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        A Voice of Reason is a work of fiction. Although I’ve pushed hard to make the characters in it feel authentic, none of them are based on real people. There are certain elements of Georgia law that are in fact real, but that information is meant only to lend more credibility to the scenes I’ve invented for this novel, and to arguably add some level of logic, maybe even trustworthiness, to the decisions that the characters make as the story unfolds. Lawyers in places all over the world do important work for their communities, and many of them come across very interesting cases while in service of their client and vocation. But trust me when I say that there is another side to the work that can be quite tedious at times, not to mention rather dry. For that reason, I’ve taken more than a few liberties in how I’ve gone about applying any of the real law found throughout this book. It’s all for the story, friends, but I’m sure you understand.

      

        

      
        Now, with that truly warmhearted disclaimer in mind, I do hope you enjoy A Voice of Reason, the fifth novel from my series of Blake County Legal Thrillers.

      

        

      
        Until next time,

        Joe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my father, the best man I’ll ever know.
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        “Good wishes alone will not ensure peace.”

         —Alfred Nobel

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      He had his eyes on the screen when the message came in. It was from an unknown number, but the type that bore a not-so-random 706 area code, the kind that his father relied on whenever he had to make use of a cell phone. Such occasions were certainly rare, though, which was something the man liked to make known to nearly everyone he dealt with. No personal matters over email or phone. That was how it was for anyone who dealt with the Great Man. And there were no exceptions, not even for family.

      Art Mortlake stopped his scrolling and waited for a moment until the notification banner disappeared from the screen on his cell phone.

      In the time since Art had been away for college, some three and a half years now, he’d only been contacted by the man a handful of times over the phone. That’s because whenever possible, his father preferred to send all personal communication the old-fashioned way—through the actual mail.

      Not that the letters themselves included anything of substance. Most were just simple notes that read like business correspondence, the kind meant to function as a sort of paper trail. His father used the letters to confirm the quarterly bank deposits he made into Art’s personal account, to request updated copies of Art’s academic transcript, and sometimes even to schedule the rare in-person meeting between father and son.

      Whenever Art and his father spoke directly, an event that only happened about twice a year, the two men almost always did so face-to-face. This had as much to do with his father’s dislike for chitchat, particularly the kind that took place through the phone, as it did the man’s concerns over the cell phones themselves. Art’s father had strong opinions on data collection and the monitoring of phone conversations that bordered on paranoia. But somehow, the man wore his wariness of modern technology as if it were yet another stamp of the Mortlake Family’s immense privilege.

      Their life wasn’t anything like that of a provincial, he’d say, and everyday people weren’t the ones who needed to worry about their personal affairs coming under any real scrutiny. But a Mortlake did. And this was how the Great Man made his case to anyone who tried to argue he should act differently.

      Not that this tin-hat stance on cell phone use really affected that many people. Art’s father—Clive Mortlake—maintained very few friends, and he only allowed direct contact from a handful of trustworthy names. Keeping his tight-knit network allowed for him to live and work from the shadows (i.e. a compound in North Georgia, of all places), where he oversaw all the family’s investments and businesses from a secure space, and from where he delegated to others nearly everything that didn’t require his time and attention.

      The man had more money than a person could spend in five lifetimes, so, of course the eldest Mortlake’s gaze continually rested on the finite resources that couldn’t be bought. And time, being the most precious among them, was something the Great Man didn’t spend over the phone. He insisted it be spent instead on what mattered most to him: Mortlake business, his causes, and the people he still believed in.

      This was how Clive Mortlake spent his life—his time.

      But he didn’t have much left.
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        * * *

      

      Art Mortlake took in a deep breath, set his eyes on the screen of his cell phone, then mashed the message icon with his thumb. As expected, the text message from the unknown 706 number was in fact from his father. And per usual, the words from the man were cryptic, curt:

      Art, I believe the time has come for us to talk about your future. I’ll expect you tomorrow, Saturday, December 14, by 4:00 p.m. We can discuss any questions you may have after your arrival. Declan will be in touch with regard to any travel arrangements. Expect his call before 10:00 p.m. tonight. Do not ignore this message. No need to reply.

      -Dad

      A smirk crept onto Art’s face when his eyes met the last line in his father’s message. The word Dad looked out of place, like a foreign term among the other carefully assembled words that comprised that unexpected note.

      Clive Mortlake was a great man who invariably appeared each year on the Forbes 400, usually somewhere in the top half of its well-heeled midfield. He’d served on the boards of several publicly traded corporations and was the soon-to-retire chief executive officer for their family’s multi-national mining company. And he was also, as one might expect, seated at the head of Mortlake Ventures, their SFO (i.e. single-family office), which served as the primary investment vehicle for the family’s $10 billion or so they claimed in assets, as well as the philanthropic arm for the family’s many charitable activities.

      The Great Man wasn’t much of a Dad, though, Art thought. But maybe he was getting sentimental in his final months, or maybe this was him wanting to finally open up some kind of dialogue, a discussion of sorts that might allow for father and son to finally make amends. That’s what a lot of people probably felt they needed to do at the end of their life, maybe even someone like Clive Mortlake.

      Although Art’s father was only fifty-seven, the man had an aggressive form of cancer spreading from his colon, the kind that even a Mortlake couldn’t pay to make go away. And news of this diagnosis some three months earlier had come as a terrible shock. Because how could it not, right? No one really walked into their doctor’s office for a yearly physical with the expectation that they might leave only days later with a newly inked death warrant—yet that’s what happened to him.

      Now, most knew that Art’s father maintained a fairly demanding schedule, but few probably appreciated how hard the man worked to keep himself trim and fit. Clive Mortlake ate right, made sound decisions, and never overindulged in alcohol or drugs. In fact, even with the dark clouds bearing down on him, he looked healthy, certainly healthier than the majority of men his age. But that’s cancer. It doesn’t discriminate, as they say, and the dull pain that Art’s father had dealt with off and on was something he should’ve asked his doctors about sooner.

      Art still struggled with the idea, with the fact that his father had let the cancer come in and take him by surprise. The man was tough, and he was smart, too, and for as long as Art could remember, his father had never been the type of person to stick his head in the sand when it came to a problem. But this, he’d been stupid about. He’d let the exact things that made him a force in the world of business—his toughness, his grit, his capacity to persist—prevent early detection. He’d let himself explain away the weight loss, the fatigue, even the blood in his stool. He’d let himself wait and see, until it was too late.

      He'd let himself make the mistake.

      Art read his father’s words over once more, set the message to memory, then deleted it all from his phone. He wasn’t really surprised by the message. Nor was he frustrated by the man’s heavy-handedness, his expectation that Art simply needed to accept this less than twenty-four-hour notice and drop everything before their meeting.

      No, none of that bothered him. Not really.

      But what did frustrate Art was the fact that his father still couldn’t even bring himself to call with more details about his health and give Art just a little hint as to why he really needed his son to be there so soon.

      What a prideful, selfish father to grow up with, Art thought.

      But what an incredible man for the world to soon be without.
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      Art placed his phone on the bar in front of him, then picked up his beer and finished it. He knew he needed to get himself better prepared for what would eventually come—for whatever terrible news his father wanted to share with him during their meeting tomorrow—but Art was much too sober to deal with all of that at the moment.

      He decided it would be best to first get himself into the right headspace, a process that would entail at least two more drinks, possibly three, and maybe a bit of what he had tucked inside the front pocket of his jacket. Then, once he had his mind right, Art planned on breaking his father’s little rule on cell phone use.

      He had to.

      After all, Art was the man’s only son, and he felt he deserved to know how much time they had left. Because only three months ago, the prognosis sounded grim: the patient had between six months and a year, maybe, although the oncologist couldn’t be sure.

      So, what were the doctors saying now? Art wanted to know. Had the timeline shifted? If so, by how much? Days? Weeks? Months? Frustrated, he shoved the empty beer bottle away.

      Art and his father had a complicated history, but he still couldn’t figure out why the man wasn’t willing to tell him more about the cancer. If Clive Mortlake felt the need to reach out on such short notice, needed to plan a face-to-face just a day in advance, then something was clearly wrong. And if the man had even an inkling that tomorrow might be their last in-person meeting between father and son, then Art felt he deserved to know that ahead of time.

      That’s why Art was going to need to call his father up directly, why he was going to need to find out exactly what was in store for their little sit-down tomorrow. The man might refuse to tell him everything over the phone, which was fine, but Art wanted to at least know if this was likely the end.

      Because if it was—the end, that is—then Art was on the verge of being the last Mortlake left.
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        * * *

      

      Art turned and spoke in the direction of a nearby pool table. “I need to head out back, boys.”

      Art and some of his old teammates had spent the last hour or so catching up around the main bar area inside The Blue, a little two-story college dive that held tight to the corner of West Peabody and South Gregson. Their unofficial pre-party had all but broken up, though, and most from the group had already decided to move on up the road for the night’s main event—an engagement party, of all things.

      But a few of the guys still remained, and Walker Boyd, one of the stragglers, was who called back a response: “Don’t forget we’re all supposed to be over there by eight.”

      “It’s only seven-forty, Boyd. There’s still plenty of time.”

      “Then let’s be early.”

      “The Peach Basket is literally two blocks over from here.”

      “I know where we’re going.” Boyd said this as he shifted his attention back to the game he had going on the pool table. It was with some Zetas who were still in school. Both looked well out of the big man’s league. “It hasn’t been that long since I graduated.”

      “Let’s not start rehashing your glory days. We all know you spent most of them at the far end of the pine.”

      “I’m not.” Boyd’s tone couldn’t hide the fact that he didn’t like the comment about his playing time, or lack thereof. “I’m just reminding you what direction you should be headed, good buddy.”

      “Oh, is that what we are?” Art asked. “You want us to be tight now?”

      “Don’t start getting all testy with me.” Boyd smiled when he said this, as did the pair of blondes who were with him. “Nobody here wants to see you jump this table and come after me like some tough guy. Besides, that’s your only move, Mortlake, and we’re all tired of it.”

      “Don’t start with that.”

      “I’m not starting anything…” Boyd put both hands up, did the mock protest thing. “I’ve put all that mess in the past.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Well, I plan to, at least while we’re helping out with this wedding.”

      Art couldn’t help but notice how the chatter in the barroom had quieted down a bit, how a few more faces had turned to look over his way. He had a reputation, one that people expected he live up to. And although Art knew that tonight probably wasn’t the best one for him to risk adding anything more to his public record, he also knew his old teammate pretty well, and Walker Boyd rarely stopped this kind of self-righteous banter until there was real pushback.

      “Well, that’s really good of you, Boyd.” Art flexed both hands, felt a familiar stiffness in his left wrist. “I’ll be sure you get your participation award framed after the wedding.”

      “Keep being an asshole if you like, but it’s Tom who asked us to bury the hatchet, remember?” Boyd’s voice had a condescending tone to it now, one that matched his dated metaphors and whole scolding-older-brother routine. “Now, I know you’re not too big on sticking with your commitments and all⁠—”

      Art was about to take a step toward Boyd when he noticed, out of the corner of his eye, the redhead who was standing off to the other side of the pool table. She had her cell phone pointed in Art’s direction, and she wasn’t being all that discreet about it. He guessed she was probably filming, just in case.

      “I remember what we agreed to.” Art spoke slowly now. “And besides, you know I put the past in the past a long time ago. I had to.”

      “Good,” Boyd said with a wink. “I guess as long as you can think about someone other than yourself for a change, then we’ll all be just fine.”

      Art let the comment pass as he turned around to face the sticky, oak bar that had been at his back. He caught the attention of his favorite bartender, ordered another beer for himself, then added a few more shots for good measure.

      “Hey Boyd, how about you have one of these with me?” Art turned in his place so that he could still lean with his back against the bar. His eyes went to the opposite end of the pool table, where his old teammate stood. “It’s been way too long since we got rowdy together.”

      “You’re damn right it’s been too long.” Boyd leaned over the table, lined his pool cue up for the next shot. “But I told Tom we’d all keep things relaxed tonight, at least until Zoe’s family decides to take off. That’s what they asked us all to do.”

      “Right.” Art took a sip of his beer, smiled. This wasn’t the first he was hearing about such mandate. The newly engaged pair—Tom and Zoe—claimed that a quasi-teetotal vibe was exactly what they wanted for the night’s festivities, but Art doubted that this was really the case. He knew Tom’s family well, and he’d heard plenty about Zoe’s people, so his gut told him that this little suggestion to go light on the booze had little to do with creating a family-friendly atmosphere. No, what it had to do with was appearances, and when it came to the bride-to-be, Zoe Mitchell, nothing mattered more than how things appeared to be.

      Art understood this side to her better than most.

      Boyd paused his shot to ask his question. “You are planning to behave, right Mortlake?”

      “It’ll be fine. You handle any brown-nosing with the Bible-beating in-laws. I’ll keep on living my life.”

      “No surprise there.” Boyd then let the pool cue rip, showboated a bit as one of the striped balls slid smoothly into a corner pocket. He didn’t look at Art as he stalked around to the other side of the table, lined up another shot. “It’s your world and we’re all just living in it…”

      Art shook his head. “You think I’d try and screw up Tom’s engagement party?”

      “Did I say that?” Boyd asked this as he hammered the last striped ball on the table, sending it back in Art’s direction like a rocket. The ball made a loud clang after it met the inside of the pocket. “I don’t think I said anything of the sort. I’m just making sure you show up, Art.”

      “Just get off your high horse and have one of these with me.” Art picked up two of the small plastic cups from the bar, held one out to his old Duke teammate. He had enough problems to think and drink about that night. He didn’t care to collect any new ones. “We’ll drink to whatever you like, Boyd.”

      “Fine.” Boyd was shaking his head, but at least he was starting to walk over to accept the drink. “Remember, though, I’m not the guy who’s supposed to be keeping an eye on everything. That’s something you—one of the groomsmen—is tasked with doing.”

      “Oh, I disagree.” Art handed Boyd one of the shots of brown liquor. “When a friend is dumb enough to be getting married at twenty-two, then it’s on his boys, especially the ones who he’s asked to be groomsmen, to make sure that his last days as a free man are spent in good company.”

      Boyd downed his shot, coughed. “And you think you’re in that good company?”

      Art knew his old teammate was just trying to needle him now. It was the way Boyd was. It was the way he went about getting under a person’s skin, and the approach wasn’t all that different from how Walker Boyd once liked to play ball. A shove here, an elbow there, a grab of the jersey whenever he got behind you on the block. It was his way. He chipped and chipped at you, until he forced a mistake.

      “Hell, I’m the best of company,” Art said. He paused a moment so that he could knock back his own shot of bourbon. “That’s why people like having me around. There’s always that potential for a great time…”

      Boyd only nodded at this. The six-eight Tennessee boy had left the Duke program after graduating two years earlier, but he’d been a rising junior the year that Art came to Durham. Boyd went on to finish his college career as a four-year letterman, although the minutes he’d received throughout his years were the kind that came during garbage time, or when a coach needed to send a message, needed a player who could do a little dirty work in the paint. Still, Boyd could have been a starter at a lot of other schools. He was big and thick and surprisingly fast, especially for someone who talked with a slow, Southern drawl such as his.

      Except here’s the thing, Boyd had wanted to play ball in Durham, just like Art.

      And although Walker Boyd had that swooped hair look of a guy who’d learned to hoop in the parking lot of his old man’s country club, he was anything but soft. He’d made his reputation as someone who worked hard, as someone who made the most of the opportunities given to him, which was precisely why Boyd had always harbored a dislike for the other athletes who chose to squander their own opportunities.

      People just like Art.

      “Well, you’re right about that potential,” Boyd finally said, turning back to the pool table. “There’s always been plenty of that with you.”

      Art turned and picked up his cell phone from the bar, grabbed the bottle of beer beside it. Behind him, he could hear Boyd starting to sum up his little fireside chat.

      “I won’t go lecturing you about all the promise and potential and success you pissed away, though.” Boyd spoke loud enough for most in the room to probably hear. “I’m not your daddy, Mortlake…”

      Art considered the weight of the bottle in his hand, even pictured it smashing against the side of Boyd’s skull, spraying beer and glass throughout much of the room. He took in a deep breath, though, and paused long enough to remind himself that it was best to just leave the comment alone. Besides, Boyd didn’t know the first thing about what he was talking about. He just wanted to chip and chip and chip until he got some kind of reaction, like he’d been able to get from Art in the past.

      But things were different now, Art thought. He couldn’t afford to be that person anymore.

      Boyd leaned over the green felt surface of the pool table, lined up his last shot. “Let me know when you’re done just trying to have a good time.” Boyd spoke with his head turned so that he could look at Art, then let the shot fly on the table. It caught the edge of the eight ball, pushed it into one of the table’s side pockets. Thump.

      Art held the big man’s gaze. “You didn’t call your shot, good buddy.”

      Boyd seemed to ignore the weak comment. “Let’s all get going,” he said, placing his pool cue on the empty table. “This thing starts in about fifteen, right?”

      “Always good catching up.” Art said this as he started walking away, angling himself toward the back of the bar. “I’ll see you later on at the party. If you make it there before I do, tell Tom he needs a drink.”

      “Come on, Art, we can all just roll up there together.”

      Art didn’t say anything. He knew he was in the wrong, so he just waved a hand.

      “Fine, go ahead and be selfish,” Boyd called out, his voice at full volume. “Just don’t go disappearing on us tonight.”

      “I’ll show up, Boyd.” Art didn’t look back. “You know I always do.”
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      Art made his way along the edge of the bar. As he did so, he stole a glance at the wall behind it, at the line of jerseys that hung high in a row of shadowboxes. The Blue was the kind of bar that looked from the outside like it was just another run-of-the-mill college watering hole, but the place was a favorite among a certain group of students who were there for school in Durham, mainly the partiers and athletes. And because of this, the bar owners had been gifted dozens of jerseys from big-name basketball players who’d come through there during the past couple of decades. The jerseys were all signed, too, and the boxes each had a picture of its star player in action.

      The names on those jerseys were of legends, at least most of them were.

      There were also a few on that wall who were considered, well, more obscure players. The names on those jerseys weren’t the guys who’d made it to the NBA, not even for a cup of coffee, but they were still players who’d all found their own unique place in the program’s history.

      And on that wall of old Duke players—among them, previous lottery picks, all-conference studs, and former All-Americans—was also his jersey: a ripped, blue-and-white #20 from a season three years earlier. This jersey’s story was different from all the rest on that wall, as evidenced by the faded splatter of blood across the front of it and the wild picture and caption selected for the box. The copper plaque on it read:

      
        
        The Tallahassee Tussle – January 18, 2022

      

      

      Art Mortlake got his first real minutes during a Monday night home game, a non-conference matchup against the South’s most prestigious military college. The Citadel’s starting five didn’t offer much of a test for the Duke squad that night, but the game still provided a valuable opportunity for the home team to get reps in at full speed, and for the coaching staff to evaluate the quality of any young talent they had waiting near the bottom of the depth chart.

      The decision to play Art and the other freshmen was probably made well before tip-off. The coaches needed to keep minutes down on the team’s everyday starters, keep them healthy before things opened up the following week with conference play. And they probably needed to find out who they could trust coming off the bench. So, during the team’s first thirty-second timeout, the coaches finally decided to give Art and a few others the nod.

      He still remembered everything about the moment. The boys were all gathered together, getting coached up on the sideline, when one of the assistants called it out from the other side of the huddle: Mortlake, get ready, you’re taking Silva’s spot at the two.

      Art entered the game with twelve minutes left in the first half. He put in a good shift, too, racking up four dimes, three steals, and fifteen points.

      This debut performance came as a surprise to those who followed the team closely from the stands. Not many expected Art Mortlake—a freshman shooting guard billed at an ambitious six-two, one-eighty-five in the program—to be much of a factor that season. This was because most people didn’t quite trust the idea that Art deserved his spot on the team, deserved his opportunity to take the floor and hoop with the best in the country. Their lack of trust had to do, in part, with what Art looked like: another fair-haired, undersized product out of the lilywhite prep leagues along the East Coast, which he was. And it had even more to do with who he was: heir to one of the country’s largest fortunes.

      Not that it wasn’t right for the fans and sportswriters to harbor suspicions. The roster spot that Art occupied as a freshman—for a short time, at least—placed him on a team that was filled end-to-end with the best college basketball players in the country, a line-up packed with the bluest of the blue-chip prospects. So, when it became news that Art Mortlake, a three-star wing who most considered a mid-tier prospect, might soon join the side in Durham, the selection raised eyebrows.

      Lots of them.

      To be fair, though, the scouts and local sports journalists did at least acknowledge Art’s impressive toolset: elite speed, above-average skill on the defensive end, a light touch from pretty much anywhere inside twenty-five feet. Those same insiders just also pointed to the fact that he was outside the top-tier rankings put together by the national services. And every single one of them questioned his ability to compete, at least in terms of guard play, with the other players who’d made their way to the highest summit of college basketball.

      But Art’s last name—and the wealth his family commanded—was really what made things messy.

      The accusations began rolling in as soon as the school announced Art’s commitment to play ball in Durham. They got ugly, too, as did the conspiracy theories that followed, but it all sort of became part of the legend that surrounded Art’s very short-lived time on the hardwood: Mortlake money paid for the roster spot, number 20’s daddy applied pressure to somewhere high above, nasty people blackmailed a decision-maker to secure Art’s spot at Duke, etc., etc.

      No one could ever deny what happened, though. Not before. Not after.

      And it was that Monday night home game against the cadets from Charleston that really started it all. It gave fans a glimpse of something special. People outside the program started to question the assumptions they’d first made about Art, about his place on the team. Their suspicions fell to the wayside over the course of the ten games that followed, too, because every single time Art stepped out onto that court, everyone watched him go to work.

      They watched him do what he once did best: shoot the lights out.

      Art followed up his solid debut performance with another fifteen-point night, this time against Gonzaga. Then he scored eighteen points when they went to Columbus to visit Ohio State and had twenty-three more when they hosted South Carolina State at Cameron Indoor.

      Although Art never cracked the starting five that season, he continued to come off the bench night after night and thrash teams from beyond the arc. He posted valuable minutes and kept hitting big shots in their games against App State, Elon, both of the Techs, Miami, Wake, and at the end—Florida State.

      The game in Tallahassee was Art’s last. He posted a modest stat line: 9 points, 2 rebounds, 2 assists, 2 steals, 0 blocks—1 technical foul.
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        * * *

      

      The announcement was swift. The school suspended Art, pending an ongoing investigation, which didn’t come as much of a surprise to anyone who’d witnessed the Tallahassee incident live.

      Then, the video soon started making the rounds, a clip from the fight that spread across social media like wildfire.

      The recording captured everything in incredible detail: Art diving into the second row of the stands, his fists pummeling the faces of not one, but two unsuspecting fans, then players from both teams, along with security staff, finally jumping into the mix, pulling Art back out of the stands by his arms and ripped jersey.

      The bizarre scene looked outrageous, unimaginable, and quickly became the hottest, most delicious story for the talking heads of sports media.

      The team flew back to Durham that night, leaving Art behind at one of the area hospitals, where he was a patient who was also technically in the custody of the Leon County Sheriff’s Office. And while he waited on news as to his official criminal charges, the doctors handed over a crushing update of their own: scans of Art’s left hand and wrist revealed a scaphoid fracture, which wasn’t good, along with significant damage to both the fourth and fifth metacarpal of that same hand.

      Art caught two charges for aggravated battery, posted bail the next day, then headed for Louisiana to undergo surgery.

      The following week, he officially parted ways with the team.
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        * * *

      

      Now, Art doesn’t admit this to anyone, but he still thinks about that night in Tallahassee almost every day.

      After the game ended, while he waited in the hospital, Art’s father came down from Georgia to see him. The man stood right next to his hospital bed, the one Art’s good wrist remained handcuffed to, and he explained to Art exactly how everything would work going forward: the best hand specialist had already been lined up to perform the surgery, the best physical therapists were ready to handle his rehab, their all-world attorney would be there within the hour, and another well-known local lawyer had already been engaged to assist in Art’s defense of the criminal case.

      Art was a Mortlake, dammit, and on that night, Clive Mortlake assured his son that he would certainly receive the best care, best counsel, and best results possible.

      But that would be it.

      Nothing more.

      That night, Art’s father made it clear that their relationship—what little of it remained at that point between father and son—essentially ended there. Art was a liability who couldn’t be trusted. It was the conclusion being drawn at that very moment by every sportswriter in the country, and it was a fact being brought into existence by every newsperson given the opportunity to comment on the fight.

      Above all, though, Art’s recklessness had tarnished the public’s perception of the Mortlake men.

      Which is why Clive Mortlake, then and there, made it known that he would not, under any circumstances, bring Art into the family business. Not for as long as he lived.

      It was what was best for the family. It was the way things had to be.

      Except now his father was dying.
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      With the pool tables and main bar area to his back, Art started down a long corridor that led him toward the rear of the building. People littered the hallway, leaning against the walls, talking and laughing, while others chatted up strangers as they waited in long lines for the bathrooms. Art nodded as he passed a few of the familiar faces along the way, said a quick hello to an old girlfriend who still texted him late at night, even caught an invite to another bar sometime later on into the evening.

      Everyone was young. No one was in a rush. It was just another Friday night.

      Art loved college. And he knew a lot of the faces in and around campus, especially those of the other upperclassmen who liked hitting the bars on weekdays. Sure, there were still plenty of people around the school who looked at him and saw three things: a short-lived basketball career, an unproven commodity on the court, a cocky, absurdly privileged guy who once exhibited the recklessness of a should-be two-time felon. But there were also people around campus who saw Art in a slightly better light: still cocky, although arguably a decent guy, who had the dependable reputation of a charming, somewhat lovable fuck-up.

      Art knew things needed to change, though. He was now in his senior year at Duke, which, to be fair, he’d only arrived at by some strange miracle (i.e. a sizable donation), because even he agreed that the school’s administration probably should’ve kicked him out after the fight in Tallahassee.

      Except that’s not what happened in the end. The charges brought against him in Florida evaporated when the two victims decided not to prosecute, and Art’s lawyers, of course, put on an impressive case when they sat for his hearing before the CB, Duke’s conduct board. One decision shouldn’t cause a promising young man to lose everything, his attorneys had argued, certainly not one with Art Mortlake’s level of potential.

      It helped that Art was a good student, as did the fact that Clive Mortlake wanted to hand over a no-strings donation that was somewhere in the millions.

      So eventually, things worked themselves out. The powers that be latched onto Art’s contributions in the classroom in justifying their decision not to expel him at the end of his freshman year. And Art’s privilege to remain on campus, as just a student, remained in place, conditioned upon his maintenance of a certain GPA. The school also quietly accepted the donation from Mortlake Enterprises, a contribution they deemed wholly unrelated to Art’s continued enrollment at Duke. Then everyone officially put the matter to rest.

      Except money wasn’t able to change everything. It couldn’t get the NCAA’s two-year ban lifted, nor could it accelerate the healing of the bones in Art’s left hand. Both eventually caused him to dispense with any illusions of returning to the basketball court, and, with time, Art turned his sights to enjoying all the things his college years had to offer.

      Although it’s true that Art no longer enjoyed the perks of being a ballplayer on campus, he still had plenty to like about being a student at Duke. With his more than three years living there in the Piedmont, he’d fallen into a routine that made the region feel like home, and for some strange reason, he’d come to develop a sort of interest in some of the names forever tied to the history of Durham.

      No, Art couldn’t go back and change anything about the fight in Tallahassee. Nor would he—even if he could—go back and change what had defined his last few years: the partying, the girls, the days that started in the afternoon. But if the words in his father’s rather vague text message—specifically: I believe the time has come for us to talk about your future—meant Art would soon be tasked with managing the billions of dollars that were under his father’s command, then that meant a lot of things for Art. The first being the most obvious: that Art needed to be ready to shift course.

      Durham had taught him about other men who’d done such things before.
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        * * *

      

      There is an argument that James B. Duke did with tobacco what Rockefeller did with oil, and Carnegie with steel. But the sound of the bull whistle blowing from one of Duke’s factories isn’t what continues to reverberate throughout his old North Carolina town, nor is his legacy anchored to the sweetish odor of tonka bean, the pungent scent of the tobacco stemmeries that once wafted over the streets of Durham. In fact, today, the average person probably doesn’t draw any kind of connection between Duke and the American Tobacco Company, the warehouses along Morgan, or the things of the past that once made his city the center of the bright-leaf belt.

      But that’s because in December of 1924, Mr. Duke made a decision that would forever shape the family’s name. An endowment of $40 million—the modern equivalent of $75 million—was established for several benefactions, but a strong focus was placed on those programs that would aid in growing a hospital on the campus of the city’s little university, a school once founded by Quakers and Methodists. And not long after that, when Mr. Duke died the following year, his last will and testament provided that an increase be made to the endowment, bringing the total sum to somewhere around $80 million—which amounts to roughly $150 million in today’s monies.

      In 1925 this was the largest endowment that’d ever come out of the South. It was made to a city in a region that was already struggling, and it was made in a time when the country was nearing the worst economic downturn in its history. Mr. Duke’s decision to make this end-of-life bequest not only survived the Great Depression, but it also ensured his family’s name would endure long after the fall of the institutions that had defined the South during his time: textile mills, tobacco, and the white man’s segregated, blatant mistreatment of others.

      So, nowadays, the connection between Duke and Durham and North Carolina isn’t really about tobacco or the past. Duke is more so tied to those beautiful campuses that lie to the northwest of Durham’s city center, their handsome stone buildings and gothic architecture. The Duke name is on those world-class research facilities, the hospital, and on the diplomas of every student who graduates from any one of the school’s top-ranked undergraduate or professional programs. And Duke is a name that’s synonymous with basketball, because it’s found on that sacred hardwood inside Cameron Indoor Stadium.

      For someone like young Art Mortlake, a child who grew up with an almost unfathomable amount of wealth, the stories that surrounded the great families—those with surnames like Duke, Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, Carnegie, Ford, etc.—they weren’t just part of history. Those names didn’t just pop up when high school teachers taught lessons about the rise of industrialism in America. Young Art didn’t see those families, the people in them, as mythical beings, nor did he view their stories as cautionary tales about the consolidation of wealth, a reimagined version of aristocracy in America, or the root cause of the countless inequities that existed throughout the world.

      He just viewed their stories as the history of people like him.

      He knew first-hand what their privilege really meant. He knew that their wealth and status certainly made things so much easier. But he also appreciated the fact that the birth lottery didn’t fix everything, didn’t make everything easy. So, despite all of Art’s faults, his many mistakes, he still had his whole life ahead of him to do something worthy of respect, maybe even self-respect. And he held great admiration for the men and women who chose to do important things with their own vast wealth. Art saw in their stories the power that money had when it came to shaping a family’s legacy.

      The choice had to be made, though. It was almost like a fact of life, at least for people like him, and it carried with it a decision that wasn’t easy for anyone to make. How much should a person give away? It was a question he was beginning to think about more and more, especially in the wake of his father’s recent diagnosis. How much is enough?

      Art knew that his family had given away quite a lot during his father’s lifetime, certainly more than some of Clive Mortlake’s peers, but Art also knew that their family’s wealth had continued to grow at an exponential rate during that same span of time.

      Clive Mortlake would be remembered differently by those people who didn’t really know him, people who saw him for only his businesses and charitable efforts, just as Art might one day be remembered in a way he didn’t yet understand. Art had started to wonder, though, if it mattered at all what he or his father did in their personal lives. Or if all of it, even the false steps, would eventually be glossed over once enough money went to the right causes.

      Art wasn’t yet sure—but he planned to have a good time until he found his answer.
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      It’s important to note that the Mortlake name isn’t up there with the most recognizable surnames found in 20th Century American History. It’s certainly old money, though, at least by American standards.

      Although Art didn’t know everything about the earliest origins of his family’s wealth, he learned at an early age that it was his namesake—Arthur E. Mortlake—who the Mortlake Family considered responsible for elevating their station to America’s upper-crust. Big Arthur—as Art liked to call him—amassed several million dollars in the years leading up to the First World War, then left it all behind when German machine gun fire cut him down during the final weeks of the Battle of Passchendaele, a ferocious and difficult campaign that left thousands buried in the fields of Flanders.

      That was 1917.

      With the death of Big Arthur, the family at that time was essentially the newly widowed Helen Mortlake, and her young child, Art’s great-grandfather. Although times were much different then, Helen still managed to take control of the stakes they had in a number of companies. Two of them mined and cut timber in the central parts of Appalachia. Another prospected in places on the West Coast. And three others ran short-line railroads along the East Coast. Helen chose to remarry after some years, but her subsequent marriage never produced another child. The family all moved onto an estate in coastal Connecticut, a four-hundred-forty-acre farm that has remained with the Mortlake family to this day, and the rest is, as they say, history.

      Now, it's Art’s understanding that in the years that followed, it was Helen who made the shrewd decisions that led to shifting a large portion of the family’s investments to the banks on Wall Street. The US economy had hit its stride, and Helen got in on the markets at a time that allowed the family to take full advantage of the boom that occurred during the 1920s. Westinghouse Electric. American Telephone and Telegraph. General Motors. On and on.

      The Mortlake assets ballooned.

      But as the Roaring Twenties began to draw to a close, Helen, almost prophetically, began to concern herself with protecting the family’s assets. Her only son, Art’s great-grandfather, was easing into his early teenage years then, so she made the decision during the early summer of 1929 to cash out eighty percent of the family’s holdings that’d been invested in the stock market. The sum was somewhere north of $30 million. Helen divvied the spoils up among the industries that her late husband, Big Arthur, once valued, those like mining, timber, and rail, then stuffed the lion’s share of it into the sectors that she’d kept her eye on, those like real estate, foreign banks, and aviation manufacturing.

      Black Tuesday hit Wall Street in October of 1929. The Mortlake fortune, thanks to Helen, was left relatively unscathed, and the family didn’t just survive the Great Depression and the years that followed, it thrived.

      It was 1937 when Helen lost her second husband, and 1939 when her own health suddenly began to fail. Walter F. Mortlake—Art’s great-grandfather—was just twenty-four when he and his new wife were forced to go about the business of burying Helen.

      Walter took his mother’s place at the helm of their little empire during the summer of 1939.

      The Nazis marched into Poland not long after that.
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        * * *

      

      Art remembers the first time his father spoke to him in earnest about the string of early deaths that’d plagued their family. Little Art wasn’t much older than ten. The Great Man directed his son to attend the meeting—by way of a handwritten letter—and the two sat down together in the home office, at the appointed time, like adversaries: each positioned on opposite sides of a large mahogany desk. And from there, Art’s father spent an hour or so talking about the meaning of sacrifice, about their family’s commitment to military service.

      Their meeting took place a few weeks after Art lost his mother to a car wreck.

      Clive Mortlake told his son that their recent tragedy—the gruesome wreck that took his mother’s life on a hilly two-lane in North Georgia—wasn’t all that different from the ones that Art’s grandmother had to deal with some years ago. He said that their tragedy also wasn’t all that different from the grief that Art’s great-grandmother had dealt with.

      The comparisons confused Art at the time, but looking back, he could understand the line his father was trying to walk.

      Military service. Car accidents. Health scares. They had little in common, but they still fit neatly into the only explanation his father could muster, one meant to describe the pain a person feels when they lose someone they love.

      He explained that Walter F. Mortlake—Art’s great-grandfather—served in the US Army, Second Ranger Battalion. He’d been running the family’s companies and investment strategy for only a couple of years, those that followed the death of Helen Mortlake, when war broke out on multiple fronts. Walter joined up to fight in 1942, then shipped out the following year. When he lost his life during the offensive on Omaha Beach, he left behind a young wife, Pauline Mortlake, and a two-year-old son, Charles.

      Young Charles Mortlake, Art’s grandfather, grew up without a father of his own, but that didn’t stop him from enlisting in the US Navy when the conflict in Southeast Asia escalated to an all-out war. At the age of twenty-six, Charles shipped out to Vietnam, where he served on a twelve-man platoon, one tasked with carrying out missions in parts of South Vietnam. In December of 1968, Charles went missing in the Mekong Delta. And just as his father had before him, Charles Mortlake left behind a young wife, Judith Mortlake, and a young son, Clive.

      That conversation between Art and his father was one of the few times Clive Mortlake ever spoke about his own upbringing. He tried to explain how his years growing up without a father had made him more resilient, more purposeful. He tried to lay out how Art, in growing up without a mother, might also benefit in some of the ways that he had.

      It was a heart-wrenching, somewhat disgusting interpretation by Art’s father, but it was his best attempt at verbalizing how the tragedies of youth had affected him. It was his pre-apology for the years and years ahead, his justification for why he’d end up leaving Art mostly on his own, and it was a glimpse into how a family saddled itself with unnecessary burdens.

      Being a Mortlake wasn’t just about having immense privilege, he’d said.

      It was also about surviving.
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      Art reached for the metal door at the far end of the hallway, gave it a shove, then left the crowded, noisy corridor behind him. There was an Employees Only sign plastered to the outside of the swinging door, one probably meant to deter random college kids from wandering into the kitchen area, but Art sauntered past the sign in his snaffle-trim loafers. He wore a black custom suit, sans tie, and with the wad of cash in one pocket, and an eight ball at the ready, he felt like Henry Hill from Goodfellas, kind of favored him, too.

      Art glanced around the room and saw that no one manned the kitchen at the moment, so he dipped his hand inside the front pocket of his jacket and pulled the tight little baggie out. He began tapping it against the palm of his opposite hand, feeling the weight of the small, pebbly rocks that were inside it. He didn’t usually do the stuff, unless it was a special occasion. Which tonight was, he told himself, starting to rub the bag between his fingers, breaking the rocks up until everything inside the plastic started to feel more like a fine powder.

      And besides, he needed a little help, needed a little something to spur some action, especially given all that was on his mind: his father’s cancer, the whole groomsman thing, the responsibility and billions that awaited him…

      But what was the name of that club? Art asked himself, thinking back to that old mob movie. He was well aware that his mind was straying from what was important.

      Art knew the place popped up in one of those early scenes from the 90s Oscar-winner, maybe thirty minutes into the film. He could picture it in his head: Henry rolls up to that club. It’s his first date out with Karen, and when they pull up to where they’re going for dinner, Henry just leaves his Cadillac at the curb, right out front, then walks Karen inside, taking her in through the kitchen. The guy starts handing out twenty-dollar bills to everyone he sees, and then the pair strolls right up to a table that’s within feet of the stage—a place for the VIPs among VIPs.

      Art shook his head. He tended to lock onto a thought, a question—especially a problem he couldn’t yet figure out—and sometimes it took everything in his power just to leave the thought alone. And it didn’t matter how trivial the question was, he often had to go back to it, over and over, until an answer finally came to mind.

      He took another glance around the kitchen, searching for his roommate. Art knew that his friend would know the answer.

      “Hey, Frank!” Art shouted. “Where you at?”

      He waited for a long moment, heard no response. Then he noticed the door at the other end of the room. It was open, swung out wide, and from where Art stood, he could see out through the open doorway to the narrow alleyway that ran behind the bar. It looked cold out there.

      “Frank, my boy!” he called out, this time louder. “You out back?”
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        * * *

      

      The Blue itself was just another college bar at the edge of West Campus, but plenty of students preferred it over the other options that were available, and hordes of young people poured through its doors nearly every night of the week. Very few came there because of the food, though, and the owners knew this.

      In fact, Todd and Brad, the couple who ran The Blue, had an incredibly clear vision for what they wanted their bar to be about. And the guys often proclaimed that they made their bacon by way of the realtor’s mantra—location, location, location—and The Blue certainly had all three: proximity to campus, proximity to ballplayers, and, of course, proximity to all the best-looking co-eds who liked to party.

      So, the owners didn’t give a rip about the food. And on most nights, the bartenders and bouncers rarely bothered even coming back to check on the kitchen, at least not until after eleven o’clock, when the drunk orders finally started rolling in. Because it didn’t matter how busy the place was, the bartenders were instructed to tell everyone who ordered from the menu that it would be a long, long wait on the food. The owners wanted their young patrons filling their tabs with over-priced shots and cheap beer, not food, so they kept their kitchen a slow, one-man show.

      Which is precisely why Art’s friend and roommate, Frank King, had decided to apply for the open back-of-house position when one came available at The Blue.

      “My goodness, man.” Art muttered this as he tried to decide whether it was worth it to wait around for his friend. “It’s hot as hell in here.”

      From where Art stood, he could already feel the kitchen’s heat beginning to surround him, seeping into the fabric of his suit. It was that steamy, oily, thick kind of heat, the kind you only came across when inside a working kitchen. The room smelled of fried everything, too, which tracked, because the bar only sold four menu items: hushpuppies, tater-tots, chicken wings, and smashburgers.

      Art saw that the little industrial kitchen did have a large fan in the opposite corner, one propped up near the dish pit area, but it was hard to tell whether the old Honeywell was actually running. Not that it looked like the dusty box fan could compete much with the heat that leapt from the kitchen’s old flattop grill, or the smells that bubbled from its massive double-fryer, or the sound of the music blaring from the kitchen’s speakers.

      Yet, even amongst all that heat and noise, Art still felt like he could almost hear his own arteries backing up while he waited there in the room. He took the last swig of his beer, washed the sensation down, then slowly took a few more steps into the belly of that greasy sauna.

      Art soon hollered, “Health inspector here! Who in the hell is running this place?”
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        * * *

      

      Finally, the deep house music that poured from the speakers dropped in volume, and the lone cook stuck his head inside the kitchen’s only other doorway.

      The familiar face of Frank King had a brief look of panic on it. The expression was soon replaced with a broad smile, though, once the cook recognized who was calling out to him from inside the kitchen. And with Frank’s appearance, even in the opposite doorway, came a potent combination of cologne and marijuana, a mixture loud enough to put up a fair fight with the other smells wafting about inside that grease pit.

      “What’s happening, Art?” Frank asked.

      The chef took a few steps back inside the kitchen, leaving the door behind him open to the alleyway. Frank was a gangly dude, maybe a few inches taller than Art, and his long hair was tied up behind his head into a tight manbun. He held a big plastic cup, one that looked like it doubled as a soup container of sorts, and it was filled to the brim with his favorite red drink, Hawaiian Punch. He also had what looked like a joint tucked behind his ear, one he’d slipped just under the edge of his hairnet
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Mortlake Family Tree

Arthur E. Mortlake*

(1875-1917)

Helen F. Mortlake (1876- || Johnathan F. Foy (1865-

1939)

1937)

v

Walter F. Mortlake** Pauline L. Mortlake
(1915-1944) (1920-1975)
v
Charles F. Mortlake*** Judith P. Mortlake (1947~
(1943-1968) 1994)

v

Marilyn A. Mortlake****

(1970-2013)

Clive F. Mortlake (1966-
present)

v

Arthur “Art” F.
(2003-present)

- Mortlake

*KIA — West Flanders, Belgium, November 1, 1917
*+KIA — Normandy, France, Omaha Beach, June 7, 1944

***M]A, presumed KIA — Mekong Delta, Vietnam, December 20, 1968
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