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“No one in the world can change Truth. What we can do and should do is to seek truth and to serve it when we have found it. The real conflict is the inner conflict.”

Maximilian Kolbe
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October 2017

Before the trip to Grand Island, Paul had never heard his adult son Daniel scream. The trip had started innocuously enough: a six-hour car drive from their Detroit home to a ferry headed to Grand Island, a scenic isle in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula with unspoiled beaches, soaring sandstone cliffs and a canopy of ancient hardwoods.

Paul and Daniel had boarded the ferry and now stood side by side, leaning against the railing as the boat cut through Lake Superior’s crystal-clear waters. They surveyed the island in the distance—a green unspoiled wilderness surrounded by a deep blue expanse. Paul glanced at his son, who was busy snapping photos, and felt a pang of nostalgia.

Years had passed since they’d last been camping, and he hoped this trip would give him a chance to help Daniel think through some things: his longer-term plans, getting a place of his own and clarity regarding his career among them. More than that, there were other things to think through for himself, like how to patch things up with Katherine, his latest unfinished novel, his stalled career. Getting away was a good idea.

Disembarking at Williams Landing, Paul sucked in a deep breath of fresh pine-scented air. He’d chosen this island, which featured a twenty-one-mile hiking loop, for its rugged beauty, and had long been looking forward to seeing those towering cliffs up close. They’d planned this overnight hike for months, and now that they were here, they both felt the adrenaline rush of the pending adventure. They checked in with the welcome station, which was staffed by an affable park ranger, who confirmed their reservation.

“Ready to hit the trail?” Paul asked, pulling out some walking sticks.

“Absolutely!” Daniel exclaimed.

The first part of their walk took them west towards Juniper Flats, a camping area where they planned a short break. There was a nearby makeshift outhouse and a well water source close by as well, so when they arrived, they refilled their bottles and made a few adjustments to their packs. They resumed their walk, Daniel leading.

Their blatant lack of experience was comical. Seeing Daniel’s overstuffed backpack wobbling back and forth with every step, Paul told him to hold up. “Let me cinch this down a little so it’s more comfortable,” he told his son, tightening the straps over Daniel’s shoulders and under his arms. “Maybe also snug up that belt around your waist if you want,” he added, which Daniel did.

“It’s beautiful here,” Daniel mused, taking in the surroundings with a thoughtful expression and appreciating the pause.

“That it is,” Paul said, smiling. “I used to come here with your grandfather when I was a kid. It’s nice to be back.”

After Paul was satisfied with his backpack handiwork, they resumed walking—each lost in his thoughts against a backdrop of rustling leaves—and after a few miles came to a long, steep ascent leading to a bend ahead. As they ambled up the trail, breaks in the vegetation provided glimpses of the shoreline.

Daniel, in better shape than Paul, walked a little more quickly and arrived at the peak first. He walked to the edge to survey the scenery as his dad stopped to catch his breath. Paul laughed to himself. I remember when Daniel was the straggler. Time eventually catches up. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and took a deep breath.

After Paul had finally caught up, Daniel held out his phone and gestured toward some jagged rocks nearby. “Hey Dad, take my phone. I want a shot of me with those in the background.”

Paul joined his son at the edge of the trail and saw the view was indeed spectacular. Looking downward over the island’s steep sandstone cliffs that terminated about fifty feet below, he could hear the waves faintly lapping against their rocky edge.

“Wow. That’s a big drop. Careful, Daniel.”

“Here,” Daniel said, handing him the phone before tentatively stepping backwards and inching into position. “Let me stoop down so that...”

And that was when the edge gave way.

Daniel dropped violently to the ground, desperately grasping for anything to arrest his fall. His right hand managed to grasp a two-inch-thick tree root protruding from the sandstone.

Paul dropped the phone and dove towards Daniel.

“Hang on!” he yelled. Frantically pulling at his son’s arms, Paul realized he too was close to going over the edge and began looking for some way to anchor himself. When his right leg brushed against something solid—a small tree—he spread himself flat and threw his legs around it to lock his feet at the ankles. It was the best he could do.

“Dad... Dad...” Daniel managed between gasps. He was able to get both hands on the tree root, but it looked ready to break at any moment.

Paul grabbed him by the wrist and pulled with all his might. Making a guttural sound reflective of the effort, Daniel rose a few inches but kept slipping back whenever he tried to grab the root farther up. His lower torso was suspended in mid-air, his legs kicking frantically as he tried to get a foothold on anything solid.

“Can you pull yourself up?” Paul asked desperately.

Daniel didn’t answer while struggling to maintain his grasp. Both were breathing heavily, their grips beginning to weaken.

Their eyes met.

“Dad, help!” Daniel pleaded.

Seeing the backpack still secured to his son’s back and trying to conceal his own panic, Paul said, “I have an idea. If I can reach it, I’m going to try to run my rope through one of your backpack loops. Try not to slide out of your pack so it has a chance to hold you!”

In one swift motion, Paul removed the rope attached to his backpack, grabbed one end and—nearly toppling over himself—threaded the end through a sturdy loop at the top of Daniel’s pack.

“Don’t...let...go!!” Paul urged, pulling tight both ends of the rope looped through the backpack and frantically wrapping them a half-dozen times around the base of the small tree he’d used to anchor himself. He tightened a knot to secure it.

“Daniel!” Paul exclaimed, trying to catch his breath, “I think this will hold. When you’re ready, slowly release your grip a little and start transferring your weight to the rope.” He paused and added, “Daniel, this is important. If you can keep your arms locked in place down low, the chest straps will stay under your armpits so you won’t slide out. Understand?”

Paul perceived a slight nod from his son between gasps for air.

Daniel began to loosen his grip, his body sliding down a few inches over the edge and the rope tightening.

“So far, so good,” Paul said, trying to sound encouraging. “Let go a little more.”

Daniel let loose of the root, and the backpack started to ride up his back. Instinctively, he jammed his elbows down and inwards all while dropping several more inches. He began swinging precariously in mid-air, suspended only by the backpack, and Paul wondered if the fabric would hold.

“Are you OK?” Paul yelled over the edge, seeing the top of Daniel’s head but not much else.

“I...I don’t know...” Daniel managed, the terror palpable in his voice.

“Lock your hands together in front of you so your arms can’t come apart,” Paul instructed him.

“OK, I’m doing that.” Daniel responded.

“Can you stay like that for a minute?” Paul asked. “I mean, do you feel like it’s going to hold you and keep you from sliding out?”

“I don’t know...”

Paul inched closer to the edge and peered over the fifty-foot-high sandstone face that ended in the water. He had absolutely no idea if Daniel would bounce off the wall or just hit the water should he fall, or even if he could survive such a drop.

“Daniel, I’m not going to be able to pull you up. I can either leave you here and try to find someone to help, or I can try to lower you part of the way with the rope. I think the rope is maybe twenty feet long or so, not as long as we need but it’s all we’ve got.”

“I don’t think I can stay like this for long. The shoulder straps are starting to dig into my arms.”

Paul looked at the rope wrapped around the tree several times. By untying the knot and slowly trying to uncoil the rope, he figured there might still be enough resistance for him to lower Daniel part of the way. Far from an ideal solution, but it’ll shorten the fall at least.

Paul peered over the edge once more, feelings of helplessness nearly overwhelming him. “Let me start trying to lower you,” he said, trying to keep his composure.

Daniel looked down and back up at Paul, his lips moving without making a sound, mouthing silent words of desperation.

“Don’t panic,” Paul said. “Yes, that’s a big drop, and you may graze the side of the cliff but you’ll ultimately wind up in the water. Once you do, try to get out of the pack and keep your head above water. It will be cold, but you can do it. Okay?”

Daniel responded with a hesitant nod.

Nodding back, Paul backed up to the tree. He braced his feet against it a foot or so above the rope, wrapped the loose end of the rope around his wrist a few times and held it tight, slowly untying the knot. Much to his relief, the rope stayed put around the tree.

Paul glanced over toward the edge of the precipice. “Okay, Son, I’m going to start letting the rope out now.”

“Okay.”

Just as Paul began to uncoil the rope with both hands, the unthinkable happened: the rope suddenly began whipping around the base, ripping through Paul’s hands.

Daniel screamed.

Tightening his grip, Paul winced at the searing pain from the friction as the rope tore through his hands. Then he heard it: a splash. He rushed over to the edge of the cliff and peered over, spotting ripples but no sight of Daniel. Please God, no! A moment later, Daniel’s head popped out of the water. He looked dazed.

“Daniel! Are you okay?!” Paul yelled.

Daniel looked up, his backpack still on, and wiped his face.

“Um, I think so!” he yelled back while treading water. “I don’t think I broke anything.”

“Get out of the backpack and swim over to your right. There’s a beach over there,” Paul said.

Paul ran toward the beach. His hands felt on fire. He looked down and saw the skin intact—though beet red and badly chafed.

He found Daniel sitting on a rock, his backpack beside him. Paul rushed over and threw his arms around him.

“Son, are you okay!?”

Daniel stared at the ground. “I think so?” he responded, still looking dazed. “I seriously thought I was gonna die.”

“Stand up and let me look you over for a second.”

Daniel pushed himself up. “Ow! My shoulder is a little sore, but I don’t think it’s busted.”

“Yeah, you’re going to be sore for a while.”

They both stood there for a moment, not speaking, but just staring at one another, processing what had just happened. Paul noticed his hands shaking, mainly from the trauma and the exertion. Daniel’s body was beginning to shake as well, though his was also due to the cold-water exposure.

Paul said, “Let’s get you out of those wet clothes. You can put on some of my stuff.”

Paul grabbed Daniel’s backpack and saw the back of it was ripped. “It looks like you hit the side of the sandstone. This thing saved you from getting really scraped up.”

Daniel walked over and nodded. “Wow, you’re right. Want me to carry it?”

“No, I got it,” Paul said.

They walked back over to the trail and then made their way about thirty yards past to a less conspicuous area in case someone came ambling up the trail while Daniel was changing clothes.

Paul opened his backpack and pulled out a change of underwear, socks, pants and a pullover he had planned to sleep in. He handed them to Daniel, who had stripped. Paul noticed a purple abrasion on his shoulder.

“Hang on,” he said, inspecting the area and touching it. “This hurt?”

“A little but not bad.”

“Good. Here, put this stuff on.”

Paul noted that the clothes fit Daniel pretty well. It was in that moment that the full gravity of the situation hit him. Overcome with emotion, he shook his head. “I thought I’d lost you.” He hugged Daniel again and blinked back tears.

“Ready to head home?” he asked with a slight laugh.

To Paul’s surprise, Daniel shook his head and said “No.” He looked at Paul resolutely. “Look, I’m OK. Let’s dry my stuff out and make a go of it. This can still be a great trip.”

That moment was one that stayed with Paul for the rest of his life, and he often thought it was a defining moment, not only for Daniel in his own life but also in how he perceived his son. He was a good kid...no, a good man.

Paul smiled. “You sure?”

“Yeah. Are...are you okay with that?” Daniel asked.

Paul took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Yeah, I think so.”

Daniel nodded toward the trail. “Let’s try to make our way to the camp site.”

They started walking and briefly stopped at the place where Daniel had fallen. Paul retrieved the rope, one side still coiled around the tree. Daniel noticed his dad handling it gingerly.

“Your hands okay?”

“Yeah, just some abrasions is all.”

Pushing on, they hiked about four more miles and found the spot they’d reserved to make camp. They strung their sleeping hammocks—which Paul had mistakenly deemed more comfortable than a tent—across adjacent trees using the rope and adjusted the length so the hammocks hung a foot or so above ground.

Daniel emptied his soggy pack, dangling the items from tree limbs to dry, as Paul finished unpacking a few things of his own for the evening ahead. They gathered twigs to make a fire—desperate to remove the chill from the brisk October air—and pulled out a couple of packets of freeze-dried lasagna. Paul read the directions. Just add water. Even I can’t mess that up.

He produced a small stove and filled a collapsible pot with water. Once it started boiling, he tore open the top of the package and stirred the water into the noodles. Steam wafted out, the cheesy, meaty aromas making Paul’s stomach growl. “There’s some water left for yours, Daniel,” he said over his shoulder while looking for a place to sit.

Ah, he thought. The hammock.

Squatting down and holding the top of the lasagna pouch with one hand, he spread out the fabric with the other to make a comfy place to sit. The ropes strained but held firm in response to his weight, and he marveled at how secure the hammock felt under him.

“Here’s hoping it’s smooth sailing from this point on,” he said to Daniel while pulling a spoon from his shirt pocket. Just as he was about to take his first bite, Paul made a novice mistake: he leaned way back. His feet suddenly went airborne, his head grazing the ground as he backflipped onto his chest with a whoomph that knocked the breath out of him. Daniel saw the acrobatics out of the corner of his eye and came running over, asking if Paul was OK.

“Yeah,” Paul said after a few moments, rising to his knees and seeing the contents of the pouch now covering the front of his jacket. He cleaned up the best he could and shared Daniel’s dinner that night.

After finishing supper, the pair found a couple of large stones to sit on and rolled them over by the fire. Staring into the flames, Daniel chuckled.

“What?” Paul asked.

Daniel shook his head and smiled. “You flipping out of your hammock.”

Paul managed a modest smile and nodded in acknowledgement. He looked at his son. “We’ll always remember this trip, you and I.”

“Ah.” Daniel said nodding, “That we will.”

“How’s the shoulder?” Paul asked.

“Alright,” Daniel replied. After a brief pause, he asked a question that surprised Paul. “Dad, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way or anything, but I’ve been wondering...Are you doing okay?”

Paul looked up from the fire, a puzzled expression on his face. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know...It’s just that you’ve seemed a little distant lately, like something’s been bothering you. Am I overstaying my welcome with you and Mom? I know you guys expected me to go to college and that I need to get my own place at some point. You know, I really appreciate you letting me stay there.”

“It’s not that. Well, actually, I do want to talk to you about your longer-term plans at some point...but that’s not really what’s most pressing on my mind.”

Paul hesitated.

“I don’t want to burden you with that, Son.”

“Dad, I’m an adult. I’m family. You saved my life today...I think we can have a personal moment here.”

“Saved your life? I’ve been telling myself I almost killed you.”

“Dad, I was the one who stepped too close to the edge. You secured me so that when I did fall, it wasn’t headfirst.” He paused, then continued, “Before I got out of the water, I looked up where I hit. The backpack saved me, but had I been tumbling head over heels, I probably would have cracked my skull during that fall.”

A chill ran up Paul’s spine, both from the thought as well as the plummeting nighttime temperature. “Maybe so,” he replied quietly.

Daniel waited for more of a response to his original question but there was silence.

Daniel finally said, “So what’s going on?”

Paul looked into the darkened woods, as if they held a response.

“I don’t know, Daniel. I just feel like I’m in a rut. My career is one example.”

Daniel looked puzzled, “What’s the problem with your career?”

“It’s like I’ve hit a wall I can’t break through,” Paul began. “I’ve been writing novels for nearly thirty years, which felt right for a while, creating worlds and characters that resonated with readers. But it feels stagnant lately, all fake and seemingly irrelevant. I mean, what difference do my novels even make anyway? The business is changing too, with more pressure for blockbusters and publishers that want fresh voices and new ideas from younger minds. I feel like I’m on the sidelines.”

Daniel thought for moment. “What about trying something different, like screenwriting or podcasts?”

Paul shook his head. “That would essentially be starting over. I don’t have the energy. I wish I felt like my words still mattered.”

Daniel did his best to sound encouraging. “I guess it’s tough when our identity is so tied to our work, but remember, you’re more than your novels, Dad, and you have Mom and me.”

Paul nodded silently. He thought about Daniel: twenty years old, having never attended college and still living at home as a movie theater employee with zero clue about his life plans. Then there was Katherine, his wife of roughly twenty-five years who’d seemed distant over the past several months. He worried they were drifting apart.

“I do have you two, but even with your mom, I feel like we’re not connecting the way we used to.” Paul looked up, surprised he’d said the words aloud to his son. “Sorry...I’m saying too much.”

“No, Dad. I actually sensed that.” Daniel chose his words carefully. “Do you think she feels the same? Maybe she’s going through her own struggles.”

“Maybe.”

“What do you think about doing something out of the ordinary for her, something spontaneous like when you were younger, so she knows you still care?”

Paul frowned. “What do you mean? A gift or something?”

“More like an experience for the two of you,” Daniel clarified. His eyebrows raised with the flicker of an idea. “Why don’t you throw her a surprise party for her next birthday? Isn’t she turning fifty this year? We could have a small shindig at the house.”

Intrigued, Paul weighed the suggestion. “A surprise party. That’s actually not a bad idea. Her birthday isn’t until May, so it would give me some time to plan.”

Daniel grinned. “I could help you plan it.”

Paul nodded, the idea growing in his mind. “Something to think about for sure. Thanks, Daniel.”

They stared at the flames for several minutes.

“You sure you’re okay?” Paul checked in again.

Daniel lifted his left arm and rotated it around above him. “Little sore but fine overall.”

Paul shook his head. “I still can’t get over that fall. I’ll have nightmares about it for years.”

Daniel nodded. “Trust me, I will too.”

“And I’ll never get your scream out of my head.”

“I screamed?”

“Yes, you didn’t realize that?”

“I guess not. It all happened so fast.”

“Your mom will skin me alive if she finds out.”

“Then let’s make sure she doesn’t.”

Paul laughed, cherishing the moment with his son—both counselor and co-conspirator. Yes, that kid’ll turn out just fine.

Daniel yawned and stood up. “I’m beat. Time to hit the hay, err, hammock.”

“I’m turning in too,” Paul said. Arriving at his hammock, he carefully lowered himself and shimmied into his sleeping bag.

As the hammock slowly rocked back and forth, Paul listened to the dwindling crackle of the fire. There’s something about being in the darkness of the woods with Daniel and being away from all the distractions that speaks to the importance of family. The night air seemed to lighten, and hope, especially for a rekindled relationship with Katherine, began to calm his anxieties. He sensed an inflection point.

* * *
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They spent two more nights on the trail and completed the roughly twenty-one-mile trail loop in three and a half days of hiking. The return trip home to Detroit took about six hours—including an hour to fill up the car with gas and take a lunch break—and was filled with discussions about the fall, how it happened, how lucky they were it wasn’t more serious and what they would do differently next time. Sprinkled in were lighter topics of conversation, parts of the trail they enjoyed most and brainstorming other things to do together.

Back at 350 Gordon Drive, Paul shouted, “We’re home!”

Katherine looked out from the kitchen. “Oh, hi you two. Welcome home, how was the trip?” she asked.

“It was good. Nothing too exciting, we completed the loop just fine. Gorgeous area,” Paul told her.

Daniel smiled, winked at his dad and gave his mom a hug. “I’m heading up for a shower.”

After Katherine left an hour later to play tennis at the country club, Paul spent the afternoon unpacking and stashing away his camping gear.

In his home office later that evening, he found himself lost in thought—pacing the room and imagining how he’d execute the surprise party, wanting to put all the focus on Katherine and create a night she’d never forget. One filled with laughter and joy, elements that had seemingly faded from their lives. He would run several ideas by Daniel in the days to come.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Tuesday, May 1, 2018

Paul woke to the faint melody of “Moonlight Sonata” wafting upwards from downstairs. He pictured Katherine’s delicate fingers gracefully gliding over the keys with a self-taught skill that made the piano seem like an extension of her body. The notes plaintively rose and fell, and he marveled at her ability to render such emotion from strings under tension. Music often transported him, evoking memories and even shifting his mood. Even though she’d played that sonata hundreds of times, he never wearied of hearing it.

He thought about her surprise birthday party, scheduled for that Friday night. He’d taken painstaking care to make the arrangements over the past several months, and Daniel had advised him throughout the process. For the first time in several weeks, he felt well prepared for the event. Daniel and several neighbors had their instructions. All he had to do was get her out of the house. A lengthy dinner would do the trick.

After a few moments, he heard her moving about the kitchen. Clad in an old running shirt and a pair of yellow Patagonia shorts, he rose from the bed, his fifty-five-year-old knees making a cracking sound as he stood. He shuffled into the bathroom, washed his face, and walked downstairs to the first floor of the sprawling colonial home: a product of Detroit’s exploding growth in the 1920s when it bustled from the twin economic engines of easy money and optimism. He entered the kitchen where Katherine was already eating breakfast, her face shielded behind the morning paper. He glanced out the rear bay window, yawned, and stretched.

“Good morning.”

She lowered the paper and acknowledged him with a restrained smile. “Good morning. I left you some toast,” she said before returning to the article in front of her. Paul glanced at the headline on the front page of The Detroit News—“Recent Violence Linked to Gang Activity”—and sat down at the breakfast table with black coffee and toast.

From behind the paper, Katherine said, “Remind me where your book signing is today?”

“McIntyre’s.”

“Sounds nice.”

“The owner told me they expect a hundred or so, so it won’t be a big crowd like last week, but I enjoy these smaller venues. Much more intimate. What kind of day do you have?”

“Not too busy. Frank has some briefs that need to be filed, and Tony has a deposition he wants me to help him prepare for. I may be a little late tonight since I want to stop at the art supply store to pick up some new brushes.”

“Okay, I’ll pick up some takeout for us. Chinese sound okay?”

“Sure.”

“Hey, I was thinking...How about if I take you shopping after dinner to get you something for your birthday? Maybe we can go to The Black Dress or Neiman Marcus or some other nice dress place? I have something for you, but it isn’t quite enough, and I thought maybe you could pick something out.”

“That’s sweet, but you don’t have to do that.”

“I want to. Let’s do it, okay?”

Katherine laughed softly under her breath while carrying her plate to the sink. “Okay. Thank you, Paul.”

“Daniel up yet?” Paul asked.

“No. He doesn’t have to go into work until five o’clock today.”

“Did you ever think he’d still be living with us at this age?”

Katherine smiled. “No, but I also never figured I’d enjoy having him in the house at this age.”

* * *
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That evening after dinner, Paul and Katherine finished cleaning up and opted to go to Neiman Marcus, given its larger selection. Katherine tried on several dresses, and with each one, she asked Paul what he thought. For the first three—each conservative outfits Katherine could easily wear to McGee and Crampton, the law firm where she worked—Paul offered muted responses.

“Looks nice,” he said, his enthusiasm lacking.

There was a fourth dress, a cherry red, Italian ruffled number with a surplice neckline that showcased her neck and shoulders. It didn’t look like anything she would typically wear, and Paul loved it even more for that reason. Katherine balked at trying it on but acquiesced to his prodding.

When she walked out of the dressing room, Paul’s eyes spoke before his lips. “Oh...Katherine,” he managed to utter, his mouth agape.

Katherine laughed. “It’s not me.”

Paul’s eyes admired, almost hungrily, her figure: the product of an active lifestyle that included swimming and Zumba classes.

“Oh, but it is. You don’t know it, but it’s you in spades.”

“It’s expensive. It’s a Chiara Boni.”

Paul laughed. “I don’t care.” He forced his eyes away from her body to look into her eyes and said, “We’re buying it.”

Driving home, Paul said, “Let’s have a nice dinner Friday night to celebrate your birthday. Maybe you can wear that dress for me.” He shook his head. “Katherine, you look gorgeous in it.”

“That sounds nice.”

* * *

[image: ]


That Friday night, Paul and Katherine dined at their country club just as Paul had arranged. She’d resisted wearing the dress at first, saying she felt silly wearing it for just the two of them, but he laughed and said, “Honey, look. Let’s act like we are going somewhere special. I’ll dust off my tuxedo.”

“You are one-hundred percent crazy, but okay.”

To Katherine’s relief, it was a quiet night at the club, and they saw none of their friends at dinner before leaving around eight o’clock to return home.

Once in the driveway, Paul held the car door for Katherine. She got out, frowned, and said, “That’s odd...I thought I left the lights on. Maybe Daniel flipped them off when he left to hang out with his friends.”

Paul acknowledged her statement with a neutral “Hmmm” and walked into the house ahead of her. As they turned a corner to enter the main part of the darkened place, he flipped on the lights. Suddenly, friends from years past and present jumped out from behind curtains and furniture. “Surprise!”

Katherine, mouth open, stared for a few seconds as if her brain had not caught up to her eyes. She slowly turned to look at Paul, who laughed with delight.

“Oh, Paul!” She leaned in and hugged him before a swarm of people converged on her.

“Katherine, you look absolutely stunning,” Paul overheard one of her girlfriends say, stepping back from her embrace to fully eye the red dress. She added, “When Paul sent out the invitations several weeks ago and said no one would be allowed into the house unless they were wearing black or white and only black or white, I could not for the life of me understand why!” She looked around the room and added, “Well, one thing’s for sure: All eyes are on you tonight!”

A band situated in the corner of their expansive, marble-floored parlor began to play KC and the Sunshine Band’s “Get Down Tonight,” the furniture having been removed to make room for dancing. As the evening wore on, champagne and cocktails flowed liberally. Katherine danced much of the evening. She even danced three songs with Tony Leone, one of the senior partners at her law firm who had briefly trained, in dance no less, at Julliard.

In fact, Tony moved with such command and grace that Paul was reminded of old movie scenes with Astaire and Rogers. At one point, Tony looked over at Paul, smiled and winked, and said, “Hey ol’ man, want to give it a try?” Paul shook his head and managed to say, “No, you look like you’ve got it under control.” He was relieved that he wouldn’t have to follow Tony’s dance moves. It was an enchanted evening, even for Paul.

The next morning, they slept until nine—quite late for them both—and Katherine stirred Paul upon waking. He looked at the clock and groggily managed, “Wow. Nine o’clock.” Paul thought about their relationship and how he’d hoped the party might give a boost to their intimacy. He rolled over, saw Katherine gazing dreamily at the ceiling, and said, “I love you.” She responded by laying her head on his chest. He put his arm around her and shut his eyes, oblivious to almost everything in the room except the feel of her body next to his and the warm, rhythmic pattern of her breath against his skin.
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June 2018

The day had gone much like any other, with Paul grinding out a few pages and Katherine assisting with legal documents, culminating with the two of them retiring to the den for dinner and to watch the news. “Want me to pour you another glass of wine?” Paul asked, rising from his chair.

“Thanks, but I better not. I need to head to the grocery store to pick up a couple of things for when the Cashwells come over this weekend.”

She grabbed a list stuck to the refrigerator door and walked to the back door. “I’m heading out...shouldn’t be long.”

“Okay,” Paul responded, changing the channel to a nightly business report that started at eight o’clock.

At about nine-fifteen, he glanced at this watch, thinking she must have had more things to pick up than she’d originally anticipated. She was still not home thirty minutes later. With only a mild sense of concern, he dialed her phone. After six or seven rings, it went to voicemail. Odder still. She would normally pick up or otherwise send the call straight to voicemail if on the phone. He tried her again at ten o’clock and once more at ten-fifteen, each time with more anxiety when he got her voicemail.

By ten-thirty, he was frantic and called Daniel to see if he’d heard from his mom. Daniel said no, and when he asked if something was wrong, Paul acted as if he wasn’t worried. “She must have just gotten tied up.”

“Okay, Dad. By the way, I might be out a little late tonight.”

“Sure.”

Paul hung up and decided to go try to find her. The store was only ten minutes away, and he knew her usual route. He had just turned off the TV and grabbed his empty wine glass when he heard the back door open.

“That you? I was worried!” he yelled toward the rear of the house.

Silence.

He walked from the den to the kitchen and dropped the glass in his hand. Katherine stood in front of him—blouse ripped open, bra askew, skirt twisted. Mascara stained her face.

“I was assaulted. I was...raped.”

“Katherine!” Paul went to throw his arms around her, but she collapsed to the floor and erupted into uncontrollable sobs.

At first, he thought she’d fainted and he’d tried to catch her, but she landed like a ragdoll with no strength in her legs. She wrapped her arms around herself and balled up into a fetal position. Paul tried to control his shock, gently pulling her close to him and whispering, “I have you... You’re safe... It’s okay now...I have you...I have you...” He looked down at her blouse and saw her left breast exposed. Feeling his eyes on her, she quickly pulled her blouse tightly around her before hugging her arms against her chest once again.

They sat without speaking for several minutes, Paul rocking her gently back and forth and reassuring her that she was home and nothing more could happen to her. Her crying began to subside, and Paul noticed her eyes were closed. Her face did not look bruised.

“Honey,” he said, “Talk to me. What happened?”

She didn’t respond, and he waited a moment.

“Should we go to the hospital?”

She shook her head no.

“It may be a good idea to get checked out. Maybe we should call the police.”

She shook her head no slowly and resolutely.

Paul’s voice became firmer. “Who did this to you?”

Katherine rolled to her knees and shakily stood up, Paul helping her.

“I just want to sit for a minute and not talk, okay?”

She walked through the kitchen, carefully navigating the shards of glass and straightening her clothing, and entered the den. Paul followed closely behind and sat beside her on the couch.

He asked once more, “Honey...what happened?”

She began crying again. “I can’t talk about this now.”

Her eyes suddenly shifted toward the ceiling. “Oh no. Is Daniel here? I don’t want him to know about this.”

“No. He’s out, remember?”

“Oh. That’s right.” Katherine sat in silence for a few minutes before asking, “Would you fix me a glass of wine?”

“Of course,” Paul said, standing and heading for the kitchen.

She stood. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to the bathroom.”

Paul stopped and turned. Hesitating, he said softly, “I don’t mean to be...insensitive...by asking this, but should we go to the police first?”

Katherine glared at him, her words tinged with resentment, “Paul, I need to go to the bathroom. Besides, I’m not sure I want to go to the police anyway.”

Paul nodded, “Okay, sorry. I was just asking the question.”

“Make it a generous pour.”

Paul did as he was asked and then waited on the couch for several minutes before walking to the bathroom door and asking, “Are you okay in there?”

“I’ll be out in a minute,” she said curtly.

“Okay.”

She returned in another minute, taking the glass of wine with trembling fingers and consecutive swigs before draining its contents completely.

Paul looked pleadingly into her eyes. “Katherine, look, I know this is incredibly difficult, but there may be details you can recall now and not later.” He reached out and touched her arm. “What can you tell me?”

Katherine sighed heavily. “He was white with short hair, almost a buzz cut. Maybe forty years old. Southern accent, and he had a couple of tattoos: a tiger on his left bicep and two teardrops on his right eye.”

“Had you ever seen him before?

“No.”

“What did he do to you?”

Katherine shook her head. “Paul, I just don’t know that I can talk about this right now.”

“Okay.” He waited a moment. “Honey, we need to report this.”

She looked at him and then looked away.

He pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll call the police, and you can tell me what to say.”

Her eyes filled with tears of anger. “Paul, do you have any idea what’s involved in reporting something like this? I don’t think you do. I’ve read depositions of women who were attacked and had to testify. The only way anything is going to happen to the attacker is if he is brought to trial.” She waited a moment and then added with emphasis, “And that doesn’t even consider the embarrassment and humiliation of people talking about it behind your back. I’m not going to relive this in the courtroom nor have friends in the supermarket whispering, ‘She was attacked, you know, a guy got into her car and made her drive...’” Her voice trailed off, and she started crying again.

Paul beheld her with eyes concealing his fury. Who was this man? Could he find him? What would he do if he did find him? Would Katherine relent and let the police investigate? One thing was clear: Katherine was not going to report anything that night.

“Would you like me to draw you a warm bath? Maybe with some bath salts, and I could put on some soft music while you soak?”

Katherine said nothing and simply nodded yes.

Paul asked as they headed to bed a few hours later, “Honey, don’t you think your doctor should at least check you out?”

“I was thinking I might do that. I wanted to ask him about...” her voice trailed off, leaving Paul to wonder if “sexually transmitted diseases” had gotten caught in her throat. “I’ll just call him in the morning,” she rushed to finish.

Paul tossed listlessly in bed that night, listening to Katherine’s rising and falling breath and trying to calm the adrenaline-fueled rage pulsing through his body. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the man with the tear-drop tattoos and imagined his hands on his wife and her struggling. At twelve-thirty, he heard a noise downstairs and jerked upright in bed—initially fearing a burglar or even Katherine’s rapist who might have followed her home. He quickly realized it was Daniel returning from his evening out, but his unease lingered. He finally got out of bed at two o’clock, went into the study, and turned on the television. The adrenaline slowly dissolved. By four o’clock, he was asleep.
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When Paul awoke a little after nine that morning, Katherine had already left for work. On top of the coffee maker, she’d left a note, “Hope you eventually got to sleep. Went on in to work,” and signed it with a “K.” He poured his cup of coffee and opened his laptop.

He googled “sexual assaults” and began reading about long-term psychological impacts on victims, the fact that as many as eighty percent of such assaults went unreported, and the toll they took on marriages—intimacy in particular. He also googled teardrop tattoos, learning they were a common gang symbol signifying the person had killed someone. Typing the words “tiger tattoo meaning,” he found definitions suggesting power, fighting, and resilience.

Daniel walked into the kitchen.

“Morning. Are you working today?” Paul asked, looking up from his laptop.

“Yeah, leaving in a minute,” Daniel said groggily as he retrieved a muffin from a box on the counter before abruptly walking out.

Paul pulled out his phone, typed, “You OK?” and hit send.

Moments later, a text arrived saying, “Yes. Trying to get some work done. Not easy. Thank you.” A curt message and yet, Paul wondered: What did I expect? I’ll try to get more details tonight.

Paul ate breakfast and showered, then got into his car and drove to the grocery store. On the way, questions peppered his mind: Had she seen the car the attacker might have been driving? What was he wearing? How tall was he? Where had they driven? And of course, the thing he most wanted to ask but least wanted to hear the answer to: What did he do?

He found himself peering into drivers’ windows as he drove down the boulevard, looking for a man about forty years old with short, cropped hair and sporting a dark mark on his eye that would indicate a tattoo. The absurdity of finding him made him shake his head. “Needle in a haystack,” he muttered. And yet, he continued to squint to spy the man behind each window he passed, wondering, Is this him?

Paul arrived at the grocery store and sat in the parking lot for thirty minutes. He watched as women with groceries walked out nonchalantly, totally oblivious to the fact that an abduction had occurred the very night before. His mind imagined Katherine in the car with the man, and he felt his jaw muscles tighten as questions plagued him. Who was he? Would he ever be caught? Paul was clueless about the answers, but he did know one thing: the man would never be caught if the crime was never reported.

He wondered: What would I do if I saw him? For several minutes, he got totally lost in his imagination, confronting this man and envisioning the physical struggle that might ensue. Paul—with his five-foot, ten-inch, one-hundred-seventy-five-pound frame and sagging mid-section—was not physically imposing, much less skillful in a fight, and hadn’t been in an altercation since he was a young boy.

He didn’t think he would confront him physically; but what if it couldn’t be avoided? He was not a violent man by nature. He had friends who loved to watch Friday night fights, buddies who loved to go hunting—even Daniel—and yet Paul had no interest in doing those things.

This was different, though. His protective nature had been reinforced in his own upbringing by a loving but military-hardened father, now dead twenty years. Paul drove back home and spent the rest of the day trying unsuccessfully to add a thousand words to his manuscript. Nearly every sentence he wrote had an edge to it.

Katherine came home about six o’clock. She walked into the house as if nothing had happened the night before, simply saying “Hey” to signal her arrival when the back door closed. Paul was seated in a recliner in the den, watching the beginning of the news. She walked in and sat on the couch.

“How...are you?” he asked.

“I’m okay,” she responded. “Bit tired.”

“Were you actually able to work?”

“Yeah....um, Tony had some briefs that needed to be filed. It was the mindless sort of stuff I needed.” She seemed eager to change the subject and added, “Any ideas for dinner?”

Paul looked at her, unsure how to proceed.

“Katherine, we need to talk about this.”

She looked at him, a bit coldly. “Why?” It was less a question than a statement.

“That man is still out there. He could do the same thing again.”

“So, in the interest of protecting everyone, you think I should go to the police and report it, to essentially relive last night to them, with all the probing and...” she thought for a moment, then added, “...humiliating detail. I won’t let that be who I am Paul, the woman who got raped at the SuperMart. I won’t be remembered that way.”
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