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    LADY JUSTICE AND THE GERIATRIC GUMSHOES 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
        Seventy-two-year old Sol Marino crept quietly up the aisle past the mustard and ketchup, pausing at the pickles to get a better look at the checkout counter. Standing on his tip toes, looking over the dills, he spotted his boss, Tony, face to face with Vito, Carmine Marchetti’s musclebound emissary. 
 
        Sol had been working part time at Scavuzzo’s Convenience Store and Deli for a month waiting for just this moment. 
 
        Vito made regular visits to the store to collect protection money for Marchetti, the big dog in the Kansas City mafia, and Sol’s assignment was to get the transaction on video. 
 
        He held his cell phone over the shelving, stretching his five foot, eight inch body as far as possible. By craning his neck, he was just able to see Tony pass an envelope to Vito on the camera’s screen. 
 
        Vito had just slipped the envelope in his pocket when Sol’s shaky elbow dislodged a jar of gherkins from the shelf.  
 
       “Oh crap!” Sol muttered as the jar crashed onto the floor. 
 
        Vito turned toward the sound, his weapon drawn. “What the hell, Tony. You said we were alone.” 
 
        “I --- I thought we were,” Tony replied, trembling. “The only other person here is my helper, Sol, and he’s supposed to be in the back, trimming produce.” 
 
        Vito rounded the corner finding Sol standing in pickle juice, fumbling with his cell phone camera. 
 
        “Gimme that!” Vito ordered, grabbing the phone. “Well, well,” he said, watching the video of the exchange, “look what we have here.” 
 
        He grabbed Sol by the collar and dragged him to the counter. 
 
        Vito glared at Tony. “Trimming produce! Does this look like trimming produce to you?” he asked, tossing the camera on the counter. 
 
        Frightened and confused, Tony turned to Sol. “What’s this? What were you thinking?” 
 
        “Just trying to help,” Sol replied, wincing in Vito’s iron grip. 
 
        “Mr. Marchetti’s gonna be really pissed when he hears about this,” Vito said, menacingly. 
 
        “Don’t blame Tony,” Sol begged. “He didn’t know anything about this. It’s all me.” 
 
        Vito looked at Tony. “Is that right, Tony? Was this his bright idea?” 
 
        Tony nodded, knowing he had sealed Sal’s fate. 
 
        Vito pocketed Sol’s cell phone and pushed Sol toward the door. “Looks like your bright idea has earned you a ride downtown and a meeting with Mr. Marchetti.” 
 
        As he was leaving, Vito turned to Tony. “Better put a help wanted sign in the window. Your buddy here won’t be coming back. Oh, and a word of caution. Be more careful who you hire.” 
 
        Tony’s heart ached when he saw the look of desperation on Sol Marino’s face as Vito shoved him into the car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
        My name is Walt Williams and I’m a seventy-three-year old private investigator. 
 
        I know that may sound odd. I’m a bit tardy because I became involved in the world of criminal investigation at the ripe old age of sixty-five.  
 
        After a real estate career of thirty years, I retired and was soon bored out of my mind. A series of events that I could never have predicted led me to finagle my way into the Kansas City Police Department where I spent five glorious years with my partner, Ox. 
 
        During my tenure on the force, I managed to escape the Grim Reaper more times than I care to remember. Then one day, after taking a bullet in my kiester, I decided to put away the badge and open my own P.I. business with the assistance of my brother-in-law, Kevin McBride. 
 
        Kevin had thirty years’ experience sleuthing in Phoenix before returning to Kansas City. Now, as partners, we are the proud proprietors of Walt Williams Investigations. 
 
        Thankfully, I do not have to rely on the income from my P.I. business to put food on the table. Only a few of the cases that have come our way have been from paying customers. Most have been pro bono, but that’s okay because they keep Kevin and me busy. Nothing sorrier than two old guys with nothing to do. 
 
        My wife, Maggie, age seventy-two, is still an active real estate agent. Her commission income along with my real estate investments and Social Security allow us to live comfortably. 
 
        Kevin was in my office and we were commiserating about our lack of paying customers when the phone rang. 
 
        “Walt Williams Investigations.” 
 
        “Mr. Williams, my name is Benny Berkowitz. We need your help.” 
 
        I covered the mouthpiece and whispered to Kevin, “We got a hot one!” 
 
        He pumped his fist. 
 
        “How may we be of service?” I asked in my most professional voice. 
 
        “Uhhh, I’d rather not discuss it on the phone. Can we meet somewhere?” 
 
        “You can come by my office. My partner and I are both here at the moment.” 
 
        “Great! We need to see you right away. This is a matter of utmost urgency.” 
 
        I gave him directions. He said they’d be there in twenty minutes. 
 
        “A matter of utmost urgency,” I said after hanging up. 
 
        Kevin rubbed his hands. “Love it! We can charge more for those.” 
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        Exactly twenty minutes later, there was a knock on the door. 
 
        “Prompt!” Kevin said. “I like that.” 
 
        Our new clients were two old gents about the same age as Kevin and me. 
 
        “Benny Berkowitz,” one of them said, extending his hand, “and this is my friend, Tom Dooley.” 
 
        “Come in. I’m Walt and this is my partner, Kevin McBride.” 
 
        I led them into the office and offered them seats on two chairs I had swiped from the kitchen. Our office was one small room in my apartment which we shared with Maggie’s real estate business. Since most of our clients never paid, we couldn’t justify paying rent for something more professional. Certainly not pretentious, but it served our needs. 
 
        “So how may we help you?” I asked, after we were seated, “What’s the urgency?” 
 
        “It’s our friend Sol, Sol Moreno,” Benny replied. “He’s been taken.” 
 
        “Taken? By whom?” 
 
        “A big ape named Vito. He’s an enforcer for Carmine Marchetti.” 
 
        Kevin and I exchanged glances. I had a bad feeling about what was to come. 
 
        “Carmine Marchetti! What could your friend have possibly done to incur the wrath of the Italian mafia?” 
 
        “It’s a long story,” Benny replied. 
 
        “Then you’d better get started,” Kevin said. “If Marchetti is involved, it’s not just urgent, it’s critical.” 
 
        “Right! Sol was working undercover at Scavuzzo’s Convenience Store and Deli and ---” 
 
        “Stop right there! What do you mean undercover? Is Sol Moreno a cop?” 
 
        “Heaven’s no! He’s just part of our club, Crime Fighting Seniors.” 
 
        “Good Lord! How many more are in your club?” 
 
        “So far, just the three of us.” 
 
        “Exactly what was Sol doing at Scavuzzo’s that got him in trouble?” 
 
        “Sol’s lived in the Northeast Neighborhood all his life. He knew that the mafia had always been involved in drugs, prostitution and protection, and he believed it was finally time to do something about it. He knew that Tony Scavuzzo was paying protection money to the mob, so he got a part time job so he could get the evidence to put Marchetti away once and for all.  
 
        “This morning, Vito came by to collect. Sol was hiding by the pickles, recording everything on his phone. He accidently knocked a jar of gherkins off the shelf, and --- well --- that’s when he got himself in a pickle. Vito heard the commotion, found Sol, and dragged him away. Tony told us Vito was taking him to Marchetti. That’s all we know.” 
 
        “So how old is Sol?” I asked. 
 
        “Seventy-one,” Benny replied. “We’re all over seventy, hence the name, Crime Fighting Seniors.” 
 
        “So I assume you all have had experience in law enforcement,” Kevin said. 
 
        “Actually, no,” Benny replied. “Sol managed a neighborhood grocery, Tom was a locksmith, and I was an electrician.” 
 
        “I’m confused,” I said. “What in the world possessed the three of you to get involved in crime fighting?” 
 
        “It was you,” Tom replied. It was the first words he’d spoken. “You were our inspiration.” 
 
        “ME? What in the world are you talking about? I’ve never met any of you.” 
 
        “That’s true,” Tom replied, “but we know a lot about you. You are my grandson’s hero. He’s told us so many stories about your adventures while you were on the force.” 
 
        Suddenly it struck me. Dooley!  
 
        Officer Dan Dooley was one of the young cops in the Midtown Precinct. He was a wiseacre whose passion in life was to give me good-natured ribbing from the moment I set foot in the door. He was constantly badgering me about my age and calling me Grandpa, but after Ox and I put together an impressive arrest record, he was the one who dubbed us The Dynamic Duo, and the name stuck. After I thwarted an attack on a doctor and his wife by throwing a cat on the perp’s back, he was the one responsible for blasting Cat Scratch Fever throughout the precinct the next morning.    
 
        “Dan told us about all your undercover assignments,” Tom continued. “Like the time you and Vince went undercover as a gay couple. The time you pretended to be a dead guy to catch the organ snatching ring. The time you ---.” 
 
        “Yeah, yeah, I get the idea.” 
 
        “We even have photos of you in drag,” Tom said, proudly. 
 
        “Swell.” 
 
        Kevin was trying his best not to bust out laughing. 
 
        “We figured if you could become a crime fighter at your age, so could we,” Tom continued. “First you were a cop. Now you have your own P.I. business.” 
 
        “Look,” I replied, trying not to burst their bubble, “there are some major differences here. First, I had to go through the police academy before I became a cop. Then I was partnered with a twenty-year veteran. Even now, my partner, Kevin, has over thirty years’ experience as a P.I. Plus, I was sixty-five when I started, not seventy-two. Big difference. 
 
        “I appreciate what the three of you are trying to do, but this is a dangerous business, and frankly, you’re in over your heads. Sol’s current predicament is a perfect example.” 
 
        “Speaking of that,” Benny said, “can you help us? Can you get Sol back?” 
 
        “I might have some ideas,” I replied. 
 
        “Great,” he replied. Then he bit his lip. “About your fee. How much will this set us back? Tom lives in a small cottage at John Knox Village. That takes most of his check. Sol lives in his son’s basement, and I have a little bungalow in Waldo. We don’t have a lot, but we could pay you some each month after we get our Social Security checks.” 
 
        I looked a Kevin. He rolled his eyes and shrugged. This had all the earmarks of another freebie. 
 
        “Let’s not worry about that right now,” I replied. “Let’s work on getting your friend back.” 
 
        “See!” Tom said, proudly. “Danny was right. Walt is a stand-up guy!” 
 
        “So how are you gonna take on Marchetti and his goons?” Benny asked, expectantly. 
 
        “I’m not going to ‘take them on.’ I’m going to have a conversation with Mr. Marchetti and see if we can work something out. Why don’t you two head on home. We’ll give you a call when we have some news.” 
 
        Reluctantly, they rose and headed to the door. 
 
        As they were leaving, Tom grabbed my hand. “Thank you, Mr. Williams. You’re not just Danny’s hero. You’re ours too.” 
 
        “You can call me Walt,” I replied, “and I’m not a hero. Just an old guy trying to do what’s right.” 
 
        Kevin had watched Tom’s parting remarks. “Looks like we need to get you a cape. All heroes should have a cape.” 
 
        “Don’t get snarky. The last thing I want is to get one of those old guys hurt or worse trying to impress me.” 
 
        “Old guys? Really? You do realize they’re the same age as us?” 
 
        “Again, big difference. We know what we’re doing --- most of the time.” 
 
        “Speaking of that, what do you have in mind for Carmine? It’s very possible that old Sol is being fitted for cement shoes as we speak.” 
 
        “Like I told our friends, I’ll talk to Carmine. I think I can persuade him to listen to reason.” 
 
        “You want me to come?” 
 
        “You know my relationship with Carmine. He cuts me some slack. You, not so much. I’d better go alone.” 
 
        “Your call. Just be careful. Cement shoes come in your size too!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
        I don’t usually consort with mafia bosses, but during the past year, fate had thrown Carmine Marchetti and me together on four separate occasions. On two of those occasions, Marchetti had saved my life, and on the other two, I had saved his. 
 
        That didn’t make us bosom buddies or Facebook friends, but we did develop a mutual respect for each other. We had enough of a relationship that I felt comfortable approaching him about Sol without fearing for my life. 
 
        I had learned from past experience that Carmine usually had lunch at Antonelli’s Italian Restaurant on Baltimore. 
 
        I had also learned that one doesn’t just barge in and disturb the mafia don’s lunch. You ask politely for an audience. 
 
        I approached the maître d'and handed him my card. 
 
        “If Mr. Marchetti is dining with you today, please give him this and tell him I’d like a moment of his time.” 
 
        The guy looked like I had just asked for his first-born child.  
 
        He was about to hand my card back when I played my hole card. 
 
        “Carmine and I are old friends. I’m sure he would be disappointed if he knew I was this close and we didn’t get a chance to catch up. We really wouldn’t want to disappoint Mr. Marchetti, now would we?” 
 
        He thought for a moment, then turned without a word, and ramrod straight, marched into the restaurant. 
 
        A few minutes later, two of Marchetti’s goons appeared, frisked me, then escorted me inside, an iron grip on each arm.  
 
        Carmine was at his usual table, a gorgeous blonde on either side. 
 
        “Well, well!” he boomed “Walt Williams! My favorite gumshoe. What brings you to Antonelli’s today?” 
 
        “Thank you for seeing me,” I replied, rubbing my bruised arms. “It’s about Sol Marino.” 
 
        “Ah, yes,” he replied, nodding. “Sol Marino. Thought he was Cecil B. DeMille, filming a gangster movie. Not a good idea. Vito just wasn’t interested in a movie career. What about him?” 
 
        “I was hoping we could work something out. Sol didn’t understand the implications of what he was doing. He’s really quite harmless. I’m sure if I could talk to him, he’d see the error of his ways. You’d never see or hear from him again.” 
 
        “Actually, I had already taken care of that,” he replied, “the part about never seeing or hearing from him again.” 
 
        “I thought that might be the case,” I said. “That’s why I’m here. Knowing you to be a man of compassion, I hoped we could work out an alternate plan that wouldn’t involve cement.” 
 
         Carmine roared with laughter. “Walt, you silver-tongued devil. I’ve always liked you. You’ve got a big set of balls for an old guy.” He thought for a moment. “Tell you what. I’m gonna give old Sol a reprieve because you asked real nice and polite, but make sure he understands that Carmine Marchetti doesn’t give second chances. Get my drift.” 
 
        I nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Marchetti. Looks like I owe you another one.” 
 
        “That you do, my boy. We were even-Steven, you saving me and me saving you, but now you owe me one. I like that. Never know when I might need a good gumshoe.” 
 
        He turned to one of the goons. “Vito, take Mr. Williams to where we’re holding Sol Marino, and treat him with respect. He owes me and I might need him someday.” 
 
        Vito nodded, taking me by the arm. “Sure, Boss.” 
 
        Even though he was supposed to be treating me with respect, I knew his grip was going to leave a mark. 
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        I followed Vito to an old warehouse in the West Bottoms, just a few blocks from the Missouri River. 
 
        Inside, Sol was tied to a chair with tape over his mouth. A few feet away, two guys were mixing cement in a huge wheelbarrow.  
 
        Seeing me, one of them said, “Another one? Shall I get a second bag of Redi-Mix?” 
 
        “Naw, stand down,” Vito replied. “Mr. Marchetti’s letting this one go.” 
 
        The guy was bewildered. “Then what are we gonna do with this stuff?” he asked, pointing to the cement. 
 
        “Just keep adding water and stirring,” Vito replied. “I heard Nicky’s bringing in the guy who hit Northeast Liquors last night. It won’t go to waste. One size fits all.” 
 
        Vito took out a switchblade and advanced menacingly toward Sol. 
 
        Seeing the behemoth approaching with the razor-sharp blade, Sol’s eyes grew wide and I was afraid he was going to pass out. 
 
        Vito grabbed a corner of the duct tape and ripped it off Sol’s mouth. 
 
        “Owww! Owww!” Sol moaned. 
 
        Vito got right in Sol’s face. “You’re lucky, old man. If I had my way, I’d gut you with this blade and the river turtles would be dining on your entrails, but Mr. Marchetti is giving you a break thanks to this guy,” he said, pointing to me. 
 
        “Mr. Marchetti wants to make sure you understand your situation,” he continued. “If you ever interfere in our business again, there will be no second chances. Kapish?” 
 
        Sol nodded vigorously. “I understand. I promise.” 
 
        “Just to make sure you don’t forget, every time you look in the mirror, this will be a little reminder.” 
 
        Without another word, Vito sliced a one-inch gash in Sol’s cheek. 
 
        Sol screamed in pain as blood oozed down his chin and soaked the collar of his shirt. 
 
        “Enough!” I said, and made a move to comfort Sol. 
 
        Vito turned and pointed the knife at me. “Do you want some of this too? I’d be happy to oblige. You’re the reason I can’t finish the old geezer off.” 
 
        I held up my hands. “No, I’m good. Just let me get him out of here.” 
 
        Vito turned back to Sol and cut the ties binding him to the chair. “Get the hell out!” he ordered. 
 
        I nearly fainted when Sol asked, “Any chance I could have my phone back?” 
 
        Vito grinned. “Sure, let me get it for you.”  
 
        He took the phone off a small table, tossed it on the floor and smashed it to pieces with the heel of his size sixteens. 
 
        He picked it up and handed it to Sol. “Here you go.” 
 
        I grabbed Sol.  
 
        “Tell the man ‘thank you,’ and let’s get out of here.” 
 
        “Th --- th --- thank you,” he muttered, as I dragged him toward the door. 
 
        Once safely in the car, I handed Sol my handkerchief. “Here, hold this against your cheek. I don’t want you bleeding on my upholstery.” 
 
        “Thank you, Mr. Williams,” he said, pressing the cloth against his wound. “I knew you would come.” 
 
        “How could you possibly know that?” I asked, surprised. “We’ve never even met.” 
 
        “That’s true, but I know a lot about you. Tom’s grandson has told us amazing stories about your career in law enforcement. Besides, you were part of our plan all along.” 
 
        “Plan? What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
        “We decided, right from the get-go, that if any one of us got in trouble with our investigations, the others would go directly to you for help. That’s what happened and here we are, safe and sound.” 
 
        I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Are you listening to yourself? That’s the worst plan I’ve ever heard!” 
 
        “Well, it worked, didn’t it?” 
 
        “This time maybe,” I replied, exasperated. “What if I’d been out of town? What if I was in the hospital? What if all three of you got in trouble at the same time? What then?” 
 
        Silence. 
 
        “I guess we didn’t think it all the way through.” 
 
        “Look, Sol, you were about thirty minutes from becoming fish food. I appreciate what you guys are trying to do, but you’re in way over your heads. We need to have a heart-to-heart talk.” 
 
        I called Kevin. “I have Sol and he’s okay except for a gash in his cheek. Round up Tom and Benny and have them meet at the office. We’re going to have a come-to-Jesus meeting.” 
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        Twenty minutes later, the five of us were crowded into my office. 
 
        Benny grabbed Sol and gave him a hug. “You look like crap!” he declared, pointing to Sol’s puffy cheek. 
 
        “You shoulda seen the other guy?” Sol replied, grinning. 
 
        “This isn’t a laughing matter!” I said as forcefully as possible. “Now sit! We need to talk.” 
 
        The three of them looked like school children about to be scolded by their teacher. 
 
        “Like I told Sol on the way over here, I appreciate what the three of you are trying to do, but if I had been a half hour later, Sol would be dead. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
        They all nodded. 
 
        “Your hearts are in the right place, but you just don’t have the knowledge and experience to pull off what you’re trying to do. Sol’s little escapade at Scavuzzo’s is a perfect example.” 
 
        “But I almost had ‘em,” Sol interrupted, indignantly. “If I hadn’t knocked off that jar of pickles I would have had the evidence to put Marchetti away for good.” 
 
        “Oh, really,” I replied. “What exactly would you have had? A shaky video of Tony handing Vito an envelope. That envelope could have contained Tony’s mother’s recipe for spaghetti. Who’s the only one that could have said otherwise?” 
 
        “Tony?” he replied. 
 
        “Exactly! Do really think Tony would testify against Carmine Marchetti knowing that every other witness against him had mysteriously disappeared?” 
 
         Silence. 
 
        “See, here’s what you don’t understand. Sure, Marchetti collects money from Tony every month. What’s Tony paying for?” 
 
        “Protection, I suppose,” Sol replied. 
 
        “Right again. Think about it. Some people pay ADT or some other security company every month for protection. Tony pays Marchetti. Did you hear what Vito told the other two goons? He said Nicky was bringing in some poor sap who had robbed Northeast Liquors. He’s probably in the river right now wearing the cement shoes that were meant for you. What kind of message does that send to the criminals on the street? It says, don’t mess around with businesses that are under the protection of Carmine Marchetti. Places like Scavuzzo’s which are not being protected are robbed on a regular basis. One place I know of was hit three times in one month. How many times do you think Scavuzzo’s has been hit?” 
 
        “But it’s not fair?” Sol moaned. “Tony has to pay Marchetti whether he wants to or not.” 
 
        Kevin had been listening to my tirade. “Sol, how old are you?” 
 
        “Seventy-two.”   
 
        “Seventy-two!” Kevin mocked. “You’ve been on this old earth seventy-two years. Who ever told you life was fair?” 
 
        Sol just shrugged. 
 
        “Life is not fair!” Kevin continued. “Never has been --- never will be. Bad things happen to good people all the time, and there are legions of bad guys living the life of luxury. People in law enforcement do their best to help the good guys and put away the creeps, but it doesn’t always work out that way. Why? Because life’s just not fair. Ever heard of the Serenity Prayer? It goes something like this: 
 
        God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; 
 
        Courage to change the things I can; 
 
        And wisdom to know the difference. 
 
        “The problem with the three of you is you see things that ought to be changed, but you don’t have the wisdom to know which ones can be changed and which ones can’t. It’s when you try to change the ones that can’t be changed that you get in trouble. Yes, Carmine Marchetti is a crook, a murderer, and a scumbag, and someday he’ll get what’s coming to him, but not because of Sol’s little video. You’ve got to pick your battles. You’ve got to know when to back away so you’ll live to fight another day.” 
 
        I was as mesmerized as the other three by Kevin’s soliloquy. I had never heard him wax philosophical before. 
 
        “I think what Kevin was trying to get across is that you shouldn’t let your mouth write a check that your ass can’t cash. Let’s face it, your hearts are in the right place, but you just don’t have the experience. Any chance the Crime Fighting Seniors could find other ways to serve their community?” 
 
        The three of them looked like I had just told them their puppy was dead. 
 
        Tom spoke first. “Like we said before, you are our hero, Walt, and we respect what you are telling us. If you really think we are in over our heads, we’ll back off. But before we do, we need to know what to do with all the information we have on the drug dealers we’ve been following.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
        “Drug dealers!” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’ve been following drug dealers?” 
 
        “Yeah,” Tom replied, “for a few weeks now.” 
 
        Kevin rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Okay, let’s hear it. What have you gotten yourselves into?” 
 
        “I guess this is my doing,” Tom replied. “I have a neighbor at John Knox Village. His grandson goes to Center High School on Holmes Street. The boy’s name is Justin. He told my neighbor, Carl, about a van that stops by the school yard most afternoons. Kids approach the guy in the van and according to Justin, buy pretty much anything they want. Apparently that van is like a pharmacy on wheels. 
 
        “Anyway, after talking with Sol and Benny, we decided to investigate, so I got a job as a crossing guard volunteer. It was the perfect cover. No one would suspect an old guy like me was on assignment. I watched, and sure enough, the van showed up several times a week. Whenever I saw a kid making a buy, I took a photo. I got lots of ‘em. Here, look,” he said, handing me his phone. 
 
        There were probably two dozen photos of a man in his mid-twenties dealing drugs to the high school kids. I handed the phone to Kevin. 
 
        “Has the guy in the van ever seen you snapping your candids?” I asked.  
 
        “No,” Tom said, shaking his head. “I’ve been real careful.” 
 
        “Good!” I replied. “Let’s keep it that way. No more photos. You have plenty. We don’t want you to wind up like Sol.” 
 
        “Whatever you say,” Tom replied. “So what now? What’s our next move?” 
 
        “Have you forgotten our conversation already,” Kevin asked. “There’s no ‘we!’ You guys are retired.” 
 
        They gave us the dead puppy look again. 
 
        “Okay, we get it,” Tom replied. “This is your case now, but it was our lead. Surely you’ll let us watch from a distance. We’ll be good.” 
 
        I looked at Kevin and he shrugged. “Sure, but from a distance. Let us take it from here.” 
 
        “Fine,” Tom replied. “So what is YOUR next move?” 
 
        “Unfortunately,” I said, “It won’t be one you’ll like. I need to have another chat with Carmine Marchetti. After the pickle fiasco, the last thing we want to do is get crossways with the mafia. All five of us could wind up in the river.” 
 
        Tom was outraged. “So if this guy is working for Marchetti, we’re just going to let him skate? Just let him keep on selling dope to school kids?” 
 
        “Not at all. Whether or not the mob is involved will dictate how we proceed. If it is Marchetti, we’ll hand off everything we have to the DEU. They can deal with the mob. If it’s not, then we’ll take a closer look. The more evidence we can give to the cops, the quicker they can put this guy out of business. Are you three okay with that approach?” 
 
        They all nodded. 
 
        “Good! Tom, can you email those photos to me?” 
 
        “Do you have a smart phone?” he asked. 
 
        “I have a phone. I’m not sure how smart it is.”  
 
        “Let me see it.” 
 
        I handed him my phone. 
 
        “I have all the photos in a file,” he said, tinkering with the two phones. “I’ll just sync the file over to you. There, it’s done,” he said returning my phone. 
 
        Tom obviously knew way more than I did about cell phone technology. 
 
        I looked, and sure enough, they were there. 
 
        “Thanks. Now go on home. I’ll let you know what I have after talking to Marchetti.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        The maître d'grimaced when I entered Antonelli’s. 
 
        I handed him my card. “Mr. Marchetti, please.” 
 
        Remembering my previous audience with the don, he didn’t give me any guff, just a scowl. He disappeared, and moments later, Vito appeared. 
 
        “Nice to see you again, Vito,” I said as he grabbed my arm. 
 
        His only reply was a snarl. I figured he was still pissed about not getting to off poor old Sol. 
 
        “Two times in one week!” Marchetti boomed. “If you keep this up, I’ll have to put you on the payroll. What can I do for you today, Mr. Williams?” 
 
        “Purely a courtesy call,” I replied. “Another case has come our way and we didn’t want to be stepping on anyone’s toes, if you get my drift.” 
 
        “Perfectly. What have you got this time?” 
 
        I reached into my pocket for my phone and Vito came charging. Thankfully, Marchetti held up his hand just in time. 
 
        “It’s okay, Vito. Walt knows the rules.” 
 
        Carefully, I withdrew my cell phone, opened the photos, and handed it to Marchetti. “Is this guy one of yours?” 
 
        Marchetti looked closely as he flipped through the pictures. “Never seen the guy.” He handed the phone to Vito. “You know this joker?” 
 
        Vito took the phone, looked, then shook his head. 
 
        “Not one of mine,” Marchetti said, retrieving the phone and handing it to me. “Looks like the guy is selling stuff to kids at a school.” 
 
        “He is,” I replied. “Since he’s not working for you, we’ll go after him.” 
 
        “You have my blessing,” Marchetti replied. “And for future reference, I’d never peddle dope to kids. It’s not my style. I’ve got scruples, you know. It’s one thing to sell stuff to some thirty-year old. He’s old enough to know better. It’s something else to mess with a young kid’s mind.” 
 
        “Good to know. I had to make sure. The last thing I want is a bag of your Redi-Mix with my name on it.” 
 
        Carmine roared with laughter. “I like you, Walt. You’re a real piece of work. I would never do that to you. In fact, I like you so much, I’ll make you a promise. If the time ever comes when we can’t be friends anymore, I’ll make it as quick and painless as possible.” 
 
        “Thanks,” I replied. “That’s a real comfort.” 
 
        He roared again. “A sense of humor too. I like that. Now, if we’re through, get your wrinkly ass out of here so I can finish my lunch. I’ve got plans for the afternoon,” he said, winking at the blonde snuggled beside him. 
 
        “Thanks for your time,” I said, as Vito escorted me, none to gently, out of the restaurant. 
 
        My visit had produced both good and bad news. 
 
        The good news was that the guy in the van was fair game. The bad news was that Carmine wouldn’t hesitate to bring my illustrious career to a tragic end if I ever crossed him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
        After my chat with Marchetti, Kevin and I put our heads together to plan our next move. I wanted to see the drug buys for myself, so we decided I would accompany Tom during one of his afternoons as a crossing guard. 
 
        Naturally, our three senior sleuths were overjoyed hearing that we were free to pursue the school yard dope dealer. 
 
        I made arrangements to meet Tom at Center High a half hour before the final bell rang at 3:05. 
 
        “I scored one of these for you,” Tom announced proudly, handing me a yellow and black striped vest. “Wouldn’t want you to get run over by an upper classman. They race out of the parking lot like their hair’s on fire.” 
 
        “Thanks,” I replied, strapping on the vest.  
 
        I was about to quiz him about our duties when he grabbed my arm and pointed to a black van that had pulled up to the curb about a block away. “There he is,” he whispered. “Right on time.” 
 
        I saw him reach for his cell phone. “No more pictures,” I said. “We have plenty and we don’t want to spook the guy.” 
 
        “Yeah, sure,” he replied, putting the phone back in his pocket. “Makes sense.” 
 
        At that moment the bell rang, doors flew open, and young bodies poured out onto the sidewalk like a swarm of locusts. 
 
        “Hang onto your hat,” Tom admonished. “Here they come.” 
 
        Moments later, I heard engines roar and tires squeal. 
 
        “Don’t just step into the street assuming they’re going to stop,” Tom said. “Some do and some don’t. We’ve lost two guards who gave them too much credit.” 
 
        I had worked traffic with Ox when I was on the force. It was always a crapshoot, never knowing who was paying attention and who wasn’t, but this was a whole new experience. Cars were bearing down on the crosswalk from one direction, and kids were bearing down on foot from another. 
 
        Horrified, I noticed that well over half the walkers had their eyes glued to their cell phones and were paying absolutely no attention to where they were walking. 
 
        Just when I thought two pedestrians were about to collide with a red Trans Am, there erupted a deafening whistle at my side. 
 
        “WHEEEEEEP!” 
 
        The walkers were as startled as I was and looked up from their phones just in time to see Tom give them the halt sign. 
 
        “Jesus, Tom,” I muttered, my ears still ringing. “What the hell was that?” 
 
        “It’s an all-weather storm safety whistle,” he replied, proudly. “It’s the world’s loudest whistle, 130 decibels. It’s the only way I can pry them loose from their cell phones.” 
 
        I remembered from somewhere that anything over 85 decibels can cause permanent damage. I could almost feel the hairs in my inner ear withering. 
 
        The Trans Am sped by and Tom stepped into the street halting traffic. He motioned the pedestrians across, and as the two with the cell phones passed by, he admonished, “You might want to put those away until you get across the street.” 
 
        One of the kids ignored him, the other flipped him the bird, Tom’s thanks for saving their lives. 
 
        After the first wave of bodies had passed, I directed my attention to the black van. A young man in his mid-twenties had emerged and was leaning against the side. A student approached, and after a brief conversation, the guy stepped into the van and emerged a moment later with a small bag. There was an exchange, and the student went on his merry way. Soon after, the scenario was repeated. There were six such exchanges before the guy drove away. 
 
        “How many today?” Tom asked after the last student had crossed. 
 
        “Six that I saw,” I replied. 
 
        “Slow day,” he said. “I’ve seen as many as a dozen. His biggest day is Friday. Kids have to get stocked up for the weekend.” 
 
        “Have any of you talked to someone in authority at the school?” I asked. 
 
        “Not yet. I’ve just been collecting evidence. I figured that would be the next step.” 
 
        “I agree. Let’s do it.” 
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        A lone student hidden in the shrubs watched the crossing guard and the new guy. Normally, the old guard would head straight to his car, but today they were making their way to the school entrance. Carlos Sanchez decided to wait and watch. 
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        We entered the school, approached the front desk, and were greeted by a matronly woman who looked like a harried veteran of the student wars. 
 
        “How may I help you?” 
 
        “We’d like to speak to someone who works with the kids. Maybe some kind of counselor.” 
 
        “We have seven counselors,” she replied, reeling off names and titles. “Which one would you like?” 
 
        “The last one,” I replied. “Jacob Carter, Social Work.” 
 
        “Down the hall,” she said, pointing. “Last door on the left.” 
 
        The door was open. A man in his mid-thirties was sitting behind a desk. 
 
        I tapped. “May we come in?” 
 
        He gave me a weary smile. “Sure, come on in. I’m Jacob Carter. What can I do for you?” 
 
        “My name is Walt Williams,” I replied, handing him my card, “and this is Tom Dooley, one of your crossing guards.” 
 
        Carter examined my card. “Private investigator. So which one of our little angels is in trouble?” 
 
        “I counted six today,” I replied. “There’s probably a lot more than that. Drugs. I’m sure you must be aware of the problem.” 
 
        “Of course we’re aware, Mr. Williams. The latest Monitoring the Future study found that 52 percent of 10th graders reported drinking alcohol in the past year and 28 percent of 10th graders reported using marijuana. That’s not counting the juniors and seniors. Our numbers are undoubtedly even higher. And that’s just alcohol and weed. No telling how many kids are scoring Adderall. It’s now the poster child of prescription drug abuse among teens because it’s the most popular study aid drug. Teens seek them out to increase their focus and energy levels on exam days and for all-night study sessions. Then there’s the ecstasy, oxy, and crystal meth. So, yes, Mr. Williams, we’re well aware of the problem.” 
 
        “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t mean to ---.” 
 
        Carter slumped in his chair and held up his hand. “No, I’m the one who should be apologizing. I didn’t mean to be so snarky. It’s been a long day.” Then he got a wistful look in his eye. “Actually, every day seems to be a long day. We have over six hundred kids in this school and you wouldn’t believe the things I see and hear.” 
 
        “I can’t imagine,” I replied sympathetically. 
 
        “So,” he said, refocusing, “what’s your interest in our drug problem?” 
 
        “One of your students gave us a tip,” I replied, handing him my cell phone. “Have you seen this guy and his van?” 
 
        He glanced at the photo and returned my phone. “Yes, he’s quite familiar. Our traveling pharmacist and his Walgreen’s on wheels.” 
 
        “And?” 
 
        “And what?” he replied. “You’re wondering why we haven’t done anything to stop him. We’ve tried! Believe me, we’ve tried. First, he sets up on the street, away from school property, so the school really has no jurisdiction. We’ve alerted the police as to his activities, but they can never catch him in the act. If we see him and call the cops, he’s gone before they arrive. On the days they stake out the place ahead of time, he doesn’t show. He’s one step ahead of us every time. The kids, of course, are no help. They want the stuff he’s selling or he wouldn’t be coming, and if one of them suddenly develops a conscience, they know they’d be getting themselves in trouble. 
 
        “There’s a demand, and he fills it. It’s like prostitution. If there were no johns, there would be no hookers. If our kids weren’t looking to score, our traveling pharmacist would be out of business. Since we can’t catch the guy, we’ve been focusing our efforts on educating the kids about drug addiction, but so far, it’s been a losing battle.” 
 
        “I certainly don’t envy your job,” I replied. 
 
        “So now that you know about our problem, Mr. P.I., what do you plan to do about it? Any suggestions?” 
 
        “I was a cop for five years before I retired,” I replied. “I know Sargent Rocky Winkler with the Drug Enforcement Unit. We worked several high-profile cases together. I’ll have a word with him and see if we can give you some help. I can’t promise anything, but if we come up with something, I promise I’ll keep you in the loop.” 
 
        “Thanks,” he replied. “I appreciate anything you can do, but I won’t be holding my breath.” 
 
        “Again, I can’t imagine what you have to deal with on a daily basis,” I said, rising to leave. “I have no doubt you have a thankless job. I just witnessed Tom saving two kids from being road kill and one gave him the finger for his trouble. Hang in there. These kids need you whether they know it or not.” 
 
        “Poor guy,” Tom muttered as we made our way out of the school. “I thought I had it bad, but what I put up with is nothing compared to his job.” 
 
        “Tom, you said you had a friend who has a grandson attending here.” 
 
        “Yeah, Justin. He’s a good kid. Kind of a nerd, but good.” 
 
        “I’d like to talk to him before I see Rocky. I want to have as much information as possible. Do you know where he lives?” 
 
        “I do and it’s not far from here. I’ll drive then bring you back when we’re finished.” 
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        Carlos Sanchez watched the two old guys go into Counselor Carter’s office. When they came out, he figured they would split up and go their separate ways. When they piled into the guard’s car together, he decided to follow. 
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        Tom knocked, and a young skinny kid with glasses opened the door just a crack.  
 
        “Justin, my name is Tom Dooley. I’m a friend of your grandfather, Carl. I’m also a crossing guard at Center. Maybe you’ve seen me there. This is a friend of mine, Walt Williams. He’s a private investigator. We’d like to talk to you for a few minutes. Would that be all right?” 
 
        Justin opened the door a bit wider. “Am I in some kind of trouble?” 
 
        “No, no, not at all,” Tom replied. “We’re just following up on some stuff you told your grandfather about drugs at the high school. We’re just looking for information. Are your parents home?” 
 
        “No, they’re both at work. I’m not supposed to let anyone in when they’re not here.” 
 
        “I understand completely,” Tom replied, sympathetically. “That’s good advice. Maybe we could just chat on the porch.” 
 
        “Yeah, I guess so,” he replied, stepping out of the house. “I’m not sure what I can tell you. I don’t do drugs.” 
 
        “I’m sure you don’t,” I said, “but you must see stuff --- like the black van that parks outside the school.” 
 
        He looked me over. “So you’re a private investigator? You seem kind of old for that line of work.” 
 
        “You got me,” I replied, handing him my card. “Old, but not quite over the hill. I was a cop for five years before I retired. I know some of the guys in the Drug Enforcement Unit. Tom and I are just gathering information that I can pass on to them. Now about that van.” 
 
        “You mean The Pharmacist. Everybody knows about him. The kids who use drugs buy from him all the time.” 
 
        “What do they buy?” 
 
        “You name it, he’s got it. Weed, spice, addys, crack, crank. I hear mollies are real popular.” 
 
        “Mollies?” Tom asked. “What the heck are those?” 
 
        “Ecstacy, the love drug. It’s really popular at the pharm parties.” 
 
        Now I was in the dark. “Pharm parties? Never heard of them.” 
 
        “I’m not surprised,” he replied, grinning. “I doubt they had them back in your day. There’s at least one somewhere every weekend. The kids start with a shot of rum or other hard liquor, then head to the bag of Skittles. They call the stuff Skittles because of their bright colors. Ecstacy, Oxy, Xanex. They pop a few pills and they’re off to the races.” 
 
        “So you’ve been to one of these?” 
 
        “Only one. I didn’t know what it was until I got there. As soon as I saw what was going on, I left. That stuff will kill you or make you crazy. I don’t need that.” 
 
        “You’re a smart kid,” I replied. “Why do you suppose the other kids do it?” 
 
        He shrugged his shoulders. “Peer pressure, I suppose. Wanting to be one of the cool kids. Some of them come from real bad homes. Maybe they’re just looking for some kind of escape.” 
 
        “Anything else you can tell us that might be helpful?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Not really. I don’t know anything about The Pharmacist. I don’t buy from him and I don’t hang out with the kids who do. I know this is a real problem. A lot of the kids are really messed up. I hope you can help them.” 
 
        Justin was obviously wise beyond his years. We thanked him, and headed back to the school. 
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        Carlos Sanchez watched the conversation on the front porch. He had seen Justin around the school but didn’t know much about him. He did know that Justin wasn’t a customer of The Pharmacist. He knew all of them. This meeting might be nothing at all, but he would report what he had seen to The Pharmacist and let him decide. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
        I had worked with Rocky Winkler and the Drug Enforcement Unit on several cases during my five years on the force. I made an appointment to see him hoping our photos and information would prompt him to take a close look at the Center High School problem. 
 
        “Walt, good to see you,” Rocky said, extending his hand. “I heard you’re a P.I. now. Just can’t take it easy, can you?” 
 
        “Guess not,” I replied. “Two days of taking it easy and I was going stir crazy.” 
 
        “So what brings you by the DEU?” 
 
        “This,” I said, handing him my phone. “Do you know anything about this guy?” 
 
        He glanced at the phone and handed it back. “Sure, I know him. That’s Manny Sanchez, The Pharmacist.” 
 
        I was shocked. “If you know him and know what he’s doing, why is he still out there? I saw him dealing to school kids just yesterday.” 
 
        “Have a seat, Walt,” he said, pointing to a chair, “and I’ll give you some cold, hard facts. There are twenty officers in the DEU. Last year, we made over 4,000 drug-related arrests. We’re constantly getting tips on crack houses, meth labs, and of course, new drug lords trying to establish themselves in the city. City Hall is short of funds and instituted a hiring freeze, so no more help is coming. To put it bluntly, there’s just more stuff going on out there than we can cover, so we have to prioritize.” 
 
        “I get it,” I said. “This Manny Sanchez is small potatoes compared to the other stuff you’re dealing with.” 
 
        “It’s not like we haven’t tried, Walt. We’ve gotten calls from the school and concerned neighbors about Manny and his van. If we have someone available, we send them over, but he’s always gone by the time we get there. We’ve even staked out the school ahead of time, but on the days we’ve been there, he never shows. Then we hear he’s turned up at another school.” 
 
        “It almost sounds like he’s being tipped off.” 
 
        “Exactly!” he replied, exasperated. “Do you know how many high schools are in Kansas City?” 
 
        “Not exactly. Maybe a couple dozen.” 
 
        “Try 60,” he replied. “We stake out one, he shows up at another. There’s just too many. We can’t cover them all. We have his license number and have even gotten a search warrant for his van and his house. When we searched, both the van and the house were clean. Not even an aspirin. He must have another place where he stores his product. The guy is good and we don’t have the resources to take him down.” 
 
        “I understand,” I replied. “I didn’t mean to sound critical. I remember how it is. There’s just more bad guys than cops and you have to deal with the worst first.” 
 
        “Sad, but true,” he said, shaking his head. “Some days it feels like a losing battle, but we keep on trying. Just curious. How did you get involved with The Pharmacist?” 
 
        “One of the crossing guards at the school came to us. He sees the drug dealing going on almost every day. He was hoping Kevin and I could do something about it.” 
 
        “Since you’re here, I suppose you’re going to try.” 
 
        I shrugged. “Maybe. Any suggestions?” 
 
        “First of all, I shouldn’t have to remind you of this since you were a cop. These drug dealers don’t mess around. They wouldn’t hesitate to take you out if they thought you were interfering with their business. Second, no offense but you’re not getting any younger. Dealing with these thugs is a young man’s game. I don’t want to hear from Detective Blaylock that they found your body in a dump somewhere.” 
 
        “I appreciate your concern and no offense taken, but this Sanchez guy is supplying dangerous pharmaceuticals to teenagers, and it’s just a matter of time until one of them turns up dead because of an overdose. What would you need from us to take this guy down?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “A drug buy with video or audio confirmation with someone willing to testify in court should do the trick. That, along with the photos you have on your phone should put him out of business.” 
 
        “And if we can supply that, you’ll go after him?” 
 
        “Absolutely! But like I said, you be careful out there!” 
 
        I smiled, remembering those same words from Sergeant Phil Esterhaus on the old TV show, Hill Street Blues.  
 
        I knew Rocky was sincere and that was exactly what I planned to do. 
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        After my meeting with Rocky, I figured it was time for a pow wow with the geriatric gumshoes. I called Kevin and we set up a meeting at the office. 
 
        “So how did it go with your pal at the DEU?” Sol asked, expectantly. “Are they going after the guy?” 
 
        I saw the look of disappointment on their faces as I related the details of my meeting. 
 
        “So nothing?” Benny asked. “The creep gets a free pass?” 
 
        “Not exactly,” I replied. “Rocky said if we could provide an audio or video recording of a buy, that, along with our photos, would be enough for an arrest --- providing the person doing the buy was willing to testify in court.” 
 
        I could see the wheels turning. 
 
        Benny was the first to speak. “We’d need a kid to make the buy.” He turned to Tom. “How about Carl’s grandson, Justin? Would he do it?” 
 
        “Hold on a minute, Benny,” Sol protested. “We can’t send a kid in there. It’s too dangerous. No telling what that dealer might do if he caught on.” 
 
        “I agree,” Tom added. “I wouldn’t even consider asking Justin to risk his life.” 
 
        “So we’re back to square one,” Benny said, after being chastised by his friends. 
 
        “Maybe not!” Tom said, a gleam in his eye. “Who said it would have to be a kid making the buy?” 
 
        “I’m guessing you have another idea,” Sol said. 
 
        “Indeed I do,” he replied, pointing to me. “We have the best undercover man on the force sitting right here.” 
 
        Benny was skeptical. “No offense, but Walt doesn’t exactly look like a student loading up for a pharm party.” 
 
        “Think about it,” Tom replied. “If The Pharmacist can get Oxy and Xanex, he shouldn’t have any problem getting Viagra or Cialis.” 
 
        “Boner pills!” Sol exclaimed. “And Walt would be perfect for the part!” 
 
        The three of them looked at me expectantly.  
 
        Kevin was trying unsuccessfully to hide a smirk. 
 
        “Gee, I don’t know,” I hedged, mulling the idea in my mind. 
 
        “Come on, Walt,” Tom urged. “Danny told me about the time you went undercover at the Still Meadows Nursing Home to root out the people defrauding Medicare, and the time you played a john at the Shady Lady. This should be a piece of cake for you --- and you won’t even have to dress in drag this time.” 
 
        “It could work,” Kevin interjected, still trying to suppress a smile. “We could come up with a plausible cover story and I’ve got the equipment to wire you up.” 
 
        “What about it?” Tom asked, looking like a little kid expecting Santa to come sliding down the chimney. “Will you do it?” 
 
        “I suppose it could work. Sure, I’ll give it a try.” I replied, wondering how I was going to explain my latest adventure to my wife. 
 
        “YES!” they said in unison, pumping their fists. 
 
        “Tomorrow afternoon,” I said. “Kevin and I will get everything set up and arrive at the school a half hour before the bell rings.” 
 
        “We’ll be there!” Tom replied, enthusiastically. 
 
        “Gee, I don’t know ---.” 
 
        “Come on, Walt,” Benny interrupted, “surely you don’t expect us to sit this out. It was our idea after all.” 
 
        “All right,” I relented, “but you have to stay in the car with Kevin --- nothing more!” 
 
        “We promise,” Benny replied, crossing his heart. 
 
        “Okay, then. You guys beat it so Kevin and I can get busy.” 
 
        I ushered them to the door and had just opened it when I came face to face with Jerry, my tenant on the second floor. 
 
        “Hi, Walt, I ---.” Then he saw I had company. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you were busy.” 
 
        “Not a problem. They were just leaving.” 
 
        Jerry, of course, couldn’t take the hint. He stepped forward, his hand extended. “Hi, I’m Jerry Singer from downstairs.” 
 
        Not wanting to be rude, I introduced the three friends. “Jerry, this is Sol Marino, Tom Dooley, and Benny Berkowitz. Like I said, they were just leaving.” 
 
        “You must be clients,” Jerry said, shaking each hand. 
 
        “We are!” Tom replied, enthusiastically, “We’ve just set up a sting. Walt’s going undercover to get the goods on a dope dealer. He’s gonna score some Viagra.” 
 
        My heart sank. Jerry’s passion in life is to be a stand-up comic and he never misses an opportunity to practice his craft. Tom’s reply was all he needed to launch into his shtick. 
 
        “Boner pills! Cool! Did you guys happen to hear about the truckload of Viagra that got hijacked?” 
 
        “No,” Tom replied, leaning closer, not realizing he had been sucked in. 
 
        “Yeah,” Jerry deadpanned, “now the cops are looking for a gang of hardened criminals.” 
 
        I saw the puzzled look on their faces, then a moment later they burst into laughter. 
 
        Seeing he had an audience, Jerry pressed on. “By the way, do you happen to know the medical name for Viagra?” 
 
        They shook their heads. 
 
        “Mycoxsafloppin.” 
 
        Another roar of laughter. 
 
        Jerry was about to launch into another one. 
 
        “Enough!” I said, ushering my three guests into the hall. “Kevin and I have a lot of work to do. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
        I turned to Jerry. “What did you want?” 
 
        He looked a bit sheepish. “I sorta clogged up my toilet. I was wondering if you could have Willie take a look at it.” 
 
        My friend and maintenance man, Willie Duncan, lives in the basement studio apartment. 
 
        “I’ll ask him. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.” 
 
        As Jerry headed back to his apartment, Kevin quipped, “Gee, an undercover operation with Larry, Moe, and Curly. What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
        “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
        “Are you going to tell Maggie about our little adventure?” 
 
        I thought for a moment. “I’ll have to. Now that blabbermouth Jerry knows about it, I have no doubt he’ll tell Willie when he goes to unclog his toilet. Then he’ll probably tell Dad and Bernice. One of them is bound to tell Maggie. There’s just no secrets in this building. It’s better she hears it from me.” 
 
        “I agree. And like Willie, I’m sure she’ll be thrilled.” 
 
        “Yeah, right!” 
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        I spent the afternoon preparing tuna casserole, my signature dish, and chilled a bottle of Arbor Mist, Island Fruits, my new favorite. 
 
       When Maggie arrived from work, the table was set, candles lit, and wine poured. 
 
        “Hi Sweetie, I’m home.” 
 
        Then she spotted the candles and the wine. “Walt Williams! What have you done now? Spill it!” 
 
        Maggie can read me like a cheap novel. 
 
        “Done?” I replied, pretending to take offense. “What on earth are you talking about? I’ve done nothing except make a delicious dinner for my wife.” 
 
        Then she gave me ‘the look.’ “All right then, what is it you’re about to do?” 
 
        “I’m about to serve you some piping hot tuna casserole,” I replied, taking her briefcase. “Have a seat. We’ll eat and chat.” 
 
        About halfway through our meal, I figured I might as well get it over with. “Here’s the thing. Kevin and I have some new clients.” 
 
        She rolled her eyes. “I knew it. How bad is it this time?” 
 
        “Not bad,” I replied, hedging. “Three old guys our age. One of them is a crossing guard at Center High School. Some character has been dealing drugs to the kids. I talked with Rocky Winkler at the DEU and we’re going to help put the creep away.” 
 
        “Help how?” 
 
        This was the moment I had been dreading. “Well, tomorrow I’m going to make a buy from the guy and Kevin will record the whole thing. Then we turn the recording and the photos we have over to Rocky and we’re done. The DEU will take care of the rest. In and out. No big deal.” 
 
        She mulled this over for a moment. “So let me get this straight. You’re going undercover again to buy illegal drugs from a dealer.” 
 
        I nodded, holding my breath. 
 
        “What exactly are you going to buy? You said this guy was dealing to kids.” 
 
        “Uhhh, Viagra. Everyone thought, given my age, it would make more sense than Ecstacy or Addies.” 
 
        She did her best to look stern, but she just couldn’t pull it off. First she smiled, then the smile turned into a snicker. Finally she laughed out loud. 
 
        “Viagra! You dirty old man.” 
 
        To say I was relieved would be an understatement. I was fully expecting to be chided for putting myself in harm’s way once again. 
 
        Then the smile faded. “You promise me this will be like you said, in and out. No big deal.” 
 
        “Absolutely. Just a quick buy that Kevin will record, and we’re out of it.” 
 
        “Just curious,” she said with a sly grin, “are you planning on bringing your purchase home?” 
 
        “Nope, don’t need it,” I replied. 
 
        “Oh really? Prove it!” 
 
        An hour later, Maggie had all the proof she needed. 
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        Kevin came by right after lunch the next day. By two o’clock I was wired up and ready to go. Our three eager-beaver gumshoes arrived right on time, excited as little kids on their way to a candy store. 
 
        I figured I’d better set some ground rules. “The three of you are here to observe --- nothing more. You must promise to stay in the car and keep quiet so Kevin can monitor and record my conversation with Manny Sanchez.” 
 
        “We promise,” they replied in unison. 
 
        “Great! Then let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
        We took two vehicles. Kevin and the Three Stooges in one, and I drove alone in the other. 
 
        At two-thirty, Kevin parked a block from where Manny usually set up shop. I drove a few blocks away, stopped, and tapped my mike. “Kevin, do you read me?” 
 
        “Loud and clear,” he replied. “Just in time. Manny just pulled up at his usual spot.” 
 
        This was perfect timing. I wanted to get to The Pharmacist before the bell rang and he was busy with his regular customers. 
 
        He had just stepped out of his van when I pulled up behind him. 
 
        He eyed me warily as I approached.  
 
        “Are you Manny Sanchez?” 
 
        “Who wants to know,” he asked, defensively. 
 
        “My name is Walt. I was hoping we could do some business.” 
 
        “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied, dismissively. “I’m just here to pick up my kid.” 
 
        “That’s too bad. I was told that The Pharmacist could get pretty much anything I wanted.” 
 
        “Oh, yeah? Who told you that?” 
 
        “I don’t know his name. It was a kid in a red baseball cap.” I had seen such a kid buying from Manny in Tom’s photos. 
 
        He softened his tone. “I might be able to help. What are you looking for?” 
 
        “I need to score some blue diamonds.” 
 
        A big grin spread across his face. “Ahhh, trying to shoot pool with a rope. Embarrassing, isn’t it?” 
 
        “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
        “Why don’t you just go to your doctor? They give that stuff out like candy. Cost you a lot less, too.” 
 
        “Two reasons. First, I’ve got a bum ticker. I’m not sure he’d give it to me. Second, I don’t want my wife to know.” 
 
        Another big grin. “So, the old dude is getting some strange on the side. Way to go, man!” 
 
        “Look, can you help me or not?” 
 
        “Sure, I can help, but I don’t carry that stuff on my school runs. Not a big demand. Erectile dysfunction isn’t exactly a problem with seventeen-year-olds. Come back tomorrow and I’ll have it for you. $20.00 a pill. How many do you want?” 
 
        “Twenty bucks!” I replied, feigning disbelief. 
 
        “Hey, man, you wanna play, you gotta pay. You interested or not?” 
 
        I gave a long sigh. “Yes, I’m interested. I’ll take five of them” 
 
        “Great! Come back same time tomorrow with a C-note and we’ll do some business.” 
 
        “I’ll be here,” I replied, and headed back to my car. 
 
        I drove a block and tapped my mike. “Kevin, did you get all that?” 
 
        “Got it! By this time tomorrow, we’ll have everything we need to put The Pharmacist out of business.” 
 
        In the background, I heard Tom exclaim. “See! Didn’t I tell you he was the best undercover guy around? He played that creep like a cheap fiddle.” 
 
        It was nice to know my fans were pleased with my work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
        The next morning, I stopped by the bank and picked up a crisp hundred-dollar bill. Again, by two o’clock, I was wired, all hands were on deck, and we were ready to get the goods on Manny Sanchez. 
 
        Like the day before, Kevin parked a block from the school and I idled a few blocks away waiting for his message that our mark had arrived. 
 
        At ten till three Manny still hadn’t showed. I was beginning to wonder if something had spooked him. Then, at three o’clock sharp, Kevin radioed that he had just pulled up. 
 
        This certainly wasn’t part of our plan. Like the day before, I wanted to be finished with our business before the bell rang. I pulled up behind the van, but Manny didn’t appear until after the bell had sounded. 
 
        When I approached Manny, kids were already streaming out of the building. 
 
        “Got my stuff?” I asked, hoping to hurry him along. 
 
        “Yeah, I got it. You got the cash?” 
 
        I held up the hundred-dollar bill. “Right here.” 
 
        “Hang on a minute. I’ll get your stuff. It’s in the van.” 
 
        At that moment, his phone rang. 
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        Carlos Sanchez came out of the school building and settled into his usual spot, looking up and down the street for cop cars. 
 
        Then he spotted Manny’s van and a chill ran up his spine. He recognized the old guy Manny was talking to. It was the man who had talked to the counselor with the crossing guard. Something didn’t smell right. 
 
        He pulled his cell from his pocket and dialed. “Manny! That guy you’re talking to --- he’s the one I told about. He’s the one that went with the crossing guard to talk to Counselor Carter and then went to that Justin’s house.” 
 
        “Why are you just telling me about this now?” Manny hissed. “The old guy was here yesterday and ordered some blues.” 
 
        “I was late coming out yesterday,” Carlos replied. “I got detention. I didn’t see him. What are you gonna do?” 
 
        “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it,” he replied, shutting off his phone. 
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        “Come around to the back of the van,” Manny said. “I don’t want the kids to see me dealing with an old dude. They might get the wrong idea.” 
 
        That sounded like a reasonable request, so I followed him around the van. 
 
        He opened the back and motioned to me. “I might have a deal for you. My usual supplier charges twenty bucks a pill, but I found a new guy who has some generic stuff for less. If you want these I can give you eight for your C-note.” 
 
        “Are they just as good?” I asked. “Are you sure they’ll do the job?” 
 
        “Absolutely! Come take a look.” 
 
        I figured a regular buyer would be looking for a good deal, so I peeked inside the van. 
 
        The next moment, I felt a sharp pain on the back of my head, saw stars, and everything went black. 
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        “Holy crap!” Tom exclaimed. “Did you see that? Manny whacked Walt and stuffed him in the van --- now he’s driving away! Hurry! Follow them!” 
 
        “Buckle up, boys,” Kevin said. “I’m on it, but first I need to call DEU. We’ll need back up.” 
 
        Kevin pulled his cell and scrolled through the numbers. “Rocky? This is Kevin McBride. We’ve got a problem. Walt was making an undercover buy from Manny Sanchez and everything went to hell. I don’t know how Walt’s cover was blown, but it was. Manny whacked him, threw him in the van and took off.” 
 
        “Damn!” Rocky replied. “I told you guys to be careful. Where’s he headed?” 
 
        “Not sure yet. We’re on him. I’ll let you know when we have a location.” 
 
        “I’ll be standing by. Don’t try to be a hero. Wait for us.” 
 
        The van traveled south on Holmes to 95th, then turned east. 
 
        “Not too close,” Sol warned. “We don’t want him to spot us.” 
 
        “Closer!” Benny admonished. “We don’t wanna lose him.” 
 
        “Pipe down!” Kevin ordered. “This isn’t my first rodeo. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
        They fell silent as the van turned south on Troost. 
 
        Another half mile and the van turned into the parking lot of an abandoned gas station. A moment later the door to the service bay opened, the van moved inside, and the door closed. 
 
        “Oh great!” Tom moaned. “He’s got Walt in there. He could torture him --- or worse! What are we gonna do?” 
 
        “I’m gonna get him out,” Kevin replied, retrieving his Glock from the glove box. “You guys wait here.” 
 
        “The hell we will!” Sol replied. “We got Walt into this and we’re gonna help get him out. Besides, there might be more guys inside. You got another gun?” 
 
        “Any of you know how to use one?” 
 
        “I do,” Sol replied. “Infantry, Vietnam.” 
 
        Kevin pulled a .38 revolver from his ankle holster. “Don’t shoot me!” 
 
        They slipped out of the car and made their way to the garage. Benny, Sol and Tom stood on either side of the overhead door while Kevin tried the door to the sales area. It was locked. He went to work with his picks, the others watching intently. 
 
        “You won’t be needing those,” came a voice from behind them. “I’ll let you in.” 
 
        Manny had gone out the back, circled around, and had the drop on them holding an automatic pistol. 
 
        “Drop your weapons,” Manny ordered. 
 
        Sol looked at Kevin who nodded. They didn’t stand a chance against the automatic. 
 
        “Now get inside,” Manny ordered, pressing a garage door remote. 
 
        Manny collected the guns, shoved them inside and closed the door. 
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        My head hurt like hell. 
 
        I had just regained consciousness and found myself bound to a chair, my hands behind my back. I was in some kind of office. From the looks of it, it hadn’t been used in a long time. I heard an overhead door open and footsteps coming my way. 
 
        My heart sunk when the door opened and I saw Kevin, Tom, Benny and Sol come in with their hands in the air. 
 
        Manny tossed a package of plastic ties to Kevin. “Tie ‘em up --- and no funny stuff!” he ordered, waving his pistol menacingly. 
 
        “Just curious,” Kevin said, trussing up Sol, “how did you know about us?” 
 
        “Easy,” he replied. “The old guy was wearing a wire. When I found that, I knew somebody was close by listening. I didn’t realize it would be the over-the-hill gang. Why are you old farts messing with my business?” 
 
        “Because you’re a despicable creep!” Tom blurted. “I’m a crossing guard and I see you selling stuff to kids almost every day. You should be ashamed. Somebody had to do something.” 
 
        “Hey! I’m just a business man. I don’t force those kids to buy. They come to me. They want what I’ve got and I sell it to them. If it wasn’t me, it’d be someone else.” 
 
        “Maybe so, but you’re getting these kids hooked and you don’t care as long as you make a buck. You’re a miserable human being. Someone has to stop you.” 
 
        “Oh yeah,” he sneered, “and how is that working out for you about now?” 
 
        He saw that Kevin had just finished. “Get over here, give me those ties, and turn around.” 
 
        Kevin did as he was told. Manny bound his hands and feet and shoved him to the ground. 
 
        “You guys just take it easy. I’m going to make a call to my supplier. He’ll know how to clean up this mess you’ve made.” 
 
        He left, we heard the door lock, and a moment later, the overhead door open and close. 
 
        As soon as he was gone, all eyes were on me. 
 
        “Are you okay, Walt?” Tom asked. “We saw Manny whack you.” 
 
        “Other than the goose egg on the back of my head, I think I’ll live.” 
 
        “The question is,” Kevin interjected, “for how long? Manny is small potatoes. He’s probably just one of many dealers for this supplier he’s calling. Once he tells them what we’ve done, they can’t have us hanging around to expose their network.” 
 
        “You --- you mean they might ---?” Tom stammered. 
 
        “That’s exactly what I mean,” Kevin replied. “We need to find a way out of here --- fast!” 
 
        “But how?” Sol moaned. “We’re all trussed up like rodeo steers.” 
 
        “And that’s the first order of business. Walt, think you can tip your chair and wiggle up to my boots?” 
 
        “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
        “Good, then do it. Manny made a rookie mistake. He took our guns but didn’t check for the knife I carry in my boot.” 
 
        I started rocking my chair side-to-side. On the third rock, I toppled over. Thankfully, my hands, which were bound behind me, were just a few feet from Kevin’s boots. 
 
        “Okay,” Kevin ordered, “I’m going to scoot your way. When you feel my boot, reach inside and pull out the knife.” 
 
        It took some wiggling and straining on my part, but I finally had the knife. 
 
        “Now, hold it steady. I’ll rub the ties binding my feet against the blade.” 
 
        A moment later, I heard the ties pop loose. 
 
        “Okay, now my hands. --- Bingo! I’m free!” 
 
        One by one Kevin cut us loose. 
 
        “That was amazing,” Sol gushed. “Tom said you guys were good and this certainly proves it.” 
 
        “We’re a long way from being out of the woods,” I replied. “Kevin, I assume DEU is on the way.” 
 
        The look on Kevin’s face said, “Oh, oh, I screwed up!” 
 
        “I called Rocky on the way over. I was supposed to call him back when I knew where Manny was taking you. Then I saw him drive in here and I forgot to call. I was more interested in getting you out.” 
 
        “So call him now,” Benny said. “We still have our cell phones.” 
 
        “Another rookie mistake,” Kevin said. “He probably figured we couldn’t use them all trussed up. Walt, you call Rocky. I’m going to try to find a way out of here.” 
 
        “Sure. Where are we, by the way? I was in la la land until I woke up in here.” 
 
        I made the call while Kevin was checking the door. 
 
        “Rocky’s on the way,” I announced. 
 
        “I hope he hurries,” Kevin replied. “I can’t pick the lock. It’s padlocked on the other side, and in case you haven’t noticed, there are no windows.” 
 
        That wasn’t good news. If Manny and his suppliers arrived before Rocky, our tushies would be toast.  
 
        “We have to hold off Manny and his goons until Rocky gets here. Any ideas?” 
 
        We all thought for a moment. 
 
        “I might have one,” Benny said. “Let’s fry his ass!” 
 
        We all looked at him curiously. “Care to elaborate?” 
 
        “Sure, let’s wire up the door and give him a jolt.” 
 
        Then I remembered Tom saying that Benny was a retired electrician. 
 
        Benny looked around. There was an old oscillating fan in the corner. 
 
        “There! Get that fan and cut off the cord.” 
 
        Kevin, having the knife, did as instructed and handed the knife and cord to Benny. 
 
        “Now,” he said. “I’ll just separate the two wires and strip the ends.” 
 
        He moved to the door and attached one of the bare wires to the metal door handle. 
 
        “Now we need some water. Sol, I saw an old coffee can. Fill it with water from the bath room.” 
 
        When Sol returned, Benny emptied the can at the base of the door so the water would run under it to the other side. 
 
        Benny looked around and spotted an old phone book. “That should be heavy enough,” he said, placing the other bare wire in the edge of the water with the phone book on top. 
 
        We all stood back as he plugged the business end of the wire into the wall outlet. 
 
        Seeing us cowering, he grinned. “Nothing to worry about now. But when Manny steps onto the wet concrete and grabs the door handle, that will complete the circuit and ZAP! Manny won’t know what hit him.” 
 
        Just then, we heard the overhead door. 
 
        “I hope you’re right,” Kevin said. “We’ve got company.” 
 
        We heard voices and footsteps coming our way. 
 
        We held our breath as the footsteps drew closer. 
 
        Suddenly, there was a ZZZZZZT, a blue spark on the door handle, an agonizing scream, and the sound of a body hitting the concrete. 
 
        “YES!” Benny gushed, pumping his fists. “I knew it would work.” 
 
        You could hear hushed voices on the other side of the door. Undoubtedly, Manny’s cohorts were trying to decide how to proceed without ending up like their fallen dealer. 
 
        Then we heard a CLICK – CLICK, CLICK – CLICK. 
 
        Kevin and I exchanged worried looks. We had heard that sound before. It was the sound of bullets being racked into a firing chamber. 
 
        “EVERYONE! DOWN! ON THE FLOOR! NOW!” 
 
        We had just flattened ourselves on the floor when all hell broke loose. Wood splintered as a hail of bullets ripped through the door. Anything in the room two feet off the floor was pulverized. Wood, bits of concrete, and glass rained down on us. It probably lasted thirty seconds, but it seemed like an eternity. 
 
        Suddenly all was quiet. I heard more voices, but my ears were still ringing and I couldn’t hear what was being said. I figured they were trying to decide whether to reload and hit us with another barrage, or just come on in and survey the damage. 
 
        A moment later, my question was answered. I heard something hit what was left of the door. I looked up, expecting them to finish the job with a few more short bursts from their automatic rifles. 
 
        Instead, I saw the worried face of Rocky Winkler. 
 
        “Walt! Kevin! Anyone hit?” 
 
        One by one, we climbed to our feet, brushing off debris and examining our bodies. Thankfully, there were only a few nicks and scratches.     
 
        “I think I wet myself,” Tom muttered. 
 
        “Then you’re better off than him,” Sol replied, pointing to Manny, still unconscious on the wet floor. 
 
        We looked past Rocky through the splintered door and saw the officers from the DEU leading away four men in handcuffs. 
 
        “We did it!” Benny exclaimed. “We actually helped take down a drug ring!” 
 
        The geriatric gumshoes did a round of high-fives, momentarily forgetting they had nearly been blown to bits. 
 
        I turned to Rocky. “Well there you go. You said the DEU was understaffed and the city had no money for replacements. I’d bet my Social Security check these three would work for you and you wouldn’t have to pay them a dime.” 
 
        “Swell!” he muttered, shaking his head and walking away. “Just swell!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
        Once Manny Sanchez regained consciousness, the DEU discovered that his younger brother, Carlos, had been his lookout at Center High. Not wanting his kid brother sent to juvenile detention, Manny agreed to sing like a bird in exchange for getting Carlos into a support program. 
 
        Manny’s testimony, along with the arrests of the four gunmen, and the confiscation of the drug stash at the old service station, took down a major drug ring that was operating at a dozen high schools in Kansas City. 
 
        To say that the geriatric gumshoes were ecstatic would be an understatement. 
 
        The success of our operation fueled their ambition and for a week after our ordeal, I received calls almost every day. They had gotten a taste and they wanted more. 
 
        I did my best to discourage their enthusiasm, reminding them that had Rocky been five minutes later, we would have been five hunks of Swiss cheese. 
 
        They said they understood the danger and would be careful, but I knew they’d still be out there playing amateur sleuths. 
 
        There had been two close calls. I just hoped there wouldn’t be a third. 
 
        After my abduction by The Pharmacist, I welcomed a few days of relative quiet. I needed the time to let the lump on the back of my head heal, and at the ripe old age of seventy-three, recharge the old batteries. 
 
        Thankfully, I was pretty much rejuvenated when Maggie announced that we would be going to Helen Hunter’s house for a going away party. 
 
        At first I was confused. Who was Helen Hunter and why would we be going to her house? Then it came to me. Helen Hunter was Kevin’s mother-in-law. The reason I didn’t remember was that she had changed her name twice in the few months I had known her. 
 
        When Veronica, Kevin’s wife, was born, Helen gave her up for adoption, figuring a mother working as an undercover operative with the CIA couldn’t provide the safest environment for a growing child.  
 
        Then, a few months ago, she came into our lives hoping to meet her daughter. She had fallen from grace with the CIA, and wanted one last chance to explain why she had abandoned her daughter before the CIA made her disappear --- permanently. 
 
        Thankfully, Sara Savage, code name Nightshade, was able to redeem herself with the government agency. After helping bring down a rogue agent, she was allowed to retire. One condition of her retirement was that she change her identity, so ex-spy Sara Savage became Martha Miller and found a job at a flower shop. 
 
        Everything was fine until she was spotted by members of a terrorist group who recognized her from her CIA days. They abducted her, hoping to trade her for an imprisoned terrorist. In the end, Sara helped to derail a plot to detonate bombs at a celebration at Union Station. 
 
        Being exposed once again, another name change was required. Sara Savage, aka, Nightshade, aka Martha Miller, then became Helen Hunter. 
 
        Prior to her abduction, Sara --- errr --- Helen, became the proud owner of Clarence the Cat, a feline with a colorful past of his own. It was an RFID chip implanted in Clarence’s neck that led us to where she was held captive. 
 
        While being held by the terrorists, Clarence met Jezebel, a saucy female feline, and was smitten. Before the ordeal was over, Jezebel succumbed to Clarence’s charms. Helen took both cats home, and soon, Clarence and Jezebel were the proud parents of six baby kittens. 
 
        A welcoming party was held on the day Jezebel gave birth to the litter, and now, five weeks later, the kittens had been weaned and were ready for adoption.  
 
        Hence, the going away party. 
 
        Helen had run an ad in the Kansas City Star, posted on Craig’s List and Facebook. She had numerous calls from potential adoptive families and wanted us all there to bid the kittens farewell. 
 
        Everyone was invited: Kevin and Veronica, my old partner, Ox, and his wife, Judy, Dad and his girlfriend, Bernice, Willie, the Professor, Jerry, and, of course, Mary Murphy, the house mother at my Three Trails Hotel. 
 
        It would undoubtedly be a grand affair. 
 
        It was pot luck, so everyone brought their favorite dishes. 
 
        We were to arrive around noon. Helen had told those making inquiry not to come until after two. That gave us two hours to eat and say our good-byes to Clarence’s brood. 
 
        The day progressed pretty much the way I figured it would. Ox brought cocktail weenies in barbeque sauce, one of his perennial favorites, and much to Judy’s dismay, dribbled sauce down the front of his shirt. 
 
        Willie had been warned not to bring chitlins again. He complied, but everyone grimaced when he took the lid off his casserole revealing a green slimy-looking mass. 
 
        “What in the world is that?” Dad asked. 
 
        “Dem’s collard greens. Dey’s good for you. Try some.” 
 
        “Not a chance,” Jerry replied, turning up his nose. 
 
        “Actually,” the Professor said, “Willie is quite right. Collard greens are cultivars of Brassica oleracea the same species as many common vegetables, including cabbage, broccoli and kale. They are a great source of vitamins A, B6, C, calcium and magnesium.” 
 
        “See! Told you!” Willie said proudly. 
 
        Notwithstanding Willie’s protestations and the Professor’s nutritional endorsement, we all passed. 
 
        After lunch, Helen gathered the kittens in a basket preparing for the potential new owners who would soon come calling. 
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        After we all oohed and awed and commented on their cuteness, Jerry took the floor. 
 
        “As poet laureate of this astute group, I have penned a poem for the occasion. I call it The Foibles of Clarence the Cat. 
 
      
 
        This is the story of Clarence the Cat 
 
        A fearless feline, no doubt about that. 
 
      
 
        This curious cat with adventures galore 
 
        Always comes out on top and is looking for more. 
 
      
 
        On one such adventure when he battled with fate 
 
        He met Jezebel and asked for a date. 
 
      
 
        This winsome lady fell for his charms 
 
        And soon was cuddling in Clarence’s arms. 
 
      
 
        As is often the case in this kind of tryst 
 
        Jezebel became pregnant, her period missed. 
 
      
 
        And soon she gave birth to six little kittys 
 
        Which worked out quite well since she just had six tittys. 
 
      
 
        Clarence, the father, stepped up to the plate 
 
        Accepting the consequence of that first steamy date. 
 
      
 
        But as time passed and the kittens drew stronger 
 
        Our dad wasn’t sure he could take it much longer. 
 
      
 
        The kittens would romp and frolic and play 
 
        Making for Clarence, a very long day. 
 
      
 
        Then at last, relief was in sight 
 
        The day had arrived to end his poor plight. 
 
      
 
        People would come with homes that were new 
 
        And Clarence to his brood could at last say adieu. 
 
      
 
        Now Clarence is smarter and wiser it seems 
 
        He still longs for Jezebel, the girl of his dreams. 
 
      
 
        But he’s already decided he wants no more brats 
 
        So he’s frantically looking for a condom for cats!  
 
      
 
        Jerry bowed low as the audience clapped in appreciation. 
 
        As always, I was amazed at Jerry’s creativity, but one line stuck in my mind. ‘Jezebel became pregnant, her period missed.’ I never realized cats had periods. Is there such a thing as Kitty Kotex? Maybe there isn’t. Maybe Jerry just made it up because it rhymed. I decided I would look it up later. 
 
        At that moment, the doorbell rang. It was a mom, a dad, and a little girl about six years old with blond curly hair. 
 
        After introductions, Helen produced the basket of kittens. The little girl’s eyes almost popped out of her head. She gingerly picked up one of the wiggly babies and held it close. 
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        “Mommy, I love this one. Can we take it home?” 
 
        The parents looked at Helen who smiled and nodded. 
 
        One down, five to go.  
 
        In the next two hours, four more furry felines found new homes. 
 
        Only one remained. 
 
        I wondered how Clarence and Jezebel would respond to the breakup of their family, but neither seemed to be particularly concerned. 
 
        The doorbell rang again just as the last kitten climbed out of the basket and headed for sanctuary under the couch. 
 
        “Walt, would you get that, please?” Helen asked, making a grab for the fleeing feline. 
 
        I opened the door expecting to see another cute kid. Boy, was I surprised. 
 
        Standing on the stoop were Sol Marino, Tom Dooley and Benny Berkowitz. No doubt they were as shocked as I was. 
 
        “What in the world are you guys doing here?” I asked. 
 
        “We’re here to get a cat,” Tom replied. “What are you doing here?” 
 
        “Friend of the family,” I replied, stepping aside to let them in. “You’re just in time. There’s one kitten left.” 
 
        I led them into the living room and made introductions as best as I could. 
 
        “So which of you is looking to adopt?” I asked. 
 
        Sol raised his hand. “That would be me. After two near-death experiences, I needed someone or something to keep me company. I would have preferred a woman, but with no prospects in view and considering the limited amount of time I might have left, I settled for a cat. Besides, women are expensive and I understand that the cat is free.” 
 
        I couldn’t argue with his logic. 
 
        Helen handed him the little ball of fur. 
 
        “Perfect!” he said, cuddling the kitten under his chin. “I think we’ll get along just fine.” 
 
        “Well, I guess that wraps it up,” Helen said with a sigh. “They’re all gone.” 
 
        I looked at Clarence and I would swear he was smiling. 
 
        At that moment, the doorbell rang again. I was closest, so I opened the door expecting to tell some poor soul they were ten minutes too late. 
 
        For the second time in less than thirty minutes, I couldn’t believe who was standing on the stoop. 
 
        “Calinda! Calinda Marchetti! 
 
        “Walt!” 
 
        To say that Calinda and I had a past history would be an understatement. 
 
        Just over a year ago, I was contacted by Jack Carson, an investigative reporter for the Kansas City Star. He was researching a story about the fluffy white trails we see across the sky almost every single day. He was investigating claims that the trails were actually deadly chemicals being sprayed by our government for weather manipulation and defense. After seeing the evidence he had collected, I was convinced the allegations were true. 
 
         Prior to this investigation, Jack had been working on a story about Carmine Marchetti’s activities within the Kansas City mafia. During the course of his investigation, he met the lovely Calinda and the two fell in love. When Carson’s mole inside the mafia suddenly disappeared, Jack dropped the story but his romance with the don’s daughter carried on. 
 
        Just when Jack was about to publish his exposé on the government’s dirty little secret, he, too, disappeared. He was subsequently found in the Missouri River, put there by government assassins, making it look like a mob hit. 
 
        Carmine Marchetti was charged with his murder and solicited my help. Since Carmine had saved my life as well as Maggie’s, I could hardly refuse. 
 
        Calinda and I, along with attorney, Suzanne Romero, got Carmine off the hook and evened my score with the mafia boss. 
 
        The last time I saw Calinda, she was pregnant with Jack Carson’s baby. 
 
        Now, here she was, carrying a baby boy about a year old. 
 
        “Let me guess,” I said, trying to break the ice, “you’re here for a kitty, and I’m guessing this little guy is Jack’s son.” 
 
        She smiled. “Yes, this is Jack, Jr. I saw the ad in the paper and thought my boy should have a pet.” 
 
        I grimaced. “I’m afraid you’re too late. We just gave away the last one, but come in. Maggie, Kevin and the whole gang are here. I’m sure they’d love to see you and the baby.” 
 
        I led her into the living room. “Several of you know this young lady, but for those of you who don’t, this is Calinda Marchetti.” 
 
        The moment I said her name, I saw Sol’s eyes grow wide. 
 
        “Calinda --- Marchetti? You mean ---?” 
 
        Since Sol had barely escaped being thrown into the river, compliments of Calinda’s father, I understood his apprehension. 
 
        “Yes,” I replied, “Calinda is Carmine’s daughter, but I can assure you, they’re nothing alike. Calinda has absolutely nothing to do with her father’s business and is a friend of our family.” 
 
        Sol breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
        “Calinda read the ad in the Star and was looking for a pet for her baby boy,” I said. “I told her she just missed out.” 
 
        At that moment, little Jack spotted the kitten Sol was cuddling. He reached out his little hands and said something in baby talk I didn’t understand, but his intentions were quite clear. He wanted to touch the cat. 
 
        “Would it be all right?” Calinda asked. 
 
        “Sure,” Sol replied, and held the kitten close to the baby. 
 
        Little fingers touched the fur and the boy’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. The kitten licked the tiny fingers and Jack Jr. giggled. 
 
        I could sense what was about to happen, so I thought I might move things along. “Little Jack doesn’t have a dad. He was a brave man, killed for trying to expose government corruption.” 
 
        Everyone was staring expectantly at Sol. He rolled his eyes and sighed. “You know what? Now that I think about it, pets are just too darn much trouble. Would you all be terribly disappointed if I reneged and let this little chap have the cat?” 
 
        “I think we could live with that,” Kevin replied. 
 
        “I’ll even throw in a bonus,” I said, grinning. “Calinda, do you suppose you could mention to your father that Sol Moreno gave up his cat to his grandson?” 
 
         “I think I could manage that.” 
 
         “See, Sol,” I said. “Insurance in case you do something stupid again.” 
 
         “Couldn’t hurt,” he replied, grinning. 
 
         Calinda touched his arm. “Thank you. This means a lot. Actually, I have a pet carrier in the car. I brought it in case we got lucky, and it looks like we did.” 
 
        I was surprised when she handed little Jack to me.  
 
        “Would you mind holding him while I get the carrier?” 
 
        I couldn’t very well say, “Sorry, I don’t do kids!”  
 
        I looked at Jack and he looked at me. He didn’t scream, so I figured we’d be okay. Suddenly, his demeanor changed. His body tensed, his face grew red, and I could see he was straining. A moment later, I knew why. I felt a warm sensation followed by a stench that would gag a maggot. Mother Nature had called, and Jack had heeded the call --- right in my arms. 
 
        Timing is everything. 
 
        The moment Calinda returned and got a whiff, she knew what had happened. 
 
        “I’m so sorry! He’s been teething.” 
 
        “Doesn’t smell like teeth to me,” I replied, handing him over. 
 
        “This way to the bathroom,” Helen said, leading the way. 
 
        When they were gone, Ox snickered. “You certainly have a knack for bringing out the best in people.” 
 
        “Very funny.” 
 
        “I think that’s our cue to go,” Tom said, rising. 
 
        Everyone else concurred, and by the time Helen, Calinda and Jack returned, we had all gathered our things and were ready to leave. 
 
        “Thank you all for coming,” Helen said. “I’ve had a wonderful time and we accomplished what needed to be done.” 
 
        Clarence rubbed against her leg, obviously in complete agreement. 
 
        We said our goodbyes and were on our way. 
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        Sol, Tom, and Benny watched Calinda strap little Jack in his car seat and stow the pet carrier. 
 
        “How could a creep like Carmine Marchetti have such a sweet daughter?” Sol wondered. 
 
        “It is a mystery,” Tom replied. “By the way, that was a fine thing you did in there. You’re a stand-up guy.” 
 
         “Lots of cats in the world,” he replied. “I’ll find another one somewhere.” 
 
        Calinda pulled away from the curb, the three friends right behind her. 
 
        “Do you mind if we stop by a Starbucks?” Tom asked. “The coffee at the old folk’s home isn’t something to write home about.” 
 
        “Not a problem,” Benny replied. “It’s not like we’ve got pressing things on our schedule.” 
 
        They pulled up to the Starbuck’s drive-up window while Calinda drove on to the next corner. 
 
        As Tom ordered, Sol glanced at the corner where Calinda had pulled to a stop. 
 
        A man standing on the curb waved for Calinda to go ahead, but the moment she moved forward, the man stepped into the street and was struck by her front fender. 
 
        “Jesus!” Sol muttered. “Calinda just hit some guy. He’s on the ground.” 
 
        The three of them watched as Calinda slammed on the brakes, put the car in park, and ran to the fallen man. 
 
        Much to their surprise, the man jumped to his feet, obviously unhurt, and pointed something at Calinda. 
 
        “I think that creep has a gun,” Sol said, anxiously. 
 
        “He does!” Benny confirmed, “and he’s ordering Calinda into the passenger seat.” 
 
        A moment later, the man jumped into the driver’s seat and sped away. 
 
        “Holy Crap!” Sol muttered. “She’s been carjacked! We have to follow them!” 
 
        “Can’t,” Tom replied, looking at the cars in front and behind them. “We’re hemmed in.” 
 
        “Call Walt,” Benny replied. “He’ll know what to do.” 
 
        “Hang on a minute,” Sol said. “That van. It was just idling by the curb. Then as soon as the carjacker took off, it followed. Maybe the driver’s an accomplice. Tom, you’ve got the best eyes. Can you get the license plate?” 
 
        Tom squinted. “Maybe --- yeah, I think I got it. Call Walt!” 
 
        Sol dialed his cell. “Damn! He’s not picking up! Straight to voice mail. What now?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
        As we were leaving Helen’s house, Ox fell in beside me. 
 
        “If you and Maggie don’t have any plans, how about coming by our place. We haven’t visited for a while.” 
 
        During the five years I was on the force, Ox and I were inseparable. We worked together during the day and got together as couples a least once a week. After I retired, we didn’t see each other as much. I missed the big guy. 
 
        “Sure, it will give us a chance to catch up.” 
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        After a couple of hours of good conversation and a glass or two of Arbor Mist, I was ready to head home. It had been a long, but very satisfying day. Good friends, good times, good food --- except for the collard greens. 
 
        On the way home, I kept hearing a beep – beep. 
 
        “What the heck is that?” 
 
        “It’s your cell phone,” Maggie replied, picking it up from the console. “You’ve got a half-dozen voice messages.” 
 
        Unlike today’s millennials, I rarely carry my cell phone, especially if I’m with the people who would normally call me. I don’t text, tweet, post, or any of that other stuff. I carry it for emergencies or to let Maggie know I’m running late. 
 
        Maggie was about to listen to the messages when the phone rang again. “Hello. --- Yes, this is Walt’s phone. Just a moment, he’s driving.” 
 
         Maggie handed me the phone. 
 
        “Who is it?” I mouthed, silently. 
 
        She shrugged, “No idea, but he sounded pretty upset.” 
 
        “Walt Williams here.” 
 
        “Walt! Why in the hell aren’t you answering your phone?” 
 
        I recognized the voice. It was Carmine Marchetti. 
 
        “Sorry, I left it in the car. What can I do for you?” 
 
        “You can get your ass over here. I need you. Calinda’s been kidnapped.” 
 
        I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had been with her just a few hours ago. 
 
        “Kidnapped?” 
 
        “That’s what I said. Are you deaf? I’ve sent some of my boys to pick you up. We’ll talk when you get here.” 
 
        He hung up before I could protest. 
 
        I pulled up in front of our building, and sure enough, Vito and another guy were standing beside a limo. 
 
        I turned to Maggie. “That was Carmine Marchetti. He says Calinda’s been kidnapped.” I pointed to the two goons standing beside the limo. “He wants to see me and I’d better go --- for Calinda’s sake.” 
 
        Maggie nodded. “I understand. Just be careful and let me know what’s going on.” 
 
        “I promise.” I kissed her on the cheek and headed for the limo. 
 
        During the ride, I tried to quiz Vito, but he just ignored me. I took the time to listen to my other messages. 
 
        Sol Marino had called three times, describing what he and his two friends had seen. 
 
        We drove downtown and I was whisked up to the penthouse of one of Kansas City’s tallest buildings. 
 
        Marchetti was pacing the floor as I was escorted into his office. 
 
        “Walt! Thank God you’re here! Calinda’s been kidnapped. My little girl, Walt!” 
 
        I had never seen Carmine so distressed. 
 
        “I’m so sorry, Carmine. I was actually with her just a few hours ago.” 
 
        I saw the confused look on his face. “You were with Calinda? Why?”  
 
        I told him about Calinda and the kittens and meeting his grandson. That only made things worse.
    “Jack was with her? That means they have him too!” 
 
        “Tell me what you know,” I said, trying my best to calm him. 
 
        He took a deep breath. “I was just sitting here going over my books when the call came. The caller used one of those electronic gizmos to disguise his voice. He told me they had my daughter and if I ever wanted to see her again it would cost me a million dollars. I didn’t believe anyone would be stupid enough to kidnap Carmine Marchetti’s daughter and I told him so. That’s when he put Calinda on the phone. Walt, my little girl was crying. It broke my heart.” 
 
        I had to agree with Carmine. It would take a very brave or a very stupid man to kidnap the daughter of a mafia boss. 
 
        “Any idea who it might be?” I asked. 
 
        He shook his head. “I can think of no one that foolish.” 
 
        “I might have a lead,” I replied. 
 
        He looked surprised. “Really? How?” 
 
        I was about to pull my cell phone from my pocket, then remembered the last time I did that without warning. Vito almost broke my arm. 
 
        “Cell phone?” I said, looking at the huge mountain of flesh. 
 
        He nodded. 
 
        I took out my cell and played the message describing Calinda’s abduction. 
 
        Carmine listened closely. “Who is that? I recognize that voice.” 
 
        “Actually, that’s Sol Marino, the guy from Scavuzzo’s Deli who was just a whisker away from being thrown in the river. He’s also the guy who gave up the last kitten to your grandson.” 
 
        “Well I’ll be damned,” he said, shaking his head. “Guess it’s a good thing I let you talk me out of that. I owe the guy. You’ll tell him for me?” 
 
        “Be happy to. There’s another message from him. He thinks there might have been two people involved in the abduction, the one who drove away with Calinda, and a van that followed close behind. He even has a license plate for us.” 
 
        “Fantastic!” he replied. “Let’s trace it and get the bastards!” 
 
        I was way ahead of him. The moment I heard the plate number on the message, I called Ox and asked him to run the plate. 
 
        “I’m working on that,” I replied. “I have a friend on the force who’s doing that right now. I’m just waiting for a call back.” 
 
        At that moment, my cell rang. It was Ox. I listened carefully and wrote down the information. Naturally Ox was curious what this was all about. I told him I’d fill him in later. 
 
        I hung up and turned to Carmine. “The van was registered to a Vincent Scarpelli.” 
 
        I saw Carmine’s face turn red and the veins pop out in his neck. “Vince and Mario Scarpelli,” he replied through clenched teeth. “I should have known.” 
 
        “So you know those guys.” 
 
        “Know them? They used to work for me. They did collections for me in the Northeast Neighborhood. I found out they were skimming money off the top. Somehow they found out I was about to teach them a lesson in Italian etiquette and they disappeared. I figured they’d headed for parts unknown and I’d never see them again. Looks like they’re trying for one big score before they disappear.” 
 
        He clenched his fist and pounded the desk. “They’ve forgotten who they’re dealing with.” 
 
        I knew what was coming, and I tried to head it off. “Carmine, we need to call the police and tell them what we know. Kidnapping is a Federal offense. They’ll have professionals from the FBI take charge. They deal with this stuff all the time.” 
 
        He just smiled. “Nice try, Walt. You know I can’t do that. The Feds and the local cops have been trying to get to me for years. I call them now and they’re all over everything I do. Suppose they catch the Scarpelli’s? Those two would sing like a couple of canaries to cut a deal and save their worthless hides. No, we’ll have to take care of this ourselves.” 
 
        My heart sunk when I heard his last statement. “We?” 
 
        “Of course,” he replied, matter-of-factly. “You and me. The don and his favorite gumshoe. We were a great team once and we can do it again.” 
 
        “But ---.” 
 
        His face grew stern. “Surely I don’t have to remind you that you owe me one.” 
 
        “Uhhh --- no, I remember.” 
 
        “Good! Now that that’s settled, how should we proceed?” 
 
        “Did they give you any instructions?” 
 
        “No. They said they’d call later with details on how and where to make the exchange.” 
 
        “Is there any problem putting together the million?” 
 
        “Heavens, no. I’ve got that much in my safe.” 
 
        I wasn’t surprised. 
 
        “Then I think we have to wait for their call and hear their demands. Once we know what they have in mind, we can plan our counter attack.” 
 
        Carmine was deep in thought. “I know where those two jokers live. They don’t know I know who they are. Why don’t we just hit their place?” 
 
        “You know where they lived when they worked for you. Once they knew you were on to their skimming scheme, do you think they’d be dumb enough to stay in the same place? Besides, if you hit there and they’re somewhere else, they might find out and dump the whole plan. That wouldn’t be good for Calinda.” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “You’re probably right. See, that’s why I need you on my team.” 
 
        “Try to relax,” I said. “As soon as they call, let me know. Then we can plan our attack.” 
 
        “Okay, but keep your phone on this time. I don’t want any slip-ups. Now get out of here.” 
 
        “Uhhh --- I don’t have any transportation. Your guys picked me up.” 
 
        “Oh, right.” He motioned to Vito. “Take care of my little buddy.” 
 
        Vito nodded and grabbed me by the arm. Another mark for sure. 
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        On the way back to my building I was deep in thought. I had tried to put on a positive face for Carmine, but in truth, I had no idea what we would do to get his daughter and grandson back. The thought of facing Carmine if we failed was terrifying. 
 
        I had just entered our apartment and was about to tell Maggie what had transpired, when the phone rang. I thought it might be Carmine, but it wasn’t. 
 
        “Walt, this is Helen. I just wanted to call and thank you all for making this day special.” 
 
        “Glad to be a part of it,” I replied, “but you have no idea how special it has turned out to be.” 
 
        “What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
        I told her everything that had transpired since we left her home. 
 
        She didn’t interrupt, but when I was finished, the tone of her voice changed completely, transformed from the dowdy senior to the CIA operative. 
 
        “Walt, think carefully. This is important. Did you say the kidnapper forced his way into her car?’ 
 
        “Yes, that’s what Sol reported.” 
 
        “Excellent! Then we just might have a way to get her and her son back?” 
 
        “How do you figure?” 
 
        “How did you and Kevin find me when I’d been abducted by the terrorist cell?” 
 
        “We followed the RFID chip implanted in Clarence’s neck.” 
 
        “Exactly! You know that I now work in a pet store.” 
 
        “Yes.” 
 
        “I figured what was good enough for Clarence was good enough for his offspring. When the kittens were old enough, I had chips implanted in them, too. Things were so crazy yesterday, I forgot to mention it to the new owners. Anyway, since the kitten was in the pet carrier in the car, we might just be able to track its location and find where they’re keeping her.” 
 
        I almost cried with joy. “Fantastic! Now I can put together a plan that just might work.” 
 
        “What can I do,” Helen asked, obviously anxious to get back to sleuthing. 
 
        “You’ve done enough, but I’ll let you know if we need you.” 
 
        I hung up and told Maggie what had transpired and what I planned to do. 
 
        She shook her head in bewilderment. “So now you and the mafia boss are a team?” 
 
        “This isn’t about Carmine,” I replied. “It’s about Calinda and Jack Jr. Besides, Carmine did save our lives.” 
 
        She sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Just be careful.” 
 
        “I promise.” 
 
        My next call was to Carmine. “We need to talk. I have a plan.” 
 
        “Great! I’ll send Vito.” 
 
        “Uhhh, if you don’t mind, I’ll drive.” 
 
        “Whatever. I was just trying to be accommodating.” 
 
        “Also, I’d like to bring my partner, Kevin. I need him to make my plan work.” 
 
        “Sure, just make sure he understands the rules.” 
 
        My next call was to Kevin. 
 
        “I’m picking you up in fifteen minutes. Don’t ask now. I’ll fill you in on the way.” 
 
        “On the way where?” 
 
        “To the penthouse office of Carmine Marchetti. Oh, yes, bring your rubber ducky.” 
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        On the way to Marchetti’s office, I filled him in on what had transpired and the plan I had in mind. 
 
        “Holy crap!” he muttered when I was finished. “All that happened since we were together this afternoon?’ 
 
        I nodded. “What do you think of my plan?” 
 
        “It could work. I can’t think of a better one offhand.” 
 
        As we were approaching Marchetti’s office, I figured I’d better give Kevin the lay of the land. 
 
        “Carmine is surrounded by huge muscle-bound goons. They won’t hurt you too much as long as you’re respectful and don’t make any sudden movements. Otherwise, they’ll crush you like a bug.” 
 
        “Good to know. I’ll be good.” 
 
        Vito met us in the lobby. 
 
        “I see what you mean,” Kevin whispered, surveying the hulking giant. 
 
        We were escorted into Carmine’s office and I introduced Kevin. 
 
        Carmine looked him over. “If Walt says you’re okay, that’s good enough for me.” He turned to me. “So tell me about this plan.” 
 
        I shared the story of how Kevin and I tracked a terrorist cell by following the chip in Clarence the cat’s neck.  
 
        “The good news is that Helen, Clarence’s owner, had chips implanted in Clarence’s offspring. Calinda had one of those kittens when she was kidnapped. If they’re still together, we can find their location with Kevin’s rubber ducky.” 
 
        “Rubber what?” 
 
        Kevin held up the device. “This is an RFID receiver. It can pick up signals from the chip in the kitten’s neck. Once we have the signal, we can pinpoint their location.” 
 
        “Fantastic!” he boomed. “Let’s go!” 
 
        “Not so fast,” Kevin replied. “There’s one problem. The receiver has a limited range, just a couple of hundred feet. About the length of a football field. This is a big city. The creeps could be holding Calinda anywhere. We wouldn’t have a clue where to start looking.” 
 
        He frowned. “Then what good is the damn thing?” 
 
        “It’s a matter of timing,” I replied. “The Scarpelli’s are going to call you and tell you where to make the exchange. As soon as we know where that is, we can set up the receiver. The key is to find them before the actual time of the meet. Then we can take them by surprise.” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “That makes sense. Go on.” 
 
        “Here’s what you need to do when they call, and it’s very important. You need proof of life. In other words, we have to be sure Calinda is still okay. They need to let to you talk to Calinda and be sure Jack is still with her. Then, when that is confirmed, you must insist that the kitten is returned with Jack and Calinda. Understand?” 
 
        “Got it! So once we know the exchange location, what then?” 
 
        “I’m still working on that,” I admitted, “but I’ll think of something and let you know.” 
 
        “Whatever it is, it better work.” 
 
        He said it with a smile, but I was sure there was a subtle message in his reply. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
        The call came at last. 
 
        Carmine put the phone on speaker. 
 
        The electronically modified voice came through loud and clear. “Marchetti?” 
 
        “Yes, this is Carmine Marchetti.” 
 
        “You got the dough?” 
 
        “Yes, I have it. One million in cash. Just as you asked.” 
 
        “Smart move. Here’s what I want you to do.” 
 
        “Hang on just a minute. I’m not doing anything until I talk to my daughter and make sure she’s okay. Get her on the phone --- now!”  
 
        There was a pause and we could hear the caller talking to someone in the background. “Hang on. She’s coming.” 
 
        “Daddy?” 
 
        “Calinda! Are you all right?” 
 
        “Yes, just scared.” 
 
        “Of course you are, Baby. And Jack, is he okay?” 
 
        “He’s cranky and wants to go home, but otherwise, okay.” 
 
        “Is the kitten still with you?” 
 
        “How --- how did you know about the kitten?” 
 
        “Never mind that now. Is it still with you?” 
 
        “Yes, it’s the one thing that’s kept Jack occupied.” 
 
        “Great! I’m ready to make the deal with those punks. Make sure the kitten comes with you.” 
 
        “That shouldn’t be a problem. It keeps Jack from crying and driving them crazy.” 
 
        The electronic voice came back on. “That’s enough. Now you have your proof. Let’s get down to business. You know the little park that looks down on the West Bottoms at the end of 10th Street on Quality Hill?” 
 
        “Sure, I know the place.” 
 
        “Good! Be at the overlook at two o’clock sharp. Have the money in a canvas bag. Come alone. We’ll be watching. If I see Vito or any of your other goons, the deal’s off. You’ll never see your daughter again.” 
 
        “You’ll have Calinda and Jack with you?” 
 
        “That’s right. You hand over the bag, I’ll hand over your family. Kapish?” 
 
        “Yeah, I got it, but listen to me. If there’s even one tiny scratch on either of them, I’ll rip your heart out. Kapish?” 
 
        “They’ll be fine. You do your part and we’ll do ours. See you at two.” 
 
        Carmine turned to Kevin and me. “What do you think?” 
 
        “It’s a perfect spot,” Kevin replied. “Where you park, there’s only one way in or out. It’s at a lower elevation, so they can be watching from above to make sure you’re alone.” 
 
        “Then how’s that good for us?” 
 
        “All that doesn’t matter,” Kevin replied, “as long as they have the kitten with them. While they’re watching you, we can pinpoint their location and take them out before they come to you.” 
 
        “So once we find them, Vito and the boys will storm the van.” 
 
        “Not so fast,” I replied. “There is one problem. They’ll be in the van. One of the brothers will be at the wheel. The other one will most likely be in the back with Calinda and Jack. If your guys come on like a gang of storm troopers, the one in back might get spooked and start shooting. Calinda might be his first target.” 
 
        Carmine pondered for a moment. “Yeah, I can see that. So what do we do?” 
 
        “We need a diversion,” I replied. “We have to draw the second brother out of the van and away from your family.” 
 
        “Exactly how will you manage to do that?” 
 
        “That’s the plan I was telling you about. The one you said had better work.” 
 
        “And will it?” 
 
        “I certainly hope so --- for all of us!” 
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        After much thought, I pulled a plan out of my friend, Willie’s, playbook. 
 
        A few months ago, I was held captive by a terrorist. Willie had called the cops, but there was no chance they would arrive before the creep punched my ticket. As a delaying tactic, Willie played the part of a drunk and flopped himself on the terrorist’s car begging for a handout. He was able to keep the ruse going until the cavalry arrived. 
 
        This was my plan with a few minor modifications. 
 
        At one-thirty, Kevin and I, along with a carload of Carmine’s goons, armed to the teeth, found an inconspicuous parking spot on 9th Street above the park. 
 
        Carmine was to arrive at the overlook at one-forty-five. 
 
        We had just settled in when Kevin’s rubber ducky started talking to us. 
 
        “Here they come,” he said, tracing their path. 
 
        A few moments later he announced, “They’ve stopped. Just a block and a half away. Right above the overlook, just as we thought. They’re undoubtedly making sure they’re not walking into a trap.” 
 
        “Looks like we’re on.” I replied. I turned to Vito. “Remember, don’t move in until you see the second brother out of the van. Got it?” 
 
        He nodded. I could see the veins standing out in his neck, the hatred in his eyes, and the death grip he had on his automatic pistol. I was glad I wasn’t in the Scarpelli brothers’ shoes. 
 
        Kevin and I had rehearsed our shtick several times. Dressed as a couple of old winos, we headed for the van. 
 
        A block away from the van, we began our patter, our voices loud and slurred. 
 
        “ISH NOT!” 
 
        “ISH, TOO!” 
 
        “YOU IS AS DUMB AS A STUMP. MARILYN MONROE AIN’T THE SEXIST WOMAN EVER LIVED. JANE RUSSELL IS!” 
 
        “YOU IS THE DUMB ONE. YOU WOULDN’T KNOW SEXY IF IT BIT YOU ON THE ASS!” 
 
        “IT’S JANE, I TELL YOU. THOSE LANKY LEGS. THAT POUTY MOUTH.” 
 
        “BULL! IT’S MARILYN. THOSE PERKY BOOBIES. THAT CUTE LITTLE TUSH.” 
 
        “TELL YOU WHAT,” I said. “THERE’S A GUY SITTING IN THAT VAN. LET’S GET A SECOND OPINION.” 
 
        “OKAY BY ME, BUT YOU’LL BE SORRY. HE’LL SAY MARILYN. I KNOW HE WILL.” 
 
        I pounded on the side of the van. 
 
        “HEY MISHTER! HELP US OUT HERE. WHO’S THE SEXIEST, MARILYN MONROE OR JANE RUSSELL?” 
 
        Scarpelli rolled down his window. 
 
        “Get away, you crazy old coot.” 
 
        “AWWW, COME’ON! HELP US OUT! MARILYN OR JANE?” 
 
        “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Now get out of here!” 
 
        “DON’T HAVE TO BE NASTY ‘BOUT IT. AIN’T YOU EVER SEEN GENTLEMEN PREFER BLONDES?”  
 
        I heard a voice from inside the van. 
 
        “What the hell’s going on out there, Vince?” 
 
        “A couple of crazy old drunks. Somethin’ about a Marilyn and a Jane. I have no idea what they’re talking about.” 
 
        “Well get rid of them. It’s time to meet Carmine.” 
 
        “1953,” I bellowed. “GENTLEMEN PREFER BLONDES. SURELY YOU’VE SEEN IT.” 
 
        I looked at him closely. “OH, HECK! YOU’RE JUST A YOUNG GUY. MEBBE YOU AIN’T SEEN IT.” 
 
        “Beat it, old man, before I come out there and beat on you.” 
 
        Kevin, who had circled to the passenger side of the van, jumped in. “YOU’RE PROBABLY RIGHT. HE’S JUST A KID. EVEN IF HE’D SEEN IT, HE WOULDN’T KNOW NOTHIN’. THESE YOUNG PUNKS TODAY DON’T KNOW SHIT!” 
 
        “Mario, come up and give me a hand. I can’t get rid of these guys.” 
 
        I heard Mario say. “Stay here, don’t move, and keep that kid quiet.” 
 
        Mario joined his brother, and the moment the two stepped out of the van, Vito and his cohorts swooped in. Two of them opened the rear door of the van. Vito and one other were on the Scarpelli brothers like ducks on a June bug. 
 
        “What the hell ---?” Vince muttered as Vito twisted his arms behind his back. Then he saw who had him. “Vito! Brother! You don’t have to do this!” 
 
        Vito sneered. “First of all, we ain’t brothers. Second, yes, I do.”  
 
        It was the first time I had ever heard the big man speak. 
 
        Once the brothers were secured, Vito dialed his cell. “We got ‘em, Boss.” Silence. “Yeah, both of ‘em are just fine.” Silence. “Be right there.” 
 
        He turned to me. “Carmine says to take Calinda and the boy. We’ll take care of these two. We’ll meet him by the overlook.” 
 
        Kevin and I went to the back of the van. Calinda and Jack appeared to be unharmed. 
 
        “Walt! Kevin! How ---?” 
 
        I put my arm around her. “It’s a long story. We’ll talk later. Your father is anxious to see you.” 
 
        I helped Calinda and Jack while Kevin secured the pet carrier. 
 
        Carmine was waiting patiently by the overlook, staring intently at the Missouri River bottoms several hundred feet below. 
 
        Seeing Calinda and Jack, he rushed to the car wrapping them in his huge arms. 
 
        “Are you both okay?” 
 
        Calinda nodded, too choked for words. 
 
        Carmine turned to Kevin and me. “Thank you. Your debt is paid. Carmine Marchetti never forgets a favor. You will always be welcome in my house.” 
 
        Then he turned to Vito. “Bring them!” 
 
        A moment later, the Scarpelli brothers were cowering before the don. 
 
        He looked them directly in the eyes. “It’s one thing to steal my money. This is my family. That’s quite another.” 
 
        “Carmine!” Vincent pleaded. 
 
        “Quiet, fool! It’s time for you to face the consequences of your folly.” 
 
        He turned to me. “Walt, it’s time for you and your friend to leave. We have business to attend to here.” 
 
        I sighed. “I don’t suppose there’s any way to talk you out of this?” 
 
        He smiled. “You know very well there isn’t. Please take Calinda and the boy home.” 
 
        I knew better than to argue. 
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        The next morning, on page three of the Kansas City Star, was a two-inch column which read, Two found dead in fiery crash. It went on to say that the bodies of two men, badly burned, were discovered in the West Bottoms. It appeared that their van had veered off the road on the overlook above, crashed through the barrier, and plunged several hundred feet. Alcohol was believed to have been a factor. Police were withholding the identities of the victims pending notification of next of kin. 
 
        As I read the article, I felt a sense of guilt, knowing what had actually taken place. On further reflection, I realized there was nothing Kevin and I could have done to change what had happened. 
 
        I remembered his admonition to Sol, Benny and Tom. 
 
        God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; 
 
        Courage to change the things I can; 
 
        And wisdom to know the difference 
 
        We were wise enough to know not to cross Carmine Marchetti when his mind was made up. All that would have done was get us fitted for a pair of his concrete shoes. 
 
        In some small way, I suppose justice had been done. It was ironic that even though the bad guys got what was coming to them, there were no good guys wearing white hats. It was, after all, a mafia hit. 
 
        The one good thing that came from it all was that Calinda and little Jack were home safe and sound, thanks to a furry little kitten, two old guys, and a pair of sexy vixens from the 1950’s. 
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    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
        The next day, I got a call from Ox. 
 
        “Hey, old buddy, I just read the report on that van they found burning at the base of that cliff. They identified the bodies, and if I’m not mistaken, you asked me to run the plates on that van the day before the accident. Anything you want to tell me?” 
 
        “I’d rather not.” 
 
        “Oh really? Partners five years and now we’re keeping secrets from each other?” 
 
        I thought for a moment. “You’re absolutely right. Let’s have lunch at Mel’s and I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
        After hearing of Calinda’s abduction and subsequent rescue, he just shook his head. 
 
        “Unbelievable! Kidnapping Carmine Marchetti’s daughter and grandson is the epitome of dumb. Having worked for the man, they should have known the consequences if they were caught.” 
 
        “So you’re not upset? It probably wouldn’t have gone down the way it did without your help.” 
 
        “I just wish you had confided in me. We’ve been through enough together you should know I’m not adverse to bending the rules a bit.” 
 
        “My bad. It won’t happen again.” 
 
        “What about the Crime Fighting Seniors?” he asked. “They must have been stoked at having a part in the rescue.” 
 
        “Indeed they were. They were even more excited to learn that Carmine was grateful for what they had done. I must confess I’m a bit relieved that Carmine and I are even-Steven again. I hated owing the mafia boss a favor.” 
 
        “All’s well that ends well,” he replied, “except for the Scarpelli brothers.” 
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        As for the geriatric gumshoes, I hadn’t heard from them in more than a week. It was my fervent hope that they’d retired and moved on to safer pursuits --- like croquet or shuffleboard. 
 
        But it wasn’t to be. 
 
        I had stopped by Gus Granger’s neighborhood grocery for bread and milk. I was on my way to the check stand when I spotted Sol peeking around a display of peaches. 
 
        Gus Granger was the last of a dying breed. His little market had been on the same corner for forty-seven years. It was definitely a throw-back to the 1950’s. Young boys still sacked groceries and actually carried them to your car. It was a reminder of my own youth and my brief career as a sack boy at a local grocery store. 
 
        It was that same era when service stations actually gave you service. You’d pull up to a pump, roll down your window, and tell the attendant to fill ‘er up. He’d wash your windows and ask if you wanted your oil checked. I always did, because my old ’48 Chevy used a quart every two gas fills. The lowest price I remember during the late 50’s was nineteen cents a gallon. 
 
        Sadly, those days are gone forever.  
 
        Price Chopper, HyVee, and Walmart have run small grocers like Gus out of business. I figured it wouldn’t be long until I stopped by and saw a ‘Going out of business’ sign on the door. 
 
        In the meantime, I’ll still shop there even if it costs me a few bucks more. 
 
        I snuck up behind Sol and tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
        He nearly knocked over the display of peaches. 
 
        “Jesus, Walt! Don’t sneak up on a guy like that.” 
 
        “Sol, please don’t tell me you’re spying on another mafia hit man. Your free pass with Carmine has its limits.” 
 
        “No, no. Nothing like that. Gus has been getting ripped off more than usual, so he hired the three of us as store security officers. He needed help and we made him a good deal. We’re nailing shoplifters for him.” 
 
        “Do the three of you actually know the law, what you can and can’t do?” 
 
        “Of course,” he replied, proudly. “Once we took the job, we studied up. In order to nail a perp, we have to have probable cause. That means actually seeing someone take an item and conceal it on their person. Then we have to follow them until they either check out or try to leave the store without paying. Once they walk through that door, we got ‘em!” 
 
        I had to admit, they’d done their due diligence. 
 
        “Does Gus have surveillance cameras?” I asked. 
 
        “Only two, and they’re covering the registers. There’s just too many aisles where people can’t be seen. That’s why he needs us.” 
 
        “So how’s it going so far?” 
 
        He grinned. “You shoulda seen us this morning. Some guy stuffed a salami down his pants. I trailed him, and when he left without paying, Benny was waiting for him. He stopped the guy, pointed to his bulge, and said, ‘Is that a gun in your pocket or are you just glad to see me?’ It was a hoot!” 
 
        I smiled at the reference to the old Mae West quote. Only guys our age would appreciate it. 
 
        I had to wonder if the salami had been restocked after spending time snuggled in the perp’s crotch, but decided I really didn’t want to know the answer. I don’t eat the stuff anyway. 
 
        Two teenagers, a boy and a girl, entered the store and immediately split up. 
 
        “That’s a warning sign,” Sol said. “I gotta go.” 
 
        I decided I’d stay and watch the old guy at work. 
 
        There was a clerk behind the drug counter. The girl approached the clerk and asked a question. He pointed like he was giving directions, but the girl shook her head. I could see he was saying, “Come on. I’ll show you.” 
 
        As soon as the clerk was gone, the boy scampered behind the counter, grabbing boxes and stuffing them in his pockets. In less than thirty seconds, he was out of there with at least a dozen boxes. 
 
        I watched the girl leave the store without buying anything. The boy grabbed a pack of gum, paid for it, and headed out the door. 
 
        Sol was right behind him. He was about to collar the kid when I stopped him. 
 
        “Let him go,” I whispered. 
 
        “Why?” Sol asked, incredulously. “I got him dead to rights.” 
 
        “I know that,” I replied, “but did you see what he took?” 
 
        “Drugs, that’s all I know. It doesn’t matter. He didn’t pay for them.” 
 
        “He was taking flu drugs, Sudafed, Advil, Tylenol, and NyQuil. Does that tell you anything?” 
 
        He shrugged. 
 
        “It means that either his whole family is suffering from the flu or somebody is cooking meth. All those drugs contain pseudoephedrine, the active ingredient in crystal meth.” 
 
        I saw his eyes light up. “No kidding! So what should we do?” 
 
        “I’d say let’s follow them and see where they go. It just might lead us to a meth lab.” 
 
        “I’m in,” he replied. 
 
        My car was in front of the store. We hopped in and watched the two teens meet up a half-block away. They high-fived and headed down the street. 
 
        We followed them for about six blocks, until they turned up the sidewalk of a shoddy looking bungalow. Unlike the other houses on the block, paint was peeling and the grass was uncut. 
 
        Instead of just going in, they knocked. A moment later, a bearded man opened the door. The boy emptied the purloined drugs from his pockets and handed them to the man in exchange for a wad of bills. The exchange took less than a minute. 
 
        The man closed the door, and the two teens took off with big grins on their faces. A half-block away, they divided the loot and split up. 
 
        I noticed that an elderly neighbor had watched the exchange take place from the safety of his front porch. 
 
        “What do you think?” Sol asked. 
 
        “I think we just found a meth lab,” I replied. “It has all the earmarks. The house is probably a rental with an out-of-town owner who has no idea what’s going on. The neighbors know, but they’re afraid to get involved.” 
 
        “So what should we do?” 
 
        “WE, shouldn’t do anything. Don’t you remember the last time we got involved with a drug dealer? All five of us nearly got blown to bits.” 
 
        “Oh, yeah. I guess you’re right. That was a close one.” 
 
        “Let’s leave it to the pros. I’ll meet with Rocky Winkler at the DEU and tell him what we know. They’ll handle it from here.” 
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        After following the two kids to their homes, I dropped Sol off at the grocery store, called Rocky, and headed downtown. 
 
        “Another meth lab,” he said, shaking his head. “We put one out of business and two more pop up the next week. It seems like a losing battle. Tell me about it.” 
 
        I shared what Sol and I had witnessed. 
 
        “Sol Marino,” he said, “Why do I know that name?” 
 
        “That was one of the three guys who helped bring down Manny Sanchez, The Pharmacist.” 
 
        “Them again? What’s with these guys?” 
 
        “They’re just at the right place at the right time. Tom was a crossing guard and spotted Manny. Now the three of them are helping Gus Granger nail shoplifters at his grocery store. We just happened to spot those two kids lifting the stuff for the cooker.” 
 
        He sighed. “Okay, give me the address and I’ll put some guys on it. It may be a few days. Most of my men are tied up with a new Columbian cartel trying to set up shop. We’ll get to it as soon as we can.” 
 
        “I hope so. That’s a nice neighborhood. I’d hate for some idiot to blow up the block.” 
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        That afternoon, Sol, Tom, and Benny met at Tom’s apartment. 
 
        “A meth lab?” Tom asked, excitedly, “and Walt knew that from the stuff the kids heisted from Gus’s place?” 
 
       “Yep,” Sol replied. “Evidently the drugs contain pseudo–something-or-other. They extract it from the over-the-counter stuff and mix it with acetone, acid, and other junk. Somehow it comes out crystal meth. I really don’t understand the process, but Walt says it’s been going on all over the city for years.” 
 
        Tom shook his head in disgust. “And people put this poison into their bodies? I just don’t get it.” 
 
        “So what’s our next move?” Benny asked. 
 
        “According to Walt, there is no next move. He reminded me how Manny Sanchez tried to drill us full of holes. He said he’d take what we saw to Rocky Winkler at the DEU?” 
 
        “Oh, right,” Benny replied. “Isn’t that the same DEU that Walt said was understaffed and short-handed?” 
 
        Tom nodded. 
 
        “Let’s face facts,” Benny said, “Undoubtedly the DEU’s got bigger fish to fry. It may be days before they get to this place. In the meantime, are we just gonna sit here with our fingers up our arses?” 
 
        “What do you have in mind?” Sol asked. “Remember, Walt said not to get involved.” 
 
        “I’m not saying we storm the place,” Benny replied. “Think about it. If this guy is really cooking meth, he has to be either selling it himself or cooking it for someone else. What if we just watch the place --- see who’s coming and going --- take down some license plates --- that kind of stuff. When the DEU finally gets around to doing something, maybe we can lead them to bigger fish --- like we did with The Pharmacist. We wouldn’t be getting involved --- just watching. What do you think?” 
 
        The other two thought it over for a moment. 
 
        “I’m in,” Sol said. 
 
        Tom nodded. “Me too.” 
 
        “Good!” Benny replied, rubbing his hands. “Let’s split up and take eight-hour shifts. That way we’ll have the place covered 24/7. We can start this afternoon. I’ll take the first shift, four to midnight. Sol, you’re a night owl. You can relieve me at midnight and go till eight. Then Tom can be there from eight till I came back at four.” 
 
        “Sounds like a plan,” the two agreed. 
 
        “Don’t forget to bring snacks, something to drink, a camera, and a bottle to pee in.” Benny added as they parted. 
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       Precisely at four, Benny pulled to the curb a half-block away from the crack house. After making sure he had an unobstructed view, he settled in for the evening. 
 
        By eight o’clock, he began to get restless. He had anticipated people coming and going from the house, but it hadn’t happened. Sure, there were a few pedestrians on the street, an old man walking his dog, a couple of kids riding their bikes, but nothing the least bit suspicious. 
 
        He had eaten all his snacks, drank most of his coffee, and his pee bottle was almost full. 
 
        Surveillance, he discovered, wasn’t as exciting as he had pictured. 
 
        Soon, it began to grow dark. As the sun set and the shadows lengthened, he felt his eyelids getting heavy.  He fought the urge to close his eyes, but finally gave in and drifted off to sleep. 
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        He awoke with a start. Something had aroused him. Then he heard it again. Someone was tapping on his window. He glanced at the clock glowing on the dashboard. It was eleven o’clock. 
 
        Another tap.  
 
        He looked out the driver’s side window and found himself staring into the barrel of a .45. 
 
        A bearded man was waving it menacingly. “Roll down the window, old man.” 
 
        Now fully awake, he glanced around, hoping to see someone who might help, but there was no one in sight. 
 
        Slowly, he rolled down the window. “M – m – may I help you?” he stammered. 
 
        “Cut the crap, Grandpa,” the man replied. “You been sittin’ here seven hours watchin’ my house.” 
 
        “I was just --- uhhh ---.” 
 
        “Bullshit! I know what you was doin’. Now get outta the car and come with me. Be real quiet. I’d hate for this thing to go off and wake the neighbors.” 
 
        Seeing no other choice, Benny did as he was told. The man shoved him toward the house with the gun pressed against his spine. 
 
        The moment Benny stepped into the house, acrid fumes filled his lungs. He coughed and his eyes burned. 
 
        The man shoved him into a chair and bound his hands and feet with duct tape. 
 
        “Sit still and keep your mouth shut.” 
 
        Benny coughed. “What is that smell?” 
 
        “Sulfuric acid,” the man replied. “Bubbling the gas through the mixture forms it into crystals.” 
 
        “But isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
        The man laughed. “Only if you breath it. Now shut up. I’m almost done with this batch. As soon as I finish, I’ll deal with you.” 
 
        Benny cringed. He could only guess what that meant. 
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        At eleven-forty-five, Sol Marino pulled up behind Benny’s car.  
 
        He got out, went to the passenger side, and opened the door, figuring he’d take a few minutes to hear what Benny had seen. 
 
        He opened the door, but there was no Benny. 
 
        He spotted the empty snack wrappers, the pee bottle, and the nearly empty thermos, but no Benny. 
 
        He looked up and down the street, but no one was in sight. 
 
        He was trying to decide what to do, when he heard a small voice. “Lookin’ for your friend?” 
 
        It was the old man they had seen watching from the porch earlier that day. 
 
        “Yeah,” Sol replied. “Have you seen him?” 
 
        The old man pointed toward the crack house. “He took him. Like me, he musta figured your friend was watchin’ the place. I appreciate what your friend was trying to do. He just wasn’t very good at it. Spotted him a mile away. I was hopin’ somebody would do somethin’. Too bad it wasn’t someone who knew what they was doin’.” 
 
        He turned and walked back to his porch. 
 
        “Damn!” Sol muttered as he walked back to his car. He got inside and dialed Tom. “We have a problem. The guy spotted Benny and now he’s in that house. God knows what he’s doing to him. What should we do?” 
 
        Silence on the other end. Finally, Tom spoke. “Only one thing we can do. Call Walt!” 
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        I was dreaming I was at Mel’s Diner, about to dig into a big piece of chocolate cream pie, when the phone rang. When I picked up the receiver to answer, I realized I was drooling. 
 
        “This is Walt.” I looked at the clock. “What time is it?” 
 
        “This is Sol, and it’s twelve-fifteen.” 
 
        Oh, boy, I thought. This couldn’t be good. 
 
        “What’s going on?” 
 
        “It’s Benny. The guy in the crack house has him.” 
 
        I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “I thought I told the three of you not to get involved!” 
 
        “We weren’t --- exactly. We figured it couldn’t hurt to just keep an eye on the house --- see who comes and goes. Thought it would be helpful when the DEU finally got around to storming the place. We were going to take turns. Benny had the first shift. When I got there, he was gone. The neighbor we saw this morning said the guy spotted Benny and grabbed him. What should we do?” 
 
        There was that ‘we’ again. “Nothing! Do you understand? You’re to do nothing! I’ll call Rocky. He’ll take it from here.” 
 
        “I hope so. Benny’s been in there an hour now. What do you think the guy will do with him?” 
 
        I had a pretty good idea, but I didn’t want to alarm Sol. “No idea, but we probably should act quickly. I’ll give you guys a call after Rocky gets him out.” 
 
        Actually, I knew exactly what the guy would probably do. I just hoped Rocky could reach him in time. 
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        I looked at the clock again. It was twelve-thirty. No point in calling the precinct. Fortunately, I had Rocky’s cell number programmed into my phone from my days on the force. 
 
        I had expected to hear a groggy Rocky, awakened from a sound sleep, but he picked up on the first ring. The tone of his voice told me he hadn’t been sleeping. 
 
        “Winkler here. What is it?” 
 
        “Rocky, this is Walt and ---.” 
 
        He cut me off. “Not a good time, Walt. Call me tomorrow.” 
 
        “Tomorrow will be too late,” I replied. “The guy in the crack house has Benny Berkowitz.” 
 
        “Christ! How did that happen? Never mind, nothing I can do about it right now. We’re staging for a raid. I have every man tied up.” He thought for a moment. “Tell you what. Text me the address. As soon as we wrap this up, we’ll be over, but it will be at least an hour --- maybe two, depending on how this goes down. Sorry, that’s the best I can do.” 
 
        “I understand,” I replied. “I’ll text you the number. Good luck!” 
 
        Even as I texted the number, I knew Benny didn’t have two hours --- probably not even one. 
 
        My next call was to Kevin. This time I got a groggy voice. 
 
        “What?” he grumbled. “It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
        “Sorry about that, but I need your help.” 
 
        Suddenly, I realized Kevin had no idea what was going on. It had just been this morning that Sol and I had followed the kids to the crack house, and I hadn’t talked to Kevin since. 
 
        Quickly, I filled him. “Bottom line --- the guy has Benny in the crack house and Rocky Winkler is one, maybe two hours away. I don’t think Benny will last that long.” 
 
        “Holy crap!” he muttered. “When will these guys realize they’re in way over their heads? Got any ideas?” 
 
        At that point, I didn’t. 
 
        When I didn’t answer right away, he grumbled, “That’s what I thought. Give me the address. I’ll meet you a block up the street and we’ll figure something out.” 
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        Fifteen minutes later, I saw flashing lights heading my way. I hoped it was Rocky. Maybe they had wrapped up early. 
 
        To my surprise and dismay, it was just Kevin. 
 
        “Where did you get that?” I asked, pointing to the flasher on his roof. 
 
        “I’ve had it for a while,” he replied, turning it off. “Comes in handy when I need to get somewhere fast, and I figured this qualified. So, have you come up with anything yet?” 
 
        “Let’s sneak up and get the lay of the land. If we can get a look inside, maybe that will tell us what we need to do.” 
 
        “Sounds like a plan,” he replied. 
 
        From the street, the house was dark, but as we approached, we could see light through a broken venetian blind. We crept onto the porch and peered in. The window opened into the living room. Beyond that was the kitchen. We could see Benny, hands and feet bound with duct tape, sitting in a chair. The bearded man was at the counter working on his latest batch. On the far side of the kitchen was another area that appeared to be a small mud room. 
 
        Kevin motioned for us to leave. 
 
        Back on the street, he whispered, “Let’s have a look around back. If the house is constructed the way I think it is, I have an idea.” 
 
        We crept around back. Three steps led up to a door that we supposed opened into the mud room. Kevin tried the door --- locked. Quietly, he pulled his lock picks from his pocket and went to work on the lock. A moment later, I heard a faint ‘click.’ Kevin motioned again, and we headed to the front of the house. 
 
        “Here’s my idea,” he said, again whispering. “The guy is obviously cooking a batch and Benny is right there with him. We need a distraction to get him away from Benny long enough for you to go in through the back and get Benny out.” 
 
        “Me?” I asked. “Why am I the one sneaking into a meth lab with an armed felon?” 
 
        “Because the distraction will be the flashing light on the top of my car. It is my car and my light, after all. Think about it. Here’s a guy cooking meth. Suddenly he hears a bull horn and sees flashing lights on the street. He’ll run to the living room to take a peek. That’s when you’ll grab Benny.” 
 
        “You have a bull horn?” 
 
        “Of course. I carry it around in my trunk. You never know when one might come in handy.” 
 
        “But ---.” 
 
        “You got any better ideas?” 
 
        I didn’t. 
 
        “Thought not. Let’s get this show on the road. You go around to the back while I get my car. I’ll give you a toot when I’m ready to go. When you hear the bull horn, get moving.”  
 
        Kevin headed to his car, and I made my way to the back of the house. 
 
        As I crept onto the stairs, I was thinking of all the ways this could go wrong. 
 
        It will work. It will work. I kept telling myself. 
 
        Then I remembered Benny’s hands and feet were bound with duct tape. Fortunately, I always carry a small pocket knife. I fished it out of my pocket and opened the blade. I knew every second would count. 
 
        A moment later, I heard the toot. 
 
        I took a deep breath, ready to move in as soon as I heard the bull horn. 
 
        I didn’t have long to wait. I saw the reflection of the flashing light, and heard Kevin bellow, “SPREAD OUT, MEN! SURROUND THE HOUSE!” 
 
        That was my cue. I slipped into the mud room and peeked into the kitchen. Just as Kevin suspected, the bearded guy, hearing the commotion, moved into the living room and peeked through the blind. 
 
        As soon as he was gone, I crept into the kitchen, almost gagging on the acrid smell. Benny spotted me and was about to say something, but I put my finger to my lips and began slicing through the duct tape. 
 
        I heard Kevin bellow again. “YOU INSIDE, COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR!” 
 
        I had just finished with the last of the tape when I heard footsteps returning. 
 
        I pulled Benny to his feet and shoved him toward the mud room. We had just reached the back door when the bearded guy returned. 
 
        The moment he saw us, he drew his big .45. 
 
        “NO!” I shouted, “YOU’LL ---!” 
 
        But he didn’t listen. 
 
        I shoved Benny down the back steps, and just as I dove after him, I heard three things in succession, the report of the .45, the slug whizzing past my head, and the KA-BOOM from the explosion ignited by the spark from the .45. 
 
        I felt the concussion from the blast, and the heat from the flames. Thankfully, the three steps to the ground were just enough clearance to protect us from the worst of it. 
 
        I covered my head as debris rained down on the two of us. 
 
        Once the worst was over, I turned and looked at the house. The whole back end had been blown away by the blast. 
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        I figured the CSI guys would be scraping what was left of the bearded guy off the walls. 
 
        I heard Benny moan. “What the hell happened?” He was sitting up, feeling to see if all his body parts were still there. 
 
        After a quick survey of my own body, I asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
        “I think so,” he replied, rubbing his rear end, “except where I fell on my kiester.” He looked at the burned-out hulk. “I guess if we got out of that with just a sore butt, we’re pretty lucky.” 
 
        At that moment, Kevin came running around the corner. I saw the look of relief on his face.  
 
        “Thank God!” he said. “I was afraid I was going to have to tell Maggie her husband was blown up. She would never have forgiven me.” 
 
        “Thanks for caring,” I replied sarcastically. 
 
        We heard sirens in the distance. The first to arrive was the fire department, followed by the EMT’s.  
 
        As I was being checked out by the paramedics, the old neighbor came hobbling up with his cane. 
 
        “Good riddance!” he said, pointing to the smoldering ruins. “I was hoping somebody would take out that scumbag. I never figured it would be a couple of old farts. Way to go!” 
 
        There were more sirens. Rocky Winkler had arrived. 
 
        He strode up, shaking his head. “Looks like you went ahead without me. Is everyone okay?” 
 
        “Everyone except the crack dealer,” I replied. “They’ve only found bits and pieces.” 
 
        “Idiots!” he replied, “and they’re all over the city. Oh well, that’s one less I’ll have to deal with. Thanks. I’m glad you’re all okay. Anything I can do for you?” 
 
        “Actually, there is,” I replied. 
 
        I told him about the two teenagers who were shoplifting for the dealer. 
 
        “I have their addresses. Maybe you could pay them a visit and put the fear of God into them.” 
 
        “Will do,” he replied. “I’ll bring them by here and let them take a look at what they helped create, then run them by Gus’s store and make them apologize. Hopefully it’s not too late for them to see the error of their ways.” 
 
        At that moment, Benny appeared, seemingly no worse for wear. 
 
        “What a hoot!” he exclaimed. “I can’t wait to tell Tom and Sol. They’ll be so stoked! We actually took out a meth lab!” 
 
        Rocky rolled his eyes. “Heaven help us!” he muttered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
        Ron Dooley drove slowly down Linwood Boulevard. He had just pulled into Kansas City from Chicago, and was looking for a place to stay. 
 
        He spotted a sign in front of an old hotel that read, “Sleeping Room, $40.00 per week.” 
 
        Perfect, he thought. They’ll never find me here. 
 
        He parked at the curb, walked onto the porch, and spotted the sign that said, “Manager.” 
 
        He knocked, and the door was opened by a stocky woman in her seventies. 
 
        “What can I do for you?” Mary Murphy asked. 
 
        “I’m here about the room. Is it still available?” 
 
        “Sure is. Forty bucks a week with a forty-dollar deposit. You get the deposit back if you leave it clean.” 
 
        “Sounds good to me. I’ll take it.” 
 
        “Oh, one more thing,” the woman added, “there’s twenty sleeping rooms up there and only four hall bathrooms, so you have to share.” 
 
        “I think I can do that,” Ron replied. “I hope I’ll only be here a week. I’m trying to find a relative who lives somewhere in the Kansas City area.” 
 
        “Well, good luck with that. By the way, my name’s Mary. Get your eighty bucks and I’ll get your key.” 
 
        “Don’t I have to fill out some kind of application?” 
 
        Mary grinned. “You got the eighty bucks?” 
 
        He nodded. 
 
        “Are you a convicted felon on the run?” 
 
        “No.” 
 
        “Sex offender?” 
 
        “Of course not.” 
 
        “Then you’re approved. I’ll be right back.” 
 
        She returned a moment later. “Number 8. Top of the stairs, then to the right. A word of warning. Your neighbor in number 7, Mr. Feeney, whatever you do, don’t go into the bathroom after him. He’s toxic. Use another one or take a can of deodorizer with you.” 
 
        “Good to know,” he replied, handing her the cash. 
 
        He returned to his car, removed two duffel bags, and headed up the stairs. 
 
        He was headed to #8 when the door to the hall bath opened and an old gent emerged. He was about to say hello when the stench hit him squarely in the face. He coughed, gagged, and his eyes watered. 
 
        “You must be Mr. Feeney,” he gasped. 
 
        “That’s me,” Feeney replied. “Are you my new neighbor?” 
 
        “I am.” 
 
        “Then welcome to the Three Trails Hotel. It ain’t much, but it’s home.” 
 
        “Thanks. Just wondering, is there wi-fi here?” 
 
        Feeney looked puzzled. “Wi-what?” 
 
        “Never mind. Nice to meet you.” 
 
        He found #8, complete with bed, dresser, and one chair. 
 
        He sighed, “Mr. Feeney was right. It ain’t much, but it’s home until I can find Uncle Tom.” 
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        The black SUV pulled to the curb in front of the old hotel. 
 
        “That’s his car,” Ivan said. “We’ve got him.” 
 
        “How shall we play this?” Boris asked. “We can’t just barge in and shoot up the place.” 
 
        “Vladimir made it very clear,” Ivan replied. “We were to get his money back and eliminate the kid. He didn’t care how we did it.” 
 
        “The money must be in the hotel. He surely wouldn’t leave it in the car, so we’ll have to go in sometime.” 
 
        “I suppose. Let’s watch and see who comes and goes. We’ll know when the time is right.” 
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        It didn’t take Ron long to settle in. He took his clothing and personal items out of one duffel and loaded them into the little dresser. The second duffel, he shoved under the bed, out of sight. He grabbed his lap top computer and headed out, making sure his door was securely locked. 
 
        He needed Internet access to search for his uncle, so he hopped into his car, hoping to find a café or bookstore with free wi-fi. 
 
        He turned onto Broadway and spotted a sign in the window of Mel’s Diner. “Free Wi-Fi.” Perfect! He pulled into the parking lot and entered the diner, never noticing the SUV that had followed him from the hotel. 
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        After being nearly blown to bits at the crack house, I was needing some TLC. 
 
        Maggie was horrified when I returned home, bruised and battered from my narrow escape. Her first reaction was frustration and indignation that, once again, I had allowed myself to get in harm’s way. I was, after all, supposed to be retired and only taking cushy, non-violent cases. 
 
        But it wasn’t long before her wifey-motherly instinct kicked in. 
 
        The motherly part helped me into a hot shower, then doctored my scrapes and bruises. Then she led me into bed and the wifey part took over. I liked that part best. 
 
        The next day, I decided I deserved a treat, so I headed to Mel’s Diner, my favorite greasy spoon, for a chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes, all smothered in rich, cream gravy. 
 
        I had polished that off, and was about to order a big hunk of chocolate cream pie, when a young man with a lap top entered and took the booth next to me. He ordered coffee and booted up his laptop. 
 
        I had just finished my pie and was about to order another cup of coffee when the young man motioned Mel to his booth. 
 
        “I’m new in town,” he said, “and I’m trying to find a relative. I think I’ve found him, but according to the computer, he’s not in Kansas City. It says he’s in Lee’s Summit in a place called John Knox Village. Is that far from here?” 
 
        “Not far at all,” Mel replied. “Lee’s Summit is about twenty minutes from here, but I don’t know anything about that John Knox place.” 
 
        “Thanks,” he replied. 
 
        I heard the exchange and figured I might help. “I don’t mean to be nosey, but I overheard your conversation. I can help you with the John Knox Village. I know someone who lives there.” 
 
        “Really!” he replied, slipping into my booth. “That’s great. I’m trying to find my Uncle Tom.” 
 
        Suddenly, I had an eerie feeling. “Tom? I don’t suppose his last name is Dooley?” 
 
        I saw the look of surprise on his face. “Yes, it is! My name is Ron Dooley and Tom is my uncle.” 
 
        “Then Dan must be your cousin.” 
 
        He was shocked. “You know him too?” 
 
        “I do. I was a cop for five years and worked in the same precinct as your cousin. He’s a fine young man.” 
 
        “Unbelievable! What a small world. Imagine, meeting you here like this. What are the chances?” 
 
        I was beginning to wonder the same thing. “I gather you haven’t seen your uncle for a while.” 
 
        “It’s been several years. I’m from Chicago. I just arrived in Kansas City today. I’m staying at some dump over on Linwood. I think it’s called the Three Trails.” 
 
        I smiled. “I know the place. Actually, I own it.” 
 
        I saw the look of consternation on his face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
        “No offense taken. I’m well aware of the hotel’s shortcomings. It’s a cheap place for people who need it.” 
 
        “Like Mr. Feeney,” he said, grinning.   
 
        “So you met Mr. Smelly.” 
 
        “Boy, did I! He’s actually my next-door neighbor.” 
 
        “My condolences. Listen, I don’t have anything planned. Tom’s apartment at John Knox is rather hard to find. I’d be happy to lead you there.” 
 
        “You’d do that?” he asked, incredulously. 
 
        “Of course. Tom and I have been through quite a bit together lately. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you. Why don’t you head out to your car while I pick up the tab. Your coffee’s on me.” 
 
        “Thanks, I appreciate it.” 
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        “There,” Ivan said, “he’s coming out. There’s only one other car in the parking lot. I say we take him now.” 
 
        “Let’s do it,” Boris replied. “I’m anxious to get this over with and head back to Chicago.” 
 
        Just as they pulled into the lot, Dooley spotted the SUV. He locked eyes with the burly Russian and knew instantly he was in trouble. He sprinted toward his car, but the SUV cut him off. Quickly, he did an about face and headed to the back of the diner. 
 
        Boris bailed out of the SUV. “Ivan, you stay here. I’ll go around and get him from behind.” 
 
        Dooley was frantically searching for a place to hide when Mel came out the back of the diner with a load of trash for the dumpster. Trash scattered everywhere as Dooley grabbed the startled Mel. 
 
        “Quick! We have to get back inside!” 
 
        Mel spotted Boris circling around the building and didn’t need a second invitation. The automatic pistol he was carrying spurred him into action. 
 
        He slammed the door and locked it just as Boris sprayed a volley into the back of the building. 
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        Mel was nowhere in sight, so I had just left a ten spot next to my plate when all hell broke loose. I heard what sounded like gunfire, and Dooley, with Mel close on his heels came busting from the back of the diner. 
 
        “Walt! Get down!” Dooley shouted, pointing to two burly guys heading toward us, guns drawn. 
 
        I heard Mel behind me. “Walt, can you crawl up front and push the door open?” 
 
        I glanced back, and Mel was shouldering a twelve gauge. 
 
        I belly crawled to the front, kicked the door open, and ducked as Mel let go with both barrels. 
 
        The double-ought buckshot missed the attackers, but it certainly slowed their advance. I heard the ‘click-click’ as Mel loaded two more shells in his blunderbuss. 
 
        I was getting ready to kick the door open a second time, but it wasn’t necessary. We heard sirens in the distance. I saw one of the goons motion to the other and they headed back to the SUV. I heard one more burst of gunfire before they peeled out of the parking lot. 
 
        I got to my feet and looked around. “Everyone okay?” 
 
        Dooley was a pale shade of green, but seemed unhurt. 
 
        “Thanks for kicking the door,” Mel said, stowing the shotgun under the counter. “That baby costs five hundred to replace.” 
 
        At that moment, two cops warily approached the diner, guns drawn. I knew both of them from my days on the force. I went to the door, hands in the air. “Hello, Boys.” 
 
        “Walt Williams? What the heck happened here?” 
 
        The three of us related what we each had seen. 
 
        Collins, the cop was confused. “So what or who were these guys after?” 
 
        I certainly didn’t know, and it didn’t appear to have been a robbery of the diner. We all turned to Dooley. 
 
        He shrugged, “I have no idea. I’ve never seen those guys before.” 
 
        Ron Dooley wasn’t a very good liar. I could see he was hiding something. 
 
        “Well, they certainly sent you a message,” Collins said, pointing. “They shot your ride full of holes. Road rage maybe? Did you cut them off somewhere?” 
 
        That was the last burst of gunfire I’d heard. 
 
        “No, I’ve been here at the diner for an hour. Ask Mel.” 
 
        Mel nodded. “Yep, sat right there in that booth nursing one cup of coffee.” 
 
        “Anybody happen to get a plate number on the SUV?” 
 
        We all shook our heads. 
 
        “Great!” Collins said, shaking his head. “Just great! Well, I’ll take your statements and we’ll wrap this thing up.” 
 
        A half hour later, Dooley and I were standing in the parking lot staring at his car. Two tires were flat and the windows on the driver’s side had been shot out. 
 
        “Looks like I’m on foot,” Dooley sighed. 
 
        “Tell you what,” I said, “I’ll drive you to your uncle’s place. I have the number of a tow truck company. They can take care of this for you.” 
 
        “I’ve caused you enough trouble.” 
 
        “No big deal. I was going to lead you to Tom’s place anyway. Now we’ll just ride together. Besides, we have some things to discuss.” 
 
        Once we were headed to Lee’s Summit, I turned to Dooley. “Something tells me you know a lot more about what happened back there. Let’s hear it.” 
 
        He sat in silence for a few miles. Finally, “You said you used to be a cop. Right?” 
 
        “For five years. Now I’m a private investigator.” 
 
        “I have to tell someone. It might as well be you. Those two goons were from the Russian mafia in Chicago.” 
 
        I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What’s with your family? Don’t you people know it’s not healthy screwing with the mob?” 
 
        “I wasn’t --- really. It all just happened so fast. You see, I’m a bike messenger for a delivery company. I was making a delivery in one of the seamier parts of the city when all hell broke loose. An SUV was in the street ahead of me. Suddenly, a car came out of a side street and cut it off. Another car pinned it in from the back. 
 
        “Guys with guns started pouring out of all three vehicles and bullets started flying everywhere. I ducked behind a dumpster. The whole thing only lasted a few minutes. Suddenly, everything was quiet. I peeked around the dumpster and it looked like everyone was dead. 
 
        “The men in the two cars looked Latino, maybe Mexican or Columbian. The ones in the SUV I’m pretty sure were Russian. I took a quick peek into the SUV and spotted a bag. I took a look inside and saw that it was full of money --- a lot of money. 
 
        “I figured it was one gang trying to rip off the ill-gotten gains of another one. I looked around and no one was in sight, so I took the bag and got away from there as fast as I could. I probably shouldn’t have taken it, but it wasn’t like I was robbing a bank or anything like that. 
 
        “Then, the next day, another SUV started following me on my deliveries. They tried to grab me, but I got away. As soon as I was sure I lost them, I went straight home, packed a few things, and headed here. I have no idea how they knew I took the money.” 
 
        “I’m guessing one of the Russians wasn’t as dead as you thought. How much money was in the bag?” 
 
        “Fifty thousand.” 
 
        “Holy crap! No wonder they’re after you. Where is the cash now?” 
 
        He grimaced. “Under the bed at the Three Trails.” 
 
        My heart sunk. “They have to know you were staying there. They probably followed you from the hotel to Mel’s. Since they didn’t get you, I’ll bet my Social Security check they’ll be going to the hotel figuring the money is there. No telling what they’ll do. Everyone there is in danger.” 
 
        I thought for a moment, then picked up the phone. 
 
        “Mary, this is Walt. Listen very carefully and do exactly as I say and don’t ask any questions. I’ll explain later.” 
 
        “Sure, Mr. Walt. What do you want me to do?” 
 
        “The new guy who moved in, Dooley. I want you to get your pass key, go to his room, get a bag from under his bed, and hide it somewhere in your apartment. Now this is very important. If two burly guys show up before you get the bag, forget the whole thing. Just hide. You got all that? Oh, and one more thing, if the two guys show up after you’ve been to his room, don’t mess with them. They’re dangerous.” 
 
        “You’re scaring me, Mr. Walt, but I can do it.” 
 
        “Good! Go now, and hurry!” 
 
        After I hung up, Dooley’s voice cracked. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to get you all involved in my stupid mistake. I just hope no one gets hurt.” 
 
        “Yeah, me too!” 
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        Mary had just hidden the bag under a stack of blankets in her linen closet when she saw an SUV pull up to the curb. Two burly guys stepped out and headed to her door. 
 
        They knocked, and she took a deep breath before opening the door. 
 
        “May I help you?” she asked, forcing a smile. 
 
        “I hope so,” one replied. “Our nephew just came into town today. He gave us this address. We were hoping to catch him at home.” 
 
        “That must be Mr. Dooley,” Mary replied. “Yes, he checked in today, but I don’t think he’s here. I saw him leave earlier.” 
 
        “I’m so sorry to hear that.” He turned to his friend. “Maybe we should leave him a note. What do you think?” 
 
        The other man nodded. “Good idea. We can give him a time to meet us later.” He turned to Mary. “What room did our nephew rent? We’ll just leave a note under the door.” 
 
        Mary remembered Walt’s warning. “Uhhh --- number 8. Top of the stairs, then take a right.” 
 
        “Thank you,” he replied, and they headed up the stairs. 
 
        A moment later, Mary heard the ‘CRASH’ of a heavy boot kicking in the door. 
 
        “It has to be here,” Ivan said, emptying the drawers of the small dresser. “He didn’t have the bag when he left earlier.” 
 
        “There’s no other place to look,” Boris replied, after checking under the bed. “It could be anyplace in this dump, the basement or an attic. Who knows?” 
 
        “Well, we can’t just go ransacking the place. Someone will call the cops. He’ll have to come back here eventually to get the money. We’ll watch and wait for him to return.” 
 
        “We cannot fail,” Boris said. “Vladimir will not be pleased.” 
 
        As they were leaving, an old man emerged from the hall bath, followed by a putrid odor. 
 
        “Afternoon, fellas,” the old man said. “Lookin’ for someone?” 
 
        “My God!” Ivan muttered. “What is that smell?” 
 
        “Burrito,” the old man replied. “Smells a lot better goin’ in than comin’ out.” 
 
        “Americans!” Boris gasped. “They are pigs!” 
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        I pulled into the parking lot adjacent to the row of cottages at John Knox Village. Finding Tom’s unit, we knocked on the door. 
 
        Tom was surprised to see me. “Walt, what ---?” Then he saw Dooley standing behind me. “Ronnie! Is that you?” 
 
        “Hi, Uncle Tom. Long time, no see.” 
 
        Tom pushed past me and embraced his nephew. 
 
        After a prolonged hug and several pats on the back, Tom invited us inside. I was surprised, but not shocked to see Sol and Benny seated around the kitchen table. 
 
        Tom pushed Ron forward. “Sol, Benny, I’d like you to meet my nephew,” he said, proudly. 
 
        After the obligatory handshakes, Tom said, “The three of us were working on our scrapbook. We call ourselves the Crime Fighting Seniors. We just helped Walt take down a meth lab. The place blew up, so we went back and took some photos. Would you like to see what we’ve put together?” 
 
        I saw the confused look on Ron’s face. 
 
        “Maybe later,” I said. “We’ve got bigger problems. Your nephew’s in trouble and needs our help.” 
 
        “What kind of trouble?” Tom asked. 
 
        I turned to Ron. “You want to tell him?” 
 
        Ron took a deep breath, then shared the story he had told me. When he finished, the three old friends were dumbfounded. 
 
        Finally, Benny spoke. “Let me get this straight. You witnessed two gangs shooting it out, figured everyone was dead, and swiped their cash, only everyone wasn’t dead, so now the Russian Mob wants to nail your ass and take back their loot. Is that about right?” 
 
        Ron nodded. “I needed someplace to hide. That’s why I came back to Kansas City. I remembered Uncle Tom had an old fishing cabin somewhere out in the country. I thought I could hide out there.” 
 
        I saw Tom grimace. “Not gonna happen,” he replied. “I sold the old place a couple of years ago. Couldn’t take care of it any more. Got enough out of it to pay for a whole year here at John Knox.” 
 
        I saw the look of disappointment on Ron’s face. Uncle Tom’s cabin was no longer an option. 
 
        Benny spoke up again. “So two Russian hit men are trying to knock you off. I say we blow the commie bastards away!” 
 
        “Whoa, slow down,” I replied. “There are at least three good reasons why that won’t work. First, these are professional assassins with automatic weapons. We wouldn’t stand a chance in a shootout. Second, even if we were successful, the mob would just send two more. They won’t stop until they have their money back and the guy who took it is dead. Third, that’s not who we are. We’re not murderers.” 
 
        Benny hung his head. “Sorry. You’re right, of course. Sometimes I just get carried away.” 
 
        “Then what CAN we do?” Tom asked. “We can’t just sit around until they hunt him down.” 
 
        I thought for a moment. “I might have an idea, but it would take all of us, and it would require precision teamwork.” 
 
        Before I could even voice my idea, they chimed in together, “We’re in!” 
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        My first call was to Ox. 
 
        “Hey, Old Buddy. Remember our last conversation where I said I’d be open and honest with you, and you said you were willing to bend the rules now and then?” 
 
        “Yes,” he replied, cautiously, “I remember.” 
 
        “Well, this is me being open and honest, and needing you to bend the rules one more time.” 
 
        “Okay,” he sighed, “let’s hear it.” 
 
        I brought him up to date on Ron’s misadventures with the Russian mafia. 
 
        When I finished, there was a long pause. “You know,” he said, “we should be taking this to the Organized Crime Unit?” 
 
        “And you know that by the time they got around to doing something, Ron Dooley, Officer Dan’s cousin, would be toast. I think I’ve got a way to get the mobsters out of town and save Dooley’s hide without firing a shot, but I need your help.”  
 
        Another long pause. “I’ll probably regret this, but go ahead.” 
 
        I explained my plan, and he agreed it just might work. 
 
        Then I called Kevin. It didn’t take near as much persuasion to get him on board. 
 
        The next step was for the seven of us to meet at my place to finalize my plan. 
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        By the following afternoon, we were ready to proceed with Operation Bait & Switch. 
 
        We figured since the Russians had lost Ron and couldn’t find the cash, they’d be watching the Three Trails for Ron to return, retrieve the loot, and head for parts unknown.  
 
        That’s where we’d set the bait for our trap, and Ron was the bait. 
 
        I’d arranged for Ox to stop by the hotel in uniform, meet Mary, and have a leisurely glass of iced tea on the front porch. Two old friends just shooting the breeze. 
 
        Once they were in place, Ron would drive up in Tom’s car, get out, and head up the stairs to his room. He would pack his duffel, then go out the back stairs and down to the back door of Mary’s apartment where he would pick up the duffel full of cash. He would go back upstairs through the back entrance, then head out front with both bags. He’d throw both bags in the car and head downtown. If the Russians were watching, and I was sure they would be, they’d be following close behind. 
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        “He has to come back sometime,” Boris said, eyeing the old hotel from an alley across the street. “He won’t leave without the cash.” 
 
        “I think that’s him now,” Ivan replied, pointing, “but it’s a different car.” 
 
        “I’m not surprised,” Boris replied with a grin. “We pretty much totaled his old one.” 
 
        They watched as Ron climbed the steps to the front porch, waved at Mary, and headed inside. 
 
        “Shall we take him?” Ivan asked anxiously. 
 
        “Are you crazy,” Boris replied. “There’s a cop on the front porch. We can’t risk it. We’ll just have to trail him when he leaves. They’ll be plenty of chances to grab him later.” 
 
        They continued watching, and fifteen minutes later, Ron returned, handed his key to Mary, and waved good bye. 
 
        “There!” Boris said, triumphantly, “he has two duffels, one for his clothes and one for the cash. Now we follow, and soon he will be ours.” 
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        I was parked in an alley downtown waiting for the call. 
 
        My cell rang. “Walt, it’s Ron. I’m on the way and they’re a block behind me.” 
 
        “Great! Do you remember the route and what you’re to do?” 
 
        “Absolutely! Let’s get rid of these guys.” 
 
        Ron knew where I would be waiting. The plan was for him to drive by. As soon as he passed me, he would step on the gas to get as much separation as possible between himself and the Russians. Once the Russians saw him speed up, they would do the same. 
 
        My job was the most dangerous of the whole operation. As soon as Ron passed, I would pull into the street, and being a doddering old fool, I would be going a cautious fifteen miles an hour. The Russians would be mad as hell. I just hoped they wouldn’t ram me or open fire with their automatic pistols. I had to hold the Russians back long enough for the rest of the team to pull off the switch. 
 
        I had checked out the place on the West Bottoms Overlook where the Scarpelli brothers had met their fate thanks to Carmine Marchetti. The city hadn’t repaired the retaining wall yet. There were just a couple of caution signs, and the area had been roped off. 
 
        Ron’s old car was still drivable, so we removed the license plates, got a couple of used tires and drove it to the overlook. Kevin, Sol, Benny, and Tom were there, waiting for Ron to drive by and give them the signal.  
 
        The timing had to be just right.  
 
        I saw Ron speeding my way. He gave me a toot as he passed. I held my breath and pulled into the street. A moment later, I heard the screech of brakes, and in my rear-view mirror I saw the Russians a few feet from my rear bumper. 
 
        The driver leaned on his horn, and I could see him shaking his fist. The one on the passenger side rolled down his window and shouted. “MOVE! GET OUT OF THE WAY!” 
 
        I waved good-naturedly and pointed to my ears. I must’ve forgotten my hearing aids. 
 
        The horn blared again, and this time, I saw the guy riding shotgun raise his pistol. I figured it might be time to step aside. I pulled to the curb and watched them speed by. The guy with the gun was giving me the finger. 
 
        I just hoped I’d delayed them long enough. 
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        Ron paused at the overlook, rolled down the window, shouted, “It’s a go!” and sped away. 
 
        Benny pulled his car crossways on the road, blocking any oncoming cars. 
 
        Kevin lit the fuse on the Molotov Cocktail, tossed it in the front seat of Ron’s old car, and the three of them pushed it off the cliff. 
 
        Moments later, there was thunderous roar as the car crashed into the valley floor below and burst into flames. 
 
        Benny had just joined them when the Russians came speeding around the corner. Seeing the car blocking the road, they slammed on the brakes. 
 
        Kevin waved to them and shouted. “Hurry! Come look!” 
 
        The Russians bailed out of the car and joined the others on the edge of the cliff. 
 
        “Why is the road blocked?” one of them asked. 
 
        Kevin pointed to the flaming wreckage below. “Some crazy kid came barreling around the corner --- ran us off the road, then shot right through this wall. That’s what’s left of him.” 
 
        The two Russians studied the carnage. Then one muttered, “Our work is done. The fool is gone.” 
 
        “Yes, but so is the cash. Vladimir will be pissed,” the other replied. 
 
        The first one pulled his cell phone and snapped a photo of the wreckage. “Let’s go home.” 
 
        Kevin, Sol, Benny, and Tom watched as the two returned to the SUV, made a u-turn, and disappeared around the corner. 
 
        Sirens blared in the distance. 
 
        “We’d better scoot,” Kevin said. “No way we can explain this.” 
 
        For the second time in two weeks, the cops would find a flaming wreck at the base of the Quality Hill Overlook, only this time there would be no charred bodies to identify. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
        Elated by the success of Operation Bait & Switch, the three geriatric gumshoes decided to hold a celebratory picnic at Benny’s house in the Waldo neighborhood. It was to be pot luck and, of course, everyone was invited. 
 
        It took three vehicles to get all of us and our culinary contributions across town. 
 
        When we arrived, I was surprised to see a huge tractor-trailer rig parked in front of his house. The thing must have been eighty feet long. 
 
        From the back seat, I heard, “Sweeeeet!” 
 
        My dad was a retired over-the-road trucker, and in the rear-view mirror I could almost see him salivating. 
 
        He was the first one out of the car, inspecting every inch of the big rig. 
 
        “Peterbilt 386 T/A” he said, caressing the hood. “Looks like a 2013.” 
 
        “Make you wish you were back on the road?” I asked, joining him. 
 
        “Yes and no,” he replied, wistfully. “Lots of good memories and good times, but I don’t miss the long hours, the traffic congestion, the crazy drivers, the icy roads, and my hemorrhoids barking every time I hit a bump. So, no. Been there, done that, happy to be where I am today.” 
 
        At that moment, Benny emerged from the house. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” he asked, pointing to the rig. 
 
        “Please don’t tell me you drive this thing,” I replied. 
 
        “Heavens no! With my arthritis, I can’t even climb up into the cab. This baby belongs to my niece and her husband. Come on around back. I’ll introduce you.” 
 
        We followed Benny around the house. Sol was flipping burgers on the grill and Tom was dumping ice in a huge cooler. They both waved, big smiles on their faces. 
 
        He led us to a picnic table where a fortyish couple were busy writing in a ledger. 
 
        “This is my niece, Amy, and her husband, Earl,” he said, proudly. “Walt, I’ll let you introduce your crew.” 
 
        It took several minutes to introduce all twelve of us. 
 
        I turned to Earl. “That’s quite a rig you have out there. How long have you been driving?” 
 
        “We’ve been driving about five years now,” he replied. 
 
        “We?” 
 
        “Absolutely! Amy and I both are licensed. We’re a husband and wife team.”  
 
        “Really? Where do you call home?” 
 
        He pointed to the street. “You saw it out front.” 
 
        “You live in your truck?” 
 
        “Yep, our home on the road. Once we decided this was the life we wanted, we sold our home and put the equity into a down payment on the truck.” 
 
        “If I’m not being too nosey, how much does a thing like that cost?” 
 
        “We paid $40,000.00 for it used. It was all we could afford at the time.” 
 
        I was amazed. “How does that work if you don’t have a permanent address?” 
 
        Benny spoke up. “I let them use my house as a mailing address. They keep a few things here, and when they’re passing through, like today, they stop, pick up their mail, shower, and do laundry. Then, they’re on their way and I may not see them for a couple of weeks depending on where their route takes them.” 
 
        Maggie had been listening intently. She turned to Amy. “How do you do it,” she asked. “Men can live anywhere, but women --- well --- we’re different. Cooking, bathing, it must be difficult.” 
 
        Amy smiled. “Yes, there were definitely some adjustments in life style, but we managed to adapt. We have a 700 watt microwave which works perfectly with the 1500 watt inverter we installed. We have a small fridge that plugs into the AC/DC port, a small electric skillet, and a plastic four-drawer chest we bought at Walmart. 
 
        “As for food, I keep some canned soup, bread, chips, and so forth, on hand. Eating out every day is very costly so it is better to eat in the truck as much as possible. We treat ourselves to a restaurant meal a few times a week. 
 
        “We drive for hours and hours at a time. We can’t stop to go potty every couple of hours. Men have a jug or something to pee into. I can’t manage that. For me, I bought a large metal coffee can with a plastic lid. It took some time to learn to use it effectively while the truck was going down the road, but I've managed. I have a shawl I brought with me and I hang it between the seats to block any view of me taking care of business. It isn't pretty, I know, but it works. 
 
        “I keep all my toiletries in my caddy, and I pull that out each morning to clean up. I use a plastic cup and bottled water to aid me in brushing my teeth, and I have facial cleaning cloths designed to remove makeup to clean my face. I can use my blow dryer and my hair curler to get my hair in order. Earl fills up the fuel tanks at designated places the Company has accounts with. The truck stops offer a free shower with a fill up, or sometimes if you purchase a certain amount of merchandise.  
 
        “For entertainment, we have our iPad. We download books and movies. Every so often authors will offer their books for free. If we’re both awake at the same time, I’ll read to Earl while he’s driving, or sometimes we listen to an audio book. Actually, one of our favorite authors, Robert Thornhill, is from right here in Kansas City. We absolutely love his Lady Justice mystery/comedy series. One of our favorites is Lady Justice and the Conspiracy. It’s about the chemtrails you see in the sky almost every day. Thornhill makes a pretty good case that the government is behind the trails which are being used for weather control and defense. We see the trails all across the country, but they’re especially bad on the west coast.” 
 
        I was about to tell her that Thornhill was a personal friend, and that the material for the Conspiracy novel had come from Jack Carson, Calinda Marchetti’s fiancé, and it had cost him his life. Then I decided not to bring up the subject. I didn’t want the geriatric gumshoes getting involved in a conspiracy that had cost five people their lives. 
 
        “Our lifestyle certainly isn’t for everyone,” Amy continued, “but it works for us.” 
 
        “I’ll say it does,” Earl added. “Think about it. No real estate taxes, no utility bills, no grass to mow, or roof to repair. Plus, we get to do every week what other couples plan for and dream of maybe once a year. If our route takes us west, we might stop at Yellowstone Park. Last month, we went east and spent a day at Niagara Falls. We love it.” 
 
        Jerry had been listening to the conversation. There was a pause, and he couldn’t resist. 
 
        “That’s an amazing story. Actually, I’d heard that women have a hard time making it in trucking.” 
 
        Amy got sucked in. “Really? Why is that?” 
 
        “Because it takes them nine months to deliver their load.” 
 
        I saw the confused look on Amy’s face. 
 
        “Sorry,” I apologized, “Jerry fancies himself as a stand-up comic. He means no harm.” 
 
        Jerry plunged ahead. “Of course, everyone knows old truckers never die. They just get a new Peterbilt.” 
 
        Dad and Bernice had also been listening to the exchange. Bernice, well into her dotage, doesn’t always grasp Jerry’s off-beat remarks. 
 
        She turned to dad. “John, is that what happened when you retired? Did you get your peter rebuilt?” 
 
        “No, Sweetie,” he replied, patting her on the butt. “It’s all original equipment and it’s working just fine.” 
 
        That exchange brought more laughter than Jerry’s one-liners. 
 
        At that moment, Sol bellowed, “Grab your buns! The burgers are ready!” 
 
        Dutifully, we fell in line to fill our plates with the juicy burgers and fixen’s. 
 
        As Sol flopped a burger on Jerry’s plate, Jerry leaned close. “Do you know how you can tell Ronald McDonald in a nudist colony? He’s the one with sesame seed buns.” 
 
        The guy never gives up. 
 
        After eating until we were stuffed, Benny called us all together. 
 
        “The reason we’re having this shindig, is to celebrate the latest victory of the Crime Fighting Seniors. It’s a victory of brains over brawn, and of good over evil. The perfect example of age and wisdom winning the day.” 
 
        For the next thirty minutes, Sol, Benny, and Tom shared every detail of the operation. 
 
        When they had finished, Veronica asked, “So where’s the fifty grand?” 
 
        Ron, who had been noticeably quiet, stepped forward. “I have it. It’s at Uncle Tom’s place. I’ve been wondering what I should do with it. Maybe I should give it back.” 
 
        “Back to who?” Kevin asked, incredulously. “The Russian mafia? I’m sure they’d like to have another crack at you.” 
 
        “You can’t give it to the Chicago cops,” Ox said. “If you did, you’d have to tell them about witnessing a gangland shootout, then tampering with the evidence. Even if they didn’t arrest you, you’d be tied up in court for years, and the mafia would find you sooner than later.” 
 
        “What then?” Ron asked. 
 
        “That’s an easy one,” Dad replied. “Everyone thinks the loot went up in flames. Keep it, for heaven’s sake.” 
 
        “Well,” Ron replied, “the thought had crossed my mind, but I thought I should run it by someone else. If I did keep it, it would go a long way in helping me open my own delivery service right here in Kansas City. What do you think?” 
 
        There were thumbs up all around. 
 
        Earl spoke up. “Well, now that that’s settled, I wish there was something the Crime Fighting Seniors could do about a problem Amy and I see almost every day.” 
 
        Benny, Tom, and Sol leaned forward, listening intently. 
 
        I had a bad feeling about what was to come. 
 
        “What is it?” Tom asked, expectantly. 
 
        “Sex slavery. Human trafficking. We see it all over the country, and it’s getting worse. Despicable people kidnap kids, usually girls, some as young as thirteen or fourteen, and force them into prostitution. We see them at truck stops almost every night.” 
 
        “There’s nothing new about that,” Dad interjected. “I was a trucker for forty years. There were always lot lizards hanging around.” 
 
        Maggie had never heard the term. “What are lot lizards?” 
 
        “Hookers, prostitutes,” Dad replied. “They hang around truck stops soliciting truckers who bed down for the night.” 
 
        “These girls aren’t lizards,” Earl replied. “Lizards are there by choice. These young girls are forced into the business. If they don’t play ball, they’re beaten, or worse.” 
 
        Bernice tapped Dad on the shoulder. “Did you ever bed down with one of those lizard women?” 
 
        He sighed and smiled. “During my years on the road, I sowed my share of wild oats, but I never, ever, paid for it.” 
 
        Dad had no choice but be truthful. Nearly everyone in attendance knew his dalliances had produced at least two illegitimate offspring. While married to my mother, he had fathered a son out in western Kansas, and a daughter in Iowa. He didn’t know about either of them until the last few years. That took care of north and west. I keep wondering if new half-siblings will show up from his trips south and east. 
 
        “I know that human trafficking is a problem,” Ox said, “and not just at truck stops. We hear about it at squad meetings. If a convention comes to town, you can bet there will be some guy with a van full of young girls nearby. Didn’t our captain tell us that some organization was out there on the highways?” 
 
        “Yes,” Amy replied. “TAT, Truckers Against Trafficking. They’re a nationwide organization formed to battle human trafficking. If a trucker sees suspicious activity, there’s a hot line number to call. We have a bumper sticker in our cab, but I have the number memorized, 1-888-373-7888.” 
 
        Earl sighed. “They do a great job, and a lot of teens have been saved, but they just can’t be everywhere. We’ve seen stuff and called, but by the time someone shows up, they’re long gone. It’s happening right outside of town on I-70. I just wish there was something someone could do to help.” 
 
        I saw the wheels turning in the geriatric gumshoes heads, and it scared me to death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
        I hoped the call wouldn’t come, but two days after our picnic, there it was. 
 
        “Walt, this is Benny. I’m sure you remember Earl and Amy talking about the sex trafficking at the truck stops. That really got our attention and we’ve been looking into it.” 
 
        Oh boy! I thought. Here we go! 
 
        “Exactly what do you mean by ‘looking into it?’” 
 
        “We’ve spent the last two nights at a rest area out east on I-70. You wouldn’t believe what we saw. At each rest area, there’s a place for cars to park, and a separate place for the big rigs. We were in the car area just watching, when a van pulled up. A man and three young girls got out. Walt, those girls couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen. The man directed them to the truck area where they started knocking on the cab doors. 
 
        “I was amazed at how many truckers invited them in. One of the girls, she couldn’t have weighed more than eighty pounds, went into one of the cabs. We got a look at the driver. He must have weighed over two hundred. Twenty minutes later, when he pushed her out, she was sobbing. We saw the man who brought her, slap her on the face, yell at her, and push her to the next truck. 
 
        “Walt, it was horrible! We have to do something! I wanted to go deck the creep but Sol and Tom wouldn’t let me.” 
 
        “Probably a good thing. If he’d slap a young kid, he wouldn’t think twice about whacking an old guy interfering in his business.” 
 
        “But Walt ---!” 
 
        “Look, I know what you saw was bad, and I know the three of you want to do the right thing, but you can’t just barge in half-cocked. Remember what happened to you when you were staking out the meth lab. We need to get more information and put together a plan. Remember Ox talking about some guy coming to his squad meeting? Let me do some digging and I’ll get back to you. Promise me you won’t do anything until then.” 
 
        He sighed, “You’re right, of course. I promise, but don’t wait too long. Those little girls are out there being abused every night.” 
 
        Actually, I had no idea what could be done, but I had to tell him something to keep the three of them from barging in and getting killed. 
 
        My next call was to Ox. 
 
        I told him about my conversation with Benny. 
 
        “I’m not surprised,” he said. “I saw how their ears perked up when Earl and Amy were talking about the sex trafficking. Walt, you need to be real careful if you get mixed up with these guys. The fellow who came to squad meeting told us about a girl who they’d rescued. She said that their captor brought a dog into their room, slit its throat, and told them that’s what would happen to them if they didn’t cooperate. They’re mean dudes.” 
 
        “That’s why I’m calling,” I replied. “Do you have the name and number of the guy who came to squad meeting?” 
 
        “I do. He handed out business cards. Hang on a minute.” 
 
        “Here it is. His name is Russ Tuttle and the organization is the Stop Trafficking Project.” 
 
        I got the number, thanked him, and dialed. 
 
        “The Stop Trafficking Project. How may I help you?” 
 
        “My name is Walt Williams and I’m a private investigator. I have some information on a sex trafficking ring, and I’d like some help and advice.” 
 
        An hour later, I was in Russ Tuttle’s office. 
 
        “People don’t realize the magnitude of the problem,” he said. “When we talk about slavery, the average American thinks slavery ended with the Civil War. Nothing could be further from the truth. I recently read an article in the Kansas City Star. It quoted Helen Taylor with the organization Exodus Cry. She said that about 12.5 million slaves were shipped to the New World from 1525 to 1866, with 60,000 to 70,000 ending up in the United States.  
 
        “By comparison, there are now an estimated 47 million people worldwide living in some form of slavery. In the 1800’s, the average price of a slave adjusted to today’s dollars was $40,000. Today, children are being sold for as little as $100. Two million children are exploited annually in the global sex trade. That’s not 2 million total --- it’s 2 million additional children each year. Some are as young as 2 years old.” 
 
        I was shocked. “I had no idea.” 
 
        “Few people do. The sad part is that predators target 11 to 14-year-olds when they are most vulnerable, suffering from low self-esteem, peer pressure, or parental conflict. The average age of a girl forced to be raped for profit is 12.” 
 
        “That’s why I’m here,” I said. “Some friends of mine just witnessed the very thing you were describing.” 
 
        I told him what Benny, Sol, and Tom had seen. 
 
        “What can we do,” I asked. “I understand there’s a hotline number to Truckers Against Trafficking.” 
 
        “There is,” he replied, “and it has certainly helped. Since 2011, there have been over 1,300 calls. Over 400 trafficking rings have been identified, and over 700 victims rescued.” 
 
        “If things are as bad as you say, it seems like that’s only scratching the surface.” 
 
        “Right again. Think about it. Kansas and Missouri are right in the heart of the country with several major Interstate highways. With roughly 28,000 commercial truckers living in each state, and another million or so passing through each week, there is just no way to cover everything.  
 
        “Sex trafficking is a consumer driven business. If people didn’t like pizza, there would be no Domino’s. If there were no johns, there would be no sex trafficking, but human nature being what it is, we have both. 
 
        “If a call comes in, it is routed to a law enforcement agency. If it’s in a city limits like a lot of the truck stops, it’s routed to local authorities. If it’s in a rest area, it will probably go to the Highway Patrol. Their response time is determined by a whole slew of factors, how far away they are or what they may be tied up in at the time. Often, by the time law enforcement arrives, the predators are long gone.” 
 
        “So what about what my friends witnessed?” 
 
        “I understand it was a rest stop. I’ll alert the Highway Patrol. They can keep an eye on that location.” 
 
        I was shocked. “That’s it? That’s all you can do?” 
 
        “I understand your frustration,” he replied, “but think about it. They have hundreds of miles of highway to cover. They can’t just sit on one spot, and even if they did, the creeps would spot them and move to a different location.” 
 
        “I’m sorry,” I replied. “I was cop for five years. I understand. We were faced with the same situation all the time. It just seems so sad that we can’t do more.” 
 
        “I agree,” he replied. “We’re certainly trying.” 
 
        As I was leaving, he gave me the same warning as Ox. “Don’t try to engage these predators yourself. They’re very dangerous and wouldn’t hesitate to kill you.” 
 
        This wasn’t the message I wanted to deliver to Sol, Benny, and Tom. 
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        On the way home, I thought about my options. 
 
        I knew the geriatric gumshoes wouldn’t just drop everything and move on. They had seen something that had shaken them to the core. They would be determined to do something, with or without my help. I figured their chances of survival would be greater if I tagged along. But what could we do. I decided I needed more information. 
 
        When I got home, I knocked on Dad’s door. 
 
        When he answered, he was dressed in a football jersey. “Not a good time, Son.” 
 
        I peeked into the room. Bernice was wearing a cheerleader’s skirt, and her pom poms were showing. 
 
        He saw the look on my face. “A little role playing,” he said, grinning. 
 
        “Dad, we need to talk.” 
 
        He sighed and turned to Bernice. “Put those things away, Babe. Walt needs a minute. We’ll pick up where we left off later.” 
 
        Bernice slipped on a top and Dad invited me inside. 
 
        “What can I do for you, Son?” 
 
        I told him everything that had transpired. “I thought I should get a look at the situation first hand. I don’t suppose any of your old trucking buddies would have a rig I could borrow.” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Let me make a few calls.” 
 
         A few minutes later, he returned. 
 
        “Duke will be passing through tonight. He said you could use his rig if you would put him up in a nice hotel --- no flea bag place, something nice with a free breakfast.” 
 
        I groaned. It was going to cost me a hundred and fifty bucks to get that close up look I wanted. 
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        After arranging the details with Dad and Duke, I was ready to face my next challenge --- telling my wife that I was going to spend the night checking out truck stop hookers. 
 
        “You’re going to do WHAT?” she asked, obviously shocked. 
 
        For the fourth time that day, I shared what the boys had seen and what I learned from Russ Tuttle at the Stop Trafficking Project. 
 
        When I finished, Maggie had tears in her eyes. “Twelve years old? Those poor babies. But what can you do about it?” 
 
        “I don’t really know,” I replied, taking her hand. “Maybe nothing. That’s why I need to have a closer look.” 
 
        “You’re only going to look?” 
 
        “That’s all. I promise.” 
 
        “Then let’s get you a thermos of coffee and some snacks.” 
 
        Maggie is the best! 
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        The rest area was on I-70 near Concordia, east of Kansas City. 
 
        I had looked the place up on the Internet. It said the eastbound side had room for 75 cars and 26 trucks and the westbound side could hold 39 cars and 17 trucks. That meant, with both sides, there were spaces for 43 trucks. Plenty of potential customers for the sex trafficker. 
 
        Duke was coming into Kansas City from St. Louis, so I was to meet him on the westbound side. 
 
        The moment I saw him, I realized why they called him Duke. The guy looked like Rooster Cogburn without the eyepatch. 
 
        After a round of introductory banter, he said, “John tells me you’re out here huntin’ hookers.” 
 
        “Well, not exactly,” I replied. “I’m a private investigator and I’m looking into the sex trafficking trade with some friends.” 
 
        “Whatever,” he replied. “None of my business anyway. One thing though, I just cleaned the inside. I don’t want no peter tracks on my front seat.” 
 
        “No problem,” I replied. “I’m married.” 
 
        “That don’t mean nothin’,” he replied. “So are half the guys out here lookin’ for tail. Well, see you bright and early. I’m off to get me a big juicy steak.” 
 
        We traded keys and off he went. 
 
        I took a look at my sleeping accommodations for the night. The rig was very much like Earl and Amy’s. I’m not a big guy, so the bed was plenty big for me. 
 
        Before climbing into the cab, I looked at the neighboring rigs. I was surprised to see that several of them had either stickers on the windows or removable signs on the side, saying in no uncertain terms, “No lot lizards! Just keep walking!” 
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        Nothing much was going on until just before dark. A car pulled up in the auto section, a woman got out and headed to the rigs. 
 
        She started knocking on doors, but steered clear of the cabs with stickers. 
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        She went from truck to truck, and I could tell she wasn’t doing much business. 
 
        As she approached my cab, I could tell right away she wasn’t one of the sex slave teenagers. This gal had to be pushing forty. The description that popped into my mind was one I’d heard my dad use. “Looks like she’s been rode hard and put away wet.” No one ever accused my dad of being politically correct. 
 
        She tapped on my window. “Lookin’ for some companionship?” 
 
        My first thought was no, but then I reconsidered. If this gal was in the business, she must be aware of her competition. Maybe I could get some information from an inside source. 
 
        I opened the door and she climbed inside. 
 
        “Hi,” she said. “My name is Desiree.” 
 
        I almost laughed. “Desiree? Really?” 
 
        “Okay, so it’s Irma. You interested or not?” 
 
        “Sure,” I replied. 
 
        “Good. Let’s get the business end out of the way first. Fifty bucks for a half-hour.” 
 
        I opened my wallet, pulled out a Ulysses S. Grant, and handed it to her. 
 
        This was obviously a legitimate business expense, but I was wondering how ‘lot lizard’ was going to look as an itemized deduction on my tax return. 
 
        She tucked the bill in her clutch bag and reached for my zipper. 
 
        I grabbed her hand just in time.  
 
        “Actually, what I’d like to do is talk.” 
 
        She looked both surprised and amused. “Hey, I can do some pretty amazing things with my mouth, but if all you want is to talk, it’s your dime.” 
 
        I pulled out my card. “I’m not a cop. I’m a private investigator. I’m looking into the sex trafficking business where young kids are being forced into prostitution against their will.” 
 
        Her countenance changed immediately. “Those bastards! I wish someone could do something about them. I hate them with a passion for two reasons. First, the way they treat those poor girls is horrendous. Second, when they’re around, there’s no way I can compete.” 
 
        “Excuse me?” 
 
        She took a second look at my card. “Come on Walt. Look at me. If these johns could choose between me and a tight little teenage body, which one do you think they’d pick? If I hit a place and they’re workin’ it, I just move on.” 
 
        “If you don’t mind my asking ---.” 
 
        Before I could finish, she interrupted. “Yeah, yeah, I know. What’s a nice girl like me doin’ in a place like this?” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        “It’s not like what I’m doin’ was a life-long ambition. My old man ran off and left me with a mortgage and a stack of maxed-out credit cards. How’s a woman pushin’ forty with no skills or training supposed to make a livin’? I could be a waitress at a greasy spoon, or maybe clean rooms at a Motel 6, but that don’t pay the bills. On a good night, I can bring in three, maybe four hundred dollars. Do I like rubbin’ up against these pigs? Hell no! But it’s a livin’. There, you happy.” 
 
        I was anything but happy. 
 
        “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
        “No problem.” She looked at her watch. “You got fifteen minutes left. You sure I can’t ---.” 
 
        “Uhhh, yes, I’m sure. What you can do is tell me what you know about these creeps who are using and abusing these kids.” 
 
        “Don’t know that much. Like I said, I try to stay clear of them. All I know is that they show up in a van. There’s usually two, sometimes three girls. They can’t be older than thirteen or fourteen. I know he beats ‘em. I see their bruises and black eyes. Makes me sick thinkin’ about what those pigs are doin’ to those children in those trucks. I know there’s no lettin’ up. He works ‘em until the last truck has been serviced. Then he packs up and heads out. That’s all I know.” 
 
        She looked at her watch again. “Well, times up.” As she climbed out of the cab, she hesitated. “I hope you get those bastards!” 
 
        My heart ached for Irma as I watched her knock on the next truck and climb inside. 
 
        I tried to stay awake, but kept drifting off. It didn’t really matter. No one else showed up that night. 
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        The next morning, I was awakened by Duke pounding on the door. “Up and at ‘em, Sunshine! I got a load to drop off.” 
 
        As I climbed out and exchanged keys, he asked. “Any luck last night?” 
 
        “No, the people I wanted didn’t show up. Too bad I can’t stay another night.” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Mebbe you can. I’m droppin’ off my load today, but I don’t pick up my next one until tomorrow. I was gonna lay over tonight. You can have the rig again as long as you spring for another night at the hotel.” 
 
        Swell, I thought. Another night. I’ll have three-hundred and fifty tied up in this little venture. 
 
        “Sure, why not? I’ll see you back here, same time.” 
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        Since we were both coming from Kansas City, I met Duke on the eastbound side of the freeway. Even though there were spaces for 26 trucks, the lot was nearly full when I arrived. 
 
        “Think I’ll do Mexican tonight,” he said, exchanging keys. “Big ole steaming plate of fajitas and a couple of margaritas sound just right. Hope you find what you’re lookin’ for tonight, because this time tomorrow I’ll be in Denver. Well, good luck!” 
 
        I climbed into the cab with the thermos of coffee and snacks provided by my sweet wife. Needless to say, she wasn’t thrilled that I was going to be out a second night trolling for hookers, but when I told her what Irma had seen, the abuse of the young girls at the hands of their pimps, she understood why I had to go. 
 
        About dusk, I noticed a van pulling into the car section of the rest area. A man and three young girls emerged. After a brief conversation, one of them crossed the freeway on foot to the westbound rest area. I saw her disappear into the row of big rigs. 
 
        The other two girls split up, going to the far ends of the row of trucks. It looked like they would be working their way to the middle where they would meet up, having serviced the whole line. 
 
        I was the third truck from the end. 
 
        It was forty-five minutes before she knocked on my door, so at least one of the previous two trucks must have paid for her services. 
 
        I heard a tiny voice. “Want some company, Mister.” 
 
        I opened the door and she climbed inside. I could tell she’d been crying. 
 
        “My name’s Gina,” she said, trying to hold back the tears. “What do you want to do?” 
 
        The poor thing couldn’t have been older than fourteen. Her bare arms were covered with bruises. 
 
        “Hi Gina,” I replied. “How about we just talk.” 
 
        I saw the look of fear on her face. “No! Please! We must do something. If you don’t pay he’ll beat me.” 
 
        “It’s okay,” I replied, pulling another fifty out of my wallet. “Here you go. Now can we talk?” 
 
        She was obviously confused. “Talk about what?” 
 
        I showed her my card. “I’m a private investigator, and I know you’re being forced to do this against your will. I’m here to help.” 
 
        “Help? How can you help? You’re just one old man, and Nick has a gun.” 
 
        I showed her my cell phone. “I can make one call, the Highway Patrol will come, and this will be all over.” 
 
        “No! No call! If the police come, Marcy will die.” 
 
        “Who’s Marcy?” 
 
        “She’s my best friend. There are four of us, but only three of us work at a time. The fourth girl stays at the farm with Melvin. If one of us misbehaves or tries to run away, Melvin will kill her. That’s how they make sure we don’t cause trouble. I was the fourth girl once. Melody tried to run away, but was caught. Melvin beat me so bad I couldn’t walk for two days.” 
 
        “How did you get mixed up in all of this?” 
 
        “We were stupid. Marcy and I skipped school and took a bus to the mall. We met Nick in the food court. He seemed like a nice guy. He offered to drive us home so we wouldn’t have to take the bus. We never made it home.” 
 
        “Your parents must be devastated. How long have you been with Nick?” 
 
        “About six months, I think. We don’t get to see TV or anything like that, so it’s hard to tell.” 
 
        “You mentioned a farm. Do you know where it is?” 
 
        “No idea. We’re always in the back of the van and there’s no windows. I know it takes about a half-hour to get here from the farm.” 
 
        “I think I can get the four of you away from these animals. Are you willing to help me?” 
 
        “I don’t know. If it doesn’t work out, I know he’ll kill us all.” 
 
        “Think about it, Gina. I don’t mean to scare you, but if we don’t get you out, how do you think this will eventually end?” 
 
        She thought for a moment. “I guess you’re right. What do you want me to do?” 
 
        “If we’re going to make this work, we have to know where the farm is so we can get all of you at the same time. I’ll get a tracking device to you which you’ll hide somewhere where Nick can’t find it. Then we’ll track the van back to the farm. Once we know your location, the Highway Patrol will raid the place, take Nick and Melvin to jail, and the four of you can go home to your families. The nightmare will be over.” 
 
        Another hesitation. “Okay, what do you want me to do?” 
 
        “We’ll meet again tomorrow night. Do you think you’ll be coming back here?” 
 
        “Probably. It’s one of Nick’s favorite places. Room for lots of trucks.” 
 
        “Good. I won’t have a rig tomorrow night, but watch for me. It will just take a second to give you the tracker. When the van leaves, my friend and I will follow you to the farm. Once we have the location, we can contact the authorities and set up the raid. Hang in there. In two days, this will all be over.” 
 
        Gina climbed out of the cab and I watched her go to the next rig. It was well after midnight when the three girls were shoved into the van, having suffered through another agonizing night of sexual abuse. 
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        I knew Sol, Benny, and Tom would be chomping at the bit to learn what progress had been made, and I needed Kevin for the next phase of the operation, so I called them all to a meeting at my office. 
 
        They listened intently as I related the details of my meeting with Russ Tuttle, my nights at the rest area, and my plan to rescue the girls. 
 
        Kevin was the first to speak. “I like it. It could work.” 
 
        “Do you have the tracking device we need?” 
 
        “Do one-legged ducks swim in circles?” he replied. 
 
        I took that as a yes. 
 
        “What do you want us to do?” Sol asked, expectantly. 
 
        “Not a thing. You three have done enough. Tonight will be a two man operation. After I get the tracker to Gina, Kevin and I will follow the van to their farm. Once we have the location, we’ll give the information to the Highway Patrol, and we’ll be finished. They can do the rest.” 
 
        Sol was crestfallen. “That’s it? We get this whole operation started and now we just sit out? How about this? I know you and Kevin will be hanging around tomorrow night when the cops raid the farm, just to make sure everything goes as planned. Is there any reason we can’t be there too? We’ll stay out of the way. We just want to see our hard work pay off.” 
 
        I looked at Kevin and he nodded. 
 
        “I don’t see why not,” I replied, “as long as you stay out of the way.” 
 
        Benny spoke up. “Any chance we could get some of those cool ear buds so we can hear what’s going on?” 
 
        Kevin nodded again. 
 
        “Sure, why not. You guys deserve it.” 
 
        The three of them beamed. 
 
        My plan looked good on paper. It had to work to get those girls free. 
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        Kevin and I parked on the eastbound side of the freeway. There were more trucks on that side and that’s where Nick had parked the night before. 
 
        Just as the sun disappeared below the horizon, the van pulled in and parked just like the previous night. Thankfully, it was a large lot. There were at least a dozen cars between us. The last thing we needed was for him to spot us and get spooked. 
 
        We watched as the girls piled out of the van. This was the first time Kevin had seen them up close.  
 
        “My God! They’re just kids!” he muttered. 
 
        As before, one of them headed to the other side of the freeway. Gina was one of the two staying in the eastbound side. 
 
        She started on the far east end of the lot. The driver of the first rig evidently rejected her offer of companionship, so she moved on to the next one.  
 
        When I saw her climb inside, I turned to Kevin. “Okay, I’ve got about twenty minutes to get in place.” 
 
        He handed me the tracking device. 
 
        “This isn’t the same kind that was in Clarence the cat,” I said. “It’s bigger.” 
 
        “It needs to be,” he replied. “If you remember, the one in the cat only had a range of a couple a hundred yards. If we’re going to follow this guy on country roads, we’re going to need some distance. We can track this baby a good half mile.” 
 
        Kevin is good. That’s why I keep him around. 
 
        I slipped quietly out of the car, headed to the far east end of the truck line, and waited behind the trailer of the rig she had entered. 
 
        I had been there about ten minutes when she climbed out of the cab. 
 
        After making sure the door was closed, I stepped out of the shadows and whispered, “Gina, back here. It’s me, Walt.” 
 
        She looked around to make sure no one was watching, then hurried my way. 
 
        “I --- I wasn’t sure you’d come.” 
 
        “I promised, and I’m here.” 
 
        I handed her the tracking device. “Hide this on you where Nick won’t find it. We’ll be following you to the farm when you leave tonight. When you’re alone, hide it in the room where they’re holding you. As soon as we know your location, we’ll alert the police. By tomorrow night this will all be over.” 
 
        She took the device, and in the moonlight, I could see the tears well up in her eyes. 
 
        “Thank you,” she said, throwing her arms around my neck. “I was sure I was going to die in that filthy place.” 
 
        We heard a car door slam. “That might be Nick,” she said. “I gotta go.” 
 
        I waited ten more minutes, then headed back to our car. 
 
        “All set?” Kevin asked. 
 
        “Good to go,” I replied. 
 
        Kevin fired up his iPad and fiddled with some controls. “Got her!” he said, triumphantly. “Now, we wait.” 
 
        About eleven-thirty, we saw the girls return to the van. Nick herded them inside and headed for the freeway. We followed a discreet distance behind.  
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        The rest area was just a few miles from Concordia. Nick turned south on Highway 23 which led right through the town. Fortunately, there were still enough cars on the road that we could stay fairly close without attracting attention. 
 
        A few miles south of town, he turned west on Minuteman Road. Except for the van and us, there were no more cars to be seen. 
 
        “Okay, now it gets a bit more tricky,” Kevin said, switching off the headlights. 
 
        Thankfully, there was a bright half-moon, so we weren’t driving completely blind. 
 
        In a mile or so, the van turned south on Roby road, then a minute later the blip on the screen stopped moving. 
 
        “Looks like they’re home,” Kevin said. “What now?” 
 
        I thought for a moment. “It would certainly be helpful to get a closer look at the place. The more information we can give the Highway Patrol, the better their chances are of getting the girls out unharmed.” 
 
        “I agree,” he replied, “but we can’t just pull up in their driveway. You ready for a hike?” 
 
        “Does Donald Trump have a Twitter account?” I replied. I figured I’d give him a taste of his own medicine. 
 
        “Good one!” he said, climbing out of the car. 
 
        We headed up the gravel road, and ten minutes later we saw the van parked inside the fence of an old farmhouse. It was a typical rural layout. There was the main house with a smaller structure behind it, and a barn a hundred yards back. There was a light coming through the window of the main house as well as the smaller structure behind. 
 
        I pointed to the smaller structure. “I’ll bet the girls are in there,” I whispered. “Let’s take a look.” 
 
        There was a padlock on the gate, so the only way in was over the chain-link fence. I crawled over first, with Kevin right behind me. 
 
        We had gone maybe fifty feet when we heard a rustling sound. I froze, listening. Suddenly the rustling turned into growls and we saw two huge shapes hurtling toward us in the dark. 
 
        I heard Kevin mutter, “Oh, crap! Run!” 
 
        As we sprinted back to the fence, an old joke popped into my mind. Two guys were hunting when they came upon a grizzly bear. They took off running. One of them said, “You can’t outrun a bear!” The other replied, “Don’t have to. I just have to outrun you.” 
 
        It’s absolutely amazing what adrenalin can do when you’re pursued by a pair of angry Dobermans. My legs hadn’t moved that fast in years. 
 
        We reached the fence at the same time, and had just landed on the other side when the dogs hit the chain link. It was close enough that my face got splattered with dog spit. 
 
        “Quick!” Kevin ordered. “The culvert.” 
 
        We had just hunkered down, pressing our bodies low into the ditch, when a flashlight beam started playing across the road. 
 
        “See anything?” a voice called out. 
 
        “Not a damn thing. Musta been a skunk or possum spooked ‘em. Get down and shut up, you worthless mutts.” 
 
        We laid in the ditch twenty minutes after the light disappeared.  
 
        When we were sure the dogs had returned to roost, we climbed out of the ditch. 
 
        “That was a little too close for comfort,” Kevin whispered, brushing himself off. “Have you seen enough?” 
 
        “I think so. At least now we can tell the Highway Patrol to bring a couple of tranquilizer guns tomorrow.” 
 
        As we trudged back to the car, I started feeling my pockets to make sure I hadn’t lost my wallet or keys in the fracas. Something was missing. It took me a minute to figure out what. 
 
        “Oh, crap!” I muttered. “I always carry a couple of business cards. They’re not here. They must have slipped out of my pocket when I hit the ground.” 
 
        “Well, we can’t go back, that’s for sure. Those two idiots might think it was a four-legged varmint that spooked the dogs, but the dogs know better. They’ll be on high alert. Let’s just hope the cards are in the culvert and won’t be found.” 
 
        So far, everything had gone as planned. I just hoped a couple of stupid cards wouldn’t flush everything down the toilet. 
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        The next morning, I called Russ Tuttle at the Stop Traffic Project. He was excited to hear what had transpired since I’d seen him last. He gave me the name and number of the Highway Patrol officer with whom his organization had been working. 
 
        I called Officer Bailey and set up a meeting at the Highway Patrol Headquarters in Lee’s Summit. 
 
        “Good work!” he said, after hearing my story. “Let’s get those poor girls home to their families and those bastards behind bars.” 
 
        His plan was pretty simple. They would divide and conquer. After Nick left with the three girls, they would hit the farmhouse from the road with an assault team, and from the air with a chopper. Most likely, the fourth girl would still be in the small structure and Melvin would be in the main house. They could take the perp without putting the girl in danger. 
 
        Once that part of the operation was over, they would wait and hit the van on Minuteman Road on their way back to the farmhouse, far removed from other traffic, thus avoiding any collateral damage to innocent bystanders. 
 
        He made it clear that our part of the operation was over. The Patrol would take it from that point on. He did give us a radio so we could monitor the operation from a distance. I thought it best not to tell him there would be another car with three more old geezers anxiously awaiting the outcome.  
 
        As promised, we fitted the three gumshoes with ear buds so we could keep them up to date. 
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        Again, just at dusk, the van pulled into the parking lot. 
 
        I heard the transmission on the radio. “The chopper’s ten minutes out. We’ll move as soon as it arrives.” 
 
        As soon as Nick and the girls started piling out of the van, I knew something was wrong. Instead of three girls, there were four. My suspicions were confirmed when a second man, who I guessed was Melvin, stepped out.   
 
        Kevin picked up on it too. “Four girls and two men! There’s no one left at the farm.” 
 
        Then it hit me. “They must have found my missing cards and got spooked. I just hope ---.” 
 
        I was interrupted by the radio. “Chopper’s here. Let’s move out! Hit the door!” 
 
        I frantically keyed the radio. “No! Hold up! It might be a trap!” 
 
        I was too late. I heard an explosion, and in the distance, I saw a fireball light up the sky. 
 
        “Jesus,” Kevin muttered. “They booby-trapped the place.” 
 
        Nick and Melvin saw the fireball as well. They herded the girls back into the van, slammed the doors, and sped away. 
 
        “Let’s go!” I shouted. “We can’t let them get away. We’ll never find those girls again!” 
 
        Kevin slammed the car into gear and we took off after the van. 
 
        “Stay with them,” I said. “No point in holding back. They know we’re here. Our only chance is to keep them in sight until the chopper can pick them up.” 
 
        We followed them to Highway 23, but instead of turning south as before, they headed north. I continued to relay the information to Officer Bailey, hoping the chopper would be along soon. 
 
        Several miles north of the freeway, they turned west on Davis Road. I relayed the information to the Highway Patrol. 
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        Sol, Benny, and Tom had been listening through their ear buds. 
 
        “Holy crap!” Sol muttered. “The whole thing’s going to hell in a handbasket.” 
 
         Tom had been listening intently. “They’re going west on Davis Road from Highway 23. I grew up in Concordia and I know every inch of this county. I think I know where they’re headed, and I know a shortcut. Hang on!” 
 
        He stepped on the gas, fishtailing out of the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        We had been able to keep up as long as we were on paved roads, but as soon as we hit gravel, they began pulling away. With nothing to lose, they were doing at least seventy, sliding dangerously into curves, barely missing mailboxes and sign posts. 
 
        “We’re gonna lose them,” Kevin said. “I can’t go any faster and stay on the road.” 
 
        As much as I wanted to keep them in sight, I knew Kevin was right. We’d be doing ourselves and the girls no favors upside down in a ditch. 
 
        We rounded a curve and my heart sunk. The van’s tail lights were nowhere in sight. 
 
        “Let’s keep going,” Kevin said. “The way they’re driving we might find them in a ditch up ahead.” 
 
        After rounding two more curves, we spotted the tail lights. The van didn’t seem to be moving. As we came closer, I understood why. A car was turned sideways blocking the road, and three men were standing behind it pointing weapons at the van. 
 
        “Holy Toledo!” Kevin gasped. “That’s Sol, Benny, and Tom. Where the hell did they get guns?” 
 
        Before I could respond, the van started backing up. 
 
        “Quick!” I said. “Turn crossways and block the road.” 
 
        As soon as the car was stopped, we hopped out, our own weapons trained on the van. 
 
        The van came to a standstill. With both front and back blocked by vehicles and armed men, the driver was probably considering his options, one of which would be to ram one of the smaller vehicles. He must have thought better of that, realizing such a move would provoke a hail of gunfire. 
 
        For a full five minutes there was no movement, then the side door of the van opened, and Nick stepped out. Gina was with him and he was holding a gun to her head. The poor girl looked paralyzed with fear. 
 
        “Here’s the deal,” Nick shouted. “You back away and let us pass or we execute these bitches one at a time, starting with this one.” 
 
        “It’s no use,” I shouted back. “The Highway Patrol’s on the way. Even if we let you pass, they’ll be on your tail. The best outcome for everyone is to put your gun on the ground and let those girls go.” 
 
        “Not gonna happen,” he replied. “No way I’m spending the rest of my life in prison. I’ll take my chances with the cops. Now are you gonna move, or am I gonna waste this little tramp?” 
 
        I whispered to Kevin, “What do you think?” 
 
        “He’s desperate,” he replied. “I think he’ll shoot.” 
 
        At that moment, the look in Gina’s eyes turned from fear to steely resolve. 
 
        “You’ll never beat me again!” she shouted, planting her foot squarely on Nick’s instep. 
 
        I’m pretty sure I heard bones snapping. 
 
        Nick howled in pain, loosening his grip just enough for Gina to pull away and drop to the ground. 
 
        Kevin and I fired at the same time. 
 
        Nick dropped to his knees, falling face first onto the gravel road. 
 
        Gina leaped to her feet and threw herself into my arms, sobbing. 
 
        “It’s over,” I said, holding her close. “It’s finally over.” 
 
        In the distance, we heard the ‘whap, whap, whap’ of helicopter blades, and minutes later the road was illuminated by the chopper’s search lights. 
 
        After seeing the fate of his companion, Melvin apparently surmised that surrender was a better option than being filled with hot lead. He stepped out of the van, his hands in the air, just as Officer Bailey and the swat team arrived. 
 
        After Melvin was securely cuffed, Bailey surveyed the scene. “Looks like you guys wrapped this up without us. Good job.” Then he spotted Sol, Benny, and Tom. “Who are those guys and where did they come from?” 
 
        Once Nick stepped out of the van with Gina, I totally forgot about my three friends blocking the road in front of the van. I looked, and all three seemed to be frozen in place, their guns still pointed at the van. 
 
        “It’s a long story,” I replied. “Those guys are actually the ones who first spotted the traffickers and got the investigation underway. I’ll fill you in later.” 
 
        Kevin had noticed them too. “We’d better do something before one of those nut jobs shoots someone by mistake.” 
 
        As we approached, I noted that their eyes were wide and their hands were shaking. 
 
        “It’s all over,” I said, as calmly and reassuringly as possible. “You can lower your weapons.” 
 
        I heard three long sighs as the three of them lowered their arms. 
 
        “Is --- is everyone okay?” Benny asked. 
 
        “Everyone excerpt Nick,” Kevin replied. “He won’t be abusing any more kids. He’s out of business --- permanently!” 
 
        “Yes!” they said in unison, pumping their fists. 
 
        “By the way,” I said, “where and when did you guys get those guns? You didn’t have them the last time I saw you.” 
 
        “After all the close calls we’ve had,” Tom replied, “we figured we should start carrying. Missouri passed a law saying you don’t have to have a permit to carry, so we figured, why not? We went to a gun store and all of us got 9mm’s. That way we can share ammo.” 
 
        “Swell,” Kevin muttered. “Just what we need. Three more senior citizens with no training packing heat.” 
 
        I looked at Tom’s 9mm. There was no magazine in the grip. “Just a hint. If you’re going to carry, you might want to load the thing.” 
 
        Tom looked where I was pointing. “Well, I’ll be damned. I thought it was awfully light.” 
 
        It was good thing our confrontation didn’t result in a shootout. Tom would have been at a distinct disadvantage. 
 
        When we returned to the back of the van, Melvin was being led away. The coroner had arrived and Nick was being zipped up in a body bag. 
 
        The four girls were huddled together, free for the first time in months. For Gina, Marcy, Melody, and Beth, the long agonizing nights of sexual abuse were over, but their lives would never be the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
        It was the wee hours of the morning by the time we had all given our statements and Officer Bailey had filed his reports. 
 
        The explosion had alerted the news media, and it wasn’t long before they sniffed out the details. The demise of a sex trafficking operation and the rescue of four young victims was big news. 
 
        Thankfully, none of the swat team was seriously injured in the blast thanks to their protective gear. Unfortunately, the Dobermans didn’t fare as well. I tried to feign regret, but just couldn’t pull it off. 
 
        Kevin and I wanted no part of the media circus, but Sol, Benny, and Tom relished their brief fifteen minutes of fame. For two days, the tale of the Crime Fighting Seniors was front page news, but as usual, either the president, a congressman, or some Hollywood buffoon did something stupid, capturing the headlines, and the story of the geriatric gumshoes died away. 
 
        Nevertheless, I heard through the grapevine that Tom, a resident at the John Knox Senior Living Center, had become somewhat of a folk hero, and that the three of them were making the rounds of the city’s nursing facilities sharing their tales of daring-do. 
 
        I was actually happy to hear that. I figured if they were busy on the false teeth and hearing aid circuit, they wouldn’t have time to get in more trouble. 
 
        I was right --- almost. 
 
        I didn’t get the details of their next adventure until it was over. 
 
         Thankfully, this one had come to a successful conclusion without me having to pull their collective fannies out of the fire. 
 
        Sol and Benny had been entertaining a roomful of wheelchair-bound seniors at The Villages of Jackson Creek Assisted Living Facility. When their presentation was over, the director invited them into her office. 
 
        Apparently, some prescription drugs were mysteriously disappearing, and the director, after hearing their presentation, thought they might be able to help. 
 
        The nursing staff and their assistants work twelve hour shifts from seven in the morning till seven in the evening, then the night crew comes on and works until seven the next morning. Each crew works either three or four days a week, so no nurse is ever with any one patient for any length of time. 
 
        The prescription drugs for each patient are not in normal pill bottles, but come in blister packs on sheets that fit into the patient’s file. Whenever a drug is administered, a notation is made in their file. The notation of drugs administered should match with the empty blister packs --- but they weren’t. 
 
        Nurses were reporting that the ratio of empty packs was off --- not by much --- just two or three pills, and not on just one patient, but on a half dozen. The pills that were missing were Percocet and Xanex, drugs highly prized on the street. Eighteen to twenty pills a week with a street value of $25 to $30 each, would bring a tidy profit of over $500. 
 
        It was possible that someone was supplementing their nursing income with a bit of larceny. 
 
        Naturally, the Crime Fighting Seniors jumped at the opportunity to give Lady Justice yet another helping hand. 
 
        They decided the best approach would be an undercover operation. 
 
        Tom was the logical choice for two reasons. First, Sol and Benny had been at the presentation and had been seen by the staff. Tom was not. Second, Tom already lived at John Knox Village, a similar, but much larger facility, and was familiar with the operation and procedures. 
 
        So, everything was set. Tom checked in, supposedly suffering from a fall which damaged his leg. He would need physical therapy, and of course, Percocet, to quell the throbbing pain in his leg. 
 
        It took all my willpower to not burst out laughing when Tom shared his story. 
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        “I got all checked in and everything was going fine. I had just climbed in bed, raised the head, and settled back to watch the ball game, when a portly black lady came in.” 
 
        “‘Hi, I’m Letreece, I have some meds for you.’ 
 
        “Uhhh, what kind of meds? I didn’t ask for any pain medication.” 
 
        “‘Oh, these aren’t pain meds,’ she replied. ‘These are what we call poop pills. MiraLax and Senna tablets. Keep you regular.’” 
 
        “Thanks, but I’m fine.” 
 
        “She gave me a stern look. “‘Mr. Dooley, we can’t have you gettin’ all bound up. Now be a good boy and don’t give me any trouble.’” 
 
        “I figured since I was undercover, I didn’t want to be drawing attention, so I took the damn stuff. 
 
        “I had just started watching the game again when another gal came in.” 
 
        “‘Hi, I’m Jenny. I’m your occupational therapist. I’m here to help you take care of your personal needs.’” 
 
        “Like what?” 
 
        “‘You know, getting in and out of bed, brushing your teeth, going to the bathroom, that kind of thing.’” 
 
        “I can manage.” 
 
        “‘Oh, I’m sure you could before your fall, but now you’ll have to do all those things with a walker. The last thing we want is for you to have another fall. Let’s see what you can do.’” 
 
        “For the next hour, I had to pretend I was crippled and do all the things she wanted using my walker. 
 
        “She had just left when the door opened again.  
 
        “‘Hi, I’m Sandy. I’m your physical therapist.’” 
 
        “I don’t understand. I thought Jenny was my therapist.” 
 
        “She smiled, “‘Jenny is your occupational therapist. I’m your physical therapist. I’m here to help that leg get better.’” 
 
        “Swell.” 
 
        “‘Good! Let’s get you up and see if you can use your walker to get to the physical therapy room.’” 
 
        “For the next hour, Sandy had me pumping my leg, climbing up and down stairs, and walking a tread mill. 
 
        “I had just gone up the stairs for a third time when I felt the rumbling. The MiraLax had taken hold. 
 
        “Oh, crap!” I muttered. “I gotta go!” 
 
        “I had to use the walker. A miracle cure would blow my cover. I took off as fast as I could make the stupid walker go.” 
 
        “‘My goodness! You’re quite agile,’ Sandy said, trailing behind. 
 
        “I made it to the bathroom with no time to spare. 
 
        “Thanks,” I said, shutting the door. “I’ll take it from here. Jenny checked me out on the stool. I’ll be fine.” 
 
        “‘Well, if you’re sure,’ she replied through the door. “‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’” 
 
        “Looking forward to it.” 
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        I couldn’t help smiling, picturing Tom waddling down the hall with his walker, butt cheeks clenched together. Undercover work has its challenges. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Tom continued, “During the next few days, I got used to the regular routine, breakfast at seven-thirty, lunch at eleven-thirty, and dinner at four-thirty. By seven-thirty, most everyone except the hardiest, were tucked in bed. 
 
        “In the evenings, I roamed the halls with my walker, but never saw anything amiss. 
 
        “My biggest shock came on my second morning. I had just returned from breakfast when there was another knock on my door.” 
 
        “‘Good morning. My name is Shantel, and I’m here for your shower.’” 
 
        “Excuse me!” 
 
        “‘Today is Tuesday. You get showers twice a week, on Tuesday and Thursday. Let’s get crackin’. I’ve got six more after you before lunch.’” 
 
        “Uhhh, I’ll be happy to take a shower, but I don’t need any help. I’ve been doing it for years.” 
 
        “‘Yeah, but you ain’t been doin’ it here, and you ain’t been doin’ it with a bum leg. We don’t want you slippin’ and fallin’. We’ll see how you do today, then maybe I can let you do it by yourself.’” 
 
        “I figured it was no use to argue. She had me by thirty years and fifty pounds. Dutifully, I hobbled into the bathroom with my walker. I was about to shut the door when Shantel stepped in behind me. 
 
        “Uhhh, do you mind?” 
 
        “She gave me a weary look. “‘Mr. Dooley, you ain’t got nothin’ I ain’t seen before, so let’s get on with it.’” 
 
        “She turned on the water, I dropped my drawers, and stepped into the shower.” 
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        I could certainly sympathize with Tom’s humiliation. 
 
        When I had my open-heart surgery, I had to endure the same emotional trauma. My first shower was under the watchful eye of a portly African-American woman. As I was standing there, buck naked, sudsing up, I thought about the two white guy stereotypes --- white men can’t jump, and white men just don’t measure up --- well, you know what I mean. Unfortunately, I could have been the poster boy for both. I couldn’t help wondering if she was smirking inside. 
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        Tom continued, “Most of the mornings were tied up by visits from Jenny, Sandy, and the poop pill lady. Afternoons, we were pretty much on our own. 
 
        “There was a covered patio in front of the building, and residents were urged to spend a few hours outside to soak up some fresh air. We had the run of the place as long as we didn’t leave the grounds. 
 
        “On Mondays and Wednesdays there was Bingo in the sports lounge, and on Tuesdays and Thursdays the residents were treated to an ice cream social. These events were well attended. Everyone except the bedridden hobbled on their walkers or rolled up in their wheelchairs to partake of an icy treat. 
 
        “I usually hung back and observed. That was when I noticed something peculiar. 
 
        “While everyone else was busy slurping ice cream, one old guy in a wheelchair always headed outside. The second time I noticed this, I followed. 
 
        “He wheeled his chair across the circle drive and into the parking lot, where he met briefly with a man in a grey sedan. 
 
        “After witnessing this encounter twice, I alerted Sol and Benny. The next time this clandestine meeting took place, they followed the sedan. Much like The Pharmacist, Manny Sanchez, the man in the sedan parked outside a high school, peddling the purloined Percocet. Drugs intended for the elderly were being sold to the young.” 
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        As I listened to Tom’s narrative, I couldn’t help but be impressed. 
 
        Once the geriatric gumshoes uncovered the plot, they called Rocky Winkler at the DEU, leaving out the middle man --- me. They had gotten Rocky’s number from our previous two encounters. Rocky busted the man in the sedan and his accomplice in the wheelchair. Both sang like canaries for a reduced sentence, fingering the nurse who had been swiping the pills a few at a time. 
 
        It looked like the Crime Fighting Seniors were on a roll. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
        I hadn’t heard from the geriatric gumshoes for a while until one day, I ran into Benny at Gus’s grocery. 
 
        “Walt, good to see you again.” 
 
        “You, too, Benny. Are you shopping or working?” 
 
        “I’m on the job. Store Security. Still on the lookout for shoplifters.” 
 
        “How’s that going?” 
 
        “Pretty well,” he replied, proudly. “We’ve done such a good job, we’re putting ourselves out of business. Theft is down so much, we only come in three days a week now. Just enough to keep people honest. But that’s okay with us, now that we have our other gig going.” 
 
        “Other gig?” I asked, grimacing. 
 
        “Yeah, now we’re doing night patrol.” 
 
        “Night patrol? What are you patrolling and why?” 
 
        “I’m sure you’ve heard the mayor and the police chief. They’ve been on the news and in the Kansas City Star. There were 126 murders in the city in 2016, and we’re on pace to set a new record this year. There were 389 drive-by shootings with 950 victims. Eleven of them died. Some of them were just kids --- innocent children. The bulk of this happens on Kansas City’s east side. It’s like a war zone out there.” 
 
        I cringed when I heard the words ‘murder’ and ‘drive-by shootings.’ It sounded like my friends were getting in over their heads again. 
 
        “Anyway,” Benny continued, “a lot of these murders and drive-bys go unsolved. The locals know who’s involved, but they won’t talk. They’re afraid of retaliation, so Sol, Tom, and I drive through the neighborhood, keeping an eye on things. If we see something suspicious, we don’t get involved, we call the cops. So far, we’ve called in three domestic disturbances, two taggers, and a guy busting out car windows. We take three cars so we can cover more territory and keep in touch with the ears buds you and Kevin gave us. Thanks for those, by the way.” 
 
        “Glad we could help. I’m happy you three are keeping busy, but be careful out there. Taggers are one thing, but getting involved in homicides is quite another.” 
 
        “We know. We’re being careful. Oh, oh, gotta go. Some guy just came in wearing a winter coat and it’s ninety outside. Gotta be a shoplifter. See you around.” 
 
        Benny had said all the right words, but I couldn’t help worrying about my three friends. 
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        The sun had set, street lights had come on, and Sol Marino was patrolling the neighborhood east of Paseo. He turned onto Garfield off 55th Street and noticed an old pickup truck cruising slowly down the street with its lights off. 
 
        The truck paused in front of a bungalow where three men were lounging on the porch talking, laughing, smoking, and drinking beer. 
 
        Then, to his horror, he saw an automatic pistol come out of the driver’s side window. The quiet of the evening was shattered by the bullets being sprayed across the front of the house. The men scrambled for cover, but couldn’t escape the fiery barrage.  
 
        In less than a minute, it was over. Three men, who only moments before, were enjoying a warm summer evening with friends, lay dead. 
 
        For a moment, Sol sat stunned by the carnage he had witnessed, but when he saw the truck speeding away, sprang into action. 
 
        He stepped on the accelerator and tapped his ear bud to communicate with his friends. 
 
        “Tom, Benny! I just witnessed a drive by. It was horrible. There were three men. I think they’re all dead. I’m following the shooters.” 
 
        “Sol,” Benny asked, “where are you?” 
 
        Sol looked at a street sign as he sped by. “I’m on Garfield, heading north to 55th. Wait! They’ve turned west on 55th. Now north on Euclid. I think they’ve stopped. Yes, they’ve bailed out of the truck and are heading into a house. Call the cops! I’ve got ‘em!” 
 
        “Sol! Wait!” Benny shouted, but it was too late. Sol was gone. 
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        Maggie and I had enjoyed an evening out, and were returning home when my cell phone rang. 
 
        It was Ox. 
 
        “Walt, I’m just heading over to the east side. There’s been a drive-by shooting. Sounds pretty bad. The reason I’m calling is that someone called in saying they have the shooters cornered. From what I understand, there are three old white guys on the scene with guns. It sounds a lot like your three.” 
 
        “Oh, crap! That’s what I was afraid of. Where are they?” 
 
        “In the 5300 block of Euclid.” 
 
        “I’m on my way.” 
 
        I arrived just as the cops came barreling around the corner. Sure enough, Benny and Tom were at the curb. 
 
        I bailed out of the car. “Where’s Sol?” 
 
        They pointed to the front yard of a house. “Up there.” 
 
        Sol was pointing his gun at the front door. He saw me and waved. “I’ve got ‘em, Walt. I’ve got the shooters. They’re holed up inside.” 
 
        Just then, a shot rang out, and Sol Marino slumped to the ground. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        An hour later, Tom, Benny, Maggie, and I, were huddled in the ICU waiting room at St. Luke’s hospital. 
 
        We were all worried, but I could see the anguish in the faces of Sol’s two friends. It looked like they had aged ten years in the last hour. 
 
        “What have we done?” Tom sobbed, wiping a tear from his eye. “What if he dies?” 
 
        At that moment, the surgeon came in, stripping rubber gloves from his hands. 
 
        “Are you friends of Sol Marino?” 
 
        We all nodded, rising to our feet, anxiously. 
 
        “Mr. Marino was lucky. The bullet entered his side and lodged near his spine. Another inch and it would have severed his spinal cord. The bullet is out. He’ll recover, but he may suffer some physical impairment.” 
 
        “May we see him?” Tom asked. 
 
        “Just for a moment. He’s pretty groggy.” 
 
        As we gathered around Sol’s bed, he opened his eyes. “Did we get ‘em? Did we get the bastards?” 
 
        “Yeah, we got ‘em,” Tom said, taking his friend’s hand. 
 
        “Damn strait!” Sol muttered, closing his eyes and drifting off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
        After a week in the hospital, Sol was transferred to the Villages of Jackson Creek to begin his rehabilitation. 
 
        His reputation as a folk hero was already established there, and he made the most of his celebrity status. 
 
        Nevertheless, and much to his chagrin, his stature didn’t excuse him from showering under the watchful eye of Shantel. 
 
        After three weeks in the facility, he was dismissed, and, as predicted by the surgeon, he walked with a pronounced limp. 
 
        Rather than complain, he embraced his infirmity as a badge of honor, comparing himself to Chester, Marshall Dillon’s gimpy sidekick on the old TV show, Gunsmoke. 
 
        A few weeks after his dismissal, the three of them came by my office. 
 
        “Just wanted you to know you won’t have to worry about us anymore,” Tom said. “We’ve officially mothballed the Crime Fighting Seniors.” 
 
        “I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that,” I replied. 
 
        “Yeah, we get it,” Benny said. “We were in over our heads and just didn’t realize it --- until Sol got whacked. That certainly opened our eyes.” 
 
        “But we’re keeping busy,” Benny said. “Tom’s gone back to being a crossing guard, and Sol and I are manning phones at a hotline for runaway kids. After seeing those poor girls we rescued, we wanted to do more. We really are enjoying it.” 
 
        “Well, we’d better be going,” Sol said. “We’ve got some goodies we’re dropping off at the nursing home for the staff.” 
 
        After they left, I reflected back on the few short months since they came to me, hoping I could rescue Sol from certain death at the hands of Carmine Marchetti. 
 
        Here were three guys with absolutely no training, who had no business getting involved in law enforcement, and yet, they had given Lady Justice a helping hand in rescuing Calinda Marchetti from kidnappers, and were instrumental in taking down Manny Sanchez, The Pharmacist. Without their vigilance, we would never have rescued Gina and the other girls from the sex trafficking ring. Tom had ferreted out the pill peddler at the nursing home and Sol had led the cops to the drive by shooters at his own peril. 
 
        I couldn’t help but wonder what had motivated these three old codgers to become Crime Fighting Seniors. 
 
        Then, I thought about what had happened to me at the age of sixty-five. I remembered seeing an old woman mugged in a parking lot, and how I desperately wanted to help make things right. It was this same feeling that had motivated Tom, Benny, and Sol. 
 
        There’s just something about guys our age. Kevin and I, as well as the geriatric gumshoes, were born in the 40’s and raised in the 50’s. 
 
        When we were growing up, we had our heroes, The Lone Ranger, Gene Autry, and Roy Rogers. It was easy to tell the good guys from the bad. The good guys wore white hats and the bad guys were dressed in black. There was good and there was evil, and you could always tell which was which. 
 
        And good ALWAYS won out over evil. 
 
        These were the heroes we all wanted to be. As kids, we would fight to see who was going to be the good guy and save the day. 
 
        These were the values that were instilled in us as kids, and are still there in our dotage. 
 
        It is these values that inspire men like Sol, Tom, and Benny, when they see a wrong, to want to make it right. 
 
        Heroes today are different. In today’s world, our heroes have to be flawed. They no longer wear white hats. Today, our good guys have a drinking problem, a gambling problem, or can’t keep their pants zipped. 
 
        There is no black and white, only shades of grey --- fifty of them if you believe a recent best-selling novel. 
 
        I feel sorry for kids today. 
 
        I can’t imagine Gene Autry as an alcoholic, or The Lone Ranger spending his evenings at the reservation casino with Tonto. Dale Evans would have crucified Roy Rogers if she’d found him with a hooker. 
 
        Maybe I’m just old-fashioned and live in the past, but I’m thankful every day that I grew up when I did.  
 
        My name is Walt Williams, and I’m proud to have grown up when our heroes were men we could be proud to emulate.   
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    This is where it all began. 
 
    See how sixty-five year old Walt Williams became a cop and started the City Retiree Action Patrol. 
 
    Meet Maggie, Willie, Mary and the Professor, Walt’s sidekicks in all of the Lady Justice novels. 
 
    Laugh out loud as Walt and his band of Senior Scrappers capture the Realtor Rapist and take down the Russian Mob. 
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       When corrupt politicians, the Italian mob and a dirty cop collude to take over a Northeast neighborhood, Walt is recruited for the most bizarre undercover assignments of his new career. 
 
       When conventional police work fails to solve the case, once again his band of scrappy seniors come to the rescue. 
 
       In the process, the amazing discovery of a previously unknown session by a deceased rock ‘n’ roll idol stuns the music industry. What should be a joyous occasion soon turns dark as lives are threatened. 
 
       All of your favorite characters, along with two lovable additions are back to help Walt in his quest for justice. 
 
       Their adventures and misadventures are sure to keep you captivated – and splitting your sides! 
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        In Lady Justice Gets Lei’d, Walt and Maggie plan a romantic honeymoon on the beautiful Hawaiian Islands, but ancient artifacts discovered in a cave in a dormant volcano and a surprising revelation about Maggie’s past, lead our lovers into the hands of Hawaiian zealots. 
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        Lady Justice has unwittingly entered a religious war. 
 
        Who better to fight for her than Walt Williams? 
 
        The Avenging Angels believe that it’s their job to rain fire and brimstone on Kansas City, their Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 
        In this compelling addition to the Lady Justice series, Robert Thornhill brings back all the characters readers have come to love for more hilarity and higher stakes. 
 
        You’ll laugh and be on the edge of your seat until the big finish. 
 
        Don’t miss Lady Justice and the Avenging Angels!  
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    In Lady Justice and the Sting, a holistic physician is murdered and Walt becomes entangled in the high-powered world of pharmaceutical giants and corrupt politicians. 
 
    Maggie, Ox Willie, Mary and all your favorite characters are back to help Walt bring the criminals to justice in the most unorthodox ways. 
 
    A dead-serious mystery with hilarious twists 
 
    http://amzn.to/1gS4JMA 
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    In Lady Justice and Dr. Death, a series of terminally ill patients are found dead under circumstances that point to a new Dr. Death practicing euthanasia in the Kansas City area. 
 
    Walt and his entourage of scrappy seniors are dragged into the ‘right-to-die-with-dignity’ controversy. 
 
    The mystery provides a light-hearted look at this explosive topic and death in general. 
 
    You may see end-of-life issues in a whole new light after reading Lady Justice and Dr. Death! 
 
    http://amzn.to/H20Erx 
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    A vigilante is stalking the streets of Kansas City administering his own brand of justice when the justice system fails. 
 
    Criminals are being executed right under the noses of the police department. 
 
    A new recruit to the City Retiree Action Patrol steps up to help Walt and Ox bring an end to his reign of terror. 
 
    But not everyone wants the vigilante stopped. His bold reprisals against the criminal element have inspired the average citizen to take up arms and defend themselves. 
 
    As the body count mounts, public opinion is split. 
 
    Is it justice or is it murder? 
 
    A moral dilemma that will leave you laughing and weeping! 
 
    http://amzn.to/1d3FLK6 
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    Suzanne Collins wrote The Hunger Games, Aldous Huxley wrote Brave New World and George Orwell wrote 1984. 
 
    All three novels were about dystopian societies of the future. 
 
    In Lady Justice and the Watchers, Walt sees the world we live in today through the eyes of a group who call themselves ‘The Watchers’. 
 
    Oscar Levant said that there’s a fine line between genius and insanity. 
 
    After reading Lady Justice and the Watchers, you may realize as Walt did that there’s also a fine line separating the life of freedom that we enjoy today and the totalitarian society envisioned in these classic novels. 
 
    Quietly and without fanfare, powerful interests have instituted policies that have eroded our privacy, health and individual freedoms. 
 
    Is the dystopian society still a thing of the distant future or is it with us now disguised as a wolf in sheep’s clothing? 
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    Will American politics always be dominated by the two major political parties or are voters longing for an Independent candidate to challenge the establishment? 
 
                  Everyone thought that the slate of candidates for the presidential election had been set until Benjamin Franklin Foster came on the scene capturing the hearts of American voters with his message of change and reform. 
 
    Powerful interests intent on preserving the status quo with their bought-and-paid-for politicians were determined to take Ben Foster out of the race. 
 
    The Secret Service comes up with a quirky plan to protect the Candidate and strike a blow for Lady Justice. 
 
    Join Walt on the campaign trail for an adventure full of surprises, mystery, intrigue and laughs! 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/19f3XVZ 
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                 Members of the Midtown Book Club are found murdered. 
 
    It is just the beginning of a series of deaths that lead Walt and Ox into the twisted world of a serial killer. 
 
    In the late 1960's, the Zodiac Killer claimed to have killed 37 people and was never caught --- the perfect crime. 
 
    Oscar Roach, dreamed of being the next serial killer to commit the perfect crime. 
 
    He left a calling card with each of his victims --- a mystery novel, resting in their blood-soaked hands. 
 
    The media dubbed him 'The Librarian'. 
 
    Walt and the Kansas City Police are baffled by the cunning of this vicious killer and fear that he has indeed committed the perfect crime. Or did he? 
 
    Walt and his wacky senior cohorts prove, once again, that life goes on in spite of the carnage around them. 
 
    The perfect blend of murder, mayhem and merriment. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1aWGg3K 
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                   Ox and Judy are off to Alaska on a honeymoon cruise and invite Walt and Maggie to tag along. 
 
    Their peaceful plans are soon shipwrecked by the murder of two fellow passengers. 
 
    The murders appear to be linked to a century-old legend involving a cache of gold stolen from a prospector and buried by two thieves. 
 
    Their seven-day cruise is spent hunting for the gold and eluding the modern day thieves intent on possessing it at any cost. 
 
    Another nail-biting mystery that will have you on the edge of your seat one minute and laughing out loud the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/16VjURw 
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                For most people, a 50th class reunion is a time to party and renew old acquaintances, but Walt Williams isn't an ordinary guy --- he's a cop, and trouble seems to follow him everywhere he goes. 
 
    The Mexican drug cartel is recruiting young Latino girls as drug mules and the Kansas City Police have hit a brick wall until Walt is given a lead by an old classmate. 
 
    Even then, it takes three unlikely heroes from the Whispering Hills Retirement Village to help Walt and Ox end the cartel's reign of terror. 
 
    Join Walt in a class reunion filled with mystery, intrigue, jealousy and a belly-full of laughs! 
 
    http://amzn.to/17S9YE0 
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    Two radical groups have joined together for a common purpose --- to kill the President of the United States, and they're looking for the perfect person to do the job. 
 
    Not a cold-blooded killer or a vicious assassin, but a model citizen, far removed from the watchful eyes of Homeland Security. 
 
    When the president comes to Kansas City, the unlikely trio of Walt, Willie and Louie the Lip find themselves knee-deep in the planned assassination. 
 
    Join our heroes for another suspenseful mystery and lots of laughs!  
 
    http://amzn.to/1bDdrKJ 
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    Two septuagenarians win the lottery's biggest prize, dragging Walt and Ox into the most bizarre cases of their career. 
 
    The two 'oldies' are determined to use their new found wealth to re-create the past but instead propel Walt into the future where he must use drones and Star Trek phasers to balance the scales of justice. 
 
    When an extortion plot turns into kidnapping, Walt must boldly go where no cop has gone before to save himself and the millionaire. 
 
    Come along for another hilarious ride with the world's oldest and most lovable cop! 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1exhji6 
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    Ben Singleton, a Marine veteran, had returned from a tour of duty in Afghanistan and was having difficulty adjusting to civilian life. 
 
    Fate, coincidence, or something else thrust him right into the heart of some of Walt and Ox’s most difficult cases. 
 
    Our heroes find themselves knee-deep in trouble as they go undercover in a nursing home to smoke out practitioners of Medicaid fraud, meanwhile, Islamic terrorists with ties to the Taliban are plotting to attack one of Kansas City’s most cherished institutions. 
 
    Join Walt and his band of senior sidekicks on another emotional roller coaster ride that will have you shedding tears of laughter one minute and sorrow the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/17GyE3n 
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    A badly burned body with a fresh incision and a missing kidney leads Walt into the clandestine world of an organ trader ring that has set up shop in Kansas City. 
 
    Walt is determined to bring to justice the bootleggers, who purchase body parts from the disadvantaged and sell them to people with means, until a relative from Maggie’s past turns up needing a kidney to survive. 
 
    Once again, Walt discovers that very little in his world is black and white. 
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                An artifact is stolen from the King Tut exhibit, setting in motion a string of bizarre murders that baffle the Kansas City Police Department. 
 
    A local author simultaneously releases his novel, The Curse of the Pharaohs, attributing the deaths to an ancient prophesy, ‘Death shall come on swift wings to him who disturbs the peace of the King.’ 
 
    Are the deaths the result of an ancient curse or modern day mayhem? 
 
    Follow the clues with Walt and decide for yourself!  
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         With the death of a young black man, Walt and Ox are dragged into the eye of a storm as Kansas City erupts in violence and demonstrations. 
 
         Fearing for their lives, Captain Short sends them on assignment to Cabo San Lucas where they find themselves in the eye of a very different and even more dangerous storm --- Hurricane Odile. 
 
        Surviving these ordeals pushes both men beyond the limits of anything they have experienced, and leaves Walt facing one of the most important decisions of his life. 
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        After five years on the police force, a bullet in the kiester from a vengeful gangbanger convinces Walt that it’s time to turn in his badge. 
 
        Walt realizes once again that retirement just isn’t his cup of tea, and with a little urging from his brother-in-law, decides to become a private investigator. 
 
        For five years he had served the Lady Justice wearing a white robe and a blindfold and followed the rules, but he soon discovered that the P.I. business was leading him across the line into the dark side and a completely different set of rules. 
 
        When Walt comes face to face with the Lady Justice on the dark side, dressed in a tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels, he is faced with decisions that will change the course of his life. 
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        Walt goes under the knife for a heart operation and while in the hospital, stumbles upon a series of mysterious deaths that are certainly not from natural causes. 
 
        He solves that mystery only to discover that people on the transplant waiting list are suddenly dying as well. 
 
        Then, information about a terrorist plot is found on a heart attack victim who has been rushed to the ICU. 
 
        Throughout it all, Walt discovers that there are many ways that a person may die of a broken heart. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1I1xTIW 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Are we being poisoned?     
 
        Those fluffy white trails crisscrossing the sky --- some say they are simply water vapor frozen into crystals. Others say they are deadly chemicals, some of which are for military defense, and others to control the weather and the world’s food supply. 
 
        Are the chemtrails really part of a clandestine government conspiracy? Four people believe so, and claim they have proof, but each of their lives comes to a tragic and mysterious end before they can offer their proof to the world. 
 
        Join Private Investigator, Walt Williams, as he searches for the truth and looks for clues to explain the untimely deaths. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1Ms5KLR 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY TRIAL 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Investigative reporter, Jack Carson, has been murdered, but by whom? 
 
        Police arrest mob boss Carmine Marchetti, but Walt is convinced that it was the work of government assassins, sent to silence the reporter before he could expose a clandestine program that for decades had been spraying deadly chemicals into the atmosphere for weather control and defense. 
 
        Will justice prevail or will the government’s dirty little secret remain hidden? 
 
    amzn.to/23vfry5copy  
 
    amzn.to/23vfry5copy  
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/23vfry5 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOSTLY TREASURE 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Is there really a spirit world? And if there is, can those disembodied souls communicate with the living? 
 
        Can departed love ones speak to family from beyond the grave? 
 
        These are questions Walt must ponder when a bizarre series of paranormal events lead his friend, Mary, to a treasure hidden away for seventy years, and a family she never knew existed. 
 
        Walt’s ultimate answer lies in the words of the Professor, “There are still many things beyond the comprehension of mortal man.” 
 
        A light-hearted look at things that go ‘bump’ in the night.  
 
    http://amzn.to/235rVO9 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOST WHISPERER 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        What do a Confederate soldier who died on the field of battle, a woman who was driven from her home by the ravages of the Civil War, and a man who perished in a turn-of-the-century asylum have in common? 
 
        They all contact private investigator, Walt Williams.  
 
        A bizarre series of events surrounding these paranormal visits culminate in the discovery of a terrorist plot to detonate bombs at a crowded festival. 
 
        Once again, Lady Justice pairs Walt with forces from beyond the veil to solve mysteries hidden for decades and bring evil-doers to justice. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/2cwzNU6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice and the Spy 
 
      
 
    [image: Spy Cover sm] 
 
      
 
        Walt and his senior sidekicks match wits with a killer clown, and an assassin hired by Big Pharma to murder a holistic physician working on a cure for cancer. 
 
        Things were going bad when a mysterious government spy appeared to save the day, but this spy had an ulterior motive, and it involved a member of Walt’s entourage.  
 
        Chemtrails, conspiracies, and clowns are a recipe for disaster, but Walt and Lady Justice prevail. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/2llIyWc 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    And the Cat 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        A treasure hunter is murdered and his discovery is stolen. 
 
        Members of a terrorist cell who have plans for a devastating attack, recognize Sara Savage, a retired CIA operative, kidnap her, and hold her for ransom. 
 
        And who does Lady Justice send to help private investigator Walt Williams save the day? 
 
        Clarence the Cat! 
 
        Walt forms an uneasy alliance with the feline crime fighter to solve the mysteries and bring the bad guys to justice. 
 
        It’s a laugh a minute as Walt spars with his new furry partner and the forces of evil. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2trBnii 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    WOLVES IN SHEEP’S CLOTHING 
 
      
 
    [image: WISC6x9CoverFront] 
 
      
 
    In August of 2011, I completed the fifth novel in the Lady Justice mystery/comedy series, Lady Justice and the Sting. 
 
    As I always do, I sent copies of the completed manuscript to several friends and acquaintances for their feedback and comments before sending the manuscript to the publisher. 
 
    Since the plot involved a holistic physician, I sent a copy to Dr. Edward Pearson in Florida. 
 
    Dr. Pearson loved the premise of the book and the style of writing, particularly as it related to alternative healthcare, natural products and Walt's transformation into a healthier lifestyle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    In subsequent conversations, Dr. Pearson shared that he had been looking for a book that he could share with his patients, colleagues and peers that would spread his message in a format that would capture their imagination and their hearts. 
 
    The Sting was very close to what he had been looking for and he made the suggestion that maybe we could work together to produce just the right book. 
 
    As I reflected on this idea, I realized that Walt's skirmishes with pharmaceutical companies, corrupt politicians, doctors, nurses, hospitals, bodily afflictions and a healthier lifestyle were not confined to just The Sting, but were scattered throughout all six of the Lady Justice mystery/comedy novels. 
 
    Using The Sting as the basis of the new book, I went through the manuscripts of the other five Lady Justice novels and pulled out chapters and vignettes that fleshed out the story of Walt's medical adventures. 
 
    Thus, Wolves In Sheep's Clothing was born. 
 
    Dr. Pearson is currently using Wolves in conjunction with his New Medicine Foundation to help spread the word about healthcare alternatives. 
 
    [image: NMF_Logo_49x491] 
 
    New Medicine Foundation 
 
    Dr. Edward W. Pearson, MD, ABIHM 
 
    http://newmedicinefoundation.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    RAINBOW ROAD 
 
    CHAPTER BOOKS FOR CHILDREN 
 
    AGES 5 – 10 
 
      
 
    [image: Flyer 7 jpg best crop] 
 
      
 
    Super Secrets of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Super Powers of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
          Hawaiian Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Patriotic Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Sports Heroes of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Ghosts and Goblins of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Christmas Crooks of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    For more information, 
 
    Go to http://BooksByBob.com    
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