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  We feel fortunate that, contrary to the way people often respond to reporters on television and in the movies, most people were anxious to talk about the Just Sweats case. For a variety of reasons, friendship and loyalty included, some were not always completely forthcoming. However, nearly all eventually provided us with the information we were seeking.




  We are grateful to those who helped us piece together the stories for the Dispatch and the chapters of this book. Those who deserve special thanks are Erik DeSando, Melvin Weinstein, Austin Wildman, Albert MacKenzie, Edwin Laramee, Tom Tornabene, Marty Highfield, Dan Abraham, Vince Volpi, and Dale Rubin.




  A great deal of credit goes to the management of the Dispatch—editor Robert Smith; his predecessor, Luke Feck; managing editor Gary Kiefer; and city editor Mark Ellis—for their support. Thanks goes to our co-workers who pitched in and covered for us, allowing us to dedicate time to our investigation. Equal credit goes to our agent, James D. Frost, for helping us through the early drafts of the manuscript.




  Editors, whether they are at newspapers or a publishing house, are often viewed by writers as vicious people who seem to take great delight in mutilating copy: samurai editing, it is called. We were exceptionally lucky that our editor, Barbara Bergstrom, is a wonderful wordsmith and not the least bit vicious (although we believe she could be if properly provoked). Her help was instrumental to the publication of this book.




  Editorial Note. This book was written from the perspective of Columbus Dispatch reporters Robin Yocum and Catherine Candisky. There are some instances in the book where brief monologues or dialogues occur in which the reporters obviously were not present. These passages were recreated by the authors from interviews, police reports, court records, and other documents. Also, the names of two tipsters in chapter 10 were changed to honor their request to remain anonymous.













  
Introduction





  Most readers neither understand, nor care about, the behind-the-scenes efforts that result in a daily newspaper. As long as it arrives on their porch on time—and dry—they’re happy. Readers may be enraged by a report on corruption in city hall or saddened by a feature on the death of a child, but they rarely think about the process by which those stories came to appear on the front page. This is typical. We don’t consider the hours spent designing an engine when we get in our automobiles; rather, we simply expect them to go when we hit the accelerator. Similarly, readers open the pages of their town’s daily newspaper searching for items of interest to them; but funny or sad, significant or inane, personal or distant, what they read remains just a story.




  To a newspaper reporter, however, the story is everything. It is a newspaper’s very reason for existing. The story. It is often engrossing, but never all-encompassing. Something always happened before it, and something will certainly always come afterward. Tidbits of information trickle in past deadline, too late for that edition. Those morsels will be saved for the next day and the next story. Rumors and wild tales abound, containing snippets, tiny shards, of truth that are tucked away, put on hold until the next slow news day. Nothing ever comes in neat little packages.




  And as one story dies, another is born. Reporters sometimes even discard stories before they have run their course. An impatient lot, reporters are always searching for a better story. Their passion is also, and in no small way, an addiction. Stories, good stories, great stories, fuel reporters’ ofttimes gargantuan egos.




  Reporters feel a peculiar attraction to the seamier side of life. This inexplicable fascination with those who live their lives on the fringes of society produces fodder for the presses, the grist for the front-page by-lines. Stories of sin, sex, and slaughter captivate their readers.




  If a reporter could devise the perfect story, it would have every evil element, every conceivable angle—murder, sex of every variety, deceit, theft, embezzlement, insurance fraud, beautiful blondes, a playboy businessman, bumbling cops, scams, a stun-gun-toting doctor, drugs, innocent victims, and an international manhunt.




  Too perfect to be true—almost.




  The story started with a classic newspaper cliché, a tip from a secret source. On August 25, 1988, two reporters from The Columbus Dispatch reported the facts of a simple lawsuit. An insurance company claimed it had paid $1 million to a Columbus businessman upon the death of his partner. Now, they had begun to doubt that the corpse was who everyone had claimed him to be.




  Two reporters would unravel the mystery, an unbelievable story that contained all the elements. The Glendale, California, police scoffed at the reporters’ questions. How dare they imply that the department’s investigation had been anything short of thorough? There was nothing to investigate, police said, and therefore no story.




  But there was a story, a bizarre tale that would play itself out on the pages of the Dispatch for the next year.




  The story broke at a time when newspapers too often worried more about infographics, color reproduction, and bulletized nuggets of information than news stories. The late Ned Stout, a wonderfully skeptical and caustic reporter with the Dispatch, said the problem started when newspapers began referring to themselves as “products” instead of papers. Too many papers were forgetting their strengths—the ability to be insightful, probing, in-depth—and trying to be television news in print.




  The Just Sweats case, with all its twisted plots, was a great story. Day after day the antics of John Hawkins, Melvin Hanson, and Dr. Richard Boggs spread across the pages of the Dispatch. The stories dominated the news and conversations around Columbus. Extracting the facts from friends, relatives, and co-workers was sometimes agonizingly slow. The Dispatch gave us every resource available; early on metro editor Gary Kiefer said, simply, “Stay after it.”




  More than five years have passed since the story broke, but we are still regularly asked: “Couldn’t they have made a legitimate million with their business?”




  Yes.




  “So why did they throw it all away?”




  We don’t know.




  Nothing ever comes in neat little packages.
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  She didn’t have a regular beat, but pinch-hit wherever needed. One day she would be covering a drug trial in federal court, the next interviewing the mother of a teen-age homicide victim. This was fine with Catherine Candisky. She understood the pecking order, and dues had to be paid. After all, she was the youngest reporter—26—in The Columbus Dispatch newsroom, and the only woman assigned to the justice cluster, a close-knit group of five reporters who covered courts and cops.




  Although the pace was sometimes overwhelming, Candisky liked the diversity. It was a decent assignment and certainly better than the suburban bureau—“the burbs”—where she had spent the previous two-and-a-half years. The NeighborNews bureaus served as farm teams for the Dispatch, training grounds for promising reporters awaiting openings downtown. Candisky had been the only reporter in the East Side Bureau, and she usually cranked out ten or more stories for each weekly publication, covering suburban city councils, zoning commissions, and school boards. She moved downtown in March 1988 after cluster chief Bernie Karsko hired her as swingman on the justice cluster.




  On August 24, 1988, Karsko had pulled Mike Berens off the court beat to work full time on the capture of a rapist police had been after for several years. Candisky was assigned to make afternoon rounds at the courthouse. She shoved a notebook and a few pens into her briefcase, getting ready to head out for the Franklin County Courthouse.




  Two desks over, Duane St. Clair was on the telephone, squeezing the receiver between his ear and shoulder as he scrawled on a scrap of note paper. St. Clair, a political writer, studied the tip for a moment before offering it up. “Karsko, who’s doing courts?” St. Clair asked. “I just got a tip from a buddy of mine that might be worth checking out.”




  Karsko didn’t look up from the story he was editing. “Give it to Candisky,” he said, an unlit cigar bouncing from his mouth. “Berens is busy.”




  St. Clair rocked back in his chair and looked across the aisle. Candisky had heard the exchange and was ready to add it to her list of things to check out. “Are you going to swing down by the clerk’s office?” St. Clair asked, working over a piece of chewing gum.




  Candisky nodded. “Yeah. What have you got?” she asked, not expecting too much. If she had learned anything in her first few months downtown, it was that reporters held on to good tips. Only the bad ones were tossed up for grabs.




  “Take a look at the civil filings. A lawyer buddy of mine called and said there’s an interesting lawsuit filed against a guy named . . .” St. Clair glanced down at his scrawled note. “John Hawkins.”




  “Who is he?” Candisky asked, taking the note from St. Clair’s outstretched hand.




  St. Clair shrugged. “He didn’t say. He just laughed and said it was an interesting lawsuit and would probably make a good story.”




  “Is your buddy one of the lawyers on the case?”




  “No. He just said he’d heard about it.”




  She nodded. “I’ll check it out.”




  It was eighty-eight degrees, and as is typical for Columbus in August, miserably humid. Candisky elected to walk the six blocks to the Franklin County Hall of Justice, a modern structure that houses all the county courts, the sheriff’s department, and the jail. Candisky had been a pre-law student at Ohio State and had easily developed several sources at the court, where stories were plentiful. She preferred the courts to the cop beat.




  Candisky usually spent a couple of hours making rounds. It was after 3 P.M. when she finally made it to the clerk’s office in Common Pleas Court to check the civil filings. She found the lawsuit St. Clair had told her about—case number 88CV-08-5750—listed on a clipboard at the front counter.




  



  Farmers New World Life Insurance Company




  Plaintiff




  vs.




  John B. Hawkins




  Defendant




  


  

  She scribbled down the case number and asked a clerk for a copy of the lawsuit. Candisky was in a hurry to get back to the newsroom and, without even looking at the suit, stuffed it into her burgundy briefcase and started back to the paper.
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  As the deadline for the first edition neared, the normal newsroom chatter ceased as reporters hurried to finish their stories. A handful of editors roamed the newsroom, reading paragraphs over hunched shoulders and searching for front-page candidates, the merits of which would be debated in the five o’clock budget meeting.




  Candisky came off the elevator and walked down the narrow hall that emptied into the fifth-floor newsroom. She picked up her messages at the receptionist’s desk and meandered through the newsroom to her desk in the back. She sat down and pulled the copy of the lawsuit from her briefcase.




  It got to the point rather quickly.




  The man who died April 16, 1988, in the Glendale, California, office of Dr. Richard P. Boggs was not Melvin E. Hanson. Farmers had paid $1 million to his beneficiary, John B. Hawkins. The insurance company wanted its money back.




  The suit stated:






   Subsequent to Farmers’ issuance of the check to Hawkins, the California Department of Justice (“DOJ”) and Federal Bureau of Investigation (“FBI”) performed scientific analyses [sic] to compare the corpse’s fingerprints with known fingerprints of Hanson, and discovered that the corpse’s fingerprints did not match those of Hanson.




  . . . Farmers’ payment of One Million Dollars ($1,000,000) to Hawkins under Hanson’s insurance policies was made under a mistake of fact as to Hanson’s death.




  . . . Unless Hawkins is restrained from spending, transferring, encumbering or otherwise disposing of the insurance proceeds that were paid to him, and that rightfully belong to Farmers, Farmers will suffer irreparable harm for which there is no adequate remedy of law.







  On November. 13, 1987, the suit noted, just five months before his reported death, Hanson had executed a new will and disinherited his family. Hawkins became sole beneficiary and executor of Hanson’s estate.




  If the dead man wasn’t Hanson, Candisky wondered, who was he? She thumbed quickly through the lawsuit, but the corpse wasn’t identified. As deadline approached, she knew she had a good story, even though the lawsuit posed more questions than it answered.




  She had never heard of John B. Hawkins or Melvin E. Hanson. A check of the Dispatch’s computer library showed there was never an obituary on Hanson, but there had been one story with reference to the two men. The University of California at Los Angeles had sued the co-founders of Just Sweats, John B. Hawkins and Melvin E. Hanson, for trademark infringement. The company had apparently been selling sweat shirts bearing the university seal and the Bruin logo without paying royalties. Now the name Hawkins was a little more familiar to Candisky. She remembered seeing him in a Just Sweats television commercial. He was a handsome young man with curly brown hair, whose flexing biceps during the commercial had stuck in her mind.




  With no other background on either the man or the company, Candisky made a blind call to the Just Sweats headquarters. “Good afternoon. Just Sweats,” a woman said.




  “Yes. Could I speak with John Hawkins, please?”




  There was a moment of silence. “Just a minute.”




  A few minutes passed before another woman picked up the phone. “This is Melissa Mantz. Can I help you?”




  “Maybe,” Candisky said. “This is Cathy Candisky, I’m a reporter with the Dispatch and I’d like to speak with John Hawkins.”




  “He’s not here.”




  “Any idea when he might be back?”




  “He is no longer associated with Just Sweats. He doesn’t own the company anymore.”




  “Do you know where I can find him?”




  “No,” Mantz said, abruptly ending the conversation.




  Candisky thought Mantz had reacted somewhat harshly to a rather simple question. Scanning a Columbus phone book for Hawkins’s home number, she found a John B. Hawkins on Ellerdale Drive in northeast Columbus. No answer. She called Dr. Boggs’s office in California, but he was with a patient and couldn’t come to the phone. Candisky left her name and number, but the doctor never returned the call. She called Melvin D. Weinstein, the Columbus attorney who had filed the suit on behalf of Farmers, but he wasn’t in his office. It was past 5 P.M. Candisky knew she had to start writing if she wanted the story in the next day’s paper. She made one last call to the Glendale police and was referred to Christopher Loop, the department’s public relations officer. Loop acknowledged that the identity of the corpse was in question, but seemed unconcerned.




  “So you’re investigating the death?” Candisky asked.




  “No,” Loop stated. “You see, the coroner ruled the death was of natural causes, so there’s no need for any further investigation.”




  “But do you know who the dead guy was? Was it Hanson?”




  “No, the body has not been identified.”




  “Can you tell me anything about Dr. Boggs? Does he have any priors?”




  “I can’t tell you that. We’re not allowed to discuss prior records, but I’ll tell you he doesn’t have one and he’s considered a reputable doctor.”




  Thirty minutes later, Candisky was almost finished writing when she looked across the aisle at Karsko. He didn’t appear busy, and Candisky asked him to add her story to the budget.




  “Let me see that lawsuit,” Karsko said, chewing on an unlit cigar. He quickly read the suit and frowned, handing it back to Candisky. He didn’t appear too impressed.




  About six o’clock Candisky had finished polishing the story. She took a computer printout of it to her editor. “Bernie, do you want to read this?”




  Karsko shook his head. “Just put it in the basket.”




  Candisky put the story into the wire basket near the copy desk for the three or four copy editors who would check for errors in spelling, grammar, and style. Candisky was disappointed. No one seemed overly interested in the misidentified corpse. Without a pitch from her editor, the story would probably run on the obituary page.
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  Until downtown Columbus began revitalizing in the early 1980s and new buildings began dwarfing the old bricks, the sign was the most noticeable landmark in the downtown sky. Mounted on steel scaffolding atop the six-story building at 34 South Third Street, in blazing orange neon, was




  



  Dispatch




  Ohio’s




  Greatest




  Home Newspaper




  117 Years of Service




  


  

  Some people considered the sign a garish eyesore. But most viewed it as a piece of Columbus’s history, a landmark that had adorned the building top since 1925, looming above the state capitol building across the street. The Dispatch owners, the Wolfe family, had long prided themselves on being a family newspaper.




  The paper was formed as part of a cooperative venture of ten printers, who first published the Daily Dispatch on the afternoon of July 1, 1871, for a newsstand price of three cents. The partners formed the Dispatch Printing Company and went without pay for ten weeks to get the fledging publication started.




  Between that first issue and 1903, the Dispatch changed hands three times before it was purchased by Robert F. and Harry P. Wolfe. The Wolfe brothers had amassed a fortune as owners of the Wolfe Brothers Shoe Company, and two years earlier they had made their first venture into the publishing business with the purchase of the rival morning Ohio State Journal.




  The paper has remained in the possession of the Wolfe family since then, conservative as the buff stone building that houses it.




  The Dispatch was an afternoon giant with little competition for most of the 1900s. The Ohio State Journal and the afternoon Citizen were two dying papers by the time they merged to publish the first Citizen-Journal on November 9, 1959. The Dispatch, as part of joint operating agreement, published, delivered, and sold advertising for the morning paper, which also moved its offices into the Dispatch building.




  Columbus became a one-newspaper town on January 1, 1986. After twenty-six years the newspapers’ operating agreement expired and Scripps-Howard, which owned the Citizen-Journal, opted not to save the daily. It published its last paper on December 31, 1985. After nearly 115 years as an afternoon publication, the Dispatch published its first morning edition the next day. Soon afterward, the Dispatch Printing Company launched plans to build a $125 million printing plant on the far-west side of Columbus.




  The new facility was only two years from operation in the fall of 1988, and that night Candisky and half a dozen of her colleagues talked of its completion at the Mohawk Bar in German Village, a favorite of Dispatch staffers. Candisky had endured a hectic afternoon, so she finished her beer and left the tavern just after eleven that night.




  Her banana-yellow car bounced up brick-lined Mohawk Street and then over to Fourth. She whipped through the alley behind the Dispatch and left her car double-parked while she ran in to pick up an early edition at the security desk.




  Her story had bumped the rape story, Dan Quayle, and an article on the commotion being caused by the movie The Last Temptation of Christ to down below the fold! Candisky was thrilled. No matter how long they’ve been in the business, reporters yearn to have the lead story on the front page. Even reporters who work for the same paper constantly try to one-up each other to avoid having their stories buried inside the local section.




  The next morning, August 25, Melvin Weinstein picked up the Dispatch on his porch and stared in disbelief at the headline across the top of the front page.




  



  Wrong corpse at the heart of insurance suit




  




  He read the accompanying story.






   An insurance company wants to get back $1 million it paid on life policies bought by the former owner of Just Sweats, charging it was duped into paying his partner on the death of the wrong man.




  According to a suit filed Tuesday in Franklin County Common Pleas Court, a body identified as that of Melvin E. Hanson, 46, formerly of 1620 E. Broad St., Apt. 1001, is that of someone else. The suit also says Hanson’s partner, John B. Hawkins, 25, of 3741 Ellerdale Dr., had no right to collect on Hanson’s policies.




  The body has been cremated.




  Farmers New World Life Insurance Co. paid off on Hanson’s policies July 7 and wants Hawkins to repay $1 million with interest.




  The insurance company won a temporary restraining order yesterday from Judge Dale A. Crawford. The order prohibits Hawkins from spending the money.




  Hawkins also was ordered to provide an accounting of the money and turn over the $1 million to the court until the suit is settled. He was not at the hearing and was not represented by an attorney.




  A hearing to determine whether the order should be made permanent is scheduled for Sept. 6.




  In 1985, Hawkins and Hanson founded Just Sweats, a Columbus-based clothing company with corporate offices at 4369 E. Broad St. The company runs 10 stores in Franklin County.




  “Hawkins and Hanson no longer own the company,” said Melissa Mantz, company vice president. She refused to say when or under what circumstances the men left the business.




  According to the suit, the Washington-based insurance company issued a $500,000 life insurance policy to Hanson May 27, 1987. Hanson took out a second $500,000 policy on Oct. 7, 1987.




  Both policies named Hawkins as beneficiary.




  On Nov. 13, 1987, Hanson executed a will that named Hawkins beneficiary and executor of Hanson’s estate. In the will, he disinherited family members.




  Hanson reportedly died April 16, 1988.




  That day, police in Glendale, Calif., were called to the office of Dr. Richard Boggs. Officers were shown a corpse that Boggs said was Hanson, according to court records.




  Boggs told police that Hanson had come to his office and died of an apparent heart attack, court records say.




  Police photographed and fingerprinted the corpse, and the body was taken to the Los Angeles County Coroner’s office for an autopsy, court records say.




  On April 17, the body was released to Hawkins, as executor of Hanson’s estate, according to court records. The coroner signed a death certificate for Hanson, but a ruling on the cause of death was deferred pending tests.




  The body was later cremated, court records say.




  On April 29, Hawkins submitted a proof of death statement to the insurance company stating Hanson had died April 16 in Boggs’s office.




  The coroner later ruled the cause of death as “non-specific focal myocarditis,” an inflammation of the heart.




  On July 7, the insurance company paid off Hanson’s life insurance policies, issuing a $1 million check to Hawkins. The check was cashed by Hawkins, court records say.




  An investigation conducted by Glendale police, however, later revealed that the corpse was not that of Hanson, said Christopher Loop, department spokesman.




  A friend of Hawkins and Hanson said yesterday, “Gene (Hanson) went out to L.A. and he never came back.”




  Boggs failed to return calls to The Dispatch. Hawkins could not be reached for comment.




  




  “You’ve gotta be kidding,” Weinstein said to himself. As attorney with the Columbus law firm Emens Herd Keggler & Ritter, Weinstein represented Farmers New World Life Insurance Company. He wasn’t too keen about the publicity. The thought of his client’s misfortune being scrutinized by the Dispatch made him queasy.




  Weinstein threw the paper aside and started his daily run through the shaded streets of his suburban Bexley neighborhood. As he rounded the corner from Maryland to Stanberry, his Walkman blared the 7 A.M. WTVN radio news.




  “Farmers Insurance Company suing the co-founder of Just Sweats for $1 million.”




  Weinstein doubled over as if in pain. Aloud, he said, “This is not good.”
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  Candisky walked through the loading dock at 9:15 A.M. that Thursday, running fifteen minutes late, as usual. She took the back elevator to the fifth floor and grabbed a home final from a stack on a file cabinet in the photo department.




  Over a cup of coffee at her desk, she re-read the story for any glaring deletions or additions the copy editors might have made. Like most reporters, Candisky had a general mistrust of copy editors, who considered and themselves as the last line of defense between the reporters their split infinitives, and the trusting reader. Since Candisky hadn’t had any messages from work when she got home the night before, the copy desk either understood her story perfectly or had made wholesale changes, a frequent occurrence that made reporters grind their teeth. Another minor victory: the story seemed in order.




  Across the aisle, Karsko was already working on Friday’s budget. “Candy,” he growled, not looking up from his computer. She was never quite sure if he knew her real name or just thought the hated nickname was easier to remember. Candisky put down her paper and walked over to Karsko’s desk. “What do you have for tomorrow?” he asked.




  She didn’t know. Her story had broken so late the day before that she hadn’t had time to think about a follow-up. At the Dispatch, you could win a Pulitzer Prize and be declared God of all Journalism on Monday, but without a story for Tuesday’s paper you were in the doghouse. Thinking aloud, she responded. “Well, I’ve got some people I’d like to talk to, and I’m still trying to get an interview with Hawkins. Maybe . . .”




  “Cathy,” reporter Scott Powers interrupted from across the newsroom. “Telephone.”




  “Who is it?”




  He shrugged and covered the receiver with his palm. “She wouldn’t say. She said she wants to talk to you about Just Sweats.”




  Candisky wedged the phone between her shoulder and cheek while opening a notebook. “This is Cathy,” she said.




  “Are you the reporter who wrote this article about Just Sweats?”




  “Yes.”




  “Why didn’t you write about all the money those two embezzled?” the woman demanded, as if to imply Candisky was protecting Hawkins and Hanson.




  Candisky scrawled “embezzlement” on the pad. “Embezzlement? I didn’t know about any embezzlement. ‘Those two,’ you mean Hawkins and Hanson?”




  “Yes, Hawkins and Hanson. They’re crooks, both of them. This story doesn’t tell half of what these guys were into.”




  The woman sounded like a jilted girlfriend, like someone with an ax to grind.




  Candisky tried to wrestle back control of the conversation. “When did they embezzle money? Do you know?”




  “Wait a minute.”




  The reporter heard the caller muffle the receiver and say, “She wants to know when they stole the money and how much they took.” Then the informant continued.




  “Hanson stole a bunch of money from the company last January or February, like $2 million, right before he left.”




  “Left? Left for where?”




  “He went to California. He had some heart problem and he was dying, at least that’s what he said. And Hawkins, he stole money from the company right before he left.”




  “That’s interesting,” Candisky said, taking down the information. “Who are you talking to?”




  “My roommate. She works there.”




  Scott Powers slipped a note on her desk. “Caller waiting. Wants to talk about Just Sweats.” Candisky signaled Powers to ask the caller to wait.




  “Can you put your roommate on the phone?”




  “She doesn’t want to get involved.”




  “Tell her she doesn’t have to give me her name.”




  “She’s scared. These guys are crazy.”




  “I understand that, but I don’t know who she is. I just want to ask her a few questions. I’ll need her help to track down this embezzlement.”




  Candisky strained to listen as the caller tried to persuade her roommate to come to the phone. “Sorry. She’s too scared.”




  “Okay. I suppose you’re not going to give me your name, either.”




  “No. No way. I can’t get involved. But there’s a lot more. If I find out anything else I’ll call you back.”




  Candisky scratched out a few more notes—con artists, keep digging, only scratched the surface—then took the next call. “Are you going to write any more stories about John Hawkins?” a male voice asked.




  “Planning to. You know him?”




  “Sort of. I have some information about him if you’re interested.”




  “Sure. I’m interested in anything you want to tell me.”




  “Did you know Hanson ripped off the company big time before he quit?”




  “I’d heard something about it. Someone told me they stole $2 million, Hawkins and Hanson. You’re saying it was just Hanson?” The man didn’t answer for several seconds. “Are you still there?” Candisky asked.




  “Yes,” he said in a hushed tone. “It was just Hanson. It was right before he went to California”




  “When did he go to California?”




  “Earlier this year. He told us he was dying and moving to Los Angeles. Then he took the money and booked. Hawkins was on vacation. When he came back and found out Gene had ripped off the money, Hawkins went ballistic. Hanson about put him out of business. Call Just Sweats. Everyone at the office knows about it.”




  “You must work for Just Sweats, right?” Candisky asked. The phone went dead. “Evidently,” she said to herself. As she started back over to talk to Karsko, Powers again held a telephone receiver in the air. “No big deal. I don’t have any stories to write,” Powers said with a grin.




  She smiled and took the phone. “This is Cathy.”




  “Yeah, about the story in today’s paper. Where did you get your information?”




  Candisky rolled her eyes. This caller was looking for an argument.




  “Mostly from the lawsuit.”




  “Man, I’m telling you, this is such total bullshit. How do you get off writing a story like this? Gene Hanson is dead. He had AIDS.”




  “AIDS? How do you know that?”




  “That’s what he told everyone at Just Sweats.”




  “I thought he was dying of a heart condition.”




  “He told people both stories. At first he said he had a bad heart, but everyone suspected he had AIDS. He looked terrible and told a couple of people he had AIDS.”




  “How did he get AIDS?”




  “I’m pretty sure he was gay. He never flaunted it or anything, but I think he was. But trust me, Gene Hanson is dead. The guy was a zombie. When he left town in January he looked liked the living dead. I’m surprised he made it to California and lived as long as he did.”




  The calls, all anonymous, kept coming. Most conveyed an obvious bitterness or outright hatred toward Hawkins. It was nearly 11 A.M. before Candisky got a break. Her coffee, untouched, had long gone cold. She took a breath and slouched in her chair. “That’s unbelievable,” she said. “I thought that phone was growing out of my ear. I’ve never had so many calls about one story.”




  “Getting anything good?” Powers asked.




  “I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve talked to people all morning and not one of them would give me a name. Nothing is confirmed, but it looks like Hawkins and Hanson embezzled from their own company, and Hanson had AIDS or a bad heart, or both. One thing’s for sure, these guys have some enemies.”




  Candisky found her notebook listing for Hawkins on Ellerdale Drive. After the phone had rung three or four times, Candisky figured no one was home and was about to hang up when a man answered, sounding as if he had just woke up. “Hi. This is Cathy Candisky at the Dispatch. Is this John Hawkins?”




  The man’s laugh was groggy. “No. John is not here. This is Erik DeSando; I’m John’s roommate. Is there something I can help you with?”




  “Maybe, but I really wanted to talk to John.”




  “That might be tough. I don’t think John’s going to be around for a while,” DeSando chuckled.




  Candisky missed the joke. She wondered why DeSando seemed amused by her questions.




  “Well, I was trying to get a hold of him for a follow-up to today’s story.”




  “Story? What story?”




  “Haven’t you seen today’s paper?”




  “No. Is there a story about John?”




  “Yeah, on the front page.”




  “No kidding. What’s it say?”




  Candisky thought it odd that Hawkins’s roommate didn’t know about the lawsuit, but she didn’t press him. He was probably just feeling her out to see what she knew, and Candisky didn’t mind playing along. “It’s about a lawsuit an insurance company filed. Evidently John received a million dollars last summer as beneficiary in Melvin Hanson’s life insurance policy.”




  “That’s right.”




  “Well, the insurance company claims Mr. Hanson isn’t dead and they want the money back.”




  “Whoa! You’re shittin’ me. They’re saying Gene isn’t dead? You’ve got to be kidding me. Gene’s dead. He died last April out in L.A.”




  “The insurance company claims it wasn’t Hanson who died.”




  DeSando laughed. “If it wasn’t Gene, then who was it?”




  “No one seems to know. What do you think?”




  “Christ, that’s ridiculous. It was Gene. John went out and had the body cremated himself.”




  “Well, I’m just trying to piece all this together and it’s pretty confusing. I’m hoping that John can straighten it out for me. The people out at Just Sweats told me he had left the company, but that’s all they’ll say. Do you know what he did with the insurance money?”




  “The money sat in the bank for a little bit. Then one weekend he took it and left. I don’t know where he is.”




  Candisky didn’t believe him. Certainly DeSando knew the whereabouts of his roommate. No one just disappears.




  “You really don’t know where he is?”




  “No. I really don’t,” he replied.




  “When was the last time you saw him?”




  “It was maybe two weeks after he got the money—on a Saturday, the middle of July sometime, I think.”




  “And he just left without saying where he was going?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Isn’t that a bit odd?”




  “Not really, but you had to know John. He was like that. This is a slow time of year for the company and John was pretty far in debt. You knew that, didn’t you?” he asked, as if to assure himself he hadn’t revealed too much.




  “I’d heard,” Candisky bluffed.




  “John was stressed out. Every day he had creditors on his back. It was just getting to be too much and he wanted to take some time off and enjoy the insurance money. He said he might take a cruise around the world. He might be back in a year, he might never come back.”




  Candisky sensed that hers wasn’t the first call DeSando had fielded for his former roommate. She thought DeSando truly believed that Hanson was dead, but certainly he had some idea of Hawkins’s whereabouts.




  “So how can I get hold of John?” Candisky asked, making a final pitch for an interview.




  “I swear I don’t know where he is, but I might see him this weekend in Las Vegas.”




  “Vegas?”




  DeSando explained that Friday he was leaving on a gambling junket and hoped to hook up with his old roommate in Las Vegas. Hawkins’s mother—identified by DeSando as Jackie—worked in one of the casinos. She had told DeSando that Hawkins might come in for the weekend.




  “So Hawkins might be there?” Candisky asked.




  “Yeah, I hope. Listen, I can’t talk right now. I’ve got to get to work. I’m already late.”




  Candisky kept DeSando on the phone long enough to set up an appointment for nine that night. She hoped that DeSando, in a face-to-face interview, would part with a few more details. He obviously knew more than he was telling.
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  Cathy Candisky came back from reviewing the lawsuit in the quiet of the newspaper’s morgue and found a pink telephone-message slip on her desk. Farmers’ attorney Melvin Weinstein had returned her call from the previous day. Candisky punched in the first three numbers for Weinstein but then hung up the phone. Better to call Shelly Navarre first, Candisky thought. She would be more likely to talk than an attorney.




  Candisky had found Navarre’s name on a letter attached to the lawsuit as an exhibit. Dated July 7, 1988, and addressed to Hawkins’s attorney, Richard A. Curtin, the letter stated:






   Dear Mr. Curtin,




  We have concluded our routine evaluation of this claim. Enclosed you will find a check in the amount of $1,000,000.00 payable to John Hawkins, which represents the proceeds payable on the above policies.




  We appreciate your patience and the cooperation shown by your client during our review of this claim. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at the Home Office address indicated above.




  Sincerely,




  Shelly Navarre




  Life Claims Supervisor







  Navarre had to know more than what was mentioned in the lawsuit. The sooner Candisky got hold of Navarre, the better. Company attorneys would certainly warn Navarre and her colleagues against commenting about pending litigation. Candisky flipped through the lawsuit until she found Navarre’s letter to Hawkins, and on it the number for Farmers in Mercer Island, Washington.




  “May I speak to Shelly Navarre?” Candisky asked, careful not to identify herself as a reporter until she knew who was on the other end. Navarre might hesitate to reveal anything if her colleagues knew she was talking a reporter.




  “This is she.”




  “Hello, Ms. Navarre. This is Cathy Candisky. I’m a reporter with the Dispatch in Columbus, Ohio, and I was calling about Melvin Hanson. His death was somehow faked and you folks have filed suit against his beneficiary, John Hawkins. Are you familiar with the case?”




  Navarre laughed. “I know about it all right. I handled that claim. How did you get my name?”




  “A letter you wrote to John Hawkins was included in the lawsuit,” Candisky said.




  “Oh. Are you going to write a story about it?”




  “There was one in this morning and I’m working on a follow-up. That’s why I’m calling. I was hoping you might give me a little guidance. This thing is awfully confusing. Do you have a few minutes?




  “Sure.”




  “I’m not sure I know where to start. Any idea what happened to Hanson? Is he really dead?”




  “The million-dollar question, so to speak. I wish I could tell you, but we don’t know what happened to him. The only thing that’s certain is he wasn’t the man who died in Dr. Boggs’s office.”




  “Who did?”




  “We don’t know. To my knowledge he’s never been identified. We compared a picture of Hanson and his fingerprints to the corpse. It definitely wasn’t the same guy.”




  Navarre’s candor surprised Candisky. The reporter had fully expected the claims agent either to hang up on her or to regurgitate some prewritten company line. Navarre was a continent away from Columbus, Ohio, and that probably worked to Candisky’s advantage. People who don’t want their words to appear in the local paper will clam up to the hometown press, but will often be more talkative with out-of-town reporters. To a claims agent in Washington state, a reporter with The Columbus Dispatch probably seemed distant and harmless.




  “Is this Dr. Boggs involved? What do you know about him?” Candisky pressed.




  “He’s involved all right,” Navarre said definitively. “You should see the phony records he put together. Hanson applies for this life insurance and he’s in perfect health, has been for years, according to the physical Boggs gave him. He hadn’t gone to a doctor in years, then in March—boom, boom, boom, bad heart, bad heart, bad heart. He goes to see Boggs three times the month before he supposedly died. You should see all the bills Boggs submitted. He even sent us a bill for treating Hanson the morning he ‘died.’ It was obviously a joke.”




  “So what about the guy in Boggs’s office. How did he die? He certainly didn’t drop dead for their convenience.”




  “Obviously not, but we really don’t know how he died,” she said. “I think he was murdered, plain and simple. And, if I had to bet, I’d say he was drugged, maybe by some kind of injection that induced a heart attack.”




  “Interesting theory. I suppose Boggs is in a position to know which drugs couldn’t be traced.”




  “Exactly.”




  “So how did you guys figure out it wasn’t Hanson?”




  “It had all the signs of a fraud. The policies were new, all the visits to the doctor just before he died. I thought something wasn’t quite right, so I asked the police in Glendale to compare photographs and fingerprints.”




  “You asked for the comparisons? Glendale police didn’t initiate that?”




  “No, I asked. When they got a copy of his driver’s license and looked at the photo, half of the detectives thought it wasn’t Hanson, and the other half were positive it wasn’t him.”




  “Maybe I’m missing something here. If you guys were so sure that this was a fraud, why did you pay Hawkins?”




  Navarre chuckled. “Good question,” she said, as if to imply that the decision hadn’t been hers. “There really was no reason to hold the check. At the time, the police said there was no question about identity and the coroner ruled death by natural causes. We had to pay it. By the time the police figured it out, we’d already mailed the check.”




  “I’d like to get hold of someone in Hanson’s family. Did you ever talk to them?”




  “No, but hold on and I’ll check. I think they’re from somewhere in Florida,” she said. “Oh, here’s something I forgot about. Hawkins tried to collect on a $15,000 corporate policy Hanson had; he wasn’t even the beneficiary. He said he was executor of Hanson’s will and therefore entitled to the money. We refused to pay that one.”




  “Who was the beneficiary?” Candisky asked.




  “Some guy named Cecil Tanner from Atlanta”




  “Did you pay him?”




  “No. He’s never filed a claim.”




  “Is Cecil Tanner related to Hanson?”




  “Don’t think so.”




  “Okay. Well, what about Hanson’s family? Are any of their names listed in your records?”




  “Yes. Let’s see. Here it is, his father is a Cecil Hanson. He lives in Jacksonville.”




  “Terrific, Shelly. You’ve been a big help. Thanks. I’ll keep you posted.”




  Candisky called information for Atlanta. There was no listing for a Cecil Tanner, but the operator found numbers for two individuals named “C. Tanner.” Candisky got answers at both, but neither was Cecil Tanner.




  She then called information for Jacksonville and located a Cecil Hanson. An older, raspy-voiced man answered the phone.




  “Sir, I’m trying to locate Cecil Hanson.”




  “I’m Cecil Hanson.”




  “Are you Melvin E. Hanson’s father?”




  “Why?” the man asked, his voice turning defensive. “What’s this about? Who is this?”




  “My name is Cathy Candisky. I’m a newspaper reporter in Columbus, Ohio, and I’m trying to locate the father of Melvin Hanson.”




  “Why?”




  “Well, that’s a little hard to explain. Are you Mr. Hanson’s father?”




  There were a few moments of silence as the elder Hanson mulled over the question. “Yes. I’m his father. So what’s this about? What do you want from me?”




  “Has anybody talked to you about your son lately?”




  “No. Hell no. I haven’t talked to Melvin in fifteen years. Why? Has he gotten himself in some kind of trouble?”




  “I’m not really sure what’s going on,” Candisky said, stumbling for a way to tell him that his son might be dead. “Melvin supposedly died last April. But now police don’t believe it was your son who died. No one knows where he is and I’m trying to track him down.”




  “Dead? Hmm . . . Well, like I said, I haven’t seen Melvin in some fifteen years.” Candisky wondered if her words had sunk in. “Melvin was kind of a strange boy, the way he left his family and never communicated with us.”




  “I’m not sure where this story is going, but if I find out any more about your son, I’ll give you a call. If you hear anything about Melvin, I’d appreciate a call.”




  “I don’t expect I will, but if I do, yeah, I’ll give you a call.”




  Candisky made another call to Just Sweats and this time asked for Ed Laramee. Earlier in the day, Ron Hatch, an advertising executive for the Dispatch who handled the Just Sweats account, had told Candisky that Laramee was now running the business. Hatch had met Laramee on several occasions, but couldn’t offer much other information, except that Just Sweats was evidently having some serious financial problems. The Dispatch would accept the company’s advertising on a cash-only basis, Hatch said.




  Candisky got through to Laramee on her first try. “I’ll tell you what I can, but there’s a lot I don’t know,” he admitted slowly, in a barely audible tone.




  Laramee said he had been hired as an accountant by Hawkins five months earlier. When Hawkins left town July 16, Laramee became president of a company in deep financial trouble. “We really had to scramble to keep our creditors happy,” Laramee said. “Are you going to be in the office later?” Candisky said she would. “I’ll probably be giving you a call in a little while. There’s a lot going on right now and I’ve got to talk to our attorneys. I’ll call you later.”
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  The afternoon mirrored the morning. When Candisky got off the phone with one person, another was waiting. She hadn’t even started writing by nearly four o’clock when Robert Smith, an assistant prosecutor for Franklin County, came on the line returning her call. Smith handled white-collar crime for the prosecutor’s office, and Candisky had called to see if they were investigating the allegations of insurance fraud and embezzlement against Hawkins and Hanson. After grilling Candisky for details of what she had learned about the case, Smith acknowledged that the prosecutor was investigating a possible embezzlement. The possible insurance fraud had just come to Smith’s attention, he said, assuring the reporter those allegations would also be looked into. But Smith had evaded many of Candisky’s questions, making her suspect that his investigation had started during their telephone conversation. Police and prosecutors hate to be outmaneuvered by reporters and will often claim investigations are in progress just to save face. The status of Smith’s case didn’t concern Candisky. His comments would give credibility to the allegations she would make in her story.




  Candisky now had enough details for a story, but the constant interruptions had given her no time to write.




  Her struggle had not gone unnoticed by Mark Ellis, the general assignment cluster chief. The ten-year veteran reporter could see Candisky was overwhelmed. He waited near her desk until she was off the phone.




  “Pretty busy?”




  “Swamped.”




  “Want some help?”




  “I’d love some.”




  Ellis had a staff of five general assignment reporters, but they were all busy. He walked across the newsroom to see if anyone on the special-projects desk was free. Reporters on the projects desk worked on long-term assignments, but usually were available in a pinch. Ellis returned to Candisky a few minutes later. “Bob Ruth and Robin Yocum are both free. Who do you want?”




  Candisky, already back on the telephone, dropped the receiver below her chin and thought for a minute. She had been downtown only for a few months, but she was well aware of the slash-and-tear reputation on which Bob Ruth prided himself. He had earned the nickname “Chain-saw“ for his aggressive manner in chasing down a story. Candisky feared he would take over her story. She decided on the unknown but lesser evil. “How about Yocum?”




  Yocum was hesitant. A former police reporter who was usually eager to help on a story—and this was obviously a good one—Yocum was also well aware of the reputation of the projects desk. Many fellow reporters considered the projects boys prima donnas, reporters who sometimes spent weeks and months on a story while the rest of the newsroom was cranking them out daily. Yocum didn’t want to appear like a vulture, ready to swoop in and strip the meat off a good story. “I don’t mind helping,” Yocum said. “But only if she really needs it.”




  “She’s buried,” Ellis said. “Let’s go.”




  At 32, Yocum had been at the Dispatch for eight years, the last three as the senior reporter on the projects desk. He had spent four years covering the police department under Karsko before newsroom reorganization established the projects desk. Yocum and Candisky spent a few minutes discussing the case and the next day’s story.




  Yocum had read Candisky’s first story and was familiar with the lawsuit. “What’s your follow?” Yocum asked.




  “I’m not sure. I’ve got lots of tidbits that need to be pulled together. I talked to the claims agent for Farmers and she gave me lots of leads.”




  “Did she say why the insurance company paid Hawkins if they didn’t know who the dead guy was?”




  “She said they had no reason not to pay it. It wasn’t until after they mailed it that they found out it wasn’t Hanson.”




  “Okay, so we’ve got some comment from the insurance company. What about Hawkins or Hanson? Have you found them?”




  “Hanson’s dead, supposedly, and Hawkins is out of town, I guess. No one says for sure. I did talk to Hanson’s father. He hasn’t seen his son for fifteen years, but he did give me a few quotes.”




  “So, what can we hang a story on? What’s your best hook?”




  “The prosecutor’s office says they’re investigating an embezzlement from the company. Supposedly, Hanson ran off with $1.8 million earlier this year. But I don’t have any solid details and I’m waiting to hear back from Laramee, the guy who’s running the company now.”




  Yocum suggested he put together a chart showing the chronology of events from the time Just Sweats was formed in 1985 to the filing of the lawsuit. Candisky started writing a story on Hanson’s alleged embezzlement.




  As they were finishing up, about 5:15 P.M., Laramee finally called Candisky back, this time on conference call with Just Sweats’ attorney Austin P. Wildman. Laramee said that within the hour Just Sweats had filed for protection from its creditors under Chapter 11 of the federal bankruptcy laws. The clerk’s office was closed, making a copy of the filing unavailable, but Wildman offered to answer any questions. Candisky was unfamiliar with bankruptcy proceedings, so the filing caught her off guard. Only a few questions came to mind, and Wildman answered them all. The company owed $2.3 million and had assets valued at $1.4 million. The bankruptcy filing was designed to give the company time to reorganize without pressure from creditors.




  Wildman also confirmed there had been embezzlement from the company, but remained vague when Candisky pressed him on the details. “I heard Hanson and Hawkins took $2 million. Is that right?” she asked.




  After a pause, Wildman said, “The persons and amounts are inaccurate,” he said.




  “How much was it?”




  “That’s really all I can tell you.”




  “What about Hawkins? I’ve heard he took money from the company before he left town in July.”




  “Again, I really can’t say anymore.”




  Candisky passed a note to Yocum. “J.S. filed for B-ruptcy.”




  Yocum went across the aisle to Ellis. “Just Sweats just filed for bankruptcy. Do you want a separate story or do you want it in with the embezzlement?”




  “Better merge it. Put the bankruptcy angle up high. We’re getting close to crunch time and we don’t have that much space tomorrow.”




  Candisky got off the phone with Wildman and Laramee. Her interview had been the journalistic equivalent of a root canal. “What did he say?” Yocum asked.




  “Not too damn much. They filed for Chapter 11 to keep the creditors at bay. He said they can keep their stores open, but they have to file a plan to repay their creditors.”




  “Did they have to file because Hawkins took the insurance money and booked?”




  “He wouldn’t say.”




  “How about the embezzlement? Was that part of the insurance scam?”




  “I told him we had heard that Hawkins and Hanson had embezzled $2 million from the company in January. He said . . . ,” she looked over her notes, “ ‘the persons and the amounts are inaccurate.’ But he wouldn’t tell me how much, and he wouldn’t call it an embezzlement.”




  Yocum looked over the notes Candisky had typed onto the computer screen. “If he said it wasn’t an embezzlement, what exactly did he call it?” he asked.




  “A misunderstanding.”




  “A $2 million misunderstanding?”




  She shrugged. “I’m just telling you what he told me.”




  “Ellis wants one story with the bankruptcy stuff up high.”




  As Candisky inserted the bankruptcy information into the story, Yocum called Wildman to see if he could pry any more details out of him. After listening to Candisky’s fruitless interview, Yocum had expected Wildman either to spew forth lawyerly rhetoric, or simply to refuse to answer any questions. But without Laramee on the phone, Wildman apparently felt more at liberty to talk.




  Wildman explained that Hawkins, the sole owner of Just Sweats, had simply abandoned the company. Hawkins left town in July, saying he was going to be gone for a couple of days on a buying trip, but he never returned. “We don’t know where in the hell he went,” Wildman said. “I don’t know if the pressure got to him or what. He just took off and left us in a hell of a bind. We spent weeks just trying to get control of the company. When Hawkins left there wasn’t anyone who could even sign a check. John finally sent a letter giving Melissa Mantz power of attorney and explained how he wanted the ownership of the company divided.”




  “And you never heard from him after he left?” Yocum asked.




  “Oh yeah, he called a couple of times. Once he said he wanted to come back and resume control of the company because he had all these great ideas. I told him to forget it. ‘If you come back, everyone’s going to walk out. They won’t work for you anymore, John, and neither will the bank.’ That was the last we heard from him. As for the lawsuit, I’m as confused as you are. But I don’t believe this ‘Gene’s not dead’ crap. He’d been sick for months. He’s dead.”




  “Did Hanson embezzle money from the company before he left?”




  Wildman drew a deep breath when Yocum posed that sensitive question. “I don’t think it was an embezzlement. Gene was leaving and he took what he thought he was entitled to, which just about bankrupted the company. John talked to him, explained what the company was actually worth, and Gene gave most of the money back. That’s all there was to it.”




  “Who owns Just Sweats now?”




  “As of a couple of hours ago, Fifth Third Bank and the rest of the creditors.”




  Candisky’s rewrite of the Just Sweats story featured the latest information on the Chapter 11 bankruptcy filing. The reporter also topped the story with a double by-line: Catherine Candisky and Robin Yocum. She told Ellis that since the work would be a team effort, all stories should carry both names. Ellis agreed.
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