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        Dedication
      

      For my grandfather, Donald Ekrem Johnson. He was a war hero, but more importantly, a hero of life. I’m grateful we will always have with us the better part of him.

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Thanks
      

      Thanks to Kris, Emelie, Melina, and Geneveve. My brothers and sisters are my best friends. Thanks for loving me across the miles and being the all-around best people I know.

      
        
          But be contented when that fell arrest
        
      

      
        
          Without all bail shall carry me away,
        
      

      
        
          My life hath in this line some interest,
        
      

      
        
          Which for memorial still with thee shall stay.
        
      

      
        
          When thou reviewest this, thou dost review
        
      

      
        
          The very part was consecrate to thee:
        
      

      
        
          The earth can have but earth, which is his due;
        
      

      
        
          
            My spirit is thine, the better part of me:
          
        
      

      
        
          So then thou hast but lost the dregs of life,
        
      

      
        
          The prey of worms, my body being dead;
        
      

      
        
          The coward conquest of a wretch's knife,
        
      

      
        
          Too base of thee to be remembered.
        
      

      
        
           The worth of that is that which it contains,
        
      

      
        
           And that is this, and this with thee remains.
        
      

      
        — William Shakespeare, Sonnet 74
      

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Chapter One
      

      Dresden, Germany

      November 10th, 1938

      It was cold last night. It was the kind of night air that makes it hard to tell who was smoking and who was just breathing hard. Since it was hardly the weather for our HJ shorts, we wore khaki trousers and coats. We thought we were going to march, but then we were told it was a special night.

      “Hey Bauer,” Kurt called to me as he leaned up against a brick wall, taking a drag of his cigarette.

      “Ja?”

      “When do you trade in your HJ shorts for a real SS uniform?”

      “I’m only sixteen,” I told him.

      “I’m only seventeen,” he said, “but I got my orders last week to report after the New Year.”

      “Really? Maybe I’ll apply and they’ll make me report before Christmas,” I told him. I couldn’t let Kurt beat me at anything, even though he usually did.

      “Ha! You’re an idiot,” he told me. It was his biggest compliment; it meant he didn’t have a better comeback.

      “Hey Kurt, why don’t the Jews eat sausages?”

      He took his last drag, stepped on the butt, and twisted it, grinding it into the snow. He puffed a huge cloud of smoke and hot breath and then smiled at me. “Why, Bauer?”

      “Because they don’t want to eat their own kind.”

      “Ha! Die Schweine. Good one, Bauer.”

      “What are we doing tonight?” I asked him.

      
        “We’re going to teach a lesson to die Juden.”

      
        “Why?” I asked. I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear Kurt’s take on it.

      “Someone killed an official in the embassy in France. The Führer wants to send a message.”

      “What are our orders?”

      “The synagogues.”

      “What are we supposed to do?”

      “Whatever you can with a club and a box of matches.”

      I was excited and afraid. I was not terrified; we were acting on orders, and I loved to break glass. What sixteen-year-old doesn’t like to destroy something? Still, it is one thing to tell a joke about Jews, but it is quite another to destroy their synagogues. Don’t they worship God? Of course, what else would I do? This came straight from the Führer.

      Kurt was like an older brother to me in the Hitler Youth. He knew I was timid sometimes, and he took it upon himself to toughen me up. Once on a hike, he found a particularly large worm under a rotten log and told me to eat it. He said if I couldn’t handle a little worm, how could I be any good to the Führer? How would Germany take its place in the world if it was full of men who were weaker than worms? I took the writhing, slimy beast from his fingers and made it the enemy. It squirmed, I bit down and chewed, and I finally swallowed, not sure if it ever quit squirming. I ate it, for Germany. I then vomited three times. Kurt laughed and slapped me on the back as I stood up and wiped my mouth with my sleeve.

      “At least you ate it,” he said. “You have a weak stomach, but a strong will.”

      Since Papa died, mama thought Hitler Youth would be good for me. It would teach me discipline, help me make friends, and serve my country. At least it would get me outside.

      The Hitler Youth were told to find Jewish targets and send them a message. SS troops were there to ensure the message was received. The frigid air, the snow, and the expectation were enough to have me shaking, even with my coat and gloves. I planned to use a hammer, but Kurt said I would freeze to death before I broke anything, so he found me a police club with years of history on its marred surface and smooth, worn handle.

      Kurt was our leader, and after he spoke with some of the soldiers, he led us to the synagogue. It was dark, closed up, and peaceful. I approached the glass windows on the side of the building and found the largest pane of glass I could. I swung hard, but my club bounced off! It was much harder to break glass than I thought. I looked behind me at half a dozen bewildered faces, and before I could hear laughing and teasing, I took the chance to redeem myself.

      Smack! I shipped and cracked the window, but still it held. Finally, I edged closer and swung with my entire body, causing an explosion of glass and a roar of cheers. I was redeemed.

      Kurt was on to more serious business. Glass can be replaced, but fire takes everything. The Jews were going to get an unforgettable message tonight. Glass was my line, and I couldn’t cross it. Glass would send a message, but it wouldn’t hurt anyone. I wouldn’t hurt anyone. The fire would hurt, but I wouldn’t start any fires.

      I gave my matches to Kurt. He had trouble starting fires with all the wind and snow, at least until the Waffen-SS brought gasoline. I spent all night breaking glass. Windows, paintings, mirrors, displays— I had to destroy them, like crushing the ice in mud puddles with your boots as a child. I could not leave any big pieces. I could not stop breaking glass, because then I would have to start a fire, or worse.

      The glass was everywhere. I stepped on piles and shards and bits until I was sure I had ground it to sand in the treads of my boots. The fires were bigger than I imagined. We had to leave the synagogue behind when the fire rose so high I imagined all the glass would be swallowed up and melted in the flames. Fire, glass, heat, snow, and the cries of the Jews mixed together on this frozen night, or early morning, it really was. I heard it was to be called the “Kristallnacht.”

      Breaking and burning were then followed by beating. Jews who came out to try and save their businesses and homes and synagogues were beaten, and some were even shot by the SS. I couldn’t find Kurt. I wanted to ask him: Is this what the Führer really wanted? We were told to send a message, not kill. I knew what he would say: “What better way to show the SS you are ready to move up?”

      I found Kurt. I expected to see regular soldiers, but it was only a group of us. There were four of them, and they were taking turns kicking and punching someone on the ground. I couldn’t see his face because he was curled up, covering his head, trying his best to survive. I decided if I was going to apply to move on from Hitler Youth to the SS, I had better show I was ready. I dropped my club, took a deep breath, and decided I better hit more than glass if I was to prove anything tonight.

      I ran to the group, pushed my way between them, and punched the figure twice, my fist bouncing off of his hands as they were gripped to his hair, covering his ears. I gave him two more hard kicks to the back.

      “Better late than never,” Kurt said, giving me a shove. “I’m impressed.”

      My comrades were sneering and laughing, drowning out the moans of the young man curled up in the snow. Before leaving with the others, I used the bottom of my boot to shove the hunched victim over. Weak, bloody, and sensing the show was over, he relaxed his frame and rolled onto his back. It was Hermann Heppner.

      I watched to make sure Kurt and the others had moved on, and then took hold of his jacket and dragged him around a corner out of sight and sat him up against the brick wall.

      “Hermann, are you alright? Hermann, it’s me, Martin.”

      “Martin?” he groaned.

      “Ja,” I said. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m still breathing.”

      “I’m so sorry, Hermann. I’m so sorry.”

      “For what?”

      I realized then that he had no way of knowing who the kicks and punches had come from. He didn’t know the last four blows came from the kid who was his best friend since they were seven years old.

      “I’m… sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”

      “You couldn’t have done anything. It was four against one.”

      
        I asked God to forgive me right there under my breath.

      - MB

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Two
      

      Molly rapped on the door with her walking stick, sending an echo through the old house with its soft, worn wood floors and thick, oversized beams. The boards creaked under her feet as she shifted her weight, but in a gentle, sturdy squeak as if greeting a guest.

      “Martin! Martin!” she called. Pulling her sweater close after a light gust of autumn air, Molly rummaged through her cardigan sweater pocket for the spare key. Fumbling slightly with her crooked but still nimble fingers, she put the key in and turned. The door opened silently, and a waft of air blew past her face with the unmistakable feel of death.

      It was not a smell, at least one that could be described. It was a curious, cold, chilling feel that revealed not so much the ominous feel of death as the stillness of an evaporated life. Molly listened to her senses and hobbled straight for the bedroom, pushing open the cracked door and stepping in.

      “Martin? Martin?” she called, knowing in her soul the answer. He lay in his bed, still, pale, and with just the glint of a smile curling up at the corner of his mouth as if he was happy to have joined his wife. Molly put a hand on his forehead and pulled it away from the cold flesh quickly, finally confirming her suspicions.

      “Sleep well,” she said, dabbing the corner of her eye with her handkerchief. “I’ll miss you, you old coot.”

      “Maggie, it’s me, Lindsey.”

      “I know my little sister, Linds. What’s so important?”

      “I have bad news.”

      “Oh God, is it Mom?”

      “No, Mom is fine. Well, she isn’t fine, she’s still got cancer, but I’m not talking about mom…”

      “Spit it out, girl! I don’t have all day.”

      
        “Grandpa Bauer died last night.”

      There. Maggie was always in a hurry, so she didn’t get the luxury of Lindsey gently breaking the news. She put it all out there, and maybe now she would shut up and listen for a minute.

      “Oh. I see…”

      “Molly Baker from next door went over to see him and found him in bed. Doc Boyle said it looks like he died in his sleep.”

      “Doc Boyle is almost as old as Grandpa. Is that all he had to say? Did he get any more specific or did he just tell you ‘he passed on to glory’ or some crap like that?”

      Maggie could sense the tone of Lindsey’s mousey voice tighten in suffocated frustration.

      “Cardiac Arrest, Mags. He went to sleep, his heart stopped, and he died. He was ninety-two.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. This just took me off guard. With mom, work, and so much going on I didn’t see it coming.”

      “I know. Me neither. Is there anything you want me to do?” Lindsey asked, knowing the answer.

      “I’ll take care of it. I’ll call that old lawyer friend of theirs and then call the funeral home. I’ll let you know when the service is.”

      “Should we call Dad?”

      “Has he called you recently?”

      “No.”

      “Then there’s your answer.”

      “I’ve got some vacation, so I’m going to take a couple of weeks off and head up to Liberty and stay in the house. I’ll be right there, so let me do something.”

      “Alright Linds, I will, I promise.”

      “Love ya, Mags,” she said as always, but with a heavy genuineness in her voice.

      “Love ya, Linds.”

      Maggie set her phone down and let out a long sigh. She ran her fingers through her thick auburn waves. Strands of Gray. She would need to see Lara for a touch-up before the funeral. She tapped her delicate natural nails with their safe French manicure on her desk and thought they’d be fine. She brought up her calendar on her computer, but her eyes wandered past the screen and out the window of her office on the 43rd floor. Her brain was full, but her mind needed space.

      
        The blustery October wind whistled past the windows, gently pushing and pulling the giant glass and steel structure, causing it to sway with the sleepy motion of a blues song. Down below, the streets swirled with schools of dried leaves spinning in the cool breath of Autumn that whipped between the buildings and menaced the poor souls who felt the chill sneak up their loose skirts, shirts, and jackets.

      Maggie thought of whom to call and how to get the word out about a funeral two hundred miles from Boston up in the wilderness of Eastern Maine. If her mom still had the list from grandma’s funeral a couple of years ago, it should be pretty much the same. The list: Ben and Lindsey, of course, and maybe Mom, if she could travel. She had terrible balance now. The friends from Liberty and the Lake St. George area. Lindsey would be by herself, as usual, and Ben would bring the girlfriend of the month. Then there was Dan. Or more accurately, there wasn’t Dan.

      It had been two months since he left, and she still hadn’t told anyone. It wasn’t their business, but then again, a missing spouse was bound to come up at some point, if Mariah or Luke hadn’t already said something. Maybe he would come back, or at least come back for the funeral, for the sake of appearances. Knowing him, he’d bring his new girlfriend. She would have to say something to the effect of “he’s out of town for business,” or “he can’t make it back in time.” It wasn’t lying; she would just leave out the part about him never coming back. She couldn’t admit her marriage was failing. It had failed. There would be time to deal with this later.

      She dashed off a quick email, asking for the week off to deal with the funeral, and then gathered her coat, purse, and laptop bag. The bleep of her email stopped her at the door with an almost immediate response from Gary, the managing partner.

      “We’ve got your calendar covered. Take the rest of the month. You’ve got a lot on your plate.”

      She never said a thing, but they knew. Word travels faster in a law office than the AP wire. They knew about Dan, and they probably knew about Grandpa Bauer. They were nosey, obnoxious, and utterly contemptible, just like family. She thought of objecting, but decided she’d come back when she wanted anyway. If Lindsey were taking two weeks, maybe they could spend some time together.

      
        Lindsey didn’t bother to mention she was going to rent a van and take their mother up to the house. It was easier than listening to Maggie’s objections. Maggie was a consummate lawyer; she insisted on doing everything so it was done right. She refused to ask for help and refused to let anyone into her circle of perfection. Lindsey loved her sister, but she knew when to get out of the way, and she knew when to go around her.

      “Ben, this is Lindsey.”

      “Who?” he joked on the other end.

      “Your sister?” she said, taking the bait.

      “Lindsey Raquel Mitchell,” he teased, “you know caller ID has been on cell phones for, I don’t know, forever?”

      “I like to be polite and say who I am.”

      “Well, at least you’re not a bill collector.”

      “Wait, what? Are you doing alright, Ben?”

      “Same as always! Don’t worry I pay my bills. I put them all in a hat, and then I pick one to get paid that month.”

      “You better not say anything like that to Maggie, or she’ll blow up on you.”

      “Trust me, I know. She already told me not to bring any of my ‘many straggling girlfriends’ to the funeral.”

      “So she called you?”

      “Yes. She wanted to make sure I would be there and not bring another girlfriend. I didn’t tell her I’m bringing a friend. Technically, she is not a girlfriend. Maggie is in for a surprise.”

      “Please don’t tell me you asked that poor girl to come just so you could have some kind of entertainment. That’s just wrong.”

      “It’s not like that. We’re friends, and she is a…she can help with mom. She knows about cancer patients.”

      “I hope you’re ready for the backlash.”

      “I can handle Maggie. Trust me, everyone will love Bina.”

      “Speaking of family, I need your help. I rented a van so we can take Mom and her equipment up to Grandma and Grandpa’s house. Would you be able to ride with me and help me with Mom? She’s pretty unsteady now.”

      “Of course! Does Mags know you’re taking Mom?”

      “Let’s just say this will be my surprise.”

      “Well, if we’re going to die, we might as well die together.”

      
        Despite the grave conditions, Lindsey could feel the butterflies in her stomach as they crossed the border into Maine. Her parents would take the three of them to her grandparents’ house for vacation every summer and more often after Dad left. It was a house of hard floors and soft hearts.

      “Grandpa built it himself after the war,” Carol said, staring out the passenger window of the van and watching the rugged pines stream past. Lindsey knew the story, but the tumor was taking more of Mom’s brain, and they both relished every detail of her vivid memories while she had them.

      “He built it to last. It took him nearly three years to finish it while he, Grandma, and Uncle Bruce lived in a travel trailer on the land. When grandma was pregnant with me, she told grandpa she wasn’t spending another winter in a camper, so he’d better speed up or shell out for a hotel. He painted the rooms, sealed the windows, and lacquered the wood floors and decks by September, and we moved in October 1st, 1950. He always loved wood. He stayed busy in the mills and selling handmade furniture all his life. Everything he made would last.”

      “Including his family,” Lindsey said, taking her mother’s frail hand with a reassuring squeeze.

      “We sure know where Maggie gets it,” Ben commented from the back seat.

      “Maggie gets what? Her woodworking skills?” Carol teased.

      “Her perfectionism is both inherited and learned and incredibly annoying,” Ben said.

      “Only if you don’t do things her way,” Carol said with a sigh of resignation.

      Bina stayed strategically silent, while Ben smiled and glanced at Bina reassuringly. The equipment rattled in the back as they traversed the rough roads beaten and chipped away by years of relentless snow, salt, plows, and thaws. Lindsey and Ben let out an occasional grunt after a pothole, but Carol sat quietly, soaking in the terrain and flora she missed so much.

      “Don’t forget to park at the top of the hill by the back kitchen door,” Ben reminded Lindsey. “I don’t think Mom wants to hike uphill and then climb a couple of flights of stairs.”

      “Thank you, sweetie,” Carol said, reaching back and weakly patting Ben’s knee.

      
        Lindsey pulled into the carport next to Grandpa’s old Buick that had probably not been driven in a few months. The tan color was obscured with the fine dust of the hills and a hint of pollen that had settled weeks ago.

      Grandpa’s house was not a mansion, but it was formidable. Nestled firmly into the side of a gentle slope, grandpa used six-by-twelve-inch beams instead of the usual four-by-sixes or four-by-eights. He sunk them deep into the ground, anchored with large concrete pads, and then filled the entire space between the pads with concrete. After creating a rock-solid basement and foundation, he built two stories above: the main floor with kitchen, bath, master bedroom, dining room, and living room, and a full top story with four bedrooms, an office, a rare second full bathroom, and a den. Above it all was a small attic space, later lined with insulation and given an exhaust fan.

      Other improvements were made over the years, such as blowing insulation into the walls, replacing the windows with double panes, replacing the roof, replacing the old gas furnace with a more modern central air system, and building a new deck. The house faced Lake St. George, with a hundred-yard downhill walk to the water. Grandpa preferred the shelter of the White Pines and especially the few Sugar Maples to the exposure of being too close to the shore. To Carol and her children, it was always every bit a lake house, even if grandpa insisted they drag the canoes and paddle boats back up to the house under the deck. One thing that never changed: Grandpa painted the house white and kept it gleaming with fresh coats every two to three years.

      “Are you comfortable using grandma and grandpa’s bed?” Lindsey asked as she held her mom’s arm and walked her through the back door into the kitchen. “We can rent you a hospital bed and put it in the room if that’s better.”

      “No, no. The bed is fine. I already feel bad about taking the big bedroom. Maybe we should save it for Maggie and Dan.”

      “If they both stay here, they can jolly well hike their butts up the stairs like the rest of us,” Ben said defensively as he carried in the IV pole, wheelchair, and other supplies.

      “I’m sure Maggie will be fine upstairs,” Lindsey said, restoring the peace. “We’ll stay in the same bedrooms we always do. I bet the beds are still made up from when grandma was alive.”

      
        With the words came the stinging realization of their grandparents’ absence. No more automatic clean sheets and towels appearing, no more fresh biscuits and hot cakes in the morning, and no more sympathetic ears that clung to every word simply because it came from you. All there was now was the echo of your own voice in the solid wooden hallways and the memories that made the structure somehow still a home.

      “I’m going to need to head into town and pick up a few groceries. Grandpa’s pantry is full, but I need to clean out the refrigerator and restock it, especially if there are going to be a few people around,” Lindsey said.

      “Sounds good to me,” Ben said. “We’ll keep an eye on Mom.”

      “And we will clean out the fridge,” Bina said with a look of persuasion at Ben.

      “Thanks, Bina,” Lindsey said with a hint of surprise. “That’s very kind.”

      She hadn’t spoken much to Ben’s newest prize, but she did seem different than the usual fare. Maggie was ruthless to Ben about his history of floosies, but she had a point. He was thirty-eight and really had nothing to show for it except a string of failed business ideas that were only matched by his string of failed relationships. The most humiliating episode was probably when he declared his undying love for Kayla, only to discover a few days later that Kayla was really Kyle. Even Maggie held her tongue after that one.

      The phone rang, snapping Lindsey from her hypnotic road stare.

      “Did you seriously take Mom all the way up to Maine? Lindsey she can barely walk! What about her meds? What about her wheelchair? Who’s going to help her go to the bathroom?”

      “Hello to you, too, Mags. Don’t worry, Ben and I have it covered. I didn’t want to worry you when you have so much else to deal with.”

      “Now I’m worried about Mom!”

      “You don’t need to worry. I rented a van. We took everything, and Mom is set up in Grandma and Grandpa’s room.”

      “Did Ben bring another girl?”

      “Technically, she’s not his girlfriend. She’s a friend.”

      Lindsey braced for the blow, holding her phone four inches from her ear.

      “What? I told him not to bring another one of his nasty sluts around. This is not the time for games! When is he going to grow up?”

      
        “Take it easy, Mags. She’s definitely a classier girl. From her accent, I think she grew up in the UK. I don’t know because she hasn’t said a lot. Just give her a chance before you run her out of town. From what I could see, they weren’t acting like a couple. Ben might actually be telling the truth about just being friends.”

      “It’s not her I want to run out of town.”

      “Are you on your way?” Lindsey asked, strategically changing the subject.

      “Yes. We’re driving through Portsmouth now. We’ll be there in about three hours.”

      “Are Dan and the kids with you?”

      “I have Mariah and Luke.”

      She paused a second or two, but when Maggie didn’t elaborate, she sensed something was wrong, and it was not something Maggie was at all willing to talk about on the phone.

      “I’ll have your regular room ready and make sure there is bedding for the kids.”

      “Do I need to run by the grocery store on my way?”

      “I’m doing that now. Just get here in one piece.”

      “Thanks, Linds. You’re the best.”

      “I know,” she said with a smirk. “Love ya sis.”

      In a town of 900 people, you’re lucky to have a gas station, so Lindsey drove into Augusta to find a supermarket. It wouldn’t hurt to have a few other items like laundry soap, candles, and paper plates to cut down on the dishwashing.

      “Lindsey?”

      Lindsey spun around, shocked that anyone would recognize her all the way up here.

      “Yes?” she said timidly, desperately trying to recognize the man.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      “Well, I…”

      “It’s okay. I’ve changed quite a bit. I’m Dusty Miller, from across the lake. We used to swim together. I usually hung out with your brother Ben.”

      “Of course!” she said, the memories snapping into place. “As I remember, your hair was quite red, and you and Ben had a knack for finding girls and trouble!”

      “They were usually in the same place.”

      
        Lindsey laughed as her long-buried memories came flooding back. Dusty had wild orange hair, and Ben donned his tangled blond tresses, both of them trying to avoid haircuts until going back to school made their moms’ scissors inescapable.

      “What brings you up here?” Lindsey asked.

      “My parents moved to Bangor to be closer to the city. They wanted to put the house on the market, but I wouldn’t let them. I sold my place in Boston and bought it from them. I guess I’m the only guy who paid my parents to move back home.”

      “I don’t blame you. It’s beautiful up here.”

      “I heard about your grandpa. I guess that’s what brings you up.”

      “Yes. We’re all staying in the house. You should come by sometime,” she said out of courtesy, but not really thinking it through. “Maybe after the funeral. It’s an open funeral, by the way. Everybody from Liberty and the Lake St. George area is welcome.”

      “Then I will definitely be there. I loved your grandparents.”

      “You loved them or grandma’s cookies?” she said with a raised eyebrow and a flirtatious tone that surprised herself.

      “Both, I’m sure,” he laughed. “It was good to see you, Lindsey.”

      What had gotten into her? She was never that outgoing. She desperately hoped she had not made a fool of herself in front of Dusty. She was forty-one, Ben was thirty-eight, and he had to be somewhere in between. He was probably married with kids. How embarrassing.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Three
      

      Auschwitz, Occupied Poland

      May 1940

      It was the most terrifying and exhilarating experience of my life. We took Warsaw in less than one month. I did well. I can kill from a distance. I can fight in a war.

      Kurt went into the SS, and he is a Sturmann already. I am an Obergrenadier in the regular Heer, but at least I am not on the very bottom anymore. I have been assigned to this remote part of Poland to build a camp. It is not exciting, but I prefer the work to being shot at. Kurt would hate it here. He likes to fight, which is probably why he has already been promoted twice.

      I was told there would be thousands of prisoners brought here. It is remote, but there are rails that come straight into the camp, so I suppose many will come by train. A train is much better than a bus.

      We are building fences and barracks and wooden bunk beds. There are hundreds and hundreds of them, but not so many toilets. “This is a prison camp, not a hotel,” we are told. The plumbers and masons are working on the showers. I don’t know why they are building them so far from the barracks. Workers are also building large furnaces, which I think will be part of some kind of factory here. The army is going to put the prisoners to work, so maybe there will be people working with steel, making weapons and ammunition.

      The furnaces remind me of Kristallnacht. So much glass! I wish I could gather it up and bring it to the furnaces here and melt it into something beautiful like they do in Venice. It is cold here still, but not as bad as when we first arrived. I wish they would light the furnaces so we can feel our toes again!

      I am so tired. The first prisoners will arrive soon, and we must be ready. I asked my Unteroffizier if the camp would have room for so many prisoners, and he said, “Of course! If we get crowded, we just kill them.” I am reminded we are in a war.

      - MB

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Four
      

      Lindsey wrapped up the shopping and headed back to the house, arriving just in time to save Ben from certain death at the hands of their exasperated sister.

      “I’m going to kill both of you.”

      
        “What happened?” asked Lindsey innocently as she lifted the sacks and plopped them on the kitchen counter.

      “Mom had an accident, that’s what’s the matter. You were gone to the store, something I could have done, and Ben was too busy flirting with his girlfriend down by the water. This is why you need to let me handle things.”

      “I’m sorry, Maggie. I’ll clean her up.”

      “Hey Mags, when did you get here?” Ben said, coming in from the lake and stepping into the hornet’s nest.

      “Sometime after mom had an accident and you decided to play teenager with your new girlfriend. It was so nice of you to put her above your own mom.”

      “Shoot, Mags. I had just checked with her…”

      “Shut up, Ben. You’ve played this game so many times, there isn’t a thing I want to hear from you right now.”

      “I’ll go help Lindsey with your mom,” Bina said, stealing away toward the bedroom.

      “That’s nice of you, but this is a family matter. Lindsey and I can handle our mom,” Maggie said coldly.

      “Of course,” she said demurely, shooting a glance at Ben.

      Maggie joined Lindsey in the bathroom and began helping to peel her mother’s soiled clothes off.

      “I’m so sorry, girls. I thought I could handle a short trip to the bathroom, but my balance isn’t so great. I stumbled and fell, nothing serious, mind you, but by the time I righted myself, I just…”

      “I know, Mom. It’s ok. They shouldn’t have left you alone,” Maggie empathized in her surly tone. “We’ll get you showered and dressed and ready for dinner.”

      “Thank you, girls,” she said weakly, sitting on her knees and clinging to the side of the bathtub. A large, wet, brown streak soaked through her pants and up the back of her shirt. She tried to pull herself up and slipped on the smeared diarrhea covering the cold tile floor. She bent her head down and began to sob in pain, filth, and abject humiliation.

      “Sssh, it’s ok, Mom,” Lindsey said, gently rubbing her upper back and trying to soothe her. “It’s alright. Like Maggie said, we’ll get you cleaned up. It’s not like we haven’t done this to you before.”

      
        She chuckled through her tears as the image of Maggie’s explosive bowel movements that defied the bounds of any diaper came flooding into her memory. It was in this same cold, old-fashioned porcelain pedestal bathtub that Carol had to give up on wiping Maggie down and hold her under the faucet.

      “Don’t start talking about the messes I made now, Mom. We’ve heard those stories before,” Maggie said, gingerly pulling the shirt over her head.

      “I’m not saying anything. I’m just remembering, dear.”

      Lindsey peeled her pants down, and Maggie started running the water, carefully adjusting the temperature. The clothes finally removed and piled on the floor, Lindsey and Maggie lifted their mother under each arm and lifted her legs over the side of the tub one at a time. Maggie was on the outside, and as she set her mother’s second leg down into the water, she slipped on the fecal soup covering the tile and plunged head-first down into the water on top of her mother.

      “Come on in, the water’s fine,” Carol said with a calm, sarcastic smile.

      Maggie gasped and recoiled, but realizing she was fully submerged up to her chest, lying side by side with her mother, with water splashing out on the floor, she looked at Lindsey and then her mom, and started laughing.

      “At least we’re getting a head start on mopping the floor!”

      “Yes, thank you, Mags. I’ll grab the mop,” Lindsey said, scooping up the soaked and soiled clothes and stepping quickly to the laundry closet. Maggie looked into her mother’s hazel eyes and was shocked to see what stared back at her. The lean, commanding woman who taught ninth-grade English and single-handedly raised three teenagers on her own was now a soft, swollen, prematurely older woman with whisps of brown and white hair struggling to keep a foothold on her chemo-stricken balding head. The fiery eyes had become a soft glow that reflected not that she had given up, but that she had accepted her fate without regret. Maggie stared at herself for a moment, as if she was looking into her own soul through the window of her mother’s eyes. It took cancer to teach her how to let go, and maybe it was time for Maggie to do the same. She lay her head down on her mother’s shoulder and sighed heavily, refusing to cry. Carol didn’t need to say a word. She kissed Maggie’s head and held her a little tighter.

      Bina and Ben took the chance to steal away before daylight shrank beneath the jagged pines and the gray choppy surface of the lake.

      
        “I don’t think it was a good idea for me to come,” Bina said as they approached the dock.

      “Maggie doesn’t know you. When she figures out we are not dating, she will calm down. Once that happens, we can tell her what you do and why you came. I know she seems harsh, but I do have a bad track record,” Ben admitted sheepishly.

      “Exactly how bad is this track record?”

      “I’ve made a few bad choices…”

      “The kind of choices that you learn and grow from, or the kind of choices that give you hepatitis and HIV?”

      “Oh no!” Ben laughed. “Nothing like that. When you put it like that, I feel better. I’m very healthy, I don’t have children, and I don’t even have a criminal record. At least I don’t think I do. I might need to check with Mags on that one.”

      “So why is your sister so hard on you?”

      “She’s always been a success, and I’ve always been a failure.”

      “Ben! Don’t say that.”

      “It’s really true. I’ll be honest with you, Bina,” he said, shifting into a rare, serious tone. “I went to college, but I never finished. I’ve started and failed at about half a dozen business ideas, some of them so half-baked I have no idea what I was thinking. Did you know you can order reptiles over the Internet? It turns out that was not the next big thing.”

      Bina laughed sympathetically, her curiosity piqued.

      “Go on.”

      “I’m thirty-eight, and I have nothing to show for it. I’ve failed at every relationship. Sometimes it was obvious from the start, and other times I waited too long or just screwed things up. I’m immature, and too many good women wasted a year or two of their lives on me.”

      Bina and Ben took off their shoes and sat down at the end of the dock. The gray water lapped up against the poles, splashing their feet like frigid liquid tongues and reminding them of the approaching winter.

      “Did you ever cheat on these many women of yours?”

      “No. I can at least say that.”

      “Did you ever abuse any of them in any way?”

      “Of course not.”

      
        “Have you ever committed a heinous crime for which you were never caught?”

      “No.” Ben sighed, sifting a handful of rocks he had scooped up and put in his jacket pocket. He found one that was smooth and flat, ideal for skipping, but it bounced and flailed in the choppy water.

      “See? I can’t even skip a rock.”

      “Sometimes the conditions are not right.”

      “Are you sure you should even be seen with me? I really appreciate you being here, but I don’t want appearances to cause problems at work.”

      “I can handle appearances. Believe it or not, we do have some things in common. You’ve spent the last twenty years discovering yourself. I’ve spent the last twenty years doing what I was expected to do. You may have regrets, but so do I.”

      “I don’t think you’ve done anything you would regret in your entire life.”

      “It’s not what I did, but what I haven’t done.”

      “Like what?”

      “Buy a reptile online.”

      Ben laughed and shook his head.

      “Do you regret getting married so young?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. He was chosen for me when I was a child.”

      “I thought you grew up in Britain?”

      “I did, but we were still a Hindu family.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. Did you regret marrying him?”

      “No. I did what was required of me. I hoped we would fall in love, but we didn’t. We fulfilled our obligations, we had children, and we satisfied our families. He even paid for me to go to Medical School, pays for the children’s boarding school, and agreed amicably to the divorce. I know that’s hard for an American to understand, but that’s who I am.”

      “So you’re forty-two and just starting your life, in a way.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to at least mention that you are a Pediatric Oncologist? It will get me some serious street credit with Maggie.”

      
        Bina laughed and drew up her feet, drying them with the sleeve of her red windbreaker.

      “Let’s see if I can earn some respect relying only on my wit and charm. I like people to get to know who I am before they know what I do.”

      “Isn’t what you do a big part of who you are?”

      “What I do is because of who I am.”

      “Let’s see if Maggie will give you a chance. We'd better help start dinner or we might get another lecture about neglecting mom.”

      “Are you sure you’re up to making dinner, Lindsey?” Bina asked, coming into the kitchen amid the smells of chicken being sautéed in the skillet with a blend of garlic, oil, and a mixture of Greek seasoning.

      “It’s no big deal. I wanted to stock up a bit and get some things I knew would be easy for Mom to eat. Tonight it is chicken with no bones, potatoes with no lumps, and green beans.”

      “That is thoughtful,” Bina said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Lindsey’s answer was usurped by a crash from Carol’s bedroom.

      “Mom!” screamed Maggie

      Lindsey and Bina exchanged half-second glances of exclamation and darted for the bedroom. Carol lay tangled in the bed sheets on the floor, twitching and convulsing among the twisted linens and her disheveled pajamas that Maggie and Lindsey had just helped her into an hour before.

      “Oh my God, Lindsey, she’s having a seizure! She hasn’t done this before! My God! Call 911!” commanded Maggie as she tried to restrain her mother’s arms in a panicked attempt to help.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Bina calmly said. She bent down and took hold of Carol’s head, cradling the back of her neck firmly in the bend of her elbow.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” screamed Maggie. “Get out of here! This is not the time or place for another bitch tramp of my brother’s to try and score points with the family. This is our mother!”

      “Mags!” Lindsey said, shocked and ashamed of her sister. “I think she knows what she is talking about.”

      “What the hell does she know? Who is she? We need to get Mom to the hospital now!”

      
        “Maggie, your mother is going to be fine. The seizure is a common occurrence in brain cancer patients,” Bina explained, cradling her head and folding Carol’s arms across her abdomen with her free arm.

      “Thanks for your concern, but we need to get my mom a doctor. You should never have brought her here, Lindsey! Why did you listen to your idiot brother?” Maggie spewed as her blood boiled and her adrenaline surged.

      “She already has one,” Bina explained.

      “What?” Maggie said, looking at Lindsey for an explanation.

      The tumbling of firewood into the box near the old cast-iron wood stove went almost unnoticed during the commotion.

      “Mags, meet Dr. Bina Patel, Pediatric Oncologist from Boston Children’s Hospital,” Ben said from the doorway, still panting from the climb up the stairs. “She’s here for Mom, not me. She’s doing this as a favor for your idiot brother.”

      Carol’s convulsions tapered off, and Bina began an evaluation.

      “Her breathing and pulse are back to normal. She might have a bit of a bump on her head from the fall, but otherwise, she is alright. Ben, can you help me lift her back onto the bed?”

      Lindsey jumped in instinctively, tenderly tucking her mother’s legs under the covers and stroking her face as she regained her bearings.

      “It’s ok, Mom. You’re ok. It was a short seizure. You have a small bump on your head, but we’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart,” Carol said through her panting and reorientation.

      “It looks like you have this under control,” Maggie said curtly. “But what are you going to do about tomorrow? Mom can’t go to the service if she’s going to have a seizure. I’m not going to let her be humiliated in front of everyone.”

      “I take it this is her first seizure?” Bina asked.

      “Yes,” Maggie said.

      “I can call in a script for some anti-seizure medicine. It is pretty effective. She should be fine to attend the service, and I can bring her back here and keep an eye on her while you three attend the procession,” Bina offered.

      “Thanks, Bina,” Ben said, patting her shoulder and taking his mother’s hand.

      
        “That’s very kind, Dr. Patel,” Lindsey said. “Thank you.”

      “Fine,” Maggie huffed.

      Mariah and Luke stayed strategically out of the way but wasted no time in interrogating their mother about what happened to Grandma as soon as Maggie emerged from the bedroom.

      “She had a seizure, but she’s going to be fine. That is normal with brain cancer patients,” she explained.

      “Why were you yelling?” Mariah asked accusingly.

      “Who is that woman with Aunt Lindsey?” Luke chimed in.

      “One at a time,” Maggie said, closing her eyes, holding up her hand, and rubbing her temple with the other.

      “The woman is a doctor. Apparently, your uncle convinced her to come up here and help with grandma so she could go to great-grandpa’s funeral. No one bothered to tell me this, but it’s fine.”

      “Can we see Grandma?” Luke asked.

      “Yes, but stay out of the way.”

      “We’re always in the way,” Mariah mumbled under her breath as she followed her brother into Carol’s room.

      Maggie pretended not to hear. She didn’t have it in her to have another confrontation with her daughter, at least not right now. Just as she caught her breath, the stinging sour smell of burning food sent her running into the kitchen and almost colliding with Lindsey.

      “Shoot! Shoot! Shoot!” Lindsey weakly exclaimed, pulling off lids and stirring a pot. “The chicken is burned and the mashed potatoes are scorched,” she said, gently lifting a wooden spoon to her mouth. “They taste like cigarettes! Disgusting. Dinner is ruined.”

      “Don’t worry, Lindsey,” Ben said, sweeping through the kitchen, careful not to make eye contact with Maggie. “I need to run into Augusta and get Mom’s prescription. I can grab something on the way back.”

      Lindsey gave Ben a small wad of cash, and he walked out the back door. Maggie followed and called to him as he stood at the open door to the van.

      “Ben!”

      “What, Mags?” he said with a subtle but clear angry tone.

      “I…uh, do you need me to do anything?”

      
        “Nah, Mags, we got this. I know that’s hard for you to comprehend.”

      Maggie ran over to the van as he got in and started it. He rolled down the window and stared straight ahead as if waiting for her to get out of the way.

      “Ben…”

      “What, Mags? Spit it out!”

      “Ben…I’m…I’m sorry. I wish you had told me about Bina.”

      “She was right,” Ben said, glancing at Maggie and then staring ahead. “You couldn’t see her until she put on the white coat. What do I need to put on, Mags, for you to see me?”

      “Ben…”

      Ben swiftly pulled the lever to reverse, and Maggie stepped back as the van jerked into gear. Ben glanced out the window and mirrors to make sure it was clear and backed up. He slipped it into drive and punched the gas pedal, spinning his tires on the inclined gravel driveway, kicking up a cloud of dust, rocks, and resentment.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Five
      

      Dresden, Germany

      June 1942

      I am now a Gefreiter. I am not a fierce fighter, but I am reliable and work hard, so that must be why I was promoted. I have not seen much fighting since Poland, and now I have been sent back to Dresden to be a driver and assistant to SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler.

      I have been told that the camps we made— including the camp I worked on myself— have become death camps. Some do work, but most are killed. Making prisoners work makes sense. Killing enemy prisoners is brutal, but it makes sense in a war. Killing Germans makes no sense. They are sending Roma and Jews to the camps. They are going by the thousands. The Nazis are calling it “The Final Solution.” All I can see is Hermann’s bloody face. I fear that we are angering God. What can I do? I am one man, and I am not a very brave one at that.

      
        I met SS-Hauptsturmfuher Adler in his office, curiously filled with piles of trinkets. Watches, bracelets, necklaces, and various strange nuggets, mostly gold, littered his desk. I stood at attention while he remained seated, looking at a small wooden box about fifty centimeters square.

      “Do you know what is in this box, Gefreiter?” he asked.

      “Nein, Hauptsturmfuher.”

      “This box contains something so old and so important it will change archeology forever.”

      “Is it from a benefactor, Hauptsturmfuher?”

      “Yes. A Jewish family donated it to the Führermuseum while some SS soldiers helped them prepare for their journey to Dachau.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “It is said to have such mystical power if you touch it, you will die!”

      I was suddenly less anxious to examine the contents of the box.

      “Of course, I think the soldier who touched it probably caused a reaction that our chemists will discover in due time. In any case, you will do well to keep this treasure in its container.”

      SS-Hauptsturmfuher Adler gave me an important mission: I am to take this important package and deliver it to Berlin. It is to go to the Führer himself eventually. It is valuable; he said it would be worthy of six armed guards, but too many men are at the front, so we must use stealth. He wrapped up the box in cloth and put it in a burlap sack. He put more rags and cloths inside, stuffing them down to disguise its shape and weight.

      “This may end up in the Führermuseum!” he told me. “The Führer himself will examine it and decide.”

      Curiosity pushed a swell of rare courage up in my stomach, and I asked, “Should I know what is in the box, Hauptsturmfuher?”

      “It is safer if you do not know,” he told me.

      “And nobody suspects valuables in a burlap sack,” I concluded.

      “Precisely. They probably will think you are doing my laundry, but even so, be vigilant, Gefreiter.”

      “Jawohl!” I said, taking hold of the curiously heavy burlap laundry sack.

      
        I was so relieved to have such a simple mission. I was to drive to Berlin alone, and I had papers to pass through every checkpoint. I felt important to have such freedom. My mind wandered to SS-Hauptsturmfuher Adler’s office. I was focused on his instructions, but then I began to question where all the valuables on his desk would have come from. We are in a war, and he was not an archaeologist. I remembered particular things on his desk: watches, jewelry, and even small nuggets of gold. There was quite a large amount of gold. SS-Hauptsturmfuher Adler oversaw the transportation of prisoners to the camps. I know that valuables are taken from prisoners, so he must have collected them. The nuggets, small and oddly shaped, could not be jewelry. They almost seemed to be the shape of— teeth!

      The impending realization cemented in my mind even before I finished denying it. I pulled off the road and opened my door just in time to release my vomit. I helped destroy synagogues during Kristallnacht. I struck Hermann. I helped build the camp at Auschwitz. Now I was on my way to Berlin to deliver a sacred treasure stolen from Jews who by now were dead or soon would be. I am killing the Jews. I am killing Hermann. God help me.

      - MB

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Six
      

      Her phone rang, and Maggie was relieved to see it was the funeral home. They promised to go over all the plans for the service tomorrow, and they were true to their word. There were details to make sure were worked out: was the plot next to Grandma ready? Were the flowers confirmed? Is the slideshow cued up and ready to go? Were the programs printed and ready? If she had a hand in it, it would be alright. This was something she could control.

      As she stuffed the phone back into her pocket, she noticed Luke and Mariah had followed her advice and decided to let Grandma Mitchell rest, but like typical teenagers without WiFi, they wandered the house aimlessly as if they were trapped in an Amish nightmare of tech-less hell. Mariah was fluffing Great Grandma Bauer’s flat, faded plaid throw pillows from 1988, and Luke was amusing himself by sticking his fingers through the holes of an Afghan blanket that had sat on the back of the couch longer than he and Mariah had been alive put together.

      
        “That’s called an Afghan, I suppose because this kind of blanket originated there,” Maggie said, snatching it from Luke. “I’m not sure. You should Google it.”

      “Very funny, Mom,” Mariah chimed in. “I’d be surprised if our phones even worked up here. If we had any signal, God knows you’d tell us to shut them off and go outside.”

      Maggie bit her lip and resisted the urge to take one of the pillows and see how much could fit into her daughter’s loquacious orifice. Her temptation was only tempered by the familiarity; she saw her own mouth, her own mother, and this same house thirty years ago.

      “Luke, let’s not stretch out the holes in this beautiful blanket.”

      “Mom, it’s orange and brown. I think ‘beautiful’ is a stretch.”

      “Literally.”

      It took Luke a second, and then the light came on. Score one point for mom’s quick wit.

      “Ha! Nice one, mom.”

      “Why don’t you do something more productive? Grandpa Bauer had a bunch of water stuff, you know, kayaks and floating tubes and things like that. Why don’t you check it out? Most of the stuff is under the porch or in the basement. See what he has under there.”

      “Can we actually use any of it?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Then why am I doing this exactly?”

      “I’ll pay you. Five bucks.”

      “Make it twenty.”

      “Twenty?!” Maggie was irritated and proud at the same time. “That’s too steep. Ten. Take it or leave it.”

      “Deal.”

      “You can ask Aunt Lindsey for paper and a pen to make a list.”

      “I’ll just use my notepad on my phone,” he said matter-of-factly. “I can take pictures if I have no idea what some of that ancient stuff is.” He bounded out the door, sounding almost excited to be on some kind of mission.

      “Uh, oh. Do you have a work detail for me, too?” Mariah asked with one eyebrow raised in proportion to her attitude.

      
        “In a manner of speaking. It’s more of a favor.”

      “Meaning no money?”

      “It’s kind of a girl thing.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I said some things…I was pretty rough on Bina, uh, Dr. Patel earlier today. In my defense, I didn’t know she was a doctor. I should probably say something, but I don’t know her too well. Can you feel her out?”

      “You want me to run interference?”

      “Just see how she is. Get an idea of how well an apology might go over.”

      “Why don’t you just go tell her you’re sorry?”

      “Sorry doesn’t always cut it. It might not go over well if she’s still upset.”

      “What if I’m shy and I don’t feel like talking to her?”

      “Then you can take over for me helping Aunt Lindsey clean up the kitchen, and I’ll go straight to her myself.”

      “Luke got a better deal. I’ll go talk to her.”

      Mariah found Bina sitting on the dock, her pants rolled up, kicking at the frigid waves. She strolled down the hill, kicking rocks and pine cones, and then bounced down the dock, alighting next to Bina.

      “I’m Mariah. I’m Maggie’s daughter,” she said, strategically introducing herself.

      “I’m Bina. Bina Patel.”

      “You’re a doctor, right?”

      “Pediatric Oncologist.”

      Mariah stared blankly.

      “I work with kids who have cancer.”

      “That sucks!” she blurted out, belying her age. “I mean, to have cancer when you’re just a kid.”

      Bina chuckled. “Yes, it does ‘suck,’ but kids are amazing. They bounce back so much faster than adults. They almost never give up.”

      “Has Grandma Mitchell given up?”

      
        “There’s a difference between giving up and acceptance.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Giving up is deciding your life is over. Acceptance is deciding to live your life to the fullest until the end.”

      “Do you think Grandma Mitchell is scared of dying?”

      “Everyone is a little scared of dying. Mostly, people are afraid of suffering or the unknown. I just met your grandma, but she seems to have peace.”

      “I’m glad you’re here, Dr. Patel.”

      “I’m glad I could help, and to be honest, a couple of days away from the hospital is not such a bad thing, even if I do miss my kids.”

      “So…how do you know Uncle Ben?” Mariah asked, delving into the elephant on the dock.

      “I’m not his girlfriend if that’s what you want to know.”

      “I heard. It’s just that, well, he’s brought girls to family stuff before, and none of them were…well, none of them were like you.”

      “How bad were they?” she asked with a mischievous smile. “Your uncle seems to have a reputation.”

      “Let’s just say I’m glad you don’t have extreme piercings or excessive body hair.”

      “Oh my, sounds interesting!” Bina laughed, trying to picture a furry-legged female with a bull ring in her nose. “I met him at the hospital.”

      “What was Uncle Ben doing at a Children’s Hospital?” By now, Mariah had forgotten her clandestine mission for her mom. Curiosity and a derailed train of thought had assumed control.

      “He volunteers at an animal shelter not far away. A family brought in a dog because they were just too busy dealing with their son’s cancer treatments to keep up with it. Your uncle volunteered to care for the dog until their son got better, and he even managed to get permission to bring the dog in for a visit. That boy’s whole attitude changed when he got to see his dog, and of course, the ‘puppy’ was a hit with the other kids. I pulled a few strings, and your uncle started visiting regularly with several dogs. ‘Doggie Days’ became a weekly thing, and Ben never took a dime for all the work he put in. When he asked me if it was a good idea to bring your Grandma Mitchell to her father’s funeral, I told him I would come and keep an eye on her.”

      
        Mariah lay face down on the dock and dangled her arms over the edge. She swished the water and then pulled her hands back up.

      “Gheesh, that’s freezing! How can you still feel your toes?”

      “I grew up in England. If you’re not half polar bear, you’ll never get to go swimming.”

      Maggie sat on her knees, her glasses hanging from her nose, wrapped in her grandmother’s brown and orange Afghan blanket. She finished the chapter in her novel and set her tablet down.

      “Lindsey, I’m starving! Where is Ben? It’s almost midnight!”

      “I was just thinking the same thing! It’s only a thirty or forty-minute drive to Augusta, so he should have been back a couple of hours ago. Let me try his phone again.”

      Lindsey dialed while Maggie shuddered at a sudden thought.

      “What, Mags?” Lindsey asked, letting the phone ring three inches from her ear.

      “He was mad when he left. I tried to apologize, but he didn’t seem too interested in talking when he sped off.”

      “No answer. So what are you thinking?”

      “So what if he got mad and took off?”

      “In my rental van? Leaving Mom, me, and Bina here to fend for ourselves the night before Grandpa’s funeral? No way.”

      “What if he wanted to make a point?”

      “Mags, Ben’s a lot of things, but he wouldn’t do that to us.”

      “Maybe he would do it to me.”

      “Can’t you think of anything more rational, like a mugging or choking on a chicken bone because he tried to sneak something out of the bucket on the way home?” Lindsey quipped, trying to calm her sister.

      “Or a car accident.”

      Lindsey wanted instinctively to contradict her sister. It couldn’t be an accident. Let’s be positive. Let’s look at the bright side. Let’s avoid conflict. But logic defies instinct sometimes, and Lindsey got a sinking feeling in her stomach: Maggie might be right. Lindsey got up from the old plaid chair and sat on the opposite end of the couch facing Maggie.

      
        “Let’s think rationally about this, Mags. He knows Mom needs those seizure meds. He wouldn’t take any detours. If he broke down or got a flat, he’d call us. If he were in a wreck, the police or hospital would call us.”

      “Or if he was mad at me, he might just go back to Boston and miss the funeral,” Maggie somberly proposed.

      “He wouldn’t do that, Mags. He wouldn’t just leave me, Mom, and Bina stranded without Mom’s meds.”

      “But he’s not here.”

      “His phone might be dead.”

      “He might be dead.”

      “Margaret Elizabeth Manning! What has gotten into you?” Lindsey scolded.

      “I have a history of men letting me down. My expectations are not high.”

      “This is Ben, Mags. Our brother might be immature, unsettled, and indecisive, but he’s kind and selfless.”

      “I’ll second that,” Bina said, appearing downstairs and taking the vacant seat in the plaid chair.

      “We’re trying to decide if Ben got lost, had car trouble, or died in a fiery car accident,” Lindsey said, trying to bring levity to the situation despite her own growing panic.

      “I was worried myself,” Bina admitted. “When it comes to working at the hospital, he’s very reliable. This is not like him.”

      “Told you,” Lindsey said to Maggie as if they were schoolgirls arguing.

      “I think we should do something,” Maggie said. “Should we start with hospitals or the police?” she asked, taking out her phone.

      “How about this,” Bina said, “I can go out to get the medicine and look for Ben on the way. In forty-five minutes, I can be at the pharmacy and know if Ben is stuck somewhere in between, and then I can phone you. At least we’ll know if he is on the road, and we will have the medicine.”

      “That’s a good plan. Here, Bina, take my car,” Maggie said, taking the keys from her purse and tossing them to her. “I’m not sure grandpa’s old Buick will even start. And Bina, thank you— for everything.”

      
        Bina was also reliable. Forty-three minutes later, she called with a report. “I’m getting the script filled now. There was no sign of Ben or the van. The pharmacist said they were about to put the prescription back on the shelf because no one came for it.”

      “Thanks, Bina,” Lindsey said. “Get back here safely.”

      “I don’t like it, Lindsey. I know I’m the downer sometimes, but this doesn’t feel right.”

      “I know, Mags. I’m worried too. If he doesn’t show by tomorrow morning, what are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to go to the funeral. If people ask about Ben, we’ll figure something out to say. I’ve already got to explain my missing husband.”

      Lindsey scooted next to her sister and put her head on Maggie’s shoulder. “I’ll call the rental company in the morning. If the van has not been turned in, then I’ll report it missing. If it has, then that would confirm your theory about Ben leaving us high and dry.”

      “Good plan,” Maggie said.

      “Mags?”

      “Yes?”

      “Is Dan gone?”

      “He moved out three months ago. He already has a new girlfriend, whom I suspect he knew long before he left us.”

      “I’m so sorry, Mags,” Lindsey said, taking Maggie’s hand and pulling the blanket over both of them. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Get me through this funeral,” she said, “and then we’ll take it from there.”

      “Good plan,” Lindsey said with a heavy sigh, rubbing her sister’s arm under the heavy knit blanket. “And at some point, let’s wash this thing because it stinks.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seven
      

      Berlin, Germany

      June 1942

      
        
      

      I stared at the sack. It was such a plain and useless item, and yet it warranted the attention of the Führer himself. What could it possibly be? I reached over to the passenger seat and touched the burlap cloth. It was hot. It was as if metal had been heated and wrapped in cloth. I jerked my hand back and thought of my orders. SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler was clear: I was to deliver the letter and the item in the sack to the Gestapo offices, where it would be passed on to the Führer at the right time and by the right officer. For the first time in my life, I disobeyed orders, or at least delayed them.

      I arrived in Berlin earlier than expected, and I could not take my eyes off the sack. I needed to know what it was, but if I opened the letter accompanying it, I would be discovered for tampering with it. I looked at the sack again and said, “God help me.” I looked up as I turned down a street that looked to only buy me some time, and I recognized a building on the right side. I don’t know what made me do it, but I decided to stop at the headquarters for the Abwehr. I must have looked like a fool carrying a burlap sack into the offices of German Intelligence.

      “May I help you?” the receptionist asked, and I had no idea what to say.

      “I need to speak to someone regarding a Jewish, uh, artifact,” I stumbled. “Does anyone here have experience with ancient things?” I was certain to be arrested.

      “As a matter of fact, there may be a gentleman who can help you, Gefreiter.”

      That is when I met him. God was certainly with me.

      “Heil Hitler!” I saluted automatically.

      “Yes, of course, Gefreiter Bauer. My name is Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Come with me, and let us see what we have.”

      I explained my orders, handed him my papers, and then gave him the sealed letter and put the sack on his desk. He glanced at the outside, and then almost without hesitation, he ran the envelope over a small steaming device of some kind, and then delicately peeled back the flap and pulled out the letter.

      “A standard tool of the trade, I’m afraid,” he said, pushing the steamer aside and unfolding the letter. After reading a few lines, he looked out his window, got up, and looked down the hallway, and then shut his door.

      
        “This is intended for the Führermuseum. You should not be here. Why did you come?” he asked me.

      “I was early. I thought perhaps…” I lost my words.

      “You thought what, Gefreiter?” he asked again, peering at me through his spectacles.

      “I am uneasy, Herr Bonhoeffer.”

      “Does your conscience bother you, son?”

      “Yes, Herr Bonhoeffer. I am a loyal German, but I do not like the killing of the Jews. I fear God will punish us.”

      “So you believe in God?”

      “Ja, Herr Bonhoeffer.”

      “My duty should be to turn you into the Gestapo. You disobeyed an order by coming here, Gefreiter Bauer.”

      “Jawohl, Herr Bonhoeffer.”

      “Do you know what this is?” he asked, holding up the sack.

      I shook my head.

      “If it is indeed what this letter says it is, it is perhaps one of the most valuable artifacts in the world. It was taken from a Jew, no?”

      “I suspect it was. There were many things in Hauptsturmfuher Adler’s office. Watches, necklaces, rings— so much gold. There were even teeth, Herr Bonhoeffer.”

      I could see him clench his fists.

      “Perhaps it would be better for this artifact to be in New York than Berlin,” he said.

      I looked down. “Jawohl.” When the artifact didn’t arrive, I would be arrested immediately.

      “Perhaps you should take it to New York personally.”

      There were no words. I looked at Herr Bonhoeffer with terror and expectation. I had never traveled outside Germany. I had never disobeyed orders. I had always been trustworthy.

      “You believe in God, Gefreiter Bauer, but do you trust Him?”

      “I believe I do, Herr Bonhoeffer.”

      “Do you trust Him to help you with this mission?”

      “I trust Him with my life, Herr Bonhoeffer.”

      
        “How can you be sure to trust him?” he asked, peering over his wire rims, examining the corners of my soul.

      “The more I seek Him, the more He speaks to me.”

      “What does He tell you?”

      “He tells me to listen to you.”

      His smile spoke approval. I passed his test.

      “Gefreiter Bauer, I am intercepting you and this letter. I will give you new orders. Will you accept them?” he asked.

      “Jawohl!”

      I will satisfy SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler that you fulfilled your duty, and I take full responsibility for the diversion of this precious artifact so that it may be studied and verified in New York. Now, for the business of getting you out of Germany during a war.”

      Herr Bonhoeffer, or Pastor Bonhoeffer, I learned, prepared papers, gave me clothes and money, and he arranged with his contacts to take me to Denmark, Sweden, then to Britain, and from there to New York. That was the last I saw of Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer. I learned years later that he was arrested by the SS and tried at Flossenburg. He was hanged for treason a month before the end of the war.

      -MB

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eight
      

      At four o’clock in the morning, Maggie was the only one awake. Sleep was elusive. Whether it was guilt, concern, or both, she couldn’t pin it down, but when she heard the tires crunching on the gravel outside her window, she lit downstairs, hanging onto her robe with one hand and pulling the door open with the other.

      “Ben? What the hell happened?” she cried, trying to temper her voice and her tone.

      “I had a rough night. I’m sorry I didn’t call, but I can explain it all later.”

      “How about now?” Maggie demanded. “Disappearing on a med run for your mom the night before your grandpa’s funeral in your sister’s rented van, leaving your friend behind, kind of demands something of an explanation sooner rather than later.”

      
        He sighed heavily and rubbed his red eyes. His shoulders drooped, and she could see the hollowness of uncertainty in his eyes.

      “Maggie, please. I had tire trouble, and let’s leave it at that, at least till morning.”

      Maggie bit her lower lip, fighting her urge to lash out at Ben and get a proper explanation, but she also remembered the acid-tongued tirade she regretted so badly last night.

      “Alright, Ben,” she sighed. “As long as you’re alright. You scared us half to death. Can I get you anything?”

      “I want to get a couple of hours of sleep before the service. Can you let everyone know I’m ok?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Ben?”

      “Yes, Mags?”

      “I’m…I’m really glad you’re okay.”

      He smiled, reading her eyes as only he and Lindsey could do. She was apologizing.

      “I know you are.”

      “It was a lovely service, Lindsey.”

      “It was nice of you to come, Dusty. Thank you.”

      “Well, if there is anything I can do, I’m just across the lake.”

      “Thanks, Dusty.”

      “I mean it, Lindsey,” he said with a curiously serious tone and firm touch on her shoulder. “It’s not just an expression. I want you to tell me if you need anything.”

      “That’s…that’s generous, Dusty. Thank you. I’ll definitely let you know,” Lindsey said, adding this unexpected encounter to an increasing inventory of questions without answers. What was the attorney going to tell them at the meeting at the house later? Who would get the house, especially in Mom’s condition? Did Grandpa Bauer have any money? Would Maggie take control, or would the will lay things out?

      “How are you feeling, Mom?” Maggie asked her mother.

      “I’m a little tired, but I’m glad I came. Daughters should go to their father’s funerals, not the other way around.”

      
        “I can take you back to the house now, Mrs. Mitchell,” Bina said. “You can get some rest while everyone goes to the procession.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart. Feel free to call me Carol. My students have called me Mrs. Mitchell for thirty years, and I’m liable to forget my first name.”

      Bina laughed. “Yes, ma’am! Let’s go, Carol.”

      Bina, uh, Dr. Patel….” Maggie fumbled.

      “Bina is fine. After all, I’m on a first-name basis with your mum.”

      Maggie managed a strained grin. “Thank you, Bina.” She put a gentle hand on Bina’s shoulder and looked into her soft brown eyes. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I was…well, I was just plain vile. I’m sorry. Thank you for not running off when you really should have.”

      Bina smiled and nodded as she took Carol’s hand. Carol stopped on the way out to greet a familiar face and give him a warm hug. He nodded yes several times as they spoke briefly, and once again returned a warm embrace. Now it was Maggie’s turn.

      “Hello, Uncle Bruce,” Maggie said. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Too long, Maggie. I guess it takes a death to remind us to get together every once in a while,” he said with a firm embrace. “You remember Todd, right?” he said tentatively.

      “Of course,” Maggie said. “It’s good to see you, Todd.”

      “You too, Maggie.”

      “Grandpa’s attorney wants us to meet at the house this evening. I’m guessing it’s about the will. Are you going to be there?”

      “I probably should, but I hate to leave Todd to fend for himself in the wilds of Maine.”

      “If this is about his estate, it affects you both. You should both probably be there. Besides, you can spend some time with Mom.”

      “As usual, you’re right,” Bruce said, flashing a smile and a reassuring look at Todd.

      “We’ll be there,” Todd echoed.

      “Bruce?”

      “Yes, Maggie?”

      “Do you mind if Mariah and Luke ride with you and Todd in the procession? I might have a couple of extra bodies in my car.”

      
        “Of course. Maybe we can catch up a bit before they go to college.”

      “Thanks.”

      As the guests dwindled and the family began sauntering to their cars in preparation for the procession, Maggie caught a flash of blond hair disappear behind the door to the men’s restroom.

      “Lindsey!” Maggie said in one of those shouting whispers, gripping her sister’s arm with a little too much force.

      “Ouch, Mags!”

      “Sorry. I just saw Ben go into the men’s room. Which one of us should wait outside the door to nail him when he comes out?”

      “Both of us. One on each side.”

      Lindsey was as anxious for an explanation as Maggie this time around, and when he appeared, he ran straight into their web.

      “Ben, what happened? Why were you out so late? Are you ok?” Lindsey asked.

      “It’s kind of a strange story, and I can’t really explain everything right here. Can we talk before we meet with the Lawyer— you know— just us three?”

      Maggie was still relieved enough to go easy on Ben. She also wanted the full explanation without distraction.

      “Alright. Let’s hit that little café after the procession. We’ll have a couple of hours before the lawyer shows up.”

      “Sounds good,” Lindsey concurred.

      “C’mon with me, you two. Bina took Mom in the van, so we’ll use my car,” Maggie volunteered.

      “What about Mariah and Luke? Are we squeezing in?” Lindsey asked, always accounting for every person, place, or dollar.

      “They’re riding with Bruce and Todd. They could use a little time with their uncles.”

      “Let’s go say goodbye to Grandpa Bauer,” Ben said, resting his arms on each of his sisters’ shoulders. We can deal with everything else later.”

      “You mean after you eat,” Maggie said, giving him the raised eyebrow.

      “That always helps,” he said with his classic smirk.

      “Lindsey!” Dusty called as they were heading for the BMW.

      
        “Dusty?” Lindsey said, surprised he was still there.

      “Hey Red,” Ben said, shaking his friend’s hand. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too, Ben. I’m sorry about Grandpa Bauer.”

      “He lived a good life and had no regrets. I hope I can say the same.”

      “I’m sure you will, if you live that long,” Dusty said, giving him a nostalgic punch in the arm.

      “Ouch!”

      “Wimp.”

      “Girl.”

      Maggie cleared her throat conspicuously, tapping the roof of her car impatiently. “Was that supposed to be an insult, Ben?”

      “Of course not,” Dusty said, covering for his friend.

      “I thought you left already,” Lindsey said.

      “I need to ask you something.”

      “Yes?”

      Dusty glanced at Ben and Maggie and decided this was as private as it would get.

      “Can we get a cup of coffee sometime?”

      “Um, I suppose so,” Lindsey said, fighting a firestorm of grief, confusion, and uncertainty.

      “I’m sorry, I know this is not the time or place, but I need to ask you for some help with something, and I’m not sure how long you’ll be in Liberty.”

      “Give me your phone,” she said, surprising herself with her assertiveness. “Unlock it.”

      Dusty punched in his code and handed it to her. She quickly typed in her number and handed it back. “I’m going to hang around Liberty for a couple of weeks. Text me your number and we’ll meet up sometime. Anytime after today is probably good.”

      “Deal. Thanks, Lindsey,” he said. “See you guys later,” he nodded to Ben and Maggie.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Maggie taunted her.

      “I don’t know,” Lindsey said. “I doubt it.”

      
        “Why?” Ben said as they slipped into the car.

      “I’m sure he needs something. Guys don’t just ask me out. I’m not exactly a hot commodity.”

      “Yes, you are,” Ben said, patting her shoulder from the back seat, reassuringly. “It’s just that you’re not usually in their line of sight.”

      “He’s got a point,” Maggie said, flashing her sister a smile before starting the car. Lindsey was tempted to mention neither one of them was really in a position of authority when it came to dating advice, but then again, why shoot down a compliment?

      “The last time I saw you two, you were still kids. When did you start college?”

      “Very funny, Uncle Bruce. You are our uncle, right?” Mariah asked.

      “Technically, I‘m your Great Uncle, but please just call me Uncle Bruce. I’m not that great.”

      “So what do we call you?” Luke blurted out in Todd’s direction.

      “Todd or Uncle Todd is fine. I also answer to Dude, Awesome One, and Your Highness.”

      Luke stared at Todd for a few seconds, registering the humor in his mind and gauging his level of comfort with Uncle Number Two.

      “Your Highness is too long. I’ll just call you Uncle Todd.”

      “Deal.”

      Bruce refused to allow the awkward silence to creep in.

      “Are you guys surviving in great-grandpa and grandma’s old house? I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have Wi-Fi.”

      “I’m dying,” Mariah explained dramatically.

      “I’m ok,” Luke piped in. Great-grandpa has cool stuff in the basement. I just wish it were warmer so we could go swimming.”

      “The lake is a lot of fun. I wish I spent more time there.”

      “Why haven’t you?” Mariah asked, seizing the moment to pry into Uncle Bruce’s jovial disposition.

      He sighed heavily. Check, but not checkmate.

      “We’re pretty busy, and time flies…” he began.

      “Did great-grandpa not like Uncle Todd?” she pried deeper.

      
        “Great-grandpa liked Todd well enough,” he said, throwing a knowing look at him. “But he didn’t understand our relationship. We didn’t want to make him uncomfortable.”

      “What’s wrong with you and Todd?” Luke innocently asked.

      Bruce sighed. He rehearsed this speech a hundred times, but it didn’t make things any easier.

      “We care a lot for each other, Luke buddy,” he said, reaching back and patting him on the knee. “But I think your great-grandparents wanted my best friend to be a girl. They wanted me to get married and have kids.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Luke asked. Mariah stared with saucer eyes but restrained her urge to shut her nosey brother up because she was even more curious than him.

      “Well, Luke, do you want to get married?”

      “Not really. Maybe someday.”

      “How about right now? Would you like to get married to a girl and have her be your best friend?”

      “No way!” he said. “I’m only eleven!”

      “I’m older, but I feel the same way.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      The diner was one of those old East Coast leftovers from the 1950s, but not like the shiny chrome places with waitresses in poodle skirts and classic 50’s jukebox music playing. It had dull, dingy black and white tile floors, cracked and tattered vinyl seat cushions, and dated Formica-covered tables, but people kept coming back for the greasy goodness.

      “Can I getcha some coffee, folks?” the waitress asked, donning only a gray apron and a name tag to distinguish her as a server.

      “Yes, please,” Maggie said, feeling the effects of being up most of the night.

      “Yes, thank you, Sally,” Ben said with his charm piercing through his tired eyes.

      “I’ll have some tea if you’ve got it,” Lindsey said.

      “Sure thing. I’ll be right back.”

      The focus landed squarely on Ben as Maggie and Lindsey stared him down across the booth.

      
        “I took off for the store last night, heading down Highway 3. I think I was near the Palermo area, out in the middle of nowhere, when the front tire blows and I just about lost it. I had to limp to some kind of shoulder, and I threw on the spare. The blown tire looked good, except where it blew. I thought I might have hit a sharp rock or something because there was no reason for that thing to go. I was thinking about mom, so I got in and took off again. I barely started driving, and a rear tire blows! It didn’t just go flat; that thing exploded! I pulled off again, took a look, and it was shredded. I couldn’t figure it out.

      “At this point, I had to call for help, so I got some tire place in Augusta to come out and bring a couple of tires with them. The guy looked at the dead tires, got his flashlight out, and started messing with them. Then he started searching around the van like he was looking for that sharp rock or something. I was getting a little irritated and almost told him to just put the new tires on when he said, ‘Hey man, I’m sorry, but I got to do this at the shop. I’ll hook you up.’

      “That sounded weird, but at this point, I just wanted to get moving. He towed me into Augusta, took the van off the hook, and put it in the garage. When I went in, he looked around suspiciously and then said, ‘I know why your tires blew, man. Take a look at these.’ Do you know what he had in his hand? He had freakin’ bullets!”

      “What?” Maggie said, immediately thinking this was another ill-timed far-out story by Ben.

      “Bullets?” Lindsey repeated.

      “He said the tires were shot out, and he wasn’t about to sit out on the highway and be some sick guy’s target practice. I didn’t blame him. He said it could be some kids playing a prank, but shooting cars with a .22 rifle is seriously crossing the line.”

      “Dear God, Ben. You could have been killed!” Lindsey said. She took his arm and squeezed.

      “I tried to call, but there was no service out on highway 3, and by the time I got to Augusta, it was pushing midnight, and I didn’t want to wake you with this crazy story and freak you out.”

      “It is a pretty crazy story…” Maggie said, still not swallowing the bait.

      “I knew you wouldn’t believe me,” Ben said, fumbling with his coat pocket and then slapping the table with a metallic snap.

      “Here.”

      
        Two small, misshapen .22 caliber bullets clicked together and then rolled a half-inch apart.

      “Geez, Ben. If they hit one tire and then another, they knew what they were shooting at. Do you really think it was kids?”

      “I don’t know, Mags. That’s what is so scary— I just don’t know.”

      Sally returned with coffee and clear expectations that they should be ready to order.

      “Do you folks know what you want?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nine
      

      New York, New York

      September 1942

      Lieber Kristina,

      I am alive. I sent Gefreiter Bauer to Berlin with the most valuable piece for the Führermuseum, but he has disappeared with the help of someone in the Abwehr. That will not satisfy the SS. I misplaced my trust in him, and I was made a fool and a traitor.

      I had to betray my country and my Führer to escape. Gefreiter Bauer ended my career and almost my life, but he has not won. It is because I was wise enough to keep a good bit of gold for myself that I was able to flee Germany before the Gestapo got to me, and it is with my trinkets from the Jews that I will begin my new life in America.

      Go to the bank and speak with Kristoff. Speak only with him, and he will give you what I left for you. It is too dangerous to travel now with the bombing in the cities, but when things are safe, I will send for you.

      I will find him. I am still young, and I am a patient man. He has one of the most valuable artifacts in history, so when it appears, he will not be far from it. I will have time to plan his suffering, and when I have him, he will beg to be given the fate of Die Juden!

      Mit Liebe,

      
        
      

      Heinrich

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Ten
      

      Washington D.C.

      October 1942

      Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s letter was enough to get me out of Berlin, but it was much harder to get out of Germany. I managed to attach myself to a supply truck and get into Denmark, and from there I hid aboard a fishing trawler that brought me to Sweden. Those fishermen were brave and selfless; they could have been shot on site if we were caught. From Sweden, British agents arranged for me to travel to London, where I was debriefed by the British Secret Service. I told them everything I knew about the Wehrmacht, the SS, and the camps. My English improved while I was there, and an American Officer took notice. I was offered a job as a translator for the War Department, and within a week, I was in the United States. They even gave me my own office!

      I still have the artifact. Pastor Bonhoeffer’s letter got me across the German border, but it didn’t mention the artifact. He never told me where in New York to take it, so I kept it concealed in the sack and clung to it all the way to the United States. I had to get it as far away from the Nazis as I could, and I think that was his intention too.

      I struggle with the decision: do I take it to a museum in New York as Pastor Bonhoeffer suggested and risk being arrested as a thief? Do I hide it and attempt to find the Jewish family whom it was taken from? Surely they have been the real guardians of this treasure, and it should be their decision. Perhaps after the war, if it is possible, I will find this family. Until then, only I know I have it, except for SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler, and by the time he received Pastor Bonhoeffer’s communication, he was probably more concerned about keeping his head after losing such an artifact for the Führermuseum. I will keep it safe. I don’t know what it is, but it must be important or even powerful if you believe in things like that. Still, I don’t dare set eyes on it.

      I am very busy. I translate hundreds of communications every day, mostly intercepted radio transmissions. They are always urgent, so I work quickly. I know the information is important, and the faster I work, the more quickly we can defeat Hitler. I want to do my part, but I don’t know if I can ever do enough for God to forgive me. Perhaps if I preserve and return the artifact to the Jewish family, that may help.

      - MB

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven
      

      Maggie, Lindsey, and Ben were the last ones to arrive at the house. Everyone is on time for the reading of a will. Harold Peterson, an old friend and Grandma and Grandpa Bauer’s attorney, pulled out a kitchen chair and took it into the living room. The family gathered in a circle, bringing their own kitchen chairs while Uncle Bruce and Todd sat on the floor. Bina had settled Carol comfortably on the sofa, and Mariah and Luke took the opportunity to sit next to their grandmother.

      “My name is Harold Peterson, and I have been a friend of the Bauers for more than forty years. I retired years ago, but of course, with these matters, I like to see my client’s will carried out personally.

      When Martin passed, he left some items and instructions, so we have some matters to settle while everyone is here. I know it’s not easy getting all the way up here.”

      The expectation was palpable. No one wanted to be the greedy relatives salivating over the spoils, but curiosity and anticipation sent jitters down everyone’s spine. The Bauers lived out full lives. Did they exhaust their resources? The house was paid for years ago, and for the most part, they made do on social security and investments, but how much did they have left?

      “Martin and Margaret lived on modest means, but frugality and wise investments allowed them to leave $125,000 in addition to the house and all their other possessions. Martin requested that his daughter Carol Mitchell receive $100,000, and the balance go to his son Bruce Bauer.”

      Carol sighed and looked at Bruce. She instinctively resisted the apparent favorable treatment by their father and said, “Of course I’ll split it with you, Bruce. It’s only fair.”

      “Are you kidding?” he said. “You’re a single mother who raised three kids on a teacher’s salary, and now you’re fighting cancer. You’ll do no such thing. Take care of yourself and your children, and I’ll put the $25,000 in a trust for Mariah and Luke.”

      
        “Your generosity is refreshing, but please, let’s continue,” Harold said. “Both Martin and Margaret were insistent that the house would remain in the family. They wanted it to continue to be a place to gather for vacations, reunions, and to live if necessary. Lindsey Mitchell is to manage the house and its upkeep, but the costs are to be shared by the entire family.”

      Nods and looks of surprise reverberated off of everyone in the room, and Lindsey seemed shocked to even be mentioned in the will of her grandparents, let alone be given guardianship of the house. She was certain that it would fall on Maggie.

      “Finally, Martin penned a note to be read to everyone but directed specifically to Benjamin. It reads:

      ‘Dear Benjamin, you are welcome to my old Buick. You seem to always need transportation of some kind! There is something of much greater importance, however, that I want to give you. How, when, and if you share it with the family is at your discretion. I leave you my journal that I kept during my journey to America during the war and for many years after. It is brief, but in it I describe things I never told anyone, even my own wife, God rest her soul. I never suffered the Shell Shock many of the American boys came home with, but I never seemed to shake this nagging sense of shame. Perhaps this journal will give you some insight.’”

      The house was silent. Ben sat with his mouth open, speechless for once. Harold carefully pulled a tattered, yellowed notebook from his briefcase and handed it gingerly to Ben.

      “He left this with me decades ago, and for years I would ask him what to do with it, and he would say, ‘keep it.’ Finally, about five years ago, as we were finalizing the will, I asked him again. He said to give it to you, and when I asked why, all he said was, ‘Because he is the most likely to forgive me.’ Forgive him for what, I don’t know, but I suppose you will find out soon.”

      Ben took the journal reverently and laid it in his lap. “Thank you, Mr. Peterson.”

      Harold took a handful of files, handed some to Bruce and some to Maggie. “Bruce, I think you know how to proceed. Maggie, your grandfather expected that you would help your mother with the transfer of funds, titles, etc. Let me know if you have any questions.”

      “I’ve got this. Thanks, Mr. Peterson,” Maggie said, shaking his hand.

      “Mom, you’ve got to be exhausted,” Lindsey said, shooting a glance at Bina.

      
        “I wouldn’t mind lying down,” she sighed. “Notice I said ‘lying’ and not ‘laying,’ kids,” she said to Mariah and Luke. “I’m a sick old lady, but I’m still a teacher,” she smiled.

      “We’ll remember, Grandma,” Mariah said. Maggie fought back a tear at the rare expression of love and respect from her lately surly daughter. As Bina and Maggie helped Carol to the restroom before laying her down, Lindsey jumped at the feeling of a buzz in her pocket. She never got texts from anyone but work and family, neither of whom should be bothering her now. She looked down at the screen, and it was from Dusty: “Too soon?”

      She glanced around instinctively as if she were in church or school, and then responded, “Tonight?”

      He typed, “Be at the dock at six. I’ll pick you up.”

      She remembered his house was across the lake. He has a boat? Of course, he must, and the thought of stepping into anything that floated when it was getting dark felt clandestine and adventurous. She had to check herself; he asked for help, and she was reading far too much into this. He probably needed some kind of accounting advice, and she would meet his supermodel wife and their four perfect children when she walked through the oversized French doors.

      With Ben consumed with Grandpa Bauer’s journal and Maggie busy with Mom, Lindsey made her way down to the dock. She changed into some comfortable jeans, sturdy walking shoes, and layered herself with a t-shirt, cardigan, and jacket. The autumn winds across the lake were already starting to show some teeth.

      The boat appeared right on time, speeding across the lake and then lurching forward about fifty yards out and coasting up to the dock. It was definitely a high-end speedboat with an impressive inboard motor and all the apparatus on the back for water skiing, tubing, and relaxing out on the lake. Dusty must have done fairly well for himself.

      “Hey Lindsey, thanks for meeting me so soon,” he said as the craft gently bumped the side of the dock.

      “No problem. The heavy stuff is over now,” she said as he took her hand and helped her into the boat.

      “Nice boat,” she commented.

      “Thanks. It’s a lot of fun. It’s also pretty fast. Hold on.”

      Lindsey took a seat and grabbed a chrome rail on the side. Dusty stood commandingly at the wheel in his dark jeans, hiking boots, and windbreaker. His red hair had darkened considerably, but it still held its orange hue when the light hit it just right. He was average height, about five ten or eleven, but his silhouette displayed a lean, fit figure that defied his pudgy middle-school body. Dusty must work out.

      He pushed the throttle forward, and the boat surged up sharply before shooting out across the choppy gray waters in the quickly waning daylight. He glanced back at Lindsey, checking to make sure she was still on board, and then he arced the boat around to his side of Lake St. George and up to his dock. With a fluid motion, he hopped up onto the dock while the boat was still drifting and slung the rope around the tie-down several times, tying it off with the skill of an experienced mariner. The boat jerked gently to a stop, and he took Lindsey’s hand again to help her out of the boat.

      “That was fun,” she said, nervously running her fingers through her hair and tucking it behind her ears.

      “Let’s head inside. Want a drink?”

      “Um, sure,” she said, fumbling with a hundred questions stampeding through her mind. Maybe a drink was a good idea.

      The house was surrounded by trees, but even so, it didn’t seem like much from the outside. As soon as she stepped through the door, however, it was another world. Dusty typed in a code on a large screen by the door, and suddenly what looked like track lighting throughout the house turned off, followed by an eerie sci-fi sounding female voice that said, “Welcome home, Dustin Miller. The house is now in occupied mode.”

      He smiled, almost seeming embarrassed. “I went a little bit crazy with security when I remodeled the place this summer.”

      Security wasn’t the only high-end update; there were screens everywhere in what looked like a fully integrated high-tech smart home. From his laptop or phone, Dusty could not only control the security system, but he could also view any of a dozen or so cameras inside and out of the house, control the HVAC system, control lights, and lock or unlock every door.

      “What sounds good? I’ve got a little bit of everything except juice boxes.”

      “No juice boxes?” Lindsey teased, surprising herself again. “I’ll settle for a Capri Sun.”

      “Sorry, no juice pouches, either, but I can run to the store if you want.”

      “I’ll settle for wine. I’m not picky.”

      
        “How about a Pinot?”

      “Grigio or Gris?”

      “I have both.”

      “Impressive. I’ll take the Italian. I like it sweet.”

      “Good choice.”

      Dusty pulled a bottle from a built-in rack in his refrigerator, pulled the cork, and poured two glasses.

      “You said you needed some help,” Lindsey said after taking a sip.

      “I do. I suppose I should start by explaining what I’ve been up to since I was the fat kid running around and getting in trouble with your brother thirty years ago.”

      “I’m very curious.”

      “I loved computers and started getting into coding by high school. In fact, I got a little too into coding, and my grades suffered. During my senior year, I managed to create a program that stole credit card information, and one day, I walked away from the computer lab with the names and credit card information of a few hundred customers of a small local bank. I never intended to use the information; I just wanted to see if I could get it! The cops and the bank didn’t like my story.”

      “Did you go to jail?”

      “It turns out one of the bank customers was a professor at MIT. Because I turned over the list and never used it, the prof talked the bank into not pressing charges, and then he got me into the computer science program. He became a good friend and a mentor.

      “It was the perfect time to be at MIT. The Internet was exploding, and start-ups were desperate for security for their online credit card processing. I developed encryption technology and started my own security company. With all the ups and downs of the economy, the demand for security was always a high priority. Eventually, my company evolved into a cyber-security firm, and now I also work with more established blue-chip companies, non-profits, and government agencies.”

      Lindsey finished off her glass and swallowed hard. “So, your promising career as a hacker was turned into a more lucrative job guarding against hackers.”

      “I would make a terrible criminal. I can’t even keep a straight face during a game of Poker,” he said as he took a long drink of his wine.

      
        “So, where do I come in? I don’t know anything about coding, hacking, or cybersecurity.”

      “Do you know anything about computers?”

      “I know how to turn them on.”

      “What about software?”

      “I know how to use all your basic stuff, and I know my way around most accounting software.”

      “Perfect. I need an accountant.”

      “Really? I would hope you’ve already had a few accountants by now.”

      “I do, but I need someone I trust.”

      “That sounds like something you’d hear from a security expert or a mob boss.”

      “I think one of my programmers is skimming money from me. I stumbled on some suspicious code, and it looks like a siphon— a piece of code that diverts a small amount of money with each transaction— but I can’t find where it is going. You know what they say when you think something isn’t right?”

      “Follow the money.”

      “Exactly.”

      “It sounds like a little more fun than my regular job. I’m up for an adventure,” Lindsey said, pouring another glass.

      “Great! I’ll get you into my home and office security system, and I’ll pay you whatever you want. You’ll have access to everything.”

      “Will I need to come here for anything?”

      “My office here is tied into everything. You could come here whenever you want. In fact, I wouldn’t mind your company.”

      Lindsey smiled and finished her glass. “Okay, deal.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve
      

      The day after the reading of a will can be the beginning of a war over family treasures, but Bruce was true to his word, setting up a trust for his niece and nephew, and Maggie handled her mother’s finances like a regular client. What could have been a stressful, conflict-ridden effort to scour the estate for valuables turned into a heartfelt trip down memory lane as they went room to room to inventory the house.

      Ben and Luke were outside going over Luke’s list of watersports equipment Grandpa kept under the raised porch in front of the basement door.

      “What all did you write down, Luke?” Ben asked.

      “I just got all these tubes and rafts and stuff,” he said with a shrug. “I was going to see what was in the basement, but the door is locked.”

      “So you worked your mom for ten bucks, and all you did was write down the junk sitting here under the porch?”

      “I guess so,” he said.

      “That’s not a bad deal. You’re just like your mom,” Ben laughed, giving Luke a firm sideways hug.

      The gravel on the steep drive crunched as a jeep came down from the main road and stopped at the back kitchen door. Ben and Luke scrambled up the hill to meet the visitor, who turned out to be one of those contract rural route mail carriers. For some reason, he passed up the mailbox and handed a stack of ads and flyers to Ben.

      “I’m sorry about Mr. Bauer,” he said. “It looks like the family has come together to settle everything.”

      “Yeah, nothing brings a family together like a wedding or a funeral,” Ben said, thumbing through the flyers. “Thanks.”

      “Sometimes you find some very unique things you never knew they had,” the carrier said with a nod. He reversed the jeep, and then chugged up back up the hill, spitting gravel on the incline, and then turned left, going back the way he came.

      Ben stood looking after him for a minute, deep in thought. A week ago, he wouldn’t have thought twice about a personal mail delivery or an innocuous comment, but after the incident with his tires, he questioned everything.

      “Are we going to look in the basement, Uncle Ben?” Luke prodded.

      “Yeah, Luke. Let’s get the keys. You never know what we might find.”

      “How was your little rendezvous with Dusty Miller?” Maggie asked Lindsey as they scrubbed the morning breakfast dishes.

      
        “It was good,” she said cryptically.

      “Really, that’s it? You go on your first date in ages, and that’s all you have to say?”

      “It wasn’t a date,” she said. “It was more of a job interview.”

      “A job interview?”

      “He needs some help with his company’s books. I said I would help.”

      “Well, that’s anticlimactic. I thought for sure with an evening boat ride, there was something else there.”

      “Well, I will admit it was the most romantic job interview I’ve ever had. The boat and the house are impressive, and some very good wine may have been involved.”

      “I see…are you sure he just wants your help with the books?” Maggie teased.

      “Yes. He needs someone he can trust, and it must be true because I have full access to his business and all the bank accounts. I took a quick look at the scope of his company last night when I got home, and my estimates of a one or two-million-dollar consulting firm were way off. He is worth about twenty to twenty-five million, depending on market conditions. He’s smart; he made his initial fortune with the internet boom in the ’90s, but when the bubble burst, he diversified and never lost a dime.”

      Maggie stopped scrubbing a plate and stared at Lindsey. “Twenty to twenty-five million?” she enunciated. “How big is this job? Is it going to be full-time?”

      “I wasn’t planning on it, but we’ll see. Give me a couple of weeks, and I’ll know more about his company and finances than he does.”

      “Good pay?” Maggie asked with a wink.

      “He said, ‘Whatever you want.’ I don’t even know what to ask for.”

      “Oh yeah. This sounds like a lot more than a job to me.”

      “I know, I know. You’re going to tell me to be careful,” Lindsey said, pegging her sister perfectly.

      “Of course I have to say that,” she said with a grin, “but I also want to say that you’re smart, you know what you’re doing, and if things go the way I suspect, don’t be too careful. You of all people deserve to be happy.”

      
        Lindsey looked at her sister with a sense of unexpected joy. She was the last person she thought would encourage her to take a chance, but Maggie was able to set herself completely aside in order to see what was good for her sister. She may be a controlling Type A pain in the neck, but she loved her sister.

      “Your mom is resting. We didn’t discuss it, but I presume she has discontinued Chemo?” Bina asked as Maggie and Lindsey finished up the dishes.

      “Yes,” Maggie said. “She’s fought it for a couple of years, but it just didn’t want to leave her brain.”

      “She seems happy here,” Bina observed. “This house is special to her, and she loves having all three of you here with her. Have you thought of having hospice come up here?”

      “No,” Maggie said. “We all live in Boston, including her.”

      “It’s just a thought,” Bina said. “I’m going to need to get back to Boston myself.”

      As Bina headed upstairs to pack her bag, Lindsey looked at Maggie with wide eyes. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “No way, Lindsey! You can’t take all that on. You’re going to get overwhelmed.”

      “Think about it, Mags. I can ask for a sabbatical at work so I can take care of Mom. We can stay here at the house, I can see what the house needs and take care of it before winter, and I can work for Dusty.”

      “That’s still a lot, Linds,” Maggie said, but losing her insistent tone.

      “What’s the alternative? Let mom die in some hospice facility alone, as we duck in every once in a while when we have time? Mom needs us, and we need to be with her. This is a chance to do that.”

      “Are you sure your job would let you go for weeks or months?” Maggie asked, knowing the answer.

      “It shouldn’t be a problem, but even if it is, Mom is more important.”

      “I can’t argue with you on that. I do think you need help, though. Mom’s going to start needing more than you can give by yourself, especially with you working for Dusty and taking care of this beast of a house.”

      “Care to join me?” Lindsey said with an irresistible smile.

      
        “I would love to, but I’ve got Mariah and Luke to think about. Let’s look into getting hospice all the way out here, and in the meantime, I’ll stick around, at least for a couple of weeks.”

      “Thanks, Mags. That’s going to mean the world to mom, and it means a lot to me, too.”

      “Look at all this crap, Uncle Ben!” Luke said as they flipped on the light in the basement. “What are all these old machines?”

      “That one is a band saw, that is a table saw, and this here is a lathe,” Ben explained, pointing to the faded gray wood cutting machines from the 1950s. “On the other side is his workbench with the table-mounted vice and all his hand tools hung neatly. I remember coming down here all the time. It’s still organized just the way Great Grandpa Bauer liked it.”

      “What did he do down here? How much wood did he cut?”

      “Great-grandpa loved to work with wood. He made a lot of custom furniture, and he sold everything he made. People couldn’t get enough, which is why you don’t see any furniture lying around.”

      Luke flipped the red switch calling to him from the side of the band saw, and it whirred to life. “Dang, it still works!” he said.

      “These old things run with simple electric motors and belts. They’ll run forever. They’ll also cut your fingers off,” Ben said as he flipped the switch off.

      “Look at all these old magazines!” Luke said, finding decades of old National Geographic issues in boxes in the corner. “Why did he keep these things?”

      “National Geographic has the best pictures. He couldn’t bring himself to throw them away. Before Nat Geo, the Discovery Channel, and the Internet, National Geographic Magazine was how people learned about the world,” Ben explained.

      “These are pretty cool,” Luke said, thumbing through an issue from 1987. “It’s like looking back in time. I don’t want to throw them away either.”

      “Hey Luke, ever seen a turntable?”

      “A what?”

      “A record player. Check this out,” Ben said, lifting an old Zenith Portable Turntable. He plugged it in, and it whirred to life.

      
        “Pick a record out of that box,” Ben said. “I’ll put it on and you can see how your great-grandparents listened to music.”

      Luke pulled out an old Bing Crosby record, Bing with a Beat, from 1957. “Look at the size of this CD!” he said. Ben laughed.

      “That, my nephew, is a vinyl record. This was how people listened to music for fifty years, and some people still do.”

      “Why?”

      “Listen. There’s just something real about it.”

      Ben clicked the record down on the turntable and set the needle. He adjusted the volume, and the old speakers in the portable box crackled and roared back to life with the jazzy sound of Mama Loves Papa.

      “It sounds different,” Luke said. “It’s not perfect sound, but it’s like you can feel it in the room.”

      “You are wise beyond your years,” Ben said. “They didn’t layer and mix like they do now. A lot of stuff was recorded live and cut into the record just like that. People felt like they had the band right in their living room.”

      “That’s pretty cool,” Luke said.

      Ben let the record play as they continued to go through boxes and shelves of old tools, jars of nuts and bolts, and dried paint cans.

      “Uncle Ben, I think the floor is kind of rotten over here,” Luke called from a spot in the far corner of the basement. “This rug sinks down.”

      “Rotten? This whole basement is solid concrete,” Ben said, stepping over the National Geographic pile. He peeled back the very old Berber carpet remnant, exposing a warped piece of plywood. Pulling back the plywood, they stared down into a two-foot square hole in the concrete with what looked like a burlap sack in it. Ben reached in, pulled out the sack, and set it on the concrete. They looked down into the hole, about two feet deep, and it was clean and dry with a concrete bottom.

      “Great Grandpa Bauer made this hole on purpose, and I think it was just for this thing,” Ben said, gingerly opening the sack.

      “What is it?” Luke asked.

      “Something he didn’t want anyone to find, including himself,” Ben said.

      He pulled out several more sacks that were used for padding, and then pulled out a wooden box about fifty centimeters or around a foot and a half square. His heart almost stopped, and he gasped as he pulled his hand back, revealing the black stenciled image that included a swastika.

      Luke noticed and let out a long, slow, “Whoa….”

      Ben started breathing heavily as he turned the box over and looked for the safest way to open the lid. He reached out and took an old wood file from the workbench and carefully pried open the lid. Inside was a simple golden bowl.

      “Do you think that is real gold?” Luke asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Ben said, staring.

      “I bet it’s old. Do you think it’s more than a hundred years old?”

      “I think it might be a lot older than that.”

      “Like ancient Roman times?”

      “I’m not sure. It could be Roman or maybe even older.”

      “Whoa.”

      “I need to read more of great-grandpa’s journal. This might be what brought him to America. This is just the thing the Nazi’s would love to have gotten their hands on.”

      Luke reached out to touch the edge of the bowl, but Ben swatted his hand away. “Don’t touch it!”

      “Why not? Will it ruin the gold?”

      “Didn’t you ever see Raiders of the Lost Ark?”

      “Huh?”

      “Let’s just say if this is an artifact the Nazi’s wanted, it’s not safe to put your hands on it. The people who touch it may not live to tell anyone what it felt like.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen
      

      As long as you have the right code, security technology is not as intimidating. After several days of rummaging through the intricacies of Dustin Miller’s company structure, accounts, and ledgers, Lindsey finally found some anomalies, but she would need Dusty’s insight, so they planned to meet in his office at home. She arrived first. She was tempted to bring wine, but that might be too presumptuous. Besides, he was stocked with much better wine if the need arose later.

      The sound of the door and digital chimes that accompanied it announced that Dusty was home.

      “I’m in your office!” Lindsey shouted, keeping her focus on the screen.

      “How about a break for dinner?” he said, sauntering in. “You’ve been hitting the books hard.”

      “That sounds good, but not right now. I need to ask you a few questions. I think I found something.”

      “Now this I want to see,” Dusty said, leaning down over her shoulder.

      “I’ve been looking at these daily receipts for transaction fees. You charge two and a half cents per transaction to provide the security for the online payment systems for your clients, right?” she asked, leaning back and crossing her arms.

      Dusty stood up straight and put his hands on his hips confidently. “Yes, in addition to set up charges.”

      “You cover roughly three million online transactions a month, correct?”

      “You tell me,” he said with a smile.

      “Yes, and double that in December. I crunched some numbers and compared your revenue received in your account ledgers to what you charge, and you’re missing about a half-cent per transaction.”

      “How is that possible? I coded the payment software myself, and the two and a half cents are paid automatically with each transaction. My clients couldn’t short me if they wanted to.”

      “Exactly, so we are back to your original suspicions. I scoured the records, and everything is in order. Those half cents are not going into any account associated with your company. My guess is they are being siphoned off and paid into a secret account, probably at another bank. The only way to see them is to know which bank, and I doubt your culprit is going to volunteer that information.”

      “No, but the account number has to be in the coding, and with that, we can find out the bank. Depending on how they set up the account, getting a balance and real name might be a bit harder,” Dusty said, sighing heavily. “I feel so betrayed. These guys make good money, but they still took advantage of me.”

      
        “I have an idea,” Lindsey said with a hugely devious smile. “Can you find the account number and modify the transaction payment code?”

      “Of course.”

      “Give me a little time to see if I can get some more information on that account. If I can, I have an idea. You might be able to get some of your money back and sniff out the culprit.”

      “I should have hired you a long time ago,” Dusty said. “How about that dinner now?”

      “Sounds good!”

      “I’m breaking out a good bottle of Riesling tonight.”

      “When are you heading back?” Ben asked Maggie.

      “The kids need to get back this weekend, but I’m going to stay for another week or so. We’ll see how Mom is doing.”

      “Did Lindsey really take a job with Dusty Miller?” he asked.

      “She didn’t quit her job in Boston, but this way she could stay here and take care of mom.”

      “This is a lot better than some hospice, that’s for sure.”

      “How about you? How long are you hanging around?” Maggie asked.

      “Funny you should ask. I’ve got a bit of a project, and I need your help.”

      Maggie tensed and bit her tongue, swallowing the urge to lash out about the next scheme. “What kind of project?”

      “It took all your might not to make some comment, didn’t it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “It’s not a half-baked business idea, Mags. It has to do with Grandpa Bauer.”

      “Grandpa Bauer?”

      “Let me show you something.”

      Maggie followed Ben into the kitchen, where he opened the door next to the laundry closet and pulled the chain on the single light bulb that dangled over the stairs. They carefully descended the steep wooden stairs, where Ben hit a light switch mounted conspicuously on a wooden post at the bottom of the steps. “Over here,” he motioned to her.

      
        He peeled back the carpet and the sagging piece of quarter-inch plywood and then reached in and carefully pulled out the burlap sack. He rolled down the burlap carefully and pulled out the extra sacks until the wooden box was all that was left.

      “Grandpa’s journal talks about a lot of things he never told us, or at least I’ve never heard. Did you know he was in the German Army under Hitler?”

      “What? Grandpa Bauer was no Nazi,” Maggie said as she knelt down next the box.

      “I didn’t say he was a Nazi. He was an Obergrenadier, which is like our Private, and then he was promoted to Gefreiter, which is roughly equivalent to our Lance Corporal. He was in the regular Heer, not the SS. He was not a Nazi.”

      “Damn. I don’t think he told anyone this.”

      “He didn’t, and he didn’t want anyone to read his journal, either, which is why he left it with Harold Peterson all those years. I can tell he was traumatized and ashamed, even after he defected and made it to the US, which in 1942 was nothing less than a miracle. It wasn’t just shame, though. I think he did it to protect grandma and the rest of the family.”

      “Protect us from what?”

      “Look at this.”

      Ben carefully pulled out the box and set it on top of the burlap sack. Emblazoned boldly on the side in black ink that looked burned into the wood was a large eagle emblem perched over a swastika and the word, “zerbrechlich.”

      “Fragile,” Maggie muttered under her breath. “Dear God, he must have smuggled that out when he came to the US. What is it?”

      “It’s some kind of golden dish, an artifact of some sort, but other than that, I have no idea. I don’t know if he knew. He never opened it. He mentioned something about a Nazi trying to handle it and suddenly dying, so he decided not to take his chances. I don’t think we should either.”

      “Definitely not. The Nazis were famous for booby trapping things. It could have anthrax all over it for all we know,” Maggie said as Ben carefully put the box back in the sack, stuffed in the filler sacks, and gently lowered it into its cement home. “So, what’s your project?”

      “Grandpa never took it to a museum. It bothered him that it was stolen from a Jewish family. He said in his journal that he wanted to try and find the family after the war. Obviously, he didn’t have any idea how bad it got for the Jews,” Ben said.

      “If that was taken from them in 1942, that almost certainly means they were headed for a camp, and that early in the war…”

      “They would be dead. All of them,” Ben said with a sigh. “But there must be some family, somewhere, even distant relatives. The Jewish Diaspora was spread pretty wide, and the Nazis kept meticulous records. I even know who gave the artifact to Grandpa. His name was SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler.”

      “This is your project?” Maggie said with her classic raised eyebrow.

      “I know it’s a long shot, Mags.”

      “There’s a difference between a long shot and the impossible.”

      “What are you saying, Mags? I should just give the artifact to a museum and forget about Grandpa’s wishes?”

      “I’m saying if you want to find out who the artifact was taken from, you’re going to need help. You’ll need resources.”

      “Seriously?” Ben said, stunned.

      “Yes. Let’s keep this between you, me, and Lindsey, and we’ll make sure you have what you need. I’ll help any way I can.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Mags.”

      “I know you can do this. You’re smart, you’re determined, and you’ve got conviction.”

      “Did you call me smart?”

      “You’re a good man, Benjamin Mark Mitchell,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Not even me.”

      Lindsey sipped her glass of wine and winced slightly as it hit her palate.

      “A little dry?” Dusty asked.

      “Not bad, but I expected a Riesling to be sweeter,” Lindsey said, swallowing and inhaling the floral aroma.

      “This one is from Alsace. French Rieslings are drier than those from California.”

      
        “You’re pulling out the real high-dollar stuff tonight,” she teased with a wink. Her confidence surprised her, but something about Dusty put her at ease.

      “Speaking of high-dollar,” he said, setting his glass on the gleaming marble countertop, “are you going to give me a number or what?”

      “I have no idea what to ask for. I only did a few days of work,” she said. She really didn’t want the conversation to drift to money.

      “In those few days, you managed to find a few hundred thousand dollars. I’d say that’s worth more than your regular salary. Besides, you need to hang around for a while to take care of your mom.”

      “Maybe I can work for you part-time up here.”

      “I would like to hire you, but I don’t want you to be just my accountant,” he said, pausing and looking at the ground. Lindsey could see he was thinking and choosing his words carefully. She took another gentle sip and gave him time.

      “I don’t know what to call it. We can give you whatever title you want, but I want you to help me run this company.”

      Lindsey coughed and almost dropped her glass. “Excuse me?”

      “I trust you. That is more valuable to me than a dozen accounting firms and the best software engineers in the world. I make a living keeping an eye on other companies’ transactions, but I don’t have anyone watching my back. I could really use you.”

      “I, um, well…” she stammered.

      “There’s something else,” he said, fidgeting even more now.

      “Yes?”

      “I really enjoy having you around. You’re beautiful and very smart. That’s a wicked combination.”

      Lindsey felt like a cartoon character as her face flushed, and she smiled and looked at the ground. Her instinct was to contradict him, be modest, and try to step away from his compliment, but Ben’s words kept ringing in her mind when she tried to deny she was worthy of attention: “Yes, you are. It’s just that you’re not usually in their line of sight.” She was definitely in the crosshairs now.

      “You turned out alright yourself,” she said, “once that red hair calmed down a bit.”

      Dusty laughed. “Why don’t we sit down and use this sofa for once?”

      
        They took up comfortable positions on opposite ends, Lindsey kicking off her shoes and sitting cross-legged, and Dusty throwing one leg up.

      “Dusty, you’re a successful, kind, and reasonably good-looking guy,” she said with a smile. “Why on Earth aren’t you married?”

      “You’re beautiful, sweet, and successful yourself. Why aren’t you married?”

      “Nice try. I asked you first.”

      “Touché,” he said with a sigh. “The short version is that money paints a big bullseye on your back. ‘Gold diggers’ is a cute term, but in reality, it’s a vicious and dangerous game. I got to the point where I couldn’t trust anyone, especially women. The level of desperation and manipulation I saw was sickening. I threw myself into my company and decided to avoid relationships altogether.”

      “I threw myself into work, too, but my excuse is much more pathetic. I’m just shy.”

      “Shy or worried about getting hurt?”

      “I’m not exactly the girl to give it up on the first date. I want a little investment, a little chase, and maybe a little chivalry. Apparently, my expectations were too high.”

      “I think you’re prospects were not in your league. Guys can be unbelievable pricks sometimes, pardon my language,” he said with a nod and another sip.

      “So, do you really want to hire me, or was that just your way of asking me out?” Lindsey said, taking a larger gulp and swallowing slowly.

      “I meant every word. I want you to keep half the money you found as your consulting fee, and I want you to come on board as my CFO. Even if you say no, I still want to take you out on a date.”

      Lindsey froze with her wine still swirling in her glass.

      “That’s hundreds of thousands of dollars, Dusty. Are you crazy?”

      “You’re worth it. Think how much I would have lost without your help.”

      “Thirty percent is the most I can take. Even that is a pretty high commission.”

      “Deal. And the job?”

      “I’m up for broadening my horizons. Worst case scenario, I get a seriously good entry on my resume.”

      
        Dusty smiled and resisted his urge to do a fist pump.

      “Now for the hard part. Would you like to go on a date?”

      “Isn’t this a kind of date?”

      “A real date.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Do you like Italian?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I know a great place. Do you think Maggie could look after your mom for a day or so?”

      “I can ask her. Where exactly is this Italian place?”

      “The only place you can get really authentic food and the perfect atmosphere: Rome.”

      Mariah and Luke were showing signs of cabin fever by the end of the week, so when Mariah asked to go to a party at the State Park, Maggie fought her usual knee-jerk reaction to simply say, “Forget it.”

      “It’s at the State Park?” she asked. The park was on the northwest shore of Lake St. George, and as far as good spots go, it was about as safe as it gets. She had also checked the weather, and it was going to be breezy, but no rain or snow.

      “Yes,” Mariah said, gearing up to argue her case.

      “Give me details.”

      “We were invited by some kids who said that they are here for a family reunion, and they rented a campsite for the night. They came by our dock in their canoe and invited us to come hang out and play games with them.”

      “Is Luke going?”

      “Yeah. They invited both of us.”

      “No swimming?”

      “It’s freezing, Mom,” she said with a dose of attitude.

      “Transportation?”

      “They said one of their parents can come to get us in their motorboat at four o’clock.”

      “Parents, huh? I like the sound of that.”

      
        “Can we go, Mom? Please? We’ve been so bored!” Luke bellowed in his attempt to swing the vote.

      “I know, sweetheart. Charge your phones, both of you. Put them in Ziploc bags, just in case. If the parents can’t putter over here and bring you back by ten o’clock, then let me know and I’ll drive around and get you.”

      “Really?” Mariah said.

      “Sure. You can’t come up to the lake and not have some fun,” Maggie said, cracking a rare and welcome smile at her daughter.

      “Thank you! Thank you!” they both said, running off to plug in their phones. It was good to see them happy together. It was also nice to be able to smile at her daughter. There hadn’t been much of that for some time.

      Maggie stepped into her mother’s room to check on her and found her resting, sitting up in bed with her eyes closed and the TV on. She quietly took the remote and turned it off, but Carol stopped her as she tried to sneak out.

      “I’m not sleeping. I’m just resting my eyes.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom. Do you want me to turn the TV back on?”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “Do you need anything?”

      “I’m fine, sweetheart.”

      “How about some company?”

      “I’ll never turn that down.”

      Maggie peeled back the covers and slipped into the queen-size bed and curled up next to her mom, resting her head on Carol’s shoulder.

      “You love this house, don’t you?” Maggie asked gingerly.

      “It will always be home.”

      “Lindsey and I were thinking that you might want to stay here.”

      “What do you mean?” Carol asked, clawing at the hope swelling in her chest, trying not to let it rise to the surface.

      “Lindsey is going to stay here and work for old Dusty Miller, and I’m going to take at least a couple of weeks. We were thinking maybe we can get hospice out here instead of Boston. What do you think?”

      
        She stammered, thinking instinctively about the inconvenience to her family. “But you both have jobs in Boston, and…”

      “Mother, you gave us everything. It’s our turn to do something meaningful for you for once. This place is home. Besides, Lindsey has to make sure it’s ready for winter.”

      Tears tumbled from her eyes and chased each other down Carol’s puffy cheek until Maggie gently wiped them away with the back of her hand. She let out a long sigh, and then closed her eyes and rested her head against her daughter and slipped into a light, peaceful sleep.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen
      

      From the sound traveling across the water, Mariah and Luke were having a good time. Seeing the smoke from the fire pit swirl up above the treetops and hearing the cackling of laughter reminded her of the magic this house and this lake held for her as a girl. How many summers had she swum and played until exhaustion, only to regain a second wind with the sugar rush of grandpa’s s'mores toasted perfectly over the fire? How many times had she rowed around the lake with no sunscreen and toasted herself? How many times had she jumped out from a tree and scared Lindsey into a full-throated scream? She couldn’t remember the last time she had to get after Mariah and Luke for putting on sunscreen. Time was moving far too quickly.

      As the encroaching darkness fell over Lake St. George, Maggie began to suppress a growing panic. It was irrational; she gave them until ten, and it would be dark almost four hours by then, but as the sun set, her anxiety spread like tentacles throughout her mind. “Woods” and “dark” and “lake” evoked the imagery of a thousand horror movies and murder stories.

      “Relax, momma,” Lindsey said, sauntering up behind her sister and rubbing her shoulders as they stood on the deck looking out onto the lake. “They’re fine. We can still hear them.”

      “Yeah, I know,” moaned Maggie, “but I can’t help it. They’re not within reach.”

      “But they are within hearing distance. Should I make us some coffee and bring a couple of blankets out here?”

      “Yes, please. Thanks for not judging me.”

      
        Maggie dragged over a couple of old deck chairs and brushed off the leaves and dirt while Lindsey fetched the coffee and blankets. Some things never seemed to change. The worn old quilts grandma stitched from scraps of fabric still had the feel and the smell of the house. The mugs they remembered as children still held the steaming coffee for a third generation. The crisp, pristine air that blew through the pines carried the scent of their childhood.

      “Remember that summer when Ben tipped over the canoe and I got stuck underneath?” Lindsey mused as she took a sip.

      “How can I forget?” Maggie chuckled. “I only forgave Ben after he pulled you out. That scared me half to death. I thought you were drowning for sure.”

      “Even as kids, you were so….”

      “Anxious? Controlling? Bossy?” Maggie interrupted.

      “Protective,” Lindsey said.

      “Maybe being ‘protective’ is what finally drove Dan away.”

      “Don’t say that, Mags. It’s not your fault.”

      “I always thought Ben was too impulsive and you were too cautious. Now I’m starting to see Ben just puts his whole heart into whatever he does, and you— you are probably the smartest of all of us. Look at you now! Dating a self-made millionaire CEO and writing your own ticket with your accounting wizardry.”

      “Accounting wizardry, yes. I’ll own that. Dating? Let’s just see how things go.”

      “I want to tell you to watch out and be careful because right now, for me, all men are pigs. As your ‘protective’ sister, I also want to tell you to quit being so cautious that you blow your chances with Dusty. What you really should do is just stop listening to me and follow your gut.”

      “Maggie, you didn’t drive Dan away; he took his own keys and left. Do you know how I know that? Because you can be a bit anxious, but it’s because you care. You can be controlling because you want to protect those you love. You can be a little bossy because you want to keep us safe. The bottom line is that you love intensely.”

      Maggie sighed and took a sip, looking up at the dark sky and the faint stars appearing between the silhouetted clouds. “Maybe it’s time for me to love a little more tenderly.”

      Maggie held her tongue until ten o’clock.

      
        “Call them,” Lindsey said, reading her sister’s mind.

      Maggie dialed Mariah first, but it went straight to voicemail. She tried Luke, but it did the same.

      “I don’t think they’ve got service. I barely have any up here.”

      “Do you know where this campground is?” Lindsey asked.

      “I think so. It’s on the north side of the lake.”

      “Go. I’ll stay here with Mom and watch the dock. If they show up, I’ll call you. If you don’t hear from me in thirty minutes, come back. Your phone probably won’t work out there either.”

      “Thanks, Lindsey,” Maggie huffed as she threw on her knitted housecoat, slipped on her running shoes, and scooped up her purse from the counter on the way out the door. Times like this, she was glad she sprung for the seven series. Zero-to-sixty in five and a half seconds was a feature she took advantage of.

      Lindsey kept an eagle eye on the dock, but nothing appeared but the gentle lapping of the water against the pilings. Ten, fifteen, and twenty minutes passed, and now Lindsey was beginning to share in the panic. Suddenly her phone rang with a Maine number, and after fumbling frantically with her phone, she answered. “Hello?”

      “Lindsey, it’s me,” Maggie said in a shaky voice. “They said the kids left in someone’s boat, but it wasn’t anyone they knew.”

      “Dear God.”

      “They said there were a few other people at the beach today. Maybe the kids assumed they were with the same group.”

      “Either way, they’re not home. Come back to the house, Mags. I have an idea.”

      Maggie slid to a stop in the gravel of the driveway and ran through the kitchen, living room, and out onto the deck. She heard the distant roar of an engine out on the lake and saw the passing searchlight of a very fast boat, sweeping the water like the turning glow of a moving lighthouse.

      “Is that a search boat?” Maggie asked, gripping the railing.

      “Better. It’s Dusty. He can canvas the whole lake in less than an hour.”

      “Where’s the rental van?”

      “Ben and Bina went south. They’re checking every campsite around the lake,” Lindsey said.

      
        “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe I let them stay out after dark. This is my fault!”

      “Don’t panic, Mags. This is one of the safest places on earth. You are trying to connect with your kids, and this is not your fault. They probably got mixed up and forgot which way to go to get back to our dock.”

      “I can’t help it, Linds. If ever there was a time to panic, now is it!”

      “That’s true, but will that help?”

      “Not really.”

      “Let’s give Dusty, Ben, and Bina a chance to find them. My money’s on Dusty,” Lindsey said, putting her arm around her sister’s waist and squeezing in a vain attempt to calm her nerves as they stared out at the lake. Maggie reciprocated with her arm around Lindsey’s shoulder, pulling her close.

      A fifteen-minute eternity after Maggie joined Lindsey on the deck lookout, a bright light illuminated the dock, followed by the throaty puttering of Dusty’s V-8 inboard engine.

      “That’s Dusty!” Maggie said, lurching from Lindsey’s side, barreling down the steps towards the water. She jumped branches, kicked pine cones, and bolted out onto the dock, not sure and not caring if she could stop before the end.

      She felt her heart was going to beat out of her chest as she saw two shorter silhouetted figures appear behind Dusty as he cranked the wheel and edged the starboard side up to the dock.

      “Be careful jumping out, kids. The boat rocks more than you think,” Dusty said.

      “Thanks, Dusty!” Mariah said, echoed by Luke as they clamored over the side and made the easy jump onto the dock. Of course, Luke was impressed by the boat.

      “Your boat is awesome!” he added.

      “Thanks,” Dusty said, smiling.

      “Thank you, Dusty,” Maggie said, hugging her kids a little harder than she intended. “I try not to panic, but water and dark…”

      “I get it,” he said, cutting the engine. “It turns out they jumped in a canoe with a nice couple who were wrapping up a picnic next to the big family. They offered to take the kids home, and the kids thought they were part of the whole gang, so they jumped in. Unfortunately, the nice couple didn’t know their way around the lake, and the kids couldn’t tell which direction the house was, so they paddled around in circles until I caught up with them.”

      “And no cell phone service. That’s a recipe for giving a mom a heart attack,” Maggie sighed. “Thanks again, Dusty.”

      “Of course.”

      “Did you want to come up and say hi to Lindsey?”

      “She already texted me. With the kids leaving tomorrow, she wants to stay close tonight. I’ll catch her later.”

      He turned the key, and the engine roared back to life. With a quick wave to Lindsey up on the deck, he turned hard and disappeared across the lake.

      “I got through to Ben and Bina. They’re on their way back.”

      “Thanks, Lindsey.”

      “No problem,” she said.

      “No, I mean it, Lindsey. Thanks for calling out the cavalry, and thanks for countering my impending panic attack.”

      “What are sisters for?” she said.

      Mariah and Luke cautiously approached their mom, not sure what kind of reprimand was waiting. They decided it was best to apologize up front.

      “We’re sorry, Mom. I know it was stupid to get in the boat with strangers, but we really thought they were part of the family reunion! We just figured we needed to get home on time. We tried to call…”

      “I know, sweetheart. My phone wasn’t working when I was at the campsite either. You can’t help that.”

      “Really?” Luke piped in, shocked that his sister wasn’t getting a lecture this time.

      “It was an honest mistake. Maybe we can be more careful about whom we jump into a canoe with, but judging by your smiles, I’d say you’d rather get another ride in Dusty’s speedboat.”

      “Heck yeah!” Luke yelled with a dramatic fist pump.

      “You guys have to get up tomorrow to head back, so you better get ready for bed,” Maggie said, savoring every word she feared she could never say again only an hour earlier.

      
        Luke disappeared, but Mariah turned back and asked, “Are you sure you’re not mad? I mean, you let us do something without you today, and we kinda screwed up. Well, I screwed up.”

      “There’s a difference between an honest mistake and trying to purposely drive your mom insane,” she said, smiling and running her fingers through her daughter’s locks and then pulling her close for a hug. “Your hair is getting long.”

      “I was thinking about cutting it.”

      “A couple of inches, shoulder length, or pixie cut?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we can look at some magazines together.”

      “Good idea. By the way, you look like you got some sun today. I take it you guys had fun?”

      “Yeah, we had a lot of fun.”

      “Maybe we should come up here and get sunburned more often.”

      “I like that idea,” Mariah said with a genuine grin Maggie hadn’t seen in months. “Goodnight, Mom.”

      “Goodnight, sweetheart.”

      It was still dark when they started loading up the van for the trip back to Boston. Instead of Carol’s medical equipment, Ben helped Mariah and Luke hoist their suitcases and overnight bags.

      “Thanks for taking the van back,” Lindsey said, cradling her hot cup of coffee as she stood wiggling her toes in her plush fuzzy pink slippers and thick robe.

      “Of course,” he said as he went past, lugging Mariah’s luggage.

      Maggie cornered him at the back of the van.

      “Thanks again for taking the kids back to Boston. Dan will meet you at the house.”

      “No problem.”

      “What are you going to do after you return the van?”

      “I was thinking about charming my way into an archeology department and getting a better idea of what we might have.”

      “Are you going to take it with you?”

      “No. If it’s what Grandpa Bauer said in his journal, then it’s safer where it is right now.”

      
        “If you have any trouble, let me know.”

      “You got it. I’ll keep you on retainer.”

      “Shotgun!” Luke cried out as he ran to the van, reiterating his morning personality and upsetting the delicate morning fog that enveloped everyone else, especially his sister.

      “Not so fast, buddy. Bina’s got the front seat,” Ben reminded his nephew.

      “No fair, I called it first!” he protested.

      “But she’s an adult, and adults always get first dibs. On top of that, she is a doctor. Way more seniority, pal.”

      “Dang.”

      “I’ll make it up to you, Ben. I’ll get us breakfast on the way,” Bina said, sliding her modest overnight bag into the back and taking her seat up front.

      “Deal. I’m hungry,” Luke grumbled.

      “C’mon, kids. Let’s say goodbye to grandma before we go,” Ben ordered. “Bina, you coming?”

      “I already spent a little time with her this morning, and we said our goodbyes,” she said, smiling. Ben nodded in understanding.

      Carol didn’t mind all the ruckus so early in the morning. She would rest most of the day anyhow, and the peace she felt being with her daughters in the old house would let her sleep all she needed. It was up to God now when she moved to her next home.

      “You getting hungry for breakfast, Mom?” Maggie asked, balancing her cup of coffee. She had pulled back her hair in a ponytail, and loath to be seen in a robe, she threw on a pair of jeans, sneakers, and a soft, navy knit sweater.

      “Not right now, sweetheart, thank you.”

      “Lindsey is going to start making a list of everything the house needs before the snow hits. Grandpa gave her the job as the new super of the Bauer/Mitchell/Manning house, and she is taking it seriously. I figured I’d let her get a jump on that while I spend some quality time with my mom.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not much fun.”

      “I’m not looking for a Vaudeville show, Mom. I just want to be here with you, invading your privacy and personal space, just like when we were kids.”

      
        Carol chuckled. “Privacy is overrated anyway.”

      Maggie slid into the old queen-sized bed, nestling up to her mother and laying her head on Carol’s shoulder in what was now becoming something of a childhood habit in reverse.

      “Geeze, is this a mattress or a hammock?” Maggie complained. “It sinks like the Titanic.”

      “I’m sure Grandpa Bauer didn’t see the point in spending the money on a new one at his age. And with my prospects, I feel the same.”

      “Oh, Mom, don’t talk like that,” Maggie said unconvincingly.

      “I don’t mean to be fatalistic, dear, but the fact is I don’t have much time. You know that, or you wouldn’t have agreed to work things out so I could stay here. I think it’s better if we are realistic and enjoy the time we have left. I’m not afraid of dying.”

      Maggie squeezed her mom’s arm and fought back a tear.

      “You’ve always been so sure of yourself. I definitely got my confidence from you.”

      “Faith plays a part, too.”

      “You know I’m not religious, Mom.”

      “I know. Just keep an open mind. God has a way of becoming suddenly obvious.”

      “I will, Mom. I’m a lawyer; I follow the evidence.”

      “In that case, you’ll be fine,” she said, patting Maggie’s arm and closing her eyes.

      “I have a good list going,” Lindsey started to blurt out, and then muted herself when she saw her mom.

      “Go ahead,” Maggie whispered. “I’ve got mom. My keys are in my purse.”

      Lindsey nodded and went into the kitchen. She fished out the keys, and then took Maggie’s phone and tiptoed back into the room and slipped it to Maggie.

      “Thanks,” mouthed Maggie, and Lindsey winked.

      Lindsey threw the key remote into the cup holder and pushed the button, bringing the car to life. It was only the best for Mags. She pulled open a compartment and snatched Maggie’s oversized Gucci sunglasses. She looked into the rearview mirror, ran her fingers through her thick, dark hair, and then applied some of Maggie’s lip balm she left in the center console.

      “What Maggie doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” she said as she rolled her lips together and adjusted the glasses. She stared a few seconds longer, and then she pulled off her cardigan sweater and donned her pearlescent arms in the black sleeveless top. Normally, she didn’t have the gumption to pull off a sleeveless in public, but something made her feel a little sassy this morning. Maybe it was the car.

      She made her way to Augusta with the list: insulation wraps for the outdoor pipes, caulking for the crevices she had spied on some of the outside windows and the downstairs tub, a couple of spare space heaters just in case, and she was going to price some generators. Power could be spotty when the winds kicked up over the lake. She enjoyed the ride, conquering the curves and tearing up the highway all the way into town.

      She walked into the big box hardware store with her cardigan over her arm and her sunglasses perched on top of her head. She had just laid her hands on the cart when several apron-laden men appeared suddenly, offering help. She thanked them and let them know she was fine and would find them if she needed help. They promised to be close by.

      Her list was simple, but by the time she reached the generators, she realized she needed someone with a little more expertise and hopefully less enthusiasm. She spotted a shy-looking man down the aisle in the outdoor section.

      “Excuse me,” she said. “Do you know anything about power generators?”

      The man smiled nervously and shook his head.

      “Are you looking to run your house like normal when the power is out or just keeping the frig running and a couple of lights on until the power comes back on?” he asked.

      She noticed his name tag but didn’t want to patronize him.

      “What’s the difference?”

      “About $10,000.”

      “This is for a 3,600 square foot house my grandpa built, but it has a basement, two stories, and an attic. We just need to stay thawed out on the main level and upstairs and save the food in case we’re snowed in.”

      “If it were me in that house, I’d get this 10,000-watt portable gas one with electric start right here. It’ll run a couple of those quartz space heaters you’ve got there, a refrigerator, a few lights, and maybe a microwave oven. You could take it camping, too.”

      “That’s not as expensive as I thought. I think I’ll take it.”

      “Sure thing. I can help you take it up front and load it in your car.”

      She wanted to thank him and use his name, but it just seemed so elitist without actually introducing herself. The name tag always gives the customer an unfair advantage.

      “My name is Lindsey, by the way. Thank you, Zach.”

      “Of course.”

      Zach was somewhat soft-spoken but quietly confident. He was on the short side, about five feet eight, and a little stocky but well built with brown eyes, short sandy hair, and a thick reddish beard.

      Lindsey’s sassy attitude reared up again, and she continued to engage Zach in conversation on the way up to the front of the store.

      “Do you work here full time, if you mind me asking?”

      “I don’t mind,” he said with a very slight grin. “I’m a contractor who needs benefits, so I work here as little as possible to still qualify for them.”

      “You must have a wife and kids back home,” she said, feeling guilty for being so nosy.

      “Two kids. My wife passed away a couple of years ago.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, kicking herself for opening her big mouth. It was her turn to give up a little information if the exchange was going to be fair.

      “My mom has cancer. My sister and I are taking care of her in this house that I’m trying to winterize. We’re hoping to get her through Christmas.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said politely. “Cancer is what took Billie.”

      The nosey guilt melted into sympathy as they rolled the cart out to the BMW.

      “I think this trunk should be big enough, don’t you think?” she asked as she popped the lid with her keyless remote.

      “I think so,” he said, hoisting the box over the edge and wiggling it into the space. “Perfect, although your heaters and other things will have to go into the back seat.”

      
        “No problem,” Lindsey said, unlocking the doors. “Thanks again, Zach.”

      “No problem.”

      “Zach?” Lindsey asked as he shut the door and took hold of the cart.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you have a card? I’m in charge of keeping up the house, and I need a contractor. Would you be willing to come out to Liberty?”

      “Sure. What do you need?”

      “I need to winterize now, but I also need someone I can trust when a tree falls on the roof.”

      “No problem,” he said, handing her a card. “I can come out the day after tomorrow and make sure everything is drained and buttoned up. Speaking of the roof, I can jump up there and take a look before it gets buried in snow.”

      “That sounds good. I didn’t even think of that. Thanks again, Zach. It feels like I’ve said that a dozen times already.”

      “Just three or four,” he said with a wider smile.

      “Here’s my card,” Lindsey said, writing the address on it. “I’ll be up in Liberty for a while, taking care of my mom.”

      “I’ll be there about nine in the morning if that’s alright?” he asked.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “Be careful when you take those heaters out of the back seats. Your sister wouldn’t want you to scratch the leather.”

      “How do you know this is my sister’s car?” Lindsey asked with an air of phony incredulity.

      “You’re not nearly pretentious enough to drive that car. Maybe the three series, but not the seven.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen
      

      “Hey kids, what do you want to eat? This is a rental, so you can make as big of a mess as you want!” Ben announced, eyeing the kids in the rearview mirror.

      “Awesome!” Luke bellowed. “Mom never lets us eat in her car!”

      
        “Mom barely lets us breathe in her car,” Mariah added.

      “Hey, cut your mom some slack. That’s a nice car. You’re lucky she even lets you ride in it. If it were me, I’d tie you both on the roof.”

      They all burst out in laughter, especially Bina.

      “You are clearly the fun uncle,” she said.

      “Being devoid of adult responsibilities has its advantages,” he smirked.

      “You may find maturity sneaking up on you yet, Benjamin Mitchell.”

      “Thank you for your prognosis, doctor.”

      By the time they reached I-95, their food options opened up, and their stomachs were talking.

      “I’m afraid no fast food today, kids. It’s against the law with a doctor in the vehicle,” Ben said.

      “Have you forgotten where I grew up? I was raised on barely edible food,” Bina said.

      “I thought you grew up in the UK?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Maybe we can survive on some Egg McMuffins,” he concluded, exiting the highway towards a pair of golden arches.

      They waited for objections from the kids, whom Ben knew Maggie kept on a fairly strict, healthy diet.

      “Yes!” Luke exclaimed, clearly not fettered by dietary restrictions.

      “Mom would freak out,” Mariah said. “But what she doesn’t know can’t hurt her, right?”

      “It seems like you’re getting to the age where you can make your own food choices,” Bina chimed in. “You should know what’s healthy and what’s not. Fruits and veggies are always okay, lean meats and complex carbs in moderation, and stay away from simple carbs, sugar, and too much fat.”

      “What are complex carbs and simple carbs?” Mariah asked.

      “Complex carbs are usually brown: whole grains, wheat bread, brown rice, etc. Simple carbs are usually white: sugar, white bread, white rice, etc.”

      “Good to know,” she said. In her wrestling match for independence from her mom, she never thought of what she put in her body, except for whatever junk food she snuck into her room. Maybe if she made conscious, halfway healthy choices, Mom would give her a little more room in the food department.

      “I see a McDonald’s coming up,” Ben announced. Bina gave him a raised eyebrow, but it was Mariah who spoke up.

      “Maybe something a little healthier?” she said.

      “Aw man, I love McDonald’s!” Luke complained.

      “Yeah, but it’s breakfast,” Mariah explained. “No cheeseburgers, no nuggets.”

      “Good point,” he conceded.

      “How about doughnuts?” Ben asked.

      “Maybe bagels,” Mariah said, looking to Bina for confirmation of her choice.

      “Sounds good to me,” Bina said. “A whole wheat bagel with low-fat cream cheese and some fruit would be perfect.”

      “A good, strong coffee is all I need,” Ben sighed, rubbing his eyes. He glanced back at Mariah. “And maybe a whole wheat something-or-other.”

      “I’ll take some coffee,” Luke said tentatively, trying to see how far Uncle Ben would let him go.

      “Coffee? I’d have to pull you off the roof of the van,” Ben said. “If you really want coffee, I’ll get you decaf.”

      “Okay!” he said excitedly. Taste and a caffeine rush were not as important as holding a steamy cup in the company of adults. He felt he had finally graduated from the proverbial card table.

      When they got to Augusta and civilization, they voted and decided to hit the coffee shop drive-through so they could make better time to Boston. Besides, how often can you spill crumbs and coffee in a vehicle and not really worry about it? As Ben pulled out of the parking lot onto the main road, there was a second-and-a-half of horrific screeching, a metallic crunch, and an explosion of glass. Coffee flew around the van, coating the windows like arterial spray, and everyone was so violently thrashed that for a few seconds after the van came to a rest, the only sound was the hiss of the radiator spewing coolant onto the street.

      “Everyone okay?” Ben grunted.

      “Yeah, we’re okay,” Mariah said after looking over Luke.

      
        “I’m fine,” Bina said, scanning the car and looking Ben up and down. “We’re all fine except for you.”

      When the Cadillac t-boned the van, Ben took the brunt of the impact on his side of the van. He felt the pain in his left leg and ankle, and from the shape of the mangled door, he was surprised how quickly the fire department was able to tear it off.

      “How are they?” he asked the paramedics, nodding towards the Cadillac.

      “They are shaken up, but they’ll be okay,” the EMT said. “Poor older couple. She said she put her foot on the brake, but the car lurched forward into you. She probably got confused and stepped on the gas instead. It happens all the time.”

      As they applied the splint, Ben winced and groaned at the pain.

      “Hang on,” the EMT encouraged him. “The morphine’s coming.”

      The rest was something of a blur. As he was hoisted into the back of the ambulance, he noticed Bina standing next to the kids on her phone, no doubt calling Maggie. He saw the older couple being evaluated by the other team of paramedics, obviously distraught. He managed to make eye contact with the wife who was driving and forced a smile, holding up a thumb in an attempt to reassure her and soothe her conscience. As the ambulance pulled away, he saw the back of the Cadillac and made out a large dent in the back bumper. It was hard to tell from that distance if it was old or fresh, but it was large enough to give another explanation for the sudden acceleration.

      Ben stared out the window of his hospital room. The wind-blown leaves began to stick to the glass as the gusts of wind began bringing pellets of rain with them. The trees were conducting an orchestra in the wet melee, and Ben enjoyed the colorful display of Autumn in Maine. Most hospitals in Boston didn’t offer this much of a show.

      “How are you faring?” came a familiar voice in an unfamiliar tone.

      “Mags,” he sighed. “I’ll be fine. It’s just a broken leg.”

      “The doctor said your tibia was broken in two places.”

      “Good thing I’ve got another leg,” he joked.

      “Are you in pain?”

      “Yeah, it hurts, but the cocktails are strong. They help quite a bit.”

      “I suppose the other people’s insurance will cover the van. I got the police report and gave all the information to the rental company. They weren’t too worried since the report said you were not at fault. Besides, Lindsey got the extra insurance just in case.”

      “Of course she did,” Ben said, smiling and taking his sister’s hand. “How are the kids? They were troopers, but it still probably shook them up a bit.”

      “They’ll be fine. Mariah got a good pre-driving lesson in the dangers of the road, and Luke got a juicy story for his buddies at school.”

      “How’s Bina?”

      “She made sure you were recovering alright and then headed back to Boston.”

      “Good. I hate being stuck in here, but the doctors said they want the swelling to go down a bit before putting a cast on. As long as the meds keep coming, I don’t think I mind so much,” he said, laying his head back and resting his eyes briefly.

      “Don’t go and get too used to them,” Maggie reflexively warned.

      “I’ve had my share of self-inflicted misery, but drugs have never been a temptation for me, Mags.”

      “You’re right,” she admitted. “I really don’t give you enough credit.”

      “Ha!” he laughed weakly. “I wouldn’t give me credit if I were you. I don’t even have a real job.”

      “Maybe we can sue the old couple and get a big fat settlement so you can retire early,” she joked.

      “I don’t know, Mags. It might not have been all their fault.”

      “What do you mean? The report said they accelerated into you. The woman said she stepped on the brakes, and the car lurched forward right into you. Older drivers get confused and mix up the brake and gas all the time.”

      “Yes, but what if she was telling the truth?” he asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “When the ambulance was pulling out, I saw the back of the Cadillac. It had a decent-sized dent in the bumper. I doubt they drove around with a big dent in the bumper on a nice Caddy like that. She said she stepped on the brakes. Maybe she did, but they got pushed forward.”

      “Like maybe they were victims of a hit and run and got caught in the middle?”

      
        “Like maybe somebody was trying to hit the van and used the old couple for cover. Of course, there’s no way to know, but ever since we’ve been up here, there have been too many weird coincidences. First, the tires were shot out, and now the whole van was taken out. I don’t have personal enemies, Mags. I can’t shake the feeling this has to do with Grandpa Bauer and that artifact.”

      “But why are they targeting you?” she asked. “No one could know that you found anything.”

      “The mailman came by one day and said something strange about ‘finding things’ or something to that effect. I don’t know who the regular mail person is, but I got a strange feeling. What if someone from Grandpa’s past knows about the artifact? What if they are trying to get us away from the house?”

      “If that’s true, their plan isn’t working too well. Now that Mom is going to stay, there will always be someone there. Still, your theory is not unfounded, and I don’t like the idea of being sitting ducks for some treasure hunter. Maybe I’ll get my pistol from my place and see if I can find any of Grandpa Bauer’s old rifles. They could use a cleaning anyway.”

      “You know how to do that?” Ben asked.

      “Sure. I work late in the city sometimes. I need more than pepper spray and a rape whistle.”

      “Dang, Mags,” he said, lying back and closing his eyes again. “Respect.”

      Lindsey heard the crunch of tires on the gravel and checked her watch. Zack wasn’t due for another thirty minutes, and Maggie was still in Augusta with Ben. She jumped up from her cacophony of numbers on her laptop and went to the back kitchen door. The mailman seemed to be peering into the windows when she opened the door.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Oh!” he chirped, “You startled me! I didn’t think anyone was home. I have your mail.”

      Lindsey took the small stack of useless flyers from him. “Thanks. You know, you could have fit these in the mailbox.”

      “Oh, yes, of course. I noticed the van that was here during the funeral was gone, and so was the other car. Pardon my snooping! I was trying to see if anyone was still here. I figured with Mr. Bauer’s passing, I might need to hold the mail.”

      
        “I guess that is one of the advantages of living in a small town,” Lindsey said with all the suspicion of Maggie but her own brand of sweetness. “We’ll be here for a while. My brother and sister and I are taking care of our mom, who grew up in this house. There won’t be any need to hold the mail.”

      “Right, sure, no problem. I’ll just slip it in the box next time.”

      He paused a moment, as if he was about to say something else, but suddenly a dented and paint-splattered red pickup full of tools and featuring an aluminum ladder trying to escape from the truck bed turned into the driveway and pulled past the mail jeep. The mailman took his cue and left.

      “You’re early,” Lindsey said as Zack jumped out of the truck.

      “I figured I’d get a jump on things while there’s still daylight. From the looks of this house, it’s a good thing,” he said, craning his head to the roof and scanning the perimeter.

      “My grandpa built it himself after World War II,” Lindsey said. “Now I’m supposed to be in charge of its upkeep. He picked me, the bean-counter.”

      Zack smiled and looked back at the house. “He was smart. He knew it would need someone who pays attention to details. This house is a treasure.”

      “How do you know that? You haven’t even been inside.”

      “I can spot the work of a master craftsman a mile away. First of all, post-war houses were usually pretty small. By the standards of the late 1940s, this place is a mansion,” he said, walking down the hill and taking in the front of the house, the deck, and the entrance to the basement. Pointing at each feature, he explained, “He used six by twelve beams. Those are monsters, but they were a good choice for a three-story house on a hill facing potentially rough winds. He didn’t just pour a foundation; he made a virtual cement fortress in the hill, anchoring the beams deep and filling in the bottom so the soil wouldn’t erode from under the foundation. He built this place to last.”

      “Would you like to see inside?” she asked.

      “Yes, please,” he said. “I’m sorry if I sound like a realtor. I have a thing for quality custom work. It’s rare these days. Most things are built in mass from a plan designed for efficiency and economy above anything else. For some things it’s an improvement, like double-paned windows, insulation, and PVC pipes in plumbing, but there’s no substitution for a strong foundation and solid wood construction throughout the frame of the house.”

      “My grandpa lived and breathed wood,” Lindsey explained as they climbed the steps to the deck. “He worked in mills, made solid wood furniture in his workshop, and he even took a job selling Christmas trees some years because he said, ‘I just like the smell.’ Needless to say, there’s no carpet in this place.”

      “You can always toss down a rug, but you can’t throw down a perfectly fitted, gleaming tongue and groove wood floor,” Zack said with a chuckle.

      “You sound like my grandpa.”

      There was something reassuring about watching Zack look under the sinks, crawl up onto the roof, and wander around the house checking all the outside water spouts. It wasn’t just that he knew what he was doing, which he did, but it was something more that set her at ease. His faded jeans with frayed edges and small holes told her he worked hard, but he could still be gentle. His worn, creased boots told the story of a man who stood firmly planted but didn’t hesitate to stoop down and get the job done. His red flannel shirt, unbuttoned and flapping in the breeze over his white t-shirt, spoke of a man who was open, caring, and warm. His short, thick beard only softened his broad and generous smile.

      Suddenly, Dusty. Storming into her mind like an angry torrent, she envisioned the boat speeding up to the dock and Dusty jumping out, throwing the rope around the post, and asking, “What’s going on?”

      She wished she knew. It’s not like she was actually attracted to Zack; she didn’t even know him! He’s just doing a job. If she were honest, he was attractive, but even so, there wasn’t anything there. There could be, but there wasn’t.

      Dusty was amazing, and she wouldn’t do that to him. Do what? They had a few dates, but was there a real relationship? This is crazy! There is no choice because there is no Zack. She and Dusty were just beginning a relationship, and that was it. She wasn’t sure where they stood exactly, but it was early, and these things took time. There was nothing else. Except for faded jeans and red flannel.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen
      

      Liberty, Maine

      
        October 1955

      Life has been very busy. Bruce is in second grade, and Carol just began Kindergarten. Margaret has made the house a good home. I work long hours at the mill, but I love the work. It is much better now that the house is finished. I am blessed beyond what I deserve. Many men complain of not being able to get a mortgage, and others complain that they have a mortgage. I have a small mortgage for the land, but much of the wood I was able to get from the land and from the mill, if I cut it after my work hours. How else could I afford such large beams? I built the entire house myself. I have saved money, and I have something I made with my own hands to be proud of.

      I still have the artifact. The fate of dasJuden was so much worse than I could have ever imagined. I stood where thousands— women, children, innocents— were gassed like errant weeds and thrown into the furnaces as if the Nazi’s were clearing so much underbrush. I built the bunks that held the others, the tired, tortured, starving others who were tossed aside only after the last spark of life was beaten and squeezed from their bones. I was there. I helped build Auschwitz. What if I had known what was to be the purpose? What would I have done? What more could I have done? I will ask this question until I join them in the grave.

      I must find the family and return their precious item. Certainly, they were destroyed in Dachau, but they must have relatives who got out. There were survivors, and many of them have returned to the new country of Israel that has been established in Palestine. Maybe I can find relatives, even distant ones, who have escaped.

      I was able to use the name of SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler to get a copy of the list of all the Jewish families in Dresden and the surrounding area. I know he confiscated the artifact from one of the families in his district before they were taken to Dachau. I will work with the survivors and historians, if they are willing to help me, to find the family if it is possible. Next, I will need a catalog of things taken from the families. I don’t know if I can bear to read it. All I see are nuggets of tooth-shaped gold littering Heinrich Adler’s desk, and I get nauseous.

      I have read the list many times. I have memorized the family names. I see the list in my dreams and in my mind’s eye throughout each day. It is a heavy burden, which is why I have not told Margaret. I would not want her to shoulder this weight. I scan the list over and over, and I hope that maybe I can find a match among the catalog of items that were confiscated, if there is such a list and if it is complete.

      
        There is one name on the list that crushes my soul. It is a name that sears my conscience and breaks my heart. It is a name that I will carry engraved in my mind, even if I grow old and forget my own. I found it nearly halfway down the list: Hermann Heppner.

      -MB

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen
      

      “Dr. Patel, there is someone here to see you,” paged the charge nurse.

      “I’ll be right there,” Bina said into the speaker.

      “When do we get to have another puppy day, Dr. Patel?” the girl asked as Bina looked at her chart and reviewed the latest blood test.

      “I’ll have to ask Mr. Ben,” she said. “He’s in the hospital just like you right now.”

      “Oh no! Does he have cancer too?” the girl asked.

      “He only has a broken leg. That’s a lot easier to fix than cancer. He’ll be fine.”

      “Okay, good. If you see him, tell him Lizzie says hi.”

      “I will, Lizzie.”

      Bina finished typing a note in her medical records and then started her routine exam by pulling up Lizzie’s eyelid and shining a light in.

      “Yep, your eyes are still there.”

      Lizzie giggled.

      Bina looked in her ears, in her mouth, and listened to her as she took big breaths.

      “Your heart, lungs, and all the other squishy stuff are still there. There is a monster in your mouth, did you know that?” she teased, wiggling her tongue with her gloved fingers.

      “That’s my tongue!” she protested with squeals and giggles.

      “Oh, good!” Bina said. “Then everything looks great.”

      
        She said goodbye and made her way out to the nurse’s station.

      “Maggie?” she said.

      “Hi, Bina. I’m sorry to interrupt. I just wanted to stop in and say thank you for everything and make sure you are feeling okay. That was quite a fender bender,” Maggie said.

      “Thank you,” Bina said, suppressing her suspicions and defensive posture. Her brain decided Maggie was genuine before her heart. “Your brother really bore the brunt of it. Speaking of Ben, how is he doing? Is he still in hospital?”

      “He is, but I’m on my way to pick him up. We’re all going to stay at the house for a while. I had to come down to Boston to get some clothes and a few things from the house, and I figured I’d stop by and see how you are. I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for my mom, despite the somewhat hostile environment.”

      “You have a lot on your plate, Maggie,” Bina said. “Stop beating yourself over the head. I understand, and I have already forgiven you.”

      “Thank you, Bina.”

      “Can you do me a small favor?” Bina asked.

      “Anything.”

      “Can you relay a message for Ben?”

      “Of course.”

      “Tell him Lizzie said hello. If he asks, and he will, tell him she is in remission.”

      “You got it,” Maggie said with a big smile and a firm embrace.

      In Boston at rush hour, the freeways are tar pits. If you can escape and make it as far as Portsmouth, they turn into expressways through the best nature has to offer. The White Pine, Spruce-Fir, and Hemlock forests of New Hampshire seamlessly give way to the Red Oak, Yellow Birch, and Sugar Maples in Maine. Fall in New England is a celebration of deep colors and rich textures, but soon the landscape would be washed in a sea of soft, brilliant white as nature reset the palette for the next year.

      
        The urgency of her cases, the dull pain of the separation, and the strain on her relationship with the kids that seemed so suffocating a week ago on the same drive now felt as if they were growing fainter the further north she drove. She wasn’t sure if it was the finality of the funeral, the scare on the lake with Luke and Mariah, or just soaking in the beauty of nature, but each mile made it easier for her to unclench her fists and her mind.

      Before she realized it, she was exiting the highway and approaching the hospital in Augusta.

      “Are you about ready to get out of here?” she asked Ben as she appeared in the doorway to his room.

      “Absolutely. We’ve done all the paperwork, and I’ve signed all the forms. It’s a good thing the older couple had good insurance, or I’d be paying for this until I’m their age,” he scoffed.

      “Worrying about paying your medical bills?” Maggie teased. “When did you become so responsible?”

      “Did you bring the Beemer? I want to drive! I only need my right leg, so it’s not a problem!” he said, suddenly turning twenty-one again.

      “How much Vicodin have you taken today?” Maggie asked with a gentler version of her traditional raised eyebrow.

      “Oh yeah, good point. I guess that answers your question about my level of responsibility.”

      After tossing the crutches in the back seat, Ben hopped to the passenger side and awkwardly got in, hoisting his casted left leg into the car and then falling into the seat.

      “Should we get some lunch before we leave civilization?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m always up for a meal,” he said. “But I don’t have a lot of cash on me right now.”

      “If I ask, then I pay,” Maggie said as she buckled up and started the car. “Besides, I know you’ve taken a lot of time off work for the funeral and now your leg, and I assume you don’t have vacation time.”

      “I have time, but I don’t get paid for it,” he said with a smirk.

      
        “I figured. When I was in Boston, I went ahead and paid your rent for November so you can relax at the house in Liberty with me and Lindsey. You need to heal and have time to look into that artifact, and it would be nice for Mom to have all of us around her right now.”

      “Wow, Mags. Thank you so much! Don’t take this the wrong way, but why are you doing all this?” he asked.

      “I guess it’s a part of my apology.”

      “It’s not like I haven’t made some pretty dumb decisions. Your view of me isn’t entirely unjustified. I’m a pretty big screw-up.”

      “Listen to me, Benjamin Mark Mitchell,” Maggie said, putting the car back in park and pointing at him, “you are a wonderful man, and making money has nothing to do with that. Having three kids and leaving them high and dry makes you a screw-up. Dad is a screw-up. You are not a screw-up. You’re just taking time to find yourself. I never really saw it that way until I met Bina and heard how much confidence she has in you. I realized she knew my brother better than I did.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Mags,” Ben said. “That means a lot to me. What you think has always meant a lot to me. I guess bringing Bina was one of the best decisions I ever made!”

      “Speaking of Bina, she told me to tell you Lizzie said hello and that yes, she is in remission.”

      “Lizzie is in remission? Thank God!”

      “You’ve gotten attached to some of those kids, I see.”

      “I can’t help it. They’re so amazing.”

      “Sounds a little like what you said when you started working at the animal shelter. I see a trend, Mr. Marshmallow. You have a giant, squishy heart.”

      “I think it is my biggest fault. It doesn’t exactly lend itself to a steady career and life.”

      “I think it is your biggest asset. You just need to learn how to point it in the right direction.”

      As Maggie helped Ben out of the car, Lindsey was at the back door.

      
        “I guess you’ll be sleeping with Mom now,” Lindsey teased, “Unless you can pogo yourself up the stairs with one leg.”

      “Very funny,” Ben grunted. “Did anything exciting happen while we were gone?”

      “Not really. I think you had all the excitement,” Lindsey said. “First, you get two flat tires that look like they were shot out, and then you get slammed and total the van. Remind me to never let you drive my car.”

      “Now that you mention it, the wreck was suspicious. I’m not sure the old couple driving the Cadillac was at fault.”

      “What are you talking about?” Lindsey asked as Ben tossed his coat over the couch and sank down, heaving his cast up onto the cushions with a small grunt. The girls slid into the high-back sitting chairs.

      “I saw a big dent in the back bumper of their car. I think they were hit and pushed.”

      “Do you think it wasn’t an accident?” Lindsey asked.

      “No, I don’t, just like the tires were no accident.”

      “Why in the world would someone have it out for you?” she asked.

      “That’s what we need to talk about,” Maggie interjected. “We think someone knows that Grandpa passed away, and when they saw the van leave, they tried to make sure it was gone for a while. They were trying to make sure no one was home.”

      “That is so weird,” Lindsey mused. “Now that you mention it, I’m a little freaked out. The mailman came the other day after you left and was snooping in the windows. I scared the bejesus out of him when I opened the door. He gave me some line about ‘seeing if he needed to hold the mail.’ I thought that was a little strange, but I chalked it up to what happens in a small town. Now I’m not so sure.”

      “I bet that was the same mailman who gave me the mail one day when Luke and I were in the basement. He mentioned something about ‘finding something you don’t expect.’ That guy is no mailman.”

      “What on earth is he after?” Lindsey asked.

      “Should we tell her or should we show her?” Ben asked Maggie.

      “She needs to see it,” Maggie said.

      
        After a precarious descent down the inside stairs to the basement, Ben clicked on the light, hobbled to the corner, and peeled back the carpet.

      “Grandpa Bauer talks about this in his journals,” Ben explained. “He knew it was priceless, but he never touched it.”

      He slid the dilapidated piece of plywood aside and lifted out the burlap sack. He pulled out the box and set it on the concrete floor.

      “This is what brought Grandpa Bauer to America in 1942.”

      “Dear God, Grandpa was a Nazi?” Lindsey said as her eyes were forcibly drawn to the eagle and swastika on the box.

      “Not exactly,” Maggie said. “Ben can explain.”

      Ben opened the box and let Lindsey look in.

      “It’s just a bowl. It looks like gold, but I wouldn’t say it was priceless unless it was really old,” she surmised.

      ‘Try thousands of years,” Ben said. “I think it may have been a ceremonial bowl for washing or incense that was used in the ancient Jewish temple. It was confiscated from a Jewish family before they were sent to Dachau. Grandpa Bauer worked for an SS officer who sent him to Berlin with the bowl to turn it into the Gestapo. It was supposed to be added to Hitler’s collection for the Führermuseum. Grandpa basically stole a priceless piece of history from the Nazi’s and fled Germany.”

      “Are you kidding me? How do we not know this story? This should be a Bauer family legend!” Lindsey said.

      “I don’t think grandpa could ever shake the feeling of shame,” Ben said.

      “Shame for what?” Lindsey asked as Ben gingerly tucked the box back into the sack and lowered it into the hole. “He got out, which couldn’t have been easy.”

      “I’ll explain, but let’s head upstairs. I need to put this leg up.”

      They returned upstairs where Ben sank into the sofa and extended his leg across the cushions again. His sisters attentively stuffed pillows in all the right places before they sat down.

      
        “Grandpa was in the Hitler Youth and participated in Kristallnacht. He fought in Poland, and he helped work on Auschwitz before anyone was taken there. He couldn’t have done any more than he did to bring down the Nazi’s, but he also couldn’t escape the feeling of guilt. He made it his mission to find the family of the original owners of the bowl and return it to them, but he could never find them. I don’t know if it was shame, fear, or a stubborn refusal to give up, but he never did show anyone the artifact,” Ben said.

      “And now you think someone is after it after all these years?” Lindsey asked.

      “I imagine that’s a treasure someone could spend their entire lives searching for,” Maggie said. “Whoever it is doesn’t seem to have popped up until after grandpa died. If you think about it, they may have been looking for grandpa for years, but had no idea where he was. He was always a low-profile guy, and this place isn’t exactly easy to find.”

      “If you combine a local obituary and Google, it probably gave this person their first hit on his name in seventy years,” Ben said. “He or she or they saw the rental van and all the family in town, and they have probably been watching the house. Shooting the tires and causing the wreck were their attempts at keeping us away, but they didn’t count on us sticking around.”

      “If grandpa never told anyone all these years, not even grandma, this person must know the story. They must have known about his time in Germany,” Maggie said.

      “There might be someone,” Ben announced.

      “What?” Maggie said, shocked.

      “Who?” Lindsey asked.

      “In his journal, grandpa names the Nazi officer that charged him with delivering the bowl to Berlin. His name was SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler.”

      “He’s the only one that would know about it,” Lindsey said.

      “As an officer at the time, he would have to be at least a few years older than grandpa, and that’s if he survived the war and if he managed to escape the Nuremberg trials and if he managed to sneak his Nazi ass into the US,” Maggie fumed. “If he managed all that, he’d be just about a hundred years old by now.”

      “Somebody could be working for him,” Ben said.

      “Or his descendants,” Lindsey added.

      “Or it could be the extended family of the Jews who had it stolen from them,” Maggie added.

      “Or it could be treasure hunters for all we know,” Ben said. “The bottom line is this: Grandpa Bauer’s mission was to return the bowl to the rightful owners, and I’m going to complete his mission, period. No exceptions and no excuses.”

      “Now that’s what I like to hear,” Maggie said, fishing her Springfield .45 pistol from her purse and beginning to disassemble it. “I need to get some oil and some ammo,” she said casually.

      “While you’re at it, we need some rounds for grandpa’s rifle and a box of shells for the shotgun,” Lindsey said.

      “Mom never let me even have a BB gun,” Ben complained. “You two better not let her see your arsenal!”

      “I don’t know,” Maggie said with the same smile she wore when closing the noose in a hard-fought negotiation, “I’m sure it’s okay if we’re fighting Nazis.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen
      

      “Hello, grandpa,” Caroline said as she put down her purse, threw her coat on the hook, and made her way into her grandpa’s sitting room. No amount of potpourri would ever overpower the smell of pipe tobacco, old books, and drugstore cologne.

      It was probably grandpa’s stories that pushed her over the fence from business to history in college. At ten years old, long after the other kids and some of the adults would wander off, Caroline would sit cross-legged, chin in her hands, and stare as grandpa would talk about old jewelry. The jewelry, of course, wasn’t interesting, but the stories he built around them were fascinating. He talked about times and people from decades ago and worlds away wearing a brooch or a necklace to a royal reception or a state dinner.

      He once told the tale of a watch that came into his jewelry shop one rainy fall day in Manhattan. The elderly man who brought it in claimed it once belonged to Kaiser Wilhelm II. Grandpa Henry had lived in America since World War II, but he still had a stubborn, thick German accent.

      “Ze man came in and spoke with a Dutch accent,” he said, leaning forward for intensity. “He zaid he had a special vatch, not a cheap vatch that you wear on your wrist like ze kids today, mind you, but a real vatch that you keep in your vest pocket with a gold chain.

      “I asked him how he came to have ze vatch, and if he had proof. I am not a fool, I told him. He took out an old looking envelope zat was yellow and faded, but I could see it had the crest and the seal of ze Royal Family of England. He handed me ze letter, and I read it. Do you know vat it said?” he asked, heightening the tension.

      “What, grandpa?!” Caroline demanded, completely enthralled.

      “It vas a letter from Queen Victoria of England, who vas also Kaiser Wilhelm’s grandmother. The vatch was a gift for his sixteenth birthday in 1875. The letter had the signature of Queen Victoria and the vatchmaker. Unlike today, zere is no serial number for a vatch made by hand. Instead, it vas etched with his initials on zhe bottom of zhe back zide. I used a magnifying glass to inspect it, and zhe initials vere there! I have zeen many vatches in my day, and I know zhis vatchmaker. He iz a legend, and his initials are unmistakable.

      “I asked him how he came to own a vatch that once belonged to Kaiser Wilhelm II, and he said he could not tell me. Vhen I asked how much he vanted to sell it for, he laughed at me. He said, ‘I do not vant to sell such a priceless item as this to a shop owner. I just needed someone to confirm the authenticity of the initials so that I may negotiate with confidence.’ He had used me, and I didn’t even make a penny.”

      “What a jerk, grandpa!” Caroline sympathized.

      “I should have expected it. He was a dirty Jew.”

      
        Comments like that never made sense to Caroline, at least until she went to college. After studying history as an undergrad at NYU, she managed to get into Harvard’s anthropology program. As much as she loved hearing stories from her grandfather that essentially always led back to some European royal house, a war, or some piece of German history, she fell in love with the people of antiquity.

      “Velcome, my favorite granddaughter,” Grandpa Henry said.

      “Grandpa, I’m your only granddaughter.”

      “Ah, just as well, you are still my favorite.”

      “How are you feeling today?”

      “I am vell, ja, I am vell for an old man.”

      “Has Jeanne been here today?”

      “Yes. Why is it always a Jamaican? Aren’t there any nice German girls in all of New York?”

      “Yes, I’m sure there are, but they are usually here to work on their second Ph.D., and I don’t think they have time to wipe the butts of old men, even men as charming as yourself.”

      “Ah, yes, of course, zey are overqualified. I suppose I should have known zat. Ser gut.”

      “What have you been up to recently?” she asked as she ran the Keurig. “By the way, I’m making some fresh coffee with the machine I got you that you never use. Would you like some?”

      “I only agreed to zat machine because ze name sounded German. I gave up ven I found out it was an ordinary American company.”

      “I read the other day that German investors bought it out.”

      “Ja? Okay, I’ll have a cup.”

      “You’re incorrigible, grandpa. You never answered my question. What have you been doing with your time lately? Reading?”

      “I am always reading, but I have even more exciting news.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, coming back with two steaming cups and setting them down on his TV tray.

      
        “I have found someone zhat I have been looking for since I left Germany.”

      “Excuse me? You found someone you knew back in Germany?”

      “Ja. I have been looking for him all zese years. He was my Gefreiter in ze Army.”

      “Where did you find him? Did he come to the US?”

      “Ja, he came before me. He was hiding all ze way up in Maine. All zese years, und he was only a few hundred kilometers away.”

      “How did you find him? Was he on the internet?”

      “In a way, ja. I found his obituary.”

      “Oh, I see. I’m so sorry grandpa.”

      “I am not sorry, Caroline. He vas a thief. He stole somezing from me and disappeared. If he were alive, I might have killed him.”

      “What did he steal?”

      “It vas a special artifact. You would have known if you could have seen it. It was a simple golden bowl, but I believe it vas very ancient. It vas probably used in an ancient temple.”

      “That should have gone to a museum. We lose so many priceless, irreplaceable historical artifacts to thieves and treasure hunting thugs, not to mention war.”

      “Yes, that is vhat he vas supposed to do. I sent him to Berlin, but he never vent to the museum. He disappeared and left Germany. Zis was just before I vas able to get out. I never saw him or the artifact again.”

      “When did he pass away?” Caroline asked.

      “It vas just a few days ago, maybe a week or so.”

      “That recently? Maybe some of his family would know what he did with it. It’s a long shot, but why not ask? Maybe after a week or two, I’ll see if I can track them down and call them. What was his name?” she asked.

      “Martin Bauer.”

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Chapter Nineteen
      

      The first snow fell a week before Thanksgiving. Lake St. George was glazed over with a thin layer of ice that was just barely able to hold a heavy dusting of snow. The leaves were now part of the forest carpet, and the only green things left were the pine needles and ferns that occasionally cast off their winter coat long enough to get a look at the world before they were quickly covered up again.

      Lindsey took her station at the sink to finish up the dishes, and Maggie came in behind her.

      “Lindsey?”

      “Yeah, Mags?”

      “It just took us both thirty minutes to take Mom to the bathroom. She can’t support her own weight anymore.”

      “I noticed,” Lindsey sighed.

      “What are you going to do after I leave? There’s no way you can handle her yourself.”

      “I don’t know. I suppose we’ll have to look at getting more help.”

      “No, we won’t,” Maggie said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not leaving you here to deal with this by yourself, and I can’t be in Boston right now. I can’t be that far away.”

      “Or that close to Dan?”

      “I suppose a little extra space wouldn’t hurt right now,” Maggie admitted.

      Lindsey dried her hands, threw in the detergent, closed the door, and pushed the button. As the dishwasher hummed, she put her arms around her sister and breathed a long sigh.

      “Thank you, Mags. I feel a lot better now.”

      “Yeah, me too. Now I have to talk the firm into letting me take some time off.”

      “You think it’ll be a problem?”

      “Nah. What’s the worst they can do? Fire me?” Maggie laughed.

      “No, but they will probably ask you to work from home.”

      
        “You’re right,” Maggie said. “Knowing Gary, that’s probably what he’ll ask me to do.”

      Now that Maggie was on hand, getting some work done at Dusty’s home office was a bit easier. Without WiFi at the Bauer house, her laptop was almost useless, but if Maggie was going to work out of the house now, they would have to bring in a high-speed connection. Mariah will be thrilled. For now, however, it was back to the grind in Dusty’s lair.

      Lindsey found herself in a quandary: how do you respect the boundaries of your job when your job is to look at everything? Is it snooping if you access the CEO’s personal files if he has given you carte blanche access? It wasn’t always clear, but she decided that whether she was an accountant or the CFO, it was her job to follow the money. The company was privately held, so there were no stockholders to make happy, but it also meant that most of Dusty’s purchases were expensed through the company. Other than a basic checking account and a few investment accounts, Lindsey got a picture of what Dusty spent his money on through the company's books.

      Nothing surprised her about his expenses: the house because it functioned as an office; the boat for entertaining clients; or the trip to Rome as a business trip to recruit a new CFO. Nothing seemed questionable, unethical, or illegal, but there were several expenses that piqued her interest.

      Recorded as charitable giving, there were entries for round-trip plane tickets to Tel Aviv and a few large donations to museums in the US and Israel. Was Dusty a collector of some kind? What was the link to Israel? Other than a couple for himself, who were the round-trip plane tickets for, and why were they going to Tel Aviv? Judging from his house, he didn’t have valuable art or historic artifacts. She would have to put it to him casually, without sounding too nosy. This was a conversation best saved for the second or third glass of Chardonnay.

      A few hours later, it was time to uncork the bottle.

      “How was the meeting?” Lindsey asked as Dusty sauntered into the kitchen, where she was eyeing the choices on the rack in the wine cooler.

      “It was pretty standard, although I had a hard time focusing. I couldn’t help but suspect everyone of stealing money and completely over-analyzing their every word. It’s driving me crazy. I can’t wait to pull the trigger on the code that gets my money back.”

      “It shouldn’t be much longer. I’m just coordinating with the bank and the cops. Guess which one is holding things up?”

      
        “The cops, of course.”

      “Want a glass of Chardonnay?” she offered.

      “I’ll take a glass of anything you’re pouring, as long as it contains alcohol. The drive from Boston wears me out.”

      After a few strategic sips, curiosity got the better of her.

      “I noticed a few line items from the charity account that I was a little curious about.”

      “Oh yeah? Is there a problem?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Oh no, I don’t think so. I was just curious about a few tickets to Israel and a couple of chunks of money that went to museums. Do you collect something?” It sounded strange, but that was as innocuous as she could put it.

      “No, I don’t. Those were donations for specific projects.”

      “Oh, I see.” She sensed his hesitancy, but again in the battle of boundaries, her curiosity prevailed. “From looking at the museums and the plane tickets, it seems as if you have an interest in Israel or Jewish history.”

      “Jewish history is all of our history, is it not? You’ve been to church. You’ve heard the Old Testament stories.”

      “Well, yes, of course….”

      “Let’s just let that be my business, okay?” he snapped.

      “I’m so sorry,” Lindsey reactively apologized. “I didn’t mean to interrogate you. I was just genuinely curious— too curious, I guess. The entries are all legit for charity donations for sure.”

      “Alright,” Dusty sighed as he got up and took her wine glass to the sink and rinsed it out.

      It was a bit of a punch in the gut, but she got the hint. She got up and headed for the office to get her coat.

      “Lindsey, wait,” Dusty called as she began to bundle up. “I didn’t mean to snap at you like that. It was a long day, and I just…”

      “It’s fine. I shouldn’t be too nosy if it’s not related to regular company finances.” She could put on a business face.

      “It’s not that,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “If it’s on the books, it’s fair game. It’s a long, complicated story, and I’m not quite up to going into all of it right now. Maybe later.”

      
        “Alright,” she said. They hugged awkwardly, she forced a smile, and then she got into Maggie’s car to wind her way around the lake back home.

      “How was work?” Maggie asked when Lindsey came to the back door.

      “It was fine,” she said, stomping the snow from her hiking boots with fury and throwing her scarf on the ground.

      “That bad?” Maggie asked, picking up the scarf and draping it over a hook.

      “Am I blind?” she asked. “Did I imagine there might have been something between us?”

      Maggie smiled sympathetically, took her coat and hung it up, and escorted her sister to the sofa. “Let me get you some coffee, and then you can tell me all about it.”

      “The last thing you need is another woman complaining about a man,” Lindsey called into the kitchen.

      Maggie came back with a wide grin. “Oh contraire, ma soeur, nothing would give me more joy, except of course I don’t like seeing you upset. What happened?”

      “I admit, maybe I was being a little nosy, but in my defense, it was related to certain expenses, which falls squarely under my job description.”

      “Well, now I’m nosy,” Maggie said. “What were they?”

      “He bought several plane tickets to Israel; some were from New York and others from cities in Europe. There were also a few checks cut to museums here in the U.S. and in Israel.”

      “What’s the Jewish connection?” Maggie asked.

      “That’s what I wanted to know, but apparently we’re going to ‘let that be my business’ according to Dusty.”

      “Hmmm,” Maggie hummed, “You stepped on someone’s toes.”

      “Don’t you think it’s weird he gave me carte blanche access to his multi-million dollar business, but he gets defensive about some plane tickets and donations to museums?”

      “That is a little strange, unless this Jewish connection is either a criminal cover-up or a painful personal issue. Did he shut you out completely? How ugly was he?” Maggie asked.

      
        “He tried to backpedal before I left. He apologized and said he’d explain later, but it was complicated,” Lindsey recalled.

      “It sounds personal. He wouldn’t give you wide open access to his finances if he were trying to hide something; he’s a lot smarter than that. Maybe it has to do with his family?”

      “He didn’t say. I don’t know much about his family except that his parents sold him the house and moved to Bangor. His name is Dusty Miller. That doesn’t sound too Jewish to me. Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “As awkward as it was, I wouldn’t write him off yet. Be careful with your feelings, but give him a chance to explain. Guys can be emotional idiots sometimes, but they eventually self-correct,” Maggie advised. “Usually.”

      Maggie was getting so used to the rumble and thudding of firewood tumbling into the wood box by the stove that she almost stopped hearing it.

      “How much more are you going to bring in?” Maggie asked. “Geeze, Lindsey, I would have helped if I had known you were moving the whole woodpile indoors.”

      “It’s supposed to snow again tonight,” she said between pants. “I want to keep the wood dry, and I don’t want to have to go back out in a blizzard later to get more.”

      “Good call,” Ben said, hopping down the stairs on his good leg. “I can…”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Maggie cut him off. “Get off your feet and put that leg up. Doctor’s orders.”

      “I hate watching Lindsey haul that wood in.”

      “We’re big girls; we can handle it,” Maggie said, pulling on her coat and following Lindsey out to the woodpile.

      Ben hopped into Carol’s room and sat in the chair next to her bed, taking her hand.

      “How are you feeling Momma?” he asked.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” she said.

      “I’m fine. My leg is healing quickly, thanks to the gallons of milk you made me drink all my life.”

      
        “I’ve read drinking all that cow’s milk isn’t supposed to be good for you. I think some kids who didn’t like milk grew up and became scientists.”

      Ben laughed. “Well, it didn’t give me obesity or cause me to grow breasts, so I think I’ll be okay.”

      “I feel like getting out of this bed. Can you help me to the kitchen table? I just want to be upright for a bit.”

      “Of course, Mom. We’ll be the crippled leading the crippled. Between the two of us, we should have a total of two good legs.”

      She laughed again and pulled back the covers. Ben gingerly helped her swing her legs over the edge and then took her arm to help her stand up. He pulled the walker over, and the two of them slowly shuffled out to the kitchen.

      “What do you know? This walker is more comfortable than crutches. Can I borrow it sometime?” Ben joked.

      “I’ll leave it to you in my will,” Carol said.

      As they awkwardly took their seats at the table, they heard the familiar rumble of more wood dropping into the box by the fireplace.

      “What are you two doing in here?” Maggie asked, panting and brushing off her coat.

      “We’re taking afternoon tea, disabled edition,” Ben quipped.

      “I just needed to be vertical for a while,” Carol said.

      “Are you feeling okay, Mom?” Maggie worried.

      “Yes, sweetheart. Right now I’m pretty good.”

      “Well then, maybe we should take advantage of this time and play a game or something.”

      “I’m up for an old-fashioned game of Scrabble,” Carol said.

      “Me against the three Mitchell women?” Ben complained. “I’m screwed.”

      “You can be on my team,” Carol offered. “I need someone to remind me of the things I already know.”

      “Deal,” Ben said.

      The next morning, they woke up to find the weather delivered on its promise of snowfall. The woods were blanketed in a fresh, thick layer of snow, and the Lake was now an oblate plane of still, gleaming white. The heavy, moist air that unloaded several inches of snow during the night gave way to a drop in temperature and a clear, dry cold as the front continued south from the Arctic.

      Lindsey made a cup of coffee, and she noticed she wasn’t the first one to use it that morning. As she cradled her warm cup and sauntered into the living room, Maggie was curled up on the couch reading.

      “I should have known you’d be up,” Lindsey said.

      “It’s a beautiful, peaceful morning. Perfect for reading or doing anything that doesn’t involve going outside,” she said. “Why are you up?”

      “Dusty texted me. He said he’d come to pick me up.”

      “He’s making you work on a snow day? What a slave driver,” Maggie said. “Do you think he wants to talk?”

      “That’s my guess. If he drags me over there just to go to work I’ll kick his butt.”

      “He’d deserve it,” Maggie said. “How does he plan to get here?”

      “Apparently by snowmobile over the lake,” she said, pointing out the window. Dusty was speeding across the ice, blasting through the snow and leaving a trail that weaved, arced, and drew a connecting line between the houses.

      “Have fun and bundle up,” Maggie said. “And when you get home…”

      “I know. I’ll give you every detail. By the way, the pipes seem okay, but if you have any problems, call Zack. His card is on the counter.”

      “Got it. Get out of here.”

      It was far too cold for conversation beyond a wave or a nod, but when they got inside and peeled off the arctic gear, Dusty broke the ice.

      “How’s your mom?”

      “She had a good day yesterday. She kicked our butts in Scrabble. Clearly, her brain is still working.”

      “Good. Look, I owe you an explanation,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder.

      “I stumbled into something that was personal. You don’t owe me anything,” she obliged him.

      “I’ve been guarding my personal life as hard as I’ve been guarding my clients' IT infrastructure,” he said. “My M.O. has always been, ‘don’t let anyone get close enough to take something from me.’ I had a knee-jerk reaction, and I’m sorry.”

      “I can understand that,” she said as they moved into the kitchen and he started a latte. “Did you lose something valuable when you were younger?’

      “This is why I said it was complicated. The short answer is no, I haven’t been a victim of anything, except for this embezzlement scheme we’re about to shut down. My upbringing was idyllic, and I can’t blame my parents for anything but loving and supporting me. My grandparents were much the same, and if anyone had a reason to be as protective as me, it was them.”

      “What happened?” she asked, now fully engrossed.

      “Hitler.”

      “As in Nazi Germany?”

      “Yes. My grandparents made it out in 1938, which is why I am here. My grandmother convinced my grandfather to flee, and some of my grandmother’s family also escaped to other parts of Europe, but the rest of my grandfather’s family stayed in Germany. They insisted the Nazis were a temporary phenomenon and an expression of Germany’s anger after WWI. They said the pendulum would soon swing back and things would calm down. They are all dead now.”

      “I’m so sorry, Dusty. I never knew.”

      “It sounds weird for a kid two generations down from them to be upset about an event in history, but I began to think of all the family I never got to know. I thought about the great aunts and uncles who died, the cousins and second cousins who were never born, and all the valuable things they lost when they were sent off to the camps. It’s like I am an indirect victim, in a way. Now that I have the power to do some good, I am determined to right every wrong I can.”

      “That’s what those entries are about,” Lindsey said quietly.

      “The tickets were for my family: me, my parents, and all the living relatives in Europe who were still able to travel. We’ve always stayed in touch, but as they were getting older, I wanted to do something special, so I arranged for us all to travel to Israel as a family and visit the Yad Vashem, the World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem. It was overwhelming at first, but with three generations to lean on each other and learn about what happened, we made it through.

      
        “As for the museum donations, those were all for projects that are working to find stolen valuables and return them to the survivors and their families. Those were the easiest checks I ever wrote.”

      “Thanks for explaining, Dusty. I know you had to dig deep emotionally to let me in on your family history. That’s not lost on me.”

      “So, in your opinion, are those legitimate charitable donations?”

      “It doesn’t get more legit than that. The IRS wouldn’t touch those entries with a ten-foot pole.”

      “Good. Now, speaking of expenses, how about a second car? I love my Tesla, but this snow has me thinking I need a four-wheel drive.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty
      

      Liberty, Maine

      June 1960

      The children are growing so quickly, and Margaret becomes more beautiful every day. As quickly as my heart rejoices, it contracts with guilt as I fear I don’t deserve this joy.

      I have searched the list of names from Dresden. I have asked for help from several Jewish groups, but of course, I don’t tell them about the artifact. It is hard when I don’t know who I am looking for. I tell them that all I want to do is find anyone who might still be alive. No one is still alive.

      There are a few names that were on the census in 1940 in Dresden that were not on the list of those sent to Dachau. Of course, from only a list of names, I can’t be certain who was Jewish and who was not. I have focused on the Jewish names, and so many people have just disappeared. It may take years to find where these people went. I will continue to search. God will help me.

      -MB

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Chapter Twenty-One
      

      The icy grip of the latest cold front was finally losing its grasp as the days slid toward Thanksgiving. The roads were clear again, but the melt was making a slushy mess. With the lake ice softening and Lindsey needing a way to get back and forth, Dusty took her advice and bought a four-wheel drive pick-up as a “company vehicle” and gave her a key.

      On a windy afternoon when the sun briefly poked through the clouds over Liberty and the Lake St. George area, Carol sat at the kitchen table basking in the sunlight streaming through the windows. Maggie was rummaging through her grandmother’s yellowed old box of recipes for Thanksgiving dishes, and Ben hobbled into the kitchen.

      “Where are your crutches?” demanded Maggie.

      “By the couch. Give me a break, Mags! My armpits are so sore I don’t think I even have hair under there anymore. You’re welcome to use them if you need a free waxing.”

      Maggie burst out laughing and threw her arms in the air. “I can’t argue with that!” she said. “And no, thank you, I’d rather let the forest grow, at least in winter.”

      The landline rang, and after weeks of silence, it startled all of them.

      “That’s probably the cable company calling about my internet installation order,” Maggie said, grabbing the receiver and using the ten feet of cord to walk around the kitchen. “Yes, it is. Can I ask who’s calling?” she said, shooting a questioning look at Ben. She covered the receiver and said, “It’s a Dr. Morris.”

      Ben looked bewildered and held up his hands.

      “Um, ok, hold on a minute.” She covered the receiver again and whispered to Ben, “She’s asking about ‘relatives of Martin Bauer.’ What should I say?”

      In a profound role reversal, Ben said, “I’ll take it.”

      Ben took hold of the receiver and answered, “Hello? This is Ben Mitchell. Excuse my suspicion, but this is unsolicited. What is it you are inquiring about?” He looked at Maggie, who gave him a thumbs-up.

      
        “My name is Dr. Caroline Morris, a professor of Anthropology at Harvard. The reason I am calling is actually more personal than professional. I have a relative who knew your grandfather many years ago, back in Germany at the beginning of the war. Unfortunately, he was only able to find your grandfather by locating his obituary. He is anxious to meet the family of Martin Bauer if you are agreeable to such a meeting.”

      “I am curious, but I must be cautious. Despite the fact that my grandpa didn’t leave much of anything besides his house, that doesn’t stop people from thinking he did. I need to verify your story,” Ben said.

      “I completely understand. I hate to ask you to come all the way to Cambridge, but if we meet at my office, you can verify who I am, and we can get to know each other a bit. If you’re comfortable, we can go from there. I can email you directions to my office on campus.”

      “That sounds good. I have an appointment in Boston coming up, so maybe we can set something up for that day.”

      “I look forward to meeting you.”

      “What the heck was that all about?” Maggie asked.

      “She claims to be a Harvard professor who has a relative who knew grandpa back in Germany. She wants to meet grandpa’s family and introduce us to her relative,” Ben relayed.

      “Do you think she is legit?” Maggie asked.

      “She offered to meet at her office on campus. I guess we’ll find out soon,” Ben said.

      “What is this ‘we’ you’re talking about?” Maggie asked.

      “Oh, you’re coming with me,” he said. “I’m not interrogating a Harvard professor without my lawyer with me.”

      Ben managed to arrange the meeting with Caroline a few hours before his follow-up appointment with his regular doctor. He was hoping to get the cast off, but he wasn’t holding his breath. He had about the same expectations for the meeting with Dr. Caroline Morris.

      “Thanks for driving, Mags,” Ben said.

      
        “Thanks for the disabled tag,” Maggie said. “Remind me to take you shopping before you get that cast off.”

      As they got out, Ben noticed a glint of metal from Maggie’s purse.

      “Geez, Mags, are you packin’ heat?”

      “We should be ready for anything, don’t you think? What if she has something to do with the weird things going on in Liberty?”

      “Yes, but if the campus cops catch you, we’ll be the weird things at Harvard.”

      “Maybe I’ll leave it in the glove box.”

      “According to the directions, her office is this way,” Ben said, hobbling ahead on his crutches. “We’re definitely taking the elevator.”

      After a couple of floors, several turns, and more burnished wood than either of them had ever seen in their lives, they came to her modest office and knocked on the door.

      “You must be Ben,” Dr. Morris said as she opened the door.

      “Yes, and this is my sister, Margaret Manning.”

      “I’m Caroline Morris. It’s great to meet you both.”

      “Please, call me Maggie. I’m surprised you don’t have an administrative assistant running interference for you,” Maggie observed.

      “This close to Thanksgiving, I’m on my own,” Caroline said. “Come on in and have a seat.”

      “Thanks,” they both said, taking positions on opposite sides of a vintage-looking crushed velvet sofa.

      “What happened to your leg?” Caroline asked.

      “Car accident,” Ben said. “It looks bad, but you should see the other guy.”

      Caroline laughed. “You must have a thousand questions, because

I know I do. First of all, I want to let you know up front that neither I nor my family wants any money. That is such a tacky and banal impulse on the part of so many after a death in the family. We are genuinely sorry for your loss.”

      
        “Thank you,” Ben said. “I’m curious, given how long it’s been since the war and how so few veterans remain, who is your relative?”

      “He is my grandfather, and his name is Henry Adler. He was in the German Army, and he fled the Nazi regime shortly after your grandfather did. He said he was Martin’s commanding officer briefly in Dresden.”

      Ben and Maggie felt their blood run cold in their veins, and they exchanged a look of mutual understanding.

      “Grandpa Bauer didn’t speak much about his time in Germany,” Ben said. “We didn’t even know he was in the German Army until relatively recently.”

      “I can imagine it might have been traumatic. Anyone who was alive to witness the brutality of the Nazis inevitably probably carried a heavy emotional burden. It wasn’t easy for my Grandpa Henry to escape as an officer; I can’t imagine how your grandfather managed it.”

      “Neither can we,” Maggie said.

      “Grandpa Henry was a jeweler in New York for many years. It was probably his stories that got me interested in history and anthropology. He was always so enamored with European monarchs, politics, and history. He said he had given Martin some kind of artifact during the war, but then Martin fled Germany shortly before Grandpa Henry. He never knew what happened to Martin or the artifact. He’s held on to this memory for the last seventy years, but then he found Martin’s obituary online.”

      “That must have been a shock,” Maggie said diplomatically.

      “I think so. When he told me, it was the first time I heard him speak of your grandfather. I imagine he never thought he’d ever see Martin Bauer again, so he never mentioned it.

      Ben chose his words carefully. “Grandpa worked for the War Department for a few years, but then he settled into a quiet life in Maine, surrounded by trees and wood. He always had work in a mill or making and selling furniture, and I think he enjoyed his relative seclusion. I’m surprised your grandfather caught his obituary way up in Maine. Did you say he lives in New York?” Ben asked.

      
        “He worked in Manhattan most of his life, and he lives in a small place in Queens now.”

      “I wonder how he came across an obituary in Liberty, Maine? It seems like maybe your grandfather might have been searching for our grandfather with a certain degree of intentionality and determination,” Ben said.

      “I never thought much about it, but I suppose that’s true. I was pretty impressed by his tenacity to learn about computers and getting around the Internet, but I always figured he liked looking up jewelry-related articles and European history. He was very specific about wanting me to ask you about the artifact he gave Martin. I got the impression it was very culturally valuable,” Caroline said.

      “What kind of artifact was it?” Maggie probed.

      “He said it was some kind of a cup or bowl or jar that was used in ancient temple worship. He had sent Martin to Berlin to donate it to a museum, but Martin disappeared. That seemed to upset him quite a bit.”

      “According to the little we do know from his journals, Grandpa Bauer fled Germany in 1942. Did your grandfather mention which museum Grandpa Bauer was headed to? I don’t think there were many museums making acquisitions in the middle of the war, except one,” Maggie said. “The Führermuseum.”

      “Dear God!” Caroline gasped. “But that can’t be! Grandpa was no Nazi. He fled the Nazis!”

      “It was a terrifying time, I’m sure,” Ben said diplomatically. “In any case, Grandpa Bauer never described any kind of a cup or bowl or jar in his journal, and he never described donating any kind of artifact.”

      “I see,” Caroline said, still visibly shaken. “I’ll speak to Grandpa Adler and see if he remembers anymore. I can email you if you are still interested in meeting him.”

      “Sure,” Ben said. “You know where to find me.”

      “Holy shit, Mags!” Ben said as soon as the door was shut. “Her grandfather is Heinrich Adler!”

      
        “He had to have been looking for Grandpa Bauer his whole life,” Maggie said. “I’m almost surprised he didn’t die of a heart attack when he saw the obituary. With everything that happened to you and the van and the appearance of the fake mailman all right after his death, after all these years, it’s not a stretch to point the finger at old ‘Henry’ Adler.”

      “He’s still after the bowl. It must be incredibly valuable, or at least he thinks it is,” Ben said.

      “I’m not saying you did the wrong thing, but you lied to her,” Maggie said as she buckled up and punched the address into the GPS to the doctor’s office.

      “I didn’t lie,” Ben said.

      “You told her grandpa never said anything about the bowl,” she reminded him.

      “Grandpa never opened the bag, and he never described what was in it because he really didn’t know. Technically, he never talked about a bowl, and he certainly never donated it. I didn’t lie.”

      “And here I thought I was the lawyer,” Maggie said. “Good call.”

      “Did you get the sense that Henry Adler hasn’t told his granddaughter everything?” Ben asked.

      “She looked genuinely horrified when I mentioned the Führermuseum. I think she plans to have a good talk with Grandpa Adler and get a lot more details.”

      “I’m ready to get this cast off,” Ben said, squirming in his seat.

      “I doubt you’ll go scot-free this early, but maybe you’ll get something that will let you put some weight on it.”

      “You mean like I do already?” Ben joked.

      “Yes, except hopefully you’re supposed to put weight on it,” Maggie mockingly scolded him. “You’re so impatient.”

      The doctor was as motherly as Maggie.

      
        “Look, Ben, this is not a high-top basketball shoe. No athletics. Your bones are still trying to fuse back together. You can walk on the boot if necessary, but you still need to stay off of it as much as possible.”

      “As long as I can ditch the crutches, I’m happy, doc,” he said.

      “I want to see my kids,” Maggie said out of nowhere as they sat at an extended red light. “I’m practically right next to them.”

      “Then go see them!” Ben said. “What’s holding you back? I’m sure Dan would want to see you, too.”

      “I’m sure I’m the last thing Dan wants to see right now.”

      “Why’s that, Mags? Is everything okay?”

      “If I show up unannounced, it might put a damper on the evening with his girlfriend.”

      “Oh, Mags, I had no idea…”

      “We’re not divorced yet, but I’m sure he’ll be serving me papers any day now. We worked out an arrangement for the kids, at least through the holidays. He gets Thanksgiving, and I get Christmas.”

      “So the kids are with him while you’re up taking care of mom. Does it cause some kind of problem if you just stop by and say hi?”

      She looked at him and smiled. “You’re not the only one who breaks the rules.”

      The traffic was infuriating, but it made the timing perfect. Ben and Maggie were waiting outside the school when Mariah and Luke made their appearance. She honked the horn.

      “Mom?” Mariah said, walking up to the car. “What are you doing here?”

      “I had to take your uncle to get his new boot,” she said. “I was in the neighborhood. I thought maybe we could grab a bite to eat before I head back up to Maine.”

      “What about dad?” she asked.

      “I texted him. He knows.”

      “Is he okay with us being out on a school night?”

      
        Maggie smiled tensely. “He is now. Don’t worry. Knowing your uncle, we’ll just go to McDonald’s. We won’t be out late.”

      “Hey, what's wrong with McDonald’s?” Ben protested.

      Luke came bounding up to the car, slamming into the passenger side window. “Hey, Uncle Ben! What are you doing here?”

      “Your mom is taking us to McDonald’s. Hop in!”

      “Yes!” he yelled, pumping his fist in the air.

      The attention naturally turned to the famous boot, but Maggie didn’t mind. Being in the same space and absorbing their energy, curiosity, and presence was enough for her.

      When Maggie rolled up to the house, Dan was waiting outside. Given the temperature, he wanted to talk.

      “Hey guys, why don’t you two show me your rooms?” Ben said. Luke agreed, and Mariah picked up on the cue. The kids greeted their dad and then led Ben into the house.

      “You don’t have to get out,” Dan said.

      “Thanks for giving me a little time tonight,” Maggie said. “I was in town to take Ben to the doctor…”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Maggie, I…”

      “Did you file?”

      He simply shook his head.

      “Don’t worry; I’ll sign the papers. Stick with the prenup and let’s do what’s best for the kids.”

      He shook his head again.

      After an awkward silence, he finally found his voice.

      “Maggie, I’m sorry.”

      “Are you asking me to forgive you?” she asked, eyeing the red roadster in the drive that clearly belonged to his new girlfriend.

      “No.”

      “Well, I’m sorry too.”

      
        They stood and stared, but the anger that welled up in Maggie slowly deflated as they held a conversation in their eyes.

      Dan’s glassy brown eyes seemed to say, “It’s my fault; I screwed up. I don’t miss our fights, and I don’t miss the coldness that followed us through the house and into our bed, but I miss the bond we once had. The damage is done. I’m living with my decision now.”

      Maggie’s eyes softened, and they said, “I don’t hate you. I’m furious and I won’t forgive you, at least not now, but I don’t hate you. I’m too tired to hate you anymore.”

      Ben came to the rescue. He stopped at the front steps, but Maggie called to him.

      “It’s a good three or four-hour drive back to Liberty. Let’s get moving.”

      “Good to see you, Dan,” Ben said in passing.

      “Take care of that foot,” he said back.

      Ben stopped at the car door, looked at Maggie, and then looked down at his boot. “I’ll take care of her.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
      

      At first, the dripping went undetected, but then he rolled over. As if aimed with laser guidance, the drop fell straight into his ear, and Ben woke up with a jolt, rubbing his ear furiously.

      “What the hell?” he said, rubbing his eyes and then following the evidence. “That’s not good.”

      Maggie stood over a sizzling skillet and pan donning her grandmother’s old gingham apron. “Are you going to the office across the lake today?” she asked.

      Lindsey stumbled into the kitchen, feeling for the coffee maker and politely grunted, “Uh huh.”

      “Don’t hurt yourself,” Maggie said. “I’ve already made you a cup. Here.”

      
        Lindsey took the cup and wrapped her hands around it, inhaling the rich aroma as if caffeine could be absorbed through the air.

      “I’ve got waffles, bacon, scrambled eggs, and toast. What do you want?”

      “Yes.”

      Ben wandered downstairs, following his nose to the kitchen.

      “Good morning! What do you want?” Maggie asked.

      “I’ll have what Lindsey’s having.”

      They sat down at the small kitchen table and enjoyed Maggie’s culinary treat.

      “This is good, Mags. Thanks,” Ben said between bites.

      “Yes, thank you, Mags,” Lindsey said. “I can fix mom a plate for when she wakes up.”

      “I’ve already got it covered,” Maggie said. “You can head into work. I suspect you are closing in on your culprits.”

      “Actually, yes. The police will be ready in the next couple of days. They want to move before Thanksgiving.”

      “What are you going to be up to today, Ben?” Maggie asked.

      “Up on the roof, I suspect. We’ve got a leak.”

      “No!” the girls shouted in unison.

      “There is no way you’re crawling up on a roof full of thawing snow with a broken foot,” Lindsey said. “Talk about a recipe for disaster. Don’t worry about it. I’ve got a guy.”

      “You do?” Ben asked.

      “You do?” Maggie repeated.

      “Yeah. I’ll call Zack. He’s the guy from the store who helped me with the generator and winterized the house. He was the one who went on and on about how great the house was, remember?”

      “Oh, that guy. Is he your go-to handyman?” Maggie teased.

      “He’s local, he loves this place, and he does good work. I keep his card handy,” Lindsey said.

      “He’s not so bad on the eyes if I remember correctly. I’d keep his card handy too.”

      “Do I really have to listen to my sisters talk about guys?” Ben complained.

      
        “After the girls you’ve brought around, I think we get a pass,” Maggie jabbed.

      “Touché,” he said. “I’m going to go back upstairs and see if I can find where that leak is coming from.”

      By the time Lindsey was ready to go to Dusty’s house, Ben had an idea where his bedtime drip torture was coming from.

      “Did you find it?” Lindsey asked as she put on her coat and got ready to head out.

      “I think so,” he said. “It’s traveling a bit, but I think it’s coming in from somewhere along the peak. It doesn’t look like it’s been dripping too long. I don’t see any rot or major drywall damage.”

      “That’s good, but I’m not counting my blessings until Zack pulls back the roof tiles and says the same thing,” Lindsey said.

      “That’s the only way to know for sure. Poor guy. He must really like you if he’s willing to straddle our snow-covered roof.”

      “I think he likes the house more than me.”

      “I don’t know. It seems like you might have a couple of fish on the line. It’s about time.”

      Lindsey rolled her eyes and went for the door.

      “Lindsey, wait a second,” Ben said, sighing and sitting back on his bed. “I need your advice.”

      “Sure,” she said, wandering back in and leaning on the wooden footboard. “But I’m not a great source of romantic advice.”

      Ben laughed. “I don’t think any of us are.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “I don’t know what Maggie said about our little trip to Boston, but we’re both pretty sure that Heinrich Adler, Grandpa Bauer’s old Nazi boss back in Germany, is still alive.”

      “Is that who you guys went to see?”

      “No. We saw his granddaughter, who seems to be running interference. We know he found out about grandpa from his obituary, and he clearly hasn’t forgotten about the artifact he entrusted to grandpa. My hunch is that he hired someone to find the house and look for the artifact, but we’ve never left it empty long enough for him to do a sweep on the place.”

      “Hence, the fake mailman.”

      
        “And the ‘accidents’ with the van.”

      “Do you think we’re in danger?”

      “I think if he were going to hurt any of us, he would have done it already. You were home alone and basically scared off the guy he hired, which means he probably made it clear he wanted to get to the artifact cleanly and quietly. Still, I don’t think a Nazi that has been after this bowl is going to just give up after 70 years. I have a hunch his granddaughter has no idea who he really was, and now he is trying to use her and her position as a Harvard professor to get to the prize.”

      “Other than giving that bowl to the authorities or a museum, I’m not sure what advice you want from me,” Lindsey said.

      “I know that. If I can’t find the family that had it, it will go to a museum, but I want to know more about this Heinrich Adler. I want to be able to go back to Caroline and give her concrete evidence that her grandfather hasn’t told her the whole story. I need something to corroborate Grandpa’s journal. If we can’t prove he was a Nazi, he might make a claim on the artifact. I won’t let that happen.”

      “So you really need my help, not my advice,” she said with her classic cheeky grin.

      “Is there any way to dig into his past with your forensic accounting skills?” Ben asked.

      “I can’t do much without permission or access to his accounts, but Dusty might be able to. Online security is his business. Why don’t you come over tonight and talk to him about it?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “You don’t have to tell him you have the artifact. Just tell him you think this Heinrich guy is an old Nazi and thinks you have it. Trust me; given his family history, he will want to help you.”

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked.

      “It’s a sensitive topic, so I shouldn’t say much, but let’s just say he lost family members in the Holocaust. If there is anyone who would be motivated to snuff out a Nazi, it would be Dusty.”

      Ben was already nervous about the dinner before he followed Lindsey into the fortress. They used to spend summers together getting sunburned, waterlogged, and in trouble; now, Dusty is a multi-millionaire CEO and Ben is, well, just Ben. He has no degree, no family, and no career to show for the last twenty-five years. The difference between their life choices was painfully obvious, with the emphasis on the painful part.

      “Relax,” Lindsey urged him as she punched in the codes and turned off the alarms. “Dusty is down to earth. He’s still the kid that you played with every summer.”

      “Except that he is rich, successful, and good-looking. He’s pretty much the antithesis of me.”

      “Sure,” Lindsey said, “but he’s also still insecure at times, he’s still single, and he is dealing with a very ugly betrayal inside his own company. More money, more problems. Just try and focus on why you’re here: you need to nail this old Nazi. Dusty is a great person to have on your side in this fight.”

      “Thanks, coach,” he quipped. Truth be told, her pep talk really did help him refocus. Dusty’s success was an asset, not an enemy. He had the ability to do exactly what Ben needed if he was willing.

      “Ben!” Dusty said as he came barreling in the door. “It’s good to see you!”

      “Hey, Dusty! I thought I’d check out this pad that Lindsey has been bragging about.”

      “It’s just my parents’ old place— with a few upgrades.”

      “I see,” Ben said.

      “Hey Lindsey,” Dusty said. “You should have told me you were bringing a date. I could have rented somebody.”

      “Very funny,” she said dryly. “I thought Ben could join us for dinner. Maybe we can reminisce.”

      “Sure,” Dusty said tentatively. By now, he could smell someone asking for something a mile away. He wouldn’t have suspected his trusted CFO and accounting sleuth to let in a loser, even if it was her own brother, but he was still cautious. Ben read between the lines.

      “Don’t worry, dude. I’m not here to beg for money. I know you probably get that all the time.”

      “Yeah, I do. So you’re really here to just catch up and talk about our childhood?” he asked.

      “Honestly, no. I do need something, but it’s not money. I need your help with something I think you are uniquely qualified to help me with.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “I need your help nail an old Nazi.”

      
        Dusty froze and looked from Lindsey and back to Ben. “Are you serious?”

      “Completely.”

      “Lindsey, did you tell him…” Dusty started.

      “No. This is all Ben. It has to do with my Grandpa Bauer.”

      “I see. Maybe we should get takeout. I want to hear this.”

      Pizza delivery replaced the planned evening of cooking with Lindsey, whiskey and Cider replaced the wine, and an intense shared interest instantly decimated Ben’s brief insecurity.

      “After the funeral, the attorney for my Grandpa gave me a journal he kept. No one knew about it. I’m not even sure my grandma knew about it. In it, he describes how he came to America in 1942. He was in the Army, so that couldn’t have been easy.”

      “What was his rank?” Dusty asked.

      “He had recently been promoted to Gefreiter in the Wehrmacht.”

      “He must have had help.”

      “He did. He worked for a man named Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler. Actually, it was SS Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler. That last assignment he had was to take some kind of ancient artifact to Berlin and turn it into the SS to be possibly included in the Führermuseum. He managed to meet up with someone in German Intelligence before getting to the SS. An agent in the Abwehr intercepted him and helped him to get out of the country.

      “Evidently, SS Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler made it out not long after Grandpa Bauer. He set up shop in New York as a jeweler and goes by ‘Henry.’ I think grandpa intentionally kept a low profile, and it worked very well, at least until his obituary showed up online. Adler found it and wasted no time in trying to find the artifact. I’m pretty sure having my tires shot out, the accident, and then having a very suspicious mail carrier show up were not coincidences.”

      “Do you think you guys are targets?” Dusty asked.

      “I did until yesterday. Maggie and I met with Dr. Caroline Morris, an archaeology professor at Harvard. She also happens to be Adler’s granddaughter. I think he changed tactics when he realized the house was not going to be empty anytime soon,” Ben explained.

      “Is this granddaughter trying to strong-arm you?” Dusty asked.

      
        “No,” Ben said with a sigh. “The thing is, I don’t think she even knows the full story about her own grandfather. When we mentioned the artifact being headed for the Führermuseum, she went pale and questioned why. Like I told her, grandpa never mentioned what happened to the artifact in his journal. I suppose that should be the end of it, but I don’t like the fact there is a still a Nazi out there, and I really hate the idea of a Nazi still trying to get a hold of an artifact that he took from a Jewish family just before sending them to Dachau.”

      Dusty turned the color of the coals in his fireplace, took a deep sigh, and got up to pace the floor and find his voice.

      “Give me everything you’ve got on this son-of-a-bitch.”

      “I’m sorry, Lindsey. I got stuck on a job. I can grab my kids and get there in a couple of hours,” Zack said on the other line.

      “It’s already dark,” Lindsey said. “Can you come tomorrow?”

      “I can come first thing in the morning, but I don’t want you to get dripped on all night.”

      “I’d feel better if you came in the morning. I know you know what you’re doing, but I’d be a nervous wreck with you up there in the dark. Your kids need their dad a lot more than I need the roof fixed tonight. Besides, it was dripping on Ben anyway!”

      Zack chuckled and let slip a sigh of relief. “I’ll be there at 9:00. I just have to drop the kids off at school.”

      “See you in the morning. Thanks, Zack.”

      “No problem. I’m sorry I didn’t make it earlier today.”

      “No apology needed. Make your kids some dinner and relax.”

      “Absolutely. I’m grabbing the box of Mac and Cheese now.”

      “Mags, I have a proposal for you, but you have to promise you won’t freak out.”

      “That’s the perfect way to make me freak out, Ben,” Maggie scowled.

      “Promise,” he insisted. “Don’t worry; I haven’t done anything yet.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “Mom has been cooped up here since the funeral. She mentioned getting out of the house, and I was thinking that maybe you and I could take her out for a bit. It can’t be long, and I would need your help for sure, but this might be her last chance to get out at all. She’s doing pretty well on the seizure meds. What do you think?”

      “It won’t be easy, but it’s not going to get any easier either. You’re right that it might be her last chance to get out, and for once, the weather seems to be cooperating. If we’re going to do this, we should do it sooner rather than later.”

      “This week, you think?” Ben asked.

      “How about today?”

      “If mom is up to it, then so am I. Like you said, we’ve got the weather on our side right now.”

      “See? I didn’t freak out.”

      “Maybe I didn’t give you a good enough reason to freak out this time. Don’t worry. I’ll come up with something,” he said with a smirk.

      With meds, supplies, and the wheelchair tucked away in the trunk of the BMW, Ben helped his mom into the passenger seat and buckled her up.

      “Shotgun!” Carol teased.

      “Nice one, Mom,” he laughed. “Just make sure to bring that handicapped parking pass so we can park up close.”

      “I prefer to think of it as my VIP pass.”

      “You can’t argue with that,” Maggie said.

      By 8:45, Lindsey heard the tires crunch on the gravel. She opened the back door and met Zack at his truck with a steaming cup of coffee.

      “Right on time,” she said, handing him the cup.

      “Thanks,” he said. “You know what they say, ‘If you’re early, you’re on time, and if you’re on time, you’re late.’ I guess it’s an old Army habit.”

      “I didn’t know you were in the Army,” Lindsey said.

      “Yes, ma’am. I did a tour in Iraq and lived. Four years was enough for me. I went to college, got married, had my kids, and I’d do it all again the same, except maybe I’d join the Air Force next time.”

      “I don’t blame you. Why don’t you come in and enjoy your coffee before you ascend the ladder of death?”

      Zack laughed. “You really are afraid of heights, aren’t you?”

      
        “It’s a tall roof.”

      “Just on the downslope side. Don’t worry. I have special roofing shoes, and I tether myself. The worst you will see is me dangling in front of the living room window.”

      “I feel a little better.”

      “Why don’t you show me where the leak is coming in, and I’ll work backward from there.”

      “Sure. Come on in.”

      They ascended the stairs, and Lindsey led him to Ben’s room.

      “Poor Ben. It looks like he got dripped on in bed. That’s the worst feeling,” Zack sympathized. “Let’s see where it’s coming from.”

      He traced the shadowed line of water to the peak and zeroed in on the problem spot.

      “Gotcha,” he said. “It looks like we have water coming in from the top. That’s common. I’m not sure how long it’s been there, but I’ll know more when I tear into it. Leaks at the peak can be tricky because they run down underneath the tiles and can cause damage you don’t see for quite a while. It doesn’t look like this is that old, but I’ll know more when I get on the roof.”

      “Let me know what needs to be done,” Lindsey said. “I want to stay on top of this place, no pun intended.”

      “Good one,” Zack laughed. “I like to stay on top of things, too.”

      Lindsey smiled and followed him downstairs. There was something strong and comfortable about Zack. He wore the typical tough, khaki carpenter pants, a white t-shirt under a dark red and black checkered flannel shirt, and, of course, the tan, steel-toed work boots. He wasn’t bulging with muscles, but he was square and solid. His thick reddish beard and hair were trimmed and safe. His jaw was square but not angular, his brown eyes were soft and bright, and his smile was deep and genuine. He was normal, but in a special kind of way. He was real: what you saw was what you got.

      Thanks to Maggie, they now had decent internet service, so she was able to sit in the living room and go over some ledgers for a few hours while Zack was creaking, rustling, and pounding away on the roof. When he finally came in around noon, he was a sloppy mess.

      “I have good news and bad news,” he said, standing in the laundry room alcove.

      
        “Give me the bad news first. I always want the bad news first,” she said.

      “The bad news is that there was an area about four feet square that had damage from leakage. It ran downhill on the lake side from the peak.”

      “The good news?”

      “The good news is that the damage was contained to that area, and the trusses are still fine. I was able to cut out the rotted material, patch it, lay new tar-paper, and reshingle it. It’s fixed, but if it were my house, I’d want to replace the ridge-cap shingles. They are aging, and I wouldn’t want to risk a repeat of this leak.”

      “That sounds great! When can you come back and do it?” she asked.

      “I have to do a shift at the hardware store tonight and a couple of day shifts back to back. Is this weekend okay? It’s Thanksgiving weekend.”

      “The leak is fixed, so it’s no emergency. Why don’t you spend the Thanksgiving weekend with your kids and come back next week sometime?”

      “That will work well. It’ll give me time to get the shingles. Do you want regular ridge-cap shingles, or…”

      “Get the best. I want them to last as close to forever as possible.”

      “I like how you think! Don’t worry, I won’t charge you any more than I pay for them. I’ll itemize everything and give you an accurate estimate.”

      “I know you will. Why do you think I keep calling you? It’s not exactly easy to find an honest, reliable contractor these days.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “Not that I would ever do this, but I don’t have a big enough business to screw over clients and then just move on.”

      Zack looked down at the black tar all over his hands and his soaked, stained, and scuffed pants. “Do you mind if I scrub this gunk off my hands before I go?”

      Lindsey laughed and shook her head. “You’re a mess! I can get you some of Ben’s clothes or maybe Grandpa Bauer’s old stuff. You can take a shower, and I can run your clothes and jacket through the laundry.”

      “That’s very nice of you, but I don’t want to impose…”

      “Oh, stop. It’s no big deal. You’ll feel a lot better.”

      Lindsey found some clothes that looked to be close enough to Zack’s size and set them in the bathroom with a towel. When she came back to the laundry alcove, Zack was still standing there, glancing down at his buttons.

      “This tar gets everywhere. I should wash it off before I wrestle with all these buttons.”

      “I put Lava soap in the bathroom. Grandpa Bauer loved that stuff. Let me help you with the buttons.”

      Zack held up his hands, and Lindsey pulled his jacket off and threw it in the washing machine. Next, she began unbuttoning the flannel shirt. She heard him take a deep breath, and she swallowed hard, trying to rein in her own thumping heart. She slipped the shirt off, tossed it into the machine, and then bent down to untie his shoelaces. He leaned on the washing machine with his elbow while she pulled off each of his boots.

      “Thanks,” he said nervously. “I can fumble my way through the rest.”

      “Keep those nasty hands up! Down to your skivvies, mister.”

      “You sound like my grandmother,” he joked.

      “Mine too,” she chuckled.

      She unbuckled his belt and slowly slid it out from the loops, hanging it on a wall hook. She took hold of the button and looked briefly into his eyes, letting slip a sliver of a sultry look. She glanced back down, undid the button, and then peeled them down his legs. Her hands brushed against his cold, damp skin as she pulled off each leg of his pants and each sock while he continued to balance himself on his elbows.

      “You’re freezing,” she said, tossing everything into the washer. “Feel free to crank up the hot water in the shower.”

      Zack swallowed and tried to meter his breathing. “I will, thanks. It always feels good to warm up,” he said, looking into her eyes. This time, she didn’t look away. She took hold of the damp bottom of his white t-shirt and slid it up over his head, tossing the last piece into the washing machine. Standing a breath away from his face, she couldn’t look away. Their eyes met, and they stood locked in a gaze.

      The thin line of restraint in Lindsey snapped like a stubborn thread, and she slipped her arms around his waist. She put her lips against his, and as if he was given permission, he returned the kiss with matching depth and passion.

      They slowly released their kiss, and Lindsey smiled. “You’ve got to be freezing. The bathroom is all yours.”

      
        “Funny,” he said, stepping around the corner into the bathroom. “I’m already warming up.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
      

      “Mom is still sleeping?” Ben asked as he came into the kitchen searching for his morning coffee.

      “We wore her out yesterday,” Maggie said. “She loved it, but it was hard on her.”

      “Still, I’m glad we took her,” Ben said, slipping his cup into the coffee maker and pulling the lever.

      “Me too,” Maggie agreed. “She needed to get her dose of people-watching.” Her phone buzzed and spun around on the counter.

      “Good morning,” Maggie said. “Where are you?”

      “Good morning,” Lindsey answered. “On my way to Boston with Dusty.”

      “Today’s the day, huh?”

      “The detectives finally got their crap together and are meeting us at the office. I can’t wait to see the look on Dusty’s face when he finds out who was siphoning the money.”

      “Too bad we couldn’t ride together! I’m running down there to see Mariah and Luke for a bit. They’re out of school all week.”

      “That’s a long drive for such a short visit,” Lindsey said.

      “I miss my kids. I’d drive to Florida if I had to. I’ve got the time. Ben is going to look after Mom, and I’m going to look into additional help just in case it becomes necessary.”

      “That's probably a good idea.”

      “Good luck busting the hackers.”

      “Tell Mariah and Luke I said hi. I can’t wait to see them again at Christmas.”

      “I will.”

      Maggie gathered her purse, her coat, and her wits.

      “Are you sure you’re okay alone with Mom today?” Maggie couldn’t resist asking.

      
        “Yes, I’m sure,” Ben said. “I’ll make sure she gets her rest, her medication, and I won’t take any chances with food. Everything will be soft today. No going anywhere and no taking chances.”

      “I know you’ve got this,” Maggie said.

      “Yes, I will call if there are any problems,” Ben said.

      “I wasn’t going to say anything,” Maggie said, holding up her hands in surrender.

      “You wanted to. You wanted to so badly,” he chuckled.

      “Hey, a few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have even considered leaving you here alone with Mom. I think I’ve come a long way.”

      “You have!” Ben agreed. “And maybe I have too. Drive safe, Mags. The weather can turn quick this time of year. And yes, I know it is ‘safely’ and ‘quickly,’ but you know what I mean. Be careful.”

      “I will,” she said as the BMW alarm chirped. “I’ll be back late tonight or early tomorrow, and then we can get ready for a nice big Thanksgiving dinner.”

      “How long after you insert your code before the payment software moves the money from the siphoning account to the main account?” Lindsey asked as Dusty took the new pickup through the curves toward the highway.

      “Once I execute the program, it will immediately identify and reverse the millions of transactions that put money into the siphoning account and deposit them into the main account. Computers are fast, but there are still millions of transactions. I’d guess about thirty minutes, but that’s no guarantee,” he said. “I’m pretty sure it’ll take our embezzlers less time than that to realize what happened.”

      “So what’s the plan?” she asked.

      “As soon as we get there, we’ll go into my office and I’ll change the code and run the program, which should only take a couple of minutes. From there, you’ll be my distraction, and I’ll walk around and introduce you to people while the software is reversing all the transactions in the siphoning account. Everyone should be there because I told them to be present for a ten o’clock meeting. The detectives will be there at nine. If all goes as planned, we’ll have our money and our culprits, and the meeting will be quick. I’ll tell everyone exactly what happened, introduce you as CFO and the mastermind who sniffed out the thieves, and then we’ll go have a nice lunch.”

      
        “I don’t know if I’m a mastermind,” Lindsey said. “I’m really just a glorified bean counter.”

      “Well, you found a lot of my missing beans,” Dusty said with his first smile of the morning. “It’s really my naiveté that allowed this to happen. Business 101: know where every cent is at all times. I focused too much on developing the software, and I had a blind spot. I’m very glad you’re here. The company needs you. I need you.”

      Lindsey smiled and looked out the window at the dark, rainy highway flying by. Professionally, she was right where she was meant to be. She and Dusty were on the same page, and he was right that he needed her. There were millions of dollars flowing through his company, and most of it was glanced at in the columns of accounting software by computer nerds and bookkeepers. It was time to install a steering wheel on this sports car.

      Personally, she was happy and she liked Dusty. He was kind, smart, generous, and successful. He even made himself vulnerable, even if it was a hard nut to crack. If she was honest, it seemed pieces of the shell were still there. Success comes at a price.

      Maggie made a quick and determined stop at the firm. She needed to grab some files and a few things from her desk, and then check in with Gary. She wouldn’t linger, though. Time was precious with Mariah and Luke. As annoying and tight-fisted as Gary could be, he was still a good-hearted man. He gave Maggie the time and space she needed, and she reassured him her cases would not be neglected.

      “Mom!” Luke bellowed, opening the door.

      “Hi, sweetheart!” she said, pulling him in for a big hug.

      She glanced at the driveway and noticed the car was there again. Or still. Her car.

      “Hi Mom,” Mariah said, coming around the corner, finishing a text.

      “Hi honey,” she said, stepping in the doorway and giving her an equal measure of motherly squeezing.

      “Hey, Mom, are you coming in?” Luke asked.

      “Why don’t we head out and get some breakfast?” she said. “I’ll even take us to McDonald’s if you want.”

      “Well…” Luke began before Mariah came to Maggie’s rescue.

      
        “Yes!” she said. ‘Thanks, Mom. We’ll get our coats.” Mariah then proceeded to push her brother towards the closet and pull him behind the door. Maggie heard pieces of harsh whispering, such as “not with her here,” and “doesn’t exactly want to hang out with dad.” Maggie was simultaneously proud of her daughter’s perception and broken-hearted at what it was she was perceiving.

      The kids said goodbye to their dad and piled into the BMW.

      “Are we going to just hang out at our old house today?” Luke asked.

      “I’ve missed you guys,” Maggie said. “I was hoping we could do a few things together.”

      “Like what?” Mariah asked. “Go shopping?”

      “Sure, but I had something else holiday-related in mind.”

      “What?” they both asked.

      “I was thinking we could go shopping for other people.”

      “Like who?” Mariah asked, confused.

      “Like the volunteers and the animals at the shelter where Uncle Ben works. They always need food and money.”

      “Yes!” Luke yelled.

      “And maybe after that, we can get some food and clothes and take them to the shelter down the street from my office. They need lots of that stuff right now before Thanksgiving.”

      “Mom?” Mariah asked pensively.

      “Yes, sweetheart?”

      “That’s not the kind of shopping I was thinking…but I like it. I read that homeless shelters need more socks than anything. I want to pick out some things that people really need.”

      “What do you think, Luke?” Maggie asked.

      “This sounds way better than just sitting around at our old house. Do we still get to have breakfast?”

      “You already had toast and cereal at Dad’s!” Mariah said, outing her brother.

      “I know, but I’m hungry again.”

      “Alright, I’ve pasted in the code and run the program,” Dusty said.

      
        Lindsey had her laptop open next to his desk screen and watched the operation from the other side. “I don’t see any deposits yet, but the bank might batch them. Let’s give it a few minutes.”

      As a few minutes turned into fifteen, they started to get nervous.

      “If this doesn’t work, it kind of blows the whole operation,” Dusty said.

      “I’ve never sat and watched deposits in real time, so I don’t know how they appear. What time is it?” Lindsey asked.

      “Almost eight,” Dusty said. “It’s been twenty minutes.”

      “It’s also not business hours yet,” she said. “Let’s see what shakes out after 8:00.”

      “It’s 8:00,” Dusty said after a few minutes.

      “Let me refresh my screen. Nothing yet.”

      “Try it again,” Dusty said.

      “Bingo!” Lindsey said, scrolling down the screen. “Here they come!”

      “Show me!” Dusty said.

      “Look here,” she explained. “These are your regular deposits from credit card transactions, and here are the deposits from the siphon account you reversed. See how fast they are coming? That’s because you told the program to reverse everything at once.”

      “Hot damn! It is working faster than I thought!” Dusty burst out.

      “Give it five minutes or so, and we should have a total,” Lindsey said. “The detectives will want to know that.”

      “You did it, Lindsey!” Dusty exclaimed. “We got the money back!”

      “It was your code,” she said. “Now comes the hard part. You’re going to find out which one of your friends was stealing from you.”

      Dusty’s phone buzzed. “The detectives are here.”

      As Dusty went out to meet them in the reception area, he stopped at the receptionist’s desk.

      “I called a meeting today. Did anyone not show up?” he asked her.

      “I haven’t seen Chan or Raj yet,” she said. “It looks like everyone else is here.”

      Dusty led the detectives into his office.

      “Detectives, this is Lindsey Mitchell, my CFO. As you probably know, we’ve got an embezzlement problem. We could use your help.”

      
        “I’m Bill McCoy, and this is Roger Nichols from our Forensic Accounting division. What are we looking at?”

      “The thieves are coders who work for me. They snuck some code into our credit card processing software that diverted a small portion of the few cents we charge per transaction. I’ve managed to fix the code and reverse the diverted transactions this morning. I don’t know who did this yet, but we’ve got them in a box.”

      “We can’t get warrants, obviously,” Lindsey jumped in. “But from the code, we have the bank account number and the name of the bank they siphoned the money into. If you could get the bank to hand over the names of the owners of that account, we’ll have our thieves.”

      “I imagine they won’t be too happy when they find out you took back their stash,” Roger said. “How much are we looking at?”

      Lindsey looked at her screen. “A little over half a million.”

      “We’ll get the warrants,” Bill said. “In the meantime, if you see them, let them know it looks good to the prosecution if they come to me, but if they need a ride downtown, we can provide that service.”

      Palpable excitement was not just a figure of speech. The Manning kids were electric with excitement, and even Mariah couldn’t stop gushing about the shopping trip and the donations.

      “I want to take all those dogs home!” Luke beamed from the back seat. “They were so cool! They are going to like the tennis balls and doggie treats we got them.”

      “Did you see the look on the director’s face when we handed her all those bags of socks?” Mariah said. “I thought she was going to have a Coronary. I’m not exactly sure what a Coronary is, but she looked like she was about to have one.”

      “Today, did I officially break the ‘mom is boring’ streak?” Maggie asked.

      “You killed it, Mom!” Luke said.

      “Yeah, Mom. Today was amazing. Great idea. I kinda wish we could just go home and hang out,” Mariah said.

      “I’m pretty beat, and a drive to Maine does not sound fun.”

      “Can we go home with you, Mom?” Luke asked.

      “I think I will stay at the house tonight and drive back in the morning, but I don’t want your dad to think I’m cutting in on his time. We agreed he would have you this week, and I would have you for Christmas.”

      “I’m sure he won’t mind, Mom,” Mariah said. “I can just text him. I bet he won’t care.”

      “No!” Maggie snapped and then caught herself. “Please don’t do that, sweetheart. I will never put you two in the middle. I’ll talk to him.”

      “Do you want me to send him a text with your phone?” Mariah offered.

      “Sure. Let him know I can have you back in the morning, and if he wants you back tonight, we’ll head straight there.”

      “Okay, done.”

      “How did you type all that so fast?” Maggie asked.

      “Lightning thumbs,” Mariah smiled. “He responded already. He said it was no problem.”

      “Really?” Maggie questioned.

      “Yep. He’s probably going to spend time with…I mean, it’s just overnight, so he probably doesn’t care too much.”

      Luke was not as versed in emotional sensitivity or restraint. “You mean he probably wants to spend time with….”

      “Stop!” Mariah snapped back at him, giving him the look of death from the passenger seat. “Remember what I said this morning.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “Guys,” Maggie sighed as they glided to a stop at a red light. “We should be honest with each other.” She looked at Mariah and put her hand on her knee. “I really appreciate your sensitivity to my feelings, but it’s not your job to make your parents feel good about themselves. It should be the other way around. The reality is that your dad and I are getting a divorce. You probably figured that out a while ago, but I think it’s important to talk about.”

      “Why, Mom?” Luke asked. “Is it because Dad left?”

      “Yes, sweetheart, mostly. I suppose I had something to do with it, too.”

      “You?” Mariah said indignantly. “What did you do?”

      “A man doesn’t walk out on a happy marriage. I think I focused so hard on being a lawyer that I didn’t take enough time to be a wife. For that matter, I didn’t take enough time to be a good mom to you two, either.”

      “That doesn’t mean he should have moved out,” Mariah said.

      “No, he shouldn’t have. Then again, it took spending time with your grandma and facing her cancer to finally slow me down enough to see what I was missing. Of course, by then it was too late for your dad and me, but it’s not too late for us,” she said, smiling. “I want to try to…”

      “You already are, Mom,” Mariah said, saving her the effort.

      “Yeah, Mom,” Luke echoed. “Like today. It was awesome.”

      “It was, wasn’t it?”

      By 10:00, everyone had made it to the office, including Raj and Chan, who sauntered in a couple of minutes after. Dusty stood outside his office, and the few dozen employees gathered in a circle facing him, sitting and leaning on the desks and open cubicles. Most of the employees were curious about the detectives, Lindsey was feeling the awkwardness of being the new girl on display at the worst possible time, and Raj and Chan were oblivious.

      “Good morning,” Dusty began. “You know me and how much I hate meetings, but today it is critical that we are all on the same page. First, I would like to formally introduce our new CFO, Lindsey Mitchell. Lindsey is an experienced, brilliant accountant and a trusted friend I’ve known since middle school. She’s seen me as a pudgy, zit-faced teenager with rebellious orange hair, so she pretty much knows all my secrets.” Everyone let go a nervous chuckle, but it only slightly eased the growing tension.

      “Second, I would like to apologize. I’ve been a pretty good developer, an entrepreneur who saw an emerging market and jumped on it, and a CEO with a short and long-term vision for this company. What I have not been is a good manager or accountant. This leads me to the third part of my agenda.

      “Over the past few months, someone has been stealing from the company. They saw a lack of oversight of the accounts on my part, and they took advantage of it.”

      The audible gasps and sighs were punctuated with several whispered “oh no’s” and a few more poignant expressions of “oh shit!”

      “When I started suspecting a problem, I hired Lindsey, and she found the problem within days. We worked with the police, and I am happy to report that we were able to track where the money was being sent and we managed to reverse these transactions and recover the stolen funds. The police are obtaining a warrant for the owners of that bank account, and an arrest will be made shortly.”

      Dusty glanced over to Raj and Chan, who immediately went ghostly pale and looked suddenly nauseous.

      “As soon as we confirm who it was, I’ll send everyone an email. Until then, let’s try and keep the rumor mill shut down. Thanks.”

      The deflated cast of characters shrank back to their desks, whispering and discussing their suspicions, while Raj and Chan looked at each other and then followed Dusty into his office. Lindsey looked at Dusty, and he nodded for her to join them. The click of the door closing behind them was deafening.

      “Look, Dusty,” Chan began. Dusty stopped him and held up his hand.

      “We know how, we know when, and we know how much. All I want to know, as your boss and your friend, is why. Were you not paid enough? Did I do something to make you mad at me? You were both my friends, not just my employees. Why did you steal from me?”

      “I…I don’t know…” Chan stammered.

      “I guess it was because we wanted to see if we could do it,” Raj said. “I remembered the stories of you getting in trouble in high school, and I guess I just wanted to see if I could hack the hacker.”

      “Then why didn’t you just tell me?” Dusty asked. “We could have tightened the security protocols. Now you’re on the hook for half a million dollars.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” Chan pleaded.

      “The cops said if you turn yourselves in, it will go a lot better with the Prosecutor,” Lindsey said, handing them the detective’s card.

      As they turned to leave, Dusty said, “Back in high school, I never kept the money.”

      The drizzle continued to fall, taunting Maggie with the prospect of impending snow just before Thanksgiving. After a night of junk food, slapstick movies, and sleeping in their old beds, it was time to shoulder back into the new reality.

      
         Before leaving Boston, however, Maggie had to make one more stop.

      “Do you have time for a cup of coffee?” Maggie said, holding out a steaming latte.

      “I am not currently holding a beating heart in my hand, so yes,” Bina chuckled as she took the cup. “Let’s go to my office.”

      “Sorry for popping in. I know you are very busy.”

      “I am, but since going up and spending time with your mum, I’ve decided to be better about setting limits. I don’t want to be so consumed I can’t take a day off once in a while. Or have coffee with a friend.”

      “I’m learning the same lesson.”

      “Speaking of your mother, how is Carol?” Bina asked, taking a slow sip.

      “Declining, but in good spirits. Ben and I took her out the other day, and it was really a double-edged sword. She desperately needed to get out of the house, but just a few hours away left all three of us exhausted.”

      “It sounds like you gave her a kind of ‘last soirée’ before the real period of hospice begins.”

      “I hate the thought of hospice, but being in that house in Liberty, surrounded by all three of us, has given her a lot of comfort. It was a great idea.”

      “I take it you all are having Thanksgiving up there?” Bina asked.

      “Yes, we are. As a matter of fact, that is why I dropped by. If you don’t have anywhere else to be, you are more than welcome to join us.”

      “I’d love to,” Bina said, “but I’m having plumbing issues in my apartment, and I was hoping to nail down the super this weekend and get him to fix the issues before I wake up to another flood coming from under my kitchen sink. It’s been such a hassle. If I don’t hound him, he won’t do it, and I don’t have a lot of time to keep chasing down a super.”

      “Have you thought about getting out of there?” Maggie asked.

      “Every day!” Bina said. “But it’s close and cheap. I just don’t want to go hunting for another place right now.”

      “I know a great place not far from here. It’s very cheap, clean, and quiet, and there are no plumbing problems.”

      “Where is it?”

      “My house.”

      
        “You want me to move into your house?”

      “I’m up in Liberty with Mom right now, and Dan has the kids at his new place. It’s completely empty. I’d feel better knowing someone was keeping an eye on the place, and frankly, I wouldn’t mind another body around when I do move back. I was thinking of moving Luke and Mariah downstairs and renting out the second floor as an apartment anyway. You get first dibs.”

      “Maggie…I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say ‘yes, I’ll take it!’ and then you can think about it, realize what a great decision it was, and start packing.”

      “In that case, I guess I could make the trip to Liberty for Thanksgiving. I’d love to see your mom again and check on her.”

      Maggie took out her key ring and began twisting.

      “Here’s the key. I’ll text you the address.”

      “I see why you’re good at your job. People don’t say ‘no’ to you very often, do they?”

      Maggie laughed. “No.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four
      

      Liberty, Maine

      April 15th, 1968

      It’s tax day. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated two weeks ago. It was such a tragedy. Of course, it was a tragedy in its own right, but it was also a tragedy for me. He was a true leader in the restoration of our humanity, and he bore the name of history’s most famous German: Martin Luther. My hatred and shame for the country of my birth began to thaw as I read the accounts of his peaceful protests, marches, and speeches for equality and justice. I began to think that perhaps Germany might have inspired more than war and slaughter, but now he is gone.

      It has been almost a decade since I obtained the list of Dresden families. I have searched each name again and again. They are all dead. If any relatives survived, I cannot find them. It is possible many changed their names to hide from the Nazis or feel more accepted in America. Germans were not well-liked for a few years after the war, especially if they still had an accent.

      I still have the artifact, and it is well hidden. After all these years, I still cannot bring myself to tell anyone, not even Margaret. What if I handed it over to a museum in New York? After all these years, I could be jailed or worse yet, labeled a Nazi. I have an artifact stolen from a murdered Jewish family. Would anyone ever believe me, a former German soldier, that I was trying to find the family? That I stole it back from the Nazis? That it was not me who marched these families to their deaths at Dachau?

      Already, Bruce is twenty-one and Carol is eighteen. My children are already grown, and we have had a happy life. I work at the mill when they need me, and I make simple furniture in my shop. People like my work, and I always have orders. In ten more years, our house will be paid for, and without a mortgage, I will leave the mill. I am content here in our beautiful home and our small town that is named for what it has given me: Liberty. God had blessed me far beyond what I deserve. The world is changing, and I am concerned for my children, but I also know they were raised properly, they will have the ability to take advantage of the many opportunities afforded to them, and they will always have a home here.

      I am a proud American, but I must admit I am happy Bruce has avoided the draft with his good college marks. This fight in Vietnam is a terrible, bloody mess, but they say we must stop the spread of Communism. It is so strange. The communists were our allies in the war, and now they are the arch-enemy. I hope we will never see the day we go to war with the Russians. No one would escape that war, not even us all the way up here in the forests of Maine. The bomb ended the war, but now it hangs precariously over our own heads.

      - MB

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five
      

      The icy breeze blew up from the lake, challenging Ben’s cup of post-Thanksgiving hot chocolate to keep him warm on the deck. Lindsey pulled on a stocking cap and a sweater and joined him with her coffee. They both leaned over the railing, blowing puffs of breath and steam towards the lakeshore.

      
        “It was nice that Maggie invited Bina for Thanksgiving,” Lindsey said.

      “She’s become awfully big-hearted recently,” he commented. “I hate that she and Dan couldn’t make it work, but I’m pretty happy with how she’s handling it. I think being up here with Mom has given her some perspective.”

      “I think being up here with us has helped, too. She has had a chance to reconnect with us, especially you.”

      Ben smiled and took a careful sip of his hot chocolate.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “I really don’t know,” he said, shaking his head.

      “I’m right there with you,” she said, cradling the mug and taking a sip.

      “What do you not know?” Ben asked with a coy smile.

      “I don’t know how I feel about Dusty.”

      “Romantically or professionally?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I see.”

      “I like him, don’t get me wrong. He’s a smart, classy guy who has given me a great opportunity to get to a level I never thought I’d ever reach. He’s kind, has good taste, and he made it clear he was attracted to me. The thing is, now… I don’t know.”

      “What’s wrong?” Ben probed.

      “Nothing per se, but it just seems like he is…holding back. He made me think that there might be something, but now there is just a kind of weird space. Does that make any sense, or do I sound like a lonely, paranoid middle-aged woman overthinking everything?”

      “If you feel there is space, there is. Dusty’s a little older than me, successful, and rubs elbows with the elite, but he’s still not married and doesn’t even have a girlfriend. There is a reason. I don’t want to presume, but if I had to guess, I’d say he’s already taken. He’s made a lifelong commitment to his company, and he may have trouble making room for anyone or anything else.”

      “I think you’re dead on, but I don’t understand why he hinted at some kind of romance and then pulled back.”

      
        “Think about it, Lindsey,” Ben said, taking another sip and then looking her in the eyes. “He’s still a man, and he feels the pangs of loneliness, especially up here. On top of that, you tracked down the embezzlers and brought badly-needed oversight to his company’s finances. Nothing could be more attractive to him. Add to that you’re pretty attractive and a trusted family friend, and he couldn’t resist. The thing is, eventually he has to return to his first love.”

      “Holy crap, I think you’re right. I think you’re exactly right.”

      “It’s just my humble opinion,” he said, taking another sip.

      “Did you say I was ‘pretty attractive’?” she asked, smiling at him and then staring out toward the lake.

      “Well, you know, I suppose,” he teased. “I mean, you’re not bad for an accountant.”

      “That’s CFO now, buddy,” she said with a wink. “What do you not know?”

      “I’m not sure what to do next. I’m not having any more luck than grandpa did in finding a possible family, and it doesn’t get any easier with time. I want to give the artifact to a Jewish museum, maybe even in Israel, but I don’t want to let it out of my sight as long as Henry Adler is still breathing. There’s no way I’ll let him make a claim for that bowl. What a final insult.”

      “I’m sure Dusty will dig up some good information on him,” Lindsey said. “He doesn’t let the grass grow under his feet.”

      “I can’t wait, but then again, what happens when he finds out whatever he does? Do I tell Caroline? Do I call the cops? Do I wait for him to die before I hand it over to a museum?”

      “Just like me, I think you need to wait for Dusty to make the next move. Once you know what he does, then you can make a decision.”

      “It sounds like we’re in the same boat with Dusty,” Ben laughed. “Go figure.”

      Security is not just about knowing how to keep the wrong people out; the best security people know how to get in and what to look for. When it comes to uncovering dirt, there are no better sources than old tax returns and old girlfriends. The girlfriends were long gone, but tax returns are forever. From tax returns, Dusty got the name and location of Henry’s former jewelry business in the East Village, and he dispatched one of his most trusted Private Investigators, Eddie Bianchi.

      
        Eddie was well past seventy years old and a New York lifer born and raised on the Lower East Side. After a bullet to the knee forced him to retire from the NYPD in the ’80s, he couldn’t sit still long. He was categorically old school: he carried a small, ragged notebook blackened with scribble; he always donned grey slacks and a white short-sleeve dress shirt with a thin black tie and wore the soles out of his loafers (faster on his bad leg because he tended to drag his foot on that side); he refused to give up on his flat-top hair haircut despite the glaring bald spot in his stubbornly dark hair, and his bushy salt and pepper mustache was a permanent accessory. He knew every single bar, bookie, and restaurant, and most of these he had on his overstuffed Rolodex. He also still had his trusty electric typewriter. He needed to keep his Rolodex cards up to date.

      To sniff out a business that operated essentially during the heyday of the Italian mob, Eddie was the man for the job. He knew how every business in the city worked back then, whether or not they were part of the family, so to speak. Henry Adler likely operated in mostly cash, kept hand-written receipts and records, and probably paid for protection whether he wanted to or not. This was Eddie’s sweet spot, and if anyone could dig up exactly what Henry Adler was doing, it was him.

      On a dry, blustery day in the first week of December, Dusty agreed to make the trip to Manhattan to meet with Eddie in a small café in the East Village. Ben accompanied him to the café so he could hear the report firsthand. He needed confirmation he found his Nazi.

      “Dusty Miller,” Eddie greeted them in his thick New York accent as they approached the table. “Sorry for not standing. My knee acts up in the cold.”

      “It’s good to see you again, Eddie,” Dusty said, shaking his hand. “This is my summer buddy from all the way back in junior high. Ben, this is Eddie Bianchi, the best old school gumshoe in all of the five boroughs. Eddie, this is Ben Mitchell.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Ben said as they sat down.

      “No offense, Dusty, but I didn’t know this was a three-way meeting,” Eddie said.

      “Ben is the guy that told me about this old Nazi if that’s what he is. He has a pretty big stake in knowing who Henry Adler is and what he’s been up to for the last seventy years.”

      “Oh yeah? Now this I want to hear,” Eddie said.

      Ben took a deep breath and was saved by the waitress. While they gave her their orders, Ben refreshed his story in his mind. He would tell it like it really was, but he would leave out the fact that he had the bowl. Secrecy was safety, at least until it made it to the museum.

      “According to his journal, which I just recently received at the reading of his will, my grandpa was in the German Army before escaping to the U.S. in 1942. In Germany, he worked for an SS officer named Heinrich Adler. Apparently, Adler was the asshole in charge of sending the Jews in Dresden to Dachau, and he collected all of their valuables before they boarded the trains. One of the things he took was some kind of ancient artifact that he claimed was extremely valuable. He even claimed it may have supernatural properties.

      “Adler gave the artifact to my grandpa with orders to take it to the Gestapo in Berlin so that it may be evaluated for possible inclusion in the Führermuseum. When he got to Berlin, grandpa took a detour to the Abwehr, German Intelligence, to find out what it was he might have. It was the first of several gutsy moves. Long story short, an agent in the Abwehr helped him escape to the UK and eventually the US, where he worked as a translator in the War Department for the rest of the war.

      “After the funeral, I had some strange coincidences that didn’t seem like coincidences. It was as if someone wanted to make sure the house was empty for an extended period of time. Then I got a call from a woman who claimed to be a Harvard professor and the granddaughter of a man named ‘Henry Adler.’ She said he found grandpa’s obituary online and wanted to ‘meet his family.’ Oh, and by the way, he was curious to know whatever happened to the artifact.”

      “Holy shit, kid. No wonder you want to know about this SOB.”

      “I want confirmation he’s the same SS bastard that marched Jews to Dachau. I don’t care if he’s a hundred years old. I want him to face the music,” Ben said.

      “What about the granddaughter and the artifact?” Eddie asked.

      “Grandpa’s journal doesn’t say what happened to the artifact. As far as Caroline goes, she’s legit. I met her at her office at Harvard, and I’m pretty sure her grandfather never mentioned the part about being in the SS.”

      “So, depending on what I found, you might need to have an uncomfortable meeting with her,” Eddie surmised.

      “Well, if I have to tell some poor woman her grandfather was a murderous Nazi, I better have good evidence. What do you have?” Ben asked.

      
        “Henry Adler shows up sometime in 1942, and his wife joins him a few months later. Soon after she arrives, he opens his jewelry store in the East Village. It seems weird for a Nazi to open a business in the middle of a neighborhood that at the time still had a lot of Jewish families, but it was part of his business strategy. Somehow, after his wife Kristina shows up, he has the cash to open up shop and hang his shingle. According to his former customers and neighbors, many of whom are still alive and kicking, he was known for having good stuff. By good stuff, I mean a lot of European-made things from the 1800s and early 1900s. The old Jewish ladies I talked to said he charged too much, but he was the only one who had many of the same kinds of things that reminded them of what they had before the war.

      “One lady said she found a brooch that belonged to her mother before she was sent to Dachau. She turned it over, and the engraving with her mother’s name was still there. She asked him where he got it, and he claimed he bought it from a German smuggler. He said it was very rare, and that old cus charged her $5000 for it! She said she couldn’t leave without it. She took a second mortgage on her apartment to buy it.”

      “What an unimaginable bastard,” Dusty said through his clenched teeth. “Does that sound like your Nazi, Ben?”

      “Not to sound like a lawyer, but this is a lot of circumstantial evidence. He looks, acts, and smells like a Nazi, but I don’t know if this is enough to convince his granddaughter.”

      “You don’t think I’d bring you all the way down to the city with just old ladies’ stories, do you?” Eddie laughed. “Take a look at this.”

      He unfolded a packet of what looked like plain copy paper, but each page had the imprint of a newspaper on the front. “I’m so old-fashioned I remember when these things were new.”

      “Microfiche,” Ben said. “You found old articles on microfiche and printed them out. I guess the whole world hasn’t quite gone 100% digital just yet.”

      Dusty took the packet and started flipping through it. “VölkischerBeobachter. The People’s Observer. This is the main newspaper put out by the Nazis.”

      “Take a look at the third page,” Eddie said.

      “My God, that’s Heinrich Adler,” Ben said, pointing to a slightly fuzzy but distinct photo with his name in the caption. “Can you read it?”

      “Ja,” Dusty said. “It basically says Heinrich was recognized for his efforts in accelerating the ‘consolidation and documentation’ of the Jews. He was promoted and given the rank of SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler and was put in charge of Jewish ‘processing and relocation to the Dachau Concentration Camp, where they could be controlled and put to proper use for the State.’ This is your Nazi, Ben, in plain old black and white. And bloody red.”

      “Thanks, Eddie. This is the nail in the coffin. Unfortunately, now I don’t relish the idea of ruining some poor woman’s entire life’s memory of her grandfather,” Ben said.

      “In the end, people always want to know the truth,” Eddie said. “That’s why I’m still in business.”

      The satisfying yet somber news didn’t have much of a chance to dominate the conversation on the way home. After a forty-five-minute ride share to La Guardia, the short flight to Augusta was about as quick. By the time they got to the house in Liberty, the travel and emotional weight conspired to cause Dusty and Ben to call it a day.

      “Do you want to come in and say hi to Lindsey?” Ben asked.

      “As a matter of fact, yes, if you don’t mind,” he said.

      “Of course not. Come on in.”

      “Well, hello!” said Lindsey, coming around a corner and nearly colliding with Dusty.

      “Hello,” he said. “I’m here to give your brother back.”

      “Thanks. There’s a lot of Estrogen in this house these days. We need all the help we can get.”

      Dusty laughed. “I think it’s great how you all have come together to take care of your mom. I’ve always said I love the attention I get as an only child, but I’ve got to say, I’m a little jealous of how close you guys are.”

      “We’ll adopt you,” Lindsey said.

      “Thanks. By the way, I have the truck. We can drive around to my place and then you can take it back, but I figured while you’re there, we could have dinner.”

      “Sounds good to me. Let me throw some other clothes on and freshen up real quick.”

      “No problem. I wanted to say hi to your mom anyway.”

      After the ride to Dusty’s, they went into automatic mode: Dusty fetched a couple of wine choices from the cooler and turned the oven on while Lindsey flipped on the gas fireplace and began rummaging through the freezer for dinner.

      “How does Sirloin and potatoes sound to you?” she asked.

      “Do I have potatoes?”

      “Yes…in the form of steak fries.”

      “I’m game.”

      With steaks thawing, fries baking, and wine poured, the couch was calling for a break. They took up their familiar positions: Lindsey sat cross-legged at one end, and Dusty slouched on the other.

      “Was it a productive day with Ben?” she asked.

      “Very productive. My P.I. got proof that this Henry character is the Heinrich Adler your grandpa talked about, and he was definitely a sick Nazi who personally robbed Jews and then sent them to Dachau. He was recognized for being especially efficient at it.”

      “Damn,” Lindsey said, pausing before another sip. “Did Ben say what he’s going to do?”

      “He’s going to talk to the granddaughter first. We’ll go from there.”

      “Thanks for your help. It means a lot to Ben and to me, too.”

      “Trust me, it was my pleasure.”

      “So now that we’ve caught all the bad guys, what is your next mission?” she asked.

      “I want to help my new CFO settle in and get acclimated after a crazy first few weeks on the job,” he said with a smirk.

      “So, do you want me to hang around?”

      “I very much do, but I think maybe we need to talk,” he said with a sigh.

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “I need to apologize.”

      “For what?” she asked automatically.

      He hesitated, searching for words. She knew what might be coming, so she gave him the space.

      “I may have led you on. Not about the job, of course, but I guess…romantically.”

      “Are you talking about your gushing compliments and the kiss?” She wasn’t letting him off that easily.

      
        “Exactly. I don’t want to descend into cliché, but it really is all me. I have issues. You’re pretty much perfect, but I still just….”

      “You just can’t get close to me.”

      “That sounds terrible.”

      “That’s okay. I understand.”

      “You do?”

      “I think so. I know it’s not me personally. You’re one of the most eligible bachelors in the world, and you don’t even have prospects. You trust me, so you let your guard down a bit, but then you realized there is more to a relationship than just trust.”

      “That kind of insight would cost me two hundred dollars an hour at a shrink.”

      “It gives a whole new meaning to ‘friends with benefits.’ You get free honesty.”

      “As far as my gushing goes, that was genuine. I meant it all. I trust you, I admire you, and I want you to stay at the company. We really need your oversight. Are you still on board?” he almost begged.

      “Of course. Someone has to keep an eye on things.”

      “And I still want to hang out every once in a while, like tonight. You’re always welcome at my house.”

      “The same thing goes on my side of the lake. I said we’d adopt you.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six
      

      “Archeology, this is Dr. Adler,” Caroline answered the antiquated multi-line black desk phone.

      “Caroline, this is Ben. Ben Mitchell.”

      “I remember. What can I do for you?” She sounded almost short, but still had a tone that could be taken as just busy.

      “I’d like to come by and talk again. I have some more information relating to our grandfathers’ time together in Germany.”

      “That sounds great, but I am a little busy. It’s final exam time around here. Can it wait till after the holidays?”

      “No. We should meet as soon as possible.”

      
        “If it is this urgent, why can’t we just discuss it over the phone?”

      “You need to see it.”

      She sighed with an emotional mixture of annoyance, deference, and curiosity. “There’s a big storm coming in a couple of days, so sooner is probably better than later. Can you get here tomorrow morning around ten o’clock?”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      On this trip to Boston, Ben took the BMW, but Maggie stayed home with Carol. He promised to forgo any pain meds until he made it back safe and sound. Maggie decided that if he was willing to endure a dull throb for the privilege of driving her car, he deserved it.

      Despite the somber occasion, Ben couldn’t help but enjoy pulling onto the campus of Harvard in Maggie’s Seven Series. Appearances could be deceiving, but at least he had the right appearance.

      “Dr. Adler is in class,” the student administrative assistant informed him at the front desk. “Is she expecting you?”

      “Yes, she is, but not until 10:00,” Ben explained. “I’m a few minutes early.”

      “If you’ll have a seat, I’ll let her know you’re here when she gets back to her office.”

      “Thank you.”

      The admin assistant didn’t have a chance to say anything before Caroline came barreling in through the front door.

      “Ben! Come on back,” she said, pulling off her long trench coat and shaking off the drops as she led him back to her office.

      Ben gave the student a look as if to say, “I guess she’s here!” and followed her in.

      “Thanks for taking the time to see me. I know you’re busy,” he said.

      “No problem. You made the initial trip here at my request, so it’s only fair. What did you find out?”

      “First, I want you to know my only motivation is to find the truth. Just as you appealed to me last time, assuring me you had no financial or other motivations, I want to give you the same assurance.”

      “That doesn’t sound good. Tell me what you found, and don’t sugar coat it,” she said, taking a seat in her high-backed desk chair and letting out a long sigh.

      
        “I didn’t mention this last time, but my grandfather indicated in his journal that your grandfather was in the SS.”

      “What? I don’t recall ever seeing anything about Grandad being a Nazi. He was in the regular Wehrmacht, like your grandfather.”

      “Grandpa Bauer worked for him in Dresden. He referred to him as SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler.”

      “But…” she stammered.

      “I didn’t say anything before because I wouldn’t throw around an accusation so lightly. The thing is, after grandpa died, I began to experience some strange ‘coincidences’ that led me to believe someone might be after this artifact, or at least trying to make sure the house was empty long enough to search it. I had the tires of my rental van shot out with .22 caliber bullets, and then I had the accident that left me with this,” he said, holding out his right foot in the boot.

      “And you think my nearly one hundred-year-old grandpa did that?” she asked.

      “No, but I think he may have hired someone. Please, hear me out.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “We also had a visitor twice, who pretended to be a concerned mailman, but my sisters and I figured out quickly that it was his cover. I think he was the hired gun, so to speak. Fortunately, he was not violent in any way, and after he learned we were living in the house, he stopped coming around. It’s right after his last visit that I got your call.”

      “I don’t want to make light of your difficulties, Mr. Mitchell, but that’s a lot of speculation. I’m not seeing any evidence,” she said.

      “Exactly, which is why I needed proof. Through some connections I have, I was able to get the help of a gentleman who knows his way around the East Village. He managed to interview some former customers, many of whom said they suspected Henry Adler of selling jewelry that was taken from the Jews during the Holocaust. One of the customers recounted an incident when a woman found her mother’s brooch in his shop, complete with the original engraving. He claimed he got it from a German smuggler, and he charged her $5,000.”

      “That’s ludicrous!” she said, raising her voice. Ben wasn’t sure if it was the story or the accusation she was angry at.

      “I’m sorry, Caroline. I’m not trying to disparage your grandfather. I’m telling you what I found out so that this will make more sense…” he said, handing her the copy of the article from the Völkischer Beobachter.

      
        At the sight of her grandfather, she let out an audible gasp. She didn’t speak fluent German, but she knew it was the Nazi newspaper, and the caption under the photo clearly read, “SS-HauptsturmfuherHeinrich Adler.”

      “Dear God,” she said. “He sent Jews to Dachau...” It was as if the words twisted her stomach on their way out of her mouth, and she quickly grabbed a trash bin and wretched into it.

      Ben could feel her shame, and he pushed through the awkward moment to offer any comfort he could. He kneeled at her side and gently rubbed her back, whispering, “I’m so sorry, Caroline. I’m so sorry.”

      She righted herself in her chair, swiping three tissues from a box on her desk and wiping her tears, her pink, puffy eyes, and her mouth.

      “How could I be so blind?” she said, shaking her head. “So many things make sense now. He’s always made anti-Semitic and racist statements, but I just chalked it up to his age and his generation. It is so much deeper than that. He actually killed people, and not in battle. He sent women and children to Dachau. He robbed them and stripped them of their valuables, their homes, their dignity, and then finally their lives. And he had the audacity to bring these things back to New York and sell them back to the Jews living here?”

      “I’m sorry, Caroline,” Ben said. “It’s a lot to take in, but I thought you should know.”

      “Yes…of course,” she said, blinking and wiping her eyes again as if snapping out of a trance. “I appreciate that you were honest and forthright. I…I’m not sure what to do now. Are you going to go to the authorities?”

      “I think he needs to be held accountable. I will defer to you, however, as to how to go about that. He’s your family, and it just seems like letting you make that decision is the right thing to do.”

      “Thank you, Ben,” she said as he stood up to go.

      “Caroline,” he said, staring into her swollen eyes across her desk, “My grandfather carried a heavy burden of guilt with him all his life for his part in the war. Even after defecting, which was nothing short of a heroic miracle in 1942, working for the War Department, and living a peaceful life in Maine, raising a beautiful family, he still carried that weight. It wasn’t his to carry. Your grandfather made choices decades before you were ever born, so don’t take on his guilt. It’s not yours to bear.”

      “Thank you, Ben.”

      
        He nodded and then headed for the door. As he was pulling it closed behind him, he looked back at Caroline one last time.

      “You know, you don’t have to confront him alone. Whatever you decide, I would be happy to stand by your side. Just let me know.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      The weather alert flashed on Maggie’s phone, and she went to the window to peer into the sky. The gathering clouds and biting wind were speaking an ancient language: get ready for a blizzard. Maggie dialed Ben.

      “How did it go?” she asked nervously.

      “Do you mean how did my meeting with Caroline go, or how long until you get your butt back home because there’s a blizzard coming?” he laughed on the other end.

      “Touché,” she admitted. “Both.”

      “I’m already past Portsmouth. I’ll be home before the worst of it hits.”

      “Okay, good. For the record, I’m not worried about my car. I’m worried about my brother.”

      “I know, Mags.”

      “How did it go with Caroline?”

      “After I laid it all out there, she dropped her denial reflex and took it in. She vomited into a trash can and then sobbed. All in all, I’d say she took it pretty well.”

      “Poor thing. I really feel for her. What a betrayal. What happens next?”

      “I told her he needs to face the music, but I’ll let her make the decision about how. I’ll give her a few days to figure it out and then check in. I don’t want to make any more decisions until I know he’s out of the picture.”

      “That’s smart. Thank you, Ben.”

      “Thanks for what?”

      “Thanks for handling Grandpa Bauer’s legacy in a way that makes us all proud. He was so guilt-ridden all those years, yet look at how much good he has done. Look at us.”

      “Thanks, Mags. He’s done so much for this family, but now there is one last piece to the puzzle. I just have to get that bowl to its rightful place. It was his life’s mission, and somehow I feel like when I do that, his mission will be complete. He will finally be free of that guilt.”

      “You will, Ben. I know you will.”

      Grandpa Bauer knew what he was doing when he built the New England-style fortress on Lake St. George. The winds began their assault, but having been set back among the pines and anchored to a small bunker of concrete that made up the basement, the house barely creaked during the arctic blast. The power lines, however, gave up in the first round.

      “Well, there it goes,” Ben said. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Where are the candles?”

      “Actually, yours truly bought a generator in anticipation of just this event. Unfortunately, I’m not sure if I bought gas for it yet,” Lindsey admitted.

      “Grandma always kept tea light candles in the cupboard above the dishes,” Carol called out from her bed.

      “I found them. Thanks, Mom!” Maggie said from the kitchen.

      “I’ll rustle up a flashlight. Grandpa always kept a couple of those cheap old Evereadys in the junk drawer. We’re going back to the good old days of candles and pre-LED flashlights.”

      “Shoot,” Lindsey said, going for the refrigerator. “I just got a bunch of food, including tonight’s dinner. I really don’t want to lose everything in the fridge and freezer.”

      “Want me to take your 4 x 4 and see if I can get some gas for the generator?” Ben offered.

      “Actually, I might have a better idea,” she said, pulling out her cell phone and dialing. “Hello, Zack?”

      “Lindsey! How are you holding up?”

      “We’re doing great! Do you guys have power?”

      “No. We lost it about half an hour ago. I don’t imagine it will be back until tomorrow or maybe later.”

      “Aren’t you going to get cold?” she asked.

      “We have blankets and camping gear,” he said.

      “You guys are going to freeze to death gnawing on beef jerky. You might remember that we have a generator. If you can get here, you and your kids can hunker down with us in style. Once it’s up and running, I’ll get a decent meal going for us.”

      “You haven’t started it yet?” he asked.

      “That reminds me,” she said sheepishly. “On your way over, can you bring some gas? I’ll pay you back.”

      The other end of the line erupted in laughter. “Of course. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      The heavy snow began to thin, and despite the shallow cover, Lindsey could still hear the gravel crunch an hour later. She threw a blanket around her shoulders and stepped out the back kitchen door to meet the winter refugees who emerged from their dad’s beat-up but trusty red work truck.

      “Good morning,” Lindsey said, holding her blanket against the wind. “Let’s get inside before we blow away!”

      “This is Miss Lindsey Mitchell,” Zack said to his kids. “Go on inside with her, and I’ll be in there in a minute. I want to get this generator going.” He hoisted an impressively sized gas can out of the bed of the truck as well as a few extra extension cords. “Just in case,” he said to Lindsey.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, guiding the kids into the house.

      They came in, stomped their feet, and shed their coats and scarves, which Lindsey hung on every available hook and door handle.

      “I don’t have kids, and my niece and nephew are a bit older than you two. You’re going to have to help me figure this kid thing out,” she said, leading them into the living room. “First of all, what are your names?”

      “I’m Max,” the boy said.

      “I’m Maisy,” said the girl. “We’re both six. We’re twins.”

      “Twins!” Lindsey said. “So was Max the oldest before, and then Maisy caught up?” she joked.

      “No!” they laughed, beginning to warm up.

      “If you’re six, does that mean you’re in sixth grade?” she asked.

      “No!” they laughed again.

      “We’re in first grade,” Max volunteered.

      “I see. I told you I needed help with the kid thing.”

      “Is that a lake?” Maisy asked, pointing out the picture window.

      
        “Yes. It’s Lake St. George. You can go swimming in it if you want, but probably not right now.”

      They giggled again, and Maisy asked, “Can you go skating on it?”

      “Sometimes, when it’s frozen nice and hard.”

      “Cool,” she said with a big smile.

      “So how come your dad has light hair and a red beard, but both of you have nice dark brown hair and brown eyes? Where did that come from?” As soon as the words left her mouth, Lindsey wanted to kick herself in the teeth. How could she be so stupid?

      “Our mommy had black hair,” Maisy explained.

      “She died when we were four,” Max added for explanation.

      “I’m so sorry,” Lindsey said. “Your daddy told me that. I bet you miss her.”

      “Yeah,” they said.

      “You know, my mommy has cancer too.”

      “Did she die?” Max asked innocently.

      “No, but she is very sick. Do you know what she told me? She said she is not afraid to die because she will keep living in the hearts of her children. I think that is true.”

      They smiled shyly and wiggled in their seat.

      They heard the back door to the laundry room open and the unmistakable stomping of boots and shaking of a coat. Zack came in, hung up his coat, kicked off his boots, and strung along several hearty extension cords.

      “I come bringing power!” he declared.

      “Oh, I think that’s worth at least one good meal,” Lindsey said.

      “Who said something about a good meal?” Ben asked, appearing around the corner.

      “Zack, this is my brother Ben. Ben, this is Zack Walker and his twins, Max and Maisy. They are six, but they are not in sixth grade, so they tell me.”

      “Nice to meet you, Zack,” Ben said with a handshake. “Thanks for hooking up the juice. You’re welcome to hang out here as long as you want.”

      “Thanks, Ben,” Zack said.

      
        “Max and Maisy, would you like to go sledding?”

      Their eyes grew large, and they frantically shook their heads.

      “Good. I finally have someone to go down the hill with me! Don’t worry; if we slide all the way to the lake, we’ll just keep going. It’s frozen solid.”

      “My turn,” Maggie said, coming around Ben and shaking Zack’s hand.

      “This is my sister, Maggie,” Lindsey said.

      “Nice to meet you, Maggie. You must be the one who has the BMW.”

      “Guilty,” she said. “Guilty pleasure.”

      “Want to come meet my mom?” Lindsey asked.

      “Of course,” he said, taking the twins' hands.

      They wandered into Carol’s room, where she was sitting up and reading on a tablet with enlarged print that Maggie had recently bought her.

      “Good morning, Mom. This is Zack Walker. He’s the guy who winterized the place and fixed the roof. He also fired up the generator so we can have some heat and light during this storm. These are his twins, Max and Maisy.”

      “Nice to meet you, Zack. Thank you so much for your help.”

      “No problem. Your dad built an amazingly beautiful place. I love this house.”

      “Max and Maisy,” Carol said with a big smile. “You must be six years old and in first grade.”

      “Yes,” they said quietly, shaking their heads and sneaking a glance at Lindsey.

      “I’m an old teacher. I can tell these things.”

      They giggled.

      Max, growing more confident, mustered the courage to ask his burning question. “Do you have cancer?”

      “Yes, I do,” she said.

      Maisy whispered to her dad, and after he looked at Lindsey, she told Maisy, “Go ahead, sweetheart. You can ask anything.”

      
        “Our mommy died from cancer when we were four. Are you afraid you will die?”

      “Well, sweetheart, I will not be here for very long, but I am not afraid. My children are taking such good care of me, and my heart is full. When I’m gone, I know I will be with God, and my children will remember me in their hearts, just like you remember your mommy in your hearts.”

      “Alright, kids, let’s let Ms. Mitchell get some rest,” Zack said, guiding the twins out of the room.

      “Sorry about that,” he said.

      “Don’t be,” Lindsey said. “My mom loves talking to kids. Besides, I started it. I opened my big mouth earlier, mentioning their mom. It’s really my fault.”

      “You mentioned Billie?” he asked.

      “I asked them where they got their dark hair, and one thing led to another. I’m sorry. I’m not experienced with small children.”

      “I think if they can hear how much they look like their mom, it just reinforces their memory of her. That’s not a bad thing. You’re honest, and that’s what they really need more than emotional protection,” he said, reaching across her shoulder and giving her a squeeze. “So, you mentioned something about cooking a decent meal?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
      

      “Merry Christmas!”

      The family chorus erupted as the uncles and the kids rustled, stomped, and stumbled through the door with presents, casseroles, and layers of winter clothing. As Lindsey was frantically hanging up all the jackets and rescuing the warm casserole dishes, Maggie unceremoniously grabbed her children and pulled them close for a long, groaning hug.

      “Thanks for getting the kids, braving the snow all the way up here, and for just being here, guys,” Maggie said, taking a turn embracing her uncles.

      “I’m glad the weather finally let up enough to get here,” Bruce said.

      “We wouldn’t miss it,” Todd chimed in.

      
        While the family was making their entrance, Ben carefully wheeled Carol’s new hospital bed into the living room. Having dressed her in a crazy festive red sweater with a big Christmas tree and lights that blinked on it, Lindsey and Maggie did their mom’s makeup and wrapped her hair in a stylish scarf. They wanted her to look and feel her best today. These would likely be the last snapshots they would get with her and the family.

      “How are you feeling, sis?” Bruce asked when they came into the living room.

      “I’m doing good,” she said with her iron smile. “Dr. Patel, Ben’s friend, increased my seizure medicine a bit, and I haven’t had a spell for a while now. I’ve been looking forward to today.”

      “It’s good to see you, Carol,” Todd said, gently taking her hand.

      “Are you just going to stand there or are you going to give me a proper hug?” she demanded.

      Todd laughed and leaned in for a long embrace and a quick kiss on her forehead. “I’m sorry. I was trying to be careful not to break the lights on your Christmas tree.”

      “Do you like it?” she asked, tugging the sweater straight to show off the blinking lights.

      “It’s the best Christmas sweater ever,” he laughed.

      “I love it, Grandma,” Mariah said.

      “Thank you, sweetheart. Your Uncle Ben got it for me.”

      “Figures,” she said, giggling.

      “Hi, grandma,” Luke said, coming up behind his sister. “That is the best Christmas sweater ever!”

      “I thought you’d like it,” she said. “By the way, if I were you, I’d ask your mom to let us open presents right away. You’ve got some good loot that might come in handy later.”

      “Yes!” he said, raising his fists in the air.

      That afternoon, after the chaos of present opening and the gorging on a Christmas feast of ham and traditional sides, the siblings found themselves together as spectators on the porch overlooking the hill. Bruce and Todd were holding a master class in sledding for Luke and Mariah.

      “How’s Mom?” Lindsey asked Maggie as she joined them.

      
        “She’s out cold. Drinking up every minute of family time is exhausting. I had to assure her that with the kids sledding, it was the best time to take a nap and promise to wake her later.”

      “She wants to leave us with good memories,” Ben said. “Why else do you think she got the kids a couple of tricked-out sleds?”

      “I’m glad Todd is snapping lots of pictures,” Lindsey said.

      All three of them nodded, acknowledging the elephant in the room: this was Mom’s last Christmas.

      “Are you doing okay?” Ben asked Maggie.

      “Me? Of course. Why do you ask?”

      “This is the first Christmas without Dan,” he said.

      “I’m okay,” she said. “I miss the relationship we had ten years ago, but I don’t miss the tension and the fighting, especially around the holidays. This has been a much more peaceful Christmas. To tell you the truth, I miss Bina. I know that sounds weird, but she’s a true friend and basically part of this family now. Mom loves her, Mariah and Luke like her, and she lives in my house for Pete’s sake!”

      “It’s pretty hard not to like Bina,” Ben said. “I don’t want to take all the credit for bringing her around, but… you’re welcome.”

      They all chuckled, and Maggie patted him on the back. “Yes, Ben. Thank you.”

      “So what about you, Lindsey?” Maggie asked. “Which one of your boyfriends do you wish were here?”

      “Very funny,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Dusty is my boss, and he is with his parents, as he should be.”

      “Your silence regarding Zack is deafening, dear,” Maggie goaded her.

      “Zack is with his and Billie’s parents. The twins are close to both sets of their grandparents.”

      “You don’t think he might want to steal out here this evening for a little yuletide cocktail by the candlelight?” Maggie teased her.

      “I’m not saying that’s out of the question,” she said, blushing.

      “Invite him over, Linds. It would be nice. Besides, my kids would get a kick out of hanging out with the twins. First graders always think teenagers are rock stars.”

      “What about mom?” Lindsey asked. “Won’t that be a bit much for her?”

      
        “Mom is living on the life in this house right now. The more the better as far as she is concerned. It’s a big house, so let’s use it the way grandpa intended,” Maggie said.

      “If I were Zack, I’d jump at the invitation,” Ben chimed in.

      “Alright. I’ll give him a call.”

      With Carol now in bed for the night and everyone back inside, it was time for game night to begin in earnest, with Todd, Luke, and the twins playing a rousing game of Sorry, and Mariah, Bruce, and the rest of the adults engaged in a Monopoly showdown. Uncle Bruce teamed up with Mariah to teach her the ways of cutthroat capitalism.

      At about 8:00, Ben’s phone rang. He was surprised to see it was Caroline’s cell, and he went into one of the bedrooms to take the call.

      “Hi, Caroline. Is everything alright?” he asked.

      “Merry Christmas,” she choked out between tears.

      “It doesn’t sound like that applies to you,” he said. “What’s going on?”

      “I can’t do it, Ben. I can’t even look at him anymore. I tried so hard to act normally today, but I’m a terrible actor. My whole family was asking me what was wrong, and I had to lie and feign being sick. I said I have to stay away from grandpa because I’m contagious, and I finally decided to just get out of there. I drove back home this afternoon. At least traffic was light on Christmas Day.”

      “I’m sorry, Caroline. I can’t imagine being in your shoes. Is there anything I can do?” he asked.

      “I need to confront him. He’ll deny everything if I don’t show him the proof, and even then, he’ll backpedal and justify himself. I don’t know if I have it in me to go alone. Can I take you up on your offer to go with me?”

      “Of course. It will be hard to deny his past when it is standing in front of him. He’ll know he’s not the only one who remembered what happened in 1942.”

      “Thank you, Ben.”

      An awkward silence crept into the phone line. They could sense there was something else, but neither of them was sure what to say. Ben felt as if Caroline might be reaching out for more than just help to confront her grandfather.

      
        “Are you by yourself right now?” he asked.

      “Yes, unless you count my cat and the bottle of wine. I know that’s so pathetically stereotypical.”

      “When you need to be alone, sometimes your cat is the best company,” he said. “They don’t ask too many questions.”

      Caroline chuckled and agreed.

      “Do you want to get out of Cambridge?” he asked.

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “How do you like Maine?”

      If it wasn’t Boston, it was New York. Caroline hadn’t been outside of a city in so long she questioned if she should have packed survival gear for the three and a half hour drive. She filled her tank, made her obligatory run through a coffee drive-through, and before the morning after Christmas rush began, headed north on I-95. The brilliant white canvas of the New England Coast was breathtaking. It was truly stirring how beautiful the snow is when it hasn’t been turned into dirty, oily, half-melted slush. It insulates the countryside and adorns the trees with a thick quilt that gives their crackling bones a silent, glistening cover until spring.

      “Welcome to Liberty, Maine,” Ben greeted her as she got out of her car and stretched her legs.

      “This is stunning,” she said, breathing deeply and letting out a slow stream of hot breath in the cold.

      “This is the house Grandpa Bauer built after he came home from the war. He kept it up until a few months ago.”

      “It’s perfect,” she said.

      “How would you like a tour?” he asked, taking her overnight bag. “We’ll start at the bathroom.”

      “Yes, thank you!” she said.

      As they entered the kitchen, Maggie was doing dishes.

      “Hello, Caroline! It’s good to see you again.”

      “It’s good to see you, too. Maggie, right?”

      “You got it!” she said, holding her dripping, dish-gloved hands over the sink. “The bathroom is the second door on the right, by the way. I know it was a long drive.”

      
        “Yes, but it was worth it. It’s so beautiful and peaceful up here.”

      Caroline made a beeline for the restroom, and Ben took her bag to one of the guestrooms and then came back into the kitchen.

      “I’m going to give her the grand tour,” he said. “It’s nice that everyone else is sledding down at the park. It makes it a little easier to talk.”

      “Is she doing okay?” Maggie asked.

      “She’s strong, but she was really blindsided when she found out the truth about her grandfather. I offered to go with her to confront him. Just in case he tries to deny everything, we’re going to take Dusty and the evidence.”

      “When is this happening?”

      “Hopefully in the next couple of days.”

      Caroline emerged from the restroom relieved and impressed.

      “I love the classic feel of the house. It’s clearly custom-made in an earlier era, but it doesn’t feel old. It feels timeless,” she said.

      “I hope my wife says the same thing about me one day,” Ben quipped. Caroline and Maggie both laughed, easing the tension that Caroline had been carrying with her for the past few days.

      “This is the kitchen, obviously, and in there is the laundry room and through this doorway, we have the dining room and the living room,” he explained, leading her up to the picture window that looked out over the lake.

      “Amazing,” she said. “It’s somewhere between the rustic feel of summer camp and the comfort of a resort.”

      Ben continued the tour, showing her the bedrooms downstairs and then the rooms and bathroom upstairs.

      “If you’re interested in a real time capsule of twentieth-century woodworking, grab your jacket and follow me.”

      “I’m an archeologist. I am perpetually interested.”

      Caroline followed Ben back into the kitchen and then through the narrow door and down the steep steps into the basement. The cold air wafted past them, and Maggie quickly shut the door behind them to cut off the draft.

      “Grandpa Bauer loved woodworking. He made and sold a lot of handmade furniture, which helped support them after the mill work dried up,” Ben explained.

      
        “I love the smell that lingers in a woodshop,” she said. “These saws and tools must be from the ’50s.”

      “Grandpa always said if you take care of your tools, they will take care of you. Of course, anything made of German steel or American craftsmanship in the ’50s was made to last.”

      “Look at these National Geographics!” she said, nearly stumbling on the boxes. “I could get lost in those for days at a time.”

      “Even my millennial nephew was impressed. You don’t really see anything in print with that level of quality these days. That was hands down my favorite magazine.”

      “A Zenith portable turntable,” Caroline said, discovering the treasure just beyond the pile of National Geographics. “Your grandpa had a decent collection of vinyl.” She thumbed through the records and pulled out an old Coltrane album.

      “Put it on if you want,” Ben said. “It still works.”

      She plugged it in, laid the record down over the spindle, and then gingerly set the needle. The smooth Jazzy sounds crackled from the speakers, transporting them both back to the early 1960s. Ben took her hand and pulled her into a small, clear space on the floor, and then slipped his arm around her waist. They stepped and swayed to the music, occasionally missing a beat and laughing.

      “Can you waltz to jazz?” Caroline asked.

      “I have no idea,” Ben admitted. “I’m just winging it here.”

      “I haven’t danced in years,” she said. “This is nice.”

      “I figured you’d enjoy the ‘archeology’ down here.”

      “I love stepping back in time, although I usually go a few thousand years earlier than this.”

      “You specialize in antiquities, right?” he asked.

      “I focus mostly on ancient Semitic peoples: Hebrews, Phoenicians, Babylonians, Assyrians, and the Aramaeans.”

      “I need to show you something.”

      Ben stepped over to the corner, peeled back the piece of Berber carpet, and slid back the aging sheet of plywood. He pulled out the burlap sack and then set it down carefully in front of Caroline. He pulled out the old brown pieces of cloth and then lifted up the small wooden crate. He set it down, slowly turning it until the emblazoned eagle and swastika came into view. Caroline gasped and covered her mouth.

      
        “I wasn’t lying when I said my Grandpa Bauer’s journal never said what he did with the artifact. He agonized over how to return it to the rightful owners, but he could never find the family. I found it— or more accurately, my nephew found it — when we were rummaging through his things after the funeral. Of course, having read the journal, I recognized it right away. This is the artifact your grandfather gave to my grandfather to take to Berlin and submit to the Führermuseum.”

      “Dear God,” she muttered, still in shock. “Have you opened the crate?”

      “Yes, but I haven’t touched it. Take a look,” he said, pulling back the lid and stepping back.

      “It’s a bowl, like those used in ceremonial washing before or after a sacrifice at the temple. May I hold it?” she asked.

      “Careful,” Ben said. “Grandpa Bauer said in his journal that a soldier got curious and touched it, and he never lived to tell anyone what it felt like.”

      “Do you have any gloves?”

      “Latex?”

      “No. I need something thicker, like clean gardening or leather work gloves.”

      “How about suede?” Ben asked, retrieving an old pair from Grandpa Bauer’s workbench.

      “Those will work.”

      Caroline gingerly lifted the bowl from the crate and rotated it, inspecting every detail.

      “I would consider this more of a jar than a bowl,” she said. “The opening at the top is smaller than the bottom, and it’s deeper than a ceremonial washing bowl. The odd thing is that it is gold, probably pure gold. Jars were used for storage and were made of clay. To make an entire jar of pure gold meant that it probably had a special purpose.”

      “Can you tell where it is from?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” she said, turning the jar upside down. There’s a symbol on the bottom. See it?”

      
        מן
      

      “Yeah. What kind of script is that?”

      
        “I’m pretty sure it’s Hebrew. I’d have to check with my linguist colleagues back at school.”

      “I want to complete Grandpa Bauer’s mission, even if we can’t find the Jewish family it was taken from. It can’t stay in a concrete hole in the ground. I would like you to analyze it to verify its age and origin, but ultimately, if it is in fact an ancient Hebrew artifact, I want to make sure it gets to the Israel Antiquities Authority as soon as possible.”

      “Can you give me three days?” she asked.

      “What happens in three days?”

      “I figure out how old this is and what that symbol means. After that, we need to go to New York. We need to confront my grandfather, and then we need to pay a visit to the Israeli Embassy.”

      “I hope I don’t offend you, but I can’t let it out of my sight.”

      She put the jar back in the crate, took off the gloves, and then took Ben’s hand and looked into his eyes.

      “I understand. Come with me. Let’s do this together.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
      

      “This is the third time I’ve been to Harvard. If I keep coming around, I’m going to have to start taking classes.”

      “Right now you’re in my class,” Caroline said, taking off her glasses and getting up from her desk.

      “Any word from the lab?” Ben asked.

      “I was waiting for you. Let’s go.”

      They made their way to the lab, both trying not to break into a run. At the reception area, Caroline checked in with the receptionist.

      “I’m here to see Dr. Green. I’m waiting on some test results.”

      “Yes, Dr. Morris. I’ll get him for you.”

      A short, middle-aged gentleman in slacks and an open-collared blue dress shirt appeared in the hallway and beckoned to Caroline. Ben was slightly disappointed he wasn’t wearing a white lab coat. They followed him to his office and sat in two squeaky leather chairs in front of his desk. Ben felt as if they were in front of the principal.

      
        “You got a live one, Caroline,” he said, setting the boxed-up artifact on his desk and handing her a printed report. “The Mass Spec says it’s pure gold, and given how old it is, that level of purity is impressive. It was pretty hard to refine gold that well 3300 years ago.”

      “So, it’s genuine,” she said, almost breathless. “Thank you, Dr. Green. We’ve got a lot to do.”

      Leaving Dr. Green scratching the growing bald spot on his crown, Caroline handed the box to Ben and left abruptly, with Ben jogging to catch up to her.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “If this is what I think it is, we need to get it out of sight,” she said. “Let’s get to my office, where we can talk in private. No wonder my grandfather is still looking for it.”

      With the door closed, Ben set the box on her desk and looked at Caroline like a teenager who had just received a college admissions letter.

      “It’s 3300 years old,” she said. “And according to the linguists, it’s definitely Hebrew. Remember the symbols?”

      
        מן
      

      “Yeah.”

      “They’re Hebrew script. The word is ‘man’, pronounced ‘mawn’. After 200 years as slaves in Egypt, it’s likely some of the lingo rubbed off. Hebrew scholars are not sure, but they know the Egyptian word ‘mon’ means ‘what,’ and the Hebrews likely used the term to mean ‘what is it?’ The English translation is ‘manna’.”

      “Like from the Bible?” Ben asked.

      “Exodus 16:15,” she said, pulling a Bible from her shelf and flipping through the pages. She read:

      “When the Israelites saw it, they said to each other, 'What is it?’ For they did not know what it was. Moses said to them, "It is the bread the LORD has given you to eat.”

      “The Israelites were not supposed to save the manna,” Ben recalled. “They were supposed to rely on God to provide it fresh on the ground every morning. Also, I’m pretty sure the Israelites wandering in the desert weren’t eating off of golden flatware, and this was the tabernacle period, long before the Temple. That means this jar was used for…my God…”

      “Exactly,” Caroline said.

      
        
      

      Maggie took the “mom shift” for a while so Lindsey could get some work done. Since the embezzlers were busted, she was able to spend most of her time reviewing ledgers, organizing accounts, and reviewing cash flow. There was a lot of cash flowing. Despite eye-popping expenditures, the balance sheet was still healthy, but it is never a good idea to get used to excessive spending. Every business comes to the end of its honeymoon.

      “Hello, this is Lindsey,” she answered the phone without looking at who was calling. Dusty was on the other end.

      “Hey, it’s me. I wrapped up today in town, and Ben called me and wants me to meet him in New York. I’m heading over to Logan and grabbing a commuter to La Guardia. I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”

      “No problem. Be careful, Dusty. This could go bad quickly.”

      “I know. Why do you think Ben asked me to come?” he chuckled.

      Lindsey finished with her virtual rounds of the accounts and packed up her laptop. As she looked at her phone, she got an idea.

      “Hello?” Zack answered.

      “Are you working tonight?” she asked.

      “Yes. I’m at the store now, but I get off at six. The babysitter is getting the twins.”

      “Can I pick them up?” she asked. “I figured we could hang out for a bit, get some dinner, and then come back to my house. You can meet us here later. I need you to check something out.”

      “Sure, no problem. What do I need to look at?”

      “How about me this time?”

      “I can definitely do that.”

      “Dusty, over here!” Ben called out as Dusty came up the jetway.

      “You must be Dr. Morris,” Dusty said as he approached with his outstretched hand.

      “Please, call me Caroline,” she said, shaking his hand. “Thanks for coming. I could use some backup. The only thing worse than a Nazi is a Nazi whom you are related to that has lied to you his whole life.”

      “Where are we going?” Ben asked.

      
        “He lives with my aunt and uncle in a back room in an apartment in the East Village,” she said.

      “Subway?” Ben asked.

      “No. I can’t stand the smell. Let me call us a cab,” Dusty said, taking out his phone. “Besides, I need to make a quick stop. I haven’t had lunch.”

      The cab pulled up to a deli that was next to a pawn shop. Dusty ran into the deli, and after almost thirty minutes, he came out with a sandwich wrapped in white paper and a soda.

      “Sorry, they were busy. Eddie Bianchi says this place makes the best pastrami on rye.”

      Caroline and Ben exchanged quizzical looks, but just nodded as the cabbie drove down to the East Village. They pulled up, Dusty paid the cab, and Caroline pushed the button for her aunt and uncle. Ben grabbed a duffle bag, and Dusty stuffed his sandwich into his coat pocket, shifting the bulges so he felt balanced. After the buzz, they followed Caroline into the building.

      Caroline made quick introductions, but also made it clear to Auntie and Uncle that they needed to talk to Grandpa alone. They acquiesced, and the three of them made their way back into Henry Adler’s room.

      “Hello, Grandpa,” Caroline said as they came in. “I brought two gentlemen with me whom I think you should meet.”

      “Oh, Caroline, sweetheart. I vished you would have let me know. I vould have changed and combed my hair.”

      “I’m sorry. It was urgent.”

      Ben set the duffle bag down, unzipped it, and carefully pulled out a burlap sack. He set the sack down and then pulled out the brownish, aged cloths that were inside. Henry’s eyes grew large as the familiar sack was being emptied. Ben then pulled out the wooden crate, still boldly emblazoned with the Nazi eagle and swastika. Henry let out a long moan, and Dusty muttered a shaky “Holy shit.”

      Ben slowly opened the lid, tilted the box towards him where he sat in his chair, and asked, “Do you recognize this artifact, SS-Hauptsturmfuher Heinrich Adler?”

      At the mention of the title, his face turned an ashen color, and his eyes shot up to Ben. “Vhat did you call me?” he asked.

      
        “SS-Hauptsturmfuher
        Heinrich Adler,” Caroline repeated. “I know what you were.”

      
        “Caroline, sveetheart,” he tried to protest. “You don’t understand. Things vere very different back then.”

      “You lied to me.”

      “I tried to protect you.”

      “You tried to protect yourself.”

      “I didn’t vant my family to suffer for things that are so long in the past.”

      “The past has a funny way of catching up to you, grandpa.”

      “Did Martin have the artifact this whole time?” Henry asked Ben.

      “Yes. He spent seventy years trying to find survivors of the family you took this from so he could return it,” Ben said. “He could never find them. It’s very hard when most of the Jewish families in Dresden were sent to Dachau.”

      “Did you say Dresden?” Dusty said.

      “Yes. He took this jar from a Jewish family in Dresden when they were being sent to Dachau,” Ben said.

      “In fact,” Caroline added, “Sending the Jews to Dachau was your job, wasn’t it, grandpa?”

      “I had no choice. Ze Nazis forced me to do it,” he said.

      “Is that why you were given an award for segregating the Jews in Dresden so efficiently? Is that why you were promoted to SS-Hauptsturmfuher and put in charge of sending all the Jewish families to Dachau?” Caroline said, pulling out the copy of the Völkischer Beobachter. Her hands were shaking as she dangled it in front of him, her face was flushed, and tears of rage were pouring down her face. “You robbed hundreds of people and then sent them to their deaths. You sent women and children to their deaths. You killed hundreds of people, and your only concern, even after seventy years, was for this artifact!”

      “I cannot undo ze past,” Henry said, looking at the floor. “But zis— zis artifact is precious, and it should be given to a museum.”

      “Like the Führermuseum?”

      “Caroline…”

      Dusty pulled the box towards himself, tilting it back and forth and examining the jar.

      “I know what this is.”

      
        Suddenly, all heads turned to Dusty, and no one dared to break the silence.

      “This jar belonged to my family.”

      “What?” Ben said. How can that be? I retraced Grandpa Bauer’s records. I couldn’t find any family of survivors from Dresden. Isn’t your family’s name Miller?”

      “It was Mueller. They changed it when they came to America. Germans weren’t too popular at that time.”

      “Mueller!” Ben almost shouted. “They were on the Dresden list! Dear God, Dusty. Grandpa Bauer searched for seventy years to find the owner of this jar, and the whole time, you were just across the lake! I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m not sorry. He got it out of Germany and kept it safe. It really belongs to the Jewish people. My family had taken over guardianship of it sometime in the late 1800s. Without a Jewish State, it was far too valuable to be entrusted to any institution. The only way to protect it was to hide it,” Dusty explained. He stared hard at Henry. “Unfortunately, they couldn’t get it out of Germany before the extermination began.”

      “It has a Hebrew script on the bottom,” Caroline said. “It says, ‘manna.’ Is it what I think it is?”

      “Yes. It is traditionally believed to be the golden jar that held the manna Moses commanded the Israelites to save and put inside the Ark of the Covenant after wandering in the wilderness. Now you know why it had to be hidden.”

      “Nothing could be hidden from ze Führer,” Henry said.

      Dusty set the jar down and began to seethe as he put the pieces together.

      “Martin Bauer got this jar from you,” he said to Henry. “You were the one who sent my great aunts and uncles to Dachau.”

      “I only did as I was ordered. Everyone did. No one could stand against zhe Nazis.” Henry said.

      “Martin Bauer did,” Caroline said. “You’re a liar. Here you are, in the newspaper, glowing about how efficiently you separated the Jews, stripped them of everything, and sent them to Dachau. You told me you were in the Wehrmacht, but you weren’t. You were in the SS, and you were proud to be in the SS. In your shop, how many rings and watches from murdered Jews did you sell? Even now, seventy years later, you tried to steal back the gold jar. You’re still trying to profit from the Holocaust! Have you no shame?”

      Henry looked at the ground, shook his head, and then looked back up at Dusty and glared.

      “Die Juden,” he seethed, and then spit on Dusty’s feet. “Ve should have finished vat ve started.”

      Dusty started shaking and fumbling with his pockets. He pulled out the white package from his jacket, but this was not his sandwich. He held up the cloth and let it unwind, dropping a gleaming 9 mm handgun into his palm. With one fluid motion, he chambered a round, took aim at Henry’s head, and pulled the trigger.

      Bam! Two more: Bam! Bam!

      Henry’s head snapped back into his chair with the first shot, and his body jolted with the second two shots to his chest. As soon as Ben saw the gun fall into Dusty’s hands, he threw himself at Caroline, slipping his arms around her waist and pulling her to the ground. Shielding her with his body, he turned his head to look back at Dusty.

      Dusty stood frozen, still aiming the gun for several seconds before he slowly set it down on a nearby end table, took a deep breath, and said, “You can call the police now.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
      

      With the twins finally asleep upstairs, Lindsey and Zack were able to sit down with their coffee. Carol was asleep, and Maggie had strategically removed herself to her room.

      “Have you heard of speed dating?” Lindsey asked as she perched on the end of the couch, legs folded.

      “You mean that crazy thing where people sit and ask questions for thirty seconds and then move to the next table?”

      “Exactly. Let’s do that, except it’s just us. I want to know more about you. Rapid fire!” she said.

      “What’s your favorite color?” he asked.

      “I’m not seven.”

      Zack gave her a knowing look, and she fessed up.

      
        “Okay fine. I like yellow. Don’t judge me. What’s yours?”

      “Purple. Where did you grow up?”

      “Boston, but we came here every summer. You?”

      “The Augusta area. What possessed you, I mean, made you want to become an accountant?”

      “Very funny. I guess I just like order. Accounting is the language of business, and until your books are in order, you’re not succeeding. What about you? Have you always been interested in construction?”

      “Nope. I was a Boy Scout all the way up till active duty. After that, I needed to spend my time creating things.”

      “Wow, that was deep. Nice.”

      Lindsey’s phone rang, interrupting the next round.

      “Hi, Ben. How did it go?”

      Zack couldn’t hear much, but it sounded serious.

      “He what? Seriously? Oh my God. Okay, I’ll call his attorney. I’m on it. Let him know I’ll handle the company.”

      Lindsey hung up and looked blankly at Zack.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Dusty Miller is in NYPD custody. He just shot a really old man.”

      “Whoa! Why would he do that?”

      “He was a Nazi.”

      Caroline decided to have her grandfather cremated, and no one in her family objected. Ben, with a sense of compassion for Caroline and his own closure, accompanied her to retrieve her grandfather’s ashes.

      “Do you know what you’re going to do with them?” he asked, eyeing the urn.

      “Not yet. I do need some cat litter.”

      Ben chuckled nervously. “I get the sentiment, but it’s important to remember, even the terrible things.”

      “Even the terrible people,” she sighed, turning the urn over in her hands.

      
        “Caroline,” Ben said, touching her shoulder and guiding her gaze into his eyes, “You didn’t do this. You are not your grandfather. You had the courage to do the right thing.”

      “What happens now?” she asked.

      “The Millers have taken legal custody of the artifact. I met with them to hand it over, but they don’t want to keep it. They said their role as the guardians is over now. After they looked at it, they asked if we could personally take it to the Israeli Antiquities Authority in Jerusalem.”

      “Us?” she asked.

      “Yes. Your decision to authenticate the jar and confront your grandfather was not lost on them. Personally, I’d feel a lot better if you went with me. It just seems fitting.”

      “I am honored,” she said. “We’ll be together with our grandfathers’ legacies; I’ll be ending mine, and you’ll be fulfilling yours.”

      “Do you think you can pull yourself away from work for a week?” he asked.

      “Are you kidding? This is an ancient artifact. This is my work.”

      “Where are you off to?” Maggie asked Lindsey as she appeared in the kitchen in a business suit with full hair and make-up done.

      “We’ve got a meeting in Boston. I’ve got to do rumor control and steer the ship for a while. While I’m at it, I’m going to start slipping in some cost controls. Sometimes the techies get fast and loose with all that cash.”

      “Look at you,” Maggie smiled. “I would have never pinned you for a CEO, but it suits you, pun intended.”

      “With Dusty in jail, somebody has to keep these geeks in line!” she laughed. “I’ll be back in a few days.”

      “Be safe, Linds. Ben and Caroline will be back by New Year's Eve, and Mariah and Luke will be here. I thought maybe if you knew you were here, we could have Zack and the kids over…”

      “I wouldn’t miss New Year’s here for the world.”

      Ben and Caroline walked into the restaurant and found a cozy booth in the corner.

      “I suppose everything is Kosher here,” he said with a smirk.

      
        “You couldn’t help yourself, could you?” she said, shaking her head.

      “I’ve been waiting to use that one since we left JFK.”

      “The hand-off went smoothly. They didn’t get too excited about our assessment, but I suppose they have to do their own testing,” she said.

      “Do you think it is really the manna jar that was in the Ark of the Covenant?” he asked.

      “It’s impossible to know for sure, which is why the IAA played their poker face. At the very least, its age fits, and it survived centuries of exile with the Jewish people. The important thing is that the artifact and the story of its survival are safe now.”

      “Does this episode take the sails out of some of your more ‘mundane’ antiquities work?” Ben asked.

      “For me, studying the remains of ancient civilizations is never mundane. I love it. What are you going back to?”

      “I want to be there for my mom. After that, I’m not sure. The life of a drifter has lost its appeal. I’m thinking about going back to school.”

      “I, of course, fully endorse that choice,” she said. “What do you want to study?”

      “Psychology, I think. I’m still an indecisive person; I’m just limiting my indecision to academia now.”

      Caroline laughed and picked up a menu, strategically hiding part of her face. She didn’t like having all her cards on the table at once.

      “I wouldn’t mind if you stopped by from time to time.”

      “You couldn’t be associated with a lowly undergrad like me, especially if I wasn’t a Harvard student,” he said with a smile.

      “Well then, we’ll have to meet in clandestine environments.”

      “I think our adventures have set a dangerous precedent for this friendship. What if we spend more time together in regular life and get entirely bored with each other?”

      “I think I might like to try it out and see.”

      “Yeah, me too.” He said.

      Carol roused herself from a fog and glanced at the window, searching for a clue as to what time it was. The days and nights ran together so seamlessly now she lost track. By the grace of God, the lesions on her brain had not yet seriously affected her cognitive capabilities, but physically, she was a helpless mess. She battled the constant nagging guilt of being a burden to her children, but she also treasured every moment with them. She knew her time was short.

      “Good morning, Mom,” Maggie greeted her, instinctively feeling her face and hands, pressing her thumb on her wrist for a pulse, and checking her urine drainage bag. Thankfully, up to this point, she had not needed a colostomy bag. “We have a visitor this morning.”

      “Good morning, Carol,” Bina said, appearing in the doorway like an angel, at least in Carol’s mind.

      ‘Dr. Patel! It is so good to see you!” Carol said, shifting for a better vantage point as Maggie raised her bed. “What brings you all the way up to Maine?”

      “My kids are busy with their friends, and I managed to get a few days off. I couldn’t think of a better place to celebrate the New Year.”

      “That is wonderful!” Carol said as a flush of pink color reanimated her pale cheeks. “I am so blessed. I not only have all three of my children near me, but now I have a fourth.”

      Bina smiled and leaned over the bed to embrace Carol.

      “I’m glad you could make it,” Maggie said. “Luke and Mariah will be happy to see you.”

      “When do they get here?” Bina asked.

      “Lindsey is picking them up. They’ll be here tomorrow. Ben and Caroline are supposed to be back by tomorrow, too.”

      “It looks like this old house will be full when the ball drops.”

      “That’s exactly the way Grandpa Bauer would have wanted it.”

      The air was surprisingly still when the sun rose over Lake St. George on the morning of New Year’s Eve. The snow glistened in the sunlight but stubbornly clung to the ground and trees in the cold, dry conditions. The ice had returned, sealing the lake in a fresh glaze that hadn’t collected any snow yet. If you didn’t mind sub-freezing temperatures, it was a perfect day.

      By noon, Lindsey arrived with Luke and Mariah, and Zack pulled up in his truck about an hour later with Max and Maisy. After a little over thirteen hours on the plane, Ben and Caroline landed in Boston.

      As they stood at the carousels waiting for their luggage, Ben took Caroline’s hand and squeezed it.

      
        “I’m going to rent a car and drive straight up to Liberty. I don’t want to miss New Year’s with my mom.”

      “I understand completely,” Caroline said in her travel-weary voice. “You need to be there.”

      “I can drop you off on the way up there if you want, but I’d rather not,” he said.

      She was taken aback, but she gave him the benefit of the doubt.

      “I understand. You need to get moving. It’s a long drive.”

      “It’s not that. I was just thinking that it’s New Year’s Eve, and once again I find myself without someone to kiss at midnight. It’s really kind of pathetic.”

      Caroline laughed and shook her head.

      “I normally spend New Year’s in New York, but I can’t bear to be inside that apartment, at least not right now. Not to mention it would take me until next year to get into the city right now.”

      “Great! You’re welcome to stay as long as you want. From what Maggie said, it’s basically a bed and breakfast right now anyway. You can’t beat the rates.”

      “I never said I would agree to go!” she weakly protested. “I have Harvey to think about.”

      “We’ll swing by Cambridge, clean the litter box, grab whatever clothes you want, and head north. We can even take Harvey. He’s getting a little rotund; getting out of the house will do him some good.”

      “You’re not going to let me say no, are you?”

      “I want you to meet my mom.”

      “You should be a lawyer. I can’t beat your argument.”

      Bina did a quick check of all of Carol's ports and tubes. "I think I'll change out some of your hardware tomorrow," she said. "It would be nice to start the New Year without inviting any more infections that we can avoid.”

      Carol smiled and said, "Thank you, dear. I'm not sure all that will be necessary. For now, let's enjoy tonight. I can have a little bubbly to drink, can't I?"

      "Of course," Bina chuckled.

      
        Carol insisted on being part of all the action on New Year’s Eve, so Bina and Maggie wheeled her hospital bed into the living room. The girls pulled up chairs on either side of the bed to sit with Carol and comment on the scene. Ben, Caroline, Lindsey, and Zack were locked in another Monopoly death-match, and Mariah, Luke, Maisy, and Max were having a lively game of Chutes and Ladders. They provided plenty of entertainment.

      "Look, Mom," Maggie said, "It looks like Ben may finally have reeled in a good one."

      Carole smiled. "Lindsey, too."

      Little Max danced around squealing, "I won! I won!" while Mariah and Luke exchanged smiles and winks. After a couple of hours, Zack emerged as the winner of a cutting-edge game, where he eventually promised to make large donations to the University before he bought out Caroline.

      By the time Ben turned on the TV to watch the countdown in Times Square, Max had curled up and fallen asleep next to Luke on the sofa, where Luke pulled the infamous orange knit Afghan blanket over him. Maisy fell asleep on Mariah's lap in grandpa's faded green recliner, and Lindsey and Zack got cozy on the opposite end of the Sofa from Luke. Ben returned to his spot next to Caroline on the loveseat and slipped his arm around her shoulder.

      "I hope I'm not being too presumptuous," he said.

      "You are, but I don't suppose I mind too much," she said, resting her head on his shoulder.

      "I think this might be the best New Year's Eve gig I've been to in a long time," Zack murmured into Lindsey's ear.

      "Ditto," she said.

      "Grandma and Grandpa Bauer would have loved this," Maggie said, squeezing her mom's frail hand. "Grandpa always wanted this house to be full of family, even if he would have had trouble hearing Dick Clark with all the commotion."

      "Forget Dick Clark," Carol said. "This is the best show in town."

      "10...9...8...7...6...5...4...3...2...1...Happy New Year!"

    
  
    
      
        
      

      
        Chapter Thirty
      

      Even Maggie slept in on New Year's Day. No one got particularly drunk, but they did manage to go through several bottles of wine before and after the midnight champagne toast, so no one was inclined to beat the sunrise.

      "I hope I didn't wake you," Bina said, rolling over in the bed.

      "Nah. I'm just coming around myself," Maggie said. "I haven't awakened next to a friend in bed since I was in college. It feels like we had a teenage slumber party."

      Bina chuckled. "Well, we did have a party, and there were a couple of teenagers there."

      "Yeah. My teenagers," Maggie recounted. "Sorry about the sleeping arrangements. We had a full house."

      "I slept fine. Except for your snoring!"

      "I don't snore! I don't, do I?" Maggie protested.

      "I don't know. I was sleeping as soundly as you," Bina said, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. "I'd better go check on your mum. I promised to change her catheter and check her ports today."

      "I'll come with you. Once she's settled, I can start on breakfast."

      The pair emulated the sleepover protocol of their younger years by pulling back their hair, slipping on a pair of house shoes and a sweater, and padding downstairs.

      "Is she awake?" Maggie asked as they tiptoed into Carol's room.

      "She stayed up late and had a bit of champagne," Bina said. "She should be tired, but with your mum, you never know."

      Maggie leaned down and kissed her forehead, and then stood up and looked at Bina with an ashen face. "She's cold."

      Bina checked her pulse and then felt her face. She looked at Maggie with a knowing look, but out of professional obligation, she double-checked for a pulse and tried to dilate her pupils.

      "She's gone, Maggie. I'm so sorry."

      Maggie made the arrangements for a small funeral service in Liberty as well as a larger memorial service in Boston later in January. While she insisted on being cremated in a final effort to leave a smaller ecological "footprint," she did make it clear she wanted her ashes to remain in Liberty at her childhood home.

      "Here goes nothing," Ben whispered to Maggie as he got up to give the eulogy. The service was intimate and familiar, with most people having attended Grandpa Bauer's funeral a few months ago and Grandma Bauer's funeral a year before that. He began with Shakespeare's Sonnet 74:

      "But be contented when that fell arrest

      Without all bail shall carry me away,

      My life hath in this line some interest,

      Which for memorial still with thee shall stay.

      When thou reviewest this, thou dost review

      The very part was consecrate to thee:

      The earth can have but earth, which is his due;

      My spirit is thine, the better part of me:

      So then thou hast but lost the dregs of life,

      The prey of worms, my body being dead;

      The coward conquest of a wretch's knife,

      Too base of thee to be remembered.

         The worth of that is that which it contains,

         And that is this, and this with thee remains."

      "We all agree that Mom went too soon," he began, with nodding and murmuring that followed. "But I'm not sure she would agree. Would she have liked to have more time with her kids and grandkids? Of course. Then again, it was her illness that was the catalyst to bring us all together here in Liberty. I've never seen her happier than she was these last few months. We grieved to see her fight for her life, but in reality, she was enjoying the precious moments with no fear and no regret. I hope I inherit her courage, her grace, and her wisdom. I want to love like she did, care like she did, work like she did, and forgive like she did. I want her spirit. That would certainly be the better part of me."

      The quiet swoosh of tissues being pulled from boxes could be heard throughout the audience.

      
        "Grandpa Bauer went to his grave believing that despite his life as a patriot, a loving husband, a doting father, and a generous neighbor, he was a failure. Many people don't know he fled Nazi Germany to come to the US. He not only fled, but he fled with a priceless artifact that was stolen from a Jewish family in Dresden, Germany, before they were sent to Dachau. He made it his mission, after working for the US War Department and translating hundreds of enemy communications, to find the family and return this artifact. He was never able to find them, and he always felt, for almost seventy years, that he was a failure. He was not.

      "He did more than most Germans ever could do to stop the Nazis. He kept the artifact safe, and through his notes and some divine intervention, I was able to fulfill his mission, locate the family, and safely deliver the artifact to Israel. He felt like a failure, yet in the end, he triumphed. It's not hard to see where Mom got her indomitable spirit.

      "I only wish Grandpa Bauer could have learned from his daughter what we have learned as her children." He looked straight at Maggie and Lindsey. "Whether we feel we are in control of our lives or not, whether we feel our lives matter or not, or whether we feel we've wasted our lives or not, those things are meaningless. Carol Mitchell learned long ago that it is not what we do, how we perform, or how successful we are that is the measure of the value of our lives. It’s who we are, how much we love, and how much we are loved that shows us the value of our lives. In the end, it is our spirit that will live on and ultimately shape our legacy. That, my friends, is the better part of all of us.”
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