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About This Book
 
A bunch of kids playing in quicksand (!!!) discovering a body, a big bust going down, a shrewd man getting back at the court system, a clever bank robbery, a false charge of abduction, a man driving himself to his sentencing, and two newly added stories. All "lite" mysteries that should warm a winter’s night, or chill a summer’s morning.  A series of stories by Jack Burbank as he cut his teeth into the field of writing in the early days.  His proudest short story, "Ballard", leads off the pack about a Sherlock Holmes type of mind with a very observant eye.
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Ballard
 
by Jack Burbank
 
 
 
 
Inspector Ballard entered the grand dining room unannounced and unexpected, but that was to be expected. Surveying the scene and surmising the guests, Ballard mentally photographed every expression and demeanor displayed by each at the very moment his arrival registered.  The exact shade of brown-red pooled by the blood was compared to a carefully memorized chart, concluding to him beyond a doubt that the shot was fired less than a half hour earlier, but not less than twenty-two minutes.  The fallen body suggested an angle of thirty-three degrees, or thereabouts, from the main entrance, reported to be the location from which the shot rang out, thus quickly dispelling that report.  Obviously, the murderer fired from the secondary door, some thirty feet down the hallway to Ballard’s left.  It opened to the hallway leading to the kitchen and was directly across from the rest rooms.  Ballard studied the lines from both entries and confirmed the bullet was not fired from where everyone thought, the main entry.
 
He turned back to the body, studying each minute detail. The entry hole told him it was a .22 caliber, and the exit hole confirmed it was not a hollow point.  The victim’s frozen expression and eyes validated unmistakably that there was only momentary pain.  The shooter was a marksperson.
 
Ballard moved swiftly to the victim’s wife, first to console, secondly to inquire.
 
“Madam,” Ballard offered, “may I express my deepest sympathy at such a delicate moment.  I’m so sorry for the death of your husband.”
 
Mrs. Fitzgerald slowly turned to Ballard in amazement.  Stunned, her words came slowly, quietly.
 
“How did you know I was his wife?”
 
Ballard bowed his head slightly in modesty.
 
“His boutonniere matched your dress, the slight remnant of lipstick on his left cheek, your lipstick, the matching wedding bands, the matching “F” monogram on your purse and his shirt cuff, your obvious severely distraught countenance, the respectful distance from you kept by all guests but for the hostess, similar depth of mid-winter tans suggesting a recently shared vacation… so many reasons.”  His hand twirled at the never-ending list.
 
The logic, so simple yet pure and rifle-accurate took her aback, momentarily distracting her from the terrible tragedy that had enveloped the room.  Her eyes settled on Ballard’s, her heart relaxed.
 
“Your reputation would appear well earned,” she complimented.  “May we expect this murder to be solved as quickly as your legend would suggest?”
 
Ballard grimaced at the well-intentioned flattery.  He wondered just how quickly legend might suggest.  And if anyone present would really expect such a speedy resolution in this case.
 
“I merely observe,” Ballard condescended.  “The courts will determine whether it was solved.”
 
As he spoke these words, Ballard’s keen eyes looked beyond Mrs. Fitzgerald ever so slightly.  A huge, partially etched wall mirror between both entries reflected the guests without them realizing Ballard was studying them.  He astutely observed every move, every reaction, and every expression.  With each of their images fixed in his mind, he turned to face everyone, noting anyone who might change even in the slightest.
 
Only one did.
 
“Call me a syllogist,” Ballard remarked to Mrs. Fitzgerald as he turned his attention back to her exclusively.  “Nothing more.”
 
Mrs. Fitzgerald looked at him askance.  “A what-a-gist?” she queried as Ballard moved on to observe the second doorway slightly further on.  She expected no answer.
 
The waiters and waitresses were collected inside close to this entrance, obviously the main passage for their kitchen sojourns.  The shooting had brought their chores to a sudden halt and now they fidgeted, cloistering with each other until some further direction would be received.  Ballard approached them while looking over the buffet.  A double-boiler of goulash had spilled over its side, otherwise the presentation was immaculate.
 
“Did any of you see the shooter?” he asked broadly, of everyone.
 
Some shrugged, some hunched and some wanted to be of help.  None answered.
 
“Most of us were at the main entrance,” the gold-striped, epauletted obviously captain explained, “we were wheeling in the buffet carts at the time.  We had parked the carts here and we all moved to the end of the room, waiting to take our stations when the photographer finished.”
 
“The photographer hadn’t finished yet, so we waited down that end of the room for a little bit.”  With only one gold stripe under her epaulet, the attractive respondent was likely second-in-command.  There were no more epaulets in the crowd.
 
“What, exactly, was being photographed?”  Ballard was wasting no time.
 
“The last of the family groups, I think,” offered the assistant.  Still attractive.
 
“Was this family group facing the main entrance?” Ballard asked.
 
“No,” she responded attractively, “they were huddled together with their backs to the entrances.  The photographer had set up in the middle of the room, facing them.”
 
Ballard got the picture even without seeing the film in the camera, thinking that explanation might account for the false report.  Addressing the group of waiters and waitresses he asked, “Where did you hear the shot come from?”
 
Six pointing hands went up.  Six slightly different directions, but generally in the direction the main entry, just in front of where the last family group was getting shot.  Legitimately, that is.  But one hand pointed elsewhere, to the end of the food warmers.  It was the most attractive of hands.  Ballard knew she was most correct as well.
 
“Did you see the shooter when you turned?”  The only witness to correctly identify the origin of the shot, she was the only one Ballard cared to hear from at the moment and he knew he was getting close.  He stared intently at the girl, hoping she would solve the case just that quickly.
 
“No,” she replied hesitantly, “I turned to look… to see what the noise was, but I saw nothing.  Too many people were blocking my view.  Maybe someone was behind them.  Actually… I wondered if the sound had really come from the main doors, but my first inclination was that it came from that far wall, next to the serving line.”
 
“Did you know what had just happened?” Ballard pressed.
 
“No.  Not at first.  Then there were screams, gasps.  Then scuffling.  Then someone shouted that he’d been shot.  I almost fainted.”
 
The picture was clear in Ballard’s mind.  Everyone’s attention focused on the last family group being shot by the photographer just a few feet in front of them.  Both entryway doors were open.  The large, cavernous function room, floor to ceiling draperies on the far wall and window side, rich, hard paneling on the opposite sides, the large mirror bisecting the wall between the two entryways.  But who else would have known the effect such a layout would have on the report of a gunshot?  Could anyone have planned this?
 
“Does anyone here suspect any particular person?”  He directed his question as if he had their confidence and trust.
 
But they all shook their heads.
 
“It seemed the entire crowd was looking our way.”  The floor captain had stepped forward.  “They all seemed to think one of us fired the gun.  Why?  I don’t know, can’t imagine.”
 
“Well,” the assistant explained, “I guess they all thought the shot came from where we were standing.”  Her observation was correct.  Theirs wasn’t.  “Most of us standing here thought the shot came from the main entry, but they all turned to our direction immediately.  Echo, or something.”
 
Nodding appreciation, Ballard moved on returning to the crowd of guests.  He moved meditatively, almost skulking.  Everyone’s attention was on him.  Particularly one guests’ attention.  One of the few guests who was not sitting in their assigned place but standing among the guest.  Perhaps a coordinator or one of the hosts.   Ballard extended his hand to him.
 
“Inspector Ballard,” he introduced.
 
“Jim Garland,” the guest responded, almost snapping to attention.
 
They shook hands.  Ballard held on.  He twisted slightly to admire the hefty gold college ring.
 
“Interesting encrustation,” Ballard noted to its proud wearer.  “Medical?”
 
“Engineering,” Mr. Garland corrected.
 
But Ballard knew.  Now the entire room knew.
 
“Which field?” Ballard pressed.  “If you don’t mind.”
 
Garland perked up even more seemingly proud to announce his chosen field.
 
“Of course not, why should I mind?”  Garland rolled the finger to view it himself.  “Electrical.  I’m an electrical engineer.”
 
While Garland began to ponder the implications, Ballard pondered his next move.
 
“Were you related to the victim?” he asked.
 
“No.  No, not like that.  We worked together.”  He flashed a shy frown as if realizing his sudden loss.  He kept a stiff upper lip.  Only then did Ballard release his hand.  
 
Just as I might play it, mused Ballard.  But he suspected there was a little more to it than just working together.
 
“Yes,” replied Ballard very quietly.  “I had deduced as much.”
 
Garland quickly withdrew his hand which he suddenly realized was still extended, slightly embarrassed about having it held so long.  Relieved.  But he wondered if Ballard were really deducing all of this or just running a bluff. 
 
Ballard sensed the rapid mood swings in Garland’s demeanor.  He continued.  “Where were you when the shot rang out?”
 
Raising his head like an ostrich coming out of cover Garland responded, “I had been in the restroom.  I was just coming out when I heard a loud pop of some kind.”
 
“Which restroom?”
 
“Right across the hall,” answered Garland, pointing.  
 
It was about half way down the hall in the direction of the secondary entrance, on the opposite side of the hall.  Ballard grinned thinking such an alibi would cover Garland should anyone have noticed him returning from that direction.
 
“And where did you think the ‘pop’ had come from?”
 
“Oh, the main entrance.  I was sure of it.”  Garland affirmed his conviction with a quick nod.  “When I heard a commotion, I ran directly to the front entry.  I could smell cordite hanging in the air.  It could only be one thing.”
 
Yes, it could be, thought Ballard – specially packed bullets.  But why had no one else mentioned an odor?  Certainly any trace of cordite would have been hanging in the air around the main entry.  But then, how many people would even recognize it for what it was?  Certainly a marksman would.
 
Turning as if to move on to others in the crowd, Ballard observed the relief in Garland’s demeanor out of the corner of his eye.  But he wasn’t through tormenting Garland just yet.
 
“Pity about your new dinner jacket,” he muttered under his breath.  Garland almost missed it but then did a slight double-take.
 
Quizzically, Garland responded, “Beg your pardon?”
 
Ballard stopped.  Without turning to look he simply commented, “You’ve gotten some gravy stains on your side.”  Garland jerked his head down, bobbing from side to side, looking for what Ballard could possibly be talking about.  “Left side,” Ballard added.  “Goulash, it would appear”, he punctuated.  
 
Garland started to respond but held short.  He was getting the picture by now.  His mind raced for an explanation that might lead him out of the quagmire he had put himself in, but nothing formed.  He remembered brushing up against the serving tray and upsetting the cover.  But it was a little out of the way from the path between the rest room and where the victim lay.  The keenness of Ballard’s observations and the swiftness of his deductions overwhelmed him.  How anything could unravel so fast, he had no idea.  He doubted that another guest had yet to put it all together, but the few chosen words of Ballard were enough for him to know it was over.  Everything that could have gone wrong, and there was ever so little that could or did, was honed in on by Ballard in what?  Three, maybe four minutes?  Garlands mind spun from the blow as sure as if he’d gone a round with Mike Tyson.
 
With no response coming, Ballard knew he had him.  He turned back to Garland.
 
“Mr. Garland,” he said, “I have syllogized.  Shall we now allow the courts to do their job?”
 
Garland stood, a broken man.  He had planned for every detail, foresaw every contingency, fully analyzed the timing, the acoustics, the ditching of the gun – how can it have all crumbled so swiftly?
 
For the first time the captain of the force came forward, approaching Ballard.  Under his breath he asked, “Inspector, you can’t be serious.  Are you suggesting we arrest this gentleman?”
 
Ballard nodded affirmatively.
 
“But… but,” the captain stammered, “how did you…  The weapon!  There’s no weapon!  And… and…”
 
“I’m sure you will find a small caliber piece hidden hastily in the rest room, very close to the entrance.”  Ballard couldn’t imagine anything else.  “The shot was taken from just beyond the food service line.  Mr. Garland then made a stealthy dash to the restroom to hide the gun. A quick disposal, set for an even quicker retrieve on his way out, which would have been in just a few more minutes.  From the restroom, Mr. Garland rushed to the scene of his fallen partner with no one questioning where he was coming from.”
 
Garland began to cower.  Was there nothing that Ballard hadn’t deduced?
 
The captain pressed further.  “Why him?  What makes you think this man…”
 
“The shot was carefully planned to take place at the precise moment where everyone would be in place for a ‘false sound”.  A shot going off from the rest room entry with everyone positioned where they were, would sound as if it were coming from the main entry.  Only a person familiar with acoustic science would be able to predict such a phenomena.  Mr. Garland here wears the encrustation of an electrical engineer.  His discipline is in the science of electrical engineering.  Acoustical engineering is based on the same formulas.”
 
The captain, Garland and the entire attendance began to digest this.
 
“But… Motive!”  The captain was still befuddled.  “What about motive?”
 
Ballard moved, not his head, only his eyes, directly toward the captain.  “They were business partners.  Mr. Garland now has control.”  What more need be said?
 
“And you knew they were business partners… How?”  The captain was ready to concede.
 
“Matching ties,” Ballard responded.  “Custom made with their company logo subtly worked in.  And their obvious similarity of prosperity, the empty seat two places away from the victim’s seat, thus indicating the only person not in his seat had to be Mr. Garland.  Why would they be seated at the same table if there were not of some equal stature shared between them?  And their matching, gold award lapel pins, indicating a shared honor.”
 
With that the captain signaled for an assistant, politely handcuffed Garland and each grabbed an arm, escorting him out.  The crowd was abuzz, a few beginning to figure out what Ballard had so quickly puzzled through and then explaining it to the others.  Without fanfare Ballard nodded his condolences to Mrs. Fitzgerald, turned and headed for the door as was expected.
 
Unexpectedly, he swiveled before reaching the exit door and headed to the secondary entry.  This would take him by a particular employee that he would like to ask one question of:  Would she join him for dinner tonight?  A very attractive employee.  Some things you just can’t syllogize.
 
 
 

Sinking Mr. Wiggins
 
by Jack Burbank
 
 
	
 
 
 
Tyrone released his grip at the outermost reach of the two-inch thick cord, plummeting feet first to his splash-down.  Or plunk-down.  Halting abruptly, the G-s building in his little head, he sank to about four inches above his naval and stopped, slightly cantered.
“Eight,” Richie yelled out.  Not a bad score to start the day.
“Six,” countered Billie, “he’s too crooked.”
Richie eyed the obvious lean and conceded.  Seven would hold without an argument.
“It’s warm!” yelled Tyrone, flashing his bright whites.
“Yeah, ‘cause you’re warm for Cindy,” shot Billie, sending him and Richie into giggling hysterics.  They had just begun ribbing Tyrone about his new love interest before his descent.
Tyrone said nothing.  Just kept smiling.  He had learned early in life that laughing with them is the best way.  Unflappable.
“Like Ty has a chance of getting to first base!”   Richie barely got it out as he sucked for air and another round of giggles.  With his next reload of air he barely managed, “Like Cindy goes for younger men.”
Cindy was Richie’s age, twelve.  Ty was eleven, barely.  Even Ty had to shrug, as much as his restricted shoulders would allow.  He knew Cindy represented a high aspiration. 
“Especially when they’re black!”  Billie never played the race card, but this one was just too much.  Billie and Richie turned green from laughter.  Even Tyrone exploded in laughter, but out of pride.  He saw no problem with being the only black kid around, it was the age difference that worried him.
Tyrone settled down from laughing, by now up to his shoulders, and waited for the other two to regain control.  Because they were older, he thought maybe they could set things up for him with Cindy.  They were in the same class.
“You ever talk with her?”  Billie asked.
“Sure.”  Then, after a pause, “Said ‘hi’ a few times.”  He was still smiling brightly.  Richie and Billie shot back into another fit, Richie almost knocking himself out on the stone under his head.
“I just think she’s pretty’s all.  Wouldn’t mind meeting her, s’all I said.”
As the two hyenas recovered again, Billie sat up first.  He noted Tyrone’s chin even with the sand and figured it was about time.  He started up.
“Of course she’s pretty,” Richie began, “she’s always voted the prettiest in the class.  But isn’t she a little out of your league?”
Tyrone just shrugged.  Facially, that is, his arms being completely immobile by now.  He couldn’t respond for clasping his mouth shut to avoid the sand.  He took in a deep breath as the sand immersed his nose.
Billie had wiggled his way out on the low hanging branch and positioned himself over Ty’s shoulder.  He reached down, grabbed Ty’s shirt and pulled him up.  Ty squiggled his arms out, reached for the branch and pulled himself out.  He worked his way to land, looking like a mummy returned from his tomb, and began brushing himself off.  By now, Billie had scooted up the tree and was holding the rope, awaiting his launch.
“GO!” yelled Tyrone and Billie launched, entering a good two feet further out than Ty had.
“Nine,” yelled Richie.
“Eight point five,” Tyrone added.  They both looked for a tilt, but detected hardly any. They stayed with their scores.
“I seen her legs,” Richie said quietly as he and Ty sat back down.
Tyrone riveted his attention to Richie, his eyes like to popping out.  Billie had heard the comment and stifled a laugh.
With nothing said for ten seconds, Tyrone finally broke.  “You did?”  It was his way of saying, tell me more.  With no answer coming immediately, he quickly added, “Wha’d they look like?”
Richie pondered a bit.  “Like Kim Basinger’s.”
Tyrone’s eyes grew even larger.  “Like Kim…, Wowwww.”  His voice trailed.
Billie was shoulder deep by now, with no one noticing, his stifled laugh now a smirk, sensing Richie was just yanking Ty’s chain.
“How’d you see her legs?” Ty panted.  It was a good thing he had a young heart.
Richie laid still on his back, studying the leaf formation directly above.  Making it up as he went required more guile than he had expected, but he coolly collected his thoughts.  “I mowed their lawn last month.  Cindy was out sunning herself with her cousin.”  Billie caught himself from laughing as the sand closed in around his mouth.
“You saw Cindy sunning…”, and Tyrone’s eyes drifted with his thoughts.  Whatever he was imagining in his trance had to be better than anything Richie could have dreamed up.  It was enough that Tyrone never heard Billie’s last gasp for rescue.
The gasp caught Richie’s attention and he shot up and out to the branch, concerned that he had been so distracted.  Billie was sunk over his eyes.  Richie reached out for Billie’s shoulder, barely able to find any strength with such a far extension.  They had come closer to losing someone maybe once or twice before, but this was Billie, the oldest by several months.  They didn’t want to lose him.
As Billie broke surface, he was gasping and frantic.  Richie thought he was over reacting, after all, his eyes barely went under.  Last year, when they lost Danny completely and had to form a two-man chain to go in and fetch him, he bobbed up spitting, laughing and proud to be the new record holder!  So what’s with Billie?
“Aaahgh!  Aarghhrgh!” he spewed.  He was trying to say something, but had to fill his lungs first.  “Ughh, there’s… there’s something down there!”  It was a guttural sound that neither had ever heard from Billie.
“What?” Tyrone shot out, rudely torn from his Cindy-trance and finally realizing they had neglected their friend.
“I think it’s a head!”
That made no sense.  Now it was Richie’s turn to stifle a laugh, thinking Billie was spinning a tale of his own.  But the look of fear and disgust on Billie’s face indicated differently.  He was truly scared.
“A head!?”  Tyrone was puzzled.  “Why do’ya say that?”
Billie was pulling himself up on the branch, obviously shook up.  This was no joke, but why a head?  How can he tell?
“I felt something under my feet just as my nose went under.  It felt round and hard, like a floating bowling ball.”  His speech was low and shaky, like it was coming from someone else.  “I pushed it down a few times and it came back to my feet.  When you finally pulled me up I curled my toes shut and I could feel I was grabbing something like hair!  And the ball came up with it!”
Fear gripped them all, a morbid vision forming.  A head in their sink-sand pit!
“Did you pull it up?”  Richie asked in shock.
“No.  It pulled out of my toes ‘cause it got heavy quick.  That’s when I felt it was hair for sure, as it slithered through my toes.”
Tyrone’s eyes returned to pies.  Richie’s joined them as they both concluded the same thing:  The head was attached to a body!
“We gonna’ call the police?”  Tyrone deferred to the older two.
“No way.  They’ll shut us down.”
Richie agreed with Billie on that one.  They pondered the situation silently, Tyrone waiting for direction.
“Let’s get it.”  Richie had a determined look.
“No, no way!”  Billie hadn’t shaken off the scare yet.
“We gotta’,” Richie tried to explain, “if we don’t call the police, we gotta’ at least see who it is.  We might know them!”
Billie shot a look of total disbelief toward the sand.  How could he ever bring himself to touch that thing again?  But there was a certain sense to what was being proposed.  They needed to know if it was someone they knew.
“How we gonna’ get it?” Tyrone asked to no response.  “Long sticks?”  he offered since no one was answering.
“Nah,” the other two answered in harmony.  They didn’t know how yet, but they knew a bad idea when Tyrone had one.
“My dad’s got a long golf ball retriever,” offered Richie, “it’ll reach down that far.”
“What’re we gonna do, grab an ear?”  Billie thought the idea stupid.  “The stinkin’ thing will probably rip off.”
That grossed Tyrone out.  A wave of disgust shimmied through him.
“We’ll dive for him,” Richie suggested.  As the others scoffed, Richie held his ground.  “Like we saved Danny last year, we’ll form a two man chain.  We just gotta go a little deeper’s all.”
They argued for a bit but deep inside, they all knew it was the only way.  It only remained who would be the bottom man and no way was that going to be Billie.  Tyrone was the youngest, so that wasn’t right.  Richie was the man.  The man who wished he had never thought of the idea.
A few minutes later, Tyrone was sitting on the inside of the overhanging branch holding a rope that was tied to Billie’s ankles.  Billie was balanced as far out as he could get, waiting for Richie to dive in head first, a feat they used to wonder about being possible, but had long since proven safe by a more courageous ten-year old Billie.  Evidently, his prime days of courage were behind him now.
As Richie dove head first, he sunk quickly to his thighs.  With Richie’s legs sticking up crooked, Billie grasped his calves and pushed, forcing him to sink faster and deeper.  Taking a full breath, Billie maintained his tight grip on Richies’ calves and dove following him in, weighting him down even further.  When Tyrone reached a slow count of twenty, he pulled back with all his strength.  Fortunately, it was enough, as first Billie broke surface, then Richie, Tyrone pulling the whole train with all he had.  
Coughing and sputtering, Richie threw his hands up in disgust indicating a miss.
“How could you miss?  He was right there!”  Billie had no idea what a difficult task this whole thing was, he just wanted to end it.  Undeterred, Richie readied himself for a second try and the others reluctantly went along.
The second dive was about a foot farther out and it was all they needed.  First Billie surfaced, then Richie and finally a corpse.  Dirty beyond recognition.  Stiff beyond human.
They dragged the body to the side and all three stood gawking.  No one dared brush the face.  Billie finally tried wiping some sand off with his foot but got spooked after two swipes.  A clumping of blackish, maroon sand below the corpse’ waste had caught their attention.
“That’s blood,” Richie commented with conviction.  The others looked closer, surprised at it’s darkness but never doubting.
Tyrone took off to the south edge where water always pooled.  He grabbed a discarded Coke bottle, filled it and hurried back.  Without stooping, he poured the water over the corpse’ face as it morphed into something more human.
“It’s Mr. Wiggins.”  Billie recognized him first.
The three stared in amazement, contemplating how the richest man they’ve ever known could have ended up like this.  Tyrone was disturbed the most.  His mom rented their small house from Mr. Wiggins.
“Why’s there blood down there?” Tyrone asked.
No one ventured a guess.  They just gazed, pondering at their best.  Billie grabbed the Coke bottle from Ty and poured what was left of the water over the blood thinking it would clean up.  The congealed mess resisted and yielded nothing by way of clues.  With that, Billie stooped down for a closer look.  He grabbed a stick and probed around, then he studied a glob stuck to the end.
“Buckshot,” he said, handing the stick up while never looking back.  Tyrone shuttered and turned away.  Richie took hold of the stick, keeping it a safe distance from his puckered, grimacing face.  It looked like buckshot to him too.
Billie was still kneeling, staring off into the distance as he put some things together.
“I heard a shotgun go off twice yesterday,” he said.   “Late noon.  Like, from in back of Ty’s house.”
“How’d you know it was a shotgun?” Billie asked, doubting the story.
“From last year.  When we snuck off with Ty’s mom’s gun and shot up the old barn.  I’ll never forget the sounds.”
Tyrone responded quietly, “It was my dad’s.”
“Well, it’s your mom’s now.”  Richie had no patience for trite details.  “Besides, didn’t you hear it?  It came from nearby your house.”
“Late afternoon?” Ty pondered.  “I was out.  My mom sent me for my haircut and to pick up some things.”
Silence ensued again, all three contemplating the scene coming together.  An old man dead, blown away where no man, or boy, wants to even think of ever getting blown away, and Billie maybe even hearing it.  Now they were mulling over what to do.  The police seemed out of the question.
“My dad rents his store from Wiggins,” Billie added somberly.  He didn’t know if it had ever come up before.  “Mails him rent every month.”
Richie began scanning the woods, the reality of them standing over a dead body still sinking in.  It was spooky, and he didn’t want others to happen upon them.
“Yeah,” Ty muttered, responding to fill the silence more than anything, “we used to, too.  Then dad died and Wiggins was nice enough to come by for it.  Lot easier.”
At first it didn’t connect, but then Billie put it together with his comment about mailing the rent.  He smirked impatiently and slapped Ty lightly on the head.  “Easier!  Than mailing a check?”  He stared incredulously at Ty.  “Sounds like the old man didn’t trust your mom.  Came by to personally pick it up.”
Richie halted his scan, disagreeing with Billie’s conclusion, but wondering if he should say anything.  He doubted the old man didn’t trust Ty’s mom.  He didn’t doubt something else though.
“Uhmm,” he hesitated for a second, then decided to go for it, “know how your mom’s kinda pretty?”
Ty turned to him, puzzled.  Billie cracked up.  “How’s he supposed to know that?”  Billie was releasing nervous energy caused by a corpse being at his feet.  “It’s his mother!  No one knows if their mother’s pretty.”
Richie didn’t appreciate the challenge, especially at a time like this.   “What’da’ya mean?  My mom’s pretty!”
“Yeah, to you,” Billie chortled, “everyone’s mom is pretty to them,” then added,  “and hopefully to their dad.”
 Ty was squinting his eyes at both of them, trying to keep up.  Richie could see Billie’s point, so took another tack.  
“Ty, your mom’s pretty.  Right Billie?”  Billie confirmed it and Richie rolled his eyes thinking, ‘thank you Dr. Freud’, then went on.  “So I’m thinking Wiggins comes by to see her, you know, like he’s… lonely?”
“Lonely!,” Billie shot back, “he’s married, man!  And besides, why would he come around a black woman’s place?”
Richie steamed at the bigoted comment.  He gave a look that told Billie he should’na gone there.  Billie got the point and shut up.  Ty took it easy, he always does.  He was still puzzled why it all came up though.  
“I’m just sayin’ that he might’a been interested in your mom.  That’s all.”  He had hoped it would make Ty feel good, not bad.  “Did he offer to help her with things around the house when he came?”
Ty just shrugged his shoulders.  “Don’t know.  That was always my day for a haircut, so I was never around.”
That almost ended it.  It wasn’t often the three were on the verge of an argument and they were all glad it seemed to have diffused.  But Billie still had some nervous energy and instinctively asked, “What’da you mean, you was never around?”
Another shrug.  “Just that I go over my aunt Jessie’s for a haircut on rent day afternoon.  Then I have to go to the Steadman’s farm stand and bring back eggs and milk.  It’s our routine.”  Tyrone saw nothing unusual about this.  “So I’d never be around when Wiggins came.”
The two older boys pondered the scenario.  Their eyes drifted simultaneously to old man Wiggins and down to his wound.  They looked at each other thinking the same thing.   With dread in their eyes for what they were thinking, they also felt a mutual compassion for Tyrone and wouldn’t dare vocalize their thoughts.   But Billie wanted to probe just a little deeper.  Richie sensed it and tried to signal him to drop it, but Billie pushed on.
“How was your mom yesterday?”  Ty continued his quzzical look, and Billie added, “I rode by late yesterday afternoon.  Saw her doing some garden work.”
Ty just twisted his face.  “Garden work!  We don’t do no garden.”
“Well, you know,” Billie was just fishing, wasn’t really trying for accuracy, “saw her washing out your wheelbarrow…”  The word almost froze in his throat.  He looked over to Richie who was keeping up.  They never knew of anyone to wash a wheelbarrow.
Ty dismissed it as not important, his style.  He went back to pondering the corpse.  Richie and Billie just stared at each other, the somber look on each confirming their conclusion.  After several seconds, Richie broke his stare and resumed his scan.  He needed the distraction.  
Billie continued fixed on him, not knowing where else to look.  As he was about to break off, he noticed Richie freeze his scan.  Turning to where Richie was looking, his eyes followed the slope of the hill up until at the very top, obscured by trees but still visible, was Tyrone’s mom.  She had bent her head and was turning back, fading off over the hill to the direction of her home.  She hadn’t made a sound.  She hadn’t yelled at them at the top of her lungs as she usually would catching them playing at the pit.  She just disappeared quietly. 
The two older boys turned to each other briefly, then to Tyrone, who was still wide-eyed and lost in the sight of old man Wiggins just laying there, stiff, bloated and bloodied.  Ty had never noticed his mom.  
With no consultation necessary, the two boys knew what needed to be done.  They broke off silently and began collecting rocks.  The bigger, the better.  Returning, they began stuffing as many as possible down Wiggins pants, carefully avoiding touching his blood as much a possible.  Ty’s eyes seemed to grow wider by the minute.  Richie unbuttoned Wiggin’s shirt and they both stuffed the last of the rocks around his torso.  Richie buttoned him up.
Billie placed his hand gently on Ty’s shoulder.  “Ty, we gotta float this body over to the deep end and sink it.  For good.”
Ty thought it sounded right.  “How’re we gonna do that?” he asked.
Richie had already fetched their rescue rope and was busy looping it around Wiggins, running it under his arms.
“Billie, take the ends and walk around as far as you can to the other side.  Ty, help me drag him back into the sand along the branch, but don’t let him sink too much.”
It had been an easier task floating Wiggins out, but there was a dogged determination to get this body sunk where no one would ever find it.  The sand pit was easily forty feet across and they and their friends only used the first ten or fifteen feet.  Nothing ever happened out in the far end.  As Richie and Tyrone managed to drag him afloat again, Billie began pulling with all he had.  The corpse plowed through the sand, sinking about an inch every yard, getting heavier with every pull.  Richie and Ty crawled back to shore and ran to the other side to help Billie.  With all three towing, they were able to drag Wiggins to just the spot they wanted, in spite of being totally submerged the last ten feet.  They let go of one end of the rope, pulled it through, and let old man Wiggins sink to his eternal rest.  And his eternal rot.
The boys returned to their dive site, somber and quiet.  The older boys knew they’d have to pass the word and close down the site for the next year or two.  They’d make up some story.   But ending it like this didn’t seem right.  Tyrone still had questions on his face and it was just a matter of time before he would start asking.
“It’s your turn, Richie.”  It’s all Billie could think of to distract Tyrone.  Richie looked in disbelief at the thought of still diving, but a nod from Billie wised him up and he conceded.  He headed for the tree.
The silence was still spooking everyone and Billie knew more was needed.  
“Was it a two-piece?” he yelled over to Richie.  Neither he nor Tyrone picked up on what he was talking about.  “…That Cindy had on,” he explained.
Ty’s eyes shot right out to Richie, keen for his response, Ty’s priorities still in tact.
Richie grabbed the swinging cord and flexed his grip a few times, still making it up as he went.  “Nah, it was a one piece.”  Then, with a little more thought, added, “But it was a Speedo.”
Billie cracked a smile for the first time in twenty minutes.  He observed Tyrone’s intent gaze at Richie and knew he was thinking, “Wow, a Speedo…”, but his nervous voice was asking, “What’d she look like?”
Richie launched off the tree with a push, but as was his style, began swinging back and forth a few times for distance.  On his third pass, he released his grip and yelled, “Like Kim Basinger!”  He plopped down.
“Like Kim Bas…,” Tyrone’s voiced trailed again.  “I knew it!  I just knew it,” he exclaimed to no one.
“Ten!” cried Billie.  Then, slapping Ty’s back to get him out of his trance, he pointed to Richie, belly-deep in sand.  
Ty snapped to attention.  “TEN!” he yelled, sporting his biggest smile of the day.  The two degree slant didn’t seem to bother either of them.
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His head appeared first.  Bobbing up and down, wavy through the mirage-like vapor currents, steady, to a 4/4 time beat.  Then the torso, then the legs, finally the feet, beating as they were like a novice marathoner doomed to defeat but seeking the glory of having been in the lead for all of five minutes.
Jimmy and Tony sat up on the stoop as they began to recognize Kato’s unmistakable running style from about a quarter mile off.  If wildebeests wore Nike’s, there you’d have it.
“What’s with Kato?”  Jimmy was expecting him, but in his ‘Vette.  He nodded to Tony who studied the form for a second to confirm a Kato sighting.
“Better have a paramedic waitin’,” Tony responded, “ain’t seen Kato dog it like that since his girlfriend’s husband came home two hours early.”  He smirked, figuring Kato would drop before he made it to within fifty feet of Jimmy’s tenement stoop. 
“Somethin’s wrong.”  Jimmy was standing now, his cigarette drooping from his lips, bouncing like a conductor’s baton with each spoken syllable.  He had been tense waiting for word from the skating rink on his biggest score yet - $12 G’s worth!
“Nah.  Kid’s just jerkin around.  Probly couldn’t put gas in his ‘Vette, broke bum he is.”
But they were both at attention by now.  Something wasn’t right.  Kato wasn’t into running and he wasn’t into pushing himself.  If this wasn’t pushing himself, he’d be on some kind of Speed they had never seen the likes of.
“KATO!”  Jimmy was waving his hands above his head, breaking a sweat with worry.  “KATO!  Over here!”
Tony mimicked Jimmy, waving his hands in unison.  By now, he was sensing anxiety too having caught the bug from Jimmy.
Kato’s huffing, puffing body loomed larger, clearer with the vapor waves too weak to distort his figure now that he was closer.  His breathing could be heard, as could his wheezing.
“Kato!  Kato, what’s up, man?”  Tony  was about to snap, waiting for news from the exchange scene.
“Ahrrghh…, aaahh… bbeggg… pusst…”  Kato couldn’t catch his breath fast enough.  He started turning blue as he strained to talk.  The blue faded to a spring version of purple.  “Biiggg”, then he inhaled again, “Bbussst.”  Spit worked it’s way out from the corners of his mouth.
“Say what?”  Tony understood, but didn’t want to.  He was praying he hadn’t heard the words, ‘big bust’!
“We’re scr…,” Kato was still struggling as he inhaled.  “Scr….”  He paused again for wind.  “The whole deal must have gone down bad.”  Another pause.  “I think we got busted.  Everyone!  A big bust, man!”
“A big bust!  Man, no!  Nooooo.” Tony squatted down, not believing his own ears.  A bust with his twelve G stake, he couldn’t bear it!  He grabbed his ears as if to correct what he had heard.  Kato was regaining his air fast and was talking more sensibly.
“It’s like they’re calling everyone in, man.  I think the whole cop department.”  He was shaking his head in disbelief.  “Must be everyone ‘cause they even called in Chico’s father.  Probly one of the biggest busts in history!  Chico’s father for crying out loud!  He’s just an extra!  A part-timer, like a last resort, man!  Why would they call him in if it wasn’t big?” 
The words stunned Jimmy and Tony.  The picture of the entire Taunton Police Department coming down on the exchange, Tyrone and Tubby still holding.  The scene was as vivid in their minds as if they were there.  And twelve G’s.  Weeks worth of nickel and dime deals all down the tubes.
“Wha’d he say, Wha’d he say exactly.”  Tony was cutting to the chase.
“Nothin, man.  Just that he had to get over to John F. McNeil for some sort of big bust.”  Kato was finally breathing normally.  “Told me I should stay away from the area for an hour or so.”
Silence ensued while the three pondered.  
“Did he say anything about Tyrone or Tubby?  Did he know they were involved?”  Tyrone was one of Jimmy’s best friends, he had to know.
“No.  Nothin.”
“Had the bust gone down yet?”  Jimmy’s mind was still racing.
“Must have.  He was pretty calm.”  Kato was recalling every detail of the one minute conversation with Chico’s old man as accurately as possible.  “Acted like it already went down and he was just bein’ called in to help.”
They all pondered some more.  Blank stares darted between the three, then down the street as if that would help, searching for answers.
“Anything about shots?  Was there a shoot-out, Kato?”
Kato shook his head no, but his answer was yes.  “I wouldn’t doubt it, even though he didn’t say.  Must’ a been.  Why call a part-timer in?  Why would he tell me to stay away?”  He paused while he pieced it all together.  Chico’s father, just an auxiliary policeman, not much more than a traffic cop, why call him if there wasn’t a big shoot-out?   “He musta known.  Probably pretty bloody too.”
Jimmy reeled, his head spinning while low groans emanated in a sickeningly low tone.
“How could they know?”  Tony was asking nobody in particular.  “Just us three and Tyrone and Tubby.  Who else knew?”
The answer was clear.  No one.  Except on the other side.
“The Angel,” said Jimmy.  “He must have sold out.”
“Not the Angel.  No way!”  Kato couldn’t fathom their main source ever selling out.   “He’s connected for cryin’ out loud!  Those guys never sell out.”
“He’s right.  He’s right.”  Tony was confirming.  What kind of a world would this be if mob guys sold out?  No, it couldn’t be the Angel.
Again there was silence.  Regret over their comrades going down, caught with the goods and likely shot.  Maybe even dead.  Remorse that twelve G’s were gone and if their source had gone down too, who knows when they could ever be back in business.  The thought of someone stooling began to encroach on each one’s personal thoughts, though no one would voice it.  They pondered in silence, each running down their own list of possible pigeons.
“Chico.”  Tony said the name quietly, lowly.  The other two shot their eyes in his direction.
“Chico what?”  Jimmy asked.
Tony hung his head.  He didn’t want to fess up, but their lives may be a stake here.
“Chico knew.”
The two pair of eyes burned into Tony.  Had he broken their silence?  Their pact of secrecy?  And to a cops’ son, at that?
“I told it to him last night, on the way home.”  Tony was remorseful, as if that would help.  “But he wouldn’t rat!  Chico would never squeal!  We were almost gonna let him in anyway, remember?  Nah, he’s cool, no way he woulda’ ratted.”
Jimmy grabbed Tony by the collar, pushed him against the door frame, jamming his back into the jutting molding and pinching his chest with his fist so he could hardly breathe.
“The deal was we wouldn’t tell no one.  You finked on us?”
“No, no, Jimmy.  Chico was cool.  He wants in, you know that.  He’s just waiting for us to include him.  He would never give us up.  Why?  What’s in it for him?”
“What’s in it for him?”  Jimmy was livid.  His best friend just went down, maybe even got blown away, and Tony’s waxing philosophical.  “Maybe a reward!  Maybe just a stinkin’ pat on the back from his old man who gets promoted for the tip.  Maybe a new career in Law enforcement!  Don’t give me that, ‘What’s in it for him?’ crap.”
“Jimmy, Jimmy, lay off.”  Kato was pulling Jimmy off Tony.  Trying to anyway.  Jimmy wouldn’t relent.  “Tony’s right, Chico’s not like that.  We all trust him.  We almost used him and you know it.  Probly will on the next deal.”
Jimmy stared Tony down with as cold a stare he could muster.  When he knew he had made his point he flicked Tony away shouting some obscenities, then backed off to figure out what could have gone wrong.  Nothing he could do about Tony’s loose mouth now anyway.
“If Chico knew, could he have let it slip to his old man somehow?”  Kato asked.
“What’s he, an idiot?”  Jimmy was disgusted.  Twelve G’s worth, what a waste!   “Chico’s no dope.  If his old man knew, he knew because Chico ratted.  Simple as that.”
“But why rat?  Why?  What could possibly be in it for him?”  Kato was sure it wasn’t Chico.  Absolutely positive.  Maybe.
They all looked away, off toward different objects as they pondered further.  Chico could be the only loose link, but why?
“For a cop’s pension.”  Jimmy had a flash.  The other two stared, waiting for more of an answer.
“His old man was just a part-time cop.  Did some house painting on the side, but I heard Chico say he was tryin hard to get on the force full time so he could qualify for the pension.”  Jimmy punched his fist into his other open hand.  “Was havin’ a hard time too, Chico told me once.  But if he couldn’t get on soon, it’d never matter ‘cause he needed at least five years to qualify.  The guy was pushin’ sixty anyway, so he needed in soon.”
“That’s it!  That weasel Chico ratted us out to help his pop get a pension.”  Kato convinces easy.  Always did.  Went with his vivid imagination.
“No way,” Tony wasn’t buying.  “Chico wouldn’t do that.  Besides, he was expectin’ to put in with us soon anyway.  He’d be floatin’ in bucks quick enough.  By the time old pops was ready to retire, Chico could buy the guy anythin’ he wanted!”
“You know what they say,” Jimmy countered, “a bird in the hand…  Chico always goes the sure way, he didn’t wait for us.  The fink was Chico, I’d bet on it.”
“He’s right, Tony.  It had to be Chico.  No one else knew and he had his old man right there.  Could’a told him anytime.”  Kato had it all figured out by now.
Tony squeezed his eyes closed, tormenting himself for having told Chico.  They had to be right, there simply was no other explanation.  Tony figured that put him in the dog house and Chico - he didn’t want to even think where that put Chico.
“We’re goin’ to see him.”  Jimmy was already heading to his 320i, Kato and Tony playing catch-up without a chance to even argue.  They piled in, Kato in back.
“Maybe Tubby and Tyrone made it.” Kato was looking for assurance.  “They couldn’ta both got shot.”  
“Of course they coulda.”  Jimmy wasn’t morose, just realistic.  “Even if they made it though, they’re going down for a long time.  Thanks to that no-good Chico and his old man.”
They rode in silence at the thought.  Chico needed a lesson.  Kato and Tony could see a beating.  Jimmy could see something worse.
“I wonder about the Angel.”  Kato always had the softest heart, along with the biggest imagination.
“The Angel always survives.  He’s connected.”  Jimmy just knew the Angel would be fine.  Probably even beat the rap somehow, too.
Nothing further was said for the rest of the five minute ride to Paul Bunker Drive, where Chico lived.  As they pulled up to his unit the somber mood continued.  There was no sign of him outside, but they all expected he’d be home since Kato had just left him.
Tony led the group to Chico’s front door, Jimmy hanging back three steps.  Four loud raps on the door and they waited.  
“Hey, guys!”  Chico had surprised them from around the side of the building.  He was smiling as he approached, but he suddenly stopped in his tracks, his smile frozen into a rigid expression. He was the first to see Jimmy’s gun pointed at him.
Three shots, not loud but sharp.  With each report Chico jerked backwards one step until he finally caved, bloodied.  His smile was still frozen, but his eyes were full of questions.  Through a gurgling, nondescript sound, his mouth formed one word:  Why?
Kato and Tony had no time to react as almost instantly a cop’s voice yelled for them all to freeze.  No one had noticed the two officers sixty yards away as they had pulled up to serve summons on another resident.  
Breaking into a sprint, the three bolted for Tony’s Beemer.   Tony took all the rounds from the two officers.  Quick thinking Jimmy halted, grabbed the keys out of dying Tony’s hand and darted on to the car.  They tore out, the officers calling for backup and an ambulance.  The twosome hadn’t gotten more than a mile when they picked up their first tail, and the second and third tails had them in the next mile, three sets of sirens blaring.  But it was the fourth blue and white parked across Williams Street that forced them to swerve, lose control and end up side-swiped into an oak tree.  
They had little more than superficial cuts and bruises.  The two were separated, cuffed, read their rights and asked a few questions.  Then they were thrown into the back of the same cruiser.  The cruiser headed for the station, cutting down McNeil Boulevard, taking them past the Thomas H. McNeil Skating Rink.  Even with its flashing lights, the cruiser had to slow and deviate slightly around the large flatbed truck that was occupying most of the road.  In the middle of the street directing traffic was the lone police officer, Chico’s old man, obviously not yet told of his son’s demise.  As the cruiser was directed ahead of the other traffic, Kato couldn’t help but notice the huge crane that was lifting a large piece of artwork from off the flatbed.  A large, bronzed, oversized statue of the Honorable Thomas H. McNeil, from the chest up.  The crane was deftly placing the large bust onto its pedestal at the entryway where it would rest to time immemorial.  Kato’s eyes grew wide as saucers as he began to make sense of the scene.
			_________________________
The import of the scene completely escaped Jimmy.  Kato never told him, for fear of Jimmy’s reaction.  That is, until six and a half years later, in the prison infirmary.  Kato was allowed to visit Jimmy on his deathbed as he lie succumbing to AIDS.  After shooting the breeze for a few minutes, and having been left alone by the nurse, Kato held Jimmy’s hand.  He sheepishly explained the significance of Chico’s dad directing traffic around the flatbed truck at the skating rink that day long ago.  
Jimmy’s eyes, though blind, grew wide and full of questions. Through a gurgling, nondescript sound, his mouth formed one word:  Why?
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“Mr. Foster, this Court finds you in contempt.”  The judge paused, collecting herself.  Judge Gertrude Spaulding had long abandoned her ‘cute’ mode and was now clearly ensconced in her ‘seek and destroy’ mode.
“You have failed to make complete restitution to tenants or to complete renovations to three properties which your corporation controls.  But once again you have managed to find a technicality in the Law which prohibits me, at this time, from sentencing you to jail or adding further fines.  Your background in Law has served your purpose well, but this Court does not look kindly upon your repeated manipulation of the system to serve your own selfish schemes.  While you deftly manage to stay within the letter of the law, you play havoc with its spirit and it is only a matter of time before you get caught in your own web.” 
Jack Foster stood quietly knowing full well it would all be over in another minute or two.  With six wise cracks on the tip of his tongue, he knew better than to unleash any one of them.  He had won his battle, again, and protocol dictated he let the judge deliver her tongue lashing, saving face with court observers, the clerk, the bailiff and especially the City Prosecutor, William Delany, whose scowl could almost be heard.
“Waging battle in this court with the sword of technicalities and loopholes is a dangerous vocation, for that sword is two-sided.  This Court takes note that this has been your twelfth appearance on charges stemming from fraud and discrimination as well as over twenty complaints of code violations.  Be forewarned, Mr. Foster, when you run out of technicalities in my court, the proverbial book will be thrown at you, and it is a massive book.”
Though he could never pass the Bar, Foster’s “C-minus“ Law School grades had helped him claw a comfortable existence out of a maze of corporate and property holdings that somehow managed to pay him six-figure salaries while showing huge losses every year.  The saying around Law School was that “A” students made judges, “B” students made attorneys and “C” students made money.  Foster’s “minus” status seemed to enhance his bankability and the trueness of that adage.
“But because you are in contempt,” Judge Spaulding droned on, though now with a hint of a smile, “I order you to pay restitution for legal charges incurred by the State.  Mr. Delaney, do you have those figures at this time?”
“Yes I do, your Honor.”  Delany’s voice hardly disguised the disappointment and frustration he was feeling.  “Investigators reported ninety-two hours, my office staff seventy-six, and then there were some rather heavy miscellaneous expenses.  The total comes to $18,275.52., your Honor.”
It was a paltry sum compared to the hefty six figure finding that should have been levied against Foster.  Eighteen grand to him was a weekend binge in Las Vegas.  
“Very well.  This Court orders you to pay $18,275.52 to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, through Mr. Delany or his office, by June 30, one week from today.”
“Your Honor,”  Delany had one last token jab to try.  It would be more of a statement than a victory, but it would show he was still in the game.  “Mr. Foster has demonstrated in the past that he is always late in paying and pays with checks that often don’t clear the first time through.  All this in a show of open defiance to the court and with more inconvenience to my office and the people of the Commonwealth.  In view of his record, I would ask that the Court stipulate that funds must be cleared by June 30.”
That brought a slight smile to Judge Spaulding’s face.  She would get to turn the screws just a little tighter on Mr. Foster.
“Thank you for enlightening me, Mr. Delany.”  Judge Spaulding turned back to Foster, casting a sweet, “here’s yours”, smile in his face.  “The Court orders you to appear before me on June 30.  At that time, Mr. Foster, you will have to prove to this Court that Mr. Delany’s office has received the funds in full.  If you should fail in this regard,” and she flashed another smile, “the Book will be thrown.  This case is dismissed until June 30.” 
As the two men made their exit, Delany obviously fuming at his failure to nail his opponent yet again, Jack Foster’s wheels were already spinning.
			_________________________
 
“All rise.”  The Court Bailiff scanned the courtroom as the Honorable Gertrude Spaulding entered and took her seat.
“Be seated.  Court is in session, the Honorable Judge Spaulding presiding.”  Had it been a routine day, the Bailiff’s job would be about half over.
Taking her seat, Judge Spaulding took in the bizarre scene that had awaited her.  All around the courtroom, occupying a half dozen seats, a few places on the floor, on the witness desks and on the Clerk’s desk sat piles.  And more piles.  Of pennies.
“What is this?”  She was asking sternly, not that she didn’t know as it was quite obvious, but her authority allowed her the luxury of requiring someone else to vocalize.  No one wanted to.
“Mr. Foster had them brought in before I got here.”  The Clerk was speaking under her breath to Judge Spaulding, quaking in fear that she had somehow messed up in allowing such a thing to happen.  Foster lounged in his seat, almost laying in it, his legs crossed at the ankles and a smirk on his face.
A background of giggles completed the scene, giggles from the audience observing the Judge’s long anticipated reaction.  Even though many had to stand, their seats taken by Abe Lincoln, the humor placated them.
“Your Honor,” the Bailiff now feeling job insecurity, “Mr. Foster and about sixteen associates were here first thing this morning.  By the time I returned, they had emptied their cases and got out.  The piles were already in place.”
More giggles.  A bigger grin on Foster.
“How did they get through security?”  Spaulding was focusing on the Bailiff since he had spoken last.  Besides, he was a man.  
“Security didn’t know what to do.”  He was shrugging his shoulders while speaking.  “Nothing illegal about bringing money in.  Mr. Foster here was quick to remind them of that point.”
Foster cocked his head.  Chief Prosecutor Delany steamed.  You could have made a latte’.
Judge Spaulding had suspected something was up.  There had been an unusual buzz all  morning and the clerk had been exceptionally demure, almost hanging her head as she brought the Judge her morning’s Answers and Filings.  No one wanted to be the one to break it to her, so here she was, trying to fathom the entire scene and searching desparately for an infraction or statute that could be leveled at Foster.
“Under the circumstances I believe we will lead with ‘The Commonwealth vs. Foster’.   Mr. Foster, would you stand and raise your right hand, please.”
The bailiff swore him in and a sing-song-like, “I do!” set the mood.
“Mr. Foster,” Judge Spaulding shot, “I make no attempt to hide my disgust at what I anticipate to be your answer to my first question:  Can you explain these piles of pennies that litter my courtroom?”
“Payment of a debt, your Honor.”  Foster was still standing, rotating his body to view the full picture of his piece of work.  “Payment of a Court ordered debt to the Commonwealth.  Payment in full.”
Spaulding closed her eyes briefly as the Prosecutor raised his.
“Mr. Delany,” she continued, “may I have your response, please.”
Delany shook his head briefly, then rose.  The court spectators, largely defendants in other cases who knew they would shortly be tagged by the Court, were clearly on Foster’s side, loving the thought that he was beating the system in his own way.  Having to stand was a small price to pay for such entertainment.
“This is an outrage, your Honor.  Just collecting all these pennies, transporting them to a safe area, counting them and hauling them over to make a deposit…, well, it will all take time.  Time and people.  And that will all cost the Commonwealth money.”
“It’s legal tender, your Honor.”  Foster knew there could be no argument.  Just chagrin, and another victory of sorts for the “C-minus“ law student.
A moment passed while the Judge collected herself.  She wished someone had tipped her off beforehand.  She could have hit the books and searched for some infraction or penalty to levy, some way out of this debacle.  Then again, she could call a recess or order a short continuance while she searches, but she had a strong hunch Foster had done his research and was on solid ground.  Worse still, to come back empty handed would feed his ego and be more of a defeat.  She would have to rule now.
“You are assuming that the Court will accept this form of payment.  Have you a contingency plan should the Court not accept it?”
“In all due respect, your Honor, the Court is bound by the laws and statutes of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, and the statutes clearly stipulate that legal tender must be accepted as payment for any debt.  I submit that it is beyond this Court’s authority to refuse cash or coin as payment.”
Spaulding heaved a sigh.  Her eyes wavered between Foster and Delany, hoping against hope that the prosecutor might throw her a lifeline.  Anything.  But it was not to be.  Prosecutor Delany was trying to disappear by becoming smaller. 
“And how do you expect the Commonwealth to handle your payment?  You heard Mr. Delany explain the difficulties in handling your form of settlement, as if you couldn’t anticipate the problems.  What would you suggest?”
Foster shrugged his shoulders, then raised his hands, palms up.
“That’s not my problem, your Honor.”
More giggles from the audience.  Judge Spaulding eyed them hard, her hand reaching for the gavel.  They quieted down knowing she wasn’t in a great mood.
“Mr. Foster,” she was controlling her voice remarkably, “this represents some undertaking!  Was it very difficult to amass such a large number of pennies?  Just how did you do it?”
“Not hard at all.  I just notified a number of banks and sent my people out to collect the next day.”  Foster was beaming, sensing he had the support of the audience.
“But you could have just as easily sent one person for cash.  Large bills.  Or, even easier, a money order or certified check, couldn’t you have?”
“Could have.”
“Then, why didn’t you?”
Foster was taken back only momentarily.  Since when did he have to explain a method of payment?  With luck, maybe he could build a case for harassment. 
“Simply to make my point, your Honor.  My point being that the laws of this state rot.  And as a law-abiding citizen, I will pay my debt and submit to the laws, but this is what I think of them.”  Then he nodded proudly.
Spaulding and Delany had a moment as they exchanged glances.  Barbs aimed at the state were aimed at them as representatives thereof.  The Judge wiggled in her seat, shaking off this latest defeat and changing tack.
“So you are representing to this Court that the number of pennies before it represent payment in full of its’ Court Ordered sanctions and fines, namely, $18,275.52.”
“That’s exactly right, your Honor.”
There was a pause as Judge Spaulding again eyed the piles.  What were the chances, she thought, that a mis-count could cause Foster to be short?  It was a long shot, but maybe her only shot.
Anticipating her pondering, Foster spoke again.
“The pennies were counted by myself, personally, as well as by six of my associates.  Three times!”  He beamed broadly, turning to his adoring fans.  “I have here notarized statements from all six witnesses attesting to the fact that the count is accurate.”  He proudly held up his confirmations for everyone to see.
A hard silence developed between Spaulding and Delany and the stifled giggles from the audience could be sensed.  Foster then reached deep into his pocket and pulled out another penny.
“In the remote chance that there was a mis-count,” he said smugly, flipping the penny end-over-end onto the nearest pile, “I’ll throw this in for insurance.  Keep the change if it turns out to be accurate.”
The laughter was broken by the crack of the gavel.  Spaulding would not tolerate any sense of mockery.
“Mr. Foster,” she began, “the Court Order clearly stipulates that payment in full was to have been made by our hearing.  Since this hearing has already begun, that penny was offered too late.  If your count is off by even a penny, the Court will not accept it.”  She was reaching, but it was all she had.  “A technicality, to be sure, but isn’t that how you’ve survived until now?”
“And it’s a technicality that I would surely respect, your Honor.  But it’s a moot one.  The count is accurate, as attested to by my six witnesses and my own personal counting.”  He threw his own cute smile toward the judge, mocking her wily way of sending a message.  “Nice try though.”
“Bailiff, hand me the notarized statements, please.”  
The bailiff approached Foster, figuring Foster had won this one again, but not wanting to show his approval.  He handed the statements to Judge Spaulding who buried herself in studying them.  As if they would make a difference.  She hadn’t a prayer.
“Mr. Foster,” she flashed her cute smile again.  “I am to believe, from these testimonials and your testimony, that the count is accurate.  Is that correct?”
“Yes, it is, your Honor.”  Foster was still smiling, now shaking his head in a self-congratulatory style.  How easy the court system is when you just do your homework, he thought.  There’s always a way to better it, always a technicality somewhere.  Delany shrunk deeper in his seat having nothing to offer, wondering if he had disappeared yet.
“Bailiff,” the judge continued, “scoop up a handful of pennies from one of the piles and put them here in front of me.”
The bailiff looked at her a little puzzled but went to the nearest pile to him and grabbed a scoop.  With a size twelve ring, his hands easily carried close to a hundred.  He dutifully deposited them in front of Judge Spaulding, who glanced casually down for two seconds, then turned back to Foster.  She forced her biggest smile yet.
“Mr. Foster,” still smiling, but now holding a single penny up by the very edge between two pinched fingers.   “What’s this?”
Scoffing below his breath, Foster answered in a question form.  
“A penny, your Honor?”  There was an impatient air about him and a single chuckle from the audience.
“What kind of a penny, Mr. Foster?”
It threw him for a bit, but only a second.
“A legal tender penny, your Honor.”  And that should close the book on this one, he thought.
Delany shot up attentively in his seat.  Even from his distance he could see what was wrong.
“No, Mr. Foster.  This is a Canadian penny.”  Foster turned ashen.  “Not legal tender of this country, nor by extension, of the Commonwealth.  My guess is there’s a few hundred of these scattered throughout the piles, but this one is all the Court needs.  By your own testimony and by these six notarized affidavits… you’re a penny short, Mr. Foster.”
To a silenced audience, having gained a newfound respect for the Court, Foster stammered out a reply.
“But…, but that’s a technicali…”  There was no need to finish, he just hung his head.  The next sound to be heard would be that of a book being thrown.  A very large one.  The double-edged sword had gutted Jack Foster on its’ back swing. 
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“Ms. LaPree, this is Chief Detective, James Adams.”
“Mr. Adams.  Pleased to meet you.”  Brenda LaPree brought her handkerchief down from her forehead and began to rise.
“Please,” Detective Adams motioned, “don’t get up.  You’ve had quite a day.”
She nodded in appreciation.  Surprised that a man understood.
“I’ll leave the two of you to talk,” Captain Kelly was already halfway out the door, “and I’ll send in Ms. Brock.  Call me if you need me, Detective.”
Brenda’s office was darker than usual.  She had adjusted the blinds to ease her headache that started around 10:00 that morning, the same time her life and career took quite a turn.
“It’ll take weeks before you get over it.”  Adams was trying to discharge the atmosphere, yet wanted to be realistic.  “If you do.”
“First one for me.  Hopefully the last, but I’ve met managers who have survived three.”  Brenda patted her forehead again.  
“Any robbery’s tough.  But a bank?  Over seven-fifty g’s?  You should be proud of yourself for handling things as well as you did.”
She could only shake her head back and forth, a distant stare hanging on her face.
“Coffee?” she offered, trying to be stoic.
“Black.  One sugar.”  He would have accepted tofu from Brenda, just to put her at ease.
Brenda pushed a button on her phone.  “Bobby, would you bring a coffee in for the detective?  Black, one sugar please.”
Adams let a half minute fall into silence.  No need to rush her.  He scanned Brenda’s office:  Diplomas, citations, mementos from company fund-raisers and trips, photo of a man and, most to his liking, an authentic Aborigine boomerang propped on display.  This girl likes to travel.
“I don’t know if I’m shaking from fear of my life or from losing the bank’s money.”
“I hope it’s from fear of your life,” Adams said consolingly, “the money’s not worth fretting over.  It’s only money, it’s only a job.  Don’t take it personally.”
She smiled appreciatively thinking that the man really did understand.
Casey Brock was shown in by Captain Kelly, who announced her, spun a one-eighty and was gone.
“Hello, Ms. Brock.  I’m Detective Adams.  Jim.”
“Very glad to meet you.”  Casey turned to her superior.  “How are you managing?”
Rising to meet Casey, Brenda motioned her to a seat.  “Forget me, how are you doing?”
Casey brushed it off with a hand swoosh and a sigh, but she had been almost as shaken.
“Why don’t both of you ladies sit and relax.  I just want to get a run down from you two firsthand.  I’ve been briefed on your stories and won’t drill you, but hearing things firsthand sometimes puts a different spin on things.”
The two women nodded and took their seats.  Bobby arrived with Adam’s coffee as Casey declined his offer for anything.
“Ms. LaPree, why don’t you start from the beginning.”
She dabbed at the corner of one eye and took a deep breath.
“It started with a letter about a week ago,” as she handed Adams the letter she had kept on file.  “A Mr. Aristotle Papoyan was introducing himself, wanting to open an account and would be calling for an appointment.  Which he did two days later and we set it up for ten this morning.”
Detective Adams noticed the return address, valueless to be sure, but declaring he lived in the upscale area of Newburyport, to the north.
“Promptly at ten, I was called down to the floor where I met with Mr. Papoyan in one of the conference rooms.  I can’t recall him even making small talk.  Handed me this note almost immediately and while I read, he informed me where my daughter, Brenna, went to school and that she had just started her twenty minute recess in the playground.”  A wave of shakes passed through her.
With the pause, Detective Adams read the note carefully, confirming the report he had gotten about it:
 
Dear Ms. LaPree:
 
Sorry, but I’m robbing your bank!  Please don’t alert 
anyone or trip any alarms as I have three armed 
people on the floor ready for action.  I have two others 
in place at the Merriweather School Playground.  All 
will act on a moments notice should anything not 
go right.  But it should go right.  Please listen to me 
and obey.
 
Thank you, and sorry again for ruining your day.
 
It wasn’t signed.  Didn’t have to be.  It had earned Brenda’s attention and loyalty.
 “So with no choice, I complied with every word of instruction.”
Adams cast her an understanding smile.  Is this man real, she wondered?
“He informed me that he knew of the delivery earlier in the morning.  About two million in cash via Wells Fargo.”  She paused, looking straight at Adams.  “An amateur would never know that, but I doubt it would be hard for a professional to find out.  Too many potential leaks.  I’ve always said that to the board and at the security conferences.”
Adams smirked.  “Next time you say it, they’ll probably listen.”
Brenda laughed.  He was right, that’s about all she could expect.
“Anyway, he proceeds to tell me that he’s depending on me.  I would have to tell the guards what was happening and get them to cooperate.  He knew, of course, officially the guards were sworn to duty, but he had met them.  He told me that once I tell them the lives of people in the lobby and…” she gasped lightly, “my daughter’s life were in danger, the two vault guards wouldn’t be a problem.”  She looked thoughtfully up at Adams.  “He was a wonder at knowing people.”
“Banks go two ways, by brute or by brain,” Adams was interjecting, “looks like this boy chose brains.”
“And speed,” Brenda added, “in no time he was opening his briefcase and taking out three folded canvas bags.  He instructed me to call in the assistant manager, Casey, and go back to the vault, fill the bags and bring them to him.”
Adams glanced at Casey who was nodding in agreement.  He motioned for Brenda to continue.
“When Casey came in, I explained just what was going on and that Mr. Papoyan had people stalking Brenna at her playground.  Casey got the message and we both cooperated.  We went down to the vault, explained everything to the guards and the man was right, they backed off immediately.  They even helped us load the money!”
Adams clutched his forehead, grimacing.  Not that he could blame them, considering the bank manager’s daughter’s life was at stake, but he could imagine the dressing down they would be in for.
“Anyway, we brought the money back acting as casual and happy as possible, smiling and joking with everyone like he instructed us.  He was right, no one suspected anything, not even questioning why we two girls were lugging around heavy canvas bags all over the bank floor.  Like I said, he was smart, knew how people would act.
“Then, without even looking in the bags, he took one out of my hand and with each of us carrying one bag, directed us out to his waiting car.”
It was the briefest explanation Adams had ever heard for a two million dollar heist.  Briefest because it was the simplest.  Maybe the man was smart.
“What kind of car did he have?  And did you catch the plate?”
“As we were walking out the door,” Brenda was explaining, “he cautioned us not to study the car or the plate.  He told us to keep our attention down the sidewalk and just stay in line with him.  When we had already passed what turned out to be his car, he stopped.  He told us not to look back and he threw his bag in, then each of ours.  Then he told us to keep walking for three blocks before turning around.  Only then would Brenna be safe.”
“Did you at least catch the color of the car  Maybe the make?”
Brenda shook her head.  She had been too distraught.
“Gray, I think.”  Casey was interjecting for the first time.  “Or dull silver, something like that.  Maybe light blue.  But I wouldn’t know the make or even the kind of car.”
Well, that should narrow it down, Adams thought sarcastically.  But he knew it hardly mattered, chances are the car changed within five minutes anyway.
“Is there any place he might have left finger prints?”  Adams was still holding the note in his hand, but Captain Kelly had told him it was clean.  
“He wore his gloves the whole time.”  Brenda could see he had thought of everything.  “A man from the Mid-East moving to Boston in December?  Nothing suspicious about keeping his coat and gloves on.”
“His hat, too.”  Casey added, knowing it would be unlikely to find hair samples either.
Adams could see the dead-ends mounting.
“What about his accent?” he added, “Think it was genuine?”
“Oh, yes.  Definitely.”  Brenda was more and more convinced this guy had pulled the perfect robbery.
“Well,” Casey was hesitating, not wanting to contradict her boss, “it struck me as a little put-on.  I don’t know, maybe it was real.”
“Oh, it was real,” Brenda was certain.  “The Mid-East is a big area.  A lot of countries, dialects, accents.  No, I’ve heard similar accents when I visited two years ago.”
Which confirmed Adams’ suspicion about the boomerang.  The girl liked to travel.  Since Casey was backing down, he assumed Brenda was right on.
“No doubt he was disguised, but describe him as best as you could.”
Brenda deferred to Casey, nodding for her to describe the man.
“Average height, maybe just a little overweight, or it might have been the coat.  Brown eyes, full beard.  Black, jet black hair.”
Brenda then concurred.  “He was a bit shorter than most Americans, but around average for that culture.  Definitely overweight, forty, fifty pounds maybe.  Black hair was thick, full, and his eyes were hauntingly dark.  I’ve never seen darker.”
Casey nodded, like maybe she wasn’t as sure, but her boss’s description was probably more accurate.
“Anything else about his voice or speech?”
Brenda waited for Casey again.
“Not that I can think of.  Just that funny accent.  Fairly deep voice, but nothing spectacular.”
“Actually, I thought his speech was on the refined side considering his culture and the language barrier.”  Brenda was confirming again that the accent was real.  “And yes, his voice was deep.  Or resonant might be a better word.”
Adams finished his notes up and perused the room again, letting the details set in and allowing the two witnesses a little time to recall other details.  With nothing further being volunteered and the girls absorbed in their own thoughts he broke the silence.
“Who’s the man?”
Brenda shot him a startled stare.  “Why would we know?  Don’t you think we’d tell you?”
Adams flicked his eyes from the shelf display to meet her shocked, accusing eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he said smiling, “I meant the man in the picture.”  Without moving his head he flicked his eyes back to the framed photo.
“Oh,” Brenda let out a relief laugh, “that.  My boyfriend, Joe.”
As all three stifled small chuckles, Adams studied the image of a blonde, blue-eyed, jock type man, probably ten years her junior.  Or more.  Looking back at Brenda, he could see it though.  Nice looking and successful.  Why wouldn’t a younger man go along for the ride?
“Lucky man.”  It would have diffused the situation even if he didn’t mean it.  “Well, I want to thank you both for all your help and hope that you two can put this out of your mind.  It won’t happen easily, but try.  It’s not the kind of thing you want to play over and over again.”
A light knock at the door ended Adams speech.   As Captain Kelly opened the door, in ran eight-year-old Brenna, safe and giggly, glad to be let out of school early and even gladder to get a ride in the police cruiser.
“You’ve both got a lot to be thankful for.”  Adams nodded his good-bye.  “If anything else comes up, call me.  Otherwise, good day.”  He placed his card on the credenza as he left.
				_________________
 
The knocks on the door came at 6:30.  So light at first, Brenda almost missed them.  But as she approached to look out the peep hole, three more knocks came, firmer.
“I’m sorry Ms. LaPree,” it was Detective Adams, looking apologetic and humble, “I feel like Lieutenant Colombo.  But seriously, I had one more thing.”
Somewhat startled at seeing him, his reference to Colombo disarmed her.  She smiled as she swung the door wide, gesturing him in.
“Your coat’s not wrinkled enough to fool anyone,” she joked.
“Well, then, maybe I could use the line, ‘I just happened to be in the neighborhood,’ I do live in Randolph.”  He was referring to the next town south of her town of Milton, two bedroom communities south of Boston.
Entering the condo, he saw that she wasn’t alone.  Sitting on the loveseat was picture man, Joe.  On the table in front of him was a bottle of Dom Perignon and two crystal stem glasses.  A good way to de-stress, Adams thought.
“Detective Adams, this is my boyfriend, Joe Carson.”
As they nodded to each other, Adams sensed a startled look Joe was trying to shake off, almost as if he shouldn’t be there.  Like maybe Joe was married or something.
”Brenda told me about you, Detective.  I didn’t think I’d be meeting you, but, hey!  Glad I am.”  Joe was holding out his hand approaching Adams as he was speaking.  Adams thought his voice a little odd.  Kind of wimpy for such a strapping, muscular six footer.  Maybe he pumped up as a teenager to compensate.  Maybe that’s why he wears so much jewelry too.  Probably a city’s worth of insecurities in this guy.
“I recognize you from your picture in Ms. LaPree’s office.  The pleasure’s mine.”
Brenda motioned them to the living room, gestured them to both take a seat and quickly tidied up the coffee table as women do.
“I don’t want to disturb anything,” Adams went on, “if I could just ask you a few more questions.”
“Oh, by all means.  Let me sit down with you both.”
Brenda joined Joe on the loveseat to his left and Adams took the overstuffed chair. 
“It occurred to me that I should have asked if you noticed a few other details.  Like when you handed Papoyan the bag of money, can you recall if he used his right hand or his left?”
“His right.”  Brenda was evidently very observant.  “I remember clearly, he reached with his right.”
Adams nodded surprisingly.  Maybe she’ll remember other details too.  He had come here on a hunch and this was a good sign.
“When he reached, did a watch show?  Or any bracelets or things like that?”
“No.  Nothing like that.  He didn’t seem the type to be in to showy things.”
Adams was impressed.  He wished every witness could be so sharp.  Nice looking, successful and smart too.  He wondered if Joe knew what an exceptional person he had in Brenda.  He didn’t look it.
“I take it that the people he claimed to have in the lobby never surfaced.  You never saw anyone that identified themselves with Papoyan, is that correct?”
“No, not at all.”  Brenda had a good mind and had already pieced this together.  “It had occurred to me that he was acting alone.  Probably didn’t even have anyone at my daughter’s playground.  But under the circumstances, none of us would have played that bet even if we had thought of it.”
Adams nodded in agreement.  Papoyan, or whoever he was, had played it slick.  Pulled off a two million dollar bank caper, all alone.
“By the way,” Adams interjected, “where is your daughter?”
“We dropped her off at my mom’s.  She loves staying there, in a real house with a real yard and kids everywhere.  Brenna gets bored in the condo here.”
“Would you have any objection to my asking her a few questions tomorrow?  Kids are more observant than most adults, I’m hoping she might confirm whether or not she noticed any strangers at the playground.”
“No, not in the least.”  Brenda motioned Joe to a pad and pencil on the table next to him.  “She’ll still be at my mom’s, so you should call first.  We’ll write down her address and phone number.”
Joe grabbed the pencil and paper expecting to hand it to Brenda when he noticed the stem glass occupying her hand.  He indicated he’d write down the information, nudging her slightly so he’d have elbow room to write.  
Adam’s studied the scene before him and pondered the details of the case as Brenda had related.  A large, floor to ceiling mirror in back of the loveseat reflected all three of their images in an almost surreal scene, giving Adams the perspective of an observer rather than a participant.  Viewing the two from the back as they faced him, he began to get a different picture, seeing what wasn’t obvious looking straight at the couple.  Every detail was reflected accurately, but exactly opposite, exactly the flip side of the normal perspective.  With the view came certain realizations.  That an exact opposite representation is as good as an accurate representation if you know to juxtapose the details.  That accurate conclusions can be made based on exactly opposite images.  That a child feared in danger a few hours earlier was strangely missing from this de-stressing, intimate gathering.  That there was the appearance of celebration, not consolation.   That Joe was left-handed.
As Adams’ head churned with these realizations, he noted for the first time, two envelopes lying on the table, their contents partially out.  Airline tickets.
“Getting away?”  Adams asked, nodding to the tickets.
“Oh,” Brenda hardly suppressed her startled reaction, “yes, St. Marteen’s.   I put in for an emergency leave and the bank gave me two weeks.”  Then, as an afterthought, “Joe was able to get away too.”
Lucky man, Adams thought for the second time today.  But he knew it wasn’t luck.  It was the fruition of a meticulously thought-out plan, and no way was Joe the planner.
“Brenna too?”  He knew the answer before she could speak.
“No, she’ll stay with grammy for the time.”  Brenda could sense something wasn’t going right.
The detective let a few moments of silence pass.  He mulled over the whole scene knowing he had several options and if he took the one he was thinking of, there would be no return.  He stared at a very tense Joe and an acting, very cool Brenda.  That makes four qualities he’d always admired in a woman.  His mind was made up.
“Well, Joe,” he was excluding Brenda, “I’ve got good news and bad news for you.”
Joe stiffened more.  Even he knew something was going very wrong.
“The bad news,” Adams continued, “is that I know who played Papoyan.”
Joe crossed his legs quickly and folded his hands together, asking a nervous, “Who?”  He needed cool lessons bad.
“You.  But the good news is, you don’t have to go to jail!”
Brenda tried to speak up over Joe who was protesting vehemently, but Adams overrode both of them.
“Brenda, you were too opposite.  Every description you gave, from height to weight, to voice, to where he supposedly lived, to hair color, right down to his being right-handed, everything was the opposite of Joe here.  Even the name you came up with.  What could be further from a solid Anglo-Saxon name like Joe Carson than some Eastern Arabian name like Aristotle Papoyan?  You meant to lead us as far away from Joe as possible, didn’t you?”
“What are you talking about?” she protested.  “Everything I said was accurate!  You heard my assistant, Casey, collaborate everything.  She saw him too.  How could we both be wrong?”
“You had Joe disguise himself, wig, makeup, contact lenses, etc.  You had him alter his voice as much as he was able.  Then you let Casey talk first when describing Papoyan.   All in all, she only saw him a minute or so, you knew she wouldn’t have his description accurate. Whatever way she was off from the real Joe, you would exaggerate even more, taking us further away from the real description.  When she said he was average height, not realizing he was fully six feet, you lowered him more, when she said he looked slightly overweight, you pumped him up another twenty pounds.  She said he had a deep voice, you said it was very deep, resonant.  On and on.  And I’m sure when we check those airline tickets out, we’ll find they were arranged for long before today.  I’d even bet you still have Papoyan’s beard and wig in the other room, along with his coat and gloves.  Probably even the money.”
 Joe was falling apart but Brenda stayed cool as a mountain spring.
“Well, you’ll never know,” she shot back, “you’ll need a search warrant to look and it will all be gone long before you ever get one.  And we’ll be gone too.”
“That was your plan, but I’m changing it.  I have an officer waiting downstairs and enough evidence to arrest both of you right now.  By the time you clear the interrogation, we’ll have done our search and you’ll both be looking at fifteen to twenty.”
That quieted Brenda down and broke Joe down.  He was a sweaty, shaking mess, mumbling something incoherent.
“So, let’s back up to the good news.”  Brenda hadn’t let that one get by her.
“You have two choices.  One, I call my man up and we let your tax dollars support you for the next couple of decades,” Adams settled back comfortably into his chair, “or two, Joe here walks and I take his place.”
The two were taken back.
“Take my place?”  Joe asked, weakly.
“You walk out the door right now and get on with your life.  I take your share,” looking at Brenda now, “a million I trust, and enjoy a two week stay in St. Marteen’s”
“Wait…, Hold on now…” Brenda was up in arms.
“Take my share?  What do you mean?”  Joe was at attention now.
“Look, Joe, you have no share.  The only thing you’ll be sharing is half of a cell with your new best friend.  You want that or you want to walk away peaceably?”
Joe was quiet again.  Trying to think.
“I don’t give squat about his share,” Brenda wasn’t quiet, but she was thinking fast, “but who says you’re going to St. Marteen’s with me?”  She was indignant.
“Look, lady, I doubt I’d want to spend the rest of my life with you as this moron probably promised you, but I have some vacation due me and spending two weeks with you on a beach and in a hotel doesn’t strike me as a terrible way of using it.”  Adams liked holding all the cards.  He also liked the shocked stare of helplessness he managed to freeze on Brenda’s face.
Brenda mellowed quickly studying Adams.  Smarter, more sophisticated, maybe not quite as buff but she was sure he could hold his own in any alley fight, and more her age than Joe was.  She broke into a smile at the thought of replacing Joe with him.  As long as she was keeping her share of the money, why should she care?
“You got yourself a deal.”  Smiling acceptingly at Adams, she never moved her eyes away from his as she told Joe to hit the road.
“But…,”  Joe was tongue tied, or make that brain tied.  His head was swiveling freely as he tried to halt the direction things were headed, but it was a runaway train and he was a cow on the tracks.
Adams took out a Franklin and tipped Joe on his way out.  He knew there were ten thousand equivalents waiting for him in the next room and he’d never miss it.  Joe would need every penny if his guess was right.
Adams and LaPree polished off the Dom Perignon, LaPree packed a single carry-on and they were off.  They would both shop duty-free when they woke up in the morning.  Joe’s full-fare, first-class ticket would be easily exchanged since Brenda purchased it on her AMEX.
 As they hit the street, they also hit a wall.  Three police officers, guns drawn, along with a subordinate detective and Captain Kelly.
“Last minute vacation, Jimmy?”  Kelly hid his disappointment in Adams.
Adams and LaPree stood dumbfounded.  Beyond the wall of police they could see a cruiser with the rear door open.  Inside sat Casey Brock.
“Ms. Brock happened to catch me after you interviewed Ms. LaPree and herself.”  Kelly threw his cigarette down with a hint of disgust.  “She was troubled by some of the description Ms. LaPree had given, seeming to distort what the robber really looked like.  We pieced together enough to think she was involved and figured you went ahead to arrest her.  We were just here to give you some backup when out comes Joe Carson.  Ms. Brock recognized him as LaPree’s boyfriend.  So we approached him with no idea he was involved, just wanted to see if things were all right upstairs and he started spilling his guts before we could say a word.”
Detective James Adams and Brenda LaPree sighed dejectedly.  But for different reasons.
“Kelly,” Adams grimaced, his eyes rolling skyward, “are you so busy you can’t even check your voice-mail?”
Kelly hesitated, puzzled at the question.
“While Ms. LaPree here was packing, I called you on my cell phone and described what was going down.  I explained where we were disposing the evidence and left you instructions to meet us at Logan, Terminal “D” for the arrest.  It was the only way I could think of to nail down the case and leave no loose ends since I had come alone.”
Kelly smiled weakly, embarrassed he hadn’t checked his messages after hearing his phone ring.  Even more ashamed that he had jumped to such a judgment of his friend and hero.  But glad that he still had a hero.  And a friend.
Brenda stared in disbelief at Adams as his words echoed in her head.  She couldn’t decide if she were more angry at Joe or at Adams.  Adams returned her gaze in a caring, non-accusatory way.
“Somewhere down the road,” he said quietly, “when you’ve resigned yourself to your situation, you’ll realize it was Joe.  You could never really be mad at me.”
As they escorted her away, Brenda fixed her stare onto Adams as long as she was able.   A man who really did understand.
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