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Mother always reminded me, “Kelly, love from the mind is nothing more than a pleasurable arrangement, whereas love from the heart lasts forever.”
I had listened to these same exact words beginning in junior high, again in high school, and throughout college. And it always worried me I might not be able to tell the difference.
A man I deeply loved once told me that a fish lunges after an artificial lure solely on instinct. He sees it, wants it, and zappo, he’s hooked.
Love is a lot like that. You see someone you want, the chemistry is there, and zappo, you’re hooked.
I was seated behind my desk when my mother called.
“Kelly, I have some awful news,” Mom blurted out. “Your father has passed away.”
A frozen silence coated the office interior like newly formed frost from a winter chill. I no longer heard the morning fashion editor prognosticating on the radio, no conversations from the hall, no sounds of copy machines and faxes.
My father. Dead.
Not the kind of revelation I had grown accustomed to. Up to that time, bad news had been nothing more serious than a speeding ticket, a missed deadline, and once or twice a broken date.
The morning had started out ordinary enough. I was driving into work.
Since graduating from a prestigious East Coast university with master’s degrees in comparative literature and broadcast journalism, I had launched a whirlwind of successes. I called it connecting the dots. My position as chief editor for West Coast Today magazine, a glamour publication with more CEOs and movie celebrities on its board than most Fortune 500 companies, was my most recent acquisition. Seeing my nameplate, Kelly English, mounted on the finely grained oak door always gave me goose bumps, though I would be the last person to admit this. That was one dot. And I’d built the magazine to a circulation of three-quarters of a million readers. Another dot.
I couldn’t resist a brief smile of pride in the rearview. My smile always reminded me of my mother. I looked like her. We both were blessed with high cheek bones and a thick mane of strawberry blond hair. I’m just a younger version. And even though I’d recently turned twenty-eight, I could still lay claim to the title of youngest editor-in-chief of any major publication in the U.S. That was important to me. But I never realized priorities could change so fast when you least expected it.
I’d always believed winning was everything. And it seemed I never stopped rushing. That’s because I loved the game of life and enjoyed all its trimmings—a half million dollar residence, a fantastic job, and glamorous lifestyle—all dots on my future life investment. The sky was the limit and I was fueling my own rocket ship. Not bad for a shy kid growing up in a Dallas, Texas suburb who’d been cut from her junior high school soccer team because she couldn’t run fast enough.
Well, hell, this filly was running now!
I raced my snow white BMW convertible down the exit ramp, through a yellow light, whisked around a corner and moments later pulled to a stop in my own private space in underground parking.
No sooner than I rode the elevator up nineteen floors to my high rise office in the center of Los Angeles’ financial district, the indicator light on my desk phone reminded me the morning business had begun.
My heart rate picked up a notch, though, when I recognized the voice on the line.
“Kell-bee,” a deep baritone resonated in my ear. “How was the ride in?”
“Wonderful, Thomas,” I replied. “I’m at my desk now.”
“Then I won’t bother you, baby,” he said. “Just wanted to ensure you arrived safely.”
“I’m here.”
“You mean a lot to me, Kell-bee.”
“I know.”
“And I’m not referring to your position as my editor-in-chief.”
“I know that, too, honey.”
“I love you, Kelly English.”
I kissed him through the receiver and disconnected.
Thomas Gregorian was perhaps the most surprising dot of all. The first time he’d called me Kell-bee, a sobriquet for Kelly and baby, I had blushed. So corny, yet from the CEO and chairman of Mayflower Ltd., a conglomerate of cable, real estate, and financial concerns and parent of West Coast Today, the nickname had seemed as natural as my birth name. After a dinner a year ago, our relationship blossomed rapidly to a flowering romance, culminating in a four carat engagement ring six weeks ago, thanks to his tenacious persistence. The wedding was set for October, a mere five months away.
Thomas Gregorian was rich, handsome, caring, everything a woman could desire. I reminded myself every day I couldn’t have been more blessed. Like Mother constantly cajoled me, when you net a fish that big, you don’t dillydally around and debate how to prepare it, you simply toss it in the skillet with plenty of grease and turn the heat to high.
Thomas liked to describe the physical attraction between us as akin to a finely blended vodka martini, his favorite drink, with all the ingredients measured to perfection—goes down so smooth, yet leaves one feeling a warm afterglow long after the glass is empty.
Alone in my office, I allowed myself a moment of self-contemplation. My stepfather was several decades older than my mother and my parents seemed quite happy. Thomas’s age didn’t matter either. A fifty-one year old man as virile as Thomas was in his prime—professionally, emotionally, and mentally. Eight years had passed since his divorce and I was ready to be a first time bride.
“I want a grandchild to spoil,” Mother constantly teased me.
Well one day soon, I thought as I perused the morning’s hectic schedule—meetings with staff, audits to complete, a gazillion calls to clients, and layout artists for the new Seagram’s account.
Then came that phone call from Dallas, Texas.
“Your father has passed away,” Mother had said.
“Josh!” I exclaimed.
“No, not Josh. Him!”
“Him?”
“Your father.”
Instantly, any concern ground to a halt. “Oh, him,” I said. I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since my parents divorced when I was three.
Josh English was my stepfather and had been since I was seven. Though as an adult, I addressed him as Josh, he was still the only father I had ever known. He raised me, schooled me, clothed me, and most importantly, Josh deeply loved a woman named Melody, my mother.
In contrast, him was simply a blank slate, devoid of anything human. There was nothing reminiscent of family, and certainly no sense of love and loyalty. I didn’t hate him, though at one time I might have despised his existence. Now there was no feeling whatsoever. He might as well have been a stranger on a deserted island somewhere off the desolate coast of Antarctica. For me, he simply didn’t exist.
“I received the notice in the mail yesterday,” Mother explained. “Gene died almost two weeks ago. The funeral was last Sunday.”
“Why were you notified so late?”
“Well, Kelly, we weren’t exactly in touch. Also, he was living in Wisconsin.”
“I thought you mentioned one time he was from Chicago.”
“I guess he moved back. Anyway, this letter from the probate lawyer states Gene left his entire estate to me and you.”
“What?”
“I know, it’s absurd. What’s it been—?”
“Twenty five years,” I answered for her.
“Yes, I suppose so, dear. There is one slight problem with all this.”
“And...”
“One of us needs to fly up there to close out his estate. It wasn’t much, a small house or cottage on a lake, and other miscellaneous items the letter says. Gene never made much money, I gather.”
“So fly up there, Mom,” I said. “It shouldn’t take but a few days.”
“I can’t. Josh is going into the hospital for some tests.”
“Mother.”
“Oh no need for worry. Something to do with his colon. You know Josh, as strong as a bull.”
“Can’t Dad’s estate business wait?” I asked, instantly aware of an odd sensation in my chest at using the possessive adjective Dad.
“Not according to the lawyer. He would prefer to close this in person and soon.”
“How soon?”
“Like in the next couple of weeks.”
I exhaled heavily. “Mom, you would not believe how busy I am—the magazine, the wedding, Thomas.”
“How is Thomas?”
“He’s fine.”
“And you?”
“We’re fine.”
“So Kelly, can you do this for me? Like you said, one day, two at the most. Gene didn’t have much.”
“Mom...”
“Please, one little favor.”
“Okay,” I acquiesced. “I guess I could get away for a little break.”
“Oh, dear, I knew you’d make time. You’re the best. Josh and I would go if it weren’t for the hospital appointment.”
“You don’t have to say it, Mom. By the way, where will I be flying to?”
Mother paused to read. “It says here, Gene had a tiny place just outside of Oshkosh on Lake Winnebago.”
Lake Winnebago. For some inexplicable reason the name touched a chord, I don’t know why, it meant nothing to me, and I decided this was fitting, as neither did my deceased father.
High on a shelf in a downstairs closet next to the stairs, I kept an old manila envelope my mother gave me when I was eleven. It contained some notes she’d written down regarding my biologic father. She didn’t want them then and she hadn’t asked about them since. I assumed she guessed I’d thrown them out. But I hadn’t. Why I kept them, I couldn’t say—just that one day I planned on reading them.
When Mom had mentioned Lake Winnebago, I knew I had heard the name before, I just didn’t know from where. Driving home from work, it suddenly dawned on me. It’d been the subject of one of Mom’s papers she’d given me. The topic was my father’s early years and his relationship with the lake. Mother had told me she’d meant the notes to be part of a book, which she never completed because of the divorce. It was written not long after I was born.
That evening, after a hurried dinner, I removed Mother’s essay from the envelope and read it completely for the first time. I thought the story was quite good.
● ● ●
The lake possessed as many moods as the human psyche—at times placid and tranquil, while other periods exhibiting such demonic ferocity, her surface would boil under the shrieking blasts of a northeaster, spewing white froth fifteen feet into the turbulent air. Born over ten thousand years ago under the grinding forces of a receding glacier, she stretched twenty-eight miles along her greatest north-south length and covered 137,000 acres.
Christened by the Native Americans who initially settled this land in central Wisconsin, Lake Winnebago was derived from the Menominee Winnibégo meaning ‘Dirty Water People.’ The first white man to walk her shore was Jean Nicolet in 1634. Over the centuries, the lake has in turn given birth to communities with names like Neenah, Menasha, Fon-du-lac, and Oshkosh.
Gene Nicolet Barbary was conceived on a houseboat during one of the lake’s gentler mood swings, and was named in deference to Lake Winnebago’s French discoverer.
Gene would spend the first eighteen years of his life fishing the lake’s fecund waters, and even as a young man, he boasted to friends that he wouldn’t be displeased if Lake Winnebago became his final resting place.
After Gene turned two, his mother began taking him down to Menominee Park on weekends and letting the boy wade along Winnebago’s sandy beach. While she sat and listened to songs by Billy Ward and Nat King Cole, Gene would chase minnows and hunt for frogs in the shallows. And there were times, usually when the sun was almost overhead and the lake was preternaturally calm, that she would study her son’s reflection in the water and experience a vague unease. She would call out “Gene.”
He’d look up with a wide innocent grin, shake the toy bamboo fishing pole he’d come to carrying everywhere, and giggle.
“Mommy, I’m okay.”
Francine would wave and say, “Yes you are, Gene.”
Seasons came and went.
During the late fifties, the city of Oshkosh grew and flourished where the Fox River emptied into Lake Winnebago. Still the Barbarys remained in town, never quite realizing the income requisite to purchasing a lakeshore property. The father’s premature death in a lumberyard accident in 1966 virtually ensured Francine and Gene would never own a spot of Winnebago’s wooded shoreline, unless Gene Barbary acquired the funds himself.
After his father’s passing, Gene dropped out of school. Never an above-average student, he eventually found employment with the Winnebago County Corps of Engineers. He enjoyed his work because his job duties of dredging and trawling for carp allowed him ample time to spend on the lake. And when he wasn’t setting reef marking buoys, he would fish. During the warm months he would catch northern pike, perch, white bass, sheepshead, but his favorite was the challenging walleye. During the winter season when Lake Winnebago froze over, Gene would set up a small shanty and ice fish. February would find the young sports enthusiast spearing for sturgeon. Those early years spent at Menominee Park were prescient for Francine and she came to accept the reality that her son’s life and the lake had become inextricably intertwined.
Vietnam slinked into Oshkosh like a sorcerer’s black curse, a war not even the huge lake could shield the young man from. Gene Nicolet Barbary served his country’s interests from 1969 to 1971 and when he flew home, Francine was the first, though not the last, to find her son’s mental fabric had been altered in some vague and intangible way. Seeing comrades cut in half by fifty- caliber machine gun fire and retrieving severed limbs from jungle vines had wreaked havoc with the twenty-year-old fisherman’s sense of self and worth. Those memories of wonderful and relaxing times spent on the lake were relegated to the darkest back shelves of his mind. Physically, the Southeast Asian experience had cost him two digits on his left hand.
Against his mother’s wishes, Gene gave away his twenty-foot Alumacraft boat and trailer. However, unable to part with his seven horsepower Evinrude, he drained the engine of gasoline, filled the crankcase with oil, and stored the outboard motor in his mother’s basement, along with his fishing tackle, including his favorite lures. He’d lost all desire to troll for walleye.
For the second time in his life, he surveyed Winnebago from his rearview mirror and drove south to Chicago where he earned four dollars an hour hewing huge blocks of ice for a Lake Michigan ice house. There are periods in men’s lives that fit snugly in an evolutionary pattern, born mostly from necessity, desire, hormones, and fate, and Gene’s life was no exception.
He met a girl named Melody, fell in love, and became a husband, each aspect contributing equally to the temporary burial of his war demons.
And when he first set eyes upon his new baby girl, he feared his heart might burst with joy.
Melody Barbary
When Thomas called later that evening, I told him about Mom’s essay.
He suggested, “Why don’t you publish it in West Coast Today.”
I smiled. “It’s not exactly a glamour piece. In fact, it’s kind of depressing.”
“You okay, hon?”
“I’m fine.”
We said our good nights and I went to bed, but not before reading the story once more.
I delegated the travel arrangements to my managing editor with but a single dictum: “I want to fly in and out in a single weekend.” In this way, I would limit valuable time spent away from the office. West Coast Today’s next issue was set to go to press in two weeks and I would allow nothing to keep me from directly overseeing every last detail of the magazine’s production schedule.
Type face print ads, photos, and layouts would occupy much of my work days just prior to my trip. On more than one occasion I had silently debated calling Mother and reneging on our deal, but chastised myself for such selfishness. Mother had my stepfather to worry about and would be in no state of mind to sign off on any estate papers, even if the “estate” was nothing more than a shack on a lake. Not quite in the same league as a chateau on the French Rivera, for sure. Besides, the time would not be too significant. In on a Friday, close the deal on Saturday-–I wouldn’t even have to look at the place if I didn’t want to—and out Sunday morning. I would be back in Los Angeles in time to have dinner with Thomas and his mother that same evening.
I had just finished evaluating an advertising board for Revlon when my secretary entered with a vase of red roses.
“Lucky girl,” Gwen mouthed.
I smiled and read the card quite aware of the perpetuator of this romantic act well before I’d opened the note. A similar act had been consummated the previous day, and the day before that. On my birthday, I’d received twelve dozen roses. Today’s flowers were Thomas’s way of sending condolences.
“Thanks,” I said, setting the card aside and removing a single rose. I watched the flower’s petals blur together under the fluorescent ceiling lights as I twirled the stem in my fingers.
“Thomas again,” Gwen said.
I nodded.
Gwen studied the pensive expression on my face. “It’s not too late to book Thomas on your flight,” she remarked. “Just say the word.”
“No,” I said. “I just want to get up there, sell the place, and return. I promised Mom I’d go, so I’ll go.”
“Do you recall anything of your dad?”
I slowly shook my head while staring at the framed photo of Mother and Stepfather. “I was only three. What does such a young child recall?”
Friday morning, Thomas dropped me off at Los Angeles International Airport where I caught a 6:30 a.m. Delta Airlines flight to Cincinnati, Ohio. What was supposed to be a ninety-minute layover, however, stretched to three hours when a tremendous thunderstorm temporarily forced the suspension of all incoming and departing flights. Finally, at four p.m., I took my seat over the wing on the small Canada Air jet, which would fly me to Appleton, Wisconsin. Once I landed I would take a rental car the remainder of the way to Oshkosh.
Flying had never bothered me before, but as the jet accelerated away from the tarmac, I experienced an unsettled queasiness I attributed to the demands of coordinating the upcoming issue of West Coast Today. Almost immediately, the runway and terminal vanished beneath an opaque veil and rivulets of moisture streaked the window. Initially after takeoff, a steady buffeting jostled the fuselage, but once the plane’s ascent began to level off, the turbulence decreased.
I waited for the pilot’s okay, then unfolded my laptop. I pulled up some work but the intermittent unsteady air made it exceedingly difficult to concentrate. I drank some cranberry juice and gazed for a while out the window. At least the thunderheads which had appeared so dark and threatening earlier had taken on a more benign, amorphous form. Grey now, no longer black. Thankfully, no lightning either.
For the first time since the call from Mother, I found myself thinking of my natural father. Gene Nicolet Barbary. For three short years, supposedly he’d been a huge part of my young life. How significant a part I could only imagine because in actuality I had no recollection of him whatsoever. Not even a whisper. Nothing. In truth, I didn’t even know how he’d died.
An hour into the flight, I sensed the aircraft begin its descent. Outside my window, the thick blanket of clouds split, revealing an expanse of grey water below. I could see white caps frothing over the surface, giving the lake a roughened metallic sheen. Descending lower, I observed the west shoreline become a mélange of summer cottages and larger homes partially obscured by a tessellated canopy of greens and browns. Docks extended out partway off shore, some tethered to boats on lifts. The jet’s starboard wing dipped a few degrees more and I watched as the plane approached a town divided by a grey ribbon. A river. Farther west, the river expanded to form a second lake, though this one was not nearly as large as the body of water below me now.
The Comair jet continued northwest for another ten minutes before touching down in Appleton.
Thomas had reserved a rental car upon my arrival and I received his call while standing at the checkout counter.
“Kelly.”
“Hi, hon.”
“Where are you?”
“Still in Appleton. Bad weather delayed our departure out of Cincinnati.”
“Everything okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“Give me a ring when you get to Oshkosh. I still feel like I should be out there with you.”
I smiled. “The chairman of Mayflower, Ltd. is more suited for Los Angeles, New York, or Paris.”
“As is my editor-in-chief of West Coast Today.”
“I’ll be back on Sunday. Save me a spot at your dinner table.”
“How ‘bout my bedroom?”
“That, too.”
“I love you, baby,” Thomas signed off.
I placed my phone back in my purse and picked up the car keys. Armed with map and directions, I drove the Ford Taurus south on Highway 41. There was still ample daylight, at least another hour before dark, so I coasted under the speed limit. I would arrive in Oshkosh in just over half an hour.
I passed fields of corn, barely knee high, and pastures of grazing dairy cattle. The idyllic scenes brought to mind a silly television commercial about the best cheese and happy cows and I found myself smiling. Since stepping on the Delta 757 back at LAX I hadn’t felt the need nor desire to unwind, but now wending cross the rural outstretches of Wisconsin’s midsection, I had to admit the congestion of Los Angeles freeways seemed like imaginary images from a foreign country.
I rolled down my window, inhaling the scents of farmland, cattle, and water. The same series of thunderstorms that had closed the Cincinnati airport had also deluged the surrounding countryside earlier and everywhere I saw standing pools. The pavement was dry though, and I drove easily, noting some familiar names of large corporations that I hadn’t realized called Wisconsin home, Kimberly Clark and Great Northern Paper but a few. The land seemed to reflect back at me in kaleidoscopes of green hues, and for just an instant a flight of ducks crossing the verdant backdrop in front of my windshield jogged something in my mind that left my thoughts unfinished. I tried to rewind but was thwarted, and as I followed the ducks low over the horizon I experienced a brief sensation of disquiet, like I’d just been granted a peak at an old photograph I wasn’t supposed to see.
By the time I crossed the Highway 41 bridge over Lake Butte de Morts, though, the duck episode had all but evaporated, and I found myself observing a scenic vista I’d seen before. Only it’d been from five thousand feet in the air. Except now the storms had passed and the waters to the smaller lake on my right lay almost flat. Fishing boats trolled along one shoreline, past reeds and cattails. I spied more ducks swimming near a patch of water lilies and off to my left, though I couldn’t see her grey waters, I knew I would find the much larger Lake Winnebago.
I pressed on the accelerator and steered toward the next exit. I was feeling like my old self again. The drive had relaxed me but already I was impatient to get on with the business at hand. I checked the map once more and made a turn at the off ramp signal.
I was only minutes from my destination. I’d reserved a room at the Pioneer Resort and Marina in Oshkosh and once I arrived, I would make the phone call to Dad’s estate attorney.
My balcony overlooked the mouth of the Fox River. From the second floor railing, I could see where the river’s plodding current melded into Lake Winnebago. The opposite bank was a good two hundred yards away and consisted of a marina and nearer the lakefront, cottages and homes. A small white lighthouse marked one home, while further upstream an old railroad bridge lay locked open, its bulky iron-girded middle section frozen parallel to the river bank. Though the sun had set an hour earlier, the level of boat activity indicated the onset of nightfall was not a hindrance to being on the water. I counted at least a half dozen fishing boats trolling along the far river bank, as well as numerous larger cruisers decked out with red and white running lights and boat revelers, motoring out toward the lake.
I could hear music—the boom-boom of a base guitar—wafting downstream but couldn’t determine the source. Below me, I watched a man and two children fishing from a lighted pier. All in all, the mood was festive in a tranquil sort of way, and I found myself almost regretting not having invited Thomas along. I thought he would have enjoyed the water, though I didn’t know if he had ever fished. I wasn’t even sure he could swim. The topic had never come up.
The night air was nippy and periodically the breeze carried a barely detectable fresh fish smell, not strong enough to be unpleasant. I was thankful for my long sleeve blouse, though I admonished myself for not having packed a sweater or jacket. After all, this was central Wisconsin, even in May.
I picked out one fishing boat, a smaller craft with a man and woman and watched it cruise out into the lake until its silhouette vanished around a tree-lined point. Though my view of Lake Winnebago was restricted by the balcony’s design, I could tell the lake was quite large. The storm had charged the atmosphere and far across the dark expanse of water, I could see lights twinkling on the opposite shore. I thought they looked miles away, resembling tiny stars festooned along the horizon.
I turned and went inside. Upon completing my check-in, I’d attempted the call to the attorney’s office handling Gene Barbary’s estate, but was only able to connect to the answering service. I had left a message to have Mr. Lemke, the lawyer handling my father’s affairs, return my call, preferably this evening. That was less than half an hour ago.
When my room phone rang and Danny Lemke introduced himself, I was mildly surprised. This promptness, I hadn’t expected.
I thanked him and asked when it would be convenient to meet.
“Tonight, or tomorrow morning, Ms. English, it’s your call,” he said amiably. “Might I suggest, though, if you’d like to recoup after your trip, I can come by the Pioneer Inn in the morning, say eight-thirtyish. My office is right over here on Oregon Street, not five minutes from you.”
“That would be fine,” I replied.
“May I also take this moment to offer my condolences,” he went on.
“I appreciate that, Mr. Lemke, however that won’t be necessary. I never knew my father.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
“Mr. Lemke, this may sound a bit odd coming from his daughter, however may I inquire how my father died?”
“Ms. English, you’ve managed to flummox me in a mere span of a few seconds. In reference to your inquiry, though, let me just say your father died doing what he loved.”
“And that was?”
“Fishing, Ms. English. Your daddy died while fishing. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
“Good night, Mr. Lemke.”
I unpacked a few traveling items and then called Mother and Thomas. Both conversations were brief, yes, I’d arrived safely, I was fine, and still planned on returning on Sunday. Josh was scheduled for a colonoscopy on Monday and Thomas promised to be waiting for me at LAX with his wonted amorous fervor. He missed me dearly. I had spoken little, listened mostly, mainly because I’d felt distracted.
Fishing. How did someone die fishing? Drowning, perhaps. Lake Winnebago wasn’t the Pacific Ocean and I’d never heard of a fresh water shark. I poured myself a glass of water from a courtesy bottle left on the nightstand and sipped. I’d told the estate attorney I’d never known my father. Yet that wasn’t a complete truth. For the first three years of my life, Mom, Gene, and I had been a family. I attempted to conjure up images of a young Barbary family, but all I could recall was similar vain attempts at recollection when I was growing up. Blank then, and blank now. I felt like I was gazing into a looking glass mirror whose surface had been terribly warped and cracked. I could see myself but nothing else. Yet something Mr. Lemke had said had created an itch in my memory bank that I experienced the need to scratch.
I returned to the balcony and watched the small boy on the pier reel in a fish. It flipped and flopped on the deck as if the wood was a hot skillet. The man helped the boy unhook it and then hold it up. I surmised the catch was no trophy because I watched both children touch it, then the man let the boy throw the fish back into the river. All three clapped.
I inhaled the fresh lake air. Observing the children reminded me of a game I used to play when I was perhaps five or six. I would sit alone in my bedroom and pretend Mother would come upstairs and tell me she had someone she wanted me to meet. Eagerly, I followed Mom downstairs and into the living room.
“Daddy!” I would scream, lunging into the arms of the tall handsome stranger.
The man would vanish, the dream would end, and I would lie back on my pillow.
When I turned seven, Mother introduced me to Josh.
Other than a lone train whistle sometime past midnight, I slept undisturbed and awoke early, refreshed and hungry. I showered, then had breakfast in the Pioneer restaurant. I had time for one cup of coffee, which I took back to my room and enjoyed on the balcony. The lake was no longer grey, but had turned a deep blue, reflecting the sky above, and the breeze was light and cool. The day was off to an auspicious beginning I decided.
I was already in the hotel lobby when the estate attorney approached me at eight-twenty.
“Ms. Kelly English?”
“Yes.”
“Danny Lemke. Pleased to meet you.”
I took his hand briefly. Mr. Lemke was older than he’d sounded on the phone, I guessed late forties or early fifties, and his face had a clean-shaven ruddy complexion, like he spent a lot of time outdoors. Though a few inches shorter than me, he was stockily built with a healthy paunch. Dressed in a flannel shirt, jacket, and khakis, his demeanor was as casual as his attire, and I sensed none of the aloofness I’d found in my few dealings with large west coast law firms.
I accepted his business card.
“You hungry?” he asked.
“Dined before you arrived, thanks,” I said.
He pointed the way to the door. “Let’s get started then. I gather you’re somewhat time-constrained so we can go right over to my office. Where are you parked?”
He waited while I pulled up behind him in my Ford Taurus. On our way out of the lot, I admired the quays of boats docked in the Pioneer Resort marina. Alongside a separate mooring site, the stately double-decked paddle wheel, Pioneer Princess, bobbed gently at her tethers, and I briefly wondered what it would be like to have dinner while cruising across Lake Winnebago.
Traffic was light Saturday morning, though I guessed traffic was probably never too congested in Oshkosh, and I had no trouble following Mr. Lemke’s red and white Chevy blazer. We crossed over one bridge, and after several signals and turns arrived at a two-story brown brick and masonry building. A single sign, Attorney-at-Law, marked Mr. Lemke’s office.
I waited in the anteroom while Mr. Lemke shut off the alarm and turned on the lights.
“I keep it cool at night to save on energy,” he said, adjusting the thermostat. “It’ll warm up in a few minutes.”
“I’m fine,” I said.
“Coffee?”
“I’m trying to limit myself to one cup at breakfast. For a while, it seemed caffeine had become my sole source of energy.”
“You’re in the publishing business, right,” he commented as he unlocked his office door.
“I’m editor for West Coast Today,” I said. I walked past a receptionist desk and entered a spacious room furnished with a large finely grained wood desk, two ceiling-high credenzas filled with texts, and a fifty-inch flat screen television.
“Need that in case I have to work on Sunday and the Green Bay Packers are playing.” Mr. Lemke said. “Never miss a game, though a few times last year, I probably should have, the way they played. You watch football?”
“Growing up, I was a Dallas Cowboy fan. Thomas, my fiancé, occasionally catches a game, though he’s more into the Lakers.”
“My wife loves basketball. Unfortunately, the Milwaukee Bucks are more like LA’s Clippers.”
Lemke grabbed a thin file off his desk and motioned me into an adjoining room with a small conference table. “Have a seat, Ms. English.”
“Please, call me Kelly. Even my copyeditors don’t call me Ms. English.”
“If you prefer.” He opened the file and passed me a small white envelope. “Your keys.”
“Keys?”
“To your Dad’s place. I assume you want to see what your father left you.”
“And Mom.”
Mr. Lemke cast me an appraising gaze. “Actually, Kelly, no. He was quite explicit. You are the sole beneficiary of Mr. Barbary’s estate.”
“But the letter,” I exclaimed. I couldn’t believe what Mr. Lemke had just disclosed. The shock I experienced was unsettling.
“Actually,” he said, “allow me to backtrack briefly.” He perused a particular section of the will, then went on. “That letter I sent Melody English, your mother, was accurate in its literal interpretation. Your father did bequeath to both you and your mom his entire estate. Where any discrepancy might lie is how the estate was divided.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Frankly, Kelly, neither do I. May I show you something?” Mr. Lemke rose.
I simply nodded, my mind rifling back to a mother-daughter discussion I’d had when I was almost ten. I watched the attorney leave the conference room and proceed to his desk.
I couldn’t recall what had precipitated the conversation, probably the natural curiosity of a young girl’s developing independence, but I’d asked Mother why my father had deserted us. Melody had sat me down and explained in vague terms that when the dreams of two people begin to diverge, choices, sometimes very difficult choices, have to be made. What choices? I recalled asking. Mother had answered abstrusely, one person’s dream cannot be allowed to bury another’s. And that had ended our discussion. A year later she’d given me the manila envelope containing the essay about Dad.
And over the ensuing years, I had let the topic rest, mainly because I could see the subject always seemed abrasive to Mother’s mood, but also and perhaps of greater portent, Melody was obviously quite happy and satisfied with her present husband. Josh English had provided my Mom and myself everything we’d ever needed—a comfortable home, education opportunities, as well as all the other amenities requisite for a comfortable life.
My eyes settled back on the open file. As the long past discussion had failed then, it still provided no lucid explanation of what had transpired between my father and mother when I was a young child, and certainly offered no clue to the odd disbursement of Gene Barbary’s estate. Even my father’s lawyer had appeared puzzled, to say the least.
Mr. Lemke returned carrying a plain cardboard container, not much longer than a hat box. He set it on the table next to the file.
“This, Kelly,” he explained, “is the entire portion of Mr. Barbary’s estate left to your mother, the former Melody Barbary.”
“That box?”
“Actually, what’s inside.”
“May I?”
“Of course. Perhaps you’ll understand your father’s motive. I certainly don’t.”
I leaned forward a bit and slid the box my way. The container moved easily. It was much lighter than I’d expected.
“It feels empty,” I commented.
Mr. Lemke nodded. “I had similar thoughts when I first unsealed the top. It was taped, and until Gene Barbary’s death, I suspect he was the only person to know the container’s contents.”
“And this belongs to Mom?”
“According to Gene’s last Will and Testament, yes.”
I hesitated a moment before lifting the lid. I wasn’t sure why, just that in some vague way I felt that by opening the box and gazing inside, I would be made privy to a part of a couple’s existence that belonged only to my mother and father. Maybe Gene had meant for Mother to be the one to unseal the contents, after all, it did belong to her.
“Go ahead, Kelly, it’s not what you think.”
“I don’t know what I think.”
“I’m confident looking inside will only further validate that statement.”
“Now I’m really curious.”
I removed the top and gazed inside.
Folded in upon itself lay a plain taupe canvas sack. The threaded weaving of the cloth was coarse enough to resemble burlap, yet I found its texture far softer and smoother under my fingertips when I lifted it out. The sack was larger than I at first thought, similar in size to one used to carry groceries or produce, and could be cinched at the top by a looped segment of knitted nylon rope. When I looked inside, I noted a faint musky smell, vaguely reminiscent of well worn leather. In many places, especially along the bottom, dark irregular splotches stained the canvas, giving the cloth a lifelike mottled appearance, making me think I was examining the cured hide of some exotic animal.
I placed it on the table, gently smoothing out the decades old pleats, until some lettering became visible.
“Can you read it?” I asked. I could make out a W and maybe a D, perhaps the R of another word but not much else.
“If I was playing Jeopardy,” Mr. Lemke said, “I’d have to guess Wild Rose.”
I studied the remaining letter fragments and couldn’t disagree. “Not bad,” I said.
“That’s only because I know your father used to talk about Wild Rose.”
“What’s Wild Rose?”
“Wild Rose fish hatchery. It was built near the town of Wild Rose in the early 1900s by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. They raise native fish species, mostly trout, some northern and musky, and supply the fingerlings to local lakes.”
“Is it far?”
Mr. Lemke indicated no. “’Bout forty minutes.”
I touched the sack again with the flat palm of one hand as if my skin contacting the canvas would reveal the significance, if any, of my father’s odd bequest.
“And this is all he left my mother,” I commented.
“Strange, to say the least. It’s certainly not worth much,” the lawyer said.
“What was it used for?”
“Can’t say with any certainty, though I know what Gene used it for.”
“And that was?”
“To carry his catch. At the end of a day, he’d remove any fish he’d caught from his live well or stringer and drop them inside so he could lug them up to where they could be cleaned and filleted.”
“Why not just keep them on the stringer?” I asked.
“A valid point,” Mr. Lemke replied. “That’s why boats have stringers. Do you fish, Kelly?” he asked.
“Never.” Reading something in the lawyer’s gaze, I added, “You’re wondering how I knew what a stringer is.”
“Actually no. I only assumed you’d fished.”
“Never caught the bug.”
Mr. Lemke grinned. “There are worse bugs to catch.”
“I suppose.” I fiddled with the drawstring distractedly before returning the entire sack back to the box. Though the trip north had been bothersome to my schedule, in a larger way I was thankful Mother had not been seated in the lawyer’s office with me. Melody’s absence had saved both of us the embarrassment of seeing how little Gene Barbary had thought of his marital relationship. I felt the callousness I’d targeted my father with when I was a teenager begin to resurface.
“Did Gene ever remarry?” I asked, purposely eschewing the word ‘daddy’.
“No.”
I figured as much or else any subsequent significant other would surely have been entitled to some of Gene’s estate.
“He must’ve really hated Mom,” I said.
“Hate is a strong word, Kelly. It leaves no room for conciliation or compromise.”
“I wouldn’t exactly call this ‘being conciliatory’,” I offered as I pressed the lid down tightly on the container.
“Your father was a complex man,” Mr. Lemke said. “I believe he loved you very much.”
“He didn’t know me.”
“You lived with him until you were almost four.”
“I was three, only a young child.”
“Sometimes I guess that’s enough. In your father’s case, it was.”
I almost blurted out something that would have reflected the discordant tide of past emotions roiling up inside me—spite, rejection, hurt, wounded pride, anger, confusion—but resisted. What would be the point? This trip was supposed to be emotionless, a favor for my parents, Melody and Josh. Fly out, seal the deal, and get the hell out of Dodge as Mother was fond of paraphrasing.
I pushed the cardboard box back toward the attorney, leaving only the small white envelope within my reach.
I folded back the paper flap and turned it over. Three keys slid out onto the table’s wood grain finish.
“Three keys,” I said.
“The cottage, a boat, and I think one’s for the tool shed,” Mr. Lemke explained.
“I want to sell everything,” I said. “As soon as possible.”
“That can be arranged,” he said. “You don’t wish to see the place first?”
For the second time in as many minutes, I bit off my initial response. “Only if it doesn’t take long,” I said.
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