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Chapter One
Columbia University, New York City, Monday Morning, Present Day
Professor Archibald E. Waters stood out like the Empire State Building towering over the awestruck graduate students—an academic within an institution, a member of the oligarchy ruling the doctoral committee of Columbia University, the committee that approves the subject matter of the thesis the aspiring Ph.D. candidates must write, to be followed by the obligatory oral examination they must stand for and pass in defense of their years-long tedious research.
No wonder I shuddered when this man called out to me as I was heading for the fresh air of the college commons, “Mr. Foreman, come into my office.” His command was to be obeyed. I stood while he placed his tall, lean frame upon his worn leather desk chair positioned behind a large mahogany desk that he was fond of telling people once belonged to Governor DeWitt Clinton. He offered no proof to his claim of provenance for the antique piece of furniture, but one assumed that from his meticulous footnotes with which he documented his every published work that he must have in his possession a signed bill of sale from the former United States Senator, New York City Mayor, New York State Senator and later New York Governor and candidate for the Presidency signed by the man encyclopedias label as “both the Father of the Erie Canal and the nation’s corrupt political Spoils System.”
The professor brushed away a lock of grey from his forehead in a gesture preceding the profound statement one knew was to follow his call to attention—a clarion call so often attributed to him by those who knew and talked about idiosyncratic faculty traits. “Josh, you’re so far off base with this sweeping survey of American Transportation thesis proposal of yours that I could tag you out at my leisure. In fact, the umpire is already thrusting his hand upward, thumb raised.” In or out of his lectures, Professor Waters was addicted to baseball metaphors.
“Sir…” I began, but my voice trailed off.
“A thesis today must focus on one particular issue, question or development. With this broad macro outline of yours you’re trying to play nine positions, plus the umpire and coach all at the same time. Either a designated hitter or a fielder be. Save the overview of the big picture for those talking heads on the Sunday morning TV public affairs programs who pontificate about every subject but back up their statements with nothing of substance, only hot, stale air.” I thought he was describing the atmosphere of his office quite well, but then I realized he’d concluded his lecture and was waiting with his intense stare for me to either defend my proposed “broad” thesis or, as one of his student vassals, cower before him while pleading for his omnipotent guidance.
“Sir…” I began again, not certain what to say until, drawing upon my first-hand observations of current-day transportation, I suggested, “Transportation is a vital subject in today’s world; look at those gigantic cargo ships at the Brooklyn docks being unloaded with stacks of shipping containers.”
The manner of his nod conveyed his thorough knowledge of ocean shipping in today’s global world. He laughed, an expression he seldom exhibited. Laugh gone, a smirk replacing it, he advised, “Then hire on as a seaman, travel for a year at sea and compose your thesis around the many security breaches that exist in America’s deep water ports.”
I think he was almost serious, but indeed, I had to admit, he was making me focus on one single and important issue of transportation.
Another fragment of a thought came toward me, “Josh, so you get my point of narrowing, why not look into Amtrak and outline a thesis for how they might better serve Grand Central Station.”
“Amtrak comes into Penn—” His look stopped me. Respectfully I added, “But I do see your point, Sir.”
The professor picked up his ringing cell phone from his DeWitt Clinton desk, saying that he had to take the call and indicating that my time with him was concluded. I thanked him, although I doubt he heard my words, and I left his instructional podium behind me.
Seeking friends and the cacophonic chatter of the crowded Student Union to drown out the need to draft yet another proposal for my thesis, I walked across campus, stopping to look at my iPhone for any text messages, of which I saw one: “cm Dad.”
My father, Robert Foreman, had seldom contacted me since the day I immersed myself in the doctoral program, presuming, I suppose, that I was deep in the stacks of the university library and wouldn’t want my academic train of thought derailed. He had been a banker in Albany all his adult life. I knew him best from his oft-praised reputation in the community, by stories I heard of his congenial get-togethers with fellow Rotarians, from the scrapbook my mother kept of notable newspaper coverage from his years serving as president of the Chamber of Commerce and when he was chairman of the United Fund drive. It was the way Pastor Van Dyck smiled at him at after-service good-byes that showed me a man who was beloved by all in the public world. In our private family world he was a non-participant.
My mother, Anna, who had met my father when they were attending Sage Junior College in Albany, held a job with the school district as an administrator who had something to do with “a tidal wave of paperwork,” as she once described her duties. To my childhood disappointment, I learned that she was not a teacher. She worked in an office building, not in one of the schools I attended. She did drive me to kindergarten, grade, middle and high school, wishing me “good luck” every morning and inquiring of me every afternoon “how was your day?” She brought home a paycheck, as did my father. These two income breadwinners composed our nuclear family—a family with one child, me, their son.
“Dad, you called?”
“Josh, I have a little bit of bad news.” My father was fond of using the phrase “a little bit.” His expression reminded me of the “little bit” of time he spent with me when I was growing up. “I have to tell you that Gunnar Foreman, your grandfather, has passed away. His funeral was yesterday.”
The news took a moment to sink in. I didn’t know anything about a “grandfather.” I’d always supposed I had one, or I mean two, well of course one for each parent, but as far as I could remember there had never been any mention of either. My family was one father and one mother, and that was that. No, it wasn’t. My father had announced that his father had died and he was reporting the fact as if he were closing an account at the bank. I managed an “uhhh…you never…” and waited, half impatient, half curious about this grandfather who was dead and buried.
“No need. You see, he and I… He was an alcoholic, and he and I never…”
“You never!” I was now upset, mad at my father for concealing the existence of this grandfather from me, mad at myself for not having inquired about my extended family, but when you’re a kid do you care a twit about your family tree? I hadn’t. Now I did. “Where,” I managed to ask, “Where does he…did he…live?”
“Syracuse.”
“Right here in New York?”
Dad acknowledged this geography.
“Do I or did I have a grandmother Foreman, too? Why didn’t we ever visit with them? Was she alcoholic, too?”
“Now, Josh… Don’t upset yourself. Your grandmother Henrietta passed away many years ago, and your grandfather and I decided it would best if we didn’t see each other ever again. He willed his house in Syracuse to you, at least that’s what his attorney told me after the funeral, along with what furnishings there are, a few books and his personal papers. The lawyer…his name is Max Van Patten…said you are the sole heir in the will, so it will take a little bit of your time to settle the estate, and I do not use the term “estate” in the old English sense of the landed gentry. Sell the house, have a garage sale and go back to your university studies, Son.”
I felt my next question was a lame one, “But Dad, why didn’t you and Mother tell me about him?”
“Because, Josh, as I’ve said, my father and I weren’t on speaking terms. What difference would a grandfather have made in your life? You see, I never talked about him…not to anybody…here in Albany. I’ve had my career in the bank…and my position in the community to think about.”
I didn’t know what to say. For a minute, I wanted to hang up and forget the whole matter and do as Professor Waters had suggested: join the crew of a cargo ship bound for the ocean seas. I could make notes for my micro thesis while engaging swashbuckling buccaneers intent on pillaging ocean commerce. I could find where they buried their treasure chests of gold and silver. I could hear the song of the Greek Sirens, but not be lured onto their rocks. I could be captivated by a beautiful mermaid, but not be distracted from my duties.
I heard my father’s voice again, but I didn’t want to continue this suddenly-dropped-on-me-out-of-the-blue conversation. Strange, I guess, that I’d never been curious about my ancestors, but as I thought about it, why should I have been? The past was the past, forgotten like yesterday’s sailing ships, so who cares about a family’s past? The past can’t shape my present or influence my future, can it?
My father’s admonition brought me back to the moment: “It’s your responsibility, Josh. I’m out of it, so is Anna. Your mother says to tell you ‘good luck.’ You’ve got to get up to Syracuse right away.” He went on, as if I were taking notes, “Gunnar’s house is on the Seneca Turnpike in what was once known as Onondaga Hollow. Gunnar’s attorney will meet you at the old Forman house tomorrow afternoon. Take the Amtrak.”
“From Grand Central?” I asked as I inwardly mocked Professor Waters’ ignorance of train station timetables and schedules.
Tuesday Morning
Although I didn’t want to take a couple of days off to go to my grandfather’s house, I felt a break from drafting my revised thesis proposal wouldn’t hurt. I could return to campus refreshed and go on to gain Professor Waters’ endorsement, which he would forward on for approval from the faculty committee and I’d be on my way to receiving my Ph.D. I’d be hired by some famous institution, university or foundation at a handsome salary and I’d be set for life, set for life like my father and mother in their world in Albany.
For twenty-four years of my life I’d been a reasonably obedient son—well, forget some of those wanton high school antics—so why shouldn’t I continue to behave in that traditional parent-son pattern of political party affiliation, financial responsibility and social values and follow my father’s instructions to go to Syracuse? Until I could become financially independent—produce enough income to support myself—I was beholden to my parents. My father and mother paid my college tuition, a large sum of money for which they had saved up over the years, supplemented with my father’s low-interest loan at the bank where he worked and by my mother’s school district credit union loan, plus my own student loan. Debts to family, debts to lenders, debts all around me financing my education, debts to be thankful for, debts to hover over me, debts to be repaid.
I loved the train ride. Seeing the Hudson River, I imagined old Henry Hudson himself plying the waters hundreds of years ago as he explored this New World. I looked over at the Catskills and visualized Mary and Edward Harriman’s carriage roads. I saw the jet airplanes on their landing approach to the Albany airport. I counted the sleek cars speeding on the New York State Thruway west from Albany. I caught glimpses of the remnants of the Erie Canal and the original locks at Little Falls. At German Flats I saw the Remington Arms factory built along the canal towpath and thought about the economic development of New York that had been triggered by this early-1800s canal.
For a moment I convinced myself that my original thesis proposal about an overview of transportation since the American Revolution had academic merit. I should have stood up to Professor Waters, held my ground, argued my case for a dissertation of macro proportions. I mean, why do these academics dictate the requirement of examining a single tree instead of encompassing a forest? Maybe all those professors are nearsighted, merely a bunch of Mister Magoos. Gee, maybe I’m out of whack even spending any more time in college. Maybe I should look to something new. But what?
From the train window I saw a colonial farmhouse marked with a for sale sign. I was going to have to put up a for sale sign on my grandfather’s house, wasn’t I? “FOR SALE BY OWNER.” Well, I should list with a broker and pay the selling commission from the proceeds of the sale. I wonder how much that fee would eat into my profit. Profits are a measure of one’s success in operating an enterprise. That’s it! I could launch my new career in real estate. Why not? If I’m going to study, I could study for the real estate license exam—open my own real estate firm, hire capable sales people. I’d be rich, richer than my father, richer than Professor Waters, and not confined within an ivory tower. In an instant I saw myself heading up a bustling real estate office, agents scurrying out to show properties with “FOREMAN REALTY” for sale signs posted on the lawns, and I’d be taking all those commission checks to the bank.
The conductor had to shake me out of my entrepreneurial pursuit. The train had stopped at Syracuse and I realized I was supposed to get off.
On the platform, a voice from behind me called out, “Joshua Foreman, the Ph.D. candidate!” I jumped a mile. Although the voice was deep—I hoped not deep enough for Grandfather Gunnar—I couldn’t make out if it was male or female. Some women, especially in Manhattan and more especially in the hallowed halls of academia, while seeking male recognition and preparing for their Ph.D. oral exams, trained themselves to speak in deeper, slightly slower and less rushed cadence, as well as in more thoughtful and more learned contralto-like voices. This voice from behind me had expressed an exclamation, not a question, yet as she continued, it was as lilting as a spring song. “I’m Maggie Sullivan from The Herald.”
I turned. Definitely a she—shaped like a she, smiling at me like a she, dressed like a she in an outfit that confirmed and complimented her gender. Definitely disarming, she was a she. I liked her right off, until it sunk in that she was a newspaper reporter with The Herald.
“I’m doing an investigative article about your grandfather, and I have some questions to ask you.”
“How’d you know it was me?” I asked as I noticed her blue eyes.
“Mr. Van Patten says you were your grandfather’s favorite. He told me you’d be coming on the Amtrak. Oh, I’m sure he’s told you about the audit at the Art Museum. If you want to speak off the record, I’ll not quote you.”
I had always thought audits were for banks and places like that, so I asked how one audits art, and queried her if this “audit” was by frame size, dominant color or subject matter.
“You may be right in looking at this as frivolous, Josh.” She came closer. An abrupt breeze ruffled her red hair and the sun highlighted strands that outlined her now-smiling face. “By the way, did your grandfather add the “e” in Foreman, because that remarkable statesman who drained the swamp and founded this town back in 1806 spelled it F-O-R-M-A-N. I want to get the name right in my story.”
She was almost up to my six feet two inches in height, but not quite, and I suspected a few years my senior, although that was a wild guess. Women in collegiate hierarchy always wanted to appear older, wise and consequently considered for tenure—that is, job-security for life in the hallowed halls of academia. Ms. Sullivan, on the other hand, was being herself, a woman reporter who in my first impression was professional as well as attractive. I smiled and replied, “Our family name has always had the ‘e,’ so I guess my grandfather used the ‘e,’ too, didn’t he?”
“The court records I’ve seen show he did.”
“Court records?”
“Yes, haven’t you heard? Hasn’t Max Van Patten brought you up to speed?”
“Ms. Sullivan, I’ve just arrived on the Amtrak, and I don’t know what’s going on here.”
“Please call me Maggie. My editor calls me Maggie, and you can, too. But I don’t get it. They say your grandfather talked a lot about you—how bright you were…ah…are, I mean.”
“I’m not feeling very bright now, Maggie. I’m supposed to meet Mr. Van Patten at the Foreman house, and I’d like you to come along with me so you can be the one to bring me up to speed. I’ll flag that taxi over there.”
“Oh, no need. I’ll drive. My editor loaned me his Lexus.”
The to-die-for fragrance of the Lexus’ leather interior wafted intoxicatingly around me. I thought some day soon with my new real estate career I’d be able to afford one of these luxury cars.
“When was the last time you were here in Syracuse?” she asked.
“Never been.”
Maggie looked puzzled at my response. She gestured to her left. “That’s Water Street. Canal used to run there.”
“The Erie Canal,” I repeated. “I’ve read that New York City became the trading center of the world because of that canal. If DeWitt Clinton hadn’t had the foresight to build his ‘ditch,’ allowing goods to get to that market, Philadelphia might have won out.”
“Don’t ignore your ancestor Joshua Forman’s role in promoting that waterway to Lake Erie. His eloquent oratory before the Legislature in Albany in 1808 resulted in the appropriation of six hundred dollars for the original survey work.”
This additional bit of ancestral lore intrigued me. My curiosity wanted more.
“Your Grandfather Gunnar was proud of his family heritage, and he’d stop strangers on the street to tell them an amusing anecdote about this town’s patriarch.” Maggie pointed, “That’s Forman Park…see over there…the bronze monument, the bronze guy sitting up there on the bench is your ancestor of two hundred years ago.”
I looked at the seated bronze figure and, meeting his eyes, I felt compelled to converse with this Forman without the “e.” I suggested to Maggie, “Why don’t we stop here a while, so I’d have a chance get to know you and my ancestor better.”
“I bet you’re hungry after that long train ride.” She motioned with a nod of her head, “There’s a deli over there with the best pastrami sandwiches this side of Manhattan.”
We dashed to the deli and sauntered back to the park. She unwrapped the sandwiches as I uncorked the New York State wine and filled two plastic cups. We sat side by side on the steps of the Forman monument and took bites of our sandwiches. Looking up at the bronze Joshua Forman, she raised her cup to him. “I’m very happy to meet your scion.”
Her demure glance in my direction called for my toasting this go-between ancestor, “And I’m very happy to meet this beautiful admirer of yours.” I recalled my simple thought about the past not shaping the present or influencing my future. I wondered what my future was to be with this attractive young woman sitting beside me. “Tell me about yourself, Maggie. Have you always lived here?”
Taking back that demure look, she announced, “It’s time we should drive to your appointment with Mr. Van Patten.”
Tuesday Afternoon
“Hello, Ms. Sullivan, and this must be Mr. Foreman,” stated the three-piece suited gentleman with a white goatee standing on the porch of the late Gunnar Foreman’s house. He clutched a leather briefcase in his hand. His greeting to Maggie along with his courtroom smile at me conveyed his reticence to disclose any insight into my late grandfather because of attorney-client privilege. Addressing me, he introduced himself. “I’m Max Van Patten…your late grandfather’s attorney. Have been ever since I opened my law practice thirty-five years ago having returned to Syracuse following my law school graduation, passing the bar and devoting two years in the Mississippi Project’s black voter registration drives.”
I was taken aback with this fellow’s career disclosure. His early altruism made me wonder how he repaid his student loans. I promptly recited to the attorney that my father had said I was to inherit the house and asked how was I to obtain the title to the property.
To my consternation, the attorney told me, “Since I talked with your father, there’s been a development which may delay the probate of the will.”
Charging blindly I asked, “May I ask what development you’re speaking of?”
Maggie supplied, “Your grandfather is accused of defrauding the Syracuse Art Museum prior to his death. The Board says he ran off with the Erie Canal folk art. You know, the wood carvings, the weavings, the drawings and the hand-painted pottery the boatmen and their wives did while passing the days as their canal boats were towed by mules along the towpath from Albany to Buffalo and back again. His fiduciary performance at the museum also is being challenged in the courts.”
“You mean my grandfather was a thief?”
Defending his deceased client, Van Patten said, “No, no. There’s a misunderstanding. Once the audit has been completed, your grandfather will be cleared of any wrongdoing.”
“How long will all that take?” I asked, recalling my father’s words: “take a couple of days off, have a garage sale and sell the house.”
“The audit, which was ordered by the Superior Court, is in process now, and we should have vindication in a matter of months.”
“Whoa!” I exclaimed. “A matter of months?”
Maggie assured me that her article in The Herald would be supportive of Gunnar if I gave her a back-story telling about his years of service as the museum’s first and only curator. “You could tell how Gunnar, on his own time, was organizing the private diaries and letters of Joshua Forman with historical footnotes so he could donate the collection to the museum.”
“I could say that?”
“You just did.”
“But, Maggie, I never knew my grandfather.”
“Not to worry. This old house will introduce him to you.” She looked at the attorney. “Say, Max, do you have the keys?”
“I see no problem in giving Josh the keys, but remember the title to the property may be in dispute until we win the museum’s pending legal case.” He reached into his briefcase and extracted several key chains, each tagged with an identification marker. “See here,” he directed my attention, “this one’s for the front door, this one’s for the library, and this one’s for the attic. These smaller keys open the old trunks stored up there. Your grandfather labeled these keys for you that day a year ago when he signed his last will and testament.” The attorney confided that my grandfather talked a lot about me, saying the two of us were alike. He added, “Gunnar wanted to make sure that you and only you would inherit his things.”
“My father had no desire to have anything to do with my grandfather when he was alive, and he told me that he has no desire now to have any interest in the estate. He’s judgmental about Gunnar’s alcoholism.”
“Your grandfather was a remarkable man. He was quite the ladies man, too—dated Miss New York of 1950 before settling down and marrying your grandmother. Henrietta was quite a catch.” Van Patten cleared his throat in a way that led me to believe he always knew the true guilt or innocence of any witness. He shook his head. “Alcoholic? I never saw him touch the hard stuff.”
That revelation perplexed me. My father’s explanation of their estrangement had a big hole in it. I guess I looked confused as Van Patten handed me his business card. “As executor of Gunnar’s estate, I feel certain we’ll get through this probate and you’ll have your inheritance. You’ll have to excuse me now. I must run. I’ll leave you to explore the old house, and if you want to stay here tonight you’ll find linen in the closet. I’ll pick you up at noon tomorrow. We’ll go to my office and I’ll read you his will, and we can tackle…that is, address all the estate matters.”
Maggie made overtures to leave, too, but I said, “Please stay, Maggie, you know more about my bloodline than I do and probably more than my father would care to know.”
As she was giving me a positive indication of her willingness to stay, a compassionate looking man of the cloth came up the walkway and greeted us. “Why hello, Ms. Sullivan, and this must be Master Joshua Foreman, to whom I bring our sincere condolences on behalf of the congregation of The First Surety Church. I’m Pastor Le Roy Vale, and I want to tell you that your grandfather’s funeral was very well attended.” He coughed, smiled, waited a moment before going on, “Your father had to leave early and said you would be responsible for our regular emolument, given the immensity of the service.”
Emolument, immensity, I mulled over this man’s words as I put Max Van Patten’s business card and key collection in my pocket and shook the outstretched hand of the clergyman. Before I could compose a response to this new debt, I heard Maggie query him. “Reverend, what can you tell me and my readers about the real reason behind the Art Museum audit? Aren’t you on the Board of Directors?”
“I can’t comment on pending litigation, Ms. Sullivan.” From the clergyman’s scowl and curt response, I felt Maggie’s persistence would fill me in on my grandfather’s involvement as well as the motivation of this museum board member.
“But Reverend, can you comment on the fact that Gunnar Foreman had been the respected curator of the museum since its organization some fifty years ago, and only after you joined the Board and Mr. Foreman died did this audit issue come up?”
“Certain works of art…ah…and heaven knows what else...monies, you know, can’t seem to be accounted for.”
Maggie pressed. “Are you defaming this man in order to lay claim to his estate—monies to cover an embezzlement of museum funds? There are rumors about a board member….”
The clergyman grew red in the face. “How dare you, Ms. Sullivan, tarnish the Board’s reputation with your media spin!” He turned abruptly and, without saying a word to me, retraced his steps down the walkway, and this compassionate man of the cloth was gone.
Maggie and I looked at each other. Her eyes asked for my understanding of her bias for Gunnar Foreman, and my eyes answered her plea with an energy that revealed my growing admiration for her. Together we walked to the front door of this two hundred year old house and ventured into the world of Gunnar.
In the dim daylight seeping through the windows guarded by heavy velvet drapes, I saw the fireplace with its bordering blue and white Dutch tiles. Logs had been laid on the hearth, waiting for me to light them to dispel the cool mustiness that permeated the room. The resulting blaze highlighted the gilt-framed portrait of a gentleman attired in the typical clothing worn in post Revolutionary America.
Maggie whispered, as if in this atmosphere of antiquity, a whisper was in order, “That’s your ancestor—Joshua Forman.”
I studied the painted features of this 1800’s man—brown eyes, brown hair, sideburns, high forehead, pointed nose and a hint of a smile on the face peering down at me from his prominent place above the mantel. I smiled back at this long-ago relative of mine, half expecting a nod of recognition in return, but the portrait remained nresponsive to my greeting. I wondered if Gunnar had achieved direct communication with our ancestor.

“Rather handsome,” she suggested. “Your ancestor, I mean.”
I came out of my daydream and wondered out loud, “How do you suppose Gunnar knew so much about this ancestor, aside from his looks?”
“As curator of the museum he did a lot of research about the founding fathers of Syracuse. As it happened, he had in his possession personal letters and diaries of your ancestor that made the research task a bit easier.”
“How do you know all this?”
“I’ve known Gunnar since I was a little girl growing up here. When our kindergarten class had our field trip to the museum, he inspired all of us in the way a teacher motivates students with a subject. In his case it was the story of the men and women who made their mark on Syracuse. Right then and there I wanted to be one of those women. Over the years Gunnar became my mentor. When I was a sophomore in the Newhouse School of Journalism at Syracuse University studying communications, he asked me to help organize his historical papers. I didn’t hesitate to take on this assignment.”
I asked myself why couldn’t I have had the privilege of knowing this inspirational grandfather? Why did my father and mother conceal his existence from me? My father’s lie about why he distanced himself from Gunnar shouldn’t have deprived me of the experiences Maggie said she enjoyed. I felt I should resign my role as a compliant son and reach out to the generations of my family before my father’s in order to better understand myself.
Maggie was calling my attention to a framed photograph on the mantel. “Do you recognize any of these people?”
Looking closely, I picked up the framed scene showing this house and a gray-haired woman sitting in an Adirondack chair and two adults standing beside her, one holding a baby. There was my proud father holding the baby while my mother looked on fondly. The other member of this smiling group must be my grandmother Henrietta. On the back of the picture I read a hand-written note, which appeared to be in feminine penmanship: “Robert, Anna and baby Josh, the last day we saw them.” A watermark—a tear I guessed—blotted the “them.” I decided not to share this private moment with Maggie, who was standing by an antique walnut kneehole desk.
I asked, “Could that be Joshua Forman’s desk?”
She was untying the ribbon around a number of large manila envelopes. “These papers are the last documents Gunnar and I were to catalog. His death came too soon, and Max Van Patten thought it wise for me to meet with you and convince you to be our ally in upholding your family name. I was about to show you what Gunnar and I put in these envelopes, which we labeled: ‘Joshua’s correspondence with DeWitt Clinton,’ ‘Joshua’s correspondence with Margaret Alexander’ and ‘Margaret Alexander’s Diaries.’”
I looked at the labels. “So, who’s this Margaret Alexander and what’s the Alexander family’s connection with the Formans?”
“Margaret married Joshua in 1800. She was the daughter of Boyd Alexander, Member of Parliament from Glasgow. Margaret and Joshua met in a tea room in Schenectady and it was love at first sight.”
Before she could go on with her story, I pointed to a large genealogical chart and exclaimed, “You’re right, Maggie, look here. Gunnar has mapped out the Foreman family tree dating back to 1637.” After perusing the generations of Foreman family begats, I announced to her, “I count that I’d be Josh Foreman the XIII. That’s thirteen! How unlucky can I get?”
We were both startled by a pounding on the front door, followed by a loud—this time a male voice for sure—bellowing, “Open this door!”
A large black man in a leather jacket, holding a motorcycle helmet demanded entry as Maggie and I took turns looking through the door’s security peephole. “Open this door,” he repeated his demand.
“Who are you?” I asked, cowering behind Maggie.
The African-American roared, “I’m the owner of this house and you’re trespassing.”
I shouted back, “You’ve made a mistake! You’re in the wrong neighborhood.”
“No, I’m where I should be,” the black man stated. “I’m Joshua Foreman the Thirteenth. Who the hell are you?”
Chapter Two
The Foreman House, Onondaga Hollow (now Syracuse), New York, Continuing Tuesday Afternoon’s Events
So, who the hell am I? Really? I mean, hours ago I knew that I was a graduate student at Columbia, trying to zero in on the subject of the thesis for my Ph. D. degree; it was that simple. One out-of-the-blue phone call from my father, followed by a train ride into another world had changed all that. A pretty woman had extended my curiosity. Now in the living room of Gunnar Foreman’s house, I was being confronted by a black man—make that African-American to be pc, as I am sure Maggie would cite his ethnicity in her article, if there was to be an article in her newspaper—who claimed to have a familial connection with Joshua Forman. There can’t be two of us, or can there be?
So I politely asked him, “How can you claim to be Joshua Forman’s descendant when that lineage belongs to me?”
Maggie, the journalist, interceded as she spoke to the newcomer, “Let’s sort this out, guys.” My tall namesake smiled, his white teeth gleaming along with his eyes, twin twinkling stars in a constellation of the genealogical cosmos. Looking at each of us in turn, he said, “I’m here as a legitimate heir to the Foreman fortune. You see I’m an active member of NOUDOSO.”
The acronym stumped me until an alert and wise Maggie slowly identified each initial: “National Organization of Undisclosed Descendants of Slave Owners.”
His smile unabated, he nodded. “You’ve heard of us?”
Maggie nodded. I guessed I was supposed to nod, too. I tried a confirming nod but it didn’t work.
“You have heard of slaves?” he asked coolly to me, his smile disappearing into a set and challenging expression. Then, more brotherly, or cousinly, he said, “Our illustrious ancestor owned several slaves. One was a woman. Get the picture?”
He let the revelation sink in. In the ensuing silence it sunk in. What if this guy is really a Forman descendant? Another cloud on the real estate title! Title to this house, to real estate in general, I taught myself on the spot, was becoming a murky affair. The black man looked at me as if it were my deal in a poker game. In confusion about the growing complexities of real estate ownership I remained silent.
Maggie again suggested cooler heads were needed to straighten out the immediate situation.
“Why don’t we call upon Max Van Patten to give us guidance based on some legal precedent?” I asserted as I figured I needed an ally.
“No way!” my black namesake emphatically stated. “I, for one, do not want attorneys, yours or the NOUDOSO’s, to entrench themselves into an ongoing fee bonanza.”
I was impressed with the practicality of my namesake’s wisdom. I told him that I agreed that attorneys would only exacerbate a problem that he and I could solve. I said I would think about what the solution could be while I slept tonight in Gunnar’s house.
He was adamant that he, too, would be staying right there until we could resolve the issue of the issues of Joshua Forman.
Tuesday Evening
As my namesake retrieved his pack from his motorcycle parked in front of Gunnar’s house and headed for an upstairs bedroom, I thought to myself that Maggie was my mainstay in this bizarre circumstance of the meeting of the black and white Josh Foremans. I sensed a journalistic camaraderie with her, as if I were a reporter gathering information for a story about my ancestors. I can’t deny that I also felt a warming affinity with her. Rather nervous with a seduction attempt, I bumbled around and finally suggested we go to a tavern for a drink. I rambled on rather academically I’m afraid, “In post-Revolutionary Upstate New York, taverns offered the only venue for communication among the politicos of the day.”
“Don’t forget the churches,” she quipped. “That’s where the women gathered to gossip about the townspeople, and the church elders counted the blessings for the church coffers.”
“Let’s you and I try the tavern first.”
“I do know where we can find an historic tavern. It was the infamous Danforth Tavern back around 1800. Revolutionary War Colonel Danforth’s first tavern was located in Herkimer, and he called his establishment the Mudfort Tavern. It, too, was an infamous meeting place for young college students and aspiring legal apprentices. Come, we’ll take the Lexus.”
A Syracuse Historical Society bronze plaque affixed to the weathered log cabin stated that “the tavern was owned by Revolutionary War Colonel Danforth, who was one of the first to settle in Onondaga Hollow.” We found a table. Maggie smiled at me. I relished what I interpreted to be her display of warmth. Speaking confidentially, she told me, “There’s a story about your ancestor, Joshua Forman, that I stumbled across in searching my newspaper’s archives.”
These tattletales of my family’s biological predecessors were beginning to intrigue me; a few days ago I didn’t even know about any genealogical heritage, and now I was being told stories and challenged by a competitor for my inheritance. On my train ride to Syracuse I had convinced myself to seek a new career in real estate, forsaking academia, but after a few hours of being confronted with chain-of-title questions about rightful real estate ownership, I was wondering whether to shift course again. Well, I guess therein lies the wonderful freedom of options for youth, and I was certainly feeling very youthful about the attractive woman seated inches away from me across our table. I raised my eyebrows to indicate to her that she should go on with her historic tale.
Between sips of brew, she disclosed: “In 1802, I believe was the year, in this very tavern, perhaps sitting at a wooden trestle table right here where you and I are now, your ancestor Joshua was drinking and engaging in what turned into a heated discussion with Colonel Philip Cortlandt that eventually, as both men consumed more whiskey, led to a heated argument. The topic, as it often was in those days, was how the new American Republic was to be governed—by the people—the common man—or by the special class who owned property and, so Joshua’s argument went, were smarter and therefore entitled to the privileges of being in charge. You know, running things. That’s not me saying it, that’s what the well-born were saying some two hundred years ago. Your ancestor was in that group of self-appointed leaders who owned property and felt God’s grace bestowed upon them the right to choose the course that would not only benefit them but would also best serve the rest of the people. ‘Trust me’ must have been their trumpet call as they carried on with their lives and their authoritative missions.”
As I finished my beer and raised my hand to order another round, I thought how little had changed in two hundred years.
Maggie went on, “After they drank even more whiskey and argued more vehemently, Cortlandt challenged Joshua to a duel early the next morning. To preserve his honor Joshua accepted, and they agreed to meet at dawn in a certain forest clearing at the edge of Onondaga Hollow.”
I had to admit to myself that I’d be scared to death to challenge another male to a duel, let alone draw my pistol, if I had one, and fire the weapon at a human being, but I hoped I didn’t reveal my fears to Maggie as I took a large gulp of the draft. This story makes my ancestor sound fearless, but his descendant—me—wouldn’t be fearless. Had men changed down through the years? “What happened?” I asked with concern, trembling a bit as I tried to imagine myself preparing to participate in such a frightful event.
“Apparently Joshua’s wife Margaret intervened.”
I imagined her pleading with Joshua late that night or early the next morning not to go out to that clearing in the woods and fight his duel. For clarity, I asked, “Define apparently.”
“I can’t, only that’s what I surmise, for the story confirms that the duel never took place because Cortlandt was an ‘fka’—failed to keep appointment.”
So, it was the other guy who didn’t show. Cortlandt came to his senses, sobered up, or else somebody got to him, but who and what would have made him change his mind? Back then he would have risked his honor by not making his entrance upon that personal battlefield.
Maggie continued, “It’s my opinion that it was Margaret who prevented the pistol packing duel.”
But how? I wondered. Margaret’s pleading, her logic, her love for Joshua wouldn’t have played out on Cortlandt. He couldn’t have cared less. Something else went down that night.
Maggie was saying, “She was a very beautiful woman from Scotland.”
“But you suggested that something did happen to prevent the duel. Somebody did something, didn’t they?”
Maggie nodded. “I think Margaret did. There is evidence she had met the Colonel previously, and knew him….”
“So she dissuaded him from the duel? But how?”
“In those days it would have been called: ‘bestowing her favors.’”
I choked. Was Maggie propositioning me? Her favors for a scoop about Gunnar? Could there be an affinity with women’s motives of Margaret’s era and women’s today? I had to ask, “Have women changed down through the years?”
“Come with me now,” she said as if an answer might be demonstrated. She led me to the Lexus. As she drove, Maggie painted a landscape of time, telling of Margaret’s status as a possession of her husband and not even being recognized as a citizen of this new republic. “Therefore Margaret couldn’t have entered that Forman-Cortlandt argument, which mirrored the Federalists versus the Jeffersonians as to which political philosophy was to govern the new country. She could only try to prevent two headstrong males from legally killing one another.”
I thought that fearless men changing down through the centuries couldn’t begin to match the challenges women have had to face.
Maggie parked the Lexus at a modern garden apartment building. We walked to her front door. I wanted to take her keys and open the lock, but she was quick to thrust the key into the keyhole and to open the door. The interior lights were all on. I was taken by complete surprise when she introduced me to her mother as “Gunnar’s grandson from Columbia.” She inquired of her mother if Chloë had given her any trouble.
“My, no, she’s an angel. Come, Josh, take a peek at Maggie’s little sleeping beauty.” The mother cracked the door to the nursery. “She’s a two-year-old bundle of joy for my daughter and me. I’m always happy to look after the little dear while Maggie’s busy with her newspaper.”
I jumped to the conclusion that there was no husband-father around and that Maggie was a single parent with her own career. She was demonstrating the point that in today’s world, women do have the opportunity to chart their own course independently. I realized I was supposed to say something about the little sleeping baby, so I said, “She’s really cute.” I hoped that worked.
Maggie smiled at me, and I was relieved I’d said the right thing. I hoped my next statement wouldn’t show my impulse to escape this female enclave. “I’d better catch a cab back to Gunnar’s house so I can keep an eye on things.”
“My, no, Maggie will drive you back. I’ll stay with Chloë. So nice to meet you, Josh.”
Continuing Tuesday Evening
Later that evening, my twin-in-name having ensconced himself in one of the house’s many bedrooms, and my having watched him order in fried chicken for himself on his BlackBerry, I composed myself and called my father. “Dad, what’s going on? There’s an African-American man who says he has my name and claims to be the rightful heir to my grandfather’s estate, and—”
“—I was afraid of that—”
“—He says Grandfather Gunnar’s house is his. I suppose if the will says Joshua Foreman, one of us has to prove we’re that person and disprove the other—”
“—That won’t be easy, Josh. That fellow came to see me at the bank with his wild story of being related to us. He wanted a twenty thousand dollar loan to buy a motorcycle—said he wouldn’t tell anybody about the family connection if I gave him the loan. When I decided to approve his application he turned the tables on me and demanded that I give him the cash outright. The only person I knew who could quickly get his hands on that kind of money was your grandfather, and he did. I thought that was the end of it. When Gunnar died, his obituary in the newspaper told of the historic home in Syracuse. Next thing I knew this fellow showed up again at the bank with another wild story that some outfit called NOUDOSO had a database of pre-Civil War slave owners in New York state, and they had traced his ancestry back seven generations to Joshua Forman and a woman slave. I checked out this NOUDOSO and found that they have a scheme going whereby they make these sorts of claims, threatening to tie up property and the settlement of an estate until they are paid reparations.”
“So, Dad, what am I to do. The guy is sleeping in the house here and says it’s as much his as mine.”
“The first thing is to have Max Van Patten get a restraining order from the local Justice Court that will keep this fellow away from you and the house. Max can hire a private investigator to discredit this fellow’s assertions.”
“Dad, you ought to get over here. I need your help.”
His reply stunned me. “Josh, I can’t allow myself to be publicly associated with my father’s affairs. I can’t tarnish my standing in the community, you know, here in Albany…Josh, you’re in charge. Do what you must, but keep me and your mother out of it…please for my sake and for your mother’s sake. And as for this other fellow’s claim to ownership, you and Max have got to delve back into Gunnar’s papers. You’ll find that your ancestors did own slaves, but I feel certain that Van Patten will clear that all up for you. Pity your Grandmother Henrietta isn’t alive today to comfort you, as she did me when I was growing up. Yes, you’ve got to trust Van Patten.” Before the call cut off, I heard him say to my mother, “I think we’ve distanced ourselves on this, Anna, but….”
A commotion at the front door diverted my attention. The black man, fried chicken leg in hand, rushed to join me and, together, echoing each other’s identifications, we introduced ourselves to an Indian chief standing before us in full native dress. He informed us, “Our Onondaga Native Tribe, the original inhabitants of what is now Syracuse, claims ownership of the entire county of Onondaga, including the land upon which this house sits. The two-hundred-year old Treaty of The Big Tree was signed under duress and therefore is not legal.”
I yearned for what comfort and affection my Grandmother Henrietta, whom I never knew, might offer, were she to join us here now. I needed affection. I hadn’t gotten it from my professor, from my father, from Maggie, from my grandfather’s attorney, from my newfound pastor and clearly not from my presumed distant and dark cousin.
Wednesday Morning
With Max Van Patten scheduled to arrive at noon to take me to his office for the reading of the will, I had been on edge all morning for fear my namesake would find out about this meeting. He had gone out early and returned with two cups of Starbucks coffee.
“I slept like a two-year-old pickaninny,” he said as he handed me the styrofoam cup with the distinctive logo. “How was your night? Have you come up with a solution to our joined inheritance?”
“I’m still working on it,” was my lame response.
“I think we could untie the knot with you giving me a hundred K—a third of what this house is worth—and I’d be out of your life for good.”
My astonishment showed with the dropping of my jaw, my gaping mouth, my bulging eyes and my uncontrollable coughing.
As he slapped me on my back, he counseled, “Talk with your banker father, he’ll see to the loan.”
Composing myself, I lied, “I’m taking Maggie on a picnic today, and I know she’ll have more options for us.”
“Yeah, Maggie’s quite the smart woman. She’ll see the solution for me to get lost is the right course for you to take.”
For the rest of the morning I avoided this extortionist. I gathered up the manila envelopes from Gunnar’s desk and, sitting under the shady elm tree in the backyard, I read Joshua’s correspondence with his future wife. She, Margaret Alexander, was quite the smart woman. Her letter of July 5, 1798 showed exuberance for a new world opening up for her and her ideas. I began to feel that my train ride into this new/old land could, if I let these ancestors show me the way, ignite a similar optimism in me.
I made a last minute re-read of Margaret Alexander’s letter prior to going to my appointment at Mr. Van Patten’s law office. I felt I should focus my thoughts on the tasks that lay ahead of me in order to intuitively perceive the situation. But what was the situation? I had been willed this house and everything in it, according to my father’s phone call. It was a simple development in the evolution of family history—a timely steppingstone to my becoming a real estate agent and making my fortune. Sell this house, but first get my license, a state legal requirement for my entry into the vast world of real estate riches. Trouble is, I have a namesake competitor to the title, and the Indians also claim title. Surely Mr. Van Patten will set all these matters straight and in short order. I mean, that’s why they have title insurance companies and abstracts and all that, and he is a lawyer and well established in Syracuse. There shouldn’t be any problem.
I realized that many issues remained to be discovered in my grandfather’s story, indeed shrouding my father’s story. Reeling from possible new and disturbing revelations, I went into the house and stood for a long while looking at the framed portrait of my ancestor mounted above the fireplace mantel. I stood between two old and threadbare wingback chairs and looked up into his eyes. Seemingly his eyes bore back, searching mine. Here was a duelist saved from fighting a duel. This man who married this Scottish woman. This man who helped build this town and perhaps even this state some two hundred years ago. We stared at each other, an amorphous cloud of mystery capped with uncertainty engulfing us. I suddenly realized I had to leave the house at a quarter to twelve in order to walk a couple of blocks to head off Max Van Patten’s noon arrival so that my namesake wouldn’t get suspicious.
Meanwhile…
Max Van Patten’s law offices, overlooking both DeWitt Clinton Square and Water Street, the once-route of the Erie Canal before being filled in with dirt and paved over, suggested to his clients that his chambers had been housed in that location dating back to when packet boats floated along the canal’s water course. Max’s secretary, Louella, liked to tell visitors that Mr. Van Patten knew almost every bit of information about Onondaga County and that moreover he was “a good honest attorney.” His office venue as a fixture in downtown Syracuse seemed to substantiate all these subliminal impressions and the claims she voiced.
This morning both Louella and Mr. Van Patten, as she always addressed her boss, were early to work, he behind his large mahogany Sheraton desk, she at her computer workstation with its broadband Internet connection. Louella was quietly proud of her recently learned computer skills, having attended and excelled in several classes at the community college. “Not all of us over-fifty women should be put out to the pastures of the bridge tables,” she had advised her younger sister in Rochester, who had lost her job in the film department at Kodak. Louella had also become adept at searching the Internet for personal data about clients, relatives, friends, neighbors and anyone else in Syracuse whose name crossed her mind or whose name she overheard while waiting in line to order her Dutch chocolate latte at the nearby Starbucks. “Surprising,” she once confided to Mr. Van Patten, “what one can learn from the information displayed on my flat panel monitor.”
When her boss told her that Gunner Foreman’s grandson had inherited the Foreman estate, she had gone to the Internet to flesh out the resumes of this grandson’s parents. She had derived from her online search into both Robert and Anna Foreman that Robert, through a posting on a social networking site, was linked to a violent 1974 white supremacy group march in downtown Syracuse. Arrested, his mother, Henrietta Foreman, posted bail because his father, Gunnar Foreman, publicly disowned his nineteen-year-old son. Anna Foreman, nee Anna Nancy Piper, left high school to join a Presbyterian missionary group among the Onondaga Indian Nation in 1974. It’s obvious, Louella concluded, that they met, married and in 1984 gave birth to Josh, which meant they had some ten years to straighten out their follies of youth.
So this morning, Louella rationalized, why should she not have utilized every investigative tool available in the 21st century? Attorneys subscribed to various services that allowed the limitless delving into personal records, personal data, police records, lawsuits and even, with certain more expensive search services, an individual’s bank and brokerage accounts. Homeland Security and the FBI should be as informed as I am, she reasoned to herself.
With sympathetic concern for the subject of her next query, Louella asked her boss, “Should I call your favorite real estate agent?”
Van Patten thought for only a moment before nodding his assent. “Yes, but make certain Miss Turner signs our agreement allowing me the usual fifteen percent finder’s fee when and if she earns her commission. Make certain that fee includes her part of the kickback from title insurance company and the surveyor, whose services the title company’ll require in order to insure the title.”
Back at her computer workstation, Louella punched letters on her keyboard, and from her printer out spit the law firm’s multi-page document entitled “Real Estate Brokerage Cooperation Agreement.” She tried not to think about Miss Turner having to endure another of Mr. Van Patten’s sexual advances in order to get the listing agreement on the Foreman House.
Mr. Van Patten left to pick up Mr. Foreman. What plots and intrigues to discover, she told herself that noon while steaming her pasta dish in the microwave oven in preparation for her daily after-work run along the Erie Canal towpath, to be on the inside of a town’s hidden-away secrets, even if some of them were two hundred years old.
Back to the Foreman House…
Waving to get Max Van Patten’s attention, I signaled for him to stop his Lincoln and pick me up. We talked about the weather, the town’s growth and the traffic during the short ride to his office, where he issued a curt introduction to Louella, who was instructed to order in for us two Italian wedges with extra provolone cheese.
As I munched on the pizza, I told Max about the black man showing up on his motorcycle at the house and claiming to be a legitimate descendant of Joshua Forman and therefore entitled to inherit Gunnar’s estate. “Last night he ensconced himself in a bedroom, and this morning he told me he’d take a hundred thousand dollars for a settlement, and then he’d be gone for good.” I told Max that my father’s advice was to get him out of the house with a restraining order. When I mentioned NOUDOSO, Max said how ironic it was that he, a lawyer with Civil Rights experience, might have to argue against NOUDOSO’s case for reparations.
He then assured me, “Don’t worry, Josh. We can resolve this civil matter quickly with our local Justice Court—the successor to the Court of Common Pleas that your ancestor presided over two hundred years ago.” He called to Louella, instructing her to print out the firm’s document on “Vagrancy and its Legal Penalties.” Max told me confidentially that Louella has this uncanny insight into people. “She probably knows more about you than you do. She’ll tell you that our judge is a good hunting friend of mine and follows my advice on legal matters since he’s not an attorney; he runs a tow-truck service. Louella and I got him re-elected in the last election.”
My relief lasted only a few seconds when I remembered to tell him about the Indian chief.
“Oh, him! That’s our colorful ‘Chief Excalibur.’ He reads the obituaries and the real estate sales reports in the newspaper and shows up, knocking on the doors of every heir and every new homeowner in town, asserting his tribal claim. Scares everyone. He’s got his treaties mixed up. It was the Fort Stanwix Treaty of 1784, which served as a peace treaty between the six Iroquois tribes...Onondaga being one of the six...and the United States after the American Revolution. His citing of the Treaty of the Big Tree is moot because it covered the Iroquois lands in New York State west of the Genesee River. After his costumed appearance, you’ll never hear from him again. Of course, the tribe may have a claim of ownership to Syracuse, but so may the Indians as to Manhattan Island. No one pays any attention. My advice is to forget about our legendary local Noble Savage.”
“And as to my black counterpart?”
“Oh, the judge and I’ll come to the house first thing tomorrow morning, and after we’ve had our say, your namesake will be on his bike heading back toward Albany.”
After Max read to me my grandfather’s straightforward will, I thanked the attorney, but declined his offer to drive me back to Onondaga Hollow. I told him I’d walk back to the house. On my way along the streets of Syracuse I thought about when this town was nothing but a dismal swamp. Was I mired in a swamp of circumstances beyond my control? Street smarts is what I needed, but not what I had after spending years inside the ivy-covered walls of Columbia. At least there you knew everyone’s discipline, everyone’s area of expertise and your own assignments on which to work. Out here in the real world, what could you know about people and their self-serving agendas? Take the black Joshua, for instance: was he acting on his own or was he backed up with a battery of NOUDOSO activists intent on reaping reparations from whomever they could extort? Could Max with his hunting-buddy judge rout the man? Or would there be a long drawn out legal battle over DNA? To establish the absolute truth, would Joshua’s bones have to be exhumed in order to test for his DNA? I realized I didn’t know where his grave was, but I supposed Max did.
As the executor of Gunnar’s will, Max would have to be paid for every hour that he would be working for the estate. He would sell the house himself, have a sale of all the furnishings, and probably donate Gunnar’s papers to the museum in order to settle their audit law suit, if indeed such a settlement could be negotiated with the man of the cloth, whom Maggie accused of covering up an embezzlement—likely his—of the museum’s coffers.
I thought I had begun my class in street smarts, but I was a long way from completing the course. By the time the day finally came when the estate would be settled, Max’s fees would have depleted most or all of the money, and I, after having been bogged down for weeks, maybe months, would receive only the bestowal of an unwanted lesson in Settling Your Family Estate 101.
Turning onto the Seneca Turnpike and seeing once again the old Forman house, I stopped, looking at it a long time. Federal style, I guessed, with its two chimneys rising on each end. Built some two hundred years ago by the slaves of my ancestor and his beautiful Scottish wife. I found my now-favorite elm tree in the back yard, sat beneath its canopy of protection to contemplate my next move. Maggie was first in my thoughts. She seemed to be on my side, that is, her agenda being her newspaper reporting, which required her to get the facts. She had known Gunnar and helped catalogue his papers. What else, I wondered, awaited me in those manila envelopes? Maybe my mission here in Onondaga Hollow was not to get into real estate sales and not to bank an inheritance, but to get to know my ancestors and how they achieved the accomplishments of their lives. My reward for coming here was to be in the riches of learning and not in the counting of coin.
Chapter Three
The Foreman House, Onondaga Hollow (now Syracuse), New York, Present Day, Wednesday Afternoon
That Maggie had read Margaret Alexander’s diaries became apparent to me, for when she came to the house she selected certain passages and gave them to me to read, like a newspaper editor posting the day’s highlights on the paper’s website. Of course I read them right away, as directed, for Maggie was my information search engine.
Did Maggie point out to me Margaret’s indiscretion, as disclosed in her tell-all diary, that Maragert’s resulting babe related to her own single parenthood? Being a single mother with career aspirations intact, Maggie was telling me that she had a positive perception of her status, and I needn’t draw any other conclusions about her life, such as her needing a man around the house. We could be great friends and, as friends, we could be honest with each other.
The passage in Margaret Alexander’s diary telling of her father’s fabricated story to conceal his daughter’s pregnancy from her mother brought to mind my father’s excuse for his estrangement from Gunnar, namely that Gunnar was an alleged alcoholic addict, which Max Van Patten refuted.
In fact, everyone I have met so far in Syracuse, including Margaret Alexander’s father through her diary entries, seems to be cloaking the truth. Boyd Alexander’s affair with the young Widow Kendall suggests he was robbing the cradle. Max Van Patten with his goatee and his three-piece lawyer suit meeds out so-called justice with the assistance of one of his hunting buddies, and Louella, Max’s secretary, the uncanny one, prints out the appropriate boilerplate. The black motorcycle guy hides his blackmailing under the auspices of NOUDOSO, and the Indian chief wears his authenticity straight out of a Hollywood costume trailer. Pastor Le Roy Vale could be doubling as the art museum’s board director and embezzler, but I’ll ask Maggie to elaborate on her suspicions. “What’s with this church guy and the museum audit? You either know or suspect….”
She went right to the point, “My source, whom I can’t name because she spoke off the record, tells me that Pastor Vale has a gambling problem. He’s a regular over in Connecticut at the Mohegan casino high-stakes poker tables. I still need to connect the dots between his bets and the amount of the embezzlement.”
I felt it was time to share with Maggie my father’s conversation. “I’m worried, Maggie, my father told me last night on the phone that this African-American guy showed up at his Albany bank and demanded twenty thousand dollars to keep quiet about his genealogical relationship to our Foreman family. My father said he went to Gunnar and got the cash to pay this guy off.”
Maggie raised her eyebrows. “Oh…?”
“Maybe my grandfather was a thief despite Max Van Patten’s assurances to the contrary.”
“Nonsense. Gunnar was the most honest man I’ve known and the most responsible patriarch in all of Syracuse,” Maggie declared, showing emotional zeal. “The court filings indicate a forty thousand dollar shortage at the museum. I happen to know that when your grandmother Henrietta died, Gunnar hid the twenty-thousand-dollar proceeds from her life insurance policy in a locked secret compartment of his desk because he didn’t trust banks. You see your great grandfather, Louis Foreman, lost all his money in FDR’s Bank Holiday of 1933 when his bank never reopened. Your banker father must have been angry with Gunnar for insinuating that a banker’s reputation could be sullied.”
I was angry with my banker father for his valuing his reputation over sharing my grandfather with me. To concoct a story that would tarnish Gunnar’s reputation as an alcoholic, my father thought he could righteously distance himself and me from Gunnar’s life. No more! Was my grandfather innocent or guilty? I had to know. “Okay, Maggie, where’s this secret compartment? If it’s empty we’ll know where my father got the cash to pay off the black guy. But if there’s 20 K still in there, I’m going to be hard pressed to lie to Max Van Patten in explaining our discovery. He’ll have to ask Louella to print out his firm’s document ‘Restitution of Missing Funds’ for me to sign.”
“I can tell you, Josh, that it’s empty because Gunnar asked me to take the money to your father and until now, I didn’t know the real explanation.”
“You met my father?”
“Let’s go to the Barbecue Shack and I’ll tell you all about it.”
“For some reason I have a craving for white fish and cider. Do you know a quiet restaurant where we can find a private corner?”
Wednesday Evening
Maggie drove us to a small seafood restaurant located on the first floor of the Onondaga County Historical Society Archives Building. She gestured upward, “They’re open only by appointment these days,” she advised with a tad of remorse in her voice. “There’s a value debate in our community today, or so my editor tells me, over writing about the past. He says our readers want to know about TV and movie celebrities, not about those men and women of yesteryear who built this city.”
“Your editor would intimate that I’m on a treadmill to futility with my academic pursuits,” I said with equal remorse.
“Oh, my no, Josh,” Maggie said emphatically. “Don’t let media bent discourage you from uncovering the truth about history.”
Her words reignited my learning flame.
Having been welcomed to Maison de Archives by the maitre d’, we were seated in a secluded corner at a candlelit table with linen tablecloth and a proper setting of linen napkins, silverware and water goblets. Maggie smiled at me and ordered appetizers of Oysters Rockefeller, entrees of Pickerel Fillets Meuniere accompanied by Braised Belgian Endive with Walnuts, plus two pints of “your best house cider.” She winked at me and informed, “You’re paying, right?”
I was male bound to nod, hoping my meager-limit credit card was not maxed out.
Sipping the cider, I launched right in: “You met my father.”
It was her turn to nod. “Yes, Chloë and I took the Amtrak to Albany.”
I visualized a wide-awake Chloë standing on the passenger seat looking out the train window curious about the passing countryside and her mother steadying her as Chloë, recalling the animated programs of television, excitedly pointed to a giraffe with her calf, a mother elephant with her baby, and then around the next bend several kangaroos hopping along, racing the train. What fun for Chloë to live in this wild world of imagination. She’d coo a baby name for each of her newfound animal friends, and then as the train rumbled along, from its back and forth cradle-like rhythmic motion, she’d sit back down and fall into a pleasant baby sleep where dream episodes could continue.
“You asked about our trip to Albany?” Maggie’s question brought me out of my virtual reality metaphysics.
Again I nodded.
“One day—it was last September—I was cataloguing more of Gunnar’s papers when the phone rang. This very formal male voice introduced himself as ‘Mr. Robert Foreman’ and asked to speak to Gunnar. I said Gunnar was taking a nap and I didn’t want to disturb him. I introduced myself as ‘Gunnar’s library intern’ and volunteered to take a message. The precise voice allowed that there was a Foreman family situation that Gunnar would want to help with since it concerned his grandson. When I asked if this situation was an emergency, thinking that I would wake Gunnar, he said, ‘no, just tell him that it’s imperative that he bring me twenty thousand dollars to my office in Albany as soon as possible…otherwise….’ His voice was breaking up as I heard the dial tone signal the end of the message.
“When I related to Gunnar that this ‘Mr. Robert Foreman’ had called and requested this large sum of money and tied the need to ‘your grandson,’ Gunnar immediately said, ‘Robert is my son, and if he needs the money for my grandson Josh, I must put aside our disaffection for each other and have you deliver the money to him.’ Gunnar reached into his pocket and brought out the same key chains, which Max gave to you yesterday. He led me to his antique desk and, selecting a small brass key, instructed me to open a secret compartment. It’s behind a battery of little drawers, and you have to press a decorative wooden garland in order to swing out the set of drawers. Behind is another small door. He asked me to insert the brass key and open the door. I did, and there was all this money wrapped in four thick packs of one hundred dollar bills.
“My journalistic curiosity went to work, and I inquired of Gunnar as to where all this money came from. He said it was from Henrietta’s life insurance. He explained to me that his father, Louis, lost all his money in the 1933 Bank Holiday, and Gunnar wasn’t about to rely on any bank, even his son’s bank in Albany. He instructed me to put the cash into a manila envelope and catch the early morning Amtrak to Albany. I was to hand the envelope to one Robert Foreman and not to anyone else at the bank.”
“Why did you take Chloë?”
“My mother wasn’t available to sit that day, so I bundled up my baby, diaper bag and all, with this thick envelope of cash tucked away inside, and caught the first train east the next morning.”
I waited, allowing a token amount of time for the hours-long Amtrak ride.
Maggie didn’t wait, saying, “Let me tell you my impressions about that bank. As you know, it’s a flashback to the 1920s. Greek marble Corinthian columns in the lobby reach upward to accentuate a seemingly mile-high lobby, and the row of brass-barred teller wickets tell would-be robbers to go elsewhere. Upon a platform sat men and a few women at uniform polished desks. I supposed they were loan officers. I thought I was in an historic time warp. Addressing a receptionist who didn’t smile at Chloë and me—I mean, everybody always smiles at a baby—I asked to see ‘Mr. Robert Foreman.’ I sensed my voice was reverberating from column to column in this cold institutional concourse, and that everyone’s eyes were upon us, but soon I was led by a uniformed guard up a marble stairway to a private office on the second floor.”
“My father? What did you think of him?”
“He was formal, very well dressed. He stood up from behind his large desk with his name ‘Mr. Robert Foreman’ emblazoned on a bronze name plaque placed strategically on the front edge of the desk. On the wall behind were framed certificates of appreciation from the Albany Chamber of Commerce, the United Fund Drive, the Hudson Valley Rotary and several civic organizations that I failed to mentally record. Even with my years of newspaper reporting, barging in, you know, on all sorts of important people, I was taken with his courteous greeting to me and his wink at Chloë. In a rather faltering voice, I informed him I carried with me an envelope that I was supposed to personally deliver to him. All of a sudden Chloë began to cry. Babies do that, you know.”
I had to admit I supposed they did.
“Awkwardly balancing my diaper bag and my baby, I asked him to hold Chloë while I reached into the bag. He did, and then as if she was too heavy for him, he sat down in his big leather chair with Chloë on his lap while I retrieved the envelope. Chloë stopped crying and smiled at…this man who I now know is your father. He rather enjoyed Chloë, for he patted her on the back, gently, very gently. My baby’s little fingers stroked his well-shaven chin. I saw that your father was enamored with her, and she with him.
“Your father, addressing himself to me, said that he hoped some day his son—he named you by name—would find a suitable mate so that he could have a grandchild. I told him Chloë’s name, and he repeated it slowly, as if he was christening a family progeny. He kissed Chloë on her forehead, and I smiled at their compatibility. As I handed him Gunnar’s envelope, I knew that there might have been more to my mission than money.
“Your father walked us down the stairs and through the bank lobby and out onto the busy street. He smiled at me and said there was no need to take a taxi. He announced that he’d drive us across the Hudson to the Amtrak station in Rensselaer. He didn’t have a baby seat in the back of his car, so I held Chloë. At the station, as he was leaving, he waved to Chloë from the car window, and she waved a baby wave back at him.” Maggie finished her cider.
Remembering the framed photograph on the mantel with my father holding me as a baby, I asked her if my father said anything else about me besides hoping some day I’d sire an offspring for him to bounce on his knee.
“No…that’s it, I’m afraid. Are you disappointed?”
“Yes, my father’s ruse about the twenty grand being for me was another of his lies. Gunnar’s money was used to pay off our black pretender so that he wouldn’t disclose his presumed claim of being part of the Foreman linage. My father was obsessed with protecting his reputation, to him the most important thing in his life.” I added, “Gunnar must not have known the real purpose of the twenty grand.”
“I think not,” Maggie agreed. “He must have thought the money would be for you, for your tuition and books. He was proud of you going for your doctorate degree. He told me he only got through two years of high school because his father, Louis, needed for him to go to work and help support the family. He told me that, in the Great Depression, your great grandfather Louis was on the brink of losing the Foreman house, so sixteen-year-old Gunnar worked two jobs, one sweeping the floors of the Art Museum and the other collecting the tolls from the Erie Canal packet boats as they passed through the weigh station in Syracuse.”
I quipped, “Do you suppose he dipped into that till, too?”
Maggie frowned and signaled the waiter. “We’ll have two servings of your chef’s famous Boules Sur Chocolat and your best Portuguese port.”
Ouch. She’s chastising me by running up the dinner tab. No more disparaging remarks about Gunnar or I’ll be sweeping floors at the Art Museum. With Maggie being a staunch defender of Gunnar, I thought I should extol my grandfather’s male prowess with, “I do admire the old guy. He couldn’t have been celibate all those years after my grandmother passed away. Any inclination for him to swing?” I had spoken abruptly, too abruptly I realized, for Maggie had tipped over her port glass, spilling the deep red dessert wine on the white tablecloth. To my surprise, she reached for my glass and downed the drink in one gulp.
Continuing Wednesday Evening
On the ride back to the Foreman House Maggie was silent. She parked the Lexus, got out, proceeded up the front steps and into the house. She walked to Gunnar’s antique desk and pushed the wooden garland, an action that swung out the set of drawers to reveal the locked door behind. She instructed, “Look at the key collection Max gave you.”
I did, displaying it for her.
She selected one. “This one’s the key.” Her hand shook as she gave me the small brass key. “I haven’t looked in here since that day Gunnar emptied it of the cash.”
“Do you want me to open it? We can leave Gunnar’s secrets alone. Let’s assume it’s empty.”
“I want to show you that Gunnar was an honest man, so open it.”
I inserted the key and opened the small door. Inside, there were no stacks of cash. There was a plain white envelope, which we saw had her name written across it in the meticulous penmanship of an old man.
She grasped the envelope and held it to her breast. In her silence, tears ran down her face.
I put my arm around her in a comforting gesture.
Chapter Four
The Foreman House, Onondaga Hollow (now Syracuse), New York, Continuing Wednesday Evening
I could see that Maggie needed my support after she saw Gunnar’s envelope with her name written on it. Her tears told me that Gunnar and she shared a bond that crossed the impersonal limits of a mentor-student relationship. I didn’t pry into the contents of the plain white envelope, believing that she wasn’t ready to share Gunnar’s present-day communication with me.
Two hundred years of my forebears were enveloping us—their secrets, their cover-kups, their circumventions were beginning to be unsealed before our reading eyes. Margaret Forman was being innovative in redefining the wife’s role in the new country of the 1800s. Her intimate conversations in bed with Joshua nurtured his dream of eventually building a grand canal, which she knew would put behind him his frustrations with the inadequacies of the law. She also saw the series of steps—as expressed in her diary—which would be necessary for Joshua to take in order to achieve his dream.
I had never defined my goals in life as dreams, but my disillusionment with academia fits with Joshua’s frustration with the law that Margaret describes in her diary. I was coming to believe that my female ancestors, if not equal, might be more important to me in shaping my future than their male counterparts.
Thursday Morning
In the morning I was awakened by my black buddy bellowing from downstairs. “Coffee! Coffee! My inheritance for a cup of coffee!”
I yelled down to him that it was my turn to buy the Starbucks.
He consented, urging me, ”We’ll take my motorcycle. There’s a Starbucks down where the Old Erie Canal still runs. We’ll get our morning joe and explore that old towpath.”
I’d never ridden on a motorcycle, and this means of transportation was exciting. As we sped along the streets of Syracuse, the wind parting equally past our two bodies, I felt I was more in sync with this black cousin than I had ever felt with my father, Professor Waters or the attorney who was going to divide us later this morning. Over the noise of the engine I yelled out, “Say, have you got a name? I mean, other than mine.”
Laughingly he imitated Sidney Poitier, “They call me Mr. Tibbs…but you can call me Virgil.”
People sitting at the tables outside the Starbucks, sipping their designer coffees, eyed us with a mix of irritation and curiosity as Virgil shut down his machine with a closing vroom. Buzzed with his macho, I wanted to announce to the lot of onlookers that we were blood brothers. As we got off the motorcycle we did a high-five and took a bow before the crowd.
Settling into our chairs at the coffee house table overlooking the waters of the old canal, I said, “Say, Virgil, this bike of yours is cool! I wouldn’t mind taking off and exploring the entire three hundred mile Canalway Trail with you.”
“I’ve got this gorgeous and aggressive foxy woman who lays claim to the seat you occupied this morning.” “I’d like to meet her.”
“No, you wouldn’t want to do that.”
Puzzled, I asked why, why wouldn’t I want to meet his lovely? Aren’t all of us alike? Aren’t all people reasonable and logical? I mean, even if we are of different color, we’re still human beings. I pressed Virgil for an answer to this what to me had suddenly become a very important question in my self-assigned course dealing with street smarts.
Virgil shook his head, signaling I was naïve, perhaps not stupid, but clearly not common sense savvy. “She’s someone you don’t want to know.”
All I could say was, “But why?”
Virgil didn’t reply. We sat in silence. Watching two Adirondack touring canoes pass by on the canal, I expressed my wish to do some canoeing this summer. Virgil said he had his sights on buying a tandem kayak for a multi-day touring adventure with his honey down the headwaters of the Hudson River.
“So that’s your motivation for wanting a hundred grand?”
Virgil grew serious. “I’m afraid I wanted to spare you a defeat in reversing the wrongs of yesteryear.”
I informed him that Max Van Patten and his hunting buddy, the Justice Court Magistrate, were on their way to the Foreman house to rule on his false claim of ownership, and if Virgil didn’t voluntarily fade into the sunset he’d be charged with vagrancy and run out of town.
Virgil took out his BlackBerry and carried on a text communication with someone whom I suspected, from the determined look on Virgil’s face, would stand up to Max Van Patten and his tow-truck judge. I could only look forward to this morning’s forthcoming session of the Court of Common Pleas at the Foreman House.
An assembly was converging on the Foreman House front porch as Virgil and I arrived on his motorcycle. Maggie’s editor’s Lexus, Max’s Lincoln, a tow truck and a black SUV with official U. S. Government license plates had parked on the street and in the driveway.
Max and his judge took center stage, requesting the identification papers—photo IDs, passports, New York driver’s licenses—of Virgil and the black woman. She produced her official credentials showing us all that she, Angela Wright, was an Assistant United States Attorney in the Northern District of New York. In an assertive voice, she stated, “I’m here as an official observer of the New York Justice Court in preparation for my testimony before the Judicial Committee of the Legislature in Albany.”
So that’s why Virgil summoned his foxy woman. She’s here to cut the strings off Max’s puppet judge. The question remains in my mind as to why he didn’t want me to meet her.
When Virgil presented his driver’s license, I saw the name Oliver Davis and was totally confused. Max looked even more perplexed as he stepped back, took a long look at Virgil and asked him if his grandfather was Ollie Davis of Jackson, Mississippi.
Now it was Virgil’s-now-Oliver’s turn to look baffled. The light bulb went on and he smiled, his white teeth gleaming along with his eyes, twin twinkling stars in the constellation of cognitive memory as he acknowledged a decades-old gratitude. “Mr. Van Patten, you deserve my appreciation for gaining the right to vote for my grandfather back in 1968.” He walked close to Max and embraced him.
As the two men separated, Max’s judge proclaimed, “Court’s in session.”
Maggie suggested, as she eyed Angela, “Maybe it’s time to adjourn to sort out who is who.”
Max said, “You’re right, Ms. Sullivan.” Turning to the judge, he allowed, “I’ll take it from here, my friend. Don’t you need to go tow somebody?”
What followed was pure Mississippi jazz. Max connected with Oliver, who wanted to be called Ollie. Ollie’s grandfather in 1968 got registered to vote with young Max’s help. Over those turbulent decades of the 60s and 70s, Oliver the First was raising his son to be a beneficial participant in Mississippi’s economic coming of age. When Max returned to Jackson for Oliver the First’s funeral in 1990, he found that Oliver the Second was a production foreman in a factory that made cooling fans for the North American automobile industry. He was introduced to Ollie, the six-year-old precocious son, who announced that his second grade teacher said U. S. Representative John Conyers was going to give money to all us “chillun” of slaves. See Endnote 7
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Maggie leading Angela Wright into the house. Max and I were on our own to figure out why the black Joshua Foreman the Thirteenth, alias Virgil Tibbs, alias Oliver (Ollie) Davis the Third, was bent on playing a con game. Max elevated the charge by saying, “Ollie, you’re a child of the Civil Rights Movement, and with that lineage goes a responsibility to act forthrightly, not to deceive your brothers, black or white. What possessed you to lay claim to the Foreman name?”
With a straight face, Ollie replied, “My father is a foreman. I simply capitalized the ‘F’ to fulfill my second grade teacher’s prophecy. Let me tell you that when I look up at that portrait above the mantel…” he gestured toward the living room… “I see a man who owned slaves and benefited financially from their labors and who also likely sired descendants with his concubine slave. So, you tell me, Mr. Van Patten, where was his responsibility to act forthrightly?”
“That’s all your fabrication, Ollie. I deal with facts, and Gunnar Foreman and your grandfather were men of principle, whom I had the privilege of representing.”
Together, Maggie and Angela emerged from the house. Angela said to Ollie that she had to get back to her office, and Maggie excused herself from the assembly on the porch with, “I see you guys have sorted it all out.” Simultaneously, the two women got into their vehicles and drove off.
Max drove off in his Lincoln, and Ollie mounted his motorcycle and vroomed away, leaving me alone to ponder about Maggie’s sudden camaraderie with Angela, Angela’s official or unofficial role, Ollie’s next move, Max’s next move and my next move. Looking up at the roof peak of the Foreman House I saw the copper weathervane. It was a canal boat with its prow pointing in one direction and, as the wind blew, it shifted to another direction.
Thursday Afternoon
Maggie’s text message told me to meet her at the Danforth. By now I knew the way so I walked, thinking back to when Onondaga Hollow was a frontier community. At a turn in the road I thought I saw the Indian Chief with his band of face-painted braves wielding tomahawks. Farther on, a big black bear rose up on his hind legs and growled at me. I started to run as a pack of wolves took chase. Leaping over a swamp water moccasin, I finally emerged from the dangers of frontier travel to enter the two hundred year old tavern.
Inside the Danforth at a trestle table sat Maggie and Angela Wright, each with their electronic devices, their styluses darting and tapping the latest dance steps of modern technology. I sat across the table from them, and Maggie gave me a proper introduction to Ollie’s significant other. “I’ll let Angela fill in the connections.”
With her large loop ivory earrings oscillating with the cadence of her voice, Angela related her meeting Ollie when they were at Howard University. “That’s the Black Harvard, you know. I was finishing up my studies for my J.D. degree in the School of Law, and Ollie, who by the way was accepted to the university’s Arts and Sciences department at the age of sixteen, was throwing his mortarboard in the air in 2004. When I got my position with the Justice Department, I was assigned as an Assistant U. S. Attorney here in the Syracuse office. Ollie and I didn’t like to be separated by the four hundred miles between The District and Syracuse, so he bought a motorcycle and commuted every weekend.”
I had to interrupt. “Let me tell you the story of that motorcycle.”
Maggie interrupted me to extol her newfound friend, “Angela has come to love this city and its founders in the same way that I do. We believe that this old Justice Court system is an anachronism and doesn’t fulfill the sense of justice as expressed by Margaret Forman, the Mother of Syracuse.”
Speaking to me, Angela added, “Yes, a group of us attorneys including our local Superior Court Justice, Marian Cook, is going to testify before the State Legislature in Albany to convince them to reform the system with the requirement that all judges have to be attorneys. With these political connections of mine I’m hopeful for success. This morning we saw how ludicrous it was for that tow-truck guy to think he could dispense justice.”
“I think it was ludicrous for Ollie to invent his familial connection to those founding mothers and fathers of Syracuse, who are my legitimate ancestors. His lame rationale was his membership in NOUDOSO.”
Angela stated definitively, “He is NOUDOSO, I mean he started the non-profit right out of college with five and ten dollar contributions from faculty and students from his Afro-American Studies classes and broadened his outreach to all social networking groups with an Internet presence. Ollie’s mission was to start a civil dialogue among Blacks and Whites to recognize their mutuality as Americans.”
I knew I liked Ollie. His mission was laudable, but his execution—pretending to be a Foreman—was egregious. “Angela, why did Ollie feel he had to misrepresent himself to my father and to me?”
She looked me in the eye. “You wanted the story of that motorcycle. Well, here it is: Ollie went to your father’s bank to request a loan. The loan officer on the platform led Ollie upstairs to a private office. While Ollie was sitting at your father’s desk, your father walked the loan officer to the door, and Ollie overheard your father say that he’d get rid of ‘that buck nigger’ before he sullied the reputation of the bank. Seeing your father’s nameplate on the desk, Ollie recalled the Forman name he’d seen while compiling data from the 1800 New York census for NOUDOSO—slaves were counted, you know—and on the spot he concocted his genealogical story about his being related to your family. He told me that he knew he’d pushed a button because your father got very nervous and told him that he’d personally give Ollie the twenty thousand dollars if he’d get lost.”
Maggie put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, my God! I was an accomplice in delivering Gunnar’s money to that awful bigot.” Putting two and two together—my father and me—Maggie grasped my hand and said softly, “Oh, Josh, I apologize.”
“No need, Maggie. But, Angela, I can’t figure out why Ollie showed up here in Syracuse and continued the charade, demanding a hundred thousand dollars from me.”
The two women exclaimed in unison, “He did what?”
I realized I hadn’t told Maggie about Wednesday morning’s discourse with Ollie, so no wonder she was surprised. As for Angela, it was immediately apparent to me why Ollie hadn’t wanted me to meet her. She didn’t know about his continuing to claim to be a legitimate heir to Gunnar’s estate, and he didn’t want her to find out. It all goes back to
his second grade teacher with her promised reparations. I felt I had to find him and hold a mirror up so he could see what he was doing to himself, to Angela and to me. “Angela, I’m afraid I may have unfairly characterized his intent. Where is Ollie?”
“He’ll be at the Barbecue Shack. He’s organized a twenty-five-dollar-a- plate fundraiser for NOUDOSO tonight.”
Maggie looked at her BlackBerry organizer. “Guys, I’ve got to get over there and cover that event for my paper. The mayor himself is going to be there.”
The thought crossed my mind that I could tag along with Maggie and get in free with her press credentials. On the other hand, I could stay here and talk with Angela. The weathervane was pointing to Angela. She with her political connections with the local Superior Court Justice could be instrumental in getting the Syracuse Art Museum’s audit resolved in Gunnar’s favor and the charges against him dismissed, that is if Maggie could connect the embezzlement and folk art dots with the gambling pastor Le Roy Vale. There’s the challenge! I ordered another pitcher for my continuing afternoon’s civic dialogue with Angela.
Thursday Evening
Angela said she would drive us to the Barbecue Shack. Her black SUV had dark-tinted windows and, given our afternoon political discussion, I felt these windows were concealing from everyone our nascent conspiracy. She is to contact Judge Marian Cook to suggest that she rule on the merits of the Art Museum audit. Angela will argue that since there has never been an inventory of the art in the museum since its inception, there is no property list from which to show anything missing. We agreed that my part will be to have Maggie gather corroborating evidence from her sources that Pastor Vale himself embezzled museum funds to cover his gambling debts—information that Angela can also present to the judge. Angela felt optimistic for our success since she told me she was a summer clerk for Judge Cook while still a student at Howard Law School.
Our plan of attack, if effective, will surprise Max Van Patten and shorten his “months” down to days as to the time necessary to resolve this estate matter. I could be getting title to the house in short order.
As we approached The Barbecue Shack, I studied the long row of parked motorcycles. I thought I spotted Ollie’s bike, but couldn’t be sure. Identifying motorcycles and motives is not always easy, and my friend Ollie has a way of hiding in plain sight.
At the entrance to The Shack, the biggest blackest bruiser I’d ever seen blocked our way and asked for twenty-five dollars from each of us. Angela smiled at him and called him by name, “Jamal, I’m part of the mayor’s entourage and Josh here is with me.” We were in!
Angela shouted over the crowd noise, “He’s a defensive end for the Buffalo Bills. You wouldn’t believe how much he can bench press.” I would, I would!
The place was vibrating with mostly people our age—Gen Y youth. There were a few older people, but after a couple days of delving into ancient ancestors, it felt quite cool to be in the company of these Millennials.
I looked around for the food table. I saw it beneath the large white banner with NOUDOSO in black letters. I tapped Angela on her arm and pointed, suggesting that we make our way there. As we moved through the crowd I caught snatches of conversations ranging from tomorrow’s motorcycle rally to Sunday’s March for Global Warming Awareness.
Then I saw Maggie. With a food plate in one hand she was engaged in a serious-looking conversation with the older Louella, Max’s know-everything-about-everybody assistant. Could she be Maggie’s anonymous source for Pastor Vale’s gambling problem? I’ll have to pay more attention to Maggie’s speculations.
To my disappointment, the food table was well picked over, and I realized we’d arrived late for the spread. Suddenly the loud speakers blasted out with Ollie’s commanding voice and The Shack quickly grew silent. Ollie introduced the Mayor, and I saw Maggie take out her BlackBerry to note what the top city guy was about to say.
“My Fellow Citizens,” the mayor began in the time-honored mode of a politician about to pontificate, “We here tonight have an opportunity to change the way we think about each other, about the various groups of people with whom we share the hospitality, the opportunities and the responsibilities of living in this city, this county and this state. That opportunity tonight is to support NOUDOSO, whose mission is to bring to light the past abuses of that evil endeavor, slavery, and the complicity of our ancestors in condoning it. Yes, in New York we did allow slavery two hundred years ago. It was legal and it was widespread. Now, today, we here tonight want to recognize this suppressed flaw that lurks in the shadows of our history, we want to bring it to light, we want to try to understand this evil, and then we want, in the spirit of brotherly love, cleanse it, repent for it and put it behind us, and from here in The Shack tonight we want to go forward to live a better and more honest life together, regardless of our ancestry, as proud New Yorkers and as dedicated and patriotic Americans.”
The restaurant rocked with applause. Maggie came up, gushing, “Wasn’t the mayor’s speech deep! He’s made the case for some sort of reparations. After all, it’s a matter of human kindness, don’t you think, to make amends for history’s wrongs. My article in tomorrow’s paper will be—”
Interrupting, Angela held up her hand. “Reparations have nothing to do with justice, Maggie. I have become convinced that to accomplish something significant toward correcting imbalances in our society is to support affirmative action, which mandates equal rights and equal opportunities in today’s world for everyone.”
Hanging here in The Shack with Angela and Maggie, I thought back about my so-far-three days in Syracuse. From what Maggie had told me and from what I had read in their letters and diaries, my ancestors had worked together with others in Syracuse and in Albany with the Legislature to get things done, such as promoting and then building the Erie Canal and thereby increasing the productivity of New York State. By that time most New York slaves had been freed, and they helped construct the canal. They should be recognized for their labors, along with the Irish immigrant workers and the Yankee-Yorker farmers, whose lands the canal passed through. Yet none of these groups could influence the Legislature in Albany to vote for the canal survey in 1808 or fund its eventual construction. Everyone had worked together, exercising his skills: physical, financial or political. See Endnote 8
Polishing off a rib, Ollie came up to us. Over his shoulder I caught a glimpse of Chief Excalibur picking over the remains of the barbecued ribs. Thinking of Maggie’s presumption about Pastor Vale being in debt to the Indian casino in Connecticut, I thought that the Chief had missed out on his opportunity for reparations—building an Indian casino here in Onondaga Hollow. In an effort to make amends for occupying their North American Continent, Congress had passed legislation enabling the Native Peoples to build casinos. They’re now located in almost every state. The gambling profits, and they’re large so I’ve heard, are a form of reparations, aren’t they? Intended to quiet Indian activists. Our colorfully costumed Chief Excalibur should get with the program and promote his own casino instead of lurking about and hanging his amorphous cloud of claim over every real estate title in Syracuse.
So where does it stop—mitigating history’s guilt—how far can reparations be allowed to go? I wanted to ask Ollie, who quickly spirited Angela away, still not, I concluded, wanting me to get to know her. Well, I was a step ahead of him on that account. How far did Ollie want to press this monetary matter of reparations? Does he still covet a portion of the sale proceeds of the Foreman House? I was going to have to convince him that we can’t simply throw money at society’s wrongs.
Louella, an athletic trim fifty-year-old Boomer—why couldn’t my fifty-year-old mother lose the pounds that I felt indicated guilt about her inability to communicate?—tugged on my sleeve to get my attention. “Mr. Foreman,” she began.
I sensed that she wanted to address me as Josh since I was many years her junior, but I didn’t feel comfortable calling her by her first name since she was years my senior, and I didn’t know her last name, so I smiled, “Please call me Josh.”
Maggie solved the name problem. “Louella has discovered some information for you, Josh, and she’s willing to go on the record.”
Maggie and I bent down to hear what the shorter Louella was about to tell us. “Intelligence! My late husband was in G-2 in the Army during Viet Nam. I guess I’ve inherited his knack for ferreting out information. Now I’ve got access to a source he never had: the Internet. I’m so excited to tell you that once I get this particular intel to Mr. Van Patten….”
Suddenly chaos revolutionized the atmosphere of The Shack. Meatless barbecued bones were being merrily tossed, thrown and hurled about, at first into the air, then directed at the walls and in a few cases at each other. Maggie and I ducked the barrage. To my astonishment Louella was picking up bones and joining in the melee. Could these people have found a way with their food fight to punctuate a healthy dialogue?
Chapter Five
Friday Morning
The text message that appeared on my iPhone, “cm Dad,” was a command that I didn’t want to obey without thinking through the pros and cons of challenging his shading the truth about Gunnar, Ollie, and the whole universe of his Albany world. I have a choice to go along with his deceptions, or I can point out a need on his part to look into himself for explanations about what he told me about Gunnar’s alcoholism and about Ollie’s con game. I could avoid all responsibility by not calling him back. No. I owe it to Gunnar and, in the process, I owe it to myself and my relationship with my father over our lifetimes. This is family.
So I called my father, wanting to reach him before he left the house to travel to the protective fortress of his bank. My mother answered and, hearing my greeting to her, called Dad to the phone, advising him, “Here’s your son.”
“Dad, you called?”
“Josh, your mother and I are worried that Max Van Patten can’t get rid of the black man, so we’ve hired a private investigator who has the means to end this distasteful situation. He comes highly recommended from a banker friend in New Jersey. His retainer is substantial, but I was able to get a home equity line of credit on our house here in Albany for up-front funds to cover his expenses.”
“Dad, call him off!” I screamed at the phone. “Max Van Patten knows this grandson of Oliver Davis, whom he fought for in the Civil Rights movement in the 60s. Max and Ollie the Third stood together yesterday morning on Gunnar’s porch and embraced in a resolution of all accusations. You must cancel your contract with this New Jersey guy.”
“That won’t be easy, Josh. I’ve already paid him. Besides, what’s one more or less coon?”
“I know from meeting people here in Syracuse that you have pretended to be a white supremacist, but think back to your mother, Henrietta, and her counseling to be a good person who is not prejudicial and who doesn’t discriminate. Dad, I plead with you to disavow this out-dated bigotry of yours once and for all.”
I heard the dial tone and knew that Dad had hung up. I also knew that I had to warn Ollie that his life was in danger.
“Sorry to be calling so early, Angela.”
Before I could ask her where Ollie was, she delivered a non-stop soliloquy, “No problem, Josh. I’ve been up since four. Here’s the latest: Maggie got the definitive evidence from Louella that I can take to Justice Cook. There’s a hitch, however. Before any of us can cite the evidence, Louella has to clear it with Max Van Patten, and she’s doubtful she can do that. It seems that during his thirty-five years in Syracuse, Van Patten has built his law practice with an esteemed reputation as an advocate for his clients, and he doesn’t want to upend any of his existing relationships. Le Roy Vale and his church members are very important to his practice. He writes their wills, manages their investments, and if they own businesses he’s their corporate secretary. It sounds to me as if he will choose the man of the cloth over a deceased client and the newcomer to town, who will soon be leaving to go back to college in the borough of Manhattan. I could be wrong about Van Patten, but we’d better have a plan B. Ollie will help us with that—he’s always a step ahead of everyone else. I’ll—”
“—That’s why I called. I have to talk to Ollie right away! Is he with you?”
“No, he’s on his way back to Washington. He left at four this morning.”
“I, no we, have to warn Ollie that my crazy father has hired a hit man—some guy from New Jersey—to come up here and whack him.”
“Take a deep breath, Josh. Let’s address this threat one step at a time. Ollie’s probably at his breakfast stop in Scranton by now, so I can reach him there. He’ll want to know the name of this New Jersey assassin. With his New Jersey connections, he’ll be able to neutralize your father’s order before lunch. Get the name from your father right away and call me back.”
I called the house. My mother answered. This time no hand-off, so I presumed Dad had left for the bank. “Mother,” I began, hoping she would communicate with me on this life-and-death subject, “I have to know the name of the private investigator that Dad has hired to…ah…handle the situation here in Syracuse.”
Silence. I heard papers being shuffled, reminding me of the “tidal wave of paperwork” she dealt with daily at her school district job. After a long moment, she said, “His name is Dwyane Ellis.” She went on, “I think with the spelling of his first name—D-w-y-a-n-e—he must be a black man, which surprises me because your father would never hire one of them. Here’s his cell phone number: 609-555-9657.”
“Anything else, Mother, in those papers you have there?”
“His company name is The Legal Process Group, and they’re located in New Jersey, New York and Connecticut.”
I thought perhaps I’d jumped too quickly to the idea that Dad had hired a hit man, but I couldn’t dismiss my father’s prejudice and his racist statement. As I thought back about my upbringing, a flood of his similar statements came to mind. I guess I’d ignored them because I never felt them, and so they rolled off my back like they rolled off his tongue.
“Angela, I may have been an alarmist. Here’s the name of the P. I. my father hired to investigate Ollie’s credentials: Dwyane Ellis—”
“—Dwyane Ellis!” Angela exclaimed. “He was one of my graduate student teachers at Howard before he left to start The Legal Process Group, getting venture capital money from members of the Black Caucus in Congress.”
I was suddenly struck with the realization that Blacks network with each other to reinforce the commonality of their interests. Once the word got to Ollie he, as Angela said, could dismiss any danger because Dwyane Ellis had simply taken my father’s money and would report back to my father that his investigation proved that Oliver Davis was an outstanding member of the African-American community with ties to politically important people in New York and Washington. What about the money Dad paid him? He’ll have to chalk it up to reparations.
My next move was to go either directly to Louella to hear for myself the evidence she had alluded to at The Shack last night or to Maggie, who would help me interpret the significance of the evidence. This being Friday, Maggie had told me, Louella will be going to the Erie Canal towpath for her after-work run. I can send her an email on my iPhone telling her I want to meet her there. I pictured her sitting at her computer workstation in Max’s office. It’s not that I want to bypass Max, but after what Angela told me about his loyalties to the church guys, I’ll have to go around him this time.
I didn’t want to circumvent Maggie, so I called her and got her voice mail. Her recorded voice assured me that my call was very important to her, but she was either on the other line or away from her desk, so I should leave a message after the beep. “Hi, it’s me. Ah…I was just thinking about you and Chloë. Check with you later.”
Friday Afternoon
I took the city bus to the Canalway trailhead by the Starbucks where Ollie and I made our bows to our Thursday morning audience following our motorcycle arrival. There’d be no applause for me descending from the bus this afternoon, but I did receive a welcoming smile from Louella, who surprised me with her attire: a colorful T-shirt screen-printed with a Finger Lakes 10K race logo, Nike shorts and running shoes. She was the picture of physical fitness. I felt un-suited for the occasion with my jeans, Oxford shirt with a button-down collar and my scuffed-up leather loafers. Then and there I resolved to commit to a regimen of exercise. I’d need to get in shape if I was to sign on as a crewmember of a cargo ship. If I got into real estate brokerage I’d have to hike across farmlands and through wooded suburbia to write up listings. Being in shape, I instructed myself, was a mandatory requirement for life out here in this non-academic world.
We ordered our favorite coffees. I carried her Dutch chocolate latte and my cappuccino to an umbrellaed table on the patio. Louella didn’t hesitate to give me her findings. “As I told Maggie, I had found out that our pastor has a serious gambling problem. He’s a regular at the poker tables at the Mohegan Sun Casino over in Connecticut. Yesterday I found out from the Connecticut sheriff that there was a felony warrant issued for his arrest due to an unpaid Indian casino loan of some forty thousand dollars, but I also found out that the warrant was withdrawn due to the debt having been repaid.”
“Where’d he get the money?” I asked, smiling knowingly.
“That’s right. Turns out that the day the forty thousand dollar embezzlement from the Art Museum’s coffers was said to have taken place is the same day our pastor repaid his forty thousand dollar casino debt.”
I waited only a second to enjoy this evidence before bringing up Angela’s worry about getting Max’s blessing so that the evidence could be used to clear Gunnar’s name.
“Not to worry, Josh. Rest assured, Mr. Van Patten will do the right thing. After I gave him this intel this morning, he told me he would talk to Pastor Vale, who, when presented with this evidence of mine, would confess to his embezzlement, and in the interest of closure would be willing to allocute his fiduciary sin before the members of the Art Museum Board. Further, Mr. Van Patten said he would propose to the Board that the embezzled money be treated as a loan to Pastor Vale to be repaid on an agreed-upon schedule that doesn’t cause hardship. In so doing, the whole matter could be kept private and out of the public eye. Mr. Van Patten said in addition he would ask the Board to amend their complaint against Gunnar’s estate to limit it to the missing Erie Canal folk art.”
I thought it my job to get this information forthwith to Angela and Maggie.
Finishing her caffè latte, Louella announced, “With all this caffeine from the chocolate and coffee, I’m ready to run the whole three hundred miles on this towpath.” With a laugh and wave she was off down the trail. As I watched her figure grow smaller and smaller, she became larger and larger in my estimation of her.
Waiting for the return bus to Onondaga Hollow, I called Angela and got her voice mail. Her recorded voice assured me that my call was very important to her, but she was either on the other line or away from her desk, so I should leave a message after the beep.
Before I could compose a message for Angela, my iPhone signaled an incoming call from Max Van Patten. “Josh, is Louella with you? She said she was meeting with you this afternoon.”
“No, Sir, she’s left for her run along the towpath. I’m heading back to the Foreman House.” I paused to summon enough fortitude to ask Max if he’d talked with Pastor Vale and if everything was set to clear Gunnar’s name. Here goes: “She told me you were going to talk to Pastor Vale, and he would tell you the truth about his embezzling the museum’s money, and my grandfather would be vindicated.”
“Hold on, Josh. These things take time to work through—weeks, even months, sometimes years. Pastor Vale has denied any wrongdoing. Louella’s evidence is circumstantial at best. We still have our work cut out for us to exonerate your grandfather, but I’m confident we can do so. I do believe I can quietly orchestrate with the museum board a short-term loan for which Pastor Vale will take responsibility, and the loan will account for the forty thousand dollar shortage of the museum funds. When Louella gets back to the office on Monday, she’ll print out the unsecured loan documents. Once these papers are signed by Pastor Vale and notarized by Louella, we’ll all work to find a source of money for Pastor Vale to honorably retire his loan.”
“Where was his honor when he stole the money and accused my innocent grandfather?” I asked in an incredulous voice. “Why should anyone work to find a source of money for him?”
“Because, Josh, one person should not be allowed to tarnish a whole town with his gambling addiction illness. This poor man needs our help.”
It’s all becoming clear to me. Max is saving Pastor Vale’s ass, make that Vale’s reputation and, in so doing, protecting his own standing with the members of Vale’s congregation. The museum board members will see in Max a cover-up artist par excellence in case any of them need one in the future.
Max’s operative words are “needing our help.” That means “all of us” working to find a money source for Vale’s redemption. If I was to, using Max’s word, “orchestrate” a scenario in which Pastor Vale gets his hands on forty K to repay the museum’s loan, it would be a fixed poker game with a two-pronged purpose—one, legitimate funds for the repayment and two, Vale’s ultimate disgrace. Max has to be in the loop with my plan. Maggie and Angela will also be great allies, and Ollie with his contacts will be essential to our success. Louella can help us expedite the time frame by printing out the loan docs for the pastor to sign tonight and not wait until Monday.
I now know how to compose my voice mail message to Angela. “Angela, we need Ollie’s help to put together a major happening—a private poker game in which a forty K scam could be perpetrated against the good Pastor Le Roy Vale. Can you set up a conference call with Ollie? Here’s the list of the co-conspirators: you and I and Maggie and Louella and Max. You can tell everyone that our objective will be to get justice for Gunnar Foreman. Call me as soon as you can.”
Maggie’s text message to me followed only moments after the conclusion of our six-way conference call. With all of us listening, Angela had made contact with Ollie while he had stopped at the Interstate rest area located on the Mason-Dixon Line, which he reminded us delineated the free North from the slave South. Overcoming the noise of the freeway, we had marveled at how Ollie laid out his scheme for Saturday evening’s high stakes gambling soirée to take place in the backroom of the Danforth Tavern. We were all relieved when he told us he was turning around and heading back to help with the details.
Maggie’s text message advised: “2 nite we pray. Pic u up soon.”
Pulling up to the Foreman House, she announced, “It’s Friday Prayer Night. You can pray he’ll sign.” The fragrance of the Lexus’ leather continued to please me as Maggie drove us to The First Surety Church. Inside, the fragrance of the flowers replaced the whiffs of leather, and the “joyful noise” from the Wurlitzer pipe organ replaced the smooth hum of her motorcar’s engine.
A large golden cross adorned the wall behind the elevated platform where Pastor Le Roy Vale stood erect, looking pious in his custom-made pulpit robe.
The pews were packed with prominent people, judging from their proper demeanor. Max Van Patten sat in a front row marked by a sign as being reserved for deacons of the congregation. Louella, holding a sheaf of papers, sat by his side.
The service began with a hymn, for which we all stood. Maggie held the hymnal open for us, and I was captivated by her melodious singing voice. She hit the high C note perfectly, drawing adoring smiles from those in neighboring pews.
Rustling of clothes could be heard as people sat down and quiet resumed. A long prayer followed, in which the man of the cloth extolled us all to shun the sin of gambling and adhere to loving behavior and honesty in our day-to-day lives. As he concluded, a murmur of “amen” could be heard around the sanctuary.
Responding to an organ prelude, an echelon of elders positioned themselves at stations by the pews, collection plates in hand and, smiling, thrust their dishes into waiting laps. The plates, having been filled with Washingtons, Lincolns and Hamiltons, the elders marched off and disappeared into the catacombs of the church.
Then at Pastor Vale’s commandment, we lapsed into a very long moment of silent prayer as everyone composed and transmitted his or her own private communication to a Higher Authority.
While the congregation, heads bowed, remained devout in their meditation, out of the corner of my eye I saw Louella rise and walk toward the pulpit, loan papers and fountain pen at the ready, notarial seal clutched. Before the organ piped its wake-up call for the service to resume Pastor Le Roy Vale had signed the loan documents and Louella had returned to her pew.
“Halleluiah,” I whispered to Maggie.
The bestowing of the blessed benediction by the clergyman brought the Friday Night Prayer Service to an end. The congregation began to file out of the megachurch, exiting through the now-open massive entrance doors. Max and I followed Louella and Maggie who moved ahead slowly toward the pastor and his hand-shaking ritual. As Le Roy Vale grasped my hand, he smiled and asked if I could now pay the emolument due him for Gunnar Foreman’s lavish funeral service.
Max interceded, pulling the clergyman away from the line. “I’ve a solution to take care of that and more, Reverend. Why don’t we go into your study and I’ll explain.”
I had confidence in Max that he would successfully lure the clergyman to the Danforth Tavern for Saturday night’s game to clear away the cloud on Gunnar’s fiduciary responsibility.
Chapter Six
The Foreman House, very early Saturday Morning
A dream occurred in my early morning sleep time. I was standing at the counter of the Starbucks on the Erie Canal towpath, trying to decipher the menu board to order coffee, but there was no one to take my order. Walking outside and looking up the towpath, I made out two bicyclists coming toward me—Professor Waters riding on one bike and Maggie, in the nude, pedaling the second bike. Of course, I’d never seen her in the nude, and in retrospect, I suppose my subconscious imagination had filled me in on her beautiful body and her well-endowed breasts.
The dream continued. Professor Waters was pointing to a baseball game on a nearby field as his bike veered off the towpath and plunged into the waters of the canal. When the splash ended and the waters calmed he was standing in the third base coach’s box, and I was poised to steal home. I nodded to him acknowledging that I got his secret signal, but he was gone and replaced by my mother shuffling real estate broker licenses.
My attention was drawn to beautiful Maggie. Now clothed in a cap and gown, which she unzipped far enough to accommodate a baby nursing at her breast, she motioned for me to come and sit beside her at an umbrellaed table on the Starbucks patio. She raised the hem of her gown, pointing to her calf muscles and told me to take up bicycling as part of my new exercise program.
I went inside to order a coffee re-fill. My father was working the counter. On the wall behind him was a sign that warned, “We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone.” All his coffees were topped with white frothy steamed milk, which hid the strong black coffee.
Ollie and Angela arrived on his motorcycle, which he wheeled straightaway into the Starbucks Coffee House. He politely introduced the machine to everyone as “Bobby Foreman’s Folly.”
The customer line was long, but Max Van Patten went around it and got little packets of sugar from the tow-truck driver, who was hammering nails into the counter.
I was outside again. Pastor Vale was sitting alone at a round table and shuffling a deck of cards as pigeons, perched on adjoining chairs, pooped.
Louella got off the city bus, a six-foot kayak under her arm, waved to all and set off down the canal, her double-bladed paddle dipping into the currents.
Professor Waters, back from the baseball game, a huge cup of coffee in his hand, joined Maggie and me on the Starbucks patio. Commandingly he instructed, “Josh, it’s your turn to hit a home run!”
I gave Maggie a baseball, and she swooned into my arms. As I kissed her passionately patrons at the Starbucks stood and cheered and woke me up.
The Foreman House, Daybreak, Saturday Morning
Saturday mornings have always conveyed to me a sense of adventure. The week’s classes were behind me. The mystery and excitement of the weekend lay ahead to be explored and experienced. As I thought about this Saturday’s forthcoming adventure, I realized from our conference call of yesterday that it was to be a day of chance and one of a gamble that must be won for the sake of honesty and, yes, for the sake of my late grandfather’s legacy.
Standing on Gunnar’s front porch, I heard Ollie’s motorcycle coming down the Seneca Turnpike. With a rush of anticipation I watched as the motorcycle glided into the driveway, signaling the arrival of its two helmeted riders. Ollie turned off the engine and put down the kickstand as he offered his hand to Angela to help her dismount. The sectioned carryout box from Starbucks brimming with six trademarked cups, which Angela balanced, would serve to get us going.
Maggie arrived with Louella, and I observed that both women were trying to be nonchalant in their immediate reach for the coffee cups.
Maggie held up her cup indicating a toast to Louella was in order. “Here’s to Louella’s performance last night in getting Pastor Vale’s signature on the Art Museum’s loan documents. Without her successful prayer-time execution of step one of Ollie’s plan, we’d be back to Genesis.”
“Hear! Hear!” Everyone agreed.
Louella blushed as she received pats on her back. “Mr. Van Patten’s role in steps one and two of Ollie’s plan should get all the credit. He got the ball rolling by advising Pastor Vale to treat his embezzlement as a short-term loan. Late last night after their session in Pastor Vale’s study, he called to tell me that he played on the good pastor’s poker playing ego and that the man of the cloth is already counting his winnings. For sure the clergyman will be at the Danforth tonight,” Louella assured us as we assembled in Gunnar’s living room.
I couldn’t take my eyes off my ancient ancestor’s portrait above the mantel looking down upon the five of us. Angela’s sixth coffee cup confirmed that Joshua Foreman VI would be participating in Ollie’s plan. His historically-celebrated fortitude would give me the strength to play out my role on Ollie’s gambling stage tonight, which he’s now going to script for me.
“Here’s the deal,” Ollie began. “These four white guys from South Jersey I know are willing to take part in our little charade. We met when they were managers of a bingo club, and they helped me raise money for NOUDOSO in the early days. They went on to become world-class poker players in Atlantic City. My asking them to participate in a lark that would be for a good cause was met with an agreeable chorus of four ‘yeahs’. When I told them that the game would be in a two-hundred-year-old tavern in Upstate New York and that they had been portrayed as amateurs, playboy sons of rich families from the tony village of Short Hills and easy marks for our important individual, they reveled in the fun to lose on purpose in order to make things right.”
Ollie went on: “Over the course of the evening they’re going to lose, convincingly, that is up to the forty K that our holy man needs to win in order to repay his loan from the museum. Then you, Josh, will step in and declare the game over, pick up Pastor Vale’s chips, exchange them for the forty thousand dollars in cash that Angela will be holding. Then you will go out into the tavern and give the money to Max Van Patten, who will hand it to the treasurer of the Art Museum, who will stamp the pastor’s note “Paid in Full.”
Maggie said, “I know you told us on the conference call that getting a source for all this money to stage this game was no problem, but tell us specifically where the money for Pastor Vale’s winnings is coming from.”
Ollie replied, “From the NOUDOSO fund-raiser the community supported at The Barbecue Shack Thursday night. My non-profit will act as “the house,” and its “markers” will underwrite the shills, as well as the good pastor. In short order this up-front money is to be replenished by a philanthropic and civic-minded patron.”
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