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Prologue

January 2, 1976

The rich young senator from Maine was confused. He seemed to be floating in the air suddenly. What had happened? A bomb? A tornado? One moment he was smiling at the cameras, toying with the reporters’ questions about his intentions to run for President. And now, what?

He looked down and focused on the scene. He could see the podium where he had just been standing. Hear the screams and cries of the people now surrounding that podium. Then he saw his wife. She was kneeling down, and he could hear her sobs. 

And why didn’t he come down? Why was he still up in the air? He looked above him, saw the ceiling in the hotel meeting room. So he wasn’t attached to the ceiling. He waved his arms, trying to move, but he didn’t seem to have any arms!

For a brief instant he started to panic. But just as quickly a calmness washed over him, like he had never felt before. Now he was looking at the scene below in a more detached way, more like a spectator than a participant. Only then did he see it.

It was his body lying on the floor that everyone was staring at. His wife who had been kneeling there stood suddenly, looked at the others, and shook her head. Then he could hear one reporter, who had seemed to gather himself before the others, looking at a camera and saying in a shaken voice, “Senator Kearney has been shot!” The reporter seemed to grasp the gravity, the history, of the moment, made himself slow down, and pronounced, “Senator Franklin F. Kearney has been shot, and I’m afraid it doesn’t look good...”

Kearney floated there and took in the words, as detached from them as he seemed to be now detached from his own body. 

Then he was no longer in that room, but in a quiet place being shown two futures. One which included him, and one which didn’t.

“And the reason that she loved him

Was the reason I loved him too

And he never wondered what was right or wrong

He just knew, he just knew

It was one of those great stories

That you can’t put down at night

The hero knew what he had to do

And he wasn’t afraid to fight.”

Lyrics by David Crosby and Phil Collins


Chapter 1

Indian Lake, Ohio

May 1, 2004

––––––––
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Jack Barrett’s new cell phone was chirping.  He frowned at it. Why didn’t it just ring? He’d tried all the “ring options” and ringing hadn’t seemed to be one of them.

He looked at the number on the little screen before flipping it open. A 614 area code and the next three digits he also recognized as belonging to his old employer, the Columbus Police Department. Now what did they want? Curiosity and the need to stop the chirping got the best of him.

“Hello.”

Nothing. Oh yeah, have to flip it open!

“Hello.”

“Jack?” He recognized Chief Hollins’ voice. 

“Hey Chief.”

“Well I see you made it back safely? How was Montana?”

Jack frowned. There was only one way Hollins knew he’d been to Montana, and it probably wasn’t good.

“It was fine, nothing exciting, I prefer Ohio actually...”

“Right! Nothing exciting my eye!”

“Now Chief, I don’t know what you’ve heard...”

“Oh I’ve heard plenty all right,” Hollins interrupted. His usual jovial demeanor was definitely missing. Was it this phone call or his new promotion that had misplaced it?

Hollins was still talking so Jack focused his ear back to the phone. “That sheriff is not happy with you! He’s threatening to bring charges and have you extradited.”

“For what? I broke no laws.”

“For starters, interfering with a lawful hunt, and then there was the little matter of you pointing your gun at him!”

“You would’ve done the same thing I assure you. He had that poor cougar treed, all those dogs yapping, all his buddies laughing at it. And he was drunk as a skunk himself. Now don’t tell me that’s lawful hunting!” Jack’s anger was returning as he remembered the night he and Red had heard the commotion near their campsite and found the sheriff about to shoot the cougar. Big brave hunter!

“Whatever, Jack. I talked him out of doing anything. Told him you’d solved some big crimes around here and you had been in some shootouts and probably had PTSD or some crap like that. Anyway, he agreed to let it drop if you call him and apologize.”

“Ha! There’s the old Hollins, you still do have a sense of humor!”

Jack suddenly remembered that with a cell phone you didn’t have to stay in the same room or even inside to continue your conversation.  So he got up from the table in his kitchen and pushed through the screen door, stepping out into the bright sun on his patio.

“I’m not joking but I know you won’t, so I didn’t promise anything,” Hollins was saying. The sun made Jack’s tensed up muscles relax a little. A boat was passing by on the lake, running way too fast way too close to shore as usual. Jack had given up gesturing at them to slow down long ago.

“What’s that? Are you mowing the grass while you’re talking to me?” Hollins asked.

“Huh? No, just a boat on the lake.”

Jack sat on the bench, leaned back against the side of his cabin. There was a little shade there. Hollins had stopped talking and he remembered he could check the screen on his phone to see if the signal had been lost. As he squinted at the little symbols there he could hear Hollins again.

“Oh thought I’d lost you, sorry. What were you saying?”

“Uh, I was just asking if you’re doing okay? I haven’t seen you since the funeral, what? Almost two years ago?”

“Two years and two and a half months.” He’d said it almost automatically, as if talking to himself like he had every morning when he woke up after Kat’s death.

“Oh, yeah...” Hollins grew quiet again. Jack knew it wasn’t the signal this time.

“Hey I thought you were going to sell the inn and all and maybe move back down here?”

“I thought about it but I have someone to run it for me. It’s funny I thought I couldn’t stand to stay after Kat...” He still had trouble saying the words out loud. “Anyway it would be like leaving her again, you know?”

“Yeah,” Hollins said. Jack knew he didn’t know, and was thankful that the same thing hadn’t happened to him.

“President Anderson still come and stay?”

Jack laughed. “No I think she liked Kat more than me. Most people do, or did. I’m the grumpy one, remember? Anyway she stopped coming after she lost the election.”

Hollins was now talking to someone in his office. “Hey Jack, have to run. Watch out for that Sheriff, he’s really pissed, he might come and see you.”

Jack laughed. “I doubt that, he almost soiled his pants that night when he saw my gun and the look in my eye.”

“I doubt it too, I’d mentioned how you were a stone cold killer, just in passing, so that probably will dissuade him.”

Hollins quit talking and seemed to be gone, leaving Jack squinting at the tiny screen trying to remember what the Nextel guy had said about ending a call, even though you were sure the other party had hung up that you should still make sure you did too. Seemed weird to him.

Then he remembered all you had to do was flip it shut again and that pretty much ended everything. 

He set the phone down on the bench next to him and stretched his legs out. Maybe he would start jogging again, he told himself. But not today. 

Then the chirping sound from the phone started again.

“What the hell?” For a second he wondered if he could throw it far enough to reach the lake or if it would just land on the grass? It would be a near thing, as the English always said.

He flipped it open. “Hello?”

“Jack?” It was Lisa, who now managed the inn for him. Everyone said at 22 she was way too young to know what to do, but Jack saw an old soul in her. That and having a kid at 15 and keeping and raising her alone, yet still finishing high school and then college. Now that’s a mature person!

“Yes it’s me,” he smiled as he always did when he talked to her. People wondered about that too.

“There’s someone here to see you. He wants to rent a cabin on a very long term basis.”

“That’s fine give him the usual discount...” As soon as he said it he knew there was more to her calling than that. She knew she could make those decisions on her own. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing except he wants to talk to you personally about it, says he knows you and wants to make sure you are okay with it.”

“What’s his name?”

“George Malloy.”

Jack managed to catch his jaw before it hit the patio. “Big guy?”

“Oh yeah.”

“I’ll be right there.”

Jack closed the phone and stood, instinctively feeling for his gun, which was inside on his desk. He went in to get it.


Chapter 2

New York City

Sara Jackson struggled with her keys as usual trying to unlock her apartment door while carrying two briefcases and a couple of thick clasp envelopes. Finally she just stopped and put everything down and unlocked the two deadbolts and opened the door. Kicking the briefcases in before her, she grabbed the envelopes and shut and locked the door behind her.

Looking around her tiny apartment she wondered where she would put these latest manuscripts. Every corner and table and even chairs and couch were piled high with the brain children of wannabe writers. As the most junior editor at Saint Thomas Press it was her job to wade through them, looking not for the needle in the haystack, but for the needle in the 1,000 acre hay field.

Not very good odds.

She broke her cardinal rule and put the latest two thick envelopes on her kitchen counter. That was the one place she tried to keep clear, so she wouldn’t stop cooking and eating at home altogether.

Plugging in the hot pot to make coffee, she blew her nose again. Her boss had sent her straight back home, being “too germy” for everyone else’s health, she had said. Of course she had risked those germs when she piled on the last two envelopes as she got on the elevator. 

“The first reader says there might be something to this one,” she had said, and Sara noticed a big red X scribbled on it.

She sighed. Well at least she could read in comfort, and headed into the bedroom, which was really just another corner of her tiny apartment, to put on her pajamas and slippers.

Sitting on the bed she nearly gave in to the cold medicine induced drowsiness. “Non-drowsy my eye,” she mumbled to herself, looking again at the box on her nightstand. The whistle on the hotpot caught her just as she was about to fall back on the bed, and she made herself get up.

As if moving in slow motion, she finally had her steaming cup of instant coffee in front of her as she sat down at the counter. 

“Okay, let’s see what the big deal is,” she said to herself, grabbing the thick envelope with the big red X. 

She was sure it wouldn’t turn out to be a big deal, though.


Chapter 3

Jack opened the door of the Wolf Island Inn and looked inside. Sure enough he saw George “Fatboy” Malloy standing by the front desk, towering over Lisa. Lisa seemed unconcerned about him, just clicking away on the computer as usual. She had no idea who this guy was, and Jack wondered if he’d ever have to tell her?

Fatboy looked at him, and Jack just motioned for him to come outside onto the porch. Lisa looked up at Jack then, and smiled. Jack smiled back weakly, only causing her eyebrows to hitch up as she wondered what was going on?

Jack backed up to give the big man room to come through the door, then further to keep out of arm’s reach of him. “Close the door behind you,” he told him.

Fatboy showed no emotion, only did as Jack said. By now Jack could see both of his hands were empty, though Jack’s left hand held his gun down against the back of his leg.

Fatboy raised his hands waist high, to show he was indeed empty-handed. “There is no need for that, Jack,” he said, nodding toward the gun which Jack was no longer attempting to hide, now that Lisa wouldn’t be able to see it.

“What the hell are you doing here?” 

“I’m no danger to you or anyone anymore. I’m retired now.”

Jack laughed. “Hit men don’t retire.” He didn’t expect any reaction from Fatboy to his laugh, and got none. Fatboy had had a lobotomy when he was only 14 and had shown no emotion since then, as far as Jack knew. 

Yet he did sense a little fear right then, and it wasn’t fear of Jack shooting him. Even he knew Jack didn’t shoot people for no reason. 

“I am retired. But I need a quiet and especially safe place to stay.”

“I bet you do.” Jack shook his head and backed up a few more feet, until he felt the Adirondack chair against the back of his knees. He sat down and laid the gun down on the wide arm, then motioned for Fatboy to sit in the chair across from him.

The front door opened and Lisa appeared. She saw the gun before Jack could hide it, but had no reaction.

“You guys want coffee or anything?”

“No thanks,” Jack said.

“No thank you, miss,” Fatboy said. 

Jack remembered Fatboy’s fondness for women. Not in a lustful or romantic way, but more like a reverence. The only person who had ever been kind to him in his teen years was an older girl in the group home, and he’d evidently never forgotten it.

Lisa smiled at the politeness. “Oh, just call me Lisa, Mr. Malloy,” she said. “If you change your minds let me know, or call me on that new cell phone, Jack,” she said, giggling.

“If I knew how, I would,” he said, laughing back.

“I’ll give you more lessons when you’re ready.”

She turned and headed back inside, her blonde hair trying to keep up with the sudden change in direction. It was kind of short and kind of long, just to her chin. Jack had no idea what that style was called, but he found himself often staring at it.

He looked back at Fatboy, who was staring at Jack’s gun.

“That’s an old gun. I thought you’d have a new one by now.”

“What? Oh, not that old. I bought it when I retired from the police force. It still works and has saved my life a few times. I kind of get attached to things, I guess...”

Then reality set in again. My God, was he making small talk with the person most considered to be the deadliest hit man alive? He didn’t even know Fatboy was capable of small talk!

“You mentioned somewhere safe? Who is after you? Or should I say, who isn’t?”

Fatboy shrugged. “No one for sure. Just a feeling I have.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, I know that feeling.” He looked Fatboy over. “Do you have any other skills? Like handyman-type stuff?”

“Yes I’m pretty handy with electrical charges and building things.”

“Yes, of course you are.” Bombs, Jack thought. “Are you wanted right now?”

“No.” 

“How do you feel about doing mowing and stuff?”

“That’s fine.”

“Well the guy I have been using has been charging me an arm and a leg. I’ve been thinking of doing it myself. You up for it?”

“Yes.”

“Okay we’ll try it. I’ll get you a key to the shed where the tractor is. One thing about this place, there’s only one way in and one way out. No one’s going to sneak up on you. Look around and pick the cabin you want.”

“Thank you.”

Jack looked at him again. “Oh and if you are retired you might want to lose the suit and tie. Trust me, you’ll love not wearing them anymore.”

“I will.”

Jack stood up. He held out his hand to Fatboy. “Welcome to Indian Lake.”


Chapter 3

Big Buck, Montana

Sheriff Bill Buck had finally staggered off to the bedroom, and Natalia could hear him snoring loudly even from the kitchen. She let out a sigh. Most women hate the sound of snoring. But to her it meant he was finally passed out and not likely to wake until morning, his drunken rage forgotten by then.

He hadn’t hurt her this time. She’d learned how to agree with him. It was a hard lesson, though. When she’d first arrived from Russia, she had found a sweet man who treated her like a princess. Then the drinking he’d swore he wouldn’t do anymore started up again. At first she’d been defiant. After all, dealing with drunken men was nothing new to her.

Now she had just settled in to the routine. He didn’t drink every day. He was after all the sheriff, and had to control it somewhat. In fact he hadn’t drank much the last month or so. But then something happened and he was enraged by it. 

She’d heard him on the phone. Overheard him talking with his buddies on the porch. Some guys had interfered with a hunt he’d been on. Pulled a gun on him even! She still couldn’t believe these men had gotten away without Bill killing them or putting them in jail. Yet somehow they had.

Bill liked killing things. Another thing she hadn’t known about him before she’d arrived to be his wife.

And now she was sick. Sick of being scared, and homesick, and missing her daughter. She was supposed to have joined her in America by now. But when she realized how Bill was she’d stopped bugging him about bringing her over here.

If only she had a way out? She didn’t want to go back home. But she needed a way to get away from him. She was still optimistic about her new country. But where could she go?

She tip-toed over to the computer. She always emailed her daughter and parents after he was asleep. Of course she’d never mentioned what her life had turned out to be with Bill. So she gave them the best stories of her life here, ones she only wished were real.

As she sat down she noticed Bill had left a web page up on the screen. She started to close it but the name of the inn caught her eye. “The Wolf Island Inn,” she whispered to herself. Now why was that name familiar? She’d heard it recently...

Then she remembered. That was where the men were from, the ones who had interrupted Bill’s hunting. She looked closer, scrolled up and down. It was in Indian Lake, Ohio. Yes, she definitely remembered Bill talking about that place. He was swearing to his buddies that he would go there someday and teach those men a lesson. 

She pulled up a map and studied it. It was a long way from Montana. Which is probably the only reason Bill hadn’t gone there yet, she thought. 

Then an idea came to her. What if I would go there? Maybe those men would protect me, like they had the mountain lion?

“The scene you should make,” she whispered to herself, frowning at the meaning of the words. Then she smiled and started looking at bus routes and schedules. For the first time in a long time, she felt hopeful. 


Chapter 5

New York City

“Are you kidding me with this?” Sara asked, throwing the envelope down onto Linda Nolan’s desk. Even though Linda was her boss, she’d never been afraid to speak her mind to her. Linda insisted on it, in fact.

“Please come in,” Linda said sarcastically as Sara plopped into a chair. “And please have a seat.”

Sara merely answered by gesturing toward the envelope and putting her hands out, palm up.

“So what part don’t you accept about that proposal?”

“Hmmm. All of it?”

“That’s why I gave it to you, because you are so skeptical about everything. That and don’t you have an uncle in Ohio? Isn’t he a reporter?”

Sara shook her head slowly as she agreed. “Yes and yes.”

“Well there you go then. Off to Ohio with you!”

Sara was too flabbergasted to speak. 

“Sara, this rings true just enough to make it worth checking out for a couple of days. Just imagine for a moment if it were true? Or at least couldn’t be proven to be untrue?”

“Oh come on! Senator Franklin F. Kearney, who everyone knows was assassinated in 1976 just when he was getting ready to run for president, is really alive and well and living in Mansfield Ohio?”

“Maybe yes. Maybe no. That’s for you, and your uncle, to find out. Call the writer and tell him you’re coming to see him.”

Chapter 6

Indian Lake, Ohio

“Jack, I can’t believe you. What the hell were you thinking?” Red Richards whispered harshly. He was seated next to Jack at the huge island in the kitchen of the inn. Lisa was busy making grilled cheese and tomato soup, and Red didn’t want her to overhear him.

Jack just shrugged, and Red’s face turned even redder, his freckles blending into one big
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Katie’s Kids Kitchen, Russells Point, Ohio
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Outside of Springfield, Missouri
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Indian Lake, 10 months later
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