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Jordan Falls

 A Jordan Taylor Mystery
ONE


The day my grandfather died the sun shone glorious and sharp and across downtown Richmond. Pedestrians fumbled for sunglasses or held their hands to their faces. The intensity of the light smoothed the city’s rough edges: Government buildings of utilitarian concrete and the peeling paint of struggling smaller enterprises – Thrifty Laundromat, Lonelle’s Hair Place, Family Value Shoe Repair. An unexpected crisp breeze ruffled hair-sprayed coiffures and silk skirts, including mine, as I walked out to lunch. I should have known, I thought later, from the breeze, because it felt exactly like wind swept down from the mountains, full of the promise of autumn. I should have expected a call the next morning, if not sooner. I should have been ready to accept that Ed Goforth had passed on, but I wasn’t.

My mother called the following morning at an unholy hour, even for her, a woman who seldom sat still and woke early, without an alarm. Her voice was unusually tense. I accepted quickly that she had not called about country club politics down in Charlotte or her new hair color. 

She said, “I have some bad news, honey. Your grandpa has passed on. I just got the call.”


I closed my eyes and lay back down. Could she, possibly, be joking? No, a joke like that was far too twisted, even for a woman who resented the hell out of her father.

My grandfather was dead. I thought for a moment that I was so well-acquainted with death and loss that I should easily weather the expected grief. Didn’t I know all too well the order of the stages and the way it felt to sink into sorrow and climb back out? But I looked around my apartment like a novice and everything looked wrong, foreign, the rustic pine table, pewter-framed photo of Mom and me and Zach at my law-school graduation, the tube of overpriced hand cream.

Across my bedroom loomed the solid walnut highboy I bought a year before at an antiques fair. I had bargained for it, and Grandpa had been the one to teach me how. Law school gave me certain skills, but had nothing on Ed Goforth. He was a walking encyclopedia of tips on flea markets, fishing lures and football. Grandpa was my favorite person in the world, even more precious than my mother, less fraught with musty old resentments and that tension that comes from loving someone who is far too similar to one’s self. 


My mother asked the usual and correct questions, like: “Jordan? Are you all right?”


I lied easily to placate her, to postpone the real sadness. “I think so, Ma. How about you?”


“Well at my age, one is more acquainted with death. I didn’t expect him to outlive me, after all. It’s when you start acting foolish, Jordan, that I worry. Parents are not supposed to see their kids pass on, you know. And Henry is just wonderful as always, helping with the arrangements. You know how lazy Patty is, even though she’s right there and could be helpful, she’s so hyped up on diet pills there’s no way.” Mother was pacing with a mug of coffee in one hand; I could tell by the sound of her breathing and footfalls on the linoleum. As she frenetically recounted her morning, I dwelled on my failures: I had rarely written, and I had not made the trip to North Carolina to see my grandfather in over four years. Now time had rushed on ahead, the opportunity lost.


I wanted to be alone with my thoughts, so I feigned the need to go to the bathroom and she said goodbye easily, said she loved me, more of the right things. I walked around the apartment in little circles. I poured myself some water and left it untouched on the counter. The sun was already creeping in through the blinds on my patio doors and I glared at the light.


I felt unsettled, an instinct or slow recognition more  like a nudge than a slap, but I felt it and remembered it: a hesitation in her voice, something not said. I had been too hasty. She had more on her mind, whether or not she wanted to talk about it.


I called her back. “Mom, there’s something missing here, isn’t there? What are you not telling me? Grandpa wasn’t sick, unless he lied to me. I just talked to him three weeks ago.”


She cleared her proud throat. “Jordan, I’m on the other line, honey.”


“Mom, answer me.”


She sighed. “Apparently he fell and hit his head. You know how treacherous those mountain paths can be. Although there is an investigation underway. I don’t know why, but sometimes these small-town people have to make a bigger deal out of everything than need be.” 


“Right,” I said. 

Something had obviously gone very wrong, and my mother had not even bothered to find out the details. “Look, I’ll let you get back to your other call. I’ll see you in Carolina.” 

I knew better than to take her on when it came to Grandpa. She was long ready to let him go and could care less about what she would call ‘stirring up trouble for nothing.’ This same thing I would call ‘finding the truth,’ truth for its own sake. Truth he deserved.

My head hurt. Nothing to say there was any bit of truth kept from me, but I would have to know, regardless of what my mother would think of my actions. It mattered. My grandfather had been the only one left. Of the men in my life, that is. I spent a year in therapy and learned a few things beyond the obvious: My luck with men was poor. I had a list to prove it:

1. Father – left when I was young. No man in the house for over ten years, and by then, I was gone.

2. Zachary Taylor – the guy, love of my life, husband for a short three years before he crashed his car and died. I have a deep resentment of NASCAR as a result. He always drove too fast.

3. Drew West – the rebound and ‘widow-as-survivor’ guy, charming, successful, just on the edge of too old. He ended up in jail and I helped to put him there. Since then, my will to date had flagged.

4. Grandpa – always there, always loved me best, understood me, helped me survive Zach’s death with fishing lessons on the James River. Forgave my infrequent visits once I hit law school and got married. Just always there for me. Until now.
It was the first day of October. I loved autumn’s colors and blessed cool air, fighting Richmond’s legendary humidity and winning. I had planned to wake up, run down to the James River and ponder life on one of the big granite boulders. I had planned to stop by the office and pick up a few law journals, something useful to read. But now, all bets were off. 


I looked again around my once cutting-edge apartment, carved from an old tobacco warehouse in downtown Richmond. The exposed brick was still unassailably cool, but all the rest, accents of steel, glass block, clean lines, were nothing more than sharp and cold. This had happened before, the sudden rush of discontent, but it always passed.


Yet no one wants to be alone with loss, contemplating immortality and all of life’s cruel wonders. I felt truly alone. I had nearly convinced myself over the past two years that I was just fine – a good person, good lawyer, lucky to be where I was in life and in need of nothing.

I picked up my shiny new phone, chrome and retro-chic, and threw it. Like a wimpy girl I threw it, and the damn thing didn’t even break free of the wall jack, just crashed to the wood floor, cracked at most, not shattered as I had hoped. Shit, I couldn’t even throw a phone well in a grief-inspired rage. I climbed back into bed and thought hazily that perhaps this stage would pass if I escaped into sleep. Perhaps I would not feel so empty when I next awoke.

TWO


Ed Goforth was the kind of man I would want my son to be, if I ever marry again and have a child, that is. He was good at all the right things: building dollhouses, packing a pipe, quick math on the back of a matchbook cover. He could even make chili – not from a can and not relying too heavily on ketchup – but complex, fiery, memorable chili, part Texas, part Arizona, brought back from his travels as a sort of temporary migrant construction worker and beer-drinker in his early twenties.


When I was fifteen and generally pissed off at every other adult in my life, my mother begrudgingly sent me to stay with my grandfather for an entire summer. Nearly three months in the forest – no shopping malls, no television – concerned me at first, but I was getting away from my mother for the same exotic length of time and my need to escape her sharp attention to detail was real. Mitzi and Janet, my best friends, had promised to keep journals recording any television happening of note. We would make banana splits and they would catch me up on everything in late August, when I came back home to Charlotte.


I took the bus across the North Carolina plateau and into the mountains. The bus was my idea, but Mom didn’t argue much. She’d rather eat mud than ride on the bus, all the old grime and odd people sitting so close, but for me, she consented. She didn’t want to see her father, though she didn’t admit the same as her reason. Still, I knew. I called Grandpa the night before with my arrival information and he laughed and said he’d be waiting and was I sure I wanted to ride all that way? Maybe not, I said, but in the end, the ride was fascinating. 

My bus sped through corn fields, tobacco fields, past faded old houses, some leaning to one side, hanging on for dear life to their shoddy foundations. The people I saw out my window were poor, but they smiled as we passed by and then went back to work picking or plowing or waiting for customers at their farm stands. It was all so different from my suburban home and Mom’s striped taffeta everything. 


Grandpa was late picking me up. He ran up to the little station in Brevard, cursing up a storm. He had a new crop of wrinkles and his hair was nearly white, but his eyes were the same: dark brown and a little wild, just like mine. 

“Hey Grandpa. You know Mom would freak out if she heard you talking like that.”


“You come here, Jordan, and hug me proper. Pretend you ain’t heard the rest, you hear?”


“Yes, sir.”


He hugged me strong. His flannel shirt smelled of dry summer earth and soap. “I got stuck arguing with that damn J.B. I tell you what, he needs turned over his daddy’s knee. I don’t care how old he is. Should have done it a long time ago.” He held his big hands up. “But I didn’t say that, no sir. Kept my mouth shut. I’m just trying to look out for my guys – they’re what’s important here, not the almighty dollar – although money never hurts, I’ll admit that.”


“What’d he do this time?” I asked.


“I shouldn’t talk about it.”


“Okay. Never mind.”


Grandpa looked sternly at  me. “No, you know what, this is something you could learn from, about power and greed and, well, I can’t say for sure if it’s money that corrupted J.B. or more his disposition. He was born leaning toward evil, I think some days.”


“Evil? Really?”


“Hell, I don’t know.” He laughed. “Your eyes are big as saucers. Tell you what: you judge, okay? You remember the Country Club down on the Lake?” I nodded. “Well adjacent to it is some land Babb construction would love to have, but there are four generations of hillbillies living a simple, happy life up there. Land goes back as far as their memories and it’s rightfully theirs.”


We began walking to his truck. I asked, “So why can’t he just buy it, make those families some money?”


“Exactly. But they don’t want to sell, so J.B. works up a scheme about old mines on the land and public danger and so forth and pays off some County officials and they’re planning now to take the land. Eminent domain. They’ll pay some unfair price to those folks, but mostly, they’ll make them leave their homes. And J.B. will buy back the land and have his way.”


“I think that sucks,” I said.


“You’re damn right it does. That’s my girl.” He smiled. “Let me take a look at you, child.” He stood back and shook his head. “Mighty tall, Jordan. You’re nearly as tall as I am now. Looking like a young woman in all that pink.”


I shrugged and crossed my arms. I had packed nothing but blue in my bag. “I hate this outfit.”


“Well, it won’t do for fishing anyway.” He chuckled.


“I’ve got the right clothes in my duffel, Grandpa.” Soon as I could get the seersucker pants and collared pink shirt off neither of us would see them again for the whole of the summer.


He nodded. “Come on then, Jordan. Let’s get you home for some supper.”


We rode in his pickup truck out of Brevard. We passed a soda parlor, a barbershop with the spinning red, white and blue post out front, and a bunch of boarded-up shops. Grandpa said the economy lately had hit the whole county hard. And we laughed a little about Transylvania County. Was it cursed, maybe? Who would choose a county name that sounded straight from a vampire story? Nobody remembered anymore.


We left town and wound up higher into the mountains. Both of us had our windows down and Grandpa drummed his fingers on the pale green metal door of the truck. We listened to country music because there wasn’t much else. 


“My mom says country music is pedestrian,” I said.


Grandpa laughed. “How is your mother?”


I shrugged. “She stays busy.”


“I suppose she and I have that in common. That and the hair. She always said she hated it and it was my fault.”


I looked then at his hair, thick and coarse. I had never considered what might be the same about them, but I had heard my mother curse her hair. It would only part on one side, one of few things she couldn’t bend to her will.


He said, “I bet she’ll miss you, J.”


“Maybe,” I said, as we wound up and up into the green. My grandmother would be at my mother’s house regularly and she and my mother would cook and garden and refuse to discuss anything having to do with my grandfather, which would include my visit. It might just be as if I’d never left.

The turn off of Cold Mountain Road was just as I remembered it, marked by a half-charred stump of an Elm caught in a lightning storm and a haughty sign announcing the McLaughlin Estate. We followed the gravel drive up until the rutted dirt road to the cabin split off to the left. I strained to see up to the McLaughlin mansion, but it was too far back in the trees.


We rolled up into the clearing at the point where afternoon turns to evening and the light changes from orange to purple. The two stained glass sidelights next to a rough-hewn front door glowed with the slanted sun shining through the back of the cabin. The roof was shingled and dark brown with age and moisture. Split logs made up the outside walls, packed in between with a mortar, grayed by time, too. The few windows stood open, simple plaid curtains flapping in the wind.


“It’s like a fairytale, Grandpa. I half expect Hansel and Gretel to come running out.”


He laughed. “Am I the old toothless witch, then?”


“Nah. You can be an ogre instead and I’ll be the witch. We’ll see if we can scare off any McLaughlins that come around here.”


“I like your thinking, Jordan. But they don’t much come down this way. The girl’s riding horses or some such thing on the circuit and the boy’s away at school, even in the summers.”


I shrugged. “I was just kidding anyway.”


He growled. “I can be a real ogre, you know, even if you were just kidding. You must have heard tell.”


I shook my head and looked up at the bits of sky still visible through the heavy leaves above. “Not that I’d admit.”


“You’re a diplomat, ain’t you? Plan on being a politician?”


“A lawyer.”


Grandpa feigned a shiver. “Oh, no, not one of them. Them’s worse than an ogre even.”


“Not the kind I’m going to be. I’m going to be an honest, smart, hard-working lawyer, Grandpa. I’ll look out for people like those backwoods folks. And, I’ll always be on your side. Now doesn’t that make a difference?”


“Could be,” he said, fingering his stubbly beard. “Could be.”


He hauled my bag out of the back of the truck and motioned for me to lead us inside. “Let’s get you out of that pink crap, shall we?”


“Pink crap?” I laughed like any kid privy to adult humor, hard laughter limited only by a bit of guilt.


“I know. Your mother wouldn’t like me talking that way.”


Well, that was the truth. But she wasn’t there. Grandpa had made up a bed for me in the little loft above the main living area, kept warm by the stove pipe from the wood stove down below and lit by a simple brass lamp set on a stack of old books. Perfect. I can still remember the way the wool blankets felt on my bare legs after a day of swimming in the river. I can remember how the room smelled of pine sap and smoke and drifting in from outside, the cleanest air I’d ever known. And the pride I felt at being welcome here, like no one else, privy to Grandpa’s slick sense of humor and the quiet sparkle in his dark eyes. All of it, I remember in perfect detail and I wish I could go back, just for one more day, to tell him what those summer days meant to me.

*     *     *


But instead, I had to head into work to ask for time off. Even on a Sunday, my office would not be quiet and dark. The largest corporate law firm in The Southeast did not take weekends off. We had big, bad polluters and discriminators to protect, and their wallets dictated that we be on call just about any day of the year. Our clients weren’t really all bad, but they were wealthy and demanding. Every one.


I sat in the quiet of my apartment and discussed with myself how horrible cigarettes were. I even tried to visualize a black lung from one of those Ad Council commercials designed to frighten teenagers. But in the end, I wrapped up in my white terry robe and lit up a Virginia Slims Light on the narrow patio off my living room. Smoking made me more pedestrian, maybe, less unusual among single women, certainly. But it was absolutely clear to me why cigarettes appealed to people who live alone more than any others. I sat outside and did this reckless thing as if I was  sort of flipping off death. This day, having both lost my grandfather and my husband within the past two years, I had a real need to show death what-for. I finished up, washed my hands twice to get rid of the sour tobacco smell, and showered.


I pulled on a pair of wool slacks and a cashmere sweater. I had never ventured into Adams, Sarkinson, Brown & Flanders in jeans. Today wasn’t the day to start, not when I was looking for time off. I could have walked the couple miles, but my heart wasn’t in it. Instead, I drove across the ancient cobblestones in Shockoe Bottom, past vintage shops and quaint restaurants where tourists whiled away their weekend. I did not begrudge them their leisure. I liked to be busy, to work, to keep my life full. I had to or I’d get mired in sorrow.


But as I pulled into the parking garage underneath the Riverfront Tower, I was fighting against a sudden, strong need for time away. Perhaps I was a little burnt-out. The signs were all there: Dark under-eye circles, tendency to chew the edge of a Styrofoam coffee cup to bits, repeated snapping at my stolid and under-appreciated secretary, Mabel.


Maybe this was good timing, in a sad, twisted sense; a good time for me to step away from the tailored suits and Mont Blanc pens. I crossed the concrete, rode up in a nondescript garage elevator, and stepped out onto marble. The entire first floor of the tower was composed of marble, mahogany and brass. The main elevators were lovelier than my mother’s home, and that was saying something. Mom studied Southern Living as if she might be tested on the contents. Her house was a showplace now that my childhood was over and my fingerprints less likely to cause ruin. She did, in fact, love my office.


I rode up the elevator, rehearsing my speech. I wasn’t nervous. Hell, I deserved some time off. But I was still feeling raw emotionally and I wanted out of the office before I realized, again, just how sad I really was. According to protocol, I should talk to Tom Watters, my boss, and not any of the other partners. But I was hoping against hope that he wouldn’t be there. 


Tom Watters, managing partner, so smart, so wise, and, yes, with a bit of the grandfather in him. He taught me how to be tough. He connected me with a real estate agent after Zach died so I could find an apartment downtown and sell our house and its memories; move on. A great guy, right?


Wrong. He was screwing his favorite paralegal, a young girl named Shirlene. An employment law specialist, and a man I had thought ethical. I added him to my list of mistakes and losses. And of course he was there that day.

He sat in his corner office, decorated by his wife in olive green and grass cloth. Hunting scenes declared his masculinity, but he didn’t need the paintings. He looked up at me. “Jordan, nice to see you. Here on a Sunday?” He ran his hand through the front of his white hair as was his habit, failing to tame a boyish cowlick.

“Good to see you too, Tom,” I said. “But I’m here on a rather somber errand. My grandfather died yesterday, and I’m headed down to North Carolina.”


He leaned forward, every ounce sincere and handsome, a southern gentleman for the ages. “I’m so sorry, Jordan. Take all the time you need.”


I smiled. “Well, I was hoping you’d say that. But I want a little more time than, perhaps, I need in this case.”


He nodded, fingered his strong chin. “How much time?”


“Ten days. A real vacation, albeit not under the best of circumstances.”


He opened his arms like a godfather wannabe. “Of course. Ten days. You’ve earned it.”


And I had. But I still had to thank the duplicitous jerk. “Thank you Tom. I’ll get my files in order before I leave.”


He had already turned back to his work, no doubt waiting for a visit from Shirlene. I could hear her shuffling papers in her cubicle. All three of us knew full well that there was no new business that held them both at the office this weekend, not really. Rolling around on Tom’s desk, or maybe the Persian rug, was their business.

Screw it, I thought, time to get on the road. Lake Toxaway, North Carolina was a good nine hours away. I-95 would only take me south an hour or so and then I’d head across Virginia and North Carolina on smaller roads, past farm stands and half-rotten houses, farmers hanging on to their tobacco fields for dear life. The drive was always humbling, calming, and there was no sense hurrying in between towns that slowed you down to twenty-five along Main Street. 


I grabbed a few law journals for the road and left my meager stack of current case files with sticky notes for Mabel. We had recently settled an employment discrimination suit brought by a black engineer at one of the carpet companies where black men worked the lines, but did not invade the corporate offices. One of those cases that made me think The South had not matured at all, and we were on the side of the bigots. But, that was my job. It paid well and kept me busy. 

Mabel would send out the letters I had drafted for a pro bono case, one of the only ones that meant anything to me lately. My charge was to help a low-income mother get special education funded for her youngest child. After two years, Mabel was good at signing my name, and she knew what was important. I left her a more personal note explaining my absence, stopped for a cup of mediocre coffee in the efficiency kitchen on my floor (every floor of our shiny, corporate law firm had a small kitchen with coffee made by invisible custodians, even on Saturdays) and headed for my car, already thinking about what I had in my closet that was both black and suitable for the cold autumn air of the Blue Ridge Mountains.

Having packed the necessary clothing and mundane essentials, I stopped to pick up the full complement of sugar offerings from 7-11. I bought enough caffeine to set an elephant trembling and took off across southern Virginia. About the time that my cell phone coverage began to weaken, my mother called to check in. She was waiting at the Greystone Inn, situated on the big lake nearest the cabin. She and Henry would wait for me for a late dinner, and the service would be the following morning, bright and early. Later that Sunday, I was to meet with a local lawyer who had some papers of Grandpa’s to give me. I ticked off the upcoming activities: Inn, check, sleep, check, lawyer, check.

Some people came home to face death and work through it with people they loved. And some came planning to make it through all the parts involving other people, drawing no strength from them, desperate for enough time alone to reflect and say goodbye. I was in the latter category.

And what about the investigation that Mom didn’t want to talk about? It was Sunday: The South shut down and buttoned up for a day of church and long, mid-day dinners. But I thought, hell, law enforcement didn’t shut down, ever, did they? Not in Richmond. I dialed information on my cell phone and tried Brevard, the closest decent-sized town to Toxaway, and the county seat, if memory served. 

The conversation was short and sour. Something like: I’m Jordan Taylor, granddaughter of Ed Goforth, checking on the investigation into his death. 

He said, “Um, no Ma’am, no investigation here. Still waiting for the coroner’s report. Did you have any information to suggest foul play?”

“No, Sir,” I said. “I just heard that an investigation was underway.”

“Well, there’s always an investigation when a man dies alone in the woods, no offense.”

“None taken.” Silence hung between us until I pressed on. “So you guys really thought it was just an accidental fall?”

“Well, now, I can’t answer that one for you, hon.”

At this point, the tide turned and I became somewhat irrational. “Well now, why not? I’d like to know what happened to him up there. Who do I need to talk to to get some answers?”

He was all throat-clearing and paper-rustling. “Ma’am, why don’t I have Sheriff Fox give you a call back later on today?”

“Why don’t I talk to him right now?” 

“Well, he’s not here just now. It is the Lord’s day, ma’am. He’s only in for emergencies.”

“Fine,” I said. “He’ll be hearing from me.” 

I hung up. I didn’t like the man’s tone and the subtext I felt coming through his polite vagaries. What was with all the ‘not really’ an investigation crap? Either there was concern about the cause of death, or there wasn’t, at least in my organized, lawyer’s world, and brain. But Brevard was one of those go in person places. March in and refuse to leave without some answers. I’d be game for that, I thought, clenching my teeth until my jaw tired. As I moved through the stages of grief, I’d stop and stay awhile at anger. At least with anger, you got things done.

THREE


Before long I was kissing my mother and Henry, declining dinner, then heading upstairs to my room at the Greystone Inn, quiet at that hour of the night. I fell into the big feather bed in my clothes and slept like I’d just run a marathon. Woke early, dressed in a dark grey suit and a navy silk shirt, and headed downstairs for coffee with 

Mom and Henry. I just wanted to get through this part of the day, get Mom on her way and take stock of things myself. I wondered what the cabin would look like when I finally had the chance to visit. Would it be in its usual pristine condition, or had Grandpa’s care fallen off as he aged? 


Mom wore a wool tweed suit with polished brass buttons and the sort of thick tan hose that I never wore, and never would. Henry was soft in the middle and quiet and kind, as always. He had stopped combing his hair over, on my advice. I made sure to tell him that he looked handsome and stately with his head all naked on top. He smiled and I felt good, for a moment.


For the service, we all packed into a small Quaker meeting house in the woods, much to my mother’s chagrin. She had wanted to use the Presbyterian church in Brevard, which was granite and polished walnut and set among gardens cared for by a bunch of women just like her. But Grandpa had left instructions with his lawyer that he wanted his service at the meeting house, and nowhere else. 


I sat near the front with Mom and Henry. Someone had set up rows of folding chairs, thank goodness. I remembered worshipping here with Grandpa many years before, when we always sat on the floor like most of the others, legs folded and hearts open. The Quakers I had known were gentle, honest people. During worship, everyone would sit silently and reflect on whatever had happened to them that week. I mostly tried not to stare at people. One by one, they would speak up and read a bit of scripture or even poetry, or suggest a song. Everyone would jump in and sing, so easily. I remember being amazed at how smoothly the time flowed even though no one had orchestrated the morning. No one argued. Everyone prayed and sang. And now, here I was a lawyer among Quakers and Grandpa’s friends and I thought: Can they tell? Do I have that contentious look about me? Or do they remember, just enough, that I came here as a girl and was one of them?


The simple room was decorated with flowers sitting on spare tables tucked into the corners and a photo of my grandfather in his army uniform, on an easel up front. It helped to see him so young, didn’t hurt as much when I looked at the photo, though I thought it odd to have an army photo in a Quaker meeting house. Must have been Mom’s choice, which meant she had that photo at home, had kept it, maybe even treasured it, for many years. I leaned into her arms and felt the warmth of her embrace. I scolded myself, then, for thinking so harshly of her. Her eyes were swollen from tears or fatigue and though her hands were folded tightly in her lap, she leaned back on me and sniffed repeatedly as a man stood and welcomed everyone. He introduced himself as Dr. Lane and went on to talk about what Ed Goforth had meant to the community.


He nodded towards my mother and me as he finished talking. I felt my mother’s spine straighten and heard her take in a fierce, quick breath. 


“Mom?”


“Jordan, could you stand and ask if anyone else wants to say anything?”


I nodded. Sure I could. I stood up in court all the time, didn’t I? No problem. There was no minister and no clear order to things here. No wonder Mom was less than thrilled with the venue. I couldn’t necessarily blame her, especially now, as I stood and attempted composure.


No less than fifty people were crowded into the room, some standing at the back, everyone somber and shifting and clearing their throats as people do in such venues. And what was my role, here, exactly? I felt sure that I loved my grandfather, and would miss him, more than anyone else here. Or were there others contending for most aggrieved? I looked at the tired faces of old women, some clutching their husbands’ arm, at a sprawling family of red-haired children and young couples mixed in with the old. How had all of these people known Ed Goforth? For a man living tucked back in the woods, long retired from his construction contractor work, he pulled in a crowd. 


“So, hello everyone. Thank you again for coming,” I said. I cleared my throat, just like the others, but it didn’t rid me of the solid lump there, the ‘warning: you’re about to cry’ lump, which had nearly gone away during my drive here. I had myself convinced that I was done crying and ready to be a grown-up at a funeral, just like composed grown-ups do. And yet, here I was, taken in by the faces out in front of me. “I feel like I might cry, so forgive me if I do. I’m a lawyer, trained to be tough in front of a crowd, but I feel more like a Goforth right now. Everybody knows that my grandfather looked and talked tough. But he wasn’t really. I once saw him cry over a deer.” I smiled as the day came back to me, clear and true. “There was a little fawn by the road and her mother had been hit by another car and was dead, but the fawn just stayed there with her. And my grandpa was so mad, at least I thought he was, until I saw that his eyes were watery and a tear had fallen onto his shirt.” I looked at Mom, but she couldn’t quite meet my eye. “Anyway, he went on into a full lecture on man’s intrusion on nature and how we have to respect the animals and I listened like he was a great oracle. Because he was, to me. A great man.” My voice thinned and started to crack. “So, would anyone like to share a story or a memory?” The room took on a wavering quality as my eyes filled up with tears. So much for lawyerly composure.


Thankfully, a large man sitting about half way back in the rows stood up. He smiled sadly and when he did, his face went from pale and pudgy to bright and happy, despite the circumstances. “I knew Ed since I was about seven and my daddy worked for him up at the Reserve. I used to tag along on his jobs and Ed would always give me scraps of lumber to play with, which was partly because I wouldn’t stop begging to build something until he gave in.” The big, red-haired man shrugged his round shoulders. “He was strict on the job, but he was a good man. I’ll miss him at the store.”


Around the room, people nodded and mumbled their agreement. Five more spoke. My favorite was a woman who introduced herself as Jessie and credited Grandpa with saving her husband’s life, more than once, at a local tavern. She said her husband had too much Irish in his blood and would pick fights and Ed, somehow, would talk him down and see that he made it home in one piece. I could see Grandpa at the tavern, not a big man himself and not especially intimidating, unless and until he got mad. Then – watch out.

Those who wanted to speak had their chance and the light outside began to slant down towards afternoon. I wasn’t sure how to end the ceremony. A woman in a fine blue netted hat suggested, with quiet authority, that we join in singing ‘Amazing Grace,’ which we all did, without the music or the words, some of us following along with those who knew every verse, and those who could carry a tune (not me, sadly). I was relieved to see the service end, to shake the many hands and find my way back to the Inn. I was tired from travel, grieving, and the pressure of a crowd, survived and endured. Mom’s face said she felt the same numbing fatigue. 

I followed her and Henry back to the Greystone Inn. As I drove, I thought about the day, the long drive, the songs, the faces, some new, some oddly familiar. 

Mr. Babb, the son of the great local patriarch who Grandpa had worked for as a real estate developer and builder, shook my hand so hard I almost had to tell him to stop. He had one of those red, veiny faces from too many years of bourbon. Not nearly as impressive, I thought, as his father had been. And Mr. McLaughlin, who looked so sad, yet perhaps more due to the loss of his wife in the past year, took my hand rather gently and asked if I had heard anything about the investigation. I said no, not yet, and had meant to ask him why he asked, but someone else had stepped up and taken my other hand. My mother had opted out of the hand-shaking and sat off to one side, fanning herself dramatically. I looked at her and all of my questions about her and Grandpa came flooding back. I never expected them answered and wouldn’t ask again. I looked forward to time alone to make sense of the loss my own way.

FOUR


The air smelled of pinesap and late-blooming honeysuckle. I drove along Highway 64 and crossed over the Toxaway River. Finally, I was on my own, the memorial service complete and goodbyes said, heading for Toxaway Falls. The Falls were some 350 feet high, but impossible to see in all their glory, if you were a tourist. The best legal place to see them was from the concrete bridge, but that gave no real indication of their power and history. I was both lucky and unlucky to have made it down the illegal and perilous trail beside the river many years before. Now, I couldn’t stay away, despite the trespassing warnings and the lack of a nice, clear Forest Service trail. Transylvania County, a name I couldn’t help but love for its hint of dark folklore, is chock full of waterfalls. But Toxaway is different. The river bed was stripped naked in 1916 when the first dam built to create the big lake gave way, so now, even with a new dam in place and Lake Toxaway firmly embedded in the annals of resort history, the river and falls lay atop stark, exposed bedrock, as if someone had cleared and polished the stone on each side. 


But as much as it looked possible to slide down that smooth rock on one’s bottom, I knew better. Slightly better.  On up and around the bend and under a stand of oak trees now losing their leaves but not so many as to fail to offer shelter, I pulled over and left my car to fend for itself. I dug an old, recently unused, pair of hiking boots out of the trunk and laced them up snug. 

The path down to the flat rocks was almost hidden and I was glad of its wildness. I passed a ‘No Trespassing’ sign and ignored it. I had come here every year for a long, long time, and the sign had always been there. Of course, I had never come alone. If anything happened to me this day on the way down, there would be no sudden, unexpected rescue. I thought then that sadness could make a person brave. Or maybe the need to escape those darker, more burdensome emotions just pushes a girl to take risks. Life was more fun off the beaten trail, and I needed to get back to focusing on life, the future, and my connection to the beauty of this place. Down around Lake Toxaway where the development people had crammed in polite vacation homes and the country club reigned over everything social, it was still beautiful. But here was raw nature, all mine, older than the houses and fiberglass boats.

Many leaves had already fallen. They crunched beneath my feet or were slick, in the shadier places, so that I had to catch my balance with both hands held out like a modern dancer or a circus clown. Shafts of sunlight broke through and warmed me as I walked. This was not a place for fear; not when I was a child and not now.


The roar of the falls grew louder and wiped away my thoughts. The sound was steady, but not uniform, so that I felt compelled to listen for the changes in its rushing, sloshing music. Finally, I could see the gray stone through the pine boughs, stretching out like carpet. I broke through a cluster of rhododendrons into the full sun. The flat rock ledge, broad and multi-leveled, was so small compared to my memory of this secluded outdoor home.


I got out of my boots as quickly as I could and stretched out on a boulder next to the big pool. My legs were warmed by the heat retained in the rock and then I plunged both feet into the indigo blue water and shrieked aloud. The water gave new meaning to ‘cold’ and yet I could not remember ever shrinking back from it. When I was a kid, visiting Grandpa’s new development project down around the lake, I swam in this same pool and slid down the wet rocks above so fast that my seven-year-old body was rocketed deep into the pool’s depths where the water was its coldest and clearest. This was a magic place that turned my lips blue but my soul the yellow of sunflowers: warm. There was no contradiction in any other place, in life for that matter, which meant more to me.


I closed my eyes and allowed the complete memory to come, something much closer to worship than the words I had just listened to in the meeting house. I saw Grandpa, crouched in the sun, pointing to a puddle of standing water, home to a pair of randy frogs. And then later, their progeny swam awkwardly in their murky home as they grew legs and were transformed from tadpoles as plain as fish to alien creatures with bizarre appendages and, finally, into delicate little frogs. Grandpa shared what he knew about amphibians and I soaked up every word. His breath smelled lightly of pipe tobacco and his skin was leathery and dark. Mom said he was part American Indian, but without any records to prove it because they all burned in the Great Chicago Fire so many years ago. I didn’t need any papers. I knew him like nobody else and he was an Indian and a bear and a hero as big as a mountain and just as solid.


A tear rolled down my cheek. I wished the sun were warmer still, warm enough to dry up my sorrow. No such luck. I could not come to this mythical place and not think of him, not mourn him. One day, maybe, I would bring my own children here and show them the frogs. New memories would mix with the old and dull the sadness enough so that I could manage it. But today, my chest hurt like I was under one of the big rocks. My throat was raw the way even threatened tears can tear one up inside, so I let go and cried, again. Might as well let it all out, return the memories to the frogs, whatever stage of reproduction they were trapped in today. 


And sure enough, I hurt less once I finished the cry. The tears dried and my feet warmed again as if it were the middle of July. I had a glimpse of pure summer joy, all alone in October. I smiled and blew a kiss up to the sky, to Grandpa, and stood to face the steep climb back up to my car.

FIVE


Mom had said she hadn’t the time to go to the estate attorney’s office. I didn’t argue with her, didn’t ask exactly what garden club business awaited her back in Charlotte. I had taken the time off, and I would go alone. I was the executor, the heir, the special one, to Grandpa in life and now, even in death. I rather liked this lonely role; it fit with my proclivity for doing things myself come hell or high water, as Mom often said. And I had more than a few questions to ask, now that the pleasantries were done.


My directions took me to downtown Brevard, another Mayberry past its prime. I remembered the feel of the place, if not the specific storefronts. The business district was quiet. A few flowers still bloomed in pots next to wrought iron benches, but the summer tourists had all left with their checkbooks, which hushed the town unless there was a concert or local election to get people riled up. An old man in a tweed suit and tie, impeccably groomed, crossed in front of me and nodded a hello. Did he wonder who I was? He looked the sort to have walked this same route every day since he was twenty. I wished for a moment that I had the time to stop and meet him. He had stories to tell, imbedded in his gait, tucked away in the brim of his brown wool hat.

Not today. I parked behind a squat brick building and walked around to the front door where a plaque marked the establishment as a place of lawyers and shiny brass and titles the colonists brought with them from merry old England, like ‘Esquire’. 


Frank Maelstrom was the guy’s name, poor slob. A maelstrom, high water, some kind of trouble just might be surging over the horizon. Did he feel that way all the time? 

I paused in front of the inner office door and gawked at the lace curtains providing privacy in two narrow sidelights. Could be every law office in these parts came with a bit of lace. Not so back in the corporate jungle of Adams, Sarkinson, Brown and Flanders, no sirree. The men were too homophobic and the women lawyers too wary of drawing attention to their gender to surround themselves with a fabric so feminine and, well, lovely really. 

My corporate law job seemed far away in space and time. Even Richmond, with its traffic and trendy brownstones seemed an exaggeration of my memory, for the moment, as if the tall buildings and industrial complexes and people were not really so different from Brevard, North Carolina. But of course they were. And I could handle myself just as well in the face of quaint curtains as before the damask and oriental rugs back in Richmond.


I smoothed my hair and opened the hollow door. Inside, outdated slate blue wallpaper with little Amish-looking stenciled flowers covered four small walls. Solid, practical oak office furniture with scratchy polyester seat cushions stood neatly along the far wall and to the left, behind a massive cherry wood desk, sat the requisite legal secretary. I did my best to mask my instant grimace for I had nothing against the woman and in fact felt badly for her. She had a home perm gone wrong, patchy areas of frizz and curls, partly masked by a wide pink headband she was too old to be wearing. And as if she meant to draw attention away from her hair, she had on a dark pink sweater with a V-neck so deep the lace of what looked like a black bra peeked out. Good for her, I thought. Shake things up a little.

She looked up from her typing and smiled. “Mrs. Taylor, I presume?”

“Yes Ma’am.” 

She offered a short nod, as if she appreciated the good old-fashioned formality of my response. “Let me buzz him for you and then you can go right in. He’s expecting you.” She worked an old intercom box with the competence only twenty years can bring and then stared over the top of rhinestone reading glasses at the door across from her desk until it opened.

Frank Maelstrom stood there grinning like a North Carolina Einstein. His white hair stuck out all around his head. He wore the usual mall-bought suit and striped tie, but his smile was almost contagious. Almost. I looked past him at the piles of legal files on his desk and remembered why I was there. I offered one hand.

“Jordan Taylor. Pleased to meet you.”

“Please call me Frank. Come on in and make yourself comfortable.  We’re not too much for formality around here – no call for it. My clients are as likely to show up in overalls as their Sunday clothes. They’re a hard working bunch of folks.”

I nodded and settled into one of two chairs facing his desk. Lord, I hated sitting on this side, hated not being welcome to pick up any of the files in front of me and thumb through them. I was the type that liked to look under rocks and in locked closets and neatly sealed envelopes. The good stuff. I knew where to find it. 

Frank sat down and put on a pair of utilitarian reading glasses. He cleared his throat, like all lawyers before they start with the bad news or the clever manipulation. “I’m glad you were able to come alone, Ms. Taylor.”

No one else was invited and no one wanted to come. “Why do you say that?”

“This is the strangest estate I have ever handled. You’ll see soon enough. I believe in keeping things simple, as best I can. The two of us trying to understand what your grandfather intended will be just right, or our best shot at it.” He looked over his glasses through deep green eyes. “But understand me, Ms. Taylor, I do intend to get this right, for Ed.”

I sat up a little taller, feeling like I’d been reprimanded somehow. “Well of course. I’m glad to hear that.”

He nodded instead of speaking, studied me for a long moment and then looked away. “Okay. I have everything laid out in order on the table over yonder. Let’s move that way.”

I followed his gaze to the far corner of the office where a small round table was decorated with envelopes and boxes and yellow post-its numbered in thick black marker, one to eight. “Looks organized.”

“Yes and no. Ed insisted on doing things his way, but I’m sure you know all that.”

“If you ask my mother, I inherited the tendency, to a fault.”

Frank chuckled and pulled out a chair for me. “Well, either way, you’ll be right at home with what he’s left you here.” 

I sat down and he reached for the first envelope. “Let’s start with his will, holographic of course, and dated a month or so before he died. It will have to pass through probate, but there’s not much to it. He had already put all of his personal property into trust for you, and the cabin and the land you can have access to now, though the deed won’t pass to you until the probate folks get done with the paperwork.”

“To me?” I wasn’t prepared for the gifts. The obligation of handling the estate, sure, I was ready for that, and suited, being a lawyer and single. But shit on a stick, what was my mother going to say about being completely passed over? “What about my mother?” I asked.

“She inherits a tidy sum by way of an investment account he set up years ago. But as I understood things, she didn’t want much to do with Ed’s land and home up here. Didn’t care for the place.”

I shook my head and chewed on my bottom lip. Mom didn’t care for a lot of things. But I could still see the restrained grief she displayed at the memorial service – restrained, but real, too, a sort of grief that was hers alone. 

“Did I overstep my bounds there? If so, I’m sorry.”

I motioned to wipe away his worry. “No, it’s not you. You’re right on the mark. I just never understood how superficial their relationship was, how broken. To me, he was the warmest person I knew.” I shrugged. “But I guess I missed a couple chapters in their story.” 

I wondered then if I should have tried harder to bring them back together. But neither had ever suggested a willingness to open up to each other. Would this gift of cash make her happy? Would she feel a slight bit of recompense for the wrongs she held against him?

I’d wanted that cabin, had craved it from the first time Grandpa and I drove up the rutted road and I saw the reclaimed wood door and stepped inside. 

Frank gave me a few minutes to think on all of this. We were only on the first of eight things he had to show me, and I already wanted to take them all under one arm and get up to the cabin, now that I knew it was mine.

Frank cleared his throat. “Well, the rest of these piles he wanted numbered as they are, so you’d look at them one at a time, in this order. I haven’t seen inside any of the envelopes or boxes; they were meant for you. But I can offer my services, best as I can guess, without knowing what he has in mind. May I suggest that you open these here and we can figure it out together?”

I bristled. Didn’t care how nice he seemed, or how honest. I wasn’t interested. “That’s very kind of you. But I’m sure you won’t be surprised if I decline. I want to get up to the cabin. I think I need to be there, and see what he wants from me up there.” I offered what I hoped was a genuine smile and he nodded and sighed. 

“Just assure me first that you understand his instructions.”

“I open these in order, one at a time.”

“That’s right.” Frank’s frame seemed to droop and sadness or simple fatigue showed around his eyes. “Let’s get all this packed up for you then.” He opened his door. “Mary Lou, could you bring in an empty copy paper box please?”

“Sure thing.” Her syrupy voice seeped into Frank’s office, followed by the sound of her chair creaking and a bunch of sighs and grunts as she sorted through a pile of something, moving things around until she finally appeared, triumphant, in the doorway. “Here you are, honey. You need any help with this?”

Frank had retreated behind his desk and begun studying a piece of paper thereon.

I took the empty box, feeling weary myself. “No, thank you. Frank’s labeled everything for me, so I’ll just pack up and be on my way.”

“All right then,” she said, leaving behind a heavy cloud of perfume.

I stacked up envelopes and boxes, careful not to separate the post-its from each item. “Frank, excuse the interruption but I do have one more question.”

“Shoot.”

“Well, Ed’s death is, or was, under investigation, but I got the run-around when I called the sheriff’s office. Do you know what came of the investigation?”

Frank shook his head. “No.”

“So you haven’t communicated with the authorities at all?”

“Well, no. What could I tell them without betraying a confidence? All of Ed’s estate, if we can call it that, is for your eyes only.”

I nodded, trying for a reassuring tone. “Okay, I appreciate your taking his privacy so seriously. Listen, would you just let me know if you do hear anything? I feel like there’s something I’m missing in all this.”

He pointed. “All that, you mean?”

“No. Something larger. An investigation, or not. The run-around at the sheriff’s office.”

Frank nodded. “Sheriff Fox is still finding his footing here. But I’ve no reason to think he’s not a good man.”

“No,” I said. “Neither do I.”

“I’ll stay in touch, Jordan, don’t you worry. We’re a tight-knit community up here.” 

I shook Frank’s hand. “Thanks for your careful work here, Frank. I guess I’d better get to work too.” 

I got out of there, cradling the box with the care I reserved for infants and puppies. Not that I had much experience with babies. I knew enough not to drop one. The box of paper was a treasure, all mine, waiting to be plundered, and maybe even to answer some of my lingering questions. 

I wondered if I should stop by the sheriff’s office while I was in town. Or would it be the coroner? My mother’s admonishment reverberated in my mind: ‘Don’t go asking for trouble. Let things be.’ For that night, I took her advice. I was tired and tomorrow would be another day. I had more immediate things to worry about, like what was inside the envelopes.

I settled the box into the passenger seat of my car and belted it in, just in case. Hey, babies and puppies and treasure. You can’t be too careful.

I stopped on my way out of town at the Food Lion. I looked around the deli case at chicken dehydrated from too long under the heat lamps and in the cold section, pimento cheese and Jell-O salad. Luckily, I was hungry enough to overlook the flaws and just buy something. I tossed a container of pimento cheese into my basket and made a bee-line for the beer aisle, grabbed a six-pack, some mint tea, Oreos, and pasta. Grandpa would have a pantry full of preserves, real oatmeal, grits and smoked fish. We’d have a picnic together and go through the box. 

The box. I started to sweat along my brow. Should I have left it in the car? Right, like I’d bring it into the store and fasten it into a child seat. Or would I? I asked the nice lady for a pack of Virginia Slims, which I thought I might not smoke, given the nature all around and the pure air, but I bought the damn things anyway. The lady smiled as if to say ‘It’s okay, sugar, I have a pack in my Chevy too.’  I wondered a little about the surprising comfort of my corporate lawyer self feeling this camaraderie with the checker, and over cigarettes, cancer sticks, of all things. I paid for my groceries, hurried to the car and buckled in next to The Box. Twenty minutes to Grandpa’s. I turned towards Lake Toxaway and took my speed as high as the curvy roads would allow. I had things to do. Grandpa wouldn’t want me wasting time.

READ MORE! Buy Jordan Falls at www.Amazon.com 
(Liesl Wilke writing as L.D. Thornton)

