…”

She turned her head up and kissed me gently on
the cheek, “I’m sure I can manage, but I’m also sure I don’t want
to. I know I need to return to my stable routine, but I’m already
missing you.”

I hugged her to me, and put my chin on the top
of her head and breathed in the scent of her hair. “I know,” I
whispered, “I know.”

But my mind wasn’t turning off the lingering
questions that seemed to swirl around the events of the past 72
hours.

“Have you had any thoughts as to
where those two could have been hiding after they escaped on the
way to Cadillac?”

Jan didn’t answer right away, but finally
admitted that she hadn’t really given it much thought. “But I did
wonder how they came here? I never saw another car.”

A small bulb went off in the way-back reaches
of my mind. “I never heard a car had been recovered, either. I
think I want to ask Fish or Lawton about that. Can you reach my
phone?”

At that same instant, Big Mike stepped out of
the kitchen onto the porch. He had what appeared to be another 9
millimeter automatic in his right hand. “Don’t make that call,
Jim.”

My jaw hurt from my gaping reaction.
“Mike?”

“Stanton, you’ve been just as
upsetting as Buchanan promised. He told everyone who would listen
that the great investigator Jim Stanton would wreak havoc on all of
us, but we killed him anyway, and here you are, and havoc has been
truly achieved.

“Now it’s time for me to tie up
these two last strings. Frank Santiago, recently a guest in Jackson
State Prison, is outside, waiting to take me to my new future, but
first I must deal with you two.”

His voice changed a bit. “There’s really no
choice, because left to your musings, you’ll eventually instigate
an investigation of the top floor of this old inn, and find the
last living space for our two culprits.

“I’ve been providing Charlotte and
Raymond privacy for nearly twenty years. It was I who first heard
Ray’s theories about the fortune in oil and gas that makes its home
here along Copper Creek. It was I, long involved in fencing stolen
artifacts provided by the Santiago brothers and their gang, who put
Ray alongside Ricardo at the right moment, and it was I who drove
the Escalade out of Mickey’s garage that day when the idiots
started shooting a police detective but couldn’t keep up with an
over-the-hill journalist. It was I who staged the rescue of Ray
Means while Charlotte murdered those officers.

“Of course it was I who held the
strings, can you imagine any of these dolts running this kind of
sophisticated enterprise? Of course not, they were too busy proving
themselves to themselves in the moment to think two moves
ahead.

“This was the perfect set up. I have
invested twenty years in being the right person in the right place
to plunder this valley, only to see you louse it up in a matter of
weeks.”

I had one more question to ask, “But, how is
this going to keep Lawton and Fish from tracking you down forever?
We die, you disappear? Think that won’t raise an eyebrow or
two?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” the old
man said softly. “I said Frank is waiting to give a ride, I didn’t
say I was going. No, my old colleague Frank is in perfect position
to take the blame for your deaths just before I rid the world of
him, alas a second too late for you two.”

As the innkeeper raised his pistol to shoot me,
my damaged left ear recoiled at the sound of a large-caliber gun.
Frank hadn’t waited in the car after all. The shot through the
closed screen door hit Mike in the back shoulder, and spun him
around. His finger reflexively pulled his trigger as he fell, and
the round went into the porch ceiling. Frank screamed some kind of
Spanish curse and shot him again just as Mike’s reflexes again
pulled the trigger; his second shot took Frank right under the
chin, throwing him back off the steps with a scream.

I found myself hugging Jan as silence erupted.
I gently pried her arms off mine, and went to Big Mike’s side. He
had no pulse. I switched on the porch lights and went looking for
Frank, walking like a disoriented drunk. I didn’t see him in the
porch light, so I staggered back, and took Big Mike’s weapon from
his hand. I clicked the safety on, and then off again, and then
went into the kitchen for a flashlight.

As I came back out on the porch, I handed my
phone to Jan. “Dial nine-eleven.”

“Don’t go, please. Don’t
go.”

“Make the call, I’ll be right
back.”

I slowly and carefully started looking for my
unlikely savior. The first thing I noticed in the harsh black and
white of the flashlight was the blood trail going down the walk. I
cautiously peered around the corner of the house where the driveway
was. I peeked around and saw more blood, but nothing else. I stayed
in the shadows with the light off, and edged my way down the flower
bed toward the end of the driveway. Santiago had bled out at the
street, right next to his Suburban.

I checked him like a shot deer, careful to make
sure he couldn’t give me one last surprise, but he had no pulse,
and his eyes were wide open, as if he was staring at the answer to
his lifelong question about how tough was tough enough.
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I returned home on Sunday, and with Shirlee and
Jack’s help, I retrieved my truck, put my house back in shape. I
tried to resume the quiet rhythms of my life. I had started writing
this book, taking my walks, and I had started thinking about a pond
I knew where the brook trout routinely ran up to 14
inches.

On Tuesday I received a call from Patrick
Lynch, the attorney for Seth and Phillip Buchanan.

“Mr. Stanton,” he started formally,
“I’m in need of your mailing address.”

I gave it to him.

“I’ve been meeting with the boys
this week, and they’re adamant they want to send you a token of
their appreciation for your part in protecting their father’s
wishes.”

I thought about that for a second. “That’s
fine. I’ll look forward to a card of thanks; I really wouldn’t
think anything else would be appropriate.”

“You may not understand, Mr.
Stanton. I explained this to Miss Coldwell. These boys just
acquired an inheritance estimated in the tens if not hundreds of
millions of dollars that they would never have received but for the
efforts of you and the newspaper.

“They have decided that an
appropriate gesture would include a check to each of you. So they
have directed me, and so I shall send. Have a great day, Mr.
Stanton, and on behalf of my clients and myself, thank
you.”

Before I could respond, he was off the
line.

While I sat there contemplating what kind of
check they might be sending me, Jan called.

“Did Lynch call you?” she
asked

“He did. Isn’t that something? What
do you think of that?”

“I’m not sure. It was certainly
unexpected. I’m not even sure if it’s welcome.”

“We can deal with that when it
comes. If it makes us uncomfortable, we can always donate it away;
put it to a good cause.”

I wondered what she was looking like right
then, and I found myself longing to reach out and touch her.
“How’re you getting along?”

“I’m working. I went to Traverse
this morning, and every one of my clients wanted to talk about the
story… I really don’t want to talk about that any more. I’d like to
forget it, actually.”

We went quiet before she started up again.
“Lawton is up and around. Had lunch with me on Monday. I gave him
that shoe box you had for him. He said he thought he could convince
the D.A. to drop the theft charge against you for stealing his
service revolver.”

I deadpanned right back, “I’ll be real
surprised if they lift any finger prints off that gun. I sent it
back to him as clean as I found it. Same with the extra ammo and
the holster. I don’t think there’s any case against me for having
that weapon… you on the other hand…”

We both chuckled, and I could feel the warmth
through the phone. She needed to be joshed a bit. So did
I.

She was quiet for a minute then said, “I’m
thinking of taking some time off, you know?”

“I think that would be a great idea.
You’ve built a pretty good operation there, and you can always be
just a phone call away.”

“That’s what I was
thinking…”

“Are you waiting for an invitation,
Miss Coldwell?”

“Actually, I was. Can I
come?”

“Just tell me when and where, and
I’ll meet you.”

“I’ve never been to Portland. They
play jazz there?”

“They do. Great jazz.”

“Sushi?”

“Marvelous sushi.”

“Do you know anybody there? Would
I?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Perfect. Can you meet me in
Portland next Thursday at noon your time?”

“I’ll be there.”
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I made reservations at the old 5th Avenue
Suites in downtown Portland, and we spent three days seeing the
town, listening to jazz and eating at a few of the great
restaurants.

“I can eat sushi every day,” she
told me when I picked her up at the airport, and we did.

The middle of June can be glorious in Portland,
full of sunshine and brightness. It didn’t rain once while we were
in town.

Then we took a scenic drive home, through the
Columbia Gorge, stopped for a drink and lunch at the Columbia Gorge
Hotel in Hood River, made a tour out of the Mary Hill museum and
bought some wine at the Mary Hill vineyard there, too. We finally
arrived home on Sunday night.

I had put her in her own room when I brought
her luggage into the house, and she didn’t say a word.

We sat on the porch and watched the star show
for a while, but before long we were both yawning big, creaking
yawns. I kissed her goodnight and headed for bed. When I came back
into my bedroom she was in the bed, waiting for me.

We had nothing to say to each other, and we
were pretty used up from our weekend in Portland. But it was clear
to me she wasn’t planning to sleep alone while she was
here.

Our days that fourth week of June fell into a
routine of sorts. An early morning walk started the days. She
couldn’t keep up with me at first, but I slowed down. I started
showing her some of the basic forms of t’ai chi ch’uan, and I gave
her a book to read about the spiritual and physical benefits one
could attain from further practice.

She spent some time each day online with her
newspaper. I spent some time each day writing on my book
project.

And we became acquainted outside the energy of
fear and action.

One afternoon I found her completely engrossed
in a photo album. She had discovered a box of old photos and albums
in the closet of the spare bedroom.

She noticed me watching her, and smiled before
going back to turning pages, “You were a fatty years ago, weren’t
you? But you were really skinny when you first came home from the
war…”

On Friday, the 24th of June, I received my
regular weekly update from Lawton. “Charlotte will survive to face
trial,” he told me. “You and Jan will have to testify. The woman is
going way forever.”

“That’ll be a real test of how tough
she is,” I responded.

Shirlee called that afternoon, and after
chatting a few minutes with Jan, asked to talk to me.

“Jim, how about we show this gal
off? You ready to take your happiness public?”

I hadn’t thought for a minute that I had been
hiding away with Jan. “Of course, I’m prepared, what are you
thinking?”

“A July Fourth party on Saturday,
the third, a week from tomorrow.”

I agreed immediately. She decided to hold it at
my house. “Better view of the valley, and you have a
dishwasher.”

We agreed on an invitation list, and she said
she would handle that. The whole plan came together in less than 10
minutes. Jan was standing there listening to my side of the
conversation, and by the time I hung up she was grinning like an
idiot while at the same time tears were streaming down her
face.

“What gives?” I asked, gently taking
her into my arms.

“Oh, I’m being silly, but I was
starting to wonder if you’d ever feel ready to introduce me to your
friends here.”

I hadn’t even thought of it. “What a sensitive,
caring dope you are, Stanton,” I thought to myself. Out loud I just
said, “I can’t wait for people I care about out here to get a load
of you.”
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On Sunday evening, I was sitting on a chaise
lounge on the porch, listening to my son on the phone. Jeremy lives
in upstate New York. He manages a Radio Shack store in Watertown,
but his real job is fishing the St. Lawrence River and eastern Lake
Ontario.

We talked about once a month, and this was his
belated Father’s Day call. We shared emails more frequently. His
sister, Sara, was in Europe. She was a stage manager and sometimes
director for a theater group headquartered in Minneapolis. They had
received a grant to take a tour of Western Europe. They had left in
April and would be home in August. As usual, neither of us had
heard much from her during her trip. She’d inundate us with stories
and photos as the tour wound down, we knew.

Jan came and curled down beside me; putting her
head on my shoulder just as Jeremy asked if there was anything or
anyone new in my life.

I didn’t hesitate. I told him about meeting Jan
during a trip to Michigan. I left out all the creepy stuff. I told
him she owned a weekly newspaper, and what it was like, and what
she was like.

“Sounds like a nice lady, Dad.
Anything serious working in the romance department?”

“Pretty personal question. You any
closer to making Sheila an honest woman and mother of my first
grandchild?”

“Touché.”

I saw the shocked look on Jan’s face,
“Actually, yes, I’d say something is definitely working in the
romance department.” Jan’s face started turning pink, and she dug
an elbow into my ribs, just a bit.

“That’s cool!” Jeremy said. “Sara’s
going to be jazzed when she hears that. When are we going to meet
her?”

“If you can be here Saturday, we’re
having a big July Fourth blow out, and she’s here now.”

“She’s there now, with
you?”

“Actually, she’s cuddled up next to
me on a lounge on the porch.”

“Definitely cool.”

After he was gone, she finally broke the
silence. “You were worried about how they’d react, weren’t
you?”

“Not really worried. I was maybe
uncertain.”

“You guys never understand it.
Aren’t you happy when they’re happy, even if their definition of
happy is different from yours?”

“That I am.”

“Then why can’t you believe the
people who love you won’t feel the same way about your happiness.
You are happy aren’t you?”

“That I am.”
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On Saturday morning she was up and dressed when
I came down for coffee. She told me she had errands and asked if
she could use the truck. I said of course. When I asked if she
needed my help, she gave me a little tease of a smile, a mere
shadow of how she usually teased, but it was a start.

Shirlee came up mid-morning to direct me in
cleaning, and she announced that we were having “salt ‘n’ butter
chicken” that night, and that I was in charge of food prep. She had
a bunch of whole chickens down at her place thawing.

“What do you know about salt ‘n’
butter chicken?” I asked her.

“Just that for some folks a bit east
of here, it’s not a holiday picnic without it. And I know that once
you set it up for Jack, you can’t touch it. Unlike you, Jack can
really cook on charcoal.”

I acknowledged that to be true. About four Jack
showed up with the chickens, and we started halving them and
getting things ready for a feast.

Jack made sure that we were appropriately
marinated ourselves.

I took the livers, necks and stuff that’s
always frozen inside the chickens, washed them up good in cold
water, and divvied them up on three batches of double layers of tin
foil. I then sliced up three green peppers and three Walla Walla
sweet onions. I then opened up a box of salt and poured it on the
chicken parts until they were white with salt: A leap of faith.
Then I put the pepper and onions on and made little pouches of the
foil.

“God almighty,” Jack said. “What is
that, heart attack on foil?”

“Hors d’oeuvres,” I said. “Believe
it or not, you’ll never taste the salt.”

Jack started the charcoal, pointedly making an
issue that unlike some amateurs, this meal would cook when the
coals were right and not before. We were expecting company to
arrive after six.

Shirlee had strung red, white and blue bunting
around the porch. I had had flags up front and rear all day. She
had laid out a series of candles in bags that would lead people
from the driveway to the back yard after dark.

The place had a festive air about it, but it
was approaching six, and there was no sign of Jan.

She drove in minutes later. “I’m sorry,” she
said as she rushed in. “I’ll be ready in just a few minutes.” She
disappeared up the stairs at a run.

“That’s more like her usual self,
pushing the envelope,” I noted to anyone who might be listening.
Then I heard a car door slam outside and the first of our guests
started arriving.

I had given the pot of melted butter and the
brush and the salt to Jack. He was to continually alternate between
basting and salting, turning the birds every 15 minutes or so. The
salt serves to stop the butter from running off the birds and
blazing up. The result would be perfectly glazed chickens, and
surprising to anyone, without much of a salty flavor.

Randall and Lisa Albright had brought enough
potato salad for 100 people and Skip and Lucy Petersen and their
four kids had brought a similar quantity of beans. There were cakes
and Jell-O salads, and the dining room table actually seemed to sag
under the weight of the food that looked more than adequate for the
16 people on hand.

I was making rounds with beer and sangria when
Jan made her entrance. She had on a pair of those pants women wear
that stop at mid-calf, and that made her legs look four feet long,
and a lacy white peasant blouse that showed her color and
neckline.

I handed a couple of beers and a pitcher to
Petersen whose jaw had dropped appropriately when he glimpsed Jan.
I put my hand on her arm and smiled. She smiled back, and there was
a light in her eyes. I felt she’d made a decision to recover. I
breathed a silent sigh of relief.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please,” I
began. The group on the porch quieted, and several folks outside
next to the barbecue pit came in. I let everyone settle for a
minute.

“I just want to introduce a very
special person in my life. This is Jan Coldwell, from Michigan. Jan
and I have been collaborating on a story recently, and frankly,
she’s won a place in my heart… I would like it very much if you
would introduce yourselves and take a minute to welcome
Jan.”

I could hear Albright’s stage whisper in the
background, “Collaborating on a story? That’s what they call that
now, huh?”

The whole crowd broke up, and I saw Jan color
just a bit. No way did I blush, no matter who says I
did.

The rest of the evening went great. The hors
d’oeuvres had been a great hit, so it was no surprise that everyone
loved the chicken. Jan took center stage to tell about the
Cadillac, Michigan tradition represented by the salt ‘n’ butter
approach.

Just as the sun was making its nightly passage
in those “colors not found in nature,” and while the youngsters on
hand were crowded around the dying charcoal embers making “s’mores”
with Randall and Skip supervising, I heard one of the little girls
outside exclaim, “Look, a puppy!”

I was sitting with friends from Pendleton just
as Jan, Albright and Jack came in all smiles. Albright had a little
bundle of brown and white fur in his arms.

“What’s this?”

Albright put the puppy in my lap, and Jan
kneeled down next to it.

Jack had the floor. “Jim, all of us know how
much you miss Punch. And we can all only wonder just how long it’s
going to take you and Jan to heal the wounds that you’ve endured
the past eight weeks…” His throat frogged up a bit, and he paused
to swallow his emotion.

“We just figured, this little girl
here might help you both on the road to recovery.”

Albright spoke up. “She’s out of some great
blood, Jim.” And then he addressed our guests, “I couldn’t break
away today, just couldn’t. So early this morning Jan drove all the
way to Boise to pick this little girl up, and then drove all the
way back.”

There was a big round of applause.

“What’s its name?” Skip’s youngest
daughter had worked her way inside so she could pet the little
Drahthaar puppy. “What do you call her?”

“Judy,” Jan and I said at the same
time. We laughed, and Jan said, “We’ll add another ‘Punch’ later,
but now we have Judy.”

The older folks on the porch started laughing,
the younger ones looked lost.

At that moment, I knew we were going to mend
just fine. I didn’t know how we were going to work out the
mechanics of our lives, but I also knew then and there that being
with her was my next cool place.
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