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Prologue


The hunter stepped into a new world of frigid darkness.  At first, his eyes saw nothing but black.  Gradually they adapted as shadowy images began to appear in the pre-dawn surroundings.  He prided himself in his ability to navigate the long trail to his deer blind without needing a light.  His rubber boots made little noise on the frozen ground as he glided down the path like a ghost flowing across the landscape.   
As he strode down the trail toward the blind, he went through a mental checklist to ensure he had everything necessary for an all-day sit in the woods.   Twenty minutes later, he relaxed inside his wooden deer blind, lighting his propane heater to combat the cold that gripped the structure.  
As he waited in dead silence, sipping coffee, the first signs of the emerging daylight began to flash across the darkened sky.  Watching the woods come alive in the morning was an incredible sight.  Light began to streak across the horizon as it forced the darkness to return to its lair.  The animals seemed to notice this immediately, and the silence was broken by the scurrying sound of squirrels and the harsh calling of blue jays seeking a morning meal.  As daylight took over, the wind picked up gradually; the woods were silent no more.
The hunter instantly became alert when he saw the first deer of the day emerge from a poplar thicket on his left.  He quickly realized it was a doe and fawn working their way back from feeding in a field nearby.  Deer sightings always made the day go faster.  Later that day, the hunter got ready to check the time on his phone when he saw movement on the far side of an opening 150 yards away.  He grabbed his binoculars and focused on a doe sneaking across the back side of the clearing.  Right behind the doe stood another deer, and he quickly realized it was a “shooter buck” with at least 8 points on its antlers. 
The hunter quickly executed the time-tested shooting drill his father taught him.  He first raised his rifle and slid it out the open window.  Then he clicked off the safety, centered the crosshairs behind the front shoulder, took a deep breath, exhaled halfway, and slowly squeezed the trigger.  He surprised himself when the gun went off, and the shot was perfect.   
The hunter exited his blind and slowly walked up toward the deer now lying on the edge of the opening, mere steps from the thicket from which it emerged.   He stopped in front of the buck and admired the magnificent animal.  He silently said a short prayer his father taught him to say after every deer he harvested.
  
“Grant me always, wisdom and respect in the pursuit, and keep me humble in the harvest.  Please embrace this animal’s spirit.  Please bless this gift of meat for my family and friends.  Please keep this memory with me forever so every time I remember this hunt, this animal is honored.”
Once he finished the prayer, he took out his flask for the ceremonial “shot on the buck.” He had followed this ritual his entire life to celebrate his success and honor the animal.  The strong taste of whiskey filled his mouth and warmed his insides immediately.  Next, he pulled out his Havalon hunting knife to dress the deer.   He also grabbed his camera for a picture to send to his fellow hunters to secure bragging rights on his great buck.
He always loved the start of deer season and had even more reason to celebrate on this day.  His mind rested at ease because he had finally solved a mysterious puzzle churning in his head for weeks.  And the best part was he now knew what he had to do.  Unfortunately what he didn’t know was today would be the last day of his life!




Chapter one

Three Months Earlier 
Jeff Koehler drove very fast down Highway 453, exceeding the speed limit by at least 20 MPH while trying to keep his left leg as elevated as possible.  It still bled despite the makeshift bandage he’d crafted from a piece of his flannel shirt.  He was mad at himself for being careless with his chainsaw while cutting firewood on the family property, named Roads End Hunting Club. 
He had been standing on a log cutting the end of a piece of oak, when he slipped and nicked his leg with the Stihl chainsaw.  Within seconds it bled profusely.  The bleeding convinced Jeff, who notoriously avoided doctors, to seek medical help immediately.  He had no bandage at the camp big enough for a cut like this, so he ripped a piece of his flannel shirt and wrapped it as tight as he could around the bleeding wound.  The location of the nearest emergency room was about 90 minutes away in Petoskey.   He quickly decided to head for the local doctor in Granite Cove, where he lived, only 20 minutes away.  Hopefully, the doctor could stitch him up, and he could avoid a visit to the emergency room.
Jeff arrived in Granite Cove and burst into the doctor’s office.  The nurse, Susan Valiant, a long-time employee of Dr. Waymont, quickly realized the sense of urgency.   She immediately ushered Jeff into an exam room and told him to remove his jeans while she fetched Dr. Cunningham.  “What happened to Dr. Waymont?” Jeff asked Susan.
“Oh, he’s still involved with the practice but is recovering at home following an illness.  Fortunately, Dr. Cunningham joined the practice and is handling the patients while he recovers.”
Jeff was slightly embarrassed about his appearance with a ripped shirt and covered in sweat and dirt from the camp.  He quickly stripped down to his Tommy John briefs and held the flannel bandage while waiting for Dr. Cunningham.  Before exiting, nurse Valiant laid out the implements to clean and stitch the wound.  
Within a few minutes, he heard a knock on the door, and Dr. Carrie Cunningham entered.  Jeff had never even considered the possibility the new doctor might be female.  Carrie Cunningham was a slender woman about 5ft 8in tall.  She had medium-length dark brown hair tied back in a ponytail when working.  Her hazel eyes accentuated a vibrant smile that lit up the room.  Jeff couldn’t help being surprised by the entrance of the attractive doctor.
“Hello, I’m Dr. Cunningham. You must be the guy Susan just told me about who can’t tell his leg from a tree,” she said with a grin. 
“Jeff Koehler, Dr. Cunningham, and you must be the sarcastic new doctor that replaced Doc Waymont.” 
“I’ve actually been here for over three months,” Carrie replied, “so I’m not that new.  I haven’t seen you before.  Are you one of those macho guys who feel they never need to see a doctor?”  
Jeff smiled and shrugged sheepishly. “I travel a lot with my job as a wildlife photographer.  Besides, I think I’ll wait until I see your technique with stitches to decide how often you might see me around here.” 
Carrie smiled at the comeback.  “Well, I guess I better stitch you up before you bleed all over my office floor.  Come on tough guy, place your leg up on the table and remove your high-tech flannel bandage so I can see what’s going on here.  You did a pretty good number on your leg.  Ever think about wearing chainsaw chaps?”  At this point, Jeff realized Dr. Cunningham’s “bedside manner” was definitely not what he expected when he thought his appointment would be with Dr. Waymont.  
“Wow, I am a really lucky guy.  I have a doctor that doubles as a safety advisor too.  What other services do you offer to your patients, Doc? Marriage counseling too?” 
With that remark, Carrie’s smile faded.  “Sorry, No!  Marriage counseling is one service I definitely don’t offer, but I’m pretty good with needles.  Let’s get you stitched up.  Looks like you’re going to need at least five stitches.  Would you like me to first numb the area with a local?” 
“No way.  If you numb my leg, I can’t critique your work and decide if I ever come back here.”  Carrie quickly cleaned the wound with antiseptic.   Jeff flinched as the needle pierced his skin for the first stitch.  
“Sure you don’t want that local?”     
“No, I can take it,” Jeff replied.  I love watching a true artist at work.  Carry on!”
Within a few minutes, Carrie completed stitching the wound.  She proved to be quick and efficient in her movements.  Apparently, she had extensive experience with this sort of thing.  It hurt a fair amount while she stitched the cut, but Jeff wouldn’t react to pain after turning down the offer to numb it.  
“We need to get you a tetanus shot unless you have had one in the past five years," Dr. Cunningham explained.  “I can see from your chart you haven’t had one from this office.  Have you, by chance, had a tetanus shot elsewhere?”  
“No, I haven’t had any reason to get one.  Despite what you might think, I don’t go around carving myself up with a saw on a regular basis.” 
“Well hang tight then,” she replied.  Susan will be in momentarily and give you the shot along with a prescription for an antibiotic.  We’ll have you return in 10 days to check the wound and remove the stitches.  If anything changes, or you see any signs of infection, come back in immediately.”  As Dr. Cunningham prepared to leave the room, she asked, “So, did I pass the test to keep you on as a patient?”  
“Yes, you did, Doc; in fact, I might even come back again next time I stub my toe just to witness a true Picasso at work.”  
Carrie smiled and said, “I’ve got to run now.  I have a previous commitment I need to keep.  Nice meeting you.”
“Nice meeting you too, Doc, and thanks for stitching me up on short notice.”
About five minutes later, Nurse Valiant came in with a needle in hand.  “Which arm do you prefer, Mr. Koehler?  Whichever arm you choose is likely to hurt for a couple of days.”  Jeff got the shot and prescription from Susan and settled the bill before exiting the office. 
***Jeff had just gotten into his truck in the parking lot when he ran into Rich Wrobleski, the landman for Liberty Oil and Gas Company.  A landman is a person who works for an oil and gas company dealing directly with landowners to secure drilling leases.  Landmen identify high-potential properties to lease, negotiate contracts, and develop customer relationships with lessees.  Rich worked exclusively for Liberty with a charter to increase their footprint in Northern Michigan.  The main competitor for Liberty was Superior Oil which held the bulk of the most desirable lands under lease.  Liberty was a young, innovative company starting to make significant inroads with landowners dissatisfied with Superior Oil. 
“Hi, Jeff. How's it going? Are you limping?”  Rich asked.
“I did a stupid thing with my chainsaw and cut my leg, Rich.  Gotta get home to clean up and get into some decent clothes.  How’s your oil business doing?”  
“Really good,” replied Rich.  “I love my job and have a lot of exciting projects in the works. Northern Michigan is an area that attracts lots of attention from oil and gas companies.  This is because it sits on top of the Niagaran Reefs, where pockets of oil were discovered as early as 1925.  The oil deposits tend to be smaller and more challenging to locate than the large fields in Texas or the Gulf of Mexico.  Despite this fact, high gasoline prices have made this area very attractive.”   
“How long have you been a landman, Rich?”
“Seven years now. Lots of people ask me how I got into this line of work.  I’m not alone in choosing this profession.  I always remind people about the most famous landman in the US, the 43rd President of the United States, George W Bush.  After leaving the Texas Air National Guard, he worked as a landman in Texas for several years before beginning his political career.” 
“I’m working with your brother Grant right now on an opportunity I think you guys are definitely going to like.  I believe we can get your property back under a lease soon.  There’s no good reason your last lease with Superior wasn’t renewed.  I’m keeping Grant posted, and I’m sure he will be updating you shortly on our proposal.”
”Sounds great.  We’d love to get another lease to help pay taxes.  I’ll be looking forward to hearing those details from Grant.”
“Give my best to your brothers Grant and Eddie when you see them,” Rich said as he headed for the office door.




Chapter two

Carrie found her uncle, Joe Waymont, relaxing on his back deck, watching a distant freighter move across Lake Huron.  “Sorry I’m late.  Had a last-minute emergency patient.  Chainsaw accident.”   
“Really? Who?”
“Jeff Koehler.”   
“Ah, Max’s middle son, the widower.  He’s the more cerebral brother, not at all like his two siblings.  How did it go?”
“Fine, but I’m not sure he appreciated my bedside manner,” Carrie replied smiling.
“Oh no, Carrie, what did you do?”
“I just repeated what Susan said about him mistaking his leg for a tree.  Although I did leave out that she called him an idiot.”
“Thankful for small mercies.  If I don’t return soon, I may have no patients left.”
“So you said he’s a widower?”
“You remember the Koehler boys from my 4th of July parties, right?  Max brought them regularly; Grant, Jeff, and Eddie.  Same good looks but personalities as different as night and day.”
“The only one I remember was the oldest, Grant,” Carrie said.  “He kept calling me CB, which seemed cool… thought it stood for my name Carrie Bradshaw.  Then I heard him snickering with some other teen boys saying it stood for Chunky Bunny.  If you’ll remember, I was a slightly plump, shy, bookish pre-teen girl, rocking her first two-piece bathing suit and crushing on him.  I was devastated.  Lucky I didn’t develop an eating disorder after that.”
“Not to change the subject, but did you take a lot of teasing about your name?”
Carrie groaned.  “Once Sex in the City” came out, I heard endless quips about my name, most of them trite and predictable.  Honestly, it may be one of the reasons I rushed into marrying Todd just to get a new last name.”
“Really?” Dr. Waymont replied, “I thought the rush was being pregnant with Jenna.”
Carrie blushed, “Mom told you.”
Joe shook his head.  “My little sister didn’t need to tell me.  I’m a doctor and I can count.”
Dr. Waymont then continued their conversation about Grant.  “Grant Koehler could be a mean little thing.  You weren’t the only victim of his name-calling bullying.  I’ve heard of some other examples of that type of behavior from Grant.  A kid named Stanley Kaminski shared Jeff’s homeroom back in grade school.  The problem was that two other kids named Stanley were in the same class.  The teacher, Mrs. Whalen, called the roll by saying their first name and last initial to keep the three boys separate.  When she called out Stan K,  Grant yelled out from the back of the room, “StanKay?  Is that French for Stanky?”  The whole class erupted in laughter.  I heard even Mrs. Whalen smirked before ordering Grant to the principal’s office.  Sadly, every kid at school only called him Stanky after that.”  
“Poor Stanley was a motherless kid raised in a shack by his dad.  I saw him as a patient a few times, and neither cleanliness nor godliness made their list of priorities.  He dropped out of school at age 16.  He still lives somewhere around here, and people still call him Stanky after all these years.”  
“Grant always seemed arrogant and a bit of a bully growing up.  He’s the only Koehler brother that’s currently married.  He left Michigan and went on to a very successful career in venture capital in NYC. Maybe being a bit of a prick is actually an asset in that cutthroat business.  Now he runs Koehler Iron Works just outside of town.  I hear he is quite well off.  His wife works at Koehler, but his daughter lives and works in New York City.”
“Wow, very interesting,” Carrie shook her head. “So you were gonna tell me about Jeff…being a widower,” she prompted.  
“Yeah, but it’s getting a little chilly out here now.  Let’s go back inside.  My housekeeper Adele left a casserole we can heat up for dinner.  I’m sure you have time because you said Todd has the kids this weekend.”
“Sounds good.”  Carrie made them each a mug of Rooibos tea, preheated the oven, and then settled in across from her uncle.  
“Jeff is more like his dad than either of his brothers,” Doc Waymont continued.  “As a kid, he loved being outdoors, hunting, and fishing.  You may not remember him from the 4th of July parties because he spent most of his summers attending outdoor camps in Wyoming and Montana.  When Jeff graduated from high school, he enrolled at Montana State University and got a degree in Fish and Wildlife Management.  That’s where he met his wife Charlotte, who shared his same outdoor interests.”  
“I’m curious; how do you know so much about the Koehlers?”
“Their dad Max was one of my best friends for over 30 years.  I was the doctor for him and the boys growing up.  There isn’t much about him, or his kids, I don’t know.  I met Jeff’s wife, Charlotte, when he brought her back to Michigan for a reception after they were married.  They lived out in Bozeman, Montana.  She worked at a resort, and he worked as a guide for an outdoor adventure company that offered rafting trips on the Gallatin River during summers and elk hunting in the fall.”  
“Four years after they married, the tragedy struck.  I’ll never forget the night Max called me to tell me the sad news.  The couple decided to take a vacation in the Grand Canyon and hook up with a rafting tour on the Colorado River.  Something happened on the trip, and Charlotte drowned in the river.  Jeff was devastated but stayed out West working for the State of Montana Wildlife Division until Max died.  Then he finally returned to Michigan and helped his brother, Grant, at Koehler for a while.  Now I hear he has his own photography business.  He always was a quiet, introspective young man, even more so since his wife died.”
“The youngest brother is Eddie.  He always seems to be job hopping but now is working at some company selling cryptocurrencies.  I don’t understand that, so I can’t say exactly what he does there.  The only way I know anything is because he tried to get me to invest money in the company at one point.  Eddie loves to gamble. He never misses a card game or chance to hit the casinos in Bangate.  He dresses flashy and drives new cars.  He’s quite the lady’s man, I hear.  From what I understand, Eddie spent much time alone after his mom, June, died from breast cancer when he was only eight years old.  Max spent lots of time running Koehler Iron Works, and Eddie had to fend for himself.  I think that had something to do with the way he acts today.  Like I said, the Koehler boys may all have the same rugged good looks, but their personalities are nothing alike.”
Carrie and her uncle talked a bit more about the Koehlers before the conversation turned to their medical practice.  Joe was finally recovering from the long-haul COVID he caught from a patient several months ago.  He reassured her it would only be a short time before he could return to the office on at least a part-time basis.  After dinner, Carrie was tired and bid her Uncle Joe goodnight.  




Chapter three

Despite having stitches in his leg, Jeff couldn’t curtail one of his favorite activities.  Since boyhood, he hiked the trails at their family hunting camp with his father, Max.  That tradition continued despite Max’s passing.  As often as time permitted, Jeff would load up his dog Steele and drive the 20 minutes to the property for walks, enjoying all the sights and sounds of the forest. 
The camp got its name shortly after Max Koehler acquired the property.  Jeff and his two brothers assumed ownership after his father passed.  Max had been scouting for hunting property and had not seen anything that offered the excellent deer habitat and isolation he wanted.  In the spring of 1940, he found himself on an old isolated logging road that wandered through a hardwood forest.  Max followed it until it abruptly ended about a mile off the main road.  He walked around the area, fell in love with it, and sought out the owner.  Max made an attractive offer on the 480-acre parcel that the owner immediately accepted.  He decided to name his camp Roads End.
Roads End’s northern border lies adjacent to over 3000 acres of state land.  The southern edge ends at a county road leading to a town named Manson.  On the property’s western boundary, an outfitter leases over 1000 acres for guided hunts. He rents cabins for tourists and calls the operation Silver Lake Lodge.  The eastern property edge abuts the Campbell farm, owned by long-time friends of Max’s, Cyrus, and Martha Campbell.  
The camp sits on acres of rolling hardwood ridges with a virtually impenetrable white cedar swamp covering almost a third of the property.  Cutting through the center runs Keegan’s Creek, a small meandering stream filled with brook trout.  All the Koehler boys fished the stream in their youth, but none did so with the passion of Jeff.  He would head to that stream as soon as he arrived at Roads End with earthworms picked from their yard.  It became a rare occasion when Jeff returned without four or five fresh trout for the evening meal.
***Now, walking past the large beech tree where he and Charlotte had carved a heart with their initials, a sudden rush of memories flooded Jeff’s thoughts.  He remembered how he’d hoped Charlotte might fall in love with his Northern Michigan home and agree to relocate here.  But while she found the area beautiful, Charlotte believed nothing could compete with the majestic Rockies.  And while Jeff loved Roads End, he loved Charlotte more.
Vivacious and strong-willed, Charlotte’s personality contrasted with Jeff’s quiet, easy-going temperament.  Mutual friends often questioned the attraction, and some snidely suggested that Charlotte loved having someone she could easily manipulate to get her way.  Even Charlotte’s father pulled Jeff aside at the wedding and warned him not to be a pushover.
For Jeff, Charlotte’s passion for discovery and adventure infused him with joy.  Seeing her face light up when he agreed with her plans made him happy.  And so it was when she came up with the idea for the Colorado River rafting trip at the base of the Grand Canyon.  Charlotte had researched the trip and talked endlessly about joining an outfitter to raft the formidable Lava Falls, the most famous class 10 rapids on the mighty Colorado River.  Jeff agreed even before Charlotte promised him a “big surprise” after the trip.  Noticing his wicked grin, she’d shot it down with, “It’s probably not what you’re thinking right now!”
Jeff’s thoughts darkened as he relived the trip.  All had gone flawlessly until they finally reached the churning cauldron of the rapids at Lava Falls.  The guides scouted the falls before deciding to run the rapids without guests.  The guests were instructed to hike along the river bank and join their rafts at the end of the run.  The only exception was that several river guides wanted a volunteer for the front of their rafts for weight and stability.  The guide first selected Jeff, but Charlotte insisted on taking his place.  This was her dream, and she wanted to experience it to the fullest.  At first, Jeff resisted but acquiesced, knowing once Charlotte made up her mind, nobody could change it. The guide instructed Charlotte to hunker down in front of the raft while he steered the boat.  Halfway into the rapids, the raft spun in the current and entered the rapids on the wrong line.  Large rocks upended the raft.  Charlotte and the guide were flung into the rapids.  The guide emerged downstream, shaken but unhurt.  Charlotte became pinned under the raft and drowned.  Authorities airlifted her body out of the canyon that day, and Jeff never forgave himself.
Jeff discovered her “surprise” after the autopsy.  Charlotte was several weeks pregnant with their first child.  When Charlotte first brought up the idea of starting a family, they’d been married for four years.  Four glorious years in Jeff’s mind.  He wondered if a baby would impact the lifestyle they knew and loved.  This was why Charlotte hadn’t shared the knowledge of her pregnancy right away.  The rafting adventure would be her “proof” that a child wouldn’t slow them down.
The double loss of his wife and baby crushed Jeff.   Charlotte’s parents barely acknowledged him at her funeral, huddling instead in whispered conversations with their relatives and friends.  Jeff overheard bits of the discussions, but they weren’t any worse than what he had asked himself.   “What kind of man allows his wife to take his place in a raft on dangerous rapids?”




Chapter four

It had been a busy week since Jeff received his stitches.  He secured a contract with a conservation non-profit called "Friends of Wildlife" to create a brochure.  It would feature sandhill cranes on the group's new 1200 acre parcel.  After a couple of days in the field, Jeff finally had the photos he needed to finish the project.  His photography career started slowly as most new business ventures do.  He didn't  have a client list and had to learn how to make his hobby a viable business.  The photographer he worked for in Traverse City steered some clients his way, but he really needed to generate more business to be successful.   
His big break came on a Spring morning in April while stationed in a blind, or a "hide," as they call it in the photography business.  His hide overlooked a small field near his hunting camp.  He hoped to get some pictures of fox kits living in a den on the edge of the opening.  Fox pictures always were popular at art fairs and local galleries.  Jeff hoped to capture photos of the kits for an upcoming show.  Suddenly he saw movement on his left when a red hawk swooped in, talons extended, and latched onto a black squirrel scurrying along the field edge.  Almost assuredly, this would signal the end of that squirrel, but something extraordinary happened.  Another squirrel nearby ran forward in a flash and jumped onto the back of the hawk before leaping off almost immediately.  Jeff reacted quickly, and his multi-shot camera began taking photos in a rapid-fire manner.  The hawk appeared startled and confused.  He released the black squirrel from is grip before swooping off in the opposite direction.  The released squirrel quickly disappeared into a bush.  The hero, or heroine squirrel, scampered into the brush following the intended victim.  Fortunately, Jeff captured the entire event and got some fabulous shots of the squirrel in mid-air leaping onto the back of the red hawk. 
When Jeff returned home that day and finally got a chance to examine his photos, he knew he had captured something extraordinary.  He posted the pictures on his JK Wildlife Photography website and uploaded them to his brand-new YouTube channel.  What happened next was unbelievable.  Several noted wildlife photographers heard about the photos and started blogging about them.  The media caught wind of it, and the photo appeared extensively on local TV.  The images went viral, and before the week's end, they received over a million downloads.  Jeff was bombarded with requests to talk about the shots.  Soon an unknown. photographer named Jeff Koehler became a local celebrity.
It didn't take much time before Jeff could capitalize financially on his unique photos.  This came with the help of a local woman named Francine Walker.  Francine, a neighbor, helped Jeff by watching his dog and bringing in his mail when he traveled.  She also owned a picture framing shop on the main street in town.  Jeff represented a major client for her with his numerous framing projects and the occasional art shows that Francine helped him with.  Jeff and Francine devised clever ways to frame and market his signature squirrel/hawk photos.  Jeff thought some ideas were corny, but the pictures and posters sold rapidly.  They developed slogans featuring the squirrel on the hawk's back to market the photos.  Some of the most popular prints said "Get off my Back," "Friends don't allow Friends to get Eaten," and "No Fly Zone."  Jeff's business picked up dramatically and for the first time he felt confident that he could make a successful career in photography.
***When Jeff's sandhill crane shoot finished, he headed straight into Granite Cove.  He'd volunteered to buy food for the camp's upcoming work bee.  This was an annual event attended by all the camp members to prepare for the upcoming deer season.  The group always ate well on these weekends.  Jeff's job today was to pick up steaks to grill.  He rushed into the Big K supermarket in town and headed immediately to the meat section.  There he selected seven ribeye steaks averaging nearly a pound each.  He definitely didn't want to be teased about bringing "baby steaks" to the hungry men who would attend.
As Jeff exited the meat department and turned down the aisle for bottled water, he saw a cart being pushed by Dr. Cunningham.  "Hey, Dr Cunningham." 
"Oh, Hi, Jeff.  Since we're out of my office, please call me Carrie.  How are the stitches holding up?"
"Ok Carrie, they're holding up fine.  I'm just doing my duty picking up food for our hunting camp work weekend, the official Roads End summer work bee."
"Roads End, huh.  I'm sure there is a real story behind that name."  Carrie looked down at Jeff's cart filled with ribeyes and nothing more.  "Any chance some vegetables find their way into that cart?  I like to see my patients eat a balanced diet," she grinned.  
"Don't worry; we're not just carnivores at our camp.  My very next stop is the veggie aisle for some asparagus to cook on the grill with the steaks.  I may even break down and grab some salad to really keep the crew healthy."
"Good for you guys," Carrie said.  "I'm here because my son demanded his Cheerios for breakfast tomorrow.  I know it's not the most healthy breakfast, but it's the only thing I can get him to eat in the mornings.  Also, I need to grab something I can get on the table quickly for dinner tonight or my kids will go crazy when they get home."
"How many children do you have?"
"I have two, a boy age 12 and a daughter who is 17 going on 25."
"I'm sure they can definitely keep you busy then," Jeff said.  "Well, I don't want to keep holding you up.  I better let you finish your shopping so your husband and kids can get their dinner tonight."
"No husband, just the kids," Carrie replied.  "I'm divorced, doing the single Mom thing.  I do need to run now.  Nice talking with you, Jeff.  Good luck with the work bee."
Jeff finished his shopping and jumped in his truck.  He needed to head out to the Iron Works to talk with his eldest brother Grant about the upcoming event.  Jeff was secretly happy when Carrie revealed she was divorced.  He'd thought about her multiple times since she stitched him up a week ago.  She was the most interesting and attractive woman he'd met in a long time.  He hoped for a future chance to get to know her better.
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***Carrie Cunningham guarded her privacy.  Very few people in Granite Cove knew much about her before she arrived in town with her two children.  Susan Valiant, from her office, became the only person she shared personal details with.  Carrie married her ex-husband Todd after graduating from the University of Michigan, where she studied pre-med.  She had her daughter Jenna at age 23, just before starting medical school.  Her son Tyler was born five years later.  
Todd Cunningham graduated from the University of Michigan in marketing and got a job with Ford Motor.  Medical school proved demanding, and Todd came to resent the extensive time he spent alone and with the kids.  He loved his children but wasn’t ready for the commitment required to raise them.  Carrie felt constantly conflicted between her career and being a mother.  This led to a great deal of stress in their marriage. Following medical school, Carrie worked at Detroit Receiving Hospital as an emergency room intern.  In that role, she saw every tragedy possible, from gunshot wounds to heart attack victims and even neglected children.  
Carrie and Todd found themselves arguing frequently and Todd finally informed her he wanted out of the marriage.  He served her with divorce papers a week later at work.  Following the divorce, Carrie needed a new start.  Only a short time later, her uncle, Joe Waymont, called her to ask if she would join his practice in Granite Cove.  Joe suffered from long-haul COVID symptoms and old age.  He was the only full-time doctor in town with patients that depended on him.  Carrie thought about it for several weeks before informing him she could be there within a month to start.  Tyler seemed excited to live in Granite Cove, where he had developed friends during summer vacations visiting Doctor Waymont.  Jenna, however, adamantly refused to move.  Leaving her friends and school in her senior year wasn’t going to happen. She would live with her father and his new fiance during the school year, and join her mother during summers and select weekends when her social calendar allowed.




Chapter five

Jeff neared Koehler Iron Works, which sat about seven miles outside of Granite Cove.   Max Koehler started the business 35 years ago, and it had become one of the largest employers in the county.  After his death, Grant took over as CEO, and Jeff returned from Montana to help run the business. 
At age 50, Grant had become a hard-core businessman who ran Koehler Iron Works in a no-nonsense manner.   The first thing he did when he took over as CEO was to launch a productivity review of every job at Koehler.  If workers became unnecessary or redundant, they were let go with 30 days severance.  Max had difficulty laying off employees because he understood the scarcity of jobs in Northern Michigan.  Grant didn’t have this same difficulty, and over the first six months, he eliminated nearly 20 percent of the workforce.   While Grant focused on controlling costs, Jeff focused on customer relationships and securing new business.  Jeff’s biggest success revolved around securing a new contract to build a ferry boat for customers visiting the tourist destination of Drummond Island.  This became a big contract for Koehler, and combined with Grant’s effective cost-cutting, led to a significant increase in profitability.  Jeff stayed in the number two role at Koehler, working with Grant for nearly two years.  He realized Grant’s style was effective but inconsistent with his values, which closely resembled his father’s.  Jeff negotiated a buyout for both himself and his younger brother Eddie.  Then he decided to strike out on his own to pursue his passion for wildlife photography.
***Jeff arrived at Koehler and encountered Grant’s wife, Sarah, at her desk outside his office.  Sarah barely glanced up when Jeff greeted her.  She looked angry or frustrated and merely waved her hand toward Grant’s office with a curt ”Go on in.”    
Jeff knocked softly on the office door and then stepped inside.  Grant sat behind his desk with the chair turned facing away.  He held a cell phone to his ear and spoke loudly.  Jeff sat down quietly, unsure if Grant even knew he had arrived.  An old copy of the Stoneman Courier lay open on the desk.  The open page of the paper continued a story from the front page regarding a lawsuit involving Superior Oil.  Reading upside down, Jeff couldn’t tell if Superior was suing or being sued.  But what caught Jeff’s attention was an article entitled “Bear Poacher Sentenced.”  Stanley, “Stanky'' Kaminski's hunting license had been revoked, and his rifle confiscated after poaching a bear on private land.  Grant Koehler testified and provided trail camera footage of the incident.  The article featured a picture of Stanky scowling at Grant in the courtroom.  Jeff’s thoughts were abruptly interrupted when Grant loudly barked, “Eddie told me about the plan.  That’s not gonna happen.  Koehlers take care of Koehlers!”  He hung up the phone and turned, registering surprise at this brother’s presence.
“Your conversation sounded ominous.  Who were you talking to?”  And what’s up with Sarah?  She looked a little pissed and barely spoke to me.”  
Grant pushed his hands through his hair.  “Eddie’s gotten into another jam and is now trying to drag our neighbor Cyrus into it too.  I’ve got a lot of fires to put out right now here, at home, at camp, and with our dear little brother.  I don’t want to get into it right now.  Better if I fill you in later.  Let’s talk about our work bee this weekend and save the rest for when we have more time and a bottle of scotch.”
With that, the two brothers went over the tasks they wanted to accomplish at camp for the weekend.  They meticulously planned everything out to the smallest detail.  Grant had hoped Jeff would have completed more preparation for the weekend and resented that his brother left many issues unresolved.  
“Jeff, with all due respect, I’m swamped here and had hoped you’d have the work bee planning taken care of.” 
“Well, I did most of the preparation but wanted your opinion on a few details first.”
“I trust you, brother, and I’m underwater here at work.  Next time, feel free to make the decisions yourself and just let me know what you decide.”  They made small talk when they finished, and Jeff inquired about the business. 
“Business is going good, real good,” said Grant.  “Our cash flow is the best it has been, and profits are up 17% this quarter, despite the incompetence of steel suppliers trying to mess us up.  As CEO, I have my good days and bad days.  I had a nasty confrontation last week with an employee, Tim Starks.  We almost came to blows!”  
“What happened?”
“I guess he decided it would be ok if he turned the shop into his personal weed distributorship.  We warned him previously when two employees reported he frequently sold weed to employees and customers right out of the back of our shop.  After that warning, he continued despite being told it would be grounds for termination.  When I found out about it, I called him in and fired his ass right on the spot.  He threw a fit and denied it before finally admitting he only sold weed on special occasions.  I guess every day the sun came up became a special occasion.  Things got pretty hot and heavy when he realized I’d fired him.  He threatened to “End Me” if we ever met outside the office.  I’d like to see him try!  Now my biggest challenge is finding another welder because, for all his faults, the guy really had talent. Too bad he threw it all away.  I need to engage our HR team to find three new welders to keep up with the orders.  The challenges never end here at Koehler.  I’m certainly looking forward to a couple of days at camp.  I think Sarah is looking forward to me being gone even more than I am,” he said as a big grin filled his face.
Grant asked Jeff about his photography and said he had just ordered a large print of Jeff’s famous shot of the squirrels and the hawk for his office.  Jeff told him about his recent work with sandhill cranes and a couple of future jobs he planned to bid on.  Jeff then brought up the subject of Grant’s health.  “How is your heart doing these days, Grant?  Didn’t you recently see a cardiologist in Ann Arbor?”
Grant hesitated before responding.  “The doctor said my problems result from a rather severe heart condition called familial atrial fibrillation (A-Fib).  A-Fib is likely something I inherited from Dad.  Because my heart often beats too fast, they put me on new medications.  I have an appointment in December to get re-tested to see if the meds work.  If they don’t, I’m looking at cardiac ablation next year.  The doctor says my condition is serious but treatable.  I’ll be ok.  Nothing for you to worry about.  He just wants me to clean up my diet and take it easy.  All the heart tests I’ve had, and the trips to the cardiologist in Ann Arbor, have put me way behind at work.  I’m stressed out.  That probably contributed to the argument Sarah and I had just before you arrived.”
Jeff knew Grant’s heart wasn’t a topic he liked to discuss, so he ended the conversation and left.  He worried about his brother but could do nothing to help.  Sara brought some papers into Grant’s office for him to sign after Jeff left.  “What did Jeff want today?   About your work weekend at Roads End?”
“Yeah, typical Jeff.  I love my brother dearly, but he still has trouble making decisions and sticking to them.  He needed my input.  As if I have extra time to worry about the work bee.  Ever since Charlotte’s death, he seems indecisive.  I think it’s guilt from allowing her to run those rapids where she died.”
“I hope he gets over it someday soon,” Sarah said.  I knew Charlotte a bit, and when she made up her mind, nobody could ever change it.  Jeff needs to step up and move on.  He can’t keep dwelling on the past.  He’s got his whole life to live, and he needs to move past the tragedy.” 




Chapter six


Two days later, the hunting crew from the Roads End camp gathered at the cabin for the work bee.  Jeff and Grant met there the night before and cooked a lake perch dinner.  The Roads End camp was a log structure built in 1940 out of white cedar.  Their father had commissioned an Amish builder from a nearby county renowned for his skill in building cabins. It had three rooms including a bathroom and an extra bedroom on the north end of the structure.  The main room was open and had a TV, a kitchen with running water, a bar, and eight bunk beds along the back wall.  In front of the main room sat a stone fireplace that had burned untold cords of wood since the camp opened.   A refrigerator, an upright freezer, and an electric stove sat along the wall, surrounded by hardwood floors throughout the cabin.  Visitors commented that the cabin was one of the nicest in the entire county.  The crew of Roads End certainly agreed.  The members loved telling their friends and spouses they were going to camp to “rough it,” knowing that the camp had more conveniences than most homes in the county.
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The first two guys to arrive the following day were Lawrence Duquette and Nick Scarmucci.  Nobody ever called them Lawrence or Nick.  They were always known as Frenchie and Mooch.  There weren’t many people of French descent in Granite Cove.  It’s not tough to figure out how Lawrence Duquette became Frenchie.  He liked his nickname and played along by wearing a beret.  His curly black beard covered his entire face and his high-pitched voice sounded like a boy yet to hit puberty.  Frenchie went to school with Jeff and became one of his closest friends and confidantes.  He worked as a yard manager at a local lumber company and lived in Granite Cove his whole life.  When Jeff returned from Montana to work at Koehler, his lifelong friendship resumed with Frenchie as if it never missed a beat.  Frenchie’s jovial nature made him the court jester for the entire camp.
Mooch was a long-time friend of Grant’s.  He had a barrel chest with a gut hanging over his waist.  His belt sagged under the immense pressure of supporting his enormous girth.  He sported black mutton chop sideburns and wore the same denim jacket whenever he left the house.  Mooch worked at a car dealership in a nearby town where his outgoing personality and likability made him the top earner at his job.  He earned his nickname Mooch because of his last name and propensity to “borrow” things from his friends.  He constantly hung out at Grant and Jeff’s home during his childhood and always would hit up their mother for cookies or candy every chance he got.  Mooch seldom brought lunch to school.  Grant brought extra sandwiches for his friend when his mother packed his lunch.  His fellow hunters were accustomed to his queries if anyone had extra ammo, flashlights, gloves, or tools he could borrow.
Frenchie and Mooch pulled into the camp almost simultaneously and immediately started arguing about their work ethic.  “Hey, Mooch,” Frenchie yelled, “I’m surprised you made it.  I figured you’d come down with the one-day flu to avoid work.”  
“Fuck you, Frenchie,” responded Mooch. “I’ll work you under the table every day of the week and twice on Sundays.  I hope Grant assigns you latrine duty because you’re full of shit anyway.”  This back-and-forth banter became a hallmark of the relationship between these two men.  Before Max Koehler died, he always said they reminded him of the “Bickersons,” an old-time radio sketch from the 1940s where the two main characters were constantly arguing and teasing each other relentlessly.  The guys at Roads End had become immune to the “Bickersons” banter.  The two were actually great friends.  You might think they were arch-enemies if you didn’t know them and realized it was a game.  As they entered the cabin and began to put away their gear, Jeff could hear them arguing in the back about which one deserved the lower bunk and which guy had to climb up top.   Once they were settled and waiting on the rest of the crew, Mooch immediately informed Grant he had forgotten gas and chain lube for his chainsaw. He would need to borrow some from one of the guys.
The next guy to arrive was Chet Freemont, who had been a camp member longer than anyone not named Koehler.  Chet taught shop class at the local high school and had a hard-edged personality that could be quite abrasive.  When the stockily built Chet exited his truck, he looked like a force of nature.  He had broad shoulders and muscular arms that looked like he could play linebacker on a football team.  For a man in his late 40’s, Chet was incredibly strong.  He had a gray goatee that clashed with his bald head.   On his hip, he carried a hunting knife on his right side and a machete on his left.  Mooch joked he looked like Rambo going into battle against the entire enemy nation.  Chet could be fun, but he frequently butted heads with Jeff and Grant lately.  As Chet got older, he became more cranky and disagreeable.  Some thought it stemmed from his hard-charging personality, but others knew it went much deeper.  Chet greeted the guys who arrived before him.  Grant and Jeff hoped Chet wouldn’t stir up any problems during the weekend.  
Chet had one distinguishing figure of speech, unique to him and him alone.  His closing remark at the end of almost anything he said was, “Burn it Down, Baby.”   This phrase made no sense to anyone but Chet.  Despite this, he still used it extensively in almost every imaginable conversation.  For example, Chet might say, “I am going to the bar tonight.  “Gonna Burn it Down, Baby.”   If he talked about his favorite sports team, the Detroit Lions, he would say, “It’s going to be a Lions year in 2021.  Burn it Down Baby”  If you asked him about work or hunting, it mattered not; he would still end his response with his famous line.  Everyone else found this idiosyncrasy very annoying and nonsensical.  However,  it was a part of Chet, and he wasn’t gonna change.  As Chet exited his car and greeted everyone at camp, he yelled, “Let’s get on with this work bee and Burn it Down, Baby!” 
The men were all grabbing chainsaws and gasoline out of their trucks and scurrying around, getting ready to work.  They were almost ready to head out to the forest when they saw another truck approaching the camp.  The next person to arrive was definitely the most unconventional camp member of all.   An old, rusted 20-year-old Chevy pickup pulled in alongside the other vehicles.  Out stepped the newest camp member, Henrietta Elkins.  The tiny woman stood no taller than 5ft 3in, with brown hair and a wrinkled face that made her look older than her biological age of 60.  She was terribly skinny and had hands that told you she worked hard her whole life.  Elk kept her hair short in a style that required the least attention and hadn’t worn makeup since high school.  Jeff had known Henrietta for much of his life before he knew her first name because nobody ever called her anything but Elk.  She leaped out of her truck and immediately barked, “Frenchie, move that piece of shit, hunk of metal you call a truck, out of my spot.  That’s my parking spot, and I won’t have some French Fuck like you taking it over.”  
“Bite me, Elk,” Frenchie responded, but everyone noticed he immediately grabbed his keys and moved his truck.  
“Greetings Elk,” Grant said, 
“Hey, moneybags, How’s it hanging these days?”
Henrietta Elkins grew up with her mother, working in a small restaurant in Granite Cove.  She never knew her father and never really cared.  Her mother ran a small restaurant that only seated about 30 people.  By age ten, Elk waited tables in the restaurant, and by age 12, she learned to cook from her mother and the head cook, Cheryl.   Elk’s true passion became cooking. By age 17, she had assumed most of the cooking duties at the restaurant.  Her skills became well-known around town.  The quality of the food kept the small restaurant busy with standing-room crowds during lunchtime.
During her time as a waitress and cook at the restaurant, she came to know Max Koehler very well.  They struck up a friendship during his daily lunch trips.  Max and Elk seemed to click because both were no-nonsense, compassionate souls.  There were several times when money became tight at the restaurant over the years.   Max “loaned” Elk’s mother money to cover the expenses.  When she tried to repay Max, he would say the food tasted so good that he considered the debt paid in full.
Elk’s mother died in her late 60s from an unexpected heart attack. This devastated her. Elk told Max she was considering closing the restaurant because she couldn't bear to work there after her mother passed.  Upon hearing this, Max convinced her to run the cafeteria at Koehler Iron Works.  Elk agreed and became the cook and food services manager at Koehler.   
Elk had become a frequent visitor, and sometimes hunter, at the Roads End camp for years.  Max always convinced her to come out to hunt and cook a few meals for the guys every year.  Elk proved herself an excellent hunter who picked up the sport at a very young age from a local conservation officer who took her under his wing.  She learned to shoot a gun better than most guys and seemed to have a knack to anticipate where deer would appear.   When Max died, Elk spoke with Grant and told him she planned to retire.  Her frugality, and money saved from the sale of the restaurant, allowed her to retire in a manner consistent with how she lived.  
Elk surprised all the guys at Roads End about a month after her retirement when she showed up at the camp on the night before deer season.  She announced her plan to join the camp because you horn-dogs can’t cook a decent meal without me.”  Looking directly at Grant, she then stated if anyone had a problem with her joining, they could “kiss my ass.”  The guys were surprised and a bit shocked, but not a single person raised an objection.  From that day on, Elk became the first camp member in history who wasn’t invited to join.  She just invited herself.
Grant found himself faced with the unique challenge of where Elk should sleep.  The cabin featured an open floor plan with all the guys dressing in the back area where the bunks were.  That wouldn’t work for Elk, so he assigned her the only private room on the north side of the cabin.  When he told Elk where she would sleep, she said, “Wherever you put me is fine.  None of you weenie waggers have anything I haven’t seen before…but maybe just a smaller version.”  With the sleeping arrangements settled, Elk became a full-time camp member.
Loud music playing and gravel spraying announced the arrival of Eddie Koehler.  He sang as he exited his brand new black Ford F-150 Lightning pickup.  Nobody knew where Eddie got the money to afford it.  The door burst open to a favorite Eagles song.
“Well, I’m running down the road trying to loosen my load, I’ve got seven women on my mind.  Four that wanna own me, two that wanna stone me, one says she’s a friend of mine.”
“Who would that one friend be, Eddie?” asked Mooch, "The new blackjack dealer in Bangate?”
Eddie smiled and grabbed Elk, lifted her off the ground, and started twirling her around. “You’re my friend aren’t ya Elk?”  
“I won’t be your friend much longer if you don’t put me down right now.  I’m about to introduce my foot to your lugnuts and you’ll be singing soprano.”
Eddie could always make Elk smile.  At age 38, Eddie was a fun-loving single guy.  Like Jeff, Eddie had received money from his share of Koehler Iron Works.  Unlike Jeff, who invested much of his money in a new home and business, Eddie used it to fuel his fast-moving lifestyle.  There were rumors that Eddie owed the casino in nearby Bangate City a lot of money, but nobody knew for sure.  Eddie seemed to have lots of money and was known as an eligible “ladies’ man” in the small Michigan community.  His dark and handsome looks were marred by a small scar from an old bar fight over his left eye.  Eddie always dressed sharply, rarely wearing Levi’s jeans and a flannel shirt like his brother Jeff.  For the work bee, he wore a Filson special edition coat that he purchased from Ducks Unlimited. He also sported Carhartt work jeans, an Orvis Waxed Cotton shirt, and LL Bean Maine hunting boots.  His clothing looked so snazzy Jeff asked his brother if he planned to work or audition for the role of the next “Marlboro Man.”  
Eddie grew to be the tallest brother in the family at 6ft 3in and was definitely the most outgoing.  He’d worked at more jobs than Grant or Jeff could remember.   Eddie worked as a sales rep for several companies that inevitably went “belly-up” within a few years of his joining.  Now he supposedly worked on a venture related to cryptocurrencies.  Nobody knew what he did at the firm.  Most of what Eddie did involved gambling.  He would gamble at casinos, local card games, lottery tickets, etc.  If something went on, Eddie could find a way to bet on it.  Eddie became the most popular guy in the camp.  He worked as hard as anyone, and the camp always was fun with Eddie around.
The work bee started off well with the major task of replenishing the camp supply of firewood.  The group fanned out in teams of two, seeking oak or maple treetops from the last logging operation.  These tops were now three years old and were perfect for firewood.  Before long, the woods echoed with the sound of chainsaws chewing up firewood.  The group teased Frenchie when they discovered he hadn’t sharpened his saw and spent the first hour messing with a file and chain before he could get any work done.  When Mooch learned that Frenchie had issues, he began taunting him mercilessly.  
“Hey, you lazy Frenchman.  I knew you would find some excuse to avoid work.  Pretending to have issues with your saw is a low point even for you.  Maybe we can appoint you the camp water boy so you can drive around in the UTV and fetch water for the real working men.”  
“Shut the hell up, Mooch.  Once I get my saw tuned, I’ll show you how a real lumberjack cuts wood.  I can cut more in two hours than you will do in the entire day.  Why don’t you stop jacking your jaws and get out in the woods and pretend to do some work.”  And so it went back and forth between Frenchie and Mooch for most of the day.
Grant assigned each of the different groups a general area to cut wood so nobody got in each other’s way.  Chet teamed with Mooch and decided he knew a better place on the east side of the property.  He ignored Grant’s assignment and did his own thing.
By the end of the day, tremendous progress on the wood pile had been made.  The crew then completed a few general repairs to the chimney and the screen on the front door.  The final task involved cutting the long grass in front of the cabin before the guys were ready to enjoy some cold beer.  As the group relaxed, Elk prepared a great meal.  She made a peppercorn sauce for the steaks, marinated the asparagus in a special garlic marinade, and grilled it with the steaks.  She also had freshly baked rolls and a mushroom side dish simmered in Boursin cheese.  As typically happened when Elk cooked, everything was eaten.  Dealing with leftovers never was a problem.
After dinner, Grant held a camp meeting to review some camp rule changes for the year.  “Guys, here’s the deal.  We have a few things we need to change around here this year as far as the hunting.  Baiting laws have become more restrictive this year due to Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD).  In case anyone isn’t familiar with it, CWD is caused by a protein substance called a prion and is spread among the deer herd through saliva.  This disease is slowly spreading throughout the state, and it decimated deer herds wherever it appeared.  The DNR’s theory is that baiting, or bait piles, cause deer to congregate in close quarters and spread the disease.  Last year the baiting rule allowed two gallons of bait at a spot.  The new law bans baiting entirely.” 
Grant continued,  “I know many camps will disregard the new law and continue hunting over bait.  We’re not gonna break the law in this camp, so I want everyone to know that baiting will not be allowed.  Also, we’ve been following a rule that requires any buck harvested on our property to have at least six points.  We’ve decided that that rule will now be expanded to eight points.  This will lead to an older age class of bucks on the property.”  
Grant waited for a reaction from the group, and Elk spoke up first saying, “I totally agree. I have no plans to shoot small bucks anyway. I hunt for the big bucks, not little spikes and baby four points like some of you other Asshats do.  As far as baiting, I don’t bait anyway.  For once, you actually have rules that make sense, Grant, so I am totally on board.”  A few others nodded, but Chet wore a scowl bigger than the mean face you carve on your Halloween pumpkin.  Grant looked at Chet’s scowl and debated encouraging him to voice his opinion.  Ultimately, his evil side won out, and he decided to let Chet spew.  
“Chet, what do you think,” asked Grant. 
“I think these rules suck if you really want to know.  You Koehlers made these damn rules up without getting my input.  I’m the senior camp member, and I pay dues here.  I guess I have no say about anything.  If I don’t bait, the neighbors will pull all the deer off our property, and I’ll have no chance of getting a buck.  The DNR lacks sufficient conservation officers to police the baiting rule.  I want to keep baiting and could care less what rules they put in place.  As far as your 8-point or better rule, I shot a six-point buck four years ago, bigger than most of the 8-point bucks on this property.  I should be able to shoot a deer like that.  So, as far as I‘m concerned, your eight-point rule sucks too.”
Following Elk and Chet’s divergent comments, a robust conversation ensued about the new rules, with everyone weighing in.  Most seemed okay with the new approach and supported Grant. Chet remained unmoved.  He stalked off angrily when they were done with the discussion. Grant indicated the new rules were to be implemented unchanged.  Everyone departed the next morning following a breakfast Elk cooked up of eggs benedict and pork sausage links.  







Chapter seven

The day after the work bee, Jeff pulled into the doctor’s office for his scheduled appointment to remove his stitches.  He’d cleaned up prior to the appointment this time since the last time he appeared in Carrie’s office, he had been covered with dust and sweat.  He wanted to see her again and may have been one of the few patients looking forward to getting stitches removed.  Jeff entered the office, signed in with the receptionist, and was ushered into the same room where he originally got stitched up.  He only waited a few minutes before Dr. Waymont came in.   
Dr. Waymont wasn’t who Jeff expected, but he did his best to cover his disappointment.  “Hello, Jeff,” Dr. Waymont greeted him.  “Good to see you.  I hear today is the big day to remove those stitches.”  
“I didn’t realize you were back, Doc.  I knew you had a bout with COVID, and I saw Dr. Cunningham at my last appointment.”
“You’re right, Jeff.  Today is my first day back in the office after almost twelve weeks.  At age 68, the COVID bug hit me hard.  I had to be hospitalized for two weeks and suffered from those “long haul” symptoms that some patients get after a bout with the virus.  I have my good days and bad days, but I have to get in here and give my niece some relief.  With her children and this busy practice, she can’t handle everything by herself.  I plan to work part-time as much as I can to help out.  I won’t completely retire until everything is stabilized within the practice.”
This information explained a lot to Jeff.  He now realized that Carrie was Dr. Waymont’’s niece, and the reason she had moved to town now became apparent.  Her uncle’s medical practice would have been without a doctor.   
“Your niece, Dr. Cunningham, took great care of me in your absence.  She does a mean stitch.” 
“That’s good to hear.  I’m grateful Carrie has joined me.  Things are already getting more organized with her around.”
***The next morning Jeff found himself back in town preparing for a trip to Traverse City to bid on a job for a wealthy businessman.  The man wanted to have some wildlife photographs taken and framed of animals found on a new property he had recently purchased.  It could be a  lucrative assignment, so Jeff visited the man to discuss the job.  He chose to fit in a workout at the local gym before leaving town later that afternoon.  Jeff showed up at the gym at 8:00 am to get an early start on the day.   Granite Cove did not have a lot of newer businesses in town, but it did have a modern athletic club.  The Northview Gym featured modern exercise equipment, fitness classes, a basketball court, a sauna, and whirlpools in the locker rooms.  Jeff stopped briefly at the front desk to sign in and nearly collided with Carrie as he rounded the corner heading back to the locker rooms.  
Carrie was dressed in her black workout gear with her hair tied back. Jeff was pleasantly surprised to see her.  “Hey Jeff,” Carrie said,  “The way we keep running into each other makes me wonder if you’re stalking me, or maybe I’m stalking you.  You're late this morning.  I’ve already finished up my kickboxing class.”  
“Kickboxing class, eh?  I’m sure that’s a skill you frequently use in your practice.”
Jeff’s deadpan delivery made Carrie smile. “Well, you know those senior citizens can get pretty feisty.  I heard you got your stitches removed by my uncle, so you should now be officially back in action.”  
Jeff then bucked up and asked the question he had been mentally rehearsing all week.   “So Carrie, since I ran into you, and I uh, have always admired a woman who can drop a man with a kick to the head, I wanted to take a chance here.  Would you be interested in lunch with me sometime, whenever your schedule permits?  I was thinking about that new restaurant north of town, The Hideaway.  Word is they have great seafood, and I hear their shrimp scampi is to die for.”
Carrie paused because she definitely hadn’t seen this coming.  She chose her words carefully before she responded.  “Jeff, I’m flattered, I really am.  However, I’ve not been dating since I moved here to town.  My focus is on my children, who really need me right now, along with the medical practice, which is taking up all my time.  Besides, getting personally involved with a patient is unethical.  A doctor could lose their license if the medical board learned of such a situation.  I really appreciate the offer, but I must say no under the circumstances.  I hope you understand.”
Jeff felt deflated but determined not to show his disappointment.  “Oh, no problem then, Carrie.  I totally understand.  I know you have a lot going on, and I would not want to cause you ethical problems.  I wasn’t aware of the patient ethics thing at all.  Well, I better get dressed and get my workout in, so I’m not late for an appointment in Traverse City.  Enjoy the rest of your day.”  
“You too, Jeff.” 
Jeff hurried into the locker room to get dressed for his workout following his awkward dating attempt with Carrie.  It certainly looked like his “dateless” pattern would not change anytime soon. 
Carrie exited the gym quickly and jumped into her car to head home to shower before going into the office for her first appointment.  She wasn’t big on showering at the gym and always preferred to catch her shower at home.  Jeff had shocked her with his invitation to lunch.  Just her luck that the first interesting guy she’d met in what seemed forever asked her out, and she had to decline.  Carrie would never date a patient.  She’d suspected that Jeff might be interested in her.  She briefly imagined a date with him as she drove home to get ready for work. 
Due to her early start to the morning, Carrie arrived at the office before her first appointment.  She asked Susan, “what's the deal with that guy Jeff Koehler?  Uncle Joe told me his wife drowned in a rafting accident a while ago.  He’s a decent-looking guy.  I’m surprised he hasn’t remarried.”
“Why the interest?  Have you taken a fancy to Jeff Koehler?” Susan asked with a mischievous grin.  
“Don’t be ridiculous,'' Carrie replied, smiling.  “I just like to get to know the backstory of my patients….and I admit, I can be a tiny bit nosy sometimes too.” 
“Well, all I know is many women around town have had their eyes on Jeff.  But to my knowledge, he’s never dated anyone, at least from around here.  Some people think he might have something going on with Francine, a woman who owns a framing shop in town.  I guess they work at some art fairs together in the summers.  The rumors are out there, but I don’t think they’re true.  He seems to stick to himself and is often away with his photography business.”
The receptionist interrupted Their conversation by buzzing Carrie’s office to let her know her 9:30 appointment, Henry Smithson, had arrived. 




Chapter eight

Jeff relaxed at his camp several days later, preparing for the upcoming bow-hunting season.  The meeting with the wealthy client had not gone well because the man refused to pay a fair wage for the assignment.  Perhaps that might be why he had money. The prospective client felt Jeff could capture great photos of bears, deer, and bobcats with only a few days of effort.  Jeff knew waiting for the perfect shot could be minutes or days.  He’d learned when you have a disconnect like this with a client, the best thing to do is walk away.  Besides, with his newfound celebrity, he had plenty of work to keep him busy. 
Today Jeff needed to do a final check of every treestand on the property.  Grant operated on strict orders from his doctor to avoid unnecessary physical activity until his next exam. Jeff liked doing this type of work anyway and assured Grant he would handle this task himself.  Jeff knew falling was the biggest risk when hunting 20 ft high in a tree.  He insisted that every treestand on the property have a safety rope attached.  Chet checked all the stands in the Spring and assured Jeff they were all secure.  
The Tower stand sat atop a high bluff with large boulders below.  Being at the top of the ridge gave the hunter an excellent view of a deer trail that extended past the stand about 30 feet below.  Jeff climbed the ladder with his safety vest attached to the safety line.   He reached the top of the ladder next to the stand, raised his leg, and stepped onto the treestand platform with his right foot.  Then he released his left foot from the ladder and placed it on the platform.  As soon as he had his full weight on the platform, the strap securing the platform to the tree broke.  The platform buckled, and in an instant, Jeff started to plummet from the tree.  His 205-pound body began a rapid freefall when suddenly, the safety line saved Jeff from falling into the boulders below.  He dangled in mid-air, trying to catch his breath while the platform clanged noisily to the ground.  Jeff had to swing his body inward to get one foot back on the ladder.   He carefully got his second foot on the ladder and climbed safely down to the ground.
This was Jeff’s closest call in over 20 years of bowhunting.  What had happened to that treestand?  He examined the strap to see why it broke.  It didn’t appear frayed or chewed as he would expect if a squirrel or mouse had gnawed it.  It looked like a clean cut had left only a few fibers remaining to hold the stand in the tree.  He couldn’t figure out why it broke today because Chet supposedly checked all the stands in the Spring.  As Jeff stood at the base of the tree, he pulled out his cell phone and dialed Chet’s number.
When Chet answered, Jeff said, “Hey Chet, I’m standing at the base of the Tower treestand at camp.  I almost got killed climbing into the stand.  The strap holding it to the tree let loose.  I might be dead on the rocks below if I hadn’t worn my safety rope.  You told me you checked all the stands in late April.  Did you do so, and did you check the Tower Stand?”  
“Hell yes I did,'' said Chet.  “I went to all those stands, and they were all good.  Whatever happened to that stand occurred since I checked it out in April.  You weren’t implying I had something to do with it, were you?”  
“I’m not implying anything, but I just want to figure out what happened here.  It almost looks like it got cut with a knife or something.”  
“Well, I don’t think I believe that Jeff.  Some critter like a squirrel or porcupine probably chewed it. Nobody would have cut it intentionally.  You’re lucky you had that safety line attached today because I’ve seen you climb without it.”  
“Yes, I am lucky to have worn it.  Now we need to check every other stand to ensure they’re secure.  I’m done for the day, but nobody is climbing up one of these stands before each and everyone is re-inspected.”  
“I gotta run, Jeff,”  Chet said.  “Glad you weren’t seriously hurt.




Chapter nine

Carrie Cunningham’s day wasn’t going well at all.  Mondays were always the worst day because people put off doctor visits until after the weekend.  As a primary care physician in a small town, she saw all kinds of patients.  Her first two appointments that morning were with young children getting shots for school.  These were relatively easy visits, and each had gone smoothly.  Next came Sam Regwalski, a hypochondriac who always found something wrong with himself.  At 76, it’s normal to have aches and pains in the morning, but Sam always thought he hovered on “death’s door.”  Today he said he might have ALS, commonly called Lou Gehrig’s disease.  He claimed to have diagnosed the affliction based on some research he did on the internet.  His symptoms did not match this terrible disease in any manner, but Carrie had a hard time “talking him off the ledge.”  Finally, he left her office, reassured.  Carrie knew he would likely return in a week or two with another imaginary problem.   
Her last appointment involved a young man who had contracted gonorrhea.  He seemed oblivious to the need to protect himself from venereal disease by utilizing a condom.  On top of that, he resisted Carrie’s insistence he contact all partners he had sex with over the past two months.  She finally got him to promise to contact the three women involved but didn’t believe he would actually follow through.  The laws are lax in Michigan regarding notification of sexual partners. 
Carrie felt exhausted and was in a bad mood by the morning’s end.  Dealing with today’s patients made her question what she loved about her job.  She had just enough time to eat a deli sandwich before embarking on another task she dreaded.  The second Monday of each month marked her regularly scheduled meeting with Anna Timmons, the bookkeeper for the medical practice.  Anna had handled the books for her uncle for many years.  She built a robust accounting practice servicing many of the businesses in Granite Cove.  As Carrie finished her sandwich and grabbed her car keys, she wasn’t looking forward to going over finances.  At least her uncle was in the office and could handle the afternoon appointments.  That was the best news she could come up with for now.
“Hi Carrie, I’ll be with you in just a minute.  Have a seat in my conference room, and I’ll be back as soon as I grab your records,” Anna said.  
“Will do. Hey, do you mind if I grab a cup of your coffee?  I’ve had a terrible day and need some caffeine desperately.”  
“Help yourself, and I will be with you in a jiffy.”  
Anna entered the room with her laptop and copies of invoices in case they were needed.  She proceeded to review the complete financial status of the practice in a comprehensive manner.  “Overall, you and Dr. Waymont are doing very well.  In fact, I wish all my clients were doing half as well as your practice.  Cash flow is excellent, and almost all your insurance companies are paying on time.  I see you’re continuing the pro-bono work that Dr. Waymont has done for years.  That’s the only major aspect of your business that is not profitable.  You guys should be commended for helping out some people around here without the ability to pay.  Your office manager Diane is doing an excellent job of controlling costs and inventory.  Your inventory levels have decreased despite keeping up with demand.  Diane is following some of the tips I gave her a few months ago to ensure you have adequate, but not excessive, inventories of medical supplies.  I can also see you’re putting in long hours, Carrie, based on the number of clients you saw this past month.  Dr. Waymont was gradually cutting back even before his illness, so I bet he’s excited you agreed to join him and lead the practice.  Is he still going to be seeing patients going forward?”  
“Yes, following his COVID, he has had to reduce his workload because he’s still tired much of the time.  He’s slowly starting to come into the office a bit more. I think he isn’t ready to fully retire anytime soon.”
Anna spent most of the next half hour showing Carrie the profit and loss data, along with accounts receivable displayed in fancy charts.  Carrie started to get a little impatient by the end of the session when Susan pulled out her last folder to review.  “You’ve had an excellent month securing new clients, Carrie.  Our records show 12 new patients have selected your practice this month.  Here’s the list of new patients.  Does this look right to you?”  Carrie quickly scanned the list and nodded as she recognized all the names of the new people she saw last month.  “On the other hand, you only lost three patients this month, so the practice is growing steadily.  Of the three patients, one moved out of state, one died, and one transferred their records to Dr. Smalls in Trout River.”  
“May I see that list?'' Carrie asked.  She wasn’t used to losing any patients and took it personally when someone dropped her.  Susan handed her the list, and Carrie scanned the page until the name appeared.  An amused smile broke out on her face as she silently read the name: Jeffrey Koehler!   Susan was surprised by Carrie’s reaction since she’d never seen a doctor appear happy to lose a patient.  




Chapter ten

Jeff had been busy selling some of his photos at an art fair in nearby Bangate City for the past week when he finally rolled into the Cuppa Joe coffee shop in the afternoon.  He had many photos that needed to be sorted and classified.  Jeff  brought his laptop so he could work while enjoying a cup of black coffee and a scone.  He settled into the shop’s back corner as he sorted pictures and placed them in folders on his hard drive.   
Jeff heard the bell on the door ring as someone stepped into the shop.  He glanced up absent-mindedly before seeing Carrie, her two children, and a man he immediately assumed to be her ex-husband by how he interacted with the kids.  The girl stood about 5ft 6in tall and looked remarkably similar to her mother.  She wore white shorts and a Taylor Swift T-shirt.   The boy also seemed tall for his age, with reddish brown hair.  He sported a Ben Wallace throwback jersey, black Nike shorts, and Jordan basketball shoes.  They had been in the coffee shop before because the waitress immediately asked, “What flavor of ice cream will you have today, Jenna?  How about you, Tyler?  Are you going with Superman again today?”  
Carrie looked up and spotted Jeff sitting in the back of the shop and gave a quick smile and nod before turning back to the clerk to pay for the ice cream.  The man Jeff assumed was Carrie’s ex-husband noticed Carrie smiling at Jeff.  His gaze lingered on Jeff for a few extra seconds before he ordered a single scoop of butter pecan.  He stood tall and muscular, with straight blonde hair and a mustache.  His face looked beet red from sunburn, and he wore flip-flops and a “Foster’s beer” T-shirt that made him look younger than his actual age.  The kids seemed to adore him as he teased them about ordering double scoops of ice cream.  The four of them left immediately after everyone got their cones. Then they disappeared around the corner as quickly as they arrived.
Jeff found this incident a bit unnerving.  He remained interested in Carrie despite the impediments in his way.   He wondered if this meant she and her ex-husband were getting back together.  Jeff knew timing meant everything in a relationship. Carrie’s life was incredibly busy and complicated.  He decided to redirect his energy to other important things, like his career.  He finished his photo review, returned several calls with potential clients, and drove home. 
Jeff’s house featured a modern two-bedroom layout overlooking Lake Huron on what many people in town felt was the best lot along the entire shoreline.  Jeff bought the small home from the proceeds of his interest in Koehler.  He remodeled it and created a very comfortable home out of what, at one time, had been a dated cottage. His house sat on a bluff overlooking Hartfield Bay, providing extraordinary views of the lake freighters and pleasure yachts that passed by regularly.  The house had hardwood floors, a living room with a fieldstone fireplace, a guest bedroom, a modern kitchen, and a full bath.  Upstairs sat the Master bedroom, complete with a master bath and a balcony overlooking the lake.  Jeff truly loved the house and sometimes wished his schedule allowed him to spend more time there.
On Saturday, Jeff had some trim to paint around the new interior doors he had recently installed.  He got in his truck and drove to the Ace Hardware store on the main street of Granite Cove.  Jeff greeted the owner Ralph, an old friend from high school days, and stood near the front counter waiting for his paint to finish in the paint shaker.  From the back of the store, he heard a voice saying, “Yeah, that should do it.  My wife gave me a “honey-do” list, and this job is at the very top.  Even though we aren’t married anymore, she still can’t do without me.”  Carrie’s ex-husband then walked toward the front counter with several plumbing fixtures in his hand.  He immediately noticed Jeff standing there and said, “Hey, you’re the guy I saw yesterday at the coffee shop.  I’m Todd Cunningham. I could see yesterday that you obviously know my wife.  Are you one of the farm boys she looks after here in Granite Cove?”  
“Oh, you mean your ex-wife Todd?  I’m Jeff Koehler.  I do know your ex-wife, but I’m not a farmer.  Sometimes I wish I was because it’s probably the most respected and honorable profession around these parts.   I’m actually a wildlife photographer.”  
“Good to know, Jeff,” replied Todd.  “If I ever need a picture of a squirrel or a skunk, I now know who to come see.  Later Jeff.”   With that, Todd exited the store, jumped in a red Corvette, and drove away.  What an asshole, Jeff thought to himself as he paid for his paint and left the store.  Jeff wanted to dislike Todd, and Todd just lived up to his expectations. 

***As Jeff headed home, he saw his brother Eddie coming out of Clay Thome’s law office.  Clay was one of several lawyers in town.  Jeff couldn’t help being curious why Eddie would be meeting with him.  Many people around town suspected Eddie had money problems.  He never let on if he did.  If that were true, it still wouldn’t explain the need to meet with a lawyer.  Jeff turned his truck around as soon as he could, but Eddie had already left.  Clay came out of his office heading to his car when Jeff pulled in.  “Hey Clay, how are things going?” he said. 
“Going very well, Jeff.  Just heading for a meeting with a client at the courthouse.”  
“I just saw Eddie leaving your office.  What brought him in today?”  
“I know he’s your brother Jeff, but I can’t reveal details of our conversation.  I suggest you ask Eddie.”  
“I’ll definitely do that, Clay.  Have a good day.”  With that, Jeff headed home as Clay got into his car and headed toward his meeting.  
That evening around 10:00 pm, Jeff ran to the local party store to grab a six-pack of beer.   A few people in town mentioned Carrie bought Hardie Streeter’s old home on Maple Avenue.  Jeff found himself driving past the home, even though it sat a couple blocks out of his way.  As he passed the house, he saw the red Corvette parked in the driveway.  I guess he’s staying there for the night, Jeff surmised as he drove home.  Maybe they’re back together, maybe not.  




Chapter eleven

Blonde, blue-eyed, and shapely, 24-year-old Maggie O’Shea was a perfect fit for the Coyote Grill.  The establishment sat on a well-traveled crossroads about ten minutes from the Roads End cabin and twenty minutes outside town.  Maggie’s attractive looks and fast, efficient service alone would have earned her a “Server of the Year” award.  But Maggie prided herself on her attention to detail and excellent memory.  She remembered customers' names, orders, and details they shared about their lives.  Greeting familiar faces by name, asking if they wanted their “usual,” and accurately delivering it were her trademarks.   
Some of what Maggie learned about the Grill’s customers wasn’t shared willingly with her.  People wanting private conversations often chose to sit in the corner booth along the back wall because it appeared to afford the most privacy.  It was cut off from the other booths by a hallway that led to the restrooms.  Most people didn’t realize that a return air vent above the booth carried sound to a similar vent just above the kitchen salad bar.  Maggie shook her head at the things she’d overheard since starting work here.  Her willingness to drop these juicy tidbits into conversations with others made her popular in the town’s gossip circle too.
Gar Charington was running ten minutes late to the Coyote Grill, where he had a meeting with Cyrus Campbell for lunch. He pulled into the parking lot with his black Continental, now over eight years old.  The car was a critical prop in maintaining his image as the major player in the oil and gas business in Stoneman County.  Gar extinguished his Cohiba Red Dot cigar, his go-to brand, before exiting the vehicle.  Charington was 62 years old with a bald head and a gut that hung over his belt.  He wore a buckskin vest and a western-style cowboy hat that made him look like a Texas oil baron who forgot he lived in Northern Michigan.
Gar blew into the grill and immediately spotted Cyrus sitting in the back booth.  Cyrus and Gar typically met once a quarter to discuss the status of the two oil wells on Cyrus’s property.  Gar started the conversation by saying, “Cyrus, are you any closer to closing on that potential deal you mentioned last time we met?”
Cyrus frowned, “I’ve hit a few snags, but I intend to get it done, and you’ll be the first to know, all right?”
Gar nodded, “Okay, Cyrus, calm down.  I know you’re working on it, but time’s ticking.  It needs to get done as soon as possible.  We’ll just focus on the current status of your oil production today.  No sense speculating about issues that may or may not ever become real.”
Gar cleared his throat.  “Ok.  This is what I see from our data.  Your hilltop well is declining in terms of how much it produces.  This is a normal occurrence that is expected as a well reaches maturity.  My company, Superior, is incurring more costs than expected to extract the remaining oil in this reserve.”  
“Gar, I think you Superior boys are trying to give me a good screwing. I wasn’t born yesterday, and I know when a man is trying to bend me over.  I want to see the details about your extraction costs.  I’m not the dumb dirt farmer you think I am.”
“Ok, Cyrus.  Calm down.  I’ll get my team to produce that detail, and we’ll show you everything is on the up and up.  I’ve been doing this for 15 years in this county.  My reputation is stellar, and you never have to worry about ole Gar screwin ya.  When we meet next month, we’ll do a deep dive into our production costs, and you’ll see what I mean.”
“I can’t wait, replied Cyrus.  The devil is in the details, and I sure hope you boys at Superior ain’t the devil.”
After discussing other matters related to Cyrus’s wells for about twenty minutes, the two men ordered a shot of Don Julio tequila.  When the waitress brought the drinks, Gar said, “So little sweetheart, “My name’s Garfield Cherington, but a sweet thing like you can call me Gar.  You’ve probably heard about me around here because I’m an oil man.  What's your name? I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” 
“I’m Paula.”
“Paula, what?” Gar inquired.
“Paula Schultz” 
“Ah, a fraulein.  Then you must know what German girls put behind their ears to attract men?”
“No, fraid not.”
“Their legs!”   
With that, Gar broke into deep howling laughter so intense Paula could see spittle flying from his mouth.  Cyrus frowned, showing no sign he appreciated the joke, while Paula feigned amusement.  
“I’m used to that other foxy little lady Maggie.  I guess she’s not working today, but you’ll definitely do.  Care to join ole Gar and his friend for a shot?”
“No, thank you, sir.  I’m busy and need to get to my other tables.”
“Well, next time then, sweetie.  Nice looking at you,” Gar said with a lecherous smile. 
Gar then left the Grill and jumped into his Lincoln for his last meeting of the day.  On the way to his car, he thought that old coot Cyrus had become a pain in the ass.  He’d be glad when he no longer had to deal with his shit.
As Gar exited, Maggie arrived for her 2:30 shift.  Parking in the rear, she entered through the restaurant’s back door, marked Employees Only.  In the kitchen, her co-worker, Paula, remarked, “You just missed an old slimeball who asked about you.”  Maggie shuddered.  “Did he go by the name of Gar and try to grab your ass?”  
Paula barked, “That’s him.  But I kept my ass out of reach.  Hey, now that you’re here, can you make up four side salads for table five?”
“Sure.”
As Maggie made up the salads, a voice she recognized came through the vent above her head.  Maggie smiled and paused.  Fast Eddie Koehler was telling someone he’d just come from a lawyer's office, and the news wasn’t promising.  Kitchen noises made hearing the rest of his conversation difficult, but she did pick up phrases she didn’t quite understand, like partitioning property, mineral rights, and buybacks.  As she picked up her salads, she heard Eddie’s voice say,  “Grant is my biggest roadblock.”  
Leaving the kitchen, Maggie glanced at the back booth but couldn’t distinguish who sat across from Eddie.  By the time she delivered her salads and took the drink orders from a new table of five, the people in the back booth were gone.




Chapter twelve

The weeks passed quickly, and Grant sat 20 ft up in his treestand bowhunting on a brisk mid-October day.  The ferns had turned brown, and the oak and maple trees had shed most of their gorgeous colors.  Grant heard flocks of geese passing overhead, along with the rustling of squirrels as they scampered in the dry leaves hustling for food for the upcoming winter.  He sat in a treestand they called the Shadow that overlooked a small clover field on the extreme western edge of the property.  A big doe had wandered out into the food plot just moments ago.  Grant released his arrow at just the right time to ensure a successful and humane kill.   
The day was so fantastic he almost didn’t want to leave the treestand despite the fact he could see the doe lying dead a mere 30 yards off the field.  Finally, he stood up and hoisted his bow down to the ground using the rope he hauled it up with.  Then he stepped onto the ladder to descend.  He felt confident with his safety protocol because Jeff had double-checked all the blinds following his accident.  
When he reached the bottom of the ladder, Grant grabbed his backpack and removed surgical gloves and his fixed-blade hunting knife to dress out the doe.  Later he would enlist the help of Jeff or Chet to retrieve the doe with the camp’s John Deere Gator.  Grant had almost reached the deer when suddenly he heard the loud crack of a rifle shot ring out.  Somebody must have taken a shot at him!  Grant immediately screamed, “Stop shooting, there’s a hunter over here,”  but he heard no reply from the quiet woods around him.  Grant wondered if he should jump up to see who fired or stay down in case someone actually shot at him.  Ultimately, he compromised and stayed still for about 5 minutes before standing up and scanning the woods around him.  The shot came from the Silver Lake Lodge’s property.  Grant’s stand sat only 50 yards from the boundary.  Perhaps a poacher saw the deer without noticing the hunter in full camouflage.  In any case, this was a serious matter, and Grant could have been killed.  He also wondered where the shooter had disappeared to.  Suddenly, he heard footsteps and whirled around, only to see Chet coming up beside him.  
“I heard the shot,” Chet said.  “I knew you were hunting with a bow, so I figured I better come to investigate.”  Chet had his 30-06 deer rifle because he liked hunting during the early doe season, which only ran for one weekend in October.  The bow season in Michigan starts October 1 and runs until the end of the year.  The regulations allow hunters to use a firearm or bow on private land during the 3rd weekend in October to reduce the deer herd.  Hunters were allowed to shoot only antlerless deer if hunting with a gun.  
Chet and Grant then walked toward the neighboring property, crossed under the wire, and looked for a person or some sign of what had happened.  They found absolutely nothing.  Whoever took that shot disappeared, and they neither saw nor heard anything suspicious.   Grant and Chet returned to where Grant stood when the shot rang out.  They began re-inspecting the area.  Embedded in a tree nearby, Grant found a bullet hole from the shot.  He pulled out his knife and extracted the bullet from the giant oak.  They then returned to camp, met Jeff, and headed to the Silver Lake Lodge to see if they could get some answers.
The owner of the lodge, Jack Perkins, was a huge man weighing well over 300 lbs and standing 6ft 2in tall.  He had a full beard and a beer gut that spilled over his pants.  Standing outside the lodge, Jack said things were slow, and he had no hunters in the area where the shot occurred.  Grant asked him if he would give them a list of all the employees and guests currently staying or working at the lodge.   Jack refused, saying this would violate their privacy.  They asked Jack for permission to search the area on his property more thoroughly the next day to look for evidence.  Jack wouldn’t allow that because he planned to station hunters in that section the following evening.  He said allowing a search would scare the deer and ruin the hunt for his paying customers. 
“Look, I’ve got work to do, and I’m losing my patience,” Jack stated.  He wheeled away and started heading back to the lodge.  Stooping down to retrieve his work gloves from the ground, Jack lost more than his patience.  As his jeans slipped down, the trio had an unfortunate view of “the land down under,” a picture none of them ever wanted to see.
Grant reported the shooting incident at the county sheriff’s office the next day.  He wrote a report and spoke to a Sargent Clements, regarding the incident.  When Jeff produced the bullet, Clements said,  “I’ll send it into the lab, but I’m certain this came from a 30-06 rifle.  I’ve seen enough of these in my time.”  
Sergeant Clements then asked a series of questions to which Grant had no answers. “Do you know anyone who might want to harm you, Grant?”  
“No”
“Did you see anyone in the area when you heard the shot?”
“No,”
Officer Clements kept returning to the fact that Grant had not observed anyone and admitted it would be difficult to find out what happened.  He seemed skeptical about the whole incident.  Grant left the police station with little expectation they intended to conduct a robust investigation.
***Jeff left for home immediately because he had to prepare for a presentation the next morning.  He had volunteered to give a talk to the Granite Cove Middle School 7th grade class.  In all the turmoil, he almost forgot about it until Connie Defaux, who taught the 7th-grade class, called to remind him of the commitment.  Connie brought in speakers weekly to discuss their business and teach the kids about different career options.  She was an old friend of Jeff’s from high school.  He always liked her because she returned to Granite Cove after college instead of leaving for higher pay in a big city.  Jeff prepared to give a half-hour presentation allowing 15 minutes for questions.  Connie warned that the last two presentations had not gone very well.  Peter McHenry, the local bank president, explained what a banker does.  Within minutes, she said he lost the entire class because the only interesting thing they found about a bank was how much money they kept in the vault.  The second guy, Rick Newhouse, owned an auto repair shop outside Granite Cove.  Rick had never spoken to a group and got stage fright as soon as he stepped in front of the class.  He stammered and stuttered through a presentation about how to replace brake pads.  Again, the kids were bored almost instantly.  Connie said she knew Jeff could do better and he wouldn’t bore the class like the two previous speakers.
Despite not having children, Jeff always hit it off with kids.  He jokingly said that’s because he’s just a kid himself.  After a brief introduction from Mrs. Defaux, Jeff found himself in front of a classroom of eighteen 7th graders waiting to hear what a wildlife photographer really did.  Jeff had no plans to talk about the intricacies of photography with these children.  If he started talking about aperture, shutter speed, ISO, and balance, he would lose them quicker than the banker.  He knew what would hold their interest, and he started his presentation there.  “How many of you in this class like animals?  Please raise your hands if you do.”  Instantaneously, every hand in the classroom went up.
From that point on, Jeff held the class in the palm of his hand.  He explained that as a wildlife photographer, he took pictures of animals.  Lots of different animals.  Jeff told them about his many exciting encounters with deer, bear, moose, beaver, elk, etc.   The class hung on his every word.  Some of the kids couldn’t resist blurting out questions despite the fact Mrs. Defaux had instructed them to wait until the end.  “What’s the closest you ever came to a coyote?”  “Have you ever been bitten by a bobcat?”  Have you photographed a buck bigger than the 10-pointer my dad shot two years ago?”  “Are beavers dangerous?”  “Can porcupines actually throw their quills?” These were just some of the questions hurled at him by the class.  Jeff even went into stories of events when he worked out West in Wyoming and Montana.  These experiences yielded stories of risky situations, and animal encounters that the kids enjoyed.  Jeff brought photographs to pass around as he spoke.   He even gave each student a brochure he developed featuring his famous squirrel/hawk photo.  It would be an understatement to say he hit a home run with the class.  Mrs. Defaux had to finally cut off the question and answer session, or it may have continued for hours.  She asked the class to give Mr. Koeher a hand as he readied to leave.  To Jeff’s surprise, the whole class stood up and gave him a standing ovation.  The children started filing out of the classroom for their next class.  One tall boy hung back and shyly approached Jeff as he put his photos away.  
“Hi, Mr. Koehler.  My name is Tyler.  I really loved hearing about all the animals.  “Have you ever been bitten by a bear?”
“No, Tyler, fortunately not.  In Michigan, the only bears are black bears.  They’re not all that aggressive unless you get between a mother and her cubs.  I’ve been as close as 10 yards from a black bear during a photo shoot, but they usually have no interest in people.  Now out West, there are grizzlies, and in the Arctic, polar bears.  They are a whole different story.  I always bring bear spray with me when photographing out there.  I only had to use it once, but I was sure glad I had it.  Are you particularly interested in bears?”
“Yes, sir, I really like bears.  I think my mom is a little afraid of them, but I would love to see one someday.”  
Something in the back of his head dawned on Jeff, and he immediately asked Tyler a question.  “Tyler, your name sounds familiar, is your last name Cunningham?”
“Yes, it is.  How did you know?  Are you a patient of my mom?  She’s a doctor in town.”
“No, I’m not currently a patient of your mom, but I’ve definitely met her.  She’s a very nice person.  You take care, Tyler.  It’s been great talking to you.  I don’t want to make you late for your next class.  See ya around.”
Tyler exited the classroom, and Connie approached Jeff as he finished packing up.  “Wow, I am impressed, Jeff.  You really killed it with the kids.  Some of the kids firing questions at you are ones I can barely get to say a word in class.  We’ll have to get you back sometime to do this again.  You missed your true calling.  Thanks again.”




Chapter thirteen

It was  November 8th, a week before Michigan’s rifle season opened for deer.  Eddie Koehler drove across the Mackinac Bridge, heading to the casino in Bangate City while Eminem’s song, “8 Mile,” blasted from his surround sound speakers.  Eddie wasn’t going to the casino to gamble but rather to meet with the controller regarding the debt he owed. 
When Jeff and Eddie cashed out their interest in Koehler Iron Works, Jeff invested some of his money in a house and equipment to get his photography business off the ground. The rest went into a 401k retirement fund.  On the other hand, Eddie had always been a gambler at heart and decided to try to turn it into a massive windfall at the casino.  Before extending credit, the casino checked Eddie’s financial status and saw he had cash reserves to cover any losses.  However, they didn’t follow up when he omitted to file the monthly updates that were a part of his agreement to secure credit at the casino.  He also didn’t gamble at only one casino, although the Bangate casino had become his primary establishment.
After winning the first few weeks, Eddie hit the inevitable cold streak.  It amazed him how fast you can lose money when luck goes against you. Eddie switched casinos several times, but his losing streak continued.  The more bad luck he had, the larger his bets became as he tried to recover his money.  Eddie was flat-broke for all practical purposes within three months of getting the windfall.  Shortly thereafter, the casino demanded repayment.  Unfortunately, Eddie no longer had the money to pay.  The purpose of today’s meeting was to discuss this problem.  
As Eddie pulled into the casino, the clock in his truck told him he was ten minutes late.  There were only about 100 cars in the large casino parking lot, but Eddie still pulled to the back corner.  He took a great deal of pride in his Ford Lightning pickup and had to call in a favor from a friend who owned a dealership just to get one.  He liked to park out of the way whenever he could to avoid the scratches and dings that inevitably came from parking in crowded spaces.
Eddie entered the finance area of the casino, and a secretary ushered him to a plush meeting room where the controller, and the head of collections, were already seated.  Eddie knew the head of collections but had never met the controller, who introduced himself as Chuck Wagner.  “Eddie, you know what this is about, so let’s get right to it.  It’s my job to make sure everyone pays their debts.  We were trusting enough to provide you with a $100k credit line.  It’s unacceptable for you to refuse repayment.” 
“It’s not that I refuse to pay; it’s that I just have a cash flow problem right now and just need more time.  I’m working on something that will bring in enough money to pay off my debt and then some.  Just please be patient for a little while longer.”
The meeting was briefly interrupted when a tall, dark-haired man entered and stopped to introduce himself to Eddie.  “Hey, Eddie, my name’s Turk.  We’ll talk after this meeting.”  Turk then sat in the back of the room and said nothing more.
“We’ve been patient, Eddie,” Chuck continued.   “The clock is ticking on paying off your debt.  You know bad things can happen to people who welch on what they owe.”
“Just give me a bit more time, and this will all disappear.  Nobody benefits if you do something drastic.  I’m good for the money and just need a couple more months to get it.”
“You’re right, Eddie.  We only care about the money.  We don’t want to have to hurt you financially or in any other way.  You’ve got 30 days and not a day more.  We’ll meet back here in exactly 30 days.  If you don’t show up with the money, I won’t be able to help you.”  Do you understand?”
“I hear you.”
“That’s not what I asked.  DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”
“Yes, Yes, I understand.”
“Very good, Eddie.  See ya in 30 days.”
With that, the meeting ended.  The man called Turk walked over to Eddie as the others filed out.  “It’s nice to meet you, Eddie.  I wanted to introduce myself because you and I will become great friends.”
“What do ya mean, great friends?”
“I’ll be in touch in a day or two.  You and I are going hunting together.”  With that, Turk smirked and exited the room leaving Eddie totally confused.
This had gotten really serious, and Eddie knew he better make something happen quickly.  These weren’t guys to mess with, and they certainly meant business.  As he walked back through the casino, heading for his truck in the parking lot, he checked his wallet to see what money he had.  He only had $40.  He stopped at the roulette table, took $20 out of his wallet, and placed it on red as the wheel started spinning.  It came up red, and Eddie immediately won $20.  See, he thought to himself, my luck’s changing already.  I’m sure I can figure out a plan to repay that $100k I owe.
Eddie quickly walked to the back corner of the lot where he’d parked.  As he approached the driver’s side of the F-150, he yelled in shock, “Fuck You!  You Bastards!”  A long scratched line ran all the way across the driver's door, where somebody had keyed his prized truck.  It wasn’t hard for Eddie to figure out who did the deed.  He stormed back into the casino, heading toward Chuck Wagner’s office.  The secretary tried to stop him, but he bypassed her in a rage and rushed into the large paneled office where Chuck sat working on a laptop.  “So you guys decided to send me a message and fuck up my truck!  If you think that will get you your money any faster, you’re dumber than I thought.”  
Chuck looked up at Eddie with a puzzled look before saying, “Calm down, Eddie; what’s this all about?”
“You bastards keyed my truck.  That’s what this is about.  I thought we had an agreement on payment, but you had to do this.  Screw you and this whole casino.”
“We had nothing to do with it, Eddie, but we occasionally have cases of theft or vandalism in our parking lots.  We try to stop it as best we can.  It’s not good for business if customers don’t feel safe.”
“I see cameras all around here.  I want to see the footage from the parking lot.  Then we can settle this real quick.  If you guys didn’t do it, you shouldn’t have an issue showing me the footage.”
“Chuck pushed a button on his phone and spoke to his secretary.  “Margaret, get Art Cushings up to my office pronto.”  
“Eddie, Art‘s my director of security for the casino and has access to all the footage.”  Within a few minutes, a heavy-set man with an ill-fitting double-breasted suit strode into the office.  
“Art, this is Eddie Koehler.  Eddie says someone keyed his car in our parking lot.  He’d like to see if we have any camera footage showing who did it.”
‘Yes sir, Mr. Wagner.  So Mr. Koehler, when did this happen, and where exactly were you parked?”
“It just happened within the last hour, and I parked way back in the last space in the SW corner of your lot.  I have a new truck and wanted to stay away from other parked cars.”
Cushing’s face broke out into a frown. “The SW corner you said, correct?”  
“Yeah, the one closest to the Burger King restaurant, just off the highway.”
“That’s a problem,” Cushings said.  “We have extensive security cameras both inside the casino and in our outside parking lots.  Unfortunately, we have a couple of blind spots that are not currently covered outside.  One is a new parking area we just opened up behind the casino’s north entrance.  The other blind spot is the SW corner where you parked.  We have plans to acquire additional cameras to cover these areas, but unfortunately, there is currently no coverage in that back corner.  I’m very sorry.”
“Are you telling me there’s no way to see who keyed my truck?”
“Unfortunately not Mr. Koehler.  Are there any other questions I can answer while I‘m here?”
“No,” Chuck responded. “Thank you, Art.”
Art left the office immediately, and Chuck looked at Eddie and said, “Sorry we couldn’t be more help, Eddie.  I’m sure your insurance will cover this and hopefully waive your deductible.  Now I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a meeting to prepare for and need to get some stuff ready.  I look forward to seeing you again in 30 days.”
Eddie stormed out of the office, still skeptical that the casino management wasn’t involved in the incident.  It seemed too convenient they had no cameras covering the exact spot he parked in.  Without evidence, he had no way to prove anything.  That made him even angrier as he thought about it.
After Eddie left, Chuck gathered some papers and charts for his meeting.  As he left his office, he stopped in the men’s room before proceeding.  Standing at the sink, Chuck saw a man scrubbing black paint off a metal object that looked like a key.  Chuck finished his business, washed his hands in the other sink, and hailed the man as he walked past him.  “Hey Turk, See you in the meeting in five minutes.  Don’t be late.”





Chapter fourteen

November 14, 2021 

The day before the Michigan firearm deer season had finally arrived. The activity at the Roads End camp resembled bees in a hive getting ready for the long winter.  Guys were scurrying around the small cabin nonstop as they checked their gear, unloaded food, readied their deer rifles, put away their clothes, and prepared their bunk beds for the upcoming week.  Everyone arrived in a festive mood.  Jeff created a poster that displayed photos of the biggest bucks they’d captured on their trail cams for the year.  Everyone always enjoyed the poster because it reassured the hunters that the property held some huge deer.  This year’s biggest buck was a ten-point they named Starbuck.  Chet saw him during bow season, but unfortunately, he was more than 100 yards away.   Every hunter felt optimistic they would harvest Starbuck this year.  Morale amongst the group peaked the night before the season every year.
Jeff decided he would do something he’d thought about for several years.  He planned to take pictures, tape hunter interviews, and record video of the hijinks on “The Night Before Season at a Michigan Deer Camp.”  If properly edited, this might have a market, capturing the humorous banter and shenanigans that go on during this time of year.  If not, it would still be a great memento for the camp archives.  
After his traditional visit to the Coyote Grill, Grant had arrived and joked with Mooch and Frenchie.  Being one of the first to arrive at camp meant you could put your gear away and get settled before more guys rolled in, and the camp got even crazier.  Grant hung his hunting coat on a hook near his bunk adjacent to the bathroom.  He then stowed his backpack on the floor nearby.  Frenchie had already broken open the first bottle of schnapps.  He threw the bottle cap into the fire, ensuring that the bottle had to be finished that day.  Just before 4 pm, they heard a truck banging down the road, and Elk pulled up to the cabin and parked in her designated spot.  She opened the camp door with her typical bluster and announced, “I need all you dipshits to get up off your asses and help me unload the food in my truck.  If ya wanna eat, ya gotta work.”  She headed back to the truck to grab her personal gear.  Everyone jumped up and helped unload the food boxes and get them safely packed away in the refrigerator and the extra freezer.  Elk retreated to her private room to ready her bed as Chet finally arrived.  
Chet wasn’t happy when he entered the camp.  He’d learned Mooch brought his rifle and backpack to his blind earlier that morning.  Chet was pissed because he claimed unnecessary activity would rile up the deer near his blind.  “I thought we were going to stay away from the property’s interior the day before the season,” Chet angrily exclaimed.  “First they ban baiting, and now I have idiots scaring deer away on the day before season.  Mooch, do you realize your blind is no more than 200 yards from mine as the crow flies?” 
“Sorry, Chet, I didn't mean to mess you up.  I just figured going in during the late morning to get my blind ready for tomorrow would be ok.  You’ll probably get Starbuck tomorrow morning, and my movement today won’t matter a bit.”  Chet scowled but said no more.  
“Can I help you with your gear?” Jeff asked.  
“Thanks, but I’ve got it,'' Chet said.  “I only have one large duffle bag, and most of my stuff is in the blind already.  Unlike Mooch, I got my blind ready three days ago so I wouldn’t mess up anyone else’s hunting.”
By 5:00 pm, everyone in camp huddled around the TV watching the Michigan vs. Michigan State football game.  Jim Harbaugh, the Michigan coach, raced up and down the sidelines at the “Big House,” complaining about the targeting call that just caused his linebacker to be ejected from the game.  The camp members were split between Michigan and Michigan State fans. All the Koehlers were Michigan fans, while the rest were rooting for MSU.  The hunters were rowdy, watching the game while the beer and schnapps flowed freely.  Elk didn’t enjoy football as much as the others, so she huddled up in a chair in front of the fire, reading a novel she had just purchased yesterday.  The game came down to the very last play.   Michigan State had the ball.  The game was tied 10-10.  The Michigan State kicker came in to attempt a 45-yard field goal to win the game.  The snap was good, but a Michigan player managed to get a hand up and block the kick.  The ball fluttered into the air right into the hands of a Michigan defensive back.  He took off running toward the end zone with most of the MSU team chasing him.  As time expired, he dove into the end zone and sealed the 16-10 Michigan win.  Jeff and Grant went crazy with joy while Chet, Frenchie, and Mooch cursed loudly.  What a finish!
“You jinxed the MSU Spartans, Frenchie,” Mooch exclaimed.  "Going around here telling anyone who would listen MSU would win by over 10 points.  Next time keep your predictions to yourself.”
“I jinxed em?  No, you jinxed em, you dipshit.  I told you never to have a shot of whiskey on a touchdown during the game.  Momentum can change quickly, and you celebrated as if the game already ended.  This loss is on you, dumbass.  Admit it.”
This prompted another round of drinks, and the Michigan and Michigan State fans all joined in. The Koehlers celebrated with a shot while the others were commiserating with draft beer.  Just as more drinks were being poured, Eddie entered the cabin with a guy that nobody in camp had ever seen before.  “Eddie, my man,” Mooch uttered, “it’s about time you got here.  You just missed the football game.  Frenchie jinxed the Spartans and caused them to lose.  Why are you so late?”  
“I had some last-minute stuff to take care of, and we stopped at the bar.  I’m here now, so let’s get this party started.” 
“Yeah, man, let's burn it down, baby!” Chet yelled.“I think the party’s already started,” said Frenchie, “but now that you’re here, we can take it to another level.”  
Eddie turned to the guys and introduced his friend.  “Guys, this is a friend of mine, Jim Turkovich.  I know we have an extra bunk this year, and I invited Jim to join us.”  The guys all came over, introduced themselves, and shook Jim’s hand.  Elk remained seated until Jim came over and greeted her.  
“Jim Turkovich, ma’am,” he said with an extended hand.  "Everybody calls me Turk.”  
“Well, Turk, there’s no ma'am here, but you can call me Elk.”  The greeting from Elk definitely wasn’t as warm as the others, but Turk ignored it and said, “It’s nice to meet you, Elk.”
When Turk went into the back of the cabin to stow his gear, Elk turned to Jeff and asked, “Where the hell did Eddie find this guy?  He looks kinda seedy with that mustache you typically see only in adult movies.   I think I’ll call him Pornstache!”
Jeff couldn’t stop laughing when he heard Elk’s new nickname.  Grant helped Eddie and Turk bring in their gear and pulled Eddie aside to ask about Turk. “I haven’t seen you with this guy before, nor seen him around town.  Where did you meet him?”  
“Oh, he’s a fairly new friend that lives in the Upper Peninsula near Bangate City,'' Eddie replied.  “He wanted to come deer hunting, so I decided to be a good guy and invite him to camp.”  
“Ok,'' said Grant, “I’m sure you explained the no-baiting and eight-point buck rules.”  
“For sure,'' replied Eddie. 
“Great, then this should work out fine.” Grant then returned to the truck to grab one more load of gear.
It wasn’t long before a Texas Hold ’em poker game started.  The guys were playing with a maximum bet limit of $15.  Eddie tried to raise the ante to $25, but most of the guys weren’t interested in higher stakes.  “Come on, you wimps,” Eddie said.  “Let’s make it fun and give guys a real chance to make some money.” 
Turk was the only guy supporting Eddie’s request to raise the stakes, so they quickly dismissed his motion by majority rule.  “We’re not all rich like you crypto guys,'' said Frenchie, and he insisted the bets remain at $15.  “Eddie, if you really want to up the stakes, I’ll tell ya what I’ll do.  Let’s play for each other’s truck. My truck against yours.  The winner takes all!  Are you in?”
“Not on your life Frenchie.  My truck is worth $70k.  Your truck is a piece of crap.  You‘d have to pay me to drive that junker.  Dream on, Frenchie.”
The spirited poker game lasted for about an hour when Mooch accidentally dropped his cards between his chair and Chet’s.  A loud “BRAAAP” sound was unleashed as he bent down to retrieve his cards.  Chet couldn’t hide the grin on his face when Mooch realized he had just been farted on. 
Mooch gagged, recoiling from the foul odor, and smashed his head on the tabletop as he sat up. “What crawled up in your ass and died, Chet?” he asked, scowling.
“Buck Snort,” Chet quickly said.  “Serves you right, Mooch.  This is my revenge for you messing around on the property and screwing up my hunting tomorrow.  Now we’re almost even.  Burn it Down, Baby.”
As the game progressed, Grant got hot and emerged as the biggest winner of the night.  The key moment arrived when he went all in on the last hand with a flush draw, and Eddie called with only a pair of 10s.  Grant hit his flush on the river and easily beat Eddie’s pair.  That allowed him to take down the biggest pot of the night before the game broke up.  
Grant said, “It’s time to collect money from all you bums for the annual buck pool.  As per our tradition, the winner will be the person who shoots the biggest buck during the first week of the season.  The biggest buck will be determined by combining the number of points plus the outside spread of the antlers.  Is everyone comfortable pitching in $20 per man for the pool?” 
Elk corrected Grant by saying, “Last time I looked, I wasn’t a man, Grant, but you’re going to have to take my word on that.  You really mean $20 per hunter, not per man.”
“Oh, you’re right, Elk.  Forgive my chauvinistic tongue.  Is everyone in for $20 per hunter?” 
Eddie suggested $50 per hunter because he had confidence he would win the money.  Again, Eddie’s suggestion got outvoted.
When Turk approached him, Grant stood outside, getting some gear out of his car.  “Thanks Grant for you and your brothers allowing me to hunt with you this year.”
“No problem Turk.  If Eddie is your friend, you’re definitely welcome here.”
“This is really a beautiful camp you guys have.  How does the ownership thing work?  Do all three of you brothers own a third?”
“Our father left it to all of us as tenants in common.”  
“I’m curious. What’s a place like this worth in today’s market?” Turk inquired.
Grant’s internal radar turned on when Turk’s questions turned personal.  He had no intention of discussing this subject with a total stranger. “Hey Turk, let’s talk about deer hunting and leave the ownership stuff for another time.  Is that ok with you, or do you have some reason to want to know more?”
“No, that’s fine.  I was just making conversation and admiring your camp. Let’s head inside, and I’ll pour you another beer.”
***It’s a tradition in Northern Michigan that November 14th is a day people take road trips to visit neighboring camps.  It’s the one time each year that almost everyone is around, even those living out of the area.   That means it’s a perfect time to renew friendships, tell jokes, and revisit stories.  Last year the Roads End crew made a long road trip that stopped at five camps.  This year they decided to stay at their camp and see who came by for a visit.  When the first visitors arrived, the Roads End crew had just finished a fabulous “Elk” dinner featuring venison steaks simmered in onions and mushrooms.  The visitors hailed from the Black Hole club, whose camp sat about five miles west of Roads End. 
Four members of the Black Hole group burst through the door, greeting the guys enthusiastically.  Within minutes, a bottle emerged from a visitor’s coat, and they passed around shots of Jim Beam.  They talked about the Michigan/MSU football game and drooled at the bucks Jeff captured in the picture poster.  Chet felt no pain by the time the Black Hole gang arrived.  He teased the members there were no deer on their land this year because the Roads End guys lured them all to their property.  They decided to place a camp vs. camp wager on the biggest buck.  The loser had to buy a keg of beer for the winning camp for next season.  The Black Hole guys stayed about one hour and had just left when an old red pickup pulled up next to Elk’s truck.
An older man in his 70s slowly emerged from the rusted-out truck.  His wrinkled face and hands told the story of a life lived hard.  He wore coveralls, a blue flannel shirt, a John Deere cap, and leather boots that must have been new 15 years ago.  Although his clothes were a bit dirty and his fingers looked like leather, he had a grin on his face that contradicted the rest of his appearance.
Jeff spoke up first and warmly greeted him.  “Cyrus Campbell, I knew we could count on you to make your annual visit.  It’s great to see ya. I hope your son Vince and wife Martha are doing well.  You look great!”  
“Well, Jeff, I’m still above ground, so I have nothing to complain about.   Eddie, Mooch, Chet, Grant, Frenchie, Elk. It’s nice to be here again on the night before opening day.  I think one of you will bag that huge buck this year.  Make sure you send me a picture of it when you do.” 
“Will do Cyrus, so you can count on seeing that big guy right next to me in that picture since I am the guy who will do it,” bragged Chet.”  
“Well, I truly hope you do, Chet.  Hasn’t it been over four years since you got a buck?”  
“Maybe it has been that long, Cyrus, but I let the little ones walk while these other guys shoot em.”
“You let them walk Chet because you sleep in the blind all day,” Elk piped in.        With that, the whole camp broke out in laughter,  but Jeff noticed that Chet wasn’t smiling.
Cyrus chatted and joked with the guys in camp, except for Grant, who remained in the back gathering his clothes for the upcoming hunt.  When Cyrus approached Turk, he extended his hand and said, “Cyrus Campbell, I don’t think we’ve met.”  
“Call me Turk.”  I’m a friend of Eddie’s, and I think he invited me because he needed someone to show him how to shoot a big buck,” he said with a grin.  
“Well, I think Eddie does need some pointers, so hopefully, you can teach him the ropes.”  
Eddie chimed in, “As the best hunter in this camp, I plan to hold an instructional deer seminar for these guys as soon as I win the buck pool this year.  I feel it’s selfish for me to have so much knowledge about deer and deer hunting and not share it with other less-skilled hunters.”  Smiles and laughter filled the camp on the best day of the year.
Cyrus settled on the couch near the front door, drinking his one-beer limit.   Abruptly, Eddie stood up and said, “Cyrus, What’s this I hear about you going on a cruise?  I’ve known you most of my life, and you seldom leave the county.  Tell us what this Caribbean cruise is all about.”  
Cyrus said, “Yup, I am going on a cruise.  We’re leaving tomorrow for Ft Lauderdale before joining a 4-day Caribbean cruise.  You’re right. It may be out of character, but it just proves you can teach an old dog new tricks.”  With those words, Eddie retreated to the bar, pulled out a small gift-wrapped box, and handed it to Cyrus. “Cy, this is from the guys at Roads End.  We heard about the cruise and wanted to give you something I’m sure you’ll need.”
“Oh my,” said Cyrus, “I can only imagine what this might be.”  
“Unwrap it, Cy,” yelled Frenchie.  
Cyrus tore the green wrapping paper and pulled out a smaller box from inside.  Inside that box sat an even smaller box wrapped in the same green paper.  Cy’s eyes lit up, and a big smile filled his face when he opened the second box and extracted a skimpy, XXL-sized, lime-green Speedo bathing suit.  He held it up, and the entire camp broke out in uncontrollable laughter.  “We wanted to ensure you fit right in on that cruise Cyrus. We felt you needed a sexy bathing suit to show off for all the ladies.  Wear it with pride, and send us pictures to post here at the camp.”  
Cyrus laughed so hard it took several minutes before he sarcastically replied.  “Thanks so much.  You have no idea how much this means to me. I’ll definitely wear it on the cruise.   I just hope I can keep all the ladies off me so my wife Martha doesn’t throw me over the side.” Cyrus then folded up the speedo and put it in his right shirt pocket with the lime green color exposed like an accent handkerchief in a suit coat pocket.
“Now, seriously, Cyrus, what prompted you to take a cruise vacation after all these years?” Jeff inquired.  
Cyrus’s face turned serious, and he cleared his throat before answering.   “I’ve farmed my land for over 50 years.  There were boom times and lean times.  I watched my kids grow up, turn up their noses at farming, and move away from here.  Through it all, Martha has been at my side, holding my hand, laughing with me, crying with me, and never saying quit.  This cruise is her dream, and dammit, I owe her at least that much.”
The room remained quiet for a moment until Mooch blew out a breath and broke the silence.  “Damn, Cyrus, that’s more words than I’ve heard you string together in all the years I’ve known you.”  Then he turned to Chet and whispered, “Is Cy tearing up?”  
Cyrus rose shakily and said, “Alright, guys, I gotta take a leak and then head home to pack.”  With those words, he trudged past the bunks toward the bathroom in the back of the cabin.  When he returned, he wished everyone luck during the upcoming deer season.  Fortunately, Jeff’s camera had captured this entire emotional sequence.  He felt fortunate to have memorialized such a funny and moving moment with his friend Cyrus.
After Cyrus left, Turk asked Chet how they knew that poor old farmer.  Chet replied, “Turk, Cyrus may be old, but he definitely ain’t poor.  He has two of the top-producing oil wells in the entire county on his property.  He’s been pumping black gold out of that farm for nearly ten years now.”  
“You mean that old guy is rich?”  
“You bet, “said Chet.  “I know he dresses like a peasant, but he’s extremely well off.”  
“Yeah,” Mooch interjected, “Cyrus is our version of Jed Clampett from the  Beverly Hillbillies.  You would never know it because he still lives like a guy without a pot to piss in.”  
“Where’s his farm?” Turk asked.  
“Right on our eastern boundary,” said Chet.  
Turk turned to Jeff and Grant and said, “It seems like your property just missed out on the oil bonanza then.”  
Grant replied, “Yeah, they did drill a well once on our property, but nothing came of it.  We just aren’t lucky, I guess.”
Turk still had a few more questions he wanted to ask about this oil thing but got interrupted when another group came to visit.  They were from the “Whiskey in the Well” camp, and five of their members burst into the cabin.  “Greetings, Roads End guys.   It’s time for you to pay tribute to the best hunting camp in Northern Michigan.”  
“Here, let me pay tribute to you guys,” Elk volunteered, and she raised both her middle fingers in a tribute salute.  
Everyone laughed, and this prompted still another round of drinks.  The Whiskey in the Well camp housed a great group of guys, one of Grant’s favorite camps in the entire area.  The unique camp name came from an incident when the founder bought the property in 1963.  Old Man Hopkins and some friends watched their contractor as he dug their water well.  The hydraulic well point pounded deep into the ground while the men passed a bottle of Kessler whiskey to celebrate the historic event.  As one friend passed the bottle to the other, it slipped out of his hand and landed at the bottom of the hole, some 75 feet below.  They laughed about the incident at the time.  The next day Ole Man Hopkins decided fate had come up with a name for the camp.  He named it the “Whiskey in the Well Hunt Club,” commemorating the mishap.  The camp had the most unique and memorable name in the entire county.
By now, it had gotten late, and hunters were starting to get ready for bed.  The night before the season is the only evening that almost everyone goes to bed at a reasonable time.  The “Whiskey'' crew said their goodbyes and left, honking their horns as they exited.  Within a few minutes, most of the Road’s End crew also hit the sack to get up by 5:30 the next morning.  
Grant and Jeff were the last two guys awake as the fire burned down. They sat side by side, watching the final embers dissipate.  They had one last beer and talked about how lucky they were to enjoy this fun evening.  Grant turned to his brother and said, “Jeff, there are a few things we need to discuss regarding the camp.  We also have some things to discuss about our brother Eddie.  We should do it soon, but now is not the time or place for the conversation.” 
“For sure,” Jeff replied.  “I have some things to share with you too.  One topic is Chet,” he whispered.   
“Agreed,” Grant said.  “Let’s enjoy the hunting season, and after it’s over, come to my office, and we’ll talk.”




Chapter fifteen

The next morning, the hunters began to stir around 5:30 am getting ready for the hunt.  Elk had risen before anyone else and had French toast and bacon cooking in the kitchen.  The coffee pot was brewing, and everyone grabbed their first cup and filled their thermoses.  A small fire glowed in the fireplace, and the hunters were upbeat and eager to get to their blinds before daylight. 
All of the hunters had predetermined spots to hunt.  Elk hunted over a two-acre rye field not far from the cabin. She claimed this spot when she first joined because it allowed her to get back quickly and get meals started.  Turk had been assigned to an extra blind that overlooked a three-acre field planted in clover.   Eddie planned to take Turk with him in the morning and drop him off before proceeding to his blind about 600 yards away.  Jeff had a blind in the middle of the property that sat on a small ridge that extended into the swamp.  Over the years, Jeff harvested lots of great bucks from this area.  Frenchie’s blind sat right in the thickest part of the cedar swamp.  Frenchie found that spot years ago while rabbit hunting and had not hunted elsewhere since he discovered it.  Grant’s blind sat the farthest distance from the camp.  The 6x6 blind featured a metal roof and slider windows.  Most considered it the fanciest blind on the property.  Grant loved the spot overlooking a two-acre field mainly because it sat in one of the most isolated spots on the property.  Mooch and Chet had their blinds within 300 yards of each other near the middle of the property.  Although they were close together as the crow flies, they were separated by a large hill with extremely thick aspen stands surrounding each blind.
Friendly banter ensued as the hunters grabbed their gear and headed to their deer blinds.  “Listen for a shot around 7:10 this morning,'' Eddie said to the group.  “That will be me winning the buck pool with a ten-point trophy.  I’ll mount it and have it on the wall at camp for all of you to admire for years to come.”  
Frenchie could not resist that statement and replied, “Why is it no surprise to me that Eddie wants to mount his buck? I always suspected he did terrible things to those deer when he hunted alone in the woods.”  With that, the whole camp erupted in laughter at Eddie’s expense.  
Eddie finally replied, “Write it down, boys.  My ten-pointer will be harvested at 7:10 this morning.  Have those crisp bills ready for me.” 
Grant was the first to leave camp.  Driving would save time because he was starting a bit late.  Grant’s blind was the furthest from camp, and he still had a 15-minute walk from the highway after he parked.
Elk called out to the entire camp as they left for the hunt, “There’ll be a pot of chili on the stove for anyone who returns for lunch.  Dinner tonight is a bear roast.  Good luck to everyone, especially me.”  With that information, the hunters all left camp, stepping out into the cold, snowy morning with visions of success churning in their heads.
Jeff arrived at his blind around 6:40, about a half hour before the first shooting light.  He turned on his heater, cracked his windows, and poured a cup of hot coffee from his thermos.  He then sat quietly in total darkness as he watched the first rays of light appear on the horizon.  
The day went slowly because Jeff had only seen six deer by 4:00 pm.  The biggest deer was a nice 6-point buck that walked past a shooting lane around 10:00 am.  There were only three shots all day that he thought might have been from the Trail’s End crew.  They may have come from Eddie or Frenchie, but he couldn’t be sure.
Eddie experienced a slow morning, too, and didn’t fulfill his prediction of a 10-point buck by 7:10 am.  He had not even seen a single deer all morning.  Around noon Eddie sipped some Jack Daniels whiskey to pass the time.  He dozed off for a while and had no idea how long he’d slept.  
Chet remained in a terribly pissy mood as he walked to his blind in direct contrast to all the other hunters in camp.  This would likely be his last hunting season at Roads End, and he silently cursed as he approached his blind. Chet had just about enough of the Koehler boys, except for Eddie, the only decent one of the bunch.  Maybe he could tolerate the new rules they imposed, but he couldn’t get over what Grant and the school board did to him.  Chet would never forgive Grant for that.  
Chet taught shop class at Granite Cove High.  His job was scheduled for elimination due to budget cuts the following year.  The school offered a janitorial job, but that crappy position paid less than half his tenured teacher earnings.  A guy has to plan for the future, and Chet had developed a plan for a career change once his teaching job disappeared.  He used school funds to purchase a cargo van from Whitey Kominsky.   He planned to have his auto shop students repair the van and use it for his future business.  Chet didn’t see anything wrong with using his students to repair a van he planned to use. 
Like any good businessman, Chet saw a need in the community and devised a plan to meet it.  Granite City attracted lots of elderly people and retirees.  Due to abundant available land and cheap labor, two senior assisted living facilities and a large nursing home were built in the area.  Many of those people didn’t, or couldn’t drive, and were cut off from friends and families that lived a long distance away.  Chet saw a business opportunity transporting people from outlying cities to visit the elderly in Granite Cove.  Many people were unwilling to drive that far or lacked transportation.  They still harbored a strong desire to remain in contact with their loved ones.  Chet decided to start a transportation business.  The pay would be better than his salary as a shop teacher, and he envisioned his business evolving into something like “Uber for the Elderly.”  In fact, he decided to register his new LLC in that name using the initials UFTE.
Unfortunately, students talked, and some parents got wind of his plan.  The parents complained to the school board.  The board, including Grant, agreed to launch an outside investigation into Chet’s shop class.  This put his entire plan at risk.  He particularly hated Grant for his support of the inquiry.  A guy can’t expect even a bit of support from a hunting buddy.  Typical Koehler!  Chet felt really pissed!
By 5:30 pm, the forest had darkened when Jeff began the walk back to the cabin. When he arrived, Elk stood in front of the oven preparing dinner.  She said she’d briefly seen a nice buck around 5:15 pm, but it would not come out from behind a pine tree for a decent shot.  It disappeared into the thick woods, and Elk remained confident the deer would return the next day.  
Soon the other hunters began to file into the cabin as they returned from the hunt.  “See anything?” Chet asked as he stormed into the cabin.  “I saw twelve deer today but no bucks.  I also saw a coyote and a small bear.  Many animals were moving by my blind, but the big bucks were laying low.”
“Maybe tomorrow will be your lucky day, Chet,” said Jeff.
“I hope you’re right.  I definitely need some good luck the way things have been going in my life.” 
Mooch and Frenchie were the next to return to camp.  Frenchie drove up on his UTV because he hurt his ankle a week earlier and couldn’t walk to his blind.  “I saw a monster buck this morning.”  He came right out in front of my blind about 120 yards away. He wouldn’t turn and give me a shot.  I had the scope on him for five minutes but never could get a bead on him.”  
The guys undressed and settled in front of the fire while Elk and Frenchie prepared the evening meal.  Frenchie had come in from hunting at around 2 pm for a late lunch before returning to the woods for the evening hunt.  Elk already had set up in the cabin, preparing for the evening meal.  She planned to cook a bear roast, something new for most of the guys.  A friend from Elk’s days at the restaurant gave her the bear meat from a hunt in Manitoba, Canada.  Elk put Frenchie to work peeling potatoes, skinning carrots, and cutting up onions for the roast.  
When the guys returned from the evening hunt, Elk told them dinner would be later that night.  They had no issues with that and were anxious to try roast bear.  Elk turned to Frenchie and said, “Frenchie, I’m going to take the roast out of the oven.  I want you to throw out all the potatoes, carrots, and onions and cut up a brand-new batch of each.  
Frenchie looked at her quizzically and said, “Why don’t we want to use the ones I already cut up in the roaster?”  
Elk looked him right in the eye and said, “Frenchie, I’ll make you a deal.  You don’t tell me how to cook, and I won’t tell you how to be lazy.”  The whole camp enjoyed that quip.  Elk then said, “Frenchie, get a move on so the roast gets back in the oven, and we can eat sometime this year.”
“Seriously, Elk, not telling you how to cook, but why throw out all the potatoes, carrots, and onions?” Jeff cautiously asked.
“Bear meat is extremely fatty.  It’s similar to duck in a lot of ways.  That’s why you probably saw me pricking small holes in it before putting it in the oven.  First, you put the potatoes, carrots, and onions in to soak up most of the fat.  Then you throw them away and put a new batch in with the roast.  The result will be a tasty roast without excess grease and bear tallow that would make it taste gamey.  Now unless anyone else in this camp wants me to stop dinner for another cooking lesson, go back to your beer drinking and let me take care of dinner.”
Beer from the keg flowed, and Chet pulled out some venison sausage to share with the guys for an appetizer.  The guys told stories about their hunt and laughed at jokes when Jeff asked, “Hey, where are Grant, Eddie, and Turk?”  Everyone stopped talking when they realized they were missing three guys. In all the festivities, nobody had mentioned that it now approached 7:00 pm, and none of them were back yet.
“Maybe they shot a buck and are tracking it or dressing it out,” Chet suggested.
“I didn’t hear any shots that sounded like they came from their areas,” replied Jeff.  
“Chet, your blind is closest to Grant.  You didn’t hear him shoot, did you?” Jeff asked.
“Nope, I heard shots around 5 pm, but they must have been hunters from neighboring properties.  Maybe Turk is with Eddie.  At least, I hope so.”
Just as the guys were getting ready to split up and find the lost hunters, Grant burst into the camp with a case of beer under his arm.  
“Who needs a Dirty Blonde beer?'' he asked the group.  “The store in Manson carries almost any brand you can name.”
“Glad you’re back,'' Frenchie said.  “We were starting to wonder if we needed to send out a search party for you.”
“Nah, I just figured we could use some different beer tonight, so I stopped at the store before returning.  Hey, Where’s Turk and Eddie?”
Jeff and Chet decided to go out and try to find them.  Before they could even get out the door, they heard the hum of a vehicle. Eddie pulled in on his UTV with a mature 8-point buck in the back.  “Get that buck pool money ready, boys, cause I don’t think anyone will beat this swamp donkey.”  Everyone in camp rushed out to see the buck.  Eddie proudly told the story about how he harvested it. He also became concerned when they told him Turk hadn’t returned from the woods.  Eddie and Chet jumped on the UTV and went to look for him.  About a half hour later, they returned with Turk in tow.  He had indeed gotten lost but managed to find his way back to his blind.  Turk waited there for the “posse” to come and rescue him.  The guys teased Turk about getting lost, and Frenchie offered to give him a bag of breadcrumbs to mark his way back the next day.   
Turk said, “These woods sure look different at night.  I got turned around in the dark within five minutes of leaving the blind.  Anyway, sitting in that deer blind waiting for the posse gave me time to finish my pint of Captain Morgan.”
Now that everyone had returned, Elk announced, “Dinner is on the table. If anyone has any complaints or issues about the food, please write down your concern on a sheet of paper and file it in that big can in the corner labeled “Trash.”  




Chapter sixteen

The second morning of deer season broke as a cold front moved into the area.  The temperature dropped 20 degrees, and the wind picked up to 18 mph.  “Better put on your extra pair of long johns,” Eddie announced when he went outside in the dark to pee.  “It’s a cold one this morning…so cold I almost froze my pecker.”   
“I guess I better shoot the big buck early this morning so I don’t have to stay out in the cold too long,”  Mooch replied.
“Cold fronts are great to get the deer moving.  I think this will be a good day to hunt,” Jeff offered.  “I expect at least a couple more deer on the buck pole by tonight.”
“Breakfast is ready,” Elk called.  “Come and get it. I’ve got scrambled eggs, sausage, and toast for anyone who wants it.”  The scurry of men grabbing plates and rushing to the table confirmed that quite a few wanted it.  The second morning didn’t have the frantic activity of the opening day.  By now, the guys had their routines down. Most of their supplies and weapons were already in their blinds.  Even Turk indicated he didn't need Eddie to escort him to his spot because he knew how to get there on his own. 
Grant left the cabin about ten minutes before anyone else.  “I’m outta here, guys,” he remarked. “Leaving now, so I can walk to the blind.  Good Luck to everyone.  I hope one of ya gets a nice one so my brother doesn’t win that buck pool again this year.”  
The rest of the guys followed after Grant left.  Even Frenchie walked to his blind because his foot finally felt better.  Elk left camp a few minutes later than the others.  Once in her blind, she popped in her earbuds and listened to the local radio station to pass the time.
Mooch saw fewer deer the second day despite hearing more shots in the woods.  He suspected one of the shots came from Elk.  He couldn’t figure out how she got so lucky.   As lunchtime approached, Mooch decided to visit Chet’s blind.  Mooch didn’t bring lunch because he left in a hurry and knew he could always bum some food from Chet.  He knew Chet would probably tease him about being true to his nickname, Mooch, but his hunger pains outweighed his concern about being teased.  He grabbed his gun, closed up his blind, and started the short walk to Chet’s.
About ten minutes later, Mooch came upon Chet’s blind and softly spoke to announce his arrival. “Hey Chet, don’t shoot me.  I’m coming up behind your blind.”  When he received no answer, he repeated his greeting.  He cautiously opened the door and realized that Chet had left the blind.  That surprised Mooch since Chet usually prided himself on hunting the entire day.  Perhaps he got cold and went back to camp for chili.  Since Mooch had no idea where Chet went, he decided it would be ok to help himself to one of the ham sandwiches Chet packed in his lunch.  Chet had two sandwiches, four candy bars, an apple, and some beef jerky in his lunchbox.  Mooch figured “borrowing” a sandwich, a candy bar, and a bit of jerky would be ok.  It still left plenty for Chet when he returned.  Besides, if Chet walked back to camp for lunch, he wouldn’t need the food anyway. 
Mooch sat back, enjoying his lunch, waiting for Chet to return.  After a half hour,  with no sign of him, he prepared to walk back to his blind.  Then he saw movement in the trees, and a buck emerged.  He threw up his binoculars and saw a five-point buck.  Clearly not big enough to shoot.  Mooch thought it might be for the best because he could just imagine how Chet would react if he shot a big buck out of his blind.  There would be plenty of time in the evening to tease Chet about failing to hunt the entire day.
Elk returned to the camp before noon on the second day with an 8-point buck similar in size to Eddie’s.  Her hunt had played out almost exactly as she predicted.  The buck she saw the previous day had returned to nearly the same spot around 9:00 am.  It was a relatively easy shot for Elk, resulting in a clean kill of the buck.  She expertly field dressed the deer and managed, with great effort, to load it in the UTV and haul it back to camp.  She hung it up on the buck pole herself, expertly using the winch to aid her efforts.  
Elk was in a great mood for a couple of reasons.  First, she might win the buck pool because her deer looked bigger than Eddie’s.  They would have to measure and likely argue it out to determine the winner.  Second, the venison would be a great donation to the local food bank, one of the numerous causes she regularly supported.  Underneath her crusty exterior, Elk had a heart of gold.  She volunteered to help out at the hospice and also participated in driving for the “Meals on Wheels” program.  Elk also donated to many worthy causes in the community, especially if they related to kids.  She always remembered growing up with her mom in the restaurant when they could barely make ends meet.  She also remembered Max Koehler’s help multiple times when things were tough.  
This past spring, Elk started a kids’ field day at Roads End for foster children ages 8-12.  She invited ten kids to stay overnight at the camp.  They hiked, fished, told stories, and roasted hotdogs over the open fire.  Elk planned to make this an annual event once Grant approved the endeavor.  Grant even offered to pay the expenses for the event, but Elk would not hear of it.  This was her program, and she wanted to help out the children herself.  Elk carefully guarded this aspect of her life and embraced the rough-talking exterior that most people saw.  All the guys at Roads End had seen this side of Elk, but she carefully hid it from most people.  Mooch remembered when he and his wife got COVID at the same time and were bedridden.  Elk did shopping for them the whole time and would not accept anything in payment.   Frenchie once had a blood clot in his leg that hospitalized him a couple of years ago.  Elk visited him daily in the hospital and even snuck in her legendary chocolate chip cookies to make his stay more bearable.  For these reasons, the guys at Roads End happily endured the insults and sarcasm from Elk.  They knew her as a person who would do anything for you if she considered you a friend.
One by one, the men returned to camp and stopped by the buck pole to admire Elk’s deer.  Per the tradition, they all gathered in front of the fire with a glass of draft beer, telling stories of bucks seen but not harvested.  Elk stood in her usual position in the kitchen, getting dinner ready.  Deep-fried walleye with broasted potatoes and a garden salad were featured on the menu.  She knew enough to bring extra fish to feed the hungry hunters after a day in the woods.
“Hey, Chet, where the hell were you when I came to visit you for lunch?” Mooch inquired. 
“Oh, I decided to take a walk and stretch my legs over by the Orchard.”
“We always meet on the second day of rifle season for lunch.  I guess you just forgot about your buddy.”
“Sorry, Mooch, I guess I did forget.  I saw by my missing food you made yourself at home anyway.  Let’s make it tomorrow for lunch, and I’ll be there for sure.”
About 45 minutes after dark, Jeff again brought up the fact that all the guys were not back again.  “Anybody see or hear from Grant or Turk?”
I heard many shots today.  One may have been Grant,” replied Eddie.  “I’ll bet Turk got lost again, and we can probably go pick him up at his blind.  Let’s wait a few more minutes, and if they don’t show up, we’ll send out the posse again and collect em.”
Only a few minutes later, Chet returned from his bunk. “Guys, I think I figured out why Turk ain’t here.  His bunk is empty, and all his gear is gone.  He left this envelope addressed to the Roads End Camp on his bunk.”
“Open it up,” said Jeff.  “Let’s see what it says.”   
“Dear Roads End guys and Elk.  Thanks for the hospitality.  Sorry, I got lost and made you rescue me.  A business issue arose that required me to leave camp this afternoon.  I appreciate everything you guys did and wish you all good luck in your hunt.” 
“Wow, you would at least have thought he would have mentioned this to someone.  Eddie, did you know anything about it?”  Jeff asked.
“I had no idea.  At least we now know what happened.  I was about to return to Turk’s blind to search for him.”  
“I found “Pornstache” to be an odd duck,” said Elk.  He seemed kinda nosy and always seemed to be pumping Jeff and Grant for information about the camp.  No offense Eddie.  I know he’s your friend, but I thought he acted like a real “Tool.”
“None taken, Elk.  I know what you mean.”
“We can talk about this later,” said Jeff.  “Who wants to go with me to Grant’s blind to see if he needs help with a deer?”
“Let’s go Burn it Down, Baby,” Chet exclaimed.
“Road trip, road trip,” said Frenchie.  “I’m gonna grab that case of “brewskis” and go and pay good ole Grant a visit.”  Everyone piled into two vehicles and headed out to find Grant.  





Chapter seventeen

All the hunters climbed into the trucks and started down the dirt road to the highway.  They planned to drive to the SW corner of the property, along the road, and walk to Grant’s blind.   They parked just off the road and piled out of the pickups with flashlights and backpacks in tow.  Jeff led the way as they moved noisily through the thick birch and maple foliage that separated Grant’s field from the highway.  “Oh, Shit,” Frenchie exclaimed as he tripped on a down tree and fell flat on his face. 
“Get your ass up, Frenchie.  This is no time to take a nap,” Mooch teased.
“Bite me, Mooch,” Frenchie said as he picked himself up and dusted the snow off his coveralls.  The group continued their progress toward the field where Grant hunted.  Jeff called out when they reached the field, “Grant, are you around?”
“Wake up, Grant.  Your buddies are here to bring good tidings and a beer,” Frenchie shouted.
Eddie joined in with a laugh,  “You better not have a buck bigger than mine around here somewhere.  I need that cash badly.”  When none of their calls prompted an answer, they wondered where Grant had gone.  They first checked the deer blind when they got to the field and found most of Grant’s gear still inside.  His rifle was missing, but the heater remained running, and his thermos and snacks were sitting on a shelf in the blind.  They called a few more times with no answer.  Eddie said, “I’ll bet he shot one and is tracking it in the woods somewhere around here.”
Jeff replied.  “Did anyone hear a shot today that sounded like it came from Grant?”  
Chet’s blind sat the closest to Grant’s, and he spoke up. “I thought I heard a shot earlier in the afternoon from this area, but it could have been the Silver Lake Lodge hunters.”  Several other guys disagreed, and the group reached no consensus regarding a shot.  
“Let’s spread out and see if we can find him or his tracks,” Elk suggested.  “This falling snow has covered up most everything unless it happened in the last hour.”
“Sounds like a good plan.  Spread out and let’s find my brother,” Jeff said.
The hunters dispersed to cover the area thoroughly.  Someone called Grant’s name every few minutes, but no answer came.  Elk decided to explore a thicket off the far end of the field.  She walked about 25 yards, looked down, and saw a figure lying face down in the snow.  She screamed, summoning the others with her voice cracking, “Over Here! He’s Here! Come Quickly!”
None of the guys had ever heard Elk scream, and they all ran toward the sound of her cries.  Jeff arrived first as Elk crouched over Grant’s unmoving body. The partially frozen state of Grant’s body, and the fact they couldn’t detect a pulse, confirmed their worst fears that Grant was dead.  Jeff and Eddie were in shock as they looked down at their camp leader and brother lying face down in the snow.  They rolled the body over on its back and held Grant upright as the others looked on.  “How could this have happened?” Jeff cried out as the others tried to console him.  Eddie sobbed silently as the shock shook him to his core.
A few minutes later, still in shock, they started to survey the scene in front of them.  Grant’s rifle rested against a maple tree just a few feet from his body.  Only a single bullet had been fired from the rifle.  A few feet away lay the body of a 10-point buck.  It, too, had become partially frozen, like Grant, indicating that this tragedy happened hours earlier.  The ancient flask Grant always carried with him had been opened, and most of the alcohol inside had spilled into the snow. 
Jeff started formulating a theory of what might have transpired as they surveyed the scene.  “I think what may have happened is sometime this afternoon.   Grant shot this buck.  He exited the blind with his backpack and rifle to find the deer.  He came over this knoll and found the dead deer.  He must have placed his gun against the tree, pulled out his flask for his traditional shot on the buck, and suffered a heart attack or aneurysm.  He didn’t like to talk about it, but Grant was seeing a cardiologist due to his severe heart condition.”
“That makes sense, agreed Eddie, but Grant never mentioned the heart condition to me.  How long have you known about it?”
“I’ve known he had it for a while, but he only recently learned the extent of the problem.  He had additional tests scheduled later this year following deer season.”
“We need to call 911,'' Mooch stated.  I’ve got three bars on my phone, so I’ll do it.”  Mooch walked away from the group to make the call.  The dispatcher transferred the call to the county sheriff’s office, which had jurisdiction.  They indicated they would send out an officer and EMS immediately.  The dispatcher also warned Mooch to ensure nobody moved the body or disturbed the scene.  Mooch returned to the group and relayed the message as they all waited for the sheriff to arrive.
Reed Stassin was the deputy sheriff on duty when the call came in.  He immediately re-routed his patrol car and sped toward the scene.  Sheriff Johnson was on a Florida vacation, so Reed took the call himself.  He knew about the Roads End hunting camp and had met Grant casually through his role as CEO at Koehler Iron Works.  Stassin parked next to the trucks on the highway and waited for EMS to arrive a few minutes later.  He called Mooch to get a bearing on where the hunters were.  Mooch walked out and met them at the road to lead them to the body.
The dispatcher had relayed the conversation with Mooch and the fact Grant appeared to be a heart attack victim.  This wasn’t the type of call most deputies looked forward to.  However, things had been slow around the county, and Reed welcomed a new case to break up the monotony of vandals and drunks.  
Reed greeted the group and immediately went to the body with the EMS technician for examination.  He had actually not seen many dead bodies during his career as a sheriff’s deputy.  The tech confirmed Grant’s death and then felt for broken bones or apparent wounds.  Jeff shared his theory of what he felt had happened, and Reed agreed that seemed reasonable.   Heart attacks are the number one cause of hunter deaths in the woods.  Grant’s history of heart problems made a heart attack the most likely cause.  Chet got the camp’s UTV and brought it to the scene to shuttle Grant’s body out of the woods.  The EMT produced a body bag and loaded Grant’s body into the back for transport to the ambulance.  Stassin asked everyone in camp to stick around for at least a few days in case he had questions.  The Trails End crew returned to their trucks for the gloomy ride back to camp while Jeff’s body was transported to the morgue.
When they arrived back at the cabin, Jeff emerged from the truck and walked toward an area that offered decent cell phone reception.  He dreaded what had to happen next as he began dialing the number of Grant’s wife, Sarah.  Jeff said he would make the call when the deputy asked about notifying the next of kin.  Stassin indicated someone would follow up with Grant’s wife in the morning.  Sarah answered on the second ring with anxiety in her voice. 
“Hello, Jeff, I hope this is a social call, but I can’t believe you would call unless something is wrong.  Has anything happened at camp?” 
“I don’t know how to say this, Sarah, so I will just come out with it.  Grant is dead!”
The shock of the news took her breath away.   Sarah started crying uncontrollably and finally gathered herself enough to choke out, “What happened?” 
“He must have had a heart attack, Sarah.  We found him outside of his blind when he didn’t return to camp this evening.”  Jeff then filled Sarah in with the remaining details and told her she would definitely hear from the authorities the next day.  They talked for quite a while about Grant and his love for her and their daughter Julie.  Sarah fought back tears and opined that at least he died in his favorite place, doing something he loved.  Jeff finally ended the call with an offer to help her and the family in any way he could.  He also promised to call her tomorrow to check on her.
As expected, a dismal mood permeated the cabin. Elk served the walleye, but nobody had much of an appetite.  Everyone talked about Grant and how life can be taken away abruptly when your time comes.  Elk retreated to her bedroom, not doing well at all.  She worked for Grant briefly following his father’s death and had known him for many years.  After most of the guys went to bed, Jeff and Eddie sat in front of the fire.  They already felt a tremendous void in the camp from the loss of Grant.  A million questions went through their minds about the impact Grant’s death would bring.  For now, both brothers just focused on all the good qualities of Grant Koehler.  Worrying about the future implications for Roads End and themselves could wait for another day.
Although the entire camp was asked to stay around for a few days, nobody felt like hunting the next morning.  As always, Elk made a good breakfast featuring corn beef hash, pancakes, and bacon.  All the guys just sat around in front of the fire, drinking coffee and sharing favorite memories of their fallen friend.  After a couple of hours of commiserating, Eddie emerged from the back of the cabin where he had been going through Grant’s hunting gear.  He brought out the old leather-covered flask that his father passed on to Grant and announced that they needed to have a toast to Grant.  “I want everyone to stand up, and I’m gonna pour shots of Grant’s favorite drink, Johnny Walker Black.”  Eddie then pulled shot glasses out of the cupboard and filled them with scotch.  For himself, he poured a shot of JW Black into the old flask.  “I’m gonna drink my shot from the same flask my father and brother drank from after every buck they harvested,” he announced to the group.  After Eddie poured the shots, he asked everyone to raise their glass and drink a toast to Grant.
Eddie raised the leather flask while each hunter raised their glass in the air.  In unison, they all said, “To Grant Koehler.”  They downed their shots and pledged that Grant would never be forgotten.  Eddie placed the flask down and sat in Grant’s favorite chair nearest the TV.  He was talking to Jeff when suddenly he felt ill.  He exclaimed, “Guys, I don’t feel very good.  I feel like shit.” 
Almost immediately, he threw up on the floor by the chair before he could even reach the bathroom.  His stomach felt tied in knots, and his gut ached more than he’d ever experienced.  
“What’s going on, Eddie?” Jeff asked, but Eddie’s pain had become too acute to respond.  Jeff asked a second time when Eddie threw up violently again near the same spot on the floor.  
“Something’s really messed up.” Eddie finally muttered.  “The pain in my stomach is terrible.  I am also having trouble moving my right arm.”
“We need to get him to the doctor asap,” Mooch said.  The closest emergency room is Petoskey.”
“Screw that,”  Jeff said.  I’ll take him to Granite Cove; it’ll be quicker.”  Just before they loaded Eddie in the truck, they watched him throw up for the 3rd time.  Jeff got him into the vehicle and sped away toward Granite Cove.




Chapter eighteen

Eddie remained coherent and able to speak during the drive despite the pain in his stomach.  Nobody knew what the cause could be.  Jeff grabbed the flask to take to the doctor in case it might be helpful.  Eddie hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and his symptoms seemed much worse than ordinary food poisoning.  Jeff just prayed the doctor could figure this out and give Eddie something to relieve his severe pain. 
He helped Eddie out of the car and into the doctor’s office as soon as they arrived.  As they burst into the office, Jeff announced, “My brother is terribly sick and throwing up.  We need to see Dr. Waymont or Dr. Cunningham as soon as possible.”  
“Dr. Cunningham is in today.  Let me put you in a room and notify her.  She will be with you as soon as possible,” replied Nurse Valiant.
Eddie still felt sick but at least had not thrown up since they left camp.  He said the stomach pains were irregular but intense.  “I have no fucking idea what could have caused this,” Eddie stated.
“It happened right after you took that shot, but I’ve never heard of someone getting violently ill from Johnny Walker Black before.”  
Before Eddie could respond, they heard a knock on the door, and Dr. Cunningham entered.  She was all business this time and immediately asked what Eddie had eaten and drank.  Jeff also showed her the flask indicating it had been filled with scotch just before Eddie became ill.  
“Eddie, since we don’t yet know the cause, I’m going to treat your problem as a case of severe food poisoning.  The first thing we need to do is get you on an IV of electrolytes to ensure you don’t become dehydrated.  This happens a lot in these types of cases.  Then I’m prescribing a drug called Ondansetron, which stops nausea and vomiting.  Just to be safe, I’m also going to write you a prescription for Amoxicillin because, at this point, I can’t be sure if this problem is viral or bacterial.  We’ll want a urine and blood sample from you to send into the Petoskey lab along with the flask for analysis.  Do you have any questions?”
“No, Doc, I trust your judgment.  I have no idea what this is, so hopefully, whatever you recommend will make me feel human again.”
Nurse Valiant brought in the medications and made sure Eddie consumed them on the spot.  She then drew the blood and gave Eddie a cup for the urine sample.  She had him lie down and hooked up the IV to his arm.  Carrie told Eddie she wanted him to wait in the room for at least an hour for observation.  If there were no improvements, she would have to have him transported to Emergency in Petoskey.  Fortunately, the office had a courier heading to Petoskey that day to pick up some medications.  The courier gathered the specimens and flask and left immediately for the lab.
After 45 minutes, Nurse Valiant came in and removed the IV.  Eddie finally felt a lot better.  He no longer felt nauseous, and his stomach pain had gone from level 10 to level 4.  Carrie checked on him, monitored his vitals, and told him he could go home.  She left strict instructions to contact emergency immediately if his condition worsened.  Jeff and Eddie both thanked her profusely before leaving the room.  As they were getting ready to go, Carrie pulled Jeff aside and asked if he had a minute.  
“I just wanted you to know how sorry I am about your brother Grant.  Everyone in town has heard about it.  I know you two were really close, and his loss must be a tremendous blow to you.”
“Thanks.  We’re all just devastated by it.  You know, Grant seemed fine the whole time at our camp.  I knew he had heart issues, but he planned to take care of the problem after hunting season.  We’re all still just trying to process it.  I’m not doing a very good job of that right now.  It really scared me when Eddie became so sick this afternoon.  The last thing I need is to lose another brother this week.”
“If the lab finds anything, there may be a more effective treatment I can prescribe.  I’ll follow up with you and Eddie once I hear.  Again, my condolences to you.  I hope better times are ahead.”  





Chapter nineteen

Later in the evening, Eddie felt much better at home.  It seemed Dr. Cunningham’s treatments had helped tremendously.  He even ate some chicken soup Elk made and delivered specifically for him.  Jeff gathered his gear and left the camp with no desire to continue hunting.  Besides, he wanted to be close to Eddie in case his symptoms returned.  He had a lot of thinking to do and felt the need to get away from everyone at the camp. Jeff felt totally exhausted that evening at home and fell sound asleep by 9 pm. He slept through the night until 7 am the next morning. 
Carrie Cunningham had thought a lot about Jeff since the previous day in her office.  Despite her attempt to remain aloof and not get emotionally involved with anyone in Granite Cove, she couldn’t deny that she had developed feelings for Jeff.  She just didn’t know what type of feelings they were.  She definitely felt empathy for a guy who lost his wife in a rafting incident, then his dad, and now his brother with a heart attack.  On top of all that, he even got a scare from his remaining brother yesterday.  How could a person not feel sorry for the pain he must feel?  
On the other hand, she wasn’t sure if her feelings were something more.  She remained focused on her children and her career and had promised herself not to let anything get in the way of these priorities.  However, she found herself attracted to this tall wildlife photographer, whether she could admit it to herself or not.
Carrie finished with her third patient of the afternoon, a child that had contracted scarlet fever.  Her nurse entered and told her she had a call from the Petoskey lab.  She’d been waiting for the call and immediately grabbed the phone.  “Dr. Cunningham, this is Myra Ellsworth from the lab at McLaren in Petoskey.  I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”
“Not at all, Myra. I’ve been expecting a call.”
“Just to confirm, Dr. Cunningham, you’re the doctor that sent in the flask yesterday for testing.  Correct?”
“That’s right.  My patient came in with a possible severe case of food poisoning, and I need to know what may have caused it so that I can treat it properly.”
“Dr. Cunningham, we may have found something you need to know about.  I don’t want to say much more until I complete two additional tests.  I think it might be best to talk in person tomorrow morning.  By then, we will have the final results of our tests and can fill you in.  Would it be possible for you to meet me here at the lab around 10:00 am tomorrow?  Oh, and by the way, would it be possible for you to contact your patient to see if he can attend the meeting?  We may have a few related questions to ask him once the final test results are in.” 
“9:30 would work better for me, so I’d have ample time to return to the office for afternoon patients.  I can be out of the office in the morning but have patients scheduled from 1 pm on.  As far as bringing my patient, I’m sorry, but no. I spoke to him this morning, and while he is recovering nicely, a long car ride to Petoskey would be out of the question.  I could ask his brother, who was with him the whole time.”  
“Please do ask him.  He might be able to shed some light on the circumstances, which could be a great help.  9:30 works fine, too.  I look forward to meeting you in person, Dr. Cunningham.  I think you may find these results very interesting.”




Chapter twenty

When Jeff awoke, he felt fortunate he’d left camp the previous day.  He felt rested and clear-headed after getting some much-needed sleep.  Grant’s death left a hole in Jeff’s heart, that same empty ache he’d felt after Charlotte’s death.  He‘d been unable to perform even the simplest tasks or make decisions after Charlotte died.  That same weight of grief hit him now.   
Jeff decided to head out to an area north of town called the High Path Trail.  It featured a boardwalk above the cliffs that spanned the shoreline along a stretch of Lake Huron.  This path became a place he frequently visited with his Dad growing up.  It was still one of his favorite places to relax.  In the summer, this boardwalk overflowed with people, but on this November day, it was nearly deserted.  Jeff spent most of the day hiking nearly eight miles along the trail. His phone had been ringing almost continuously since Grant’s death, with friends and well-wishers offering condolences. Everyone meant well, but he just needed a break after taking so many calls and answering the same questions.  The sympathy calls and wishes could wait for another day.
He did make one call to Francine Walker.  Jeff called Francine to tell her he would be home late in the afternoon.  She indicated she would return Jeff’s dog, a Lab named Steele, that evening.  Like seemingly everyone in town, Francine knew about Grant’s death and offered her condolences.  Once Jeff completed the call, he shut off his phone and spent the rest of the day hiking along the trail.  
Following the call from the Petoskey lab, Carrie tried to call Jeff twice, but his phone went right to voicemail each time.  She left a message and asked him to call her back as soon as possible.  She also left her personal phone number on the second call in case he called after she left the office.  I wonder why he’s not answering? she thought.  Things might be pretty hectic for him right now.  If the lab hadn’t sounded so insistent he attend the meeting, she would just let it go.  However, she knew Jeff would want to participate, in person, to hear whatever the lab had found.  Before leaving the office, she checked the files and jotted down Jeff’s home address.   Carrie decided if she hadn’t heard from him after running to the grocery store and the drugstore, she would drop by his house and give him the news.  
Jeff was hot and sweaty when he returned home around 5:00 pm.  Francine waited there with Steele.  Steele raced over to greet Jeff as soon as he cleared the doorway.  “Good boy, good boy, Steele,” he uttered.  “I hope you’ve been good for Francine.”




Chapter twenty-one

Francine “Francie” Walker was a slender 45-year-old woman who had learned at an early age how to accentuate her best features.  She softened the sharp angles of her face by wearing her auburn hair in a layered fringe that curved softly toward her chin.  Her lips glistened in her signature soft peach gloss.  She always wore mascara to highlight her large sea-green eyes.  She kept her figure trim with pilates workouts, walking dogs at the local shelter, and painful avoidance of her favorite desserts.  Despite her efforts, Francie’s love life had remained pitifully barren since her divorce.  Running the local frame shop/souvenir store did not put her in frequent contact with suitable men until Jeff Koehler returned to Granite City.  Her assistance in helping frame his photos and selling his prints and posters at local art fairs brought the two into frequent contact.  Frustratingly, no romantic connection had yet developed.  When Jeff’s career began taking him out of town, Francie quickly offered to keep his dog, Steele, while he traveled.  Jeff initially hesitated but gave in when Francine pointed out she lived a mere two blocks from his house and knew Steele well from her volunteer work at the shelter where Jeff adopted him.  Steele loved Francine, and she secretly wished that his owner soon would too.   
Francine frequently brought food over for Jeff when she watched Steele. She would even tidy up the place over his objections.  Jeff could smell something in the oven right now and knew Francine must have prepared dinner of her own volition.  
“He was terrific, Jeff.  Steele and I got quite a walk in today along the lake, and I think he’s probably famished by now.”  Francine stared at Jeff and hugged him, saying, “You must be devastated since your brother’s heart attack and Eddie’s illness too.  I’m so sorry for you.  Are you ok?” 
“I’m doing as well as could be expected, Francine. Thanks for asking.”  
“Well, I’m sure you’re exhausted, and I won’t bombard you with questions right now.  I have a casserole warming in the oven and took the liberty of opening a bottle of Cabernet to help you relax.  I know you and am pretty sure you’ve barely eaten since Grant’s death.  You need to take it easy and unwind tonight.  I’ll feed Steele while you relax, and then I’ll leave you two for the evening.”
“Thanks, Francine, you’re very kind, but this is totally unnecessary. You’re right.  My appetite has been missing the last couple of days.”  As he said that, Jeff glanced toward the kitchen and saw the trouble she had gone to with the table set for one and a bottle of wine being chilled.  
“Francine, I probably won’t be great company tonight, but you’re welcome to set another plate and join me for dinner if you wish.”  
“Oh, that’s a kind offer, Jeff. I wouldn’t mind that as long as I wouldn’t intrude.”  
“Not at all.  Just give me a little time to clean up, and I’ll be down shortly.  There is way more food here than I can eat.  That’s for sure.” 
As Jeff disappeared upstairs to clean up, Francine wondered if she might have a chance with him someday.  This was the first time he ever offered to share a meal at home with her.  Well, you never know what the future may hold, she thought as she happily began laying out another place setting.
Francine poured herself a glass of wine as she set the table and sat down in the living room when the doorbell rang.  She could hear the shower running upstairs and went to the door with her wine glass still in hand.  She opened the door and saw a tall attractive woman in the doorway.  Both women registered surprise at seeing the other.  Carrie recovered quickly, introduced herself, and asked to speak with Jeff.
“Oh, hello, doctor.  I’m Francine Walker.  Jeff's actually in the shower right now, cleaning up before dinner.  Would you like to come in?  Is there something I can help you with?”  Francine liked the feeling of playing the role of Jeff’s girlfriend. 
By now, Carrie had become totally unnerved and wanted to escape as quickly as she could.  “No, I just have an important message for Jeff.”  She pulled a piece of paper and a pen out of her purse and jotted down a note about the morning meeting in Petoskey.  She gave the note to Francine and asked if she would make sure he got it asap.  
“I’ll make sure he gets it.”   
With that, Carrie said goodbye and left abruptly.  She felt totally embarrassed as she headed for her car.  I guess Jeff Koehler does date and has a girlfriend, she thought to herself as she headed home.
***  
The next morning Carrie arose early and headed to the office to take care of some paperwork before driving to Petoskey.  She arrived in the office around 7:00 am and planned to leave at 8:00.  At this point, Carrie had no idea if Jeff would be at the meeting.  In fact, she could not even be sure he got the message.  She decided not to worry.  She made him aware of the meeting, and if he attended or not would be entirely up to him.
At 7:55, she left the office and walked toward her car.  A pickup truck waited in the back of the lot, and Jeff stepped out.  As she entered her car, he approached her and said, “Good morning. I got your message yesterday and hoped we could share a ride to Petoskey today.  I don’t really know where the lab is in the medical center.  It would be great if I could tag along with you.”
“I need to be back for my afternoon patients,” Carrie said a bit coldly.
“No problem, I can’t stay too long anyway.  Mind if I hop in your car and ride over?”
Carrie hesitated before saying, “Sure, I guess that would be ok.” Jeff got into the passenger seat, and Carrie pulled out of the parking lot, heading west toward Petoskey.
After driving for about 10 minutes, Jeff said, “Thanks for dropping that note off last night.  I really want to hear what they found.”
“Well, the lab sounded pretty insistent that you or Eddie come. I didn’t want to intrude, but when I couldn’t reach you by phone…”
“Oh no, you weren’t intruding at all.  I had my phone off most of the day to clear my head.  I’d just returned from a walk and was cleaning up when you dropped by.”
“Well, it did feel like a bit of an intrusion because you and your girlfriend were getting ready to enjoy a meal.  She seemed very nice, by the way.”
“Oh my goodness, Francine isn’t my girlfriend.  She is just a business associate who owns the framing shop in town.  She also watches my dog when I’m gone.”  Jeff saw a look of skepticism cross Carrie’s face.  “Seriously, there’s nothing more than a friendly relationship between Francine and me.  She’s helped me out many times, and I felt obligated to offer her to stay for dinner, nothing more.  We’re friends.  Just friends.”  Sensing he protested too much, Jeff lapsed into an uncomfortable silence. 
“So, what have you been doing with your spare time Carrie?”  Jeff hoped this question would change the subject.   
“Oh, the usual.  Taking care of my kids and working.  I really haven’t had time for much else.” 
“I saw you and the kids with your ex-husband that day in the Cuppa Joe and wondered if maybe you were back together.”  
“Hardly,”  said Carrie.  He’s getting married to a woman he works with in Grand Rapids this weekend.  Paula’s about ten years younger than him.  Jenna and Tyler will be there this weekend for the wedding.”
“Will you be going too?”
“Hell no!  In hindsight, I shouldn’t have even gone to the first one.”  Carrie’s smile faded as she confessed, “My decision to move up here has been hard on Jenna.  She doesn’t want to leave her friends or change schools for her senior year of high school.  She’s asked to live with Todd and Paula until graduation.  I really feel like a failure as a mom sometimes.  Fortunately, Tyler has made good friends from summer stays with Uncle Joe.  He seems to love it here.”
“I forgot to mention I met your son Tyler recently when I gave a presentation for the 7th-grade class career day.”   
“Oh my gosh, I know all about it.  Tyler’s been talking about nothing else since your presentation.  He came home absolutely captivated by your tales of wildlife and close encounters with bears and bobcats.  He’s been reading about photography nonstop.  All I’ve heard around the house is Mr. Koehler said this, or Mr. Koehler did that.  I’ve heard Mr. Koehler more than Mom lately.   It’s so bad that he now says he wants to be a wildlife photographer instead of a basketball player when he grows up.  His birthday is in three weeks, and he wants a camera instead of Nike basketball shoes.  You made quite an impression.”
“Well, I’m glad, I think.  Wildlife photography is a tough field to make a living in, but the kids in his class did seem very interested in it.  He seemed like a great young man. Maybe I can give him some tips or take him on a shoot someday.”
“I’m sure he would absolutely love it.”
“I’m certainly nobody to give advice on children, but I’m sure you’re a great mother, and any issues with Jenna will work themselves out.  Is Todd’s fiance someone he had a relationship with before the divorce?”
Carrie immediately became irritated as she replied testily, “I don’t think that’s any of your business.” 
Jeff immediately realized he had gone too far.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry.  My mouth gets me in trouble sometimes because I spend more time with animals than people these days.”  
Following this turn in the conversation, Carrie felt mad and embarrassed simultaneously.  In all fairness, she had to admit that she had also been curious about Jeff’s background and relationships when she quizzed her uncle and nurse Valiant about him.  Wasn’t she guilty of the same transgression she criticized him for?  However, this whole conversation had become way too personal to have with someone she had never even dated.  They rode the rest of the way to the lab in relative silence, immersed in their thoughts.  Soon they arrived in Petoskey, and Carrie pulled into the back of the medical complex in front of a sign that said McLaren Clinical Lab.  They exited the car and entered the lobby, where they were instructed to wait until Myra Ellsworth could be summoned.
Myra came out from the back room dressed in a white lab coat that looked like it had seen better days.  She was a short, plump woman that Jeff guessed to be in her early 50s.  Myra wore glasses with short brown hair and walked with a slight limp.  “Hello, Dr. Cunningham.  Nice to finally meet you in person.  I appreciate you coming all the way here.  I think you will find it worth your while.”  Turning to Jeff, she said, “You must be the brother of our victim.”
“Jeff Koehler,” he responded. “ Nice to meet you, Myra.”  Jeff made a mental note when Myra used the word victim to describe Eddie.  This sparked his curiosity even more, to hear what the lab found.
“Come on back to our lab, you two. I’ve asked our director, Dr. Steven Haskins, to join us for the meeting.”
As they entered the lab, heading for a meeting room in the back corner, Jeff became fascinated by all the activity surrounding him.  At least seven technicians could be seen working in the lab.  Microscopes, electronic machines, and vials of various fluids surrounded them.  Jeff smelled a particularly pungent odor circulating throughout the lab that he couldn’t identify.  Everybody seemed so engrossed in their work that they barely noticed the entry of strangers into their lab.  Dr. Haskins joined minutes later, introducing himself and offering coffee to Jeff and Carrie before the meeting started.
Dr. Haskins began the meeting by stating he appreciated them driving all this way.  He said the results necessitated an in-person meeting rather than a phone call or Zoom session.  He then turned the meeting over to Myra and asked her to review the results with Carrie and Jeff.
Myra started her review by saying, “It’s fortunate you sent the flask and samples to us because we are the only lab in Northeast Michigan with the capability to analyze the substance we’ve discovered.  When we first got the flask, we ran a standard series of tests that allowed us to find trace amounts of a particular chemical substance in the container.  We expected to find only alcohol in the flask because you told us it contained scotch.  My intern isolated another substance that we couldn’t identify at first.  Once we did, we sent the results to a lab in Minnesota affiliated with the Mayo Clinic for confirmation.  They were able to confirm our findings.
“Have either of you ever heard of a plant called Water Hemlock?”  Both Carrie and Jeff shook their heads, indicating they had not.  “I had to brush up on it myself. I remembered something about it from my days in school.  Water Hemlock is the common name for a plant called Cicuta.  We found a trace amount of Cicutoxin, which is highly poisonous, in the flask.  We then compared this to Eddie’s blood sample and found trace elements of the same substance in his blood and urine.  Based upon these tests, the poison from Cicuta definitely caused the violent illness of Mr. Koehler.  Jeff, your brother only ingested a tiny amount.  Otherwise, he could have died from the toxin.”  
Myra explained, “Water Hemlock is a plant that grows in wetland areas and roadsides, marshes, and along the banks of streams.  It’s gained the reputation for being the most poisonous plant in the North Temperate Zone.  Ingestion or even touching it can cause violent illness or even death.  It produces a toxin called cicutoxin that is known to cause nausea, convulsions, seizures, and cardiac dysrhythmias.  In short, it’s so toxic it can easily kill a person unable to seek immediate treatment.  It’s particularly lethal to anyone with underlying health issues.   
Can you think of any way your brother could have accidentally ingested this substance?”
“No.  That’s not possible,” Jeff answered definitively.
Myra continued, “Some more background information I discovered about water hemlock is it has been known to affect cattle.  It has even been passed to humans in beef, causing violent illness.  The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)  embarked on a program in the 1960s and 1970s to eradicate it.  Michigan played a key role in this program.  It was successfully eradicated from most, but not all, of Michigan.”
“Was water hemlock ever prevalent in Stoneman County?” Jeff inquired.
“Yes.  However, the most successful portion of the eradication program occurred in the northern third of the lower peninsula.  No reports of residual water hemlock have emerged from the area in more than twenty years.  I spoke with colleagues at Michigan State University, who informed me they eliminated about 93 percent of Michigan’s water hemlock through the program.  They told me that the state has been fighting a small outbreak in Southwestern Michigan for several years that sprang up around Muskegon.  The bottom line is this plant is very rare but not eliminated in this state.” 
“So if that’s the case, how could Eddie have ingested it in the flask?”  Carrie asked.
“That’s the million-dollar question,” Myra stated.  “That leads us to why we brought our director, Dr. Haskins, into this meeting and requested Jeff join us too.  We have certain reporting requirements where we must notify authorities when we encounter a poisonous substance.  We hope Jeff can shed further light on what transpired leading up to his brother’s poisoning.  Jeff, can you tell us where this flask came from and who came into contact with it?”  
“The flask originally belonged to my father.  My older brother Grant, who recently passed from a heart attack, had it with him the day he died.  Eddie got it from Grant’s belongings after he passed.”  As Jeff spoke these words out loud, a realization hit him, and a truly horrible thought crept into his head.  It now seemed so obvious that he couldn’t believe it.  Before anyone else came to the same realization, Jeff spoke up, his voice cracking in a heart-wrenching tone. “My brother Grant didn’t die of a heart attack!  He was poisoned!”




Chapter twenty-two


On the way back from Petoskey, Jeff and Carrie talked extensively about the poison and the realization that Grant had likely been murdered.  The lab director indicated he would need to contact law enforcement with this new information.  Jeff also wanted to update Deputy Stassin immediately.  He gave him a call and shared the details on the ride back to Granite Cove.  Who would do such a thing?  How did they obtain this rare poison?  How did it get into the flask?  These were all great questions without answers.  There remained some tension between Carrie and Jeff from the drive to Petoskey.  They both silently vowed not to disturb the truce and kept their conversation exclusively on Grant.  
About halfway back to Granite Cove, Jeff’s stomach growled, and he suddenly felt famished.  He hadn’t eaten much of Francine’s casserole the previous night. In fact, he had actually eaten very little since Grant’s death.  “Hey Carrie, do you have time to stop in the little diner up ahead and grab lunch?”
“Sure, I have time for a quick bite.  However, I need to be back in time for afternoon patients.”  
The lunch tasted good.  Jeff ordered a hot beef sandwich, and Carrie surprised him by ordering a burger.  Somehow he pictured her ordering a salad before he realized that was a sexist thought.  When they were done, they quickly left the diner, but only after Carrie insisted on splitting the check.  They drove the rest of the way back to Granite Cove, resuming their discussion about Grant, Eddie, and water hemlock.  Carrie pulled up to the office, said goodbye to Jeff, and quickly entered the building.
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***Jeff returned home and immediately called Eddie.  He got no answer and started to worry.  He almost drove to Eddie’s house to check on him when Eddie texted that everything was fine and he would call Jeff within the hour.  Jeff then called Grant’s wife, Sarah, to give her the new information.
“Sarah, this is Jeff.  How are you and Julie doing?”  
“We’re hanging in there.  I am dealing with a lot of issues regarding Grant’s funeral arrangements and estate.   I’m curious why you called.  Is there any news?”
“Yes, there is, and it’s startling. We now think someone poisoned Grant with a rare substance derived from the water hemlock plant.  We think they put it in his flask.”  
“Oh my God, '' Sarah shouted,  '' Did you go to the police?”  
“Yes, Sarah, Of course, that’s being handled.”  
“The medical examiner contacted me as Grant’s wife, and I initially declined an autopsy for religious reasons. My Jewish faith frowns on the desecration of the body.  The M.E. confirmed her initial finding of a heart attack.  If Eddie hadn’t gotten sick from that flask, we would never have known the truth.”  
“That’s right, Sarah.  Based on what we learned this morning, I know the medical examiner will now perform an automatic autopsy.  I have no doubt they’ll find water hemlock in his system too.”
Jeff asked Sarah if she knew anyone who might want to harm Grant.  She indicated she wasn’t thinking clearly at the moment.  She promised to consider it later and let Jeff know if anyone came to mind.  They agreed to talk the next day.
About two hours later, Eddie finally called and said he’d been trying to sleep and needed some time before they talked.  Jeff told him the whole story about the poisonous substance and the strong likelihood that Grant had been murdered.  Eddie was shocked, like everyone else.   However, he didn’t ask as many questions as Jeff had expected.  After they hung up, Jeff wondered about Eddie’s reaction.  He decided it probably resulted from the poisoning and the fact Eddie had just woken up.
Later that evening, Jeff was relaxing at his home in Granite Cove when he heard a knock on his door.  Deputy Stassin waited on his porch.  Jeff greeted Stassin and invited him into the house.  “Sorry to bother you like this in the evening, Jeff, but the new information about the poisoning has changed the entire trajectory of my investigation.  I hope you don’t mind answering a few more questions.”
“Not at all, deputy.  Anything to help get to the bottom of Grant’s death is something I will gladly do.  What would you like to know?”
“I’m trying to reconstruct a timeline of Grant’s activities to figure out who had the opportunity to spike the flask.  Can you shed any light on Grant’s movements on or around the day he died?”
“I don’t have any knowledge of his movements before November 14.  I know he typically stops at the Coyote Grill the day before deer season.  Other than that, he stayed at our camp the whole time from late afternoon on the 14th.  The only exception would be when he ran into the party store after the hunt on November 15th.”  Stassin jotted down notes as Jeff spoke.  
“Do you know if he had the flask with him during that time?  I’m trying to zero in on who had access to it.”
“I can’t say for sure, but he always carries it in his hunting jacket pocket.  I assume he had it with him in the bar and when he visited the store.  Other than that, the only people I know who could have gained access were our hunters and some visitors to the camp.”  Jeff shook his head slowly, “I can’t imagine any of them wanting to hurt Grant.”
“Are you 100% sure of that, Jeff?  Do you know anyone within your hunting group or outside who had a beef with your brother?  Surely he must have had some enemies.”
“We all get along well at our hunting camp, so I refuse to believe any of them would be involved.”
“So there is nobody in your camp who dislikes Grant?”
“Well, maybe Chet.  He’s had issues with many of our camp rules and blames Grant for his problems with the school board.  Grant is a board member, in case you are unaware of it, and Chet is under investigation by the school.  But I still don’t believe Chet would kill Grant.”
“Ok, point taken, but I can’t rule anyone out until I get further into my investigation.  How about outside your camp?  Is there anyone from Koehler Iron Works  that might have a motive to harm your brother?”
“The only person I can think of is a guy Grant recently had to fire for selling weed on the premises.  His name is Tim something,…Tim Starks.  I heard it got pretty heated when Grant fired him, and he threatened Grant before he left.”
“Ok, good,” said Deputy Stassin as he wrote the name down in his notepad.  “Is there anyone else that you know of?”  
“I remember one other incident that happened earlier this year involving Grant.  He filed a police report, so I’m sure you can get the details.  Somebody fired a shot near him back in October while he was bowhunting.  I think the police officer that investigated the incident attributed it to a random shot or mistake. It didn't seem like he took it seriously.  The shot came from the property owned by the Silver Lake Lodge.  We asked them about it and for a list of workers and clients who might have been in the woods that day.  They refused to provide it.  Nothing further came from the incident, and Grant never heard back from the police.  That’s the only other thing I can think of that could be relevant to your investigation.”
“I’ll pay Silver Lake a visit and dig into the police report on the shooting complaint.  I’m pretty sure Silver Lake won’t give me the run-around when they realize this is a murder investigation.  Before I leave, I need all your camp members’ names, contact information, and any visitors between November 14th and 16th.  I may need to talk to them all.”
“Sure, I can do that.”  Jeff briefly left the room and returned with a list for Deputy Stassin.
After Stassin exited, Jeff cracked a beer and sat in his living room thinking about who and why somebody would poison his brother.  After a couple of hours, he dozed off and retired to his bed for the night.






Chapter twenty-three

To get to the bottom of the case, Stassin determined he needed to focus on Grant’s timeline from November 14th until November 16th.  Sarah told him that Grant left his home around noon on the 14th and always headed to the bar for a couple of hours before arriving at Roads End.  Therefore, Stassin decided to visit the bar and see if anyone remembered Grant. 
Stassin arrived at the bar in the early afternoon.  Maggie O’Shea tended bar because the regular bartender hadn’t yet arrived.   With only a few customers, things were pretty slow until after work hours.  The fact the bar appeared almost empty gave Stassin an excellent opportunity to question Maggie about November 14th.  It thrilled Maggie when Deputy Stassin asked to speak to her regarding an important case.
“Maggie, do you remember the people in the bar on November 14th in the afternoon?”
“I sure do, deputy,” she replied.  “It is one of our busiest days of the year, and I worked a 12-hour shift.  There were a few people I didn’t know, but for the most part, I can say I knew almost everyone.”
“Do you recall seeing Grant Koehler that afternoon?”  
“Yes sir, I saw him.  I waited on him for a couple of hours that day.”
“How about Eddie Koehler?”
“I saw Eddie too.  He sat with some guy I didn’t know.   He called him Kirk, or Turk, or something like that.  I remember joking around with the guy, calling him Jerk.  Eddie came in quite a bit later than Grant.  Grant played pool with some of the locals while Eddie sat with that guy and Rhiney Corcoran drinking beer and playing pranks on people.”
“What kind of pranks?”
“He went around the bar messing with everybody.  I remember the trick he kept playing on Grant.”
“What trick?”
“Every time Grant got up for his pool shot with his back turned, Eddie sneaked up and chugged his beer down before running back to his table.  When Grant returned, he’d spot the empty glass and couldn’t figure out where his beer went.  He would order a new draft, and the same thing happened.  Poor Grant must have thought he lost his mind.  Finally, about the 3rd time Eddie did it, Grant caught him, and they had a good laugh about it.”
“This is a tough question, Maggie, but would you know what Grant wore that afternoon for outerwear?  I know this is asking a lot, but you seem to be a very observant person.”
“Hah, yes I do.  I remember what he wore because I picked it up off the floor for him twice when I brought his drinks.  It kept slipping off his chair, and I would have stepped on it if I hadn’t hung it back up.  Grant wore an orange hunting jacket with a camo pattern.  The kind about half the guys in this bar wear during rifle season.”
“You wouldn’t happen to know if Grant had a leather flask in the pocket of that jacket, would you?”
“No, I noticed a lot of things, but I didn’t notice any flask.  It could have been there, however, because we were swamped, and I move around here very quickly.”
“So Eddie would have been close to that jacket when he pranked Grant?”  
“Yeah, for sure.  The jacket sat right by the beer he chugged down.  Is this important information for your investigation, Deputy?”
“It could be Maggie, but please keep our conversation to yourself.  If it turns out to be an important clue, I’ll make sure everyone knows how you helped.”
“I hear lots of things working in this bar.  I could tell you some things about conversations I’ve overheard involving almost everyone in town.  That includes both Grant and Eddie.”
Stassin’s ears perked up with this new information.  “How do you hear all this stuff?”
“Ok, if I tell you, this is something you can’t share with anyone.  Deal?”  
“Sure.”
“There is an air vent near the back booth that amplifies conversations all the way back to the kitchen.”
“Oh, so that’s how you overhear so much.  What about Grant or Eddie?”
Maggie then relayed the conversation weeks ago with Eddie and the man she couldn’t identify.  During that conversation, Eddie said that Grant was his biggest roadblock.
“That’s very interesting,” Stassin said.  “What about Grant?”
“Grant came into the bar with his wife about two months ago. I don’t know her name, but they were arguing at that back table.  From what I heard, it concerned  their daughter, who must be in New York trying to make it as a fashion designer.  That would be something I’d love to do myself.  Anyway, It sounded like Grant felt the daughter cost too much, and he wanted to cut her off.  His wife said she needed support until she got a permanent job.  It got pretty heated.  I probably could have heard most of that conversation without the vent to amplify it.  The last thing I heard was his wife storming out, saying, “That will only happen over my dead body, or better yet yours!”  Pretty juicy stuff, right?”
“Yeah, for sure.  Well, Maggie, this has been a very helpful conversation.  Remember to keep it quiet.” 
“You can count on me.  It’s kinda exciting being your confidential informant.  My lips are sealed.  Nice meeting you, Deputy.” 
As the deputy exited the bar, Maggie wondered who she could tell about this.  She’d have to think of somebody who could keep a secret.  After all, you can’t expect a gal not to tell at least someone.
***Deputy Stassin knew from his training that the first people to talk to in a murder investigation were the people closest to the victim.  Therefore he knew he had to interview Sarah Koehler.
“Mrs. Koehler, Deputy Stassin here. I wonder if you have some time to speak to me this morning regarding a few questions I have.”  
“Absolutely, deputy.  I’m dying to hear if you have any leads or suspects.”
“I’m working on several angles, ma'am, and won’t stop until I solve the case.  I’ll let you know for sure when I have something solid.”
“How can I help you?”
“To start, I previously asked if you knew of anyone who might have wanted to harm your husband.  Have you thought of anyone like that since we last spoke?”
“No, I haven’t.  I know Jeff told you about that guy Starks from the Iron Works, but outside of him, I can’t think of anyone.”
“I know this is a bit personal, but can you tell me about Grant’s estate?”
“Sure, Grant and I have a living trust.  His assets will all transfer into that trust once his estate gets settled.”
“And who are the beneficiaries of the trust?”
“I am the sole beneficiary at this time.”  
“Is it fair to say that Grant’s estate is substantial?  I know he worked in mergers and acquisitions for a large venture capital firm before moving to the area to run Koehler Iron Works.”
“Yes, we are well off.  I have no idea what the final estate value will be, but it will be somewhere north of $5 million.”
“OK, thanks, Mrs. Koehler.  Now, switching gears for a moment.  We’ve heard that you and Grant had a rather public argument in the Coyote Grill a couple of months ago.  Is that true, and if so, what topic did you discuss?”
“I resent this line of questioning, deputy.  You can’t possibly believe that I had something to do with my husband’s death.  I’m insulted, and maybe you should speak with my lawyer.”
“Please calm down, ma'am.  One of the parts of a thorough investigation is to look at everything so you can rule people out.  Don’t take it personally.  I’m just doing my due diligence.”
“Well, I don’t know what somebody thinks they heard that afternoon.  We did discuss our daughter Julie that day.  If you have children, you should know there are many stresses in raising them.”
“So what did the two of you disagree about?”
“Julie has been living in Manhattan for over a year.  She secured an internship at the very exclusive “House of Cheval” fashion design studio.  It’s an unpaid internship for 12 months that can translate into a permanent position if she impresses the lead designers.  She is also enrolled in the Manhattan School of Fashion Design in the evenings to enhance her skills and build her network.   Her dream is to establish a career in the fashion design industry.  Have you ever heard of the TV show “Design Star?”
“No, I can’t say that I have.”
“It’s a show where new designers try to impress judges with their fashion creations.  The winner gets notoriety and guaranteed employment as a designer at a major fashion house in New York.”  Julie has been trying to break into the business and has had an audition for a future season of that show.”
“So what’s the disagreement with your husband about?”
“New York City, particularly Manhattan, is an incredibly expensive place to live.  Grant and I’ve supported Julie for over a year while she pursues her dream.  I’ll admit it is very expensive to pay for school and lodging in Manhattan.  Grant wanted to start cutting her off since her career had yet to take off.  He felt she needed to start supporting herself like he had to do at a young age.  Grant exploded when he heard her internship would be unpaid for an entire year.  He went on a rant saying he might try to get his welder trainees to work for free their first year while learning the trade.”  
“I take it you feel differently?”
“Yes, I do.  Grant didn’t realize that breaking into fashion design is very hard and takes time.  It boils down to building relationships and getting exposure.  Do you realize how many people have the same dream?  It’s very competitive, and she’s my daughter.  I told him we need to stick by her and keep supporting her until she makes it.”
“We heard there were harsh words spoken in the bar, including you saying something about “over your dead body” to Grant.  What did you mean by that?”
“I have no recollection of saying that.  Look, arguments happen.  Every family has them.  I’ll bet you do, too, if you have a wife and kids.”  
“One more question Mrs. Koehler, Do you know where Grant kept his flask before going hunting?”
“Well, I assume in our basement, in a tote, with all his other hunting gear.  I don’t usually go down there to rummage through that stuff.  Now at this point, I think I’ve answered your silly questions.  I hope you move on and focus on finding Grant’s real killer.”
“Thanks for your time, Mrs. Koehler.”
After hanging up, Stassin reflected on the conversation.  She sure seemed a bit defensive about answering questions.  He’d tried to be as delicate as possible with her.  She’s the estate’s sole beneficiary, but that’s not unusual for the wife.  He didn’t think she killed her husband, although there could be a possible motive with the daughter.  In addition, Sarah initially refused the autopsy requested by the medical examiner.  She could also have had access to the flask kept in their basement.  Stassin kept returning to the old investigative advice to “follow the money.”  This critical advice solved many cases over the years for law enforcement.  If you follow the money in Grant’s case, it leads directly to Sarah Koehler. 




Chapter twenty-four

A couple of days passed since Jeff’s visit from Deputy Stassin.  He decided to head out to camp to check in with the crew still there.  Chet, Mooch, and Frenchie were still at the camp, and had resumed hunting evenings after work.  Elk had gone home because she lacked any desire to continue hunting.   She found it extremely uncomfortable at camp, knowing that Grant had just died on the property.  The news of Grant’s poisoning had spread like wildfire throughout the small community.  Everyone at Roads End had been interviewed by Deputy Stassin in the last couple of days.  They found it hard to think about anything but Grant. 
The four men at the camp were sitting around the fire when a car pulled in with Cyrus, his wife Martha, and a man with a child that none of the guys initially recognized.  Cyrus Campbell opened the camp door, and all entered the cabin.  “Hey, Jeff, Mooch, Chet, and Frenchie, you know my wife, Martha.   This is my son Vince and his daughter Ashley.  We just got back from our cruise and wanted to stop by to offer our condolences.”  The guys greeted them and thanked them for the visit.  
Jeff recognized Vince and said, “Vince, it’s great to see you.  I haven’t seen you since you were in high school.”
“It’s been a long while, Jeff.  Nice to see you again too.”
“It’s always good to see you, Cyrus and Martha.  I thought you two would still be on your cruise,” Jeff added.
“I only scheduled a short four-day cruise, but Martha felt ill.  We decided to cut our intended stay in Ft Lauderdale short and come home. We were terribly shocked when we heard Grant had died.  Vince and Ashley were staying at our home while we were away.  Vince called me and said he had heard about Grant’s heart attack.  We were stunned when we returned here and heard foul play may have been involved.  Is there any news on who might have done it?” 
“No, nothing yet, Cyrus.  We can’t think of anyone who would have wanted Grant dead.  The police are investigating, but so far, I don’t think they have a clue either.”
“Well, I hope they get the bastard who did it.  Grant could be a little rough sometimes, but a good man like Grant deserved much better.  How are his wife and daughter taking it?”
“I’ve spoken to Sarah several times, and they’re doing their best.  They’re devastated like the rest of us and just want the police to get to the bottom of it.”
At that point, Jeff realized he’d been ignoring Vince and Ashley, who had hardly said a word in the entire conversation.  “So Vince, where do you live now?” 
“I live in Norton Shores in a home we bought a few years ago on five acres.  We really love it there.”
“And how do you like living in Norton Shores, Ashley?”
“It’s ok.  My grandpa and grandma come to visit us sometimes.  My grandpa likes to take walks with me.  We usually pick flowers.  He even saved my life one time.”
“Cyrus jumped in and laughingly said, “Ashley, it's not a good time to tell old stories right now.  Jeff just lost his brother, and our purpose here is to pay our respects.  Let’s save the stories of our walks for some other time.”
“It’s ok,” Jeff said.  
Martha then spoke up and said, “Other than our recent cruise, Cyrus and I like to stay close to home normally.  However, we visit Vince and their family at least twice yearly.  I have to see my grandchild as much as I possibly can.”
Cyrus then said, “Well, guys, I think we should be leaving.  I know this is a tough time for you all, especially you, Jeff.  Let me know if I can help you in any way or if anything breaks with the case.  I hope they nail the bastard who did this real soon.”
Cyrus and his family left the cabin. On the way home, Cyrus reflected on Grant and the cancer his wife Martha had been diagnosed with.  Cyrus had not told anyone that Martha’s cancer had aggressively spread throughout her body.  Doctors diagnosed her with stage four pancreatic cancer about three months ago.  The doctors gave her anywhere from two months to one year left to live.  They ended up cutting their trip short when Martha felt ill on the ship.  She knew she had only limited time remaining, and wanted to spend it on the farm where she’d lived for over 50 years and raised her family.  Cyrus remembered the promise he had made to his beloved wife.  He promised he would help her pass if the pain ever got too intense.  She would let him know when that time came.  His goal for whatever time she had left focused on making her last days as comfortable and fulfilling as possible.  
When they arrived back at Cyrus’s farm, he helped Martha out of the truck while Vince and Ashley went to feed the horses.  After Martha retired to her room, Cyrus went outside.  He padded quietly in the cold snow down a well-worn path to an old wooden bench on the back edge of the property.  The bench overlooked a beautiful valley below.  The valley featured an opening with red pine and spruce trees dotting the landscape.   This was Cyrus’s favorite spot on the farm.  His dad called it Pineview Valley.  His father used to bring him out here and tell him stories about the old days.  Cyrus could listen to these stories for hours.  He liked to come here when troubled or when he needed to think.  Somehow this place could comfort him whenever the stress of living seemed overwhelming.
After Cyrus left, the guys commented on how much they appreciated the Campbell’s visit.  Jeff indicated he planned to head back to town.  He had a few loose ends to attend to.  He bid goodbye to the guys and drove away.
***One of those loose ends turned out to be something Jeff had forgotten to mention to Deputy Stassin.  It involved that bear poaching incident with Stanky that Jeff read about in Grant’s office when they met to discuss the work bee.   During the Michigan bear season, Stanky shot a black bear on the Roads End property.  He drove past numerous Keep Out signs on a 4-wheeler, shot the bear out of a tree, then hauled it out.  Grant and Jeff would have had no idea this even happened, except for the fact there were several game cameras along the route when Stanky drove off.  One of the pictures showed Stanky’s face, clear as day.   Stanky was known around town as a “cedar savage,” a term the locals used for someone who lived off the grid in the woods, similar to a hermit.  He was the same person for which Grant coined the name “Stanky” when they were back in grade school.  He had a small cabin deep in the woods bordering 2,000 acres of state land.  Stanky, a well-known violator, had been in trouble with the DNR many times over the years.  He received a year’s suspension of his deer and bear hunting privileges, and they confiscated his 30-06 hunting rifle after being convicted of bear poaching.  He vowed to seek revenge against Grant when the sentence came down, but neither Koehler had seen him since the court date.  
Jeff called Stassin and reminded him about the poaching incident and Stanky’s threat to Grant.  Stassin first said he would go see Stanky himself.  Jeff insisted on accompanying him because he might be one of the few people who could actually locate Stanky’s cabin.  Jeff knew the location from the poaching incident.  He couldn’t possibly describe the location to Stassin.  To get to his cabin, you had to turn off the main road and follow several different two-track logging trails way back into the forest.  The unmarked trails were so numerous in the area that even Jeff doubted he could find the place after dark.  Jeff and Stassin met up at the police station and drove out north of town toward the cabin.  They turned off the highway and proceeded for five miles on the two-track roads before coming to the end of the road marked by a huge earthen berm.  About 50 yards past the berm, a small cabin sat with smoke wafting upwards from the chimney.  They’d finally reached the cabin Stanky called home.
The old cabin, built of cedar, couldn’t have been more than 700 sq ft.  The chinking between the logs looked almost as dark as mud.  Junk was strewn almost everywhere in the yard.  They could see old rusted-out vehicles and what appeared to be an old-style wood stove lying in the mud.  They had to step around the junk in order to approach the cabin.  As they reached the porch, Jeff called out, “Stanley, it’s Jeff Koehler and Deputy Stassin.  We need to have a word with you.”  After a moment’s delay, the wooden door creaked open, and a man stepped out onto the porch with a 12 gauge shotgun.  
“I’ve got nothing to say to any Koehler or the law.  Get the hell off my property unless you have a warrant.”  Stanky stood about 5ft 8 inches tall with long straight black hair that extended to his shoulders.  He sported a full beard that looked like he rimmed it as often as he cleaned up his yard.  His skin looked like leather, and his deep voice belied his small stature.  
“Stanky, we’re gonna have a little talk right now,” Stassin said.  “If you refuse, I’ll get a warrant and come back.  If I return with a search warrant, I’m sure what I’d find might be very interesting.  I may even invite Kevin Schliebert, the county conservation officer, to come too.  I’ll bet he’d love to poke around here and see what you’ve got going on.  Now put that shotgun down before I arrest you for threatening a police officer.”
Stanky had no desire for the police nor the DNR to be poking around, so he changed his tune immediately and set down the gun.  “Alright, I’ll give ya a few minutes and answer your questions.  Then you get the hell out of her and leave me be.”
“That’s fine. That’s all we need.  Can we come inside so we can talk?”
“Suit yourself.”
Jeff and Stassin stepped into the small unkempt cabin and were immediately shocked by the smell.  Jeff later described it as a combination of Old Spice, ball sweat, and death!  He wondered what caused the foul odor until he saw skins and animal mounts hanging throughout the small cabin.  A small sink with a hand pump on a wooden counter provided Stanky’s water.  The cabin lacked a toilet, but Jeff had spotted an outhouse in the back.  A single bed made from pine with a stained mattress sat in the back corner.  An old tattered lounge chair sat next to the bed. This was the only furniture in the cabin except for the wooden table and chairs where the three men now sat.  A few pots and pans were on the counter, with a couple of dirty plates beside them.  Cans of beans and corn filled the open cupboard, along with a couple of cans of Spam.  
Stassin went to set his notepad down on the old table but realized it was covered with hardened food particles.  He asked Stanky, “Can I bother you to wipe this table off so I can set my notes on it?”
“Stanky looked down at the table and smirked, “It don’t come off, Deputy.”
Stassin then began questioning Stanky about his whereabouts on November 16th.  While this happened, Jeff caught a glance of something very interesting.  Nestled in a corner of the cupboard, he spied a liquor bottle.  That wasn’t surprising by itself.  Jeff found it surprising when he realized Stanky had a fifth of Johnny Walker Black, Grant’s signature drink.  That same scotch found in the poisoned flask.
“So Stan, I see you like Scotch.  I pegged you more as a Kessler or moonshine guy, not the expensive stuff like JW Black,” Jeff remarked.
“Yeah, well, every man has at least a few vices, Koehler.  What’s it to you anyway?”
“Nothing, nothing at all.  I just noticed it because that’s Grant’s favorite drink.  Have you heard that he’s dead?”
“I may live in the woods, but I still hear a few things around the area.  Guys have been talking about his death.  I heard about the heart attack.  If you’re looking for sympathy from me for your brother, you’ve come to the wrong place.  I never liked Grant, and I’d be lying if I said I mourned his death.  I’ll bet that’s not what you came to hear, Koehler.  Am I right?”
“Quite frankly, I could care less what you think about Grant.  I know you two had a history even before you decided to poach on our property.  What I am here for is to ask a few questions.  You shot the bear on our property with a 30-06.  Somebody took a shot at Grant last October, and the bullet came from an 06.  Do you own one now?”
“Let me refresh your memory, Koehler.  After the trial, the court confiscated my gun, so I don’t own a 30-06 anymore.”
Jeff knew about the confiscation but wanted to see how Stanky would answer the question.  “Have you been on or around our property since your trial?”
“No, I have not.  I want nothing to do with you assholes.”
Stassin then interjected, “You threatened Grant after the trial. Why should we believe you weren’t involved?”
“How could I be involved in a heart attack?  The way you two are acting, I can tell he must have died from something else.  I don’t even wanna know what happened.  Quite frankly, Koehler, I don’t give a rat's ass what you believe or don’t believe.  Yeah, I hated the way Grant pushed the poaching thing.  Yeah, I already told you I’m not sad he’s gone.  But I didn’t have anything to do with it.  Now your time is up.  I answered your questions, and it’s time for you to leave the same way you came.”
“Just one last thing Stanky,” Stassin said.  I’ll need that bottle of scotch in your cupboard.  I’m sending it to the State Police lab for testing.”  
“You rat bastards are even gonna steal a man’s booze?”
“Afraid so Stanky, It’s evidence.  If you don’t get it back from the lab, I’ll see if the department can replace it for ya.  Or, if you’d prefer, I could go get that warrant.”
“Yeah, not gonna hold my breath waiting for you cops to replace it.  Take it and get outa here!”
At that point, they didn’t have any more questions.  They wouldn’t get any more information out of Stanky.  Stassin grabbed the scotch, and they exited the cabin and headed back down the two-track road.  




Chapter twenty-five

The next day, as Jeff drove into town, his phone rang.  He immediately recognized Stassin’s number. “Jeff, Stassin here.  I just wanted to update you on the visit I had today at Silver Lake Lodge.  The owner, Jack Perkins, tried to tell me he couldn’t give me any information.   As soon as I told him this had become a murder investigation and withholding evidence is criminal, he changed his tune.  He gave me a list of the names of people working there and all the clients for the date in question.  I left a copy in your mailbox because you weren’t home.  Check it out and get back to me if you recognize any of the names.”  
As soon as Jeff got home, he grabbed the list of names in his mailbox.  There were 16 names on the list, from housekeeping staff, cooks, and guides.  Jeff immediately recognized the second to last name on the list. Tim Starks, the guy Grant fired for selling weed at the Iron Works.  Jeff had no idea Starks worked for Silver Lake Lodge.  He also found this fact too much of a coincidence.  Jeff remembered Starks being bitter about being fired.  Could this have been a motive to harm his brother?  He immediately called Stassin and told him about Starks.  Stassin indicated he would check ATF records to see if he owned a 30-06 rifle.  He also promised to drive to Silver Lake Lodge to interrogate Starks about the murder.  Stassin impressed Jeff with how seriously he was taking the case.  Jeff knew it would be a “feather in his cap” if Stassin could solve it.  
Jeff remembered something the next morning that made him return to the hunting camp after breakfast.  He recalled there were three game cameras Grant had placed in the woods around his blind.  He couldn’t believe he hadn’t remembered the cameras earlier.  With all the trauma around Grant’s death, they just slipped his mind.  Jeff didn’t know exactly where they were but remembered Grant talking about them a few weeks before rifle season.  Jeff needed to find the cameras and see if they offered any clues about what happened to his brother.  He had to do something, and even a long shot beat doing nothing.
Jeff pulled up to the camp and found Mooch and Frenchie still there.  Chet had returned to town because he had to teach at the high school.  Jeff told the guys about his task, and Mooch and Frenchie instantly offered to help.  They all jumped into Jeff’s truck and drove to the same parking spot they used the night of Grant’s death.  On the way, they talked about where they might find the cameras.  “I suspect that at least one will be posted along the edge of the field by the blind,” Jeff volunteered.
“Yeah, I’ll bet you’re right,” Frenchie agreed.  “The other two are probably a little way from the field along some type of deer runway.  Also, he wouldn’t have wanted to walk too far.  Mooch and I will start a grid search for the cameras off the field.  Jeff, you should check the field edge for the other one.”
With that plan, the guys piled out of the truck, and Mooch and Frenchie started systematically checking the wooded area around the blind.  Jeff walked slowly around the edge of the two-acre field.  Within about five minutes, he found the first camera near the northeast edge of the field, attached to an oak tree. He unhooked the camera strap and deposited the SD card in his shirt pocket.  He would check it out when he returned to camp.
Jeff then joined Mooch and Frenchie in their search for the other two cameras.  They were much more difficult to find.  The men spread out and tried to walk in a straight line covering as much real estate as possible.  After about 20 minutes, Mooch yelled, “I got one.”  Jeff and Frenchie came over and saw the camera attached to a large white pine, virtually invisible unless you were on the right side of the tree.   Jeff pulled it off the tree, extracted the SD card, and added it to the one already in his pocket.  They continued their grid search in that area, and finally, after about 45 minutes, Frenchie found the last camera.  It had been attached to a stump left by loggers several years ago.  Jeff quickly grabbed the camera and pocketed the chip before they headed back to the truck. 
Jeff turned on his laptop and inserted the first SD card as soon as they got back to camp.  The chip came from the camera overlooking Grant’s field.  He scrolled quickly through pictures from a couple of weeks back so that he could focus on the timeframe on or around November 16.  Nothing of great interest appeared.  Unfortunately, the camera couldn’t cover the entire field.  It didn't even pick up the buck Grant shot on the day he died.  Jeff popped the second card into the laptop.  This one came from the last camera they found north of the field.  Again, they saw lots of deer and learned the huge deer they called Starbuck used that runway at night.  However, they saw nothing that gave any clue to Grant’s death.  Finally, they examined the 3rd card that Mooch found.  They immediately saw a blurry figure walking toward the camera at 12:07 pm on November 16.  They tried to blow up the blurry photo to no avail.  Jeff then clicked on the next picture, and the image came through perfectly clear.  A man appeared no more than 6 ft away from the camera.   They immediately recognized the person in that picture as Chet!
“What the hell,” Mooch exclaimed.  “Why was Chet near Grant’s blind?  He lied to me.  I went to his blind on the 16th to meet for lunch, and he’d left.  He told me he went for a walk near the orchard.  This is the opposite direction on the property.  Why would he lie?”
“He lied to the police too,'' Frenchie added.  “I sat in camp the day Deputy Stassin interviewed him. Chet said he hadn’t seen Jeff the whole day and never went anywhere near Grant’s blind.  He’s got some definite explaining to do.  Is it possible he could have been involved?”
Jeff jumped in, saying, “Until now, I would have said absolutely no way.  I know Chet had a few problems with Grant, and doesn’t exactly love me, either.  However, I never considered him a suspect.  But now, …, why would he lie to everyone and make it harder to catch Grant’s killer?  Also, his lies make me question the cut straps on the Tower Treestand, where I could have been killed.  Chet claimed he checked the straps, and they were fine.  Sure looked like somebody cut em; maybe Chet.  I agree. He has a whole lot of explaining to do.”
The guys continued to talk about Chet and why he might have lied, but nothing seemed to make sense.  Jeff called the school and left a message for Chet to come out to camp when school ended at 3:30.  He said something urgent had come up, and they needed to talk face-to-face.  Jeff then placed a second call to Deputy Stassin, filling him in and asking him to join the meeting at Roads End that afternoon.
Chet drove up to the camp around 4:30, surprised to see a sheriff’s car parked out front.  He proceeded into the cabin where Jeff, Mooch, Frenchie, and Stassin were waiting.  “Please sit down, Chet,” Deputy Stassin began.  “The reason for this is to figure out why you lied to your crew and me about where you were on November 16th.  You told me you were nowhere near Grant’s blind and never even saw him that day after breakfast.  Is that still your story?”  Chet paused with a puzzled look on his face before answering the question with a question of his own.  
“What’s this all about?  Why do I feel you are trying to drag me into this mess?”
“You said you were never near Grant that whole day.  What would you say if I told you there is a trail camera picture of you by Grant’s blind at 12:07 pm on the day of the murder?  Would that cause you to want to revise your story?”
Chet’s face dropped, and Jeff detected a bead of sweat accumulating on his forehead.  Chet thought very carefully before answering.  “Ok, I admit I  briefly stopped at Grant’s blind and talked to him for a few minutes that day.”
Before he could continue, Mooch, who was chomping at the bit to join this conversation, interjected.  “You told me you took a walk by the orchard.  Why lie to me?”
“Look, ok, I may have stretched the truth or told a white lie, but I still had absolutely nothing to do with Grant’s murder.  Come on, guys, this is me, Chet.  I ain’t no murderer.  I always tease guys at camp who get to opening day and aren’t prepared.  Well, it happened to me this year.  I thought my heater’s propane tank remained full from last season.  However, it ran out of fuel on the morning of the 16th.  I didn’t want to admit I wasn’t ready for the hunt this year.  So, I told a white lie about walking to the Orchard.  In reality, I walked to my truck and drove into Alpine Sports to grab propane for my heater.  On the way, I stopped to talk to Grant since his blind was nearby.  Yes, we did argue briefly because I called him a backstabber for supporting the audit of my shop class.  He disagreed, and we went our separate ways.  I left Grant alive and well.  I have no idea what happened after I left.”
Stassin jumped in and asked Chet, “Are you aware of the penalty for lying to a police officer?”
“Yeah, I know I made a mistake. I told a small lie to protect my reputation.  I also didn’t wanna get dragged into the investigation when I had no part in it.”
“There may be consequences to your lie down the road,'' Stassin replied.  “Right now, I’m focused on solving his murder, and you’re definitely on my radar.  I’ll be trying to verify your story and will definitely be in touch.  Do you have a receipt for the propane you bought at the sports store?”
“No, I didn’t have any reason to keep it.”
“So there’s no evidence to support where you say you were.”
“My word should be enough.  I had nothing to do with Grant’s death.”
“Well, Chet, don't try to leave town, or it won’t go well for you.  At this point, you’re definitely my prime suspect for being the last person to see Grant alive and lying to the police.”  With that, Deputy Stassin got up and drove away in his cruiser.  
Chet tried to talk to Jeff, Frenchie, and Mooch after Stassin left, but Jeff told him nobody wanted to hear his lies anymore.  Upon hearing this dismissal from his friends, Chet flew into a rage.  “Fuck you guys then!  I know I'm not always the easiest guy to get along with, but I sure as hell ain’t no murderer.  Jeff, you and your brothers never appreciated everything I did for this camp.  Despite all the work I’ve done, you never allowed me to become an owner.  You Koehlers just expected me to follow your stupid rules and go along with whatever bullshit you came up with.   Now you’re accusing me of killing Grant.  Well, I’ve had it.  I’m officially resigning from this camp!  You guys will miss me more than you think.  F-off, all of you.  Burn it Down, Baby!”  
Chet stormed out of the camp, slamming the door behind him.  He leaped into his truck and burned rubber exiting the parking lot.




Chapter twenty-six

Jeff left camp shortly after Chet and drove home for a Zoom call with a potential client in Munising, Michigan.  He sat in his home office talking about doing a feature on moose that had been reintroduced into Michigan’s upper peninsula.  Moose were challenging to photograph because they travel great distances and are relatively solitary animals.  If Jeff were going to accept this job, he would have to be compensated for whatever time it would take to complete it.  The client even liked Jeff’s suggestion that he could photograph on Isle Royale National Park to obtain the pictures.  Isle Royale is an island in Lake Superior, a part of Michigan, that is a US National Park.  It contains, by far, the largest moose population in the state.  The Michigan DNR introduced wolves to the island years ago to keep the moose population in check.  Their ongoing study spans decades, looking at the interaction and dynamics of the moose and wolf populations.  The job would be much quicker and cheaper if he filmed on Isle Royale.  The client had funding and knew what he asked would be time-consuming.  Jeff got the job of creating a calendar featuring moose during various seasons of the year.  
***When Jeff finished talking with the new client, he saw a message on his phone from Sarah.  He realized he’d promised to keep in touch with her and quickly dialed her back.  “Hey Jeff, thanks for returning my call.  Any news on the case you can share?”  
“I just talked to the deputy in charge of the investigation, and he has a number of leads to pursue.”  He also briefed her about Chet, Stanky, and Tim Starks but cautioned her no evidence yet existed to conclusively link anyone to the murder. “How are you and Julie doing?”
“Oh, not so good.  I’ve been having trouble sleeping.  Julie too.”  I just can’t believe Grant’s gone. It happened so unexpectedly.  Anyway, I didn’t call you just to express my grief.  I really need your help with something.  As you might expect, we have a huge job ahead of us sorting out Grant’s estate.  I’ve retained Harry Shemanski, a lawyer I have used in the past, to help with the estate.  Harry is asking some questions about Roads End that I can't answer.  I hoped you could help me explain how it works.”
“For sure Sarah, fire away.”
“First, how does the ownership interest break down, and were there restrictions on the deed when you and your brothers inherited the property?”
“Ok, here’s how it works.  Our father wanted to ensure that Roads End remained viable for future generations of Koehlers.  He structured it so that if one of us died, their ⅓ interest would pass equally to the other two brothers.  So, following Grant’s unfortunate death, Eddie and I now each own 50%.  When either Eddie or I die, the other brother will own the property outright 100%.  Dad left the property to all of us brothers as “tenants in common.”  What “tenants in common” means is that each of the three brothers owned ⅓ of every acre.  So, for example, Roads End has 480 acres.  Dad could have designated each son owning 160 acres outright.  Instead, “tenants in common” means we all own an interest in every single acre.  I think he structured it this way to ensure we’d work together and make joint decisions.  Dad aimed to ensure the property would remain in the family and couldn’t easily be sold.”
“Ok, thanks for that, Jeff.  So what you’re saying is Grant’s estate has no further legal interest in Roads End.”
“That’s correct, Sarah. Does that upset you?”
“Oh, of course not, Jeff.  You know neither Julie nor I are outdoor hunting camp people.  I just wanted to understand the arrangement so I can brief Harry.  One last question, what do you estimate the property is worth?”
“That’s a tough question to answer, Sarah.  I’ve never thought about it since we’ve never entertained the idea of selling.  I guess if it’s really important, I could ask a real estate appraiser to provide an estimate.  Is this something that’s critical for you to know?”
“No, don’t bother getting an appraisal.  I just wondered about the market value in case Harry asked the question.  It’s not that important for now.”
“Well, did I answer all your questions?”
“Yes, you did.  If Harry has any more questions, I will ring you back up or tell him to call you directly.  Please promise to keep me posted on any developments in the case.  Deputy Stassin promised to keep me updated, but I haven’t been getting much information from him.”
“I will definitely keep you in the loop Sarah.  Feel free to call me anytime if I can be of help.”




Chapter twenty-seven

Sitting in a cold interview room with only a metal table, two chairs, and a two-way mirror sat Eddie Koehler awaiting his interview with Deputy Stassin.  Eddie requested his interview be done at the police station because he wanted more privacy than the Roads End camp would provide.  After a few minutes, Stassin entered and gave Eddie the cup of black coffee he’d promised when Eddie arrived. 
“So, Eddie, I hope you don’t mind my taping this interview.  This will ensure I don’t mischaracterize anything you say here today.”
“No worries, Deputy.  Tape away.  I’ve got nothing to hide.”
“Ok then, let’s get started. How would you describe your relationship with Grant?”
“Very good.  My brother, Grant, always came through for me when I needed help.  Like all brothers, we had disagreements, but overall we were very close.”
“I heard from a source that overheard you saying, “Grant is my biggest problem,” in the Coyote Grill.  What did you mean by that?”
“I don’t remember exactly saying that.  If I did say something like that, it would probably have been before Grant changed his mind about loaning me some money.”
“Why did you need money?”
“I owe about $100k to the Bangate casino for a run of bad luck I had at the tables.  Grant initially balked at loaning me the money but later changed his mind and agreed.” 
“And when did Grant change his mind?”
“It happened shortly before rifle season after we talked it through. He said he just needed a few weeks to liquidate some bonds.  Unfortunately, his death means I’m back at square one and must find another way to raise the cash.”
“Is there anyone else who knew what Grant had promised?  Maybe your brother Jeff or Grant’s wife, Sarah?”
“I don’t think either of them knew about it, although I can’t be 100% sure.”
“So there’s nobody to back up your story?”
“No…wait, Cyrus Campbell can vouch for me.  I talked to Cyrus about helping me out when Grant originally balked.  Once Grant changed his mind, I called Cyrus to tell him I wouldn’t need his help anymore.  Cyrus can vouch for me and tell you that’s what I did.”
“That’s great, Eddie, that you told Cyrus about the loan.  However, if I were skeptical, you telling Cyrus that Grant planned to loan the money could be a smokescreen to throw us off your tracks.”
“No way, deputy!  You’ve been watching too many of those Law and Order tv shows.  Grant decided to loan me the money because that’s what brothers do.”
“I also heard you were in the Coyote Grill on November 14th while Grant shot pool with his friends.”
“Yeah, that’s right.  I stop there every year for a couple of drinks before heading to camp.”
“So you would have had access to the flask Grant carried in his jacket pocket that contained the poison?”
“I suppose, but you’re crazy if you think I had anything to do with Grant’s murder.  Don’t forget; I got poisoned too.  Why would I poison myself?  Think about that.”
“So what I’m hearing, Eddie, is you owe a lot of money, and you claim Grant promised to pay off your debt.  You admit you had access to the flask at the Coyote Grill and your camp.  You were overheard in the bar talking about what a problem Grant was.  “Do I have that all right?”
“Yeah, but…”
“Well, then you must realize how this looks pretty suspicious.  Is there anything more you want to tell me about Grant or your situation?”
“No, other than to say again, I loved my brother and would never harm him under any circumstances.”
“Ok, then, Eddie.  We’re done for now.  I’ll be back in touch after I check out a few things and get further into my investigation. You weren’t planning on leaving town anytime soon, were you?”
“No, I’ll be around.”
“Good.  We’ll talk again.”




Chapter twenty-eight

Sheriff Johnson of the Lakeview Sheriff’s Department had finally returned from his vacation and wanted to get up to speed on the Koehler murder.  He ushered Deputy Stassin into his office and said, “Reed, gimmie an update on the status of the Koehler investigation.  I’m getting bombarded with questions from the press and citizen groups.  Where are you at on this thing, and when will it be solved?” 
“I‘m making good progress, Sheriff.  The more I get into the case, the more complicated it gets.  Multiple suspects have emerged, and I’m trying to narrow down who had the motive and opportunity to commit the murder.  This water hemlock poison is not something that’s easy to get.  There are only limited places that we know of where it still grows in Michigan.  Several persons of interest have already been identified.  One is a hunting buddy of Grant’s named Chet Freemont.  I think you know Chet because he teaches shop at Granite Cove High.”
“Yes, I know Chet a bit.  My son had him for auto shop class as a senior.”
Stassin continued, “Chet disliked the Koehlers, especially Grant.  He also lied about his activities on the day of the murder.  He’s the last known person to see Grant alive.  I’m looking hard at him right now.”  
“Then there's this guy Tim Starks that Grant fired from the Iron Works.  I heard he issued a threat the day it happened and may have been involved in a shooting incident back in October, where somebody took a potshot at Grant.”  
“There is another shady guy, supposedly named Turk, who showed up to hunt at Trails End on November 14th.  I contacted the casino in Bangate, where he supposedly worked, and they said they had never heard of him.  Eddie Koehler, the youngest brother, at first called him a friend.  Later I got him to admit he really didn’t know the guy.  Claims he basically invited himself to the camp.  Eddie doesn’t know if Turk, or Jim Turkovich is even his real name."
“Another guy has emerged that I’m sure you’re familiar with.  You know Stanky, right?”
“Of course I know Stanky.  Everyone knows Stanky.”  
“Stanky threatened Grant after he pressed charges for a poaching incident last year.  Judge McIntyre threw the book at him, confiscating his gun and hunting privileges.  I talked to Stanky, and it raised a few red flags.  For one, he had a bottle of the same scotch we found in the flask.  I sent it to our lab for testing.  Haven’t got the results back yet.” 
“So, is that your entire list of suspects?”
“No, there’s more: Sarah Koehler, the wife.  I’ve been digging into her finances, and she stands to inherit a lot of money now that Grant’s dead.  There’s a life insurance policy and also money coming from the business.  Sarah initially blocked the autopsy, supposedly for religious reasons.  She also had access to the flask kept in their basement.  On top of that, patrons in the bar overheard her arguing with Grant about their daughter’s expenses, and she threatened him in public.”  
“Last but not least, there’s Eddie Koehler at the top of my list.  He owes $100k to the casino.  He had access to the poisoned flask, and a waitress overheard him in the bar telling someone that Grant was his biggest problem.   When I spoke to Eddie, he argued he couldn’t be involved because he’d been poisoned himself.  At first, that made sense.  Later I started thinking…  who's to say he didn’t poison himself with a trace amount, knowing it wouldn’t kill him, to deflect attention?  Eddie Koehler still remains a definite person of interest to me.”
“So Reed, answer me truthfully. Are you gonna be able to close this case, or do I need to assign other deputies?  Sounds like you have a lot more suspects than answers.  I can also request assistance from the State Police if needed.  We seldom get murder cases around here, and the pressure on me grows daily.”
“No, Sheriff, I’ve got this.  I know there are still lots of suspects, but I’m honing in on them and will get to the bottom of the case.  I’ve been on this from the start, and pulling in other officers would just slow me down.  Just give me a bit more time.”
“Ok, Reed, I will leave things as they are for now.  I need regular updates, and you come to me personally if you need anything at all.  This is your number one priority. I don’t want you to work on anything else until this case is closed.  Don’t make me regret this.”
“I definitely won’t, Sheriff.”
Stassin left the office and got into his patrol car to continue his investigation.  The meeting had gone as well as possible from his perspective.  He definitely didn’t want to bring other law enforcement officers into the case.  Deep down, Stassin saw the opportunity that solving this case could bring to his career.  Sheriff Johnson wasn’t running for re-election after this term.  This information hadn’t been released publicly, but he’d told several officers under his command.   Stassin was considering the idea of running for sheriff himself.  He saw this case as the lynchpin for his campaign.  It would help his chances immeasurably if he could solve this case.  Reed imagined himself sitting in the sheriff’s office and being in charge of the whole department as he hurried down the road to his next stop.
***
Jeff Koehler rushed to a meeting in town with Rich Wrobleski, who’d been anxious to meet with him.  Rich left several messages saying there were some developments on the oil lease front they needed to discuss.  Jeff’s focus had been on Grant and his murder since it happened.  He finally agreed to carve out an hour for Rich.  Jeff now realized how much stuff Grant handled on behalf of the camp.  Grant dealt with most financial matters and issues like oil leasing rights.  Jeff now felt he had to step up and find out what Rich had to say.
As he pulled into the small building on the edge of town where Liberty Oil leased an office, Rich greeted him as soon as he walked in.  “Jeff, thanks for making some time for me.  I know this is a difficult time for you, and I am sure you’re very busy.  I promise to make this short and to the point.”
“Thanks, Rich.  It has been a rough go.  Sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner, but you know how it is.”
“I feel terrible about what happened to Grant.  He called me just a week before he died.  His message said something about wanting information on directional drilling in the county.  Unfortunately, we never connected before he died, so I couldn’t respond.”
“Let’s get started so I can get you out of here as soon as possible,” Rich continued.  “You know I’ve been working on getting a new oil lease on your property through my company, Liberty.  Superior Oil controls most of the leases in this county.  Certain things have come to light that shows they aren’t working in the best interest of landowners.  I’d like to update you on some recent developments.”
“By all means.  Go ahead.”
“Ok, here goes.  In the oil leasing business, there are things landowners need to watch for that can materially affect their lease payments.  There are two basic types of lease royalty plans that oil companies use.  The first type is called gross royalty.  This means the landowner gets paid their negotiated percentage of oil or gas extracted from their property based on the total volume.  The second type is called net royalty.  Under this arrangement, the oil company can deduct production and other costs from the proceeds paid to landowners.   Typically the contracts specify what expenses the company may deduct, but oil companies like Superior are experts at finding gray areas to increase their allowable deductions.  Now it doesn’t take a genius to see that a gross royalty arrangement is far better than a net royalty because it eliminates these deductions.  It’s a much more straightforward transaction.”  
“The type of leasing arrangement offered can be a huge problem for landowners because they typically don’t read the fine print of the lease.”  Rich held up an actual lease contract to illustrate his point.  “Landowners tend to be very happy when an oil company agrees to pay them something each year, whether they drill or not.  They also know that they get a percentage of any oil extracted.  It’s rare when a landowner actually reads and understands the fine print dictating exactly how payments are calculated.  In Stoneman County, Superior Oil holds about 90% of all oil leases.   I’ve examined many Superior lease contracts with local landowners, and every single one I’ve seen is for net royalties.  Many landowners aren’t getting a fair return on the deals.  My company, Liberty Oil and Gas, never does net royalties.  All our contracts are gross royalties, which is the only way to be fair to landowners.  We’re finally starting to make inroads in the county.  Superior misleads them by offering a larger percentage of the proceeds.  However, our leases are much more lucrative because we pay based on gross, not net.  Let me stop for a minute.  I know this can be complex.  Are you following me so far?”
“I think so.  I‘m hearing that Superior has tricked landowners into thinking one thing, while in reality, they pay much lower proceeds due to this net royalty thing.”
“Right.  On a typical lease, one of our customers will receive an average of 32 percent more each year if we find oil than if they go with Superior.  But this isn’t the end of it.  There’s more.  Have you ever heard of a concept called directional or slant drilling?”
“No, I can’t say that I have.”
“Picture an oil rig drilling straight down into the ground.  Traditionally that’s the “old school” way they extracted oil.  Sometimes you hit oil, and sometimes you don’t.  A new approach came out of the oil industry in Texas called directional or slant drilling.  With this method, the shaft goes in at an angle as opposed to straight down.  Studies have shown that slant drilling covers more area resulting in a higher percentage of successful wells.”  
“That makes sense,” Jeff agreed.
“Yeah, it does.  Now I dare say that few landowners even know if their wells were vertically drilled or slant-drilled.  Even fewer probably care.  However, this can become very important for one main reason.  Sometimes during slant drilling, the shaft can actually encroach on a neighbor’s property and extract oil that they may not have a claim to.  Also, sometimes a pool of oil beneath the surface is large enough to lie on two different properties.  These issues have arisen in Texas and have now spread to Michigan. There is a significant court case right now where a landowner brought a lawsuit against Superior for slant drilling.  The lawsuit alleges Superior illegally extracted oil from a pool under the neighboring landowner’s property.   Most people think Superior is likely to lose this lawsuit.  This will create a situation where other landowners have a claim against royalties already paid out by Superior.  Also, it may dictate new oil leases be contracted because some current landowners are extracting oil that belongs to neighbors.  Superior keeps all this data very secretive.  As I said earlier, most landowners have no idea what type of well they have.”  
“The discovery, in this case, is forcing Superior to disclose details that have never been public.  This could impact you because you might have a claim against Superior for a slant well drilled into your property.  Even if this is not the case, you might be a great candidate for a new lease because you shouldn’t trust Superior.  Remember when they told you guys your first well came up dry?  I wouldn’t believe it if it were my land.  It’s to the oil company’s advantage to keep their findings confidential and not inform landowners.  They may have found oil, but they didn’t want to extract it yet, for many reasons.  They can be really sneaky and cap the well, waiting for a better price in the future.  I hope, when this dust settles, you will go with us on the new lease.  We’re honest and will take care of you like a real partner.”
“Wow, that’s a lot to digest, Rich.  It sounds promising. Grant wanted to talk to me about some issues, and I now know this was one of them.  I’m sure you’ll keep me in the loop as this gets sorted out in court.  Do you think it will be a long time before it gets resolved?”
“No. The case is proceeding rapidly.  I expect a decision to come down soon.  If it goes as most expect and Superior loses, it’s going to turn the whole oil business in this county upside down.  I’ll certainly keep you posted and will be in touch as soon as anything breaks. Thanks for the time this morning.”
“Thank you Rich.  Very worthwhile meeting.”
***Shortly after Jeff left the meeting with Rich, he received a call from Deputy Stassin.  “Jeff, I wanted to let you know about my interview with Tim Starks.  ATF records showed he did own a 30-06 deer rifle like half the people in this county.  When I asked Starks to produce the gun, he claimed someone stole it six months ago from his garage.  He says he didn’t report it because he thought it would be a waste of time.  He guided a group of bowhunters on the day Grant got shot at.  However, Starks claims he stayed with the hunters the whole time, and they will attest to that fact if asked.  This guy is a real piece of work, but my gut says he wasn’t involved.  He may be involved with other illegal activities, like weed, but I don’t get the sense he had the balls to kill Grant.”
“Well, if not, then deputy, who are you looking at?”
“Still looking at a number of people, Jeff, but I must tell you your brother is a person of interest.”  
“That’s ridiculous.  Eddie had nothing to do with Grant’s death.  I know that for a fact.  He always looked up to Grant growing up. You’re really missing the boat if you’re spending time on Eddie.”  
“Thanks for your input, Jeff.  I plan to follow the facts of the case wherever they lead.  I’m ruling out nobody.  I’ve got to go.  Let me know if you come across anything that might help my investigation.”




Chapter twenty-nine

Grant’s funeral was scheduled for 1:00 pm on Saturday at the Schriver Funeral Home in Granite Cove.  Jeff didn’t look forward to attending it.  They delayed the funeral for the autopsy and the timing of getting relatives in from out of town.  Funerals were not something Jeff enjoyed.  Of course, nobody really enjoys them.  However, this one for his brother meant he would be shaking hands, reminiscing, and hearing the same old condolences from half of Granite Cove.  Jeff really wanted to get this over with and move on and try to help find Grant’s killer. 
Jeff wore his brown suit, the only formal attire he still owned.  He couldn’t remember when he last wore it.  He had casually mentioned it to Francine when she asked why he had it hanging in the foyer.  He told her he needed to get it cleaned.  When he came home a day later, it appeared in the same place, encased in plastic, cleaned, and pressed.  Francine said she took the liberty of getting it done along with a freshly pressed white shirt.  She said she knew how distracted he’d become and didn’t want him to look disheveled at his brother’s funeral.
Jeff put on the suit and grabbed a red striped tie from the four hanging in his closet.  He struggled to tie the necktie because his deceased wife Charlotte had always tied them in the past.  Finally, he got a decent Windsor knot tied with some internet help.  Now he felt ready to do his duty.
Jeff had to arrive at the funeral home by noon to greet the well-wishers.  The Schriver Funeral Home was small, with only two viewing rooms.  Sarah followed Grant’s wishes for a small quiet ceremony that would be performed by a local minister from the Presbyterian church.  Grant didn’t belong to any church in Granite Cove.  He did support many church projects and charitable events by donating time and money frequently.  He became friends with Pastor Rawlings through his charitable contributions.  The pastor eagerly agreed to conduct a ceremony for Jeff at the funeral home.  Sarah dressed in a black Dior dress, and Jeff wondered if her fashion-conscious daughter helped pick it out.  
Sarah introduced Jeff to many of her friends and relatives.  Jeff also talked briefly with his niece Julie who had flown in from New York.  He dutifully greeted every person and repeated the same message that they had not caught the killer yet, but the police would surely close the case very soon.
Eddie arrived late as usual but within minutes, greeted everyone in the room.  Eddie became the focal point of every conversation due to his charisma and outgoing personality.  He spent much of his time in the back of the room talking with friends who arrived to pay their respects.
Mooch and Frenchie arrived shortly after Eddie.  Mooch wore a brown corduroy sport coat that looked like it had been made back in 1940 when they built the Roads End camp.  Frenchie wore a western-style shirt with a string tie, making him look like Wyatt Earp.  Jeff asked Frenchie about his look, and he admitted he didn’t own a suit, sport coat, or dress shirt.  Mooch and Frenchie came early because both had other things to do that day.  Jeff thanked them for coming, and they paid their respects to the family and left quickly, obviously relieved to be released from the solemn funeral home.
The next people Jeff saw entering the parlor were Cyrus and Martha Campbell.  Jeff knew Cyrus wouldn’t miss Grant’s funeral.  Jeff noticed Martha seemed much more frail than the last time he saw her.  She walked very slowly with a lot of help from Cyrus.  Grant greeted them warmly and introduced them around to the family.  Cyrus pulled Jeff aside and apologized that they couldn’t stay long because Martha was not feeling good.  He also asked Jeff about any news on the killer.  Jeff said, “unfortunately, there is nothing solid.  I’m concerned that the deputy on the case is in over his head and “barking up the wrong trees.”  He reassured Cyrus he understood the reason they had to leave.  Jeff also warned Cyrus he might get contacted by the authorities since his name was provided to police on a list of visitors to Roads End.  He told Cyrus he looked forward to getting together with him later when things quieted down.  
Jeff later hung out with Elk, who arrived just after Cyrus and Martha left.  They stood near the back of the room while Sarah, Julie, and Grant’s mother-in-law, Irene, held court near Grant’s casket.  Elk dressed in a dark pantsuit with a white blouse.  Her look was quite different from the hunting garb she frequently wore.  People were coming over to Jeff to offer condolences, and Elk was in rare form, critiquing some of the local “townies.”  
“That’s Steve McMaster and his awful wife, Patty.  What a blowhard that guy is.  He wants to run for mayor badly.  Nobody is going to vote for a crook like him.  I also can’t stand his wife.  She thinks she’s god's gift to men and tries to flirt with every guy she sees.  Oh, No, Henry Hopp.   I think he’s coming over here.  He is the so-called cook at Bagley’s diner.  I would rather eat my shoe than any piece of meat that man cooked.   Oh, Jeff, look over there.  See that woman with the low-cut black dress?  That’s Jeanine Sparrow, who used to work for Grant at Koehler.  They fired her because she was too lazy to do her work.  She’s got that low-cut top on.  Somebody must have told her “slutty chic” would be appropriate at a funeral.  Some people have no class!”  
A large rotund man about 50 years old came over to Elk and Jeff and introduced himself to Jeff as Benjamin Basley.  He said he joined the Koehler office staff about 18 months ago and became a trusted confidante and financial advisor to Grant.  When he left, Elk clued Jeff in on Mr. Basley.  “That was BS Basley.  Everyone in the office knows he’s the biggest bullshitter in the entire company.  Nobody can stand the guy.  He works with the office staff as a kind of “gopher,” running errands and doing odd jobs so the real workers can get stuff done.  He goes around telling people he advised Grant on financial matters.  What a crock!  The only financial matter BS Basley ever advised Grant on was the amount of money he needed from petty cash for the Subway sandwiches he had to pick up for lunch.”
Jeff tried not to laugh at Elk’s banter, knowing laughter would not be appropriate at his brother’s funeral.  It wasn’t that Jeff hadn’t grieved already since losing his brother.  The thought had brought him to tears several times since it happened.  Many people who cared little about Grant attended the ceremony, and it wasn’t a venue where Jeff could express his grief.
As Jeff stifled a laugh from Elk’s latest running commentary about a local “Jesus Freak,” he glanced toward the door as Carrie Cunningham entered the parlor.  Carrie dressed conservatively in a black faux-wrap sheath dress that matched the occasion perfectly with a strand of white pearls.  Jeff had never seen Carrie in a dress and couldn’t help but notice how attractive she looked.  Carrie immediately approached Jeff and expressed her condolences again regarding Grant’s death.  Jeff thanked her and introduced her to Elk.  “Carrie Cunningham, this is Patricia Elkins.  Carrie is the family practice doctor over at the clinic in town.  Patricia owned a restaurant and later worked at Koehler Iron Works, running the food service for my father and brother.”
“Nice to meet you, Patricia. Do you go by Patricia or Pat?”
“Neither. Everyone just calls me Elk.  It’s nice to meet you too.”
The three of them made small talk until Elk got summoned across the room by some employees from Koehler that missed her since she retired.
Jeff turned to Carrie, saying, “I appreciate you coming to this.  I know these things are not fun.  It means a lot.  Hey, I just want to apologize for my conduct on our drive….”  Carrie abruptly cut him off mid-sentence.  
“No, Jeff, don’t say another word.  I’m the one who should apologize.  I totally overreacted.  It’s not an excuse, but many things have been happening with my daughter and Todd’s recent marriage that knocked me off kilter.  I hope we can just forget what happened and remain friends.”
“You have nothing to apologize for, Carrie.  I do agree that I’d love to forget about that whole thing and pretend it never happened.”
“Let’s do that,” Carrie replied.  Jeff then took her around and introduced her to some people in attendance, including Sarah and Julie.
Later, Jeff left briefly to talk to a cousin he hadn’t seen for nearly ten years.  Carrie found herself standing next to Elk, whom she liked almost immediately because of her candor and blunt demeanor.  
Elk turned to Carrie and said, “So Doc, I like you.  By now, I’m sure you know Jeff has a crush on you.  Whatever happens, going forward, you better treat him right.  I knew Jeff when he came into our restaurant with his father as a young boy.  He’s a good guy who has been through a lot in his life.  If you aren’t good to him, you’ll have me to answer to.”
“Elk, I can see Jeff is a lucky guy to have a friend like you.  But I think you’ve misjudged our relationship because we’re just friends.”
“You may think that Doc, but I see the way he looks at you.  I’m his friend, and I know almost every other friend he has.  He doesn’t look at any of us the way he looks at you.  In any case, that's between the two of you.  As long as you’re good to him, you and I will be friends too.  I’ve got to get going now.  I’m going to pop over to Jeff and say my goodbyes.  Nice meeting you, Doc.”  
After Elk left, Jeff returned to Carrie, who prepared to leave. Carrie again expressed her condolences.  “Jeff, I know this must be a terribly tough time for you, so keep me in mind if you ever need someone to talk to.  Since I’m no longer your doctor, I can meet you for a sandwich or coffee sometime if you think it might help.  Sorry, I can’t stay longer, but Tyler has a basketball practice that I must get him to.”
“Thanks for coming, Carrie, and thanks for that offer.  I may just take you up on it.  I hope the next time I see you, it’s under better circumstances.  Take care.”
As Carrie exited the funeral parlor, she felt glad she’d attended.  Carrie agonized over whether she should attend the funeral.  She knew Jeff and Eddie but had not seen Grant since childhood.  She went back and forth about attending the funeral.  She also wondered how Jeff would react following their uncomfortable ride to the lab.   She appreciated the fact they were able to clear the air.  Carrie also thought about the comments Elk made.  Did Jeff really have a crush on her?  How did she even feel about Jeff?  Was she being honest with herself?   She definitely felt better, having garnered the courage to visit the funeral home.  For now, that would have to be good enough.




Chapter thirty

The funeral viewing and service were draining for Jeff, and he felt exhausted when he got home that evening.  Eddie left before Jeff could catch up with him to talk.  Steele waited for him as soon as he walked in the door and let Jeff know, in no uncertain terms, it was time for a walk.  Since Jeff lived on the water, he loved to walk Steele down to the lake.  Steele plunged into the freezing water as if it were a warm summer day.  When he emerged, he shook vigorously and trotted down the beach, ready for part two of his walk. 
Jeff had a lot of thoughts swirling around in his head.  Grant, Carrie, Deputy Stassin, and Eddie were all there as he walked Steele along the beach.  He had to talk with Eddie since Stassin considered him a suspect.  Jeff decided to call his brother when he and Steele finished.
Eddie didn’t answer when Jeff called, so he left a message on his voicemail.  Eddie called him back about an hour later.  “Hey bro, what’s up?  I’ll bet you loved that ceremony.  Wasn’t it fun?  Having to tolerate all those people, many of whom didn’t even like Grant.  I would rather submit to Chinese water torture than go through that again.”
“Eddie, are you aware the police consider you a suspect in Grant’s death?  Am I missing something?  Why are you a suspect?”
“Look, Jeff, I owe some money to the casino. Nothing I can’t handle.  Stassin is anxious to close the case, so he figures I may be the killer.  I really have no idea what he thinks. He’s crazy!.”  
“I saw you coming out of Clay Thome’s law office the other day.  Is there anything I need to know about?”
“No, not at all.  Clay is just helping me with some financial stuff.  No need to bore you with the details.  Everything is good.  Don’t worry about me.  They can’t get me for a murder I never committed.  Just the idea of me harming Grant is ridiculous.  Hey, sorry to cut our conversation off, but I have somewhere I need to be.  Take care of yourself, and don’t worry about your little brother.”
After the call, Jeff didn’t feel much better and couldn’t help but wonder if the police knew more than Eddie had told him.  The mere fact Eddie owed some money sure didn’t seem like enough to make him a suspect.  He decided to quiz Deputy Stassin the next time they talked to see why he suspected Eddie.
Jeff stopped by the Sheriff’s office to see if he could meet with Deputy Stassin.  He hoped for an update on the case and to get an answer about Eddie. The receptionist told him Stassin was out of the office, so he left a message requesting a call when he returned.  
Following his stop at the sheriff’s office, he went back home to look over some material from Westgate Community College.  They wanted him to teach a photography class for their night school students.  They approached Jeff shortly after his pictures went viral, and he began appearing on TV and podcasts around the area.  He wasn’t sure yet if he wanted to commit to teaching.  In Northern Michigan, a career in wildlife photography typically requires people to generate revenue in various ways.  Teaching and offering classes could bring in extra money to supplement your photography earnings.  Jeff had an advantage because he had achieved a notoriety that far exceeded what most newcomers in the profession could hope for.  He had to decide if he wanted to teach the weekly class in a city about 45 minutes away.  The money would come in handy, but it also took time that might be better served chasing new business clients.  He had much to consider as he reviewed the college’s class proposal.  After about an hour, he decided to postpone his answer for a couple more weeks.
At 4:30 pm, Jeff headed toward the camp to meet with Frenchie and Mooch.  Jeff volunteered to pick up a pizza from the Coyote Grill on his way to the cabin.  He dialed the number as he left Granite Cove and ordered the usual extra large with pepperoni, mushrooms, and green pepper.  The bartender said it would be ready in about 20 minutes, just about the time he expected to arrive.
Jeff parked his truck out front of the Coyote Grill, surprised at how busy the bar was.  He saw a truck he recognized in the parking lot.  It wasn’t hard to notice a full-size red Silverado with a “Burn it Down, Baby” bumper sticker.  Chet must be in the bar, but Jeff had no desire to talk with him.  Jeff entered the crowded bar, anxious to get his pizza and leave.  Only one or two open tables remained in the back of the bar.  The locals were getting off work and liked to stop for a drink on their way home.  Jeff didn’t see Chet at first as he strode up to the bar.  He said, “I ordered a pizza for Jeff Koehler.”  
Before the bartender could say anything, Maggie O’Shea came around the corner from the kitchen and said, “Hi Jeff, I can grab your pizza.  Nice seeing you.”  
“You too Maggie.  Looks like you guys are really busy this afternoon.”
“It’s like this most afternoons for a couple of hours after work.  Then it thins out until after 9:00 pm when the serious drinkers arrive.  You had the extra large, right?”
“Yup, that’s mine.”
As Jeff waited for Maggie to return, he spotted Chet in the corner in a deep conversation with a guy he didn’t recognize.  Maggie returned shortly with the pizza, and Jeff paid the $15.00 with a $20 bill telling her to keep the change.  “Hey Maggie, who is that guy at the back table talking to Chet?”
“Oh, that’s Tim Starks.  I think he’s now working at the Silver Lake Lodge.”
“So that’s Tim Starks, eh?  Thanks, Maggie.  Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
Jeff exited the bar, wondering what Chet and Tim Starks would have to talk about.  Chet never indicated he knew Tim when they visited the Silver Lake Lodge and spoke to Jack Perkins.  Why should that be a surprise since Chet hid so many other things?  What could those two be discussing now?  More questions without answers.  
Jeff drank a second beer after the pizza was consumed at Roads End while Mooch and Frenchie were preparing to leave.  Jeff planned to spend the night.  He wanted to capture some shots in the morning of fresh snow on the tamarack trees to use as a background for some cards he planned to sell for Christmas.  The guys had found themselves talking more about the case, and every thread they pulled on seemed to lead to another layer.  What started out with no suspects now seemed to lead to a number of possible killers.  They had to narrow down the list by determining who had means, motive, and opportunity.  Jeff kept returning to the poison derived from water hemlock.  Somebody had access to this deadly poison, and if they could figure out who, they would have the killer.
Jeff sat in the empty cabin drinking one last beer.  The fire burned warm and inviting, and Jeff reflected on all his good times at Roads End from childhood to the present.  It felt like a violation of the tranquility of the camp to have had a murder committed on this extraordinary land.  
Jeff also thought about Carrie and wondered where that relationship was going.  After their car ride to Petoskey, a dark cloud hung over them.  She trusted him enough to share personal information about her marriage.  He didn't know all the circumstances that led to her divorce, nor did he particularly care.  Certainly, he had not lived a perfect life himself.  His failure as a husband haunted him, just like her failed marriage impacted her. He also couldn’t avoid thinking he could have done something to save his brother Grant.  These were the demons and doubts he would have to live with.  It was encouraging that Carrie came to the funeral.  Jeff knew that the day would soon arrive when they both would need to figure out if they could ever have a real relationship.  As all these deep thoughts churned in his head, he finally let the fire expire and headed back to the bunk to sleep.
The next morning it snowed lightly at Roads End, offering the perfect conditions for the photos Jeff sought.  He couldn’t get the case off his mind and thought about it continuously as he trudged through the deep snow towards the tamarack trees that grew in a marshy area on the property.  He set up his tripod and snapped almost 100 shots of different trees and snow patterns that hung on the branches.  When he finished up and started back, his wandering mind focused on a terrible thought.  What if we never solve Grant’s murder?  That would be the ultimate unbearable thought.  He imagined a world where someone got away with Grant’s murder without consequences.  Part of the legacy of Roads End would become this unsolved mystery where someone killed his brother and never faced justice.  This couldn’t be allowed to happen.  Somebody killed Grant, and that person must be held responsible.  However, any objective look at the facts and evidence showed the case had stalled out.
Jeff arrived back at the cabin in a down mood he couldn’t extinguish as he reviewed the photos he had just taken for the Christmas cards.  They would do quite nicely and should bring in a handsome profit when he sold them to the card company in Traverse City.  Sitting at the main dinner table in camp, he looked over to the shelf by the bar and spotted the camera he used to capture the buzz of opening night at deer camp.  He’d forgotten he even took those shots.  Since he felt nostalgic and a bit depressed, he turned on his computer and viewed the photos and video clips.  They might highlight images of his brother Grant during a happy time before his tragic death.  Jeff pulled the chip out of the camera and inserted it into his laptop as he turned it on.  He scrolled through the 220 photos and video clips he snapped that afternoon and evening.  Some pictures showed guys drinking shots on the buck they had yet to shoot.  There were pictures of each person at the camp in a celebratory mood.  A few featured the incredible meal Elk prepared with hungry men lurking in the background.  One wonderful image featured Eddie presenting the lime green Speedo to Cyrus as a joke gift for his cruise.  Cyrus’s had a priceless look on his face.  Jeff made a mental note to give Cyrus a copy of the picture as a remembrance.  
Each shot captured excellent memories of good times at Roads End.  Jeff paused for a few minutes while he plugged in his laptop because the battery had just died.  As the computer hummed and booted up again, one of the final images appeared.  The picture absolutely shocked Jeff.  He couldn’t believe what he saw!  “It couldn’t be!  He found himself staring at a clue that could be the key to the mystery of who killed his brother.




Chapter thirty-one

Deputy Stassin sat in a fancy conference room with the name Beatey, Shemanski, and Dwyer on the wall.  It housed the law office of Sarah Koehler’s lawyer Harry Shemanski.  Stassin had decided to “follow the money” and obtained a subpoena for financial records, tax returns, and the Sarah and Grant Koehler Living Trust.  He wanted to determine the financial benefit to Sarah if her husband were gone.  Shemanski agreed to talk with him after Sarah gave permission.  Slouched behind his desk, Shemanski was a skinny man about 6ft 4’’ tall.  He appeared to be in his 60s with gray hair, dark glasses, and a wrinkled face.  Stassin started the meeting as soon as Harry opened his files.  “We noticed when we looked at these documents in our office that Grant did not have his wife’s name on all his assets.  For example, Koehler Iron Works is held in Grant’s name only.  Why is this?” Stassin inquired.   
“That’s easy to explain,” Shemanski responded.  “My client Sarah and her husband mutually decided it could open their marital assets up to lawsuits if they treated Koehler as a marital asset.  Koehler Iron Works is a limited partnership, but cases still exist where personal assets have been dragged into business lawsuits.  We decided it would be best for Grant  to hold this asset alone in the LLC.”
“So Sarah had no direct claim on this substantial asset prior to Grant’s death.”
“That’s technically correct.”
“Is it true your client is now negotiating with a venture capital firm to sell Koehler Iron Works?”
“There have been preliminary discussions that I have been privy to.  Nothing has been finalized, nor could it be until Grant’s estate settles.”
“But that’s the plan, right?  Your client does intend to sell it.” 
“Well, I can’t see my client, Mrs. Koehler, wanting to run an Iron Works facility.  That would be something she lacks the expertise and desire to be involved with.”
“Tell me about the life insurance policy Grant took out 18 months ago,” Stassin asked.
“There’s a $2 million policy that exists.  Grant insisted on this to ensure Sarah would be taken care of.  Even with an asset as substantial as Koehler Iron Works, liquidating a business can take substantial time.  This could cause a cash shortage for my client that her husband wanted to address.”
“So she will be receiving that $2 million quite soon?”
“The claim has been filed, but I don’t expect any payment until the criminal case is wrapped up.”
“Lastly, how is Grant’s daughter Julie affected by this death from a financial perspective?”  
“Grant and Sarah set up a trust fund for her that would activate upon the death of either parent.  It’s funded in the amount of $500,000.  With her father’s death, Julie will receive $8,000 monthly until the trust expires, which should occur in about six years.  This will help her establish her career in NY design circles.  Anything else I can help you with?”
“No, sir, I think I have what I need for now.  I may be back in touch at some point, but I appreciate your time today.”
***Cyrus Campbell and his wife Martha had not left the house since they attended the funeral service for Grant.  Today they finally ventured out to Petoskey, where Martha had an appointment with her oncologist.  The pancreatic cancer advanced more rapidly than expected.  When the doctor completed his examination, he saw no evidence of remission in her stage four diagnosis.  He raised the issue of hospice to make her more comfortable.  Cyrus dreaded this day but would do anything to make her last days bearable.
He helped her into her favorite chair in the living room when they returned home while he went upstairs to pay some bills.  Cyrus wouldn’t have worried too much about his growing expenses years ago.  He earned more than double his current monthly payments when oil was first discovered on his land.  In the past year, the proceeds from oil were down over 50% as the pool diminished.  Gar Cherington had warned him that a lawsuit against Superior could devastate Cyrus if successful.  Many of Superior’s clients were at serious risk.  Cyrus had a lot less money than everyone in the county thought.  Superior deducted increasing expenses from his monthly payments as the remaining oil in the pool became more expensive to extract.  Cyrus could no longer sleep soundly at night because of worries about money and Martha.   
Cyrus’s son Vince had returned home to Norton Shores with granddaughter Ashley.  Cyrus missed having them around because they added much-needed positive energy to the home.  He hoped they could come back and see Martha at least one more time before she passed.  Having them around kept his mind off his financial problems and worrying about his beloved Martha.
It was now late in the afternoon, but Cyrus still had one more important meeting coming up this day.  A black Ford pickup truck pulled up in front of his home, and Eddie Koehler stepped out of the truck and greeted Cyrus warmly.  “Hey Cyrus, you old coot, it’s great to see you.”
“Always good to see you too, Eddie.”
“How are things going here at home?  I hope everyone is doing well.”
“I am doing as well as expected for an old farmer who feels like he just got run over by his tractor.  Martha is inside, sleeping, and not feeling well today.  I hoped we could talk inside the barn to avoid disturbing her.”
“That works fine for me, Cyrus.  I’ll follow you over there.”
They proceeded to the large barn behind the house.  It contained a tractor and various other pieces of farm equipment.  A black cat scurried away as they entered.  The cat lived in the barn and embraced his job of keeping the stored grain free from mice.  The barn felt cold and grimy, with a small table on one side.  It smelled of dust and grain mixed with diesel fuel from the tractors. Eddie grabbed a bucket to sit on while Cyrus sat in the only fold-up chair in the barn.  Eddie started the conversation out.  “Thanks for meeting with me, Cyrus.  I’ve been thinking a lot about what I should do since we last met at the Coyote Grill.  With the death of my brother, I’m obviously not going to be able to get the money I need from Grant.  The casino is still pressuring me to clear up my $100k debt.  I need to do something fairly quickly, or else I am in big trouble.  Before I go any further, are you still saying you wouldn‘t be able to give me a straight-up loan for the money?”
“Eddie, here’s the deal, as I explained at the bar.  I can’t make loans in this community.  Everyone thinks I have all this money, which isn’t true.  Once word gets out, and it always does, every yahoo in the county is gonna hit me up for money.  Also, my tax guy says I can’t do it either.  Something about capital gains and earned income that I will admit I don’t fully understand.  A direct loan is not going to work.”
“I understand, Cy.  I just wanted to be sure nothing has changed.  Jeff doesn't have that kind of money, so I didn’t mention it to him yet.  I feel bad even asking for help.  You and Martha were always like a second set of parents to me growing up.  Vince and I spent almost as much time in your house as I did in my own home. 
That second option we briefly discussed is one I think we can do.  We talked a bit about it last time.  I also spoke with that lawyer, Clay Thome, about partitioning our Roads End property.”  
“Tell me again, Eddie, what Thome explained to you about a partition action.  I want to make sure we’re on the same page.”
“Ok, here’s the summary of what he said.  A partition action is a process that allows an owner to split up jointly owned property so a portion can be sold.  It’s common when multiple family members inherit a cottage or home, and only one wants to sell.  Once it’s partitioned, I could sell my acreage to pay off my debt.  Thome says I can definitely do it now following Grant’s passing.  While Grant lived, it wouldn’t have been possible since I only owned ⅓ of the property.  Thome told me Judge Harrison, who would have to approve it, would never agree without Jeff and Grant buying in. It also didn't help that Judge Harrison liked Grant and sat on the school board with him.  Harrison would want to see at least 50 percent of the property ownership agreeing to the partition before he would approve it.   I know my brothers would never even hear of it.  However, now I own half of the property.  That’s why Thome says the partition action would surely be approved by the judge.  Are you with me so far, Cyrus?”
“Yes, Eddie, and that would work for me.  Instead of loaning you the money, I could purchase half of the property.  I would then lease back the hunting rights to you for $1.00.  I would literally just be holding it until you get back on your feet.  At that time, you could just repurchase the property from me for the same price, and everything works out for us all.  From your perspective, the Roads End crew would still be hunting the same acreage as you have since Max bought it.  I could help you without encouraging everyone in the county to chase after me for loans.  I know you’ll be back on your feet in no time, and I would just let you repurchase your share then.”
“It seems like a Win/Win to me, Cyrus. I especially like your point about selling you the portion of Lands End adjacent to your farm.  Jeff would retain the half that includes the cabin, which is the most valuable piece.   If I can prove to the casino that I have a buyer, they will lay me off for a few months while Grant’s estate is settled and the partition action is completed.  It’s funny how fate works. First, Grant wouldn’t loan me the money, and then he changed his mind.  Now that he’s deceased, partitioning the property is viable again.”  
“How is your brother Jeff going to take this when we do it?”  
“He definitely won’t like it, but what can he do?  I need to raise money, or else the casino will ruin me.  My credit is not good enough to get a personal loan.  Also, I can’t borrow money on my share of the camp because Jeff would need to sign off on it.  There’s no other way.  I love Jeff, and I love Roads End.  Unfortunately, this is the only way out for me.  I’ll just have to explain it to Jeff so he understands it’s only temporary.  I really appreciate your willingness to step in and help me out.”
“Ok then,” Cyrus said, extending his hand.  “Let’s shake on it.  Where I come from, a man’s word is his bond.  We have a deal.”  
With that, Eddie extended his hand and shook hands with Cyrus.  Cyrus pulled a bottle of Jim Beam whiskey from a cabinet in the barn, and they each had a drink celebrating their agreement.  Eddie left the meeting and headed home, feeling relieved for the first time in months.  He truly felt lucky to have a friend like Cyrus.




Chapter thirty-two

The short 30-second video Jeff stared at on his computer shocked him to his very core.  At first glance, he hadn’t even noticed the most extraordinary thing.  The video Jeff examined showed Turk and Eddie standing at the bar pouring tequila shots.  It took place in the middle of all the hijinks in the cabin the night before rifle season.  They had just completed the award ceremony with Cyrus and the Speedo.  Jeff quickly captured the humorous activities for his documentary.   
It wasn’t the two men and their drinking game that made it shocking. Something barely visible appeared in the far left corner of the frame that was so subtle he almost missed it.  Grant’s jacket hung on a hook right next to the bathroom.  The leather flask stuck out of his top pocket.  A hand was visible in the video as it grabbed the flask.  The face of the person remained out of the frame and couldn’t be seen.  However, Jeff spotted a flash of lime green as a hand reached for the flask.
Jeff suddenly realized that Cyrus’ Speedo was the only lime-green object in the cabin.  He’d tucked it in his jacket pocket with a portion hanging out.  This must be the green object vaguely visible in the photo.  With all the possible suspects, Cyrus wasn’t even on his list.  More questions ran through his mind.  Could Cyrus have been involved in his brother’s death?  If so, what could be the possible motive?  Cyrus was a great friend to Grant and all the Koehler boys.  His relationship with the family went all the way back to Max.  There wasn’t any logical reason Cyrus would want Grant dead.  Maybe there’s another explanation for the video that didn’t implicate Cyrus at all.  These were all questions that needed to be answered.  As he thought about the revelation, he did remember Cyrus heading to the back of the cabin to use the bathroom.  Jeff decided that he would not accuse Cyrus or even question him without more evidence.  If Jeff went to the police and implicated Cyrus, he would lose a great family friend if it turned out to be a terrible mistake.  This clue might turn out to be very important to solving Grant’s murder, but he needed to tread very carefully until he had more information.
After the revelation of the photo, Jeff racked his brain, considering the possibility of Cyrus’s involvement.  Cyrus had access to the flask, where they discovered the poison.  However, to Jeff’s knowledge, Cyrus had no access to cicutoxin from the rare water hemlock plant.  He also had no motive so far as Jeff could ascertain.  Jeff’s mind spun as he searched for answers that weren’t there.  
Jeff left the cabin and drove into Granite Cove to the Cuppa Joe coffee shop.  He picked his favorite table in the back and had only been there for about five minutes when Carrie walked through the door and joined him.  “Carrie, thanks so much for meeting me this afternoon.  I know you only have a little time before your next patient, but I need somebody objective to talk to since I know I’m too close to this stuff.”
They were briefly interrupted as the waitress came over, and they ordered two coffees.  “I’m glad you called me.  It worked out because I had an open slot this afternoon when Mrs. Chastain canceled at the last moment.  What is it that’s making you look so stressed?”
Jeff told Carrie about what he found and the possibility of Cyrus being somehow involved.  She seemed skeptical at first until Jeff showed her the short video of a hand touching the flask, with a flash of lime-green visible in the video.  “You’re right not to jump to conclusions without further evidence.  This is very suspicious but not conclusive.  Maybe Cyrus grabbed the flask because he recognized it as your Dad’s.  He might just have been admiring a relic from the past.   You have no evidence he placed poison in it, nor can you even conclusively say this is his hand.  I think you’re right in not reporting it without more information.”
They talked about all the other players in the investigation, and some seemed to have a stronger motive than Cyrus.  Jeff then asked Carrie how Grant would have died, how long it would have taken, and if it was painful.  He also shared his guilt about steps he could have taken to save his brother.  
“You need to put any thoughts of guilt out of your head Jeff.   Grant died almost instantly and likely felt little pain.  The poison cicutoxin is so powerful it caused his heart to stop within minutes.  Even if you were standing right next to Grant when he ingested it, you wouldn’t have been able to save him.  With his underlying heart condition, nobody could!”   
Toward the end of their discussion, Jeff relayed how he and all his brothers spent time at the Campbell farm as kids and that Eddie and Cyrus’s son Vince were best friends.  
“Does Vince still live around the area?” Carrie asked.
“No.  When he stopped by Roads End with his daughter, he said he lives in a town called Norton Shores.  I have no idea where that is.  I think it’s somewhere on the western side of Michigan.
“You’re close, Carrie said.  It’s a suburb of Muskegon.  My sister and her husband live nearby, and we’ve been to dinner in Norton Shores.  As Carrie said the word Muskegon, a flashback entered her head.  Someone else recently mentioned Muskegon.  Then it came to her.  “Jeff, remember our meeting with Myra Ellsworth and Dr. Haskins at the lab?  They told us water hemlock still grows near Muskegon.  The DNR has not yet been able to eradicate it in that area.”  
“Oh crap, how did I miss that?  This could mean that Cyrus or his son had access to water hemlock.  Again, I realize this is circumstantial, but it’s another piece of the puzzle that points to Cyrus.”  
An idea then came into Jeff’s head.  “I gotta go now, and I know you need to get back to your office.  I just thought of something I needed to do.  Fill you in later.  You’re a genius, Carrie!  Thank you so much!”
Carrie returned to her office and wondered what Jeff needed to do so abruptly.  She felt good she had been able to calm his concerns about Grant’s death and offer up a bit of information to help with the case.  Carrie felt happy Jeff confided in her when he needed to talk it out.  She continued to find herself thinking about him, probably more than she should.  Her thoughts were abruptly interrupted when her nurse Susan leaned into her office and announced, “Ralph Perkins is here for his checkup Carrie.”




Chapter thirty-three

Jeff needed to speak with Rich Wrobleski.  He called him as soon as he left Cuppa Joe and left a voicemail that they needed to talk.  Rich called him back that evening as he prepared to eat a Chinese carryout dinner of egg rolls, fried rice, and crab rangoons. 
“Hey, Jeff, what’s up?”
“Hey Rich, I have a question that I hope you can help me find the answer to.  You mentioned the court case with Superior Oil has not yet concluded.  You felt they were likely to lose the case in the end.  Has anything changed since we talked?”
“No, not yet, but it’s a decision that will come down very soon one way or the other.  Why do you ask?”  
“I think I may have figured out the information Grant sought when he left you that message before he died.  You know, the one where he wanted information about directional drilling.   You said there were a number of wells in the county that used that drilling method.  Correct?”
“That’s right.  Supposedly there are at least 17, according to the court documents.”
“Is there any way to find out who owns them and their locations?” 
“You mean the 17 wells?”
“Yeah.”
“It hasn’t been publicly released yet.  It will come out as soon as the case is settled.  That’s when I think oil companies will scramble to pick up new leases.”
“I really need to find out the landowner’s names for those 17 leases in question.  Is there any possible way to find out now?”
“If it’s that important to you, Jeff, I can’t promise anything, but I have a former colleague who works in legal for Superior.  I could ask her.  No promises though.”
“I’d appreciate it.  I can’t tell you the details now, but it’s really important.  Call me back if you find anything.”
“Will do.”
***While Jeff seemed to be progressing in the case, Deputy Stassin was getting worried.  He felt a great deal of pressure from his superiors and needed to make an arrest soon.  If no arrest was forthcoming, he risked getting pulled off the case, where it would be reassigned to another deputy or the State Police.  He could kiss his chance of becoming the next sheriff goodbye if that happened.  Stassin still liked Eddie as his primary suspect in the case.  He even considered pulling Eddie back into the station for further questioning to see if he would break under interrogation and confess.  At least, this would give the appearance of progress in the case.  It might even satisfy the press and the Sheriff for a while.  He dismissed this idea because he had no direct evidence against Eddie and couldn’t articulate a solid motive.  Stassin desperately needed a break and decided his best approach would be to re-interview all the people of interest again.  The clock was ticking.
***Jeff stopped by Rich Wrobleski’s office on the outskirts of town the next day when Rich told him his source had produced something very interesting.  “Hey, Rich. It seems like you must have a pretty good source at Superior Oil to have gotten a response so quickly.”
“Yeah, I do.  She’s a person I worked with years ago, and we actually dated a few times back in my single days.  She’s a great person to have in your corner and has helped me out several times.  All it costs me is lunch when this whole thing ends.”
“So let me show you what I’ve got.”  Rich pulled out a spreadsheet that displayed the owners and locations of the 17 properties.  Jeff quickly scanned the list.  As expected, Cyrus Campbell appeared as the page’s third name.  “So Jeff, just so you’re clear, these 17 are the ones that have been identified by Superior as wells that were drilled using the slant drilling approach.  Until this court case, Superior never shared this information, even with the landowners.   Some wells are within 100 feet of their neighbor’s property.   That virtually guarantees that some have been extracting oil from adjoining properties without sharing it with the owners.  As you can see, Cyrus Campbell has been doing this along your property line for years.  I assume this is why you wanted to see the list.“
“That’s a part of it for sure.  So what is the likely outcome when the court case is closed?”
“Most likely, the court will order Superior to reimburse the adjoining landowners for some portion of the oil extracted from under their land.  Superior will then go after their current leaseholders to claw back the money.  This is another reason why people need to read these lease contracts carefully.  I’m sure none of them ever believed they could be held responsible for fraud or mismanagement committed by Superior Oil.”
“Once the case is officially adjudicated, there will be an effort to sign up new properties like yours to leases.  Superior knows precisely how much oil resides on your property.  They just keep that data to themselves and never share it with the landowner.  That oil well they drilled on your property several years ago may not have been dry.  They may have just realized they could access it from Cyrus’s property without leasing your land.  That’s why I hope you guys at Roads End go with my company, Liberty Oil, moving forward.”
“Thanks for that, Rich.  This is great information.  Hit me up when you pay for that lunch for your source.  It’s on me!”
Things were now starting to make some sense to Jeff.   He understood the severe money problems Cyrus was facing.  He wondered how long Cyrus had known about the slant drilling issue.  It was apparent why Cyrus didn’t tell any Koehlers about it.  Jeff now knew Cyrus had access to the flask, potentially access to water hemlock, and severe financial problems.  One final puzzle piece remained missing, and Jeff knew just the person to talk to.




Chapter thirty-four

Eddie Koehler attended his Friday night poker game in the back room of the Knights of Columbus Hall.  The group of seven guys met every Friday to play Texas HoldEm.  The group included a banker, a real estate broker, three local businessmen, and a politician, besides Eddie.  Eddie usually didn’t answer his phone during the game, but his cards sucked, and the call came from Jeff. 
“Hey, Jeff, what's up?  You just rescued me from losing money in tonight’s poker game.  I can’t believe my luck is so bad I can’t even win a hand with aces in the hole.”
“I need to talk to you tonight in person about something important.  Can you stop by my house?”  
“You sound serious, Bro.  I will wrap up here within the hour and stop by.  Do you want to give me a sneak preview of what we’re talking about?”
“Best to wait until we can talk in person.  See you in an hour.”
“Make sure you have a cold one ready for me when I arrive.  I’m gonna need it after the way these cards suck tonight.”
Eddie returned to the game, extremely curious about what his brother wanted to discuss.  I’ve gotta finish this game, he thought, because I can feel my luck changing.  Almost immediately, he caught a king on the river and took down his first pot of the night.
Ninety minutes later, Eddie pulled into the driveway and walked right in the front door of his brother’s house.  They grabbed a couple of beers and adjourned to the office upstairs overlooking the lake.  The peace and tranquility of the evening belied the tough conversation ahead with Eddie.  The time had come for his poker-playing brother to come clean and lay all his cards on the table.
“Eddie, I need to ask you some questions, and I need you to be 100% truthful with me.  Can you do that?”
“Wow, you seem so serious.  When have I not been truthful?  Fire away!”
“I know something has been going on with you.  I’ve seen you in the lawyer’s office.  I’ve heard and seen bits and pieces.  Do you have some kind of deal cooking that is gonna impact me or Roads End?”
Eddie paused and wondered how his brother got wind of his plan.  He finally decided, what the hell.  He would have to find out sooner or later.  “Yeah, I’ve been working on something and planned on telling you when the time was right.  I guess that time is now.”  With that, Eddie told Jeff about his casino debt and the threats he faced if he didn’t come up with some cash very soon.  He talked about the second meeting with Grant, where Grant had agreed to loan him the money.  He then explained how he had spoken to Cyrus, and they worked out a deal to partition the Roads End property.  That way, he could sell Cyrus his 50% share.  “The important part is Cyrus promised I could repurchase it as soon as I get my money squared away.  He’ll lease us the hunting rights for $1 until that happens, and you keep the half with the cabin.  It’s a win/win for everyone.  I hope you can see that.”
“I presume the oil and mineral rights would also go to Cyrus in this deal.”
“Yeah, but only until I get some cash together and repurchase everything. Besides, we don’t even have an oil lease, so the mineral rights are irrelevant.   We would still hunt it like we always have, and Cyrus is just being a friend by helping me out of my jam.”
Now Jeff finally had a clear picture of Cyrus’s motive.  Cyrus knew there would be trouble if the court case went against Superior Oil.  When the case concluded, whoever owned the property could sue Superior for illegally extracting oil.  Superior would then come back and reclaim it from the leaseholders who profited.  If Cyrus owned the property when this occurred, he would be off the hook for any back royalties.  He also would control 100% of the oil pool that spanned both properties.  It was clever and diabolical at the same time.
Jeff then meticulously walked Eddie through the entire case and revealed the plan Cyrus had crafted.  Eddie appeared shocked beyond belief.
“You mean Cyrus used me the whole time?”
“Yes.  It’s why Cyrus killed Grant.  Cyrus knew that Grant and I controlled ⅔  of the property and would never sell it to him.  The whole scheme of getting you to partition the property and sell it to him could only happen if you owned at least 50%.  The only way that could happen would be to get rid of either Grant or me.  He played you the whole time, trying to make you think this was your idea.”
“It kinda was my idea, Jeff. That’s what confuses me.”
“The smartest con men make you think an idea is your own when they set the hook.  Cyrus is more cunning than most give him credit for around here.”
“That old rotten SOB killed our brother!  How could this happen?  I’ve known him my whole life and trusted him implicitly.  What do we do next?  We’ve got to tell the police, right?  Better yet, I’ll go kill that ole bastard!”
“Calm down, Eddie.  We’re gonna do this the right way.  Tomorrow, I’m going to drive out to the farm and talk to Cyrus.  I want to hear his side of the story if he chooses to tell it.  The police must be involved, but I want to hear it from him first.”  
“Do you want me to go with you?  I’d love to get a crack at him.”
“No, I think it’s best if I go alone.  I’ll call you when it’s over.”
***That evening, Jeff tossed and turned in bed and couldn’t sleep a wink.  He told Eddie to stay home because he didn’t trust Eddie to control himself.  Eddie could be a hothead, and Jeff didn’t want to make things worse by having his brother brought up on charges or jailed.  Jeff thought about Cyrus’s plan and what he would say to him the next day.  There were still some loose ends he hoped Cyrus would fill in.  If he chose not to admit what he did, then all Jeff could do would be to let the police handle it.




Chapter thirty-five

Jeff woke very early the next morning.  The morning broke cold and windy, a typical Northern Michigan day in December.  The temperature dropped to only 2 degrees Fahrenheit with a 15 mph wind.  The weather report indicated the wind chill hovered around  -17 degrees.  Light snow fell, and the roads were already covered and starting to get slippery.  Jeff came downstairs and poured a cup of coffee while he sat in his living room, watching the snow continue to fall.   
Around 9 am, he started his truck for the 20-minute ride to Cyrus’s farm.  It took a few extra minutes because Jeff had to be cautious on the slippery roads.  He pulled into Cyrus’s farm and parked the car near the barn before he walked quickly to the door.  He knocked only one time before Cyrus opened the door. “Hey Jeff, This isn’t a great time. Why are you here?”
Jeff fought back his anger before replying, “I’m here because you killed my brother, you bastard!  I want to know why!”
With those words, Cyrus’ heart raced. He glanced behind Jeff and noticed nobody else around.  Cyrus immediately stepped out on the porch and quietly closed the door behind him.   “Follow me to the barn so we can talk in private.  Martha is very ill and is not expected to be with us much longer.”
As Cyrus led the way to the ancient barn, he wondered how much of the plan Jeff already knew.  Was Jeff just fishing for information?   And why weren't the police with him?   When they got to the barn, Cyrus sat in the chair while Jeff sat on the bucket.  Before Cyrus said anything, Jeff glanced around the barn and noticed an ax propped against the wall adjacent to where Cyrus sat.  An open toolbox with a visible claw hammer also rested on the edge of the makeshift table.  A small warning of caution crept into his mind.  Before he finished that thought, Cyrus responded as if he had read Jeff’s mind.
“Don’t fret, Jeff.  I’m an old man.  Not gonna kill ya here in my barn. Now tell me what you think you know.”
“I don’t think you killed my brother Cyrus.  I know it!”  With those words, Jeff fought valiantly to keep his composure and avoid striking out at the old man.
“I actually caught you in a photo messing with the flask on the day before rifle season.  It must have been when you went to use the bathroom.  Then I remembered your son lives near Muskegon, where the largest concentration of water hemlock grows.  Finally, I learned about your problems with your oil lease and that you will likely be sued by Superior to pay back royalties.  You’ve been stealing oil from our property for years with your slant well.  The final clue came when Eddie revealed your plan to purchase part of Roads End.  Putting all these facts together wasn’t hard once they came to light.  I don't understand, and never will, how you could poison my brother, Grant, even with your money problems.  What kind of a piece of shit are you?”
Hearing Jeff’s explanation, Cyrus’ realized his worst fear.  Jeff had figured out almost everything.  Cyrus realized keeping it secret anymore served no purpose. He sighed in resignation.  “I first want to apologize to you for what I did.  I know nothing I can say makes it any easier, but I need to explain anyway.  I killed a good man and will have to live with it for life.  I‘ll likely continue paying for it in the afterlife too.  I got myself into a huge financial jam, and removing Grant was my only way out.  My oil wells have been in decline for several years.  The royalties are only a fraction of what I used to get.   It didn’t seem like a huge problem until the flow of money slowed to a crawl.  The amount I am looking at for repayment to Superior is at least a million.  I’d be financially bankrupt if that happened.   All the people depending on me would be left to fend for themselves.  My family always comes first, even when it causes me to commit a terrible act.  I know this isn’t comforting or understandable to you, but it is the absolute truth.  Nothing in this world is more important to me than my family!”
“Where did you get that water hemlock, and how did you know it’s the most toxic substance around?”
“I’ve known about water hemlock since I was a young boy in grade school.  Before eradicating it here in the county, it grew down by the creek in our back pasture.  It killed three of our cows before my dad figured it out.  My mom always gave us strict orders never to touch or even go near it.  Finally, the DNR and the MSU lab came in and eradicated it here on the farm.  Walking with my granddaughter on my son’s property, I noticed it growing in a wet, swampy section near the river.  I warned him about it and told him to keep Ashley away.  Ashley almost spilled the beans when she started to tell that story about her grandpa saving her life that day we visited your camp.  She nearly picked it by mistake one day on a walk.  That stuff is so toxic you can get violently sick even from touching the flowers.  Fortunately, I saw it in time and stopped her before she grabbed it.  It was easy to harvest some samples and extract the poison from the roots.  In case you didn’t know, the roots contain the highest concentration of toxins.  The irony of this whole thing is that if Eddie hadn’t drunk from that flask, nobody would have known Grant didn’t die of a heart attack.”
“So you figured you would acquire half of Roads End, which would insulate you from any lawsuit from Superior.  It would also ensure you own the rights to all the oil that lay underground on our side of the fence line.  Do I have that right?”
“Yup. I knew that you and Grant would never agree to my plan.  Eddie was the weakest link due to his gambling addiction.  With Grant out of the way, Eddie owns half of Roads End.  That gives him the right to sell his half to me.  You would keep the section of the property with your cabin.   I would buy the portion adjacent to my land that held oil.  It was a brilliant plan, if I do say so myself.  Only that random video and Eddie’s drink from the flask caused it to unravel.  You need to know that I had no idea I extracted oil from your property, or that my well was slant-drilled until Gar Cherrington told me about six months ago.”
“Why did you decide to kill Grant instead of me?”
“There’s a pretty simple answer for that, Jeff.  Eddie had talked to Grant, and he agreed to bail him out of the casino debt.  If Grant were alive, Eddie wouldn’t need money, and my plan would go up in smoke.  I knew you, on the other hand, didn’t have that kind of money to bail Eddie out.  The fact you’re not as well off as Grant saved your life and made him the obvious choice.”
Hearing Cyrus’s admission again stoked a wave of anger in Jeff unlike he’d ever experienced.  His eyes glanced over at that ax near Cyrus.  He actually considered using it on the old farmer and avenging his brother.  It wouldn’t take much to overpower Cyrus and end him.  He wouldn’t need the police, and nobody would know who did it.  Fortunately, the values instilled by his father overrode his anger.  His emotions cooled enough to stick with the original plan.  
“Cyrus, I can see you think you had your reasons, but I’ll never forgive you for killing my brother.  You can rot in hell!”
“I don’t expect your forgiveness, Jeff, nor do I expect Eddie to forgive me either.  Eddie was like a second son to me at times. I had to protect my family at all costs.  I’m sorry that in doing so, it devastated yours.  But, like I said, my family comes first, and that will never change.  Like most farmers, I never carried much insurance.  Martha’s medical bills fighting cancer have been extraordinary.  Also, how much more money would be needed to cover them going forward?  I also had no intention of being flat broke with no inheritance to leave for Vince and his family.” 
“You know I’m gonna take this to the police, Cyrus.  You’re heading to jail for a very long time.  You’re dead to me!”
“I have a ton of guilt, Jeff, but no regrets.  I’d do it again if I thought it necessary to protect Martha and the rest of the family.  Do what you need to do with the police.  Tell them I’ll be right here on the farm waiting for them when they come. I don’t plan on going anywhere.”
Jeff felt anger and sadness as he exited the barn walking back toward his car.  He pulled away from Cyrus’s farm and headed for the Sheriff’s office in Granite Cove.  Cyrus had confirmed the whole plot, but surprisingly Jeff did not feel closure.  He drove slowly through the falling snow toward the police station to report what Cyrus did.
Cyrus walked slowly back to his house, surprised that he felt relieved that he no longer had to hide what he’d done.  He entered Martha’s bedroom and dismissed the hospice volunteer tending to her medications.  Martha rested quietly with an IV drip of pain medication in her wrist.  “Go home, Tami.  You’ve been a godsend to us.  I want to spend some time with Martha alone because I know she has very little time left.  Get some rest.  We will never forget you.”
Tami left the room and drove away as Cyrus sat beside Martha holding her hand.  By now, she was mostly unconscious.  The heavy dosage of pain medication kept her as comfortable as possible.  Cyrus spoke about all the extraordinary times they’d had in a wonderful life.  He softly recalled everything they’d experienced together in their lives, even though he wasn’t sure Martha could hear him.
***Jeff arrived at the police station, and the dispatcher called Deputy Stassin to return.  Stassin burst into the station ten minutes later.  “What’s up, Jeff?  Do you have something on Grant’s death for me?”
“I do, deputy.  I’m about to tell you who killed Grant and how they did it.”  Stassin pulled up a chair and listened intently, not asking questions until Jeff finished.  Then, as Stassin asked questions, he realized Jeff had answers for every single one.  Boy, he sure had been off track with his suspicion of Eddie, Sarah, and even Chet.  Cyrus was the last person he ever would have suspected.  Since Jeff had just left Cyrus an hour ago, all Stassin had to do would be to go pick up Cyrus, question him, and get his signed statement.  Finally, the case would be closed, and the pressure relieved on the department.  Stassin excused himself briefly, leaving Jeff alone in the interview room.
“Hey, Chief, got a minute? I’ve got some great news you’re gonna want to hear right away.”  The chief motioned Stassin into his office and shut the door behind him.
“So what’s the good news?”
“Sheriff, I’ve solved the Grant Koehler murder.  Let me tell you all the details.”  Stassin proceeded to update the sheriff about the scheme, conveniently omitting the details about who had uncovered the critical evidence.  When they finished, the sheriff shook his hand in congratulations and told his secretary to be ready to call a press conference later that day once they had Cyrus’s signed statement.
Stassin returned to the interview room where Jeff waited.  Deputy Stassin beamed a big smile after receiving accolades from the Sheriff.  “Jeff, thanks for your help.  I’m heading out to Campbell’s farm to arrest Cyrus now.  I couldn’t have solved this without you.  I’ll also need the original copy of the video you took of Cyrus touching the flask at your camp.”  Stassin hurried out of the station and proceeded to the farm with his lights flashing.  He wanted this to be over as soon as possible.  He looked forward to the press conference and the publicity the arrest would garner.  Sheriff Stassin started to sound really good to him.
After about a half hour of talking to Martha, Cyrus left her room and went into his bedroom.  First, he wrote a detailed note explaining how and why he killed Grant Koehler.  He wrote out all the details of his plan, making it clear that nobody else knew anything about it.  He left the note on the kitchen table.  Next, he returned to the bedroom and extracted a plastic bag from a shoe box in the back corner of his closet.  A small test tube of clear liquid and a syringe sat in the shoe box.  He returned to Martha’s bedside, bent down, and gave her a final kiss.  Then he slowly poured the clear substance into her IV.  Cyrus then sat down and held her hand until she painlessly expired from the cicutoxin about five minutes later.  Cyrus remembered her wish that he help her pass when the pain got too intense, and her demise became inevitable.  Like all the promises Cyrus made during his life to his family, he kept that promise. 
Cyrus grabbed a fifth of J&B Scotch, opened the back door, and started walking down the trail toward Pineview Valley.  The snow had continued all morning, and now eight inches had accumulated on the ground.  Without a jacket, the falling snow quickly saturated his flannel shirt.  Cyrus walked slowly and steadily along the path he’d traveled since he was a young boy.  He arrived at Pineview Valley and sat down on the old bench his father had built more than 50 years ago.  Cyrus took a swig of the warming scotch and prepared himself for the end.  He immediately felt the freezing cold’s sharp bite, prompting him to quickly chug nearly half the bottle of scotch.  His mind wandered to all the good times he had in his life and the knowledge that he always did what he thought best for his family.  He knew he was an imperfect man who did some terrible things in his life.  But as the cold engulfed him and he finished his bottle of scotch, he felt comforted by the thought that he soon would again be with his beloved Martha.  The wind continued to blow, and the snow continued to fall as Cyrus closed his eyes for the last time.  Thoughts of the sessions at Pineview Valley with his father and the many wonderful memories of his beloved Martha filled his head as he slowly slipped away into a deep and final sleep.




Chapter thirty-six

By the time Stassin arrived at the farm, the deadly deeds were already done.  Cyrus had left the door open for the police.  Stassin entered the house and called out to any occupants. He noticed the note on the table, just as Cyrus had left it.  He read it before proceeding to the bedroom where Martha lay deceased.  He called dispatch for backup, and an EMS unit arrived 30 minutes later.  Four more deputies were now on site, and they immediately started the search for Cyrus.  Since his truck remained parked out front, they suspected he must be somewhere on the property.  First, they searched the barn and then fanned out to cover the remainder of the farm.  They considered calling in tracking dogs, but the snow would hinder their effectiveness.  Three hours later, when the search party finally reached the very back corner of the property, one of the deputies finally found Cyrus.  He died from exposure while still upright on the bench his father built.  His eyes were closed in an endless sleep, but his face showed a trace of a smile like somebody who died in peace. 
After they secured the scene and removed the bodies, Stassin returned to the station and huddled with the Sheriff to decide the next steps.  The sheriff decided to go ahead with the news conference.  An hour later, in the press room of the police station, Sheriff Johnson stood in front of the room and announced the case closed.  Johnson introduced Deputy Stassin as the law enforcement officer who cracked the case.  Stassin answered questions for an hour from a hungry press corps desperately seeking information on the murder.  Stassin happily accepted congratulations from the Sheriff and members of the press.  He graciously mentioned that he had some assistance during his investigation from a member of the public.  To protect that person’s privacy, it would be inappropriate to name them or divulge the nature of their assistance at this time.  Finally, the press was satisfied, and Stassin posed for pictures for the local newspapers before ending the press conference.

Jeff made all the obligatory calls to Eddie, Sarah, Mooch, Frenchie, Elk, and Carrie to inform them of the news.  He conveniently left Chet off the list, figuring he could find out on his own.  By the time the calls were completed, Jeff felt exhausted.  The snowstorm still raged, and he appreciated the fact that he had nowhere he had to be. Finally, after 9 pm, following about nine inches of snow, old man Winter finally released his icy grip.




Epilogue


Stanky exited his old log shack and headed toward the large woodshed filled with enough dry oak and maple to get him through the entire winter.  Inside on the dirt floor was a large box with a false floor.  Stanky opened the box, extracted the two chainsaws, and gently pulled up the wood concealing the false bottom.  Once completed, he looked down into a 4ft x 2ft wooden box where several rifles lay nestled in a blanket.  Stanky knew the one he wanted and grabbed the Remington 30.06 rifle with the 3-10 x 40 scope.  Stanky laughed out loud, thinking about his meeting with Jeff weeks earlier.  Stupid Koehler actually believed Stanky didn’t have a 30-06 rifle.  He thought that just because his rifle had been confiscated following his poaching conviction, Stanky couldn’t possibly have another one.  Were people so dumb that they thought a resourceful guy like Stanky couldn’t easily acquire another rifle?  He bought this one from a guy he met at the Coyote Grill.  He paid $200 cash without paperwork ever being exchanged.  Stanky was headed out to hunt tonight because he knew deer regularly moved following a snowstorm.  The fact he had no license and deer season had closed did not concern him in the least.  With only two conservation officers to police the entire county, he liked his odds.  By the next evening, he expected to eat fresh venison backstraps for dinner. 
Stanky loaded the gun and grabbed his light for “shining” deer before setting out on foot for a spot on the state land near his property.  He was an expert shot. That skill came from living off the land for most of his life.  He had heard they got old man Campbell for Grant Koehler’s murder.  It served him right because Grant was the prick that turned him in to the law.  Grant was just lucky Stanky was not in the mood for murder when he pinched off that shot into the tree, just above his head, during the October bow season.  If I wanted him dead, he would be dead, he thought.  He’s lucky I just decided to give him a little scare.
***The meeting that Chet and Tim Starks had at the Coyote Grill proved to be very productive.  They agreed to a follow-up meeting where they spent most of their time discussing their new business venture.  The more they talked, the more they realized their businesses complimented each other.  Chet’s “Uber for the Elderly” would entail numerous trips out of state.  Tim Starks planned to expand his illicit weed endeavor.  They concluded that combining the two businesses could be the start of a beautiful partnership.  Unbeknownst to the guys, Maggie O’Shea heard the whole conversation and thought it sounded so good she too, might be able to get a piece of the action.
***Jeff endeavored to get his life back together after solving his brother’s murder.  He was initially surprised when he heard both Cyrus and Martha were dead.  The more he thought about it, however, the less surprised he became.  Cyrus’s life was over, and leaving the farm and Martha was unthinkable.  Cyrus decided to go out on his own terms, consistent with the way he lived his entire life.  Superior Oil ultimately lost the lawsuit as expected. Jeff and Eddie both received $250K per the terms of their settlement.  This money allowed Eddie to repay the Casino and have a nice chunk left over.  Jeff had no intention of taking any bets on whether Eddie would finally save some of the money or use it all to stake his next casino bender.  Jeff and Eddie signed a new lease with Liberty Oil, while Superior Oil lost nearly 75% of its leases in the county.
Jeff still had one important matter to attend to now that the commotion of Cyrus and the oil lease stuff concluded.  He called Carrie, and she agreed to meet him at Cuppa Joe for coffee the next morning.  Jeff dressed in his newest cotton shirt with khaki pants and Timberland shoes.  He looked much better than his typical jeans and flannel shirt getup.  Carrie entered the Cuppa Joe about 5 minutes after Jeff.  She wore a pale yellow cashmere sweater under her Canada Goose down jacket.  Carrie greeted Jeff warmly and quickly sat down.  She first asked Jeff how he was handling the loss of his brother before the conversation shifted to Cyrus and his plan.
“So tell me all the details beyond the brief summary you gave me on the phone.  It’s not often I get to share the company with someone as astute as you, Sherlock.”
“You were part of it too.  You remembered that vital clue about Muskegon that played a key role in unraveling the scheme.  Should I just call you Dr. Watson?”  He then spent a half hour sharing all the details, including his final meeting with Cyrus.  Carrie listened intently, asking questions and complimenting him on many of the steps he took.”
When he finished, she said, “You should be very proud of how you solved your brother’s murder.  I know it doesn’t change the terrible thing that happened, but at least now you can get closure.”  She glanced at her watch and realized they’d been talking for nearly an hour.  She said in an excited tone, “Oh my god, look at the time. I better get to the office.”
“Wait one more minute, Carrie, before you go.  I’ve gotta ask you something.”  Jeff took a deep breath and silently exhaled before launching into his question.  “There’s a New Year’s Eve dinner dance in ten days at the Hilton in Mackinaw City.  I hope you'll go with me.  This time it will be a real date.  What do you say?”
Carrie looked at him with a concerned look on her face.  Her lips curled up with the slight trace of a frown.  Jeff immediately had the same sinking feeling he had when he asked her to lunch while still her patient.  She paused for a long while without responding.  She then arose from the table and started to put on her coat to leave.  Jeff’s heart sank, wondering how he had misread her again.  Suddenly, her facial features completely changed as she turned back to him with a big smile and a laugh.  “I really had you going there for a minute, didn’t I, Koehler?  Sure, I’ll give you a shot, but you better bring your “A Game” cause I really love to dance.”

THE END




Free Exclusive Bonus Content


I hope you enjoyed reading,  The Landman featuring the adventures of Carrie, Jeff, and the Roads End gang.   They will return later this year in the second book in the Jeff Koehler Mystery Series, The Cedar Savages.
I would greatly appreciate it if you could take a few moments to leave an honest review of the book on the site where you purchased it.  As an independent author, exposure is everything, and positive reviews help independent authors get get that exposure. 
 
I enjoy interacting with readers so please feel free to email me at bfriedr33@gmail.com so I can thank you in person.  If you have friends or family who would enjoy the Jeff Koehler Mystery Series, please let them know about The Landman.
If you enjoyed The Landman, I know you’re going to want to find out just how that first date between Jeff and Carrie went.  You can signup for my newsletter and receive a free short story called Crossed Wires, which tells the entire story of how that first date on New Year's Eve went.  It was quite an adventure. This is an exclusive offer, and there’s no other way to get your copy.  

You can grab that free copy of Crossed Wires by clicking this link and signing up for my newsletter.
https://www.billfriedrichauthor.com
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If you’d like a sneak peek into The Cedar Savages, Book 2 in the Jeff Koehler Mystery Series, check out the excerpt  on the next page.

Hope to See You Again Soon.




The Cedar Savages   
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PROLOGUE FROM -THE CEDAR SAVAGES           
You don’t get caught unless you make mistakes.  I don’t make them, so I’m never a suspect.  It sounds simple, but it’s difficult for most people to achieve.  Police are generally stupid.  That’s why they’re police.  If they were smart, they’d have a much better job.  If they were brilliant, they’d be like me.  Eliminate stupid mistakes, and remove any chance the dim-witted police will catch you.
The first foolish mistake most people make is bragging about their actions.  Amateurs seem to desire to boast once they’ve committed a crime.  I guess it makes them feel better to share.  Keeping your mouth shut is rule number one for my profession once you’ve done the deed.  This is never a problem because I have a unique personality that separates me from most.   I don’t give a damn about you!  I learned from a young age that I’m superior intellectually to most people.  I use my guile and cunning to manipulate and dominate others.  If I need to con or even kill you to accomplish my goal, I’ll do it without flinching.  If you suffer the affliction of conscience, become a social worker or a dog shelter volunteer.  A life of crime is not gonna work for you.
I learned from my Dad early on that only the strong survive.  It’s the law of the jungle and the only law I abide by.  Most people are sheep and are easily manipulated.  Given time and opportunity, I can get people to believe almost anything I say and do anything I tell them.  Yes, I have the gift of gab and persuasion.  I can become who you want me to be and make you do my bidding. You might think you have free will, but I own you completely when I’m done with you.
The third quality I bring to the table is the combination of ambition and planning.  You have to play the game to win, and I always win!  My skills would be fruitless without the insatiable desire to win.  When I do a job, it’s meticulously planned down to the most minute detail.  Planning is the key to winning.  It’s where you employ your superior intellect to bewilder the police and public while you skate off into the sunset with the spoils.  When I do a job, I don’t just have a superior plan.  I have a plan A, B, and sometimes a Plan C.  This is why I’ve never been caught.  Never lost the game.  Never will lose the game.  
I’ve identified a new opportunity and mark, and it’s time to execute my latest plan.  Now that you know me and who I am, Let the Games Begin!
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https://www.amazon.com/That-Hunting-Camp-Bill-Friedrich/dp/B0948RPX3Q<br>A memoir about a Michigan deer camp that's been around for over 80 years.  Hear the rich tales of bears and bucks. poachers and pranks, and even voices from the great beyond.    "Truly an awesome read."  Amazon Customer 
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https://www.amazon.com/Dad-Camp-Fire-Stories-Michigan/dp/B0B1KJKPDM<br>Features  engaging stories and lessons learned from the Singing Hills deer camp.  Pull up a chair in front of the fireplace and read these amusing stories.    ***** 5 Star Rating on Amazon
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Bill Friedrich retired from his job as a Global Sales Executive at a large IT firm headquartered in Palo Alto California.  He graduated with a degree in Accounting and a Masters in Finance.  He currently lives in West Bloomfield, Michigan, with his wife Linda and a Golden-Newfie-Poo dog named Lexy.  He’s always been passionate about the outdoors and travel and started writing his first non-fiction book back in 2020.  
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