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   REVIEWS
 
    
 
       At what point do the ends justify the means?  That’s a question Walt Williams must ask himself as his life takes a new direction in Lady Justice on the Dark Side.   
 
       Walt finds himself at a career crossroads which causes him to question his black and white views of right and wrong.  He wonders whether he can head down a slippery slope of questionable activities if, in the end, he will come up once again at the side of Lady Justice, his ever constant companion of the past five years.   Does it really matter on which side he stands as long as justice is truly served?
 
       As one of Bob Thornhill’s editors, it’s been a pleasure to come to know and understand his cast of characters and to watch their development throughout the Lady Justice series.  Because Bob writes cozy mysteries, it’s very hard to fully develop all of the characters in just one volume.  Therefore, I love it when Bob pulls someone like Louis the Lip into a story line, giving me a different perspective on his motives and personality, demonstrating how even Louis’ questionable actions can lead back to the side of justice.  
 
       Every time I finish a new Lady Justice book, my conversation with Bob usually ends with me saying, “This is my favorite story line yet!”  And I mean it every time.  So, please trust me when I say, Lady Justice on the Dark Side is, yes, another favorite.  I hope you enjoy the dark side of justice as much as I did.  
 
       Cynthia Butcher, Blue Springs, MO.
 
    
 
   *****************************************
 
       Walt Williams, a senior member of the City Retiree Action Patrol retires from serving Lady Justice after a life-threatening ambush.
 
       Is author Robert Thornhill retiring one of our favorite comedy/mystery heroes?  Maybe only for about the 3 minutes it takes you to get engrossed in the new direction Williams gets pulled into — after all, there are more angles to serving the Lady than just being a cop!  
 
       A great afternoon read with all the familiar characters and plenty of action to keep the story moving right along.  
 
       Thornhill has added some new twists and turns, but in the end, Walt is still protecting Truth, Justice and the American Way!
 
       Christina Jones, Independence, MO.
 
    
 
   ******************************************
 
   Lady Justice on The Dark Side is another 5 star hit by Robert Thornhill. At seventy years old and sustaining an injury on the job, Walt Williams decides it is time to retire. But that doesn't seem to be in the cards for Walt. Restless with his retirement and urged on by his brother-in-law, Walt decides to become a Private Investigator. 
 
       Laugh out Loud fun as Walt meets the new Lady Justice on the dark side.
 
       The controversial topic of black criminals and police brutality is also addressed in this installment. 
 
       Walt faces many decisions and gives great thought to the morality of his choices. 
 
       For Walt Williams life is not just black and white as he ponders Lady Justice on the Dark Side.
 
       Sheri Wilkinson, Princeton, IL.
 
    
 
   *****************************************
 
       I’ve been following the “Lady Justice” series since it started and was just as excited to read this story as I was the last.  Walt and Ox, two police officers, great partners on the force, but most of all…best friends in life.  If “Murphy’s Law” is to strike, it finds these two these gentlemen.  On a police call, both men get shot by two guys seeking revenge for the loss of their brother.  This time, Walt promises his wife (Maggie) he’ll retire.  Ox is sad to see his partner go but understands, after all, he is seventy years old.
 
       Walt retires and finds out within the first week he is bored to tears and his old partner is assigned a new one, 30 years his junior.  Walt’s boredom was seen as an opportunity for his brother-in-law (Kevin) to get some surveillance help on a current case
 
       As a retired and decorated police officer, he thinks about opening his own business, with the support of Maggie and friends “Walt Williams Investigations” is opened.  During his first case, he learns more than he ever expected about his own life and who makes up his family. This is a story worth reading.   
 
       So, what side of Lady Justice does Walt like playing?  The author describes it beautifully, “the lady wearing the flowing white robe and a blindfold” or the lady “wearing a tight skirt, fish-net stockings and high heels.” 
 
       Where the end of the game is the same it’s all in the rules. 
 
       M. Stanhope, Chesapeake, Virginia
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
     LADY JUSTICE
 
    
 
    [image: LadyJusticeLogo] 
 
    
 
   ON THE 
 
   DARK SIDE
 
    
 
    
 
   A WALT WILLIAMS
 
   MYSTERY/COMEDY NOVEL
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ROBERT THORNHILL
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Lady Justice on the Dark Side
 
   Copyright February, 2015 by Robert Thornhill
 
   All rights reserved.
 
    
 
   No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any way, by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording or otherwise without prior permission of the author except as provided by USA copyright law.
 
    
 
   This novel is a work of fiction. Names, incidents and entities included in the story are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, events and entities is entirely coincidental.
 
    
 
    
 
   Published in the United States of America
 
    
 
   Cover design by Peg Thornhill
 
    
    	Fiction, Humorous
 
    	Fiction, Mystery & Detective, General
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE ON THE DARK SIDE
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
       “Looks quiet for now,” Ox, my partner for the last five years, remarked as we patrolled the Midtown neighborhood in our old black and white.
 
       In the last week, there had been two drive-by shootings resulting in the deaths of two young girls, ages six and ten. Understandably, the community was incensed by these tragic murders. One local pastor labeled the shooters as ‘terrorists’ and compared them to the Taliban and Osama Bin Laden.
 
       The chief had pulled out all the stops, cancelling vacations and authorizing overtime, to put as many officers on the street as possible to calm the jittery residents and discourage any further shooting sprees.
 
       Ox and I had pulled a rare evening assignment on top of our regular daily patrol.
 
       As we cruised by the site of one of the attacks, we saw the memorial that had been erected for the ten-year-old victim. The flowers, teddy bears and candles brought back bitter memories of similar memorials for two young black men that had been slain by Kansas City police officers just a few short weeks earlier.
 
       Those two officers were Ox and me.
 
       While both of those incidents had been ruled ‘justified,’ there still remained an undercurrent of unrest in the black community.
 
       “Still having nightmares?” Ox asked, referring to the recurring dreams of being burned at the stake by the brother of one of the victims which had haunted me in the wee hours of the morning.
 
       “Now and then,” I replied, “but they’re getting farther apart. How about you?”
 
       “Not really nightmares, but I still wake up in the middle of the night and replay the incident with Tyrell Jackson over and over again, wondering if there was something I could have done differently, but it always comes out the same way. I’m trying to make peace with myself, but it’s hard to do.”
 
       Suddenly, the radio came to life. “Car 54, shots fired in the 3200 block of Myrtle. Please respond.”
 
       I keyed the mike. “Car 54 responding. We’re two blocks away.”
 
       Ox flipped on the lights and siren, made a U-turn and sped down 31st to Myrtle.
 
       Turning onto Myrtle, we spotted a black van a block away and heard the crack-crack of an automatic pistol.
 
       We were a half block away when the van pulled from the curb, burned rubber and fish-tailed down the street.
 
        Ox stepped on the gas and as we passed by the house that had been riddled with bullet holes, I noticed that it was a board-up.
 
        “Why would someone shoot up an abandoned house?”
 
        “Damned if I know why these creeps do anything they do,” Ox replied. “Maybe somebody they were chasing is holed up in there.”
 
       The van headed down Linwood, turned onto Benton and headed north. 
 
       A few blocks later, the van pulled to the curb, two guys bailed out and sprinted into the courtyard of the old Victorian Apartments.
 
       Ox pulled in behind the van and I called in our location and requested back-up.
 
       The Victorian Apartments had once been a grand old structure, undoubtedly the home of many of Kansas City’s elite back in the forties and early fifties. As the demographics of the neighborhood changed over the years, the affluent moved away and the building was sold to an out of town investor who turned it into Section 8 rentals.
 
       The once manicured lawn was now bare dirt and graffiti covered the walls. There was a low brick retaining wall that separated the courtyard from the street. Once inside, the buildings themselves formed a horseshoe around the courtyard, and in the center were the remains of what was once a beautiful fountain.
 
       We stepped out of the cruiser and cautiously approached the entrance to the property. Peering in, we saw one of the shooters enter the door of the center building.
 
       “There!” Ox said, pointing. “Let’s get him!”
 
       “Shouldn’t we wait for back-up?” I asked, grabbing his arm.
 
       “No telling how long until they get here. Let’s at least get the guy trapped inside the building. I’ll go around back, you watch the front and when help comes, we’ll find the guy.”
 
       Just then, a green dot appeared on my chest. Ox and I saw it at the same time.
 
       “Laser sight!” he shouted, pushing me to the ground.
 
       A second later, I heard the report of a rifle and felt the slug whiz past my head.
 
       “Quick! The fountain!” Ox said, helping me to my feet.
 
       We sprinted to the edge of the concrete wall that had once held sparkling water in a pool and crawled inside just as another volley bit into the statue behind us.
 
       Once inside, we found ourselves in about a foot of disgusting water that was most likely deposited there by the last rain. Trash and garbage floated on top and I could only guess what was lying underneath.
 
       We had just hunkered down, out of the line of sight from the shooter, when another volley slammed into the pool from the other direction.
 
      “Holy Crap!” Ox muttered. “They’ve got us in a cross-fire.”
 
       Then I remembered the old board-up house on Myrtle. “That wasn’t a drive-by shooting. That was a decoy to lure us into a trap and we fell for it. They were hunting cops all along.”
 
       Ox peeked over the wall drawing another round of fire that was close enough to pelt us with chips of concrete.
 
       “We’ve got to get them to back off or it’s just a matter of time until one of them gets lucky,” Ox said pulling his .45. “You fire some rounds at the shooter on the south and I’ll fire at the guy on the north. Maybe we can keep them busy until help arrives.”
 
       I pulled my revolver and fired a few rounds and Ox did the same. I breathed a sigh of relief when there was no return fire. 
 
       Then, there it was again --- the green dot on Ox’s back, and it was coming from the east building. They had us surrounded on three sides.
 
       I pushed Ox to the side, heard the crack of the rifle and felt the searing pain as the bullet pierced my skin.
 
       There was another shot, and the last thing I remembered before passing out was hearing my partner scream over the sound of approaching sirens, and feeling his warm blood splatter against my face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
       I awoke in a daze and found myself in a hospital bed surrounded by every significant person in my life.
 
       My wife, Maggie, was at my bedside holding my hand and Dad was peering over her shoulder. Mary, Willie, Bernice, Jerry and the Professor were huddled at the end of the bed, and Captain Short stood by the monitors that were hooked to various parts of my body.
 
       Seeing my eyes flutter open, Dad was the first to speak. “Son! Thank God! I thought we’d lost you.”
 
       As my head began to clear, that last horrifying moment before I blacked out flashed into my mind. “Ox! Is he ---?”
 
       “He’s fine,” the captain replied. “He’s in the next room and Judy is with him. He took one in the arm, but it was a through and through. He’ll be all right.”
 
       “The shooters?”
 
       “By the time we arrived on the scene, the creeps had scattered like a bunch of cockroaches. We checked every apartment and, of course, no one saw a thing. The van they left out front was stolen, so we don’t have much to go on.”
 
       “I guess you’ve figured out that the drive-by was a set up.”
 
       “Seems that way. Looks like we’ve got a militant gang out there with one thing on their minds --- killing cops. We’ve cautioned every officer to not take any situation for granted. Any routine call, a domestic disturbance or even a hold-up could be another trap. This vendetta is undoubtedly payback for the deaths of the two young black men. It’s scary as hell out there right now.”
 
       Bernice patted my foot. “How are you feeling, Walt? Does it hurt much?”
 
       Up to that moment, I had been more worried about my partner and nearly forgotten that I had been shot as well. 
 
       At Bernice’s urging, I took stock of my body parts and suddenly realized that my kiester hurt like hell. “Actually, yes! My butt feels like it’s on fire.”
 
       “You caught one in the arse, Son,” Dad said, grinning. “The doc says you’ll be okay, but you’ll probably have a new dimple on your cheek.”
 
       “Swell!”
 
       “On the bright side,” Jerry said, “you now have something in common with Forrest Gump, although I wouldn’t recommend you showing it off like he did.”
 
       Jerry’s remark brought to mind the scene in the movie where Forrest is being presented with the Medal of Honor and President Lyndon Johnson asks where he was wounded.
 
       “In the but-tocks, Sir,” Forrest replies.
 
       Forrest is shocked when the president says he would like to see it, and Forrest obliges by dropping his trousers and mooning the president.
 
       Jerry needn’t have worried. I definitely wouldn’t be showing off my scar.
 
       “Okay,” Dad said, “time to go. The kid needs some rest.”
 
       Everyone nodded reluctantly and one by one, they said their goodbyes.
 
       Mary Murphy, the bold-as-brass housemother at my Three Trails Hotel, leaned down and a tear fell on my cheek as she kissed me on the forehead. I think it was the first tear I had ever seen her shed.
 
       She came close and whispered in my ear. “Mr. Walt, please don’t do this no more. I don’t know what I’d do if we lost you.”
 
       Willie was right behind her. “Dat was a close one. I thought I’d lost my bes’ friend. When you gonna quit doin’ dis dangerous stuff?”
 
       The Professor, hearing the words of his friends, wasted no time in quoting a bit of wisdom from one of his favorite sages. “Confucius says, ‘Forget injuries, never forget kindness.’ It would be wise to heed the advice of those who love you.”
 
       Finally, everyone was gone but Maggie. She hadn’t uttered a word since I had gained consciousness. She didn’t have to. The expression on her face said it all.
 
       In the five years I had been a cop, we both had flirted with death so many times I had lost count. Just a few weeks earlier, I had nearly been killed three times within a matter of days as the shooting incident involving the two young black men played out. 
 
       I had promised Maggie as soon as things died down we’d have a serious conversation about our future. I hadn’t forgotten that promise, but I kept putting it off.
 
       The look on her face left no doubt that the time for our talk had arrived.
 
       “Walt, I just don’t know if I can do this anymore. Every day when you go to work, I wonder if I’ll ever see you alive again. I know I’ve told you over and over again that if this is what you want I won’t stand in your way, but I have to ask you, is this really how you want us to spend what time we have left?”
 
       She was right, of course. We were both seventy and had been married only four short years. I had been truly blessed to have found this wonderful person with whom to share my golden years. Only a fool would risk losing all that to pursue a career that could put an end to everything at any moment.
 
       “No,” I replied, “I’ve given this a lot of thought and it’s time to put away the badge. You mean more to me than anything in this crazy old world. As of right now, I’m retired. I’ll tell the captain and break the news to Ox.”
 
       “Walt, are you sure? I don’t want you to resent me for forcing you to make this decision. That would be worse than having you out there risking your life every day.”
 
       “How could I resent you for wanting me to be safe? It’s not just you. The throbbing in my ass is telling me in no uncertain terms that this is the right time to step away. It’s time. No regrets.”
 
       Maggie’s soft sobs as she laid her head on my chest told me I had made the right decision.
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       It had been a rough night.
 
       My butt cheek throbbed when I tried to lay on my back or right side, so the only other position was on my left side. After a few hours, even that was uncomfortable.
 
       To make matters worse, I knew the next day I would have to do one the most difficult things I could imagine --- tell my partner that I was quitting.
 
       After breakfast, I slipped out of bed, grabbed the back of the hospital gown so my ass wouldn’t hang out, and padded into Ox’s room dragging my IV rack.
 
       He was sitting up in bed, his arm in a sling. “Hey, Partner. I hear our friends tried to give you a new asshole. How’s that working for you?”
 
       Hearing him call me ‘partner’ hurt more than my rear end.
 
       “I heard you got perforated yourself,” I replied, trying to keep the mood light.
 
       He patted his arm. “Just a flesh wound. I’ll be good as new and ready to go in a week. How about you?”
 
       The time I had been dreading had come. “About that. We need to talk.”
 
       The look on his face told me he knew what was coming.
 
       “Walt, I totally understand. I knew this day would be coming sooner or later. You’re seventy, for chrissakes! Who in their right mind would spend their golden years hoping some gangbanger or crack head wasn’t going to put a bullet in a more vulnerable spot?”
 
       “So --- you’re okay with it?”
 
       “Hell no, I’m not okay with it, but I understand. You’re the best partner a guy could ask for and I’ll miss you like crazy. You and Maggie deserve some quiet time together.”
 
       “What about you? You’ve got your twenty in. Have you thought about retirement?”
 
       “Oh sure, I’ve thought about it, but if I quit, what would I do? Get a job as a mall cop or maybe a night watchman? Being a cop is all I know how to do. I’m twenty years younger than you, plus I have a wife that’s a cop and a long way from retirement. No, I’m here for a while longer. I just hope my next partner will be half as good as you.”
 
       Ox had made a difficult moment bearable. That’s what good partners do.
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       I had called the captain at the precinct and told him that I was stepping down.
 
       That very afternoon, he stopped by the hospital.
 
       “Walt, I’m really going to miss you. You’re the best undercover guy I’ve ever had.”
 
       During my five years on the force, I had been ‘volunteered’ for assignments as a john because I looked ‘old and needy,’ a transvestite because of my slight build and relatively hairless legs, a dying man because I was the closest thing they had to a cadaver, and once, Vince Spaulding and I had to pose as a gay couple.
 
       “Well, you’ve still got Vince. He can do your ‘old guy’ stuff.”
 
       “Actually, I don’t,” the captain said, sadly. “When Vince heard you were packing it in, he decided to do the same. He’s the same age as you. Apparently, he has a buddy with a fishing boat down in the Florida Keys. He’s moving down there to crew on the fishing boat. Looks like this is the end of the City Retiree Action Patrol.”
 
       This news hit me in the gut.
 
       I was the first person sixty-five years old who had been allowed to join the police force. After Ox and I had achieved some success, the people in City Hall realized that maybe old guys could actually contribute something after all. They organized what became known as the City Retiree Action Patrol and put me in charge of recruitment. My first recruit was Vince Spaulding.
 
       We became the laughing stock of the department when it was discovered that the acronym for our new group was C.R.A.P., and only after the two of us distinguished ourselves with an impressive arrest record did we earn some respect.
 
       My second and last recruit was Ed Jacobs who was killed in the line of duty.
 
       It was a sad moment, knowing that what we had built and what we had achieved was coming to an end.
 
       I was reminded of the verse in Ecclesiastes. 
 
    
 
       To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.
 
       A time to be born and a time to die; a time to plant and a time to pluck up that which has been planted.
 
    
 
       My career as an officer and the City Retiree Action Patrol had been born and we had enjoyed a season of prosperity, and now that season was coming to an end. 
 
       A time to be born and a time to die. It made sense, but it certainly didn’t make it easy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
       “A party!” Jerry declared. “Walt can’t retire without a party. It just wouldn’t be right.”
 
       “I agree,” Dad chimed in. “I can get the Teamsters Union Hall just like I did for Ox’s bachelor party. We’ll have food, booze and maybe some girls will drop by, if you know what I mean.”
 
       “Absolutely not!” Maggie interrupted. “Food yes, but no booze. You old farts get too crazy.”
 
       “And no girls!” Bernice added, punching Dad in the arm.
 
       “Party poopers,” Dad mumbled, knowing he was outnumbered.
 
       “Hold on a minute,” I said. “Don’t I have any say in this? What if I don’t want a party?”
 
       “Too bad!” they all chimed at once. 
 
       I, too, could see I was outnumbered. It looked like I was going to have a party.
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       Dad came through as promised and on the night of the big event, the Teamsters parking lot was full.
 
       Every cop in the precinct and their families were invited. It was indeed a special occasion when one of their brothers left the force actually breathing. Too often, gatherings such as this were to mourn the passing of one who had fallen in the line of duty.
 
       Maggie had made arrangements for a retired Independence cop to cater the event with his famous bar-b-que and all the fixin’s.
 
       Mary had been stationed by the punch bowl with her ever-present bat to make sure that Dad or one of his cohorts didn’t spike the punch.
 
       I would have been more than happy to just blend into the background, but since this shindig was all about me, Maggie insisted that we stand by the door to greet our guests.
 
       I was, of course, happy to see all of my friends and fellow officers, but after a hundred or so handshakes and hugs, I was exhausted and the new hole in my kiester hurt from being on my feet.
 
       Mercifully, my reception duties finally came to an end. When everyone was seated, Maggie and I took our seats at the head table. I breathed a sigh of relief as I sank into the foam donut I had purchased from Wally Bunker’s drug store.
 
       Jerry had been given the role of Master of Ceremonies, and to his credit, was playing it straight for a change.
 
       “Ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you all for coming this evening to honor our friend, Walt Williams. I know I’m starving and the tantalizing aroma of Rob’s bar-b-que is driving me crazy, so to get things started, I’d like to invite Pastor Bob of the Community Christian Church to offer a word of blessing.”
 
        Pastor Bob came to the podium.
 
       “Let us bow our heads in prayer. Heavenly Father, we have gathered together this evening to celebrate the life of a man who has given the last five years of his life in service to his fellow man. As your servant, I am humbled to be in the presence of not only Walt Williams, but the hundreds of others who put their lives on the line every day to protect and serve the people of this city. I would ask your blessing upon all of them and their families. Keep them safe and free from harm. I would also ask you to bless the food that has been prepared for us, to nourish and strengthen us so that we can continue in your service. Amen.”
 
       There was a chorus of “Amens,” throughout the building.
 
       Jerry returned to the podium. “Thank you Pastor Bob. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m ready to eat. Walt, lead the way.”
 
       Gingerly, I rose from my donut and led the head table to the serving line.
 
       In addition to the bar-b-que beef, pulled pork and baked beans, there was a tray of yellow, red and green Jell-O cubes. Ox’s face lit up when he spotted them. He had discovered and become quite fond of Jell-O shots at his bachelor party, and had, in fact, slurped them down until he became quite tipsy.
 
       “Looks like your dad came through after all,” he whispered as he filled his plate.
 
       The meal was everything we had hoped it would be. When we were all stuffed to the gills, Jerry returned to the podium.
 
       “This is supposed to be a celebration, so the last thing I want is to bore you with a bunch of long speeches, but the evening wouldn’t be complete without a few words from the man that hired Walt Williams five years ago, Captain Duane Short.”
 
       Everyone rose and applauded as our captain approached the mike.
 
       “When Walt Williams came into my office five years ago and announced that he wanted to be a cop, I tried my best to talk him out of it, but the guy just wouldn’t back down. Thank God he didn’t. The man has been awarded the Medal of Honor not just once, but twice, and his arrest record with his partner, Ox, and the members of the City Retiree Action Patrol is exceptional. I am proud to know and serve with this fine officer. I wish him the best in his retirement.”
 
       The captain took his seat and Jerry introduced the next speaker.
 
       “I think Vince Spaulding has a few parting words for our guest.”
 
       “Five years ago, at the age of sixty-five, I was asked to leave the only job I had ever known because I was just too old and they wanted some younger blood. I had no idea what I was going to do with the rest of my life, then I heard about the City Retiree Action Patrol. After talking with Walt, I knew that the program was perfect for me. If I had realized at the time that the initials for the program were C.R.A.P., I might have had second thoughts, but, thankfully, I didn’t. It was exactly what I needed at that time in my life. Now, like Walt, I’m ready to move on to the next phase of my life and I look forward to spending many sunny days in the Florida sun on my buddy’s fishing boat. I’ll miss you all, but I’ll get over it!”
 
       More cheers as Vince took his seat.
 
       “And now, a word or two from the poor sap that had to ride with Walt day in and day out for five years, his partner, Ox.”
 
       Ox had hit the Jell-O shot tray three times, and I noticed he was a bit wobbly as he made his way to the mike.
 
       “There are three people that have been the closest to me in my life, my mother, God rest her soul, my beautiful wife, Judy, and my partner. I have been blessed to have all three. There is a special bond between a man and his partner that goes way beyond friendship. Every day when we put on the uniform, we know that our very lives depend on the man or woman riding along beside us. I can’t begin to count how many times that trust has been put to the test and each and every time my partner has come through for me. I love that man with all my heart and I’ll miss him terribly. I --- .”
 
       He tried to continue, but just couldn’t. He sobbed, gave me a big bear hug and slumped into his seat.
 
       “I think we all share your love for this man, Ox,” Jerry said. “Now, to wrap things up, I’d like to read a little ditty I’ve put together for Walt. I call it, Ode to an Old Retired Guy.”
 
       I knew Jerry couldn’t get through the evening without resorting to one of his alter egos. Thankfully it was Jerry the Poet and not Jerry the Stand-up Comic.
 
    
 
       Twas just a short five years ago
 
       That Walt became a cop.
 
       His family tried to warn him
 
       But the old fool couldn’t stop.
 
    
 
       With a badge and a gun, he hit the street
 
       With those who had gone before.
 
       To give a hand to Lady Justice
 
       And even up the score.
 
    
 
       He found himself a partner
 
       A big guy they call Ox.
 
       They became the Dynamic Duo
 
       A team that really rocks.
 
    
 
       It wasn’t long before he proved
 
       That old guys really rule.
 
       The group he formed was labeled C.R.A.P.
 
       Which was really kind of cool.
 
    
 
       As the Captain’s undercover guy
 
       He could do most any gig.
 
       He could morph into most anyone
 
       With a moustache or a wig.
 
    
 
    
 
       He lived a life of danger
 
       Cheating death almost at will.
 
       Someone on High had given him
 
       A destiny to fulfill.
 
    
 
       But then one day it happened
 
       He could see the end had come.
 
       To keep on cheating danger
 
       Was really kind of dumb.
 
    
 
       Unfortunately, the very thing
 
       That made this come to pass.
 
       Turned out to be, the indignity
 
       Of a bullet in the ass.
 
    
 
       So here we are, all gathered round
 
       To wish this hero well.
 
       And we’re glad he quit before some creep
 
       Could blow him straight to hell!
 
    
 
       There was a round of applause, but before he could continue, all hell broke loose.
 
       First there was the squeal of tires, then the shattering of glass and the splintering of wood from a hail of bullets.
 
       Women screamed and officers pushed their spouses to the floor, taking cover under the tables.
 
       The attack lasted only a few minutes. We heard the squeal of tires as the shooters sped away.
 
       A deathly silence fell over the room broken only by the sobs of the frightened and the injured.
 
       Frantically, I searched for my family and friends.
 
       I was relieved to see them all stagger to their feet.
 
       All but one. 
 
       Vince Spaulding was dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
       A funeral is rarely a happy occasion, especially if it’s the funeral of a close friend or family member, and Vince Spaulding was most definitely a close friend.
 
       As we gathered at the gravesite in the Floral Hills Cemetery, there was a bite in the air as the temperature had fallen into the thirties for the first time during this fall season.
 
       Vince’s casket suspended above the cold ground was in stark contrast to his plans to spend his remaining days in the warm Florida sun. His life and his dream had been taken by a senseless vendetta that was not of his making.
 
       As the chaplain spoke the words that are meant to comfort the bereaved who have been left behind to mourn, I couldn’t help but remember some of the cases we had worked together.
 
       On one occasion, we had been undercover at the local Buy Mart Super Center to help smoke out a ring of thieves that were bleeding the store dry. A shoplifter who had been caught red-handed made a break for the loading dock, and Vince, the retired baseball coach, plucked a coconut from the fruit stand and fired a perfect strike to the back of his head.
 
       I had to smile as I recalled another case which took us months to live down. We were posing as a gay couple at the Cozy Corner Bar. I distinctly remember our first date and our first dance together. It wasn’t a pretty sight, but we got through it.
 
       Good times --- but now my friend was gone.
 
       The report of the rifles as the color guard fired their salute to a fallen brother jarred me from my reverie.
 
       The bagpipes had just started playing the mournful strains of Amazing Grace, when an explosion in the parking area brought the service to a halt.
 
       A car sped away, leaving behind a police cruiser engulfed in flame, the work of a Molotov cocktail.
 
       This vicious vendetta had not only taken our friend, it had also taken our time to say good-bye.
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       I squinted at the red glow of the digital clock. Six A.M.
 
       For the first time in five years, I could have slept as late as I wanted, but my internal clock was used to getting up at this early hour so I could be at the precinct to clock in at eight.
 
       I tried to roll over for another few winks, but the old bladder was telling me it needed immediate attention.
 
       Maggie was still zonked out, so I slipped quietly out of bed, padded to the bathroom to take care of business, then headed to the kitchen.
 
       I brewed my coffee, retrieved the morning paper and had just finished my bowl of Wheaties when Maggie arrived.
 
       The little hand of the clock over the sink was on seven. That was my regular cue to get dressed and head to work --- but not this morning.
 
       “So what does my man of leisure have on his schedule for today?” Maggie asked, pouring a cup of joe.
 
       I just shrugged. I hadn’t actually made any plans. “No idea.”
 
       “Well, I have clients this morning. Would you like to come to the office with me?”
 
       Maggie and I had both been real estate agents at City Wide Realty for many years. At sixty-five, I was tired of the rat race and traded in my briefcase for a badge. Maggie, on the other hand, is still going strong. She is a very good agent and seems to thrive on the interaction with her clients, plus, her annual commissions are nothing to sneeze at.
 
       In the five years I had been out of the business, the real estate world had dramatically changed. I had briefly considered the possibility of getting back in, but I would have been like a new rookie just learning the trade. As I have aged, my tolerance level has also decreased dramatically, and since patience is a virtue for real estate agents, that was another discouraging factor. 
 
       “No, thanks for asking, but I’ll pass.”
 
       I walked Maggie to her car and had just retraced my steps to the front porch when my old friend, Willie, appeared.
 
       “Hey, Mr. Walt. How’s it hangin’?”
 
       “Kind of low this morning. It’s my first day of retirement and I don’t have a clue what I’m supposed to do.”
 
       “How ‘bout a game of checkers?”
 
       “Sure, why not?”
 
       After being trounced three games in a row, I was through with checkers.
 
       Willie was just folding the board when Jerry stepped onto the porch.
 
       “Ahhh, checkers. Who won?”
 
       I pointed to Willie.
 
       “Figures. You up for some video games. I remember you getting a kick out of Mario Kart.”
 
       “Sure, why not?”
 
       After an hour of being blown up, squashed and run off the road, I was through with Mario Kart.
 
       I looked at my watch. It was only 10:30.
 
       I moseyed to my car and headed to our local Hy-Vee grocery store.
 
       When Vince and I were undercover at Buy-Mart, it crossed my mind that at some point I might want to do something where people weren’t shooting at me, and working at a large market was certainly a possibility. 
 
       Every time Maggie and I shopped at Hy-Vee I had noticed that a lot of the employees were my age and older, so I certainly fit the demographic.
 
       Although I really didn’t need anything, I got a cart and ambled down the aisle.
 
       An old guy that I had seen a dozen times was frying little pieces of sausage in an electric skillet. He deftly skewered the cooked meat with a toothpicks and proudly presented them to passersby. They looked like little boogers on a stick.
 
       “Try one of our pork sausages?” he asked expectantly.
 
       “Sure, why not?”
 
       He watched with great interest as I slipped the little booger into my mouth.
 
       “Outstanding!” I lied.
 
       He beamed with pride as I walked away. I had made the old dude’s day.
 
       I knew that job wasn’t right for me. I couldn’t see myself getting excited about fried pig meat.
 
       From somewhere in the store, I heard a ‘crash,’ and a few minutes later the intercom blared, “Earl, clean-up in aisle four.”
 
       When I reached aisle four, poor Earl was on his hands and knees trying to corral a puddle of syrup that would soon run under the display shelf.
 
       Nope, couldn’t do it, I thought as I wandered away.
 
       The next aisle was a big mistake. It was the donut aisle.
 
       By this time every other morning, Ox had pulled into either Krispy Kreme or Dunkin Donuts and we shared one of the tasty treats while reliving the previous day’s escapades.
 
       I spotted a box of the powdered sugar variety and chuckled as I remembered the day he sneezed just as he opened the box, filling the cruiser with powdered confetti.
 
       I plopped a box of them in my cart for old time’s sake, and I wondered who he had shared a donut with today.
 
       After roaming the store for another twenty minutes, I headed to the checkout to pay for my powdered sugar treats.
 
      A large woman with a huge cart filled to the brim was ahead of me.
 
      The old gentleman bagging her order was Mort. I had seen him there many times and remembered the name from the little tag he wore on his apron.
 
       The woman watched intently as he went about his business.
 
       “Don’t mash my bread!” she bellowed.
 
       “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
       “Careful with those eggs! If I get home and one is cracked, I’ll be back!”
 
       “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
       “Be careful with my fruit. It bruises easily.”
 
       “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
       I knew right away I couldn’t be a sacker. I have a concealed carry permit, and if it had been me, I would have shot the old bitch dead after her second remark.
 
       When my turn came, the checker asked the usual question, “Paper or plastic?”
 
       On most occasions, much to Maggie’s chagrin, I will answer, “I can go either way. I’m bi-sackual!”
 
       But not today.
 
       I had come to the store hoping to find something, but it just wasn’t there.
 
       As I headed to my car, I spotted two officers in a black and white squad car making their rounds.
 
       I bit my lip, trying to hold back a tear.
 
       That’s where I wanted to be.
 
       I looked at the box of donuts in my hand, then tossed them in a trash can.
 
       It just wasn’t the same.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
       I had just finished a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, which was less than satisfying, and ambled out onto the front porch when Kevin McBride pulled up in front of the building.
 
       Kevin is Maggie’s brother --- actually, half-brother.
 
       Maggie hadn’t seen or heard from her brother for nearly fifty years, presuming him dead, until a few months ago when he showed up at our door out of the blue.
 
       He was dying of kidney failure and had come hoping his sister might be a compatible and willing donor. Maggie was willing, but not compatible and that opened the door that led to the discovery that Maggie’s mom had a secret lover who was actually Maggie’s father.
 
       Kevin’s disappearance was the result of being placed in the Witness Protection Program after testifying against a Kansas City mobster.
 
       He had been relocated to Phoenix, where he spent the better part of thirty years as a private investigator.
 
       It just so happened at that point in time, we were investigating an organ trader ring which had set up shop in Kansas City. Kevin’s unfortunate condition made him the perfect shill to lure the ringleader into the open. 
 
       An unforeseen series of events brought Kevin the kidney he so badly needed. Thankfully, the operation was a success, because shortly after, Ox and I were framed for multiple murders in the King Tut case by a pair of corrupt cops. We were exonerated and the bad guys were brought to justice as the result of a clever sting operation orchestrated by Kevin.
 
       Kevin was brash, hard-nosed and unpredictable, but lovable just the same. In the months since his unexpected arrival, he had become part of our extended family.
 
       “Hey Bro, how’s that new hole in your kiester coming along?”
 
       “Still tender, but healing.”
 
       “Good to hear. I’m sorry I didn’t get to the hospital when you were laid up. I really meant to but ---.’
 
       “Not a problem. So what brings you by today?”
 
       “What?” he said with mock surprise. “Can’t a fellow just stop by to see how a brother is getting along?”
 
       “Some people might,” I said, grinning, “but not you. What’s on your mind?”
 
       “Okay, okay, you got me. I need a favor. Are you busy this afternoon?”
 
       “Gee, I don’t know. I’ll have to check my calendar.”
 
       “Cut the crap, Walt. I know you’re retired and if I know you, you’re already bored out of your mind.”
 
       “Maybe, maybe not. Depends on what kind of scheme you’re involved in now.”
 
       “All I need is a couple of hours of surveillance for a case I’m working on.”
 
       “Case! I didn’t know you were actually working cases. I’ll bet you don’t even have a P.I. license do you?”
 
       “Don’t need one. I haven’t set up an office anywhere or done any advertising. It’s just a word of mouth kind of thing. Think of it like a teenager who does a good job babysitting. Some parent needs a night out, so they call. Same with me. A guy heard I was in town so he called. It’s just a one-time thing.”
 
       “So who’s the guy?”
 
       “Dino Bonnaducci. He owns Kodiak Furs. Some of his high end stuff has been walking out the door and he hired me to find out who and how. I’ve been working the case a couple of weeks --- that’s why I didn’t get by the hospital --- and I’m pretty sure I’ve got this thing nailed down.”
 
       “Then why do you need me?”
 
       “I think another fur is going to be lifted this afternoon, but it’s from a warehouse with two rear exits. I can’t cover both of them. I need you to watch one exit while I watch the other.”
 
       “So what am I supposed to do if the perp comes out my door?”
 
       “Shoot him!”
 
       “WHAT!”
 
       “Relax,” he said, tossing me an Olympus SLR, “shoot him with this. Just snap a couple of shots of the scumbag with the goods. That’s all you have to do.”
 
       Since there really wasn’t anything else on my schedule for the rest of the day, I figured I might as well give it a try.
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       I followed Kevin to a warehouse in the West Bottoms.
 
       He had me park in an alley a half block from the exit I was to watch.
 
       “That’s the door. Just keep your eye peeled and if the perp comes out, get your shots and give me a call on my cell phone. Got it?”
 
       “Seems simple enough. So we don’t try to nab the guy or call the cops?”
 
       “Nope, our job is just to gather the information and deliver it to Bonnaducci. It’s up to him how he wants to handle things from that point.”
 
       Kevin left to man his post on the opposite side of the building.
 
       Surveillance is always boring. Ox and I had done a ton of it over the years. At least during those times, I had him to talk with and pass the time.
 
       As the hours ticked by, I thought about the cases we had worked together and wondered how he was doing with a new partner.
 
       I missed the big guy and missed our time together on the job. I kept telling myself I had made the right decision to retire, but I had no idea it was going to be this hard.
 
       I had to really fight to keep from dropping off to sleep, but when I saw the warehouse door pop open, the adrenalin kicked in.
 
       A short, stocky guy carried a garment bag almost as big as he was. It was a good bet that a very expensive coat had just walked out the back door.
 
       I snapped a half dozen photos before the guy disappeared around a corner.
 
       I dialed Kevin’s cell. “Got him!”
 
       Kevin showed up a few minutes later.
 
       “Short, stocky guy?” he asked, taking the camera.
 
       “Yes.”
 
       “Damn!” he said, thumbing through the photos on the camera screen.
 
       “What? Didn’t I do it right?”
 
       “Oh, no, you did it right. The problem is that it’s Dino’s cousin.”
 
       “So what do we do now?”
 
       “We take this to Dino,” he said, taking the SD card from the camera.
 
       A few minutes later, we were in the plush office of Dino Bonnaducci.
 
       “Bad news, Dino,” Kevin said, handing him the SD card.
 
       “It’s Frankie, isn’t it,” he replied, shaking his head.
 
       “I’m afraid so.”
 
       “Well, it is what it is. Thank you for a job well done,” he said, handing Kevin an envelope.
 
       “I’ll be around if you need me,” Kevin replied, pocketing the envelope.
 
       Outside, Kevin pulled the envelope out of his pocket and peeled five one hundred dollar bills off a wad of cash and handed them to me.
 
       “Jesus, Kevin. All I did was snap a few photos. Five hundred? How much is in that envelope?”
 
       “Five grand. That was a bargain for Bonnaducci. He had lost over fifty thousand in furs and it would have been more if we hadn’t caught the guy.”
 
       “Holy crap! That’s quite a payday for a babysitting gig.”
 
       “There’s more where that came from. If I happen to need an extra hand and you’re not too busy, are you interested?”
 
       “I might be, as long as it’s nothing illegal.”
 
       “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, smiling. “Say ‘hi’ to Maggie for me.”
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      The next morning, I was doing my usual morning routine, reading the paper while consuming my bowl of Wheaties.
 
       I dropped my spoon, and Wheaties splattered out of the bowl when an article buried on page six caught my eye.
 
    
 
       In the early hours of the morning, police found a car in a gorge below Cliff Drive. The driver, identified by police as Francis Bonnaducci, had apparently lost control of the vehicle on a curve, crashing through a guardrail and plunging fifty feet into the gorge below. Evidence at the scene led authorities to believe that alcohol might have been a contributing factor.
 
    
 
       The article hit me in the gut and I almost lost my breakfast. Less than twenty-four hours earlier, I had taken photos of the guy stealing furs and now he was dead. There was just no way this was a coincidence.
 
       Then I remembered Kevin’s words when I asked him what was to happen next, “It’s up to him how he wants to handle things from that point.”
 
       It was pretty obvious how Bonnaducci had handled the situation. His cousin was dead.
 
       I was furious.
 
       I threw on my clothes and was headed to the door when Maggie stopped me.
 
       “Where on earth are you going at this hour?”
 
       “I just have something I have to take care of,” I replied, slipping out the door.
 
       I parked in front of Kevin’s building, climbed the stairs to his apartment and pounded my fist on his door.
 
       He answered in his robe and slippers.
 
       I waved the article in his face. “We need to talk.”
 
       “I figured I might be hearing from you today,” he replied.
 
       “How can you be so nonchalant about this? Francis Bonnaducci has been murdered and it’s our fault!”
 
       “Sit down, Walt.”
 
       “I don’t want to sit down. I want to know what we’re going to do about this.”
 
       “Please, sit. I know what you’re thinking and you’re not responsible for Bonnaducci’s death.”
 
       “How do you figure? I can’t wait to hear how you rationalize this one.”
 
       “First of all, it was Frankie’s choice to rip off his cousin. He had to know there would be consequences if he was caught.
 
       “Second, you’re not responsible for how Dino dealt with the information we gave him. Sure, he could have gone to the cops, but he chose to handle it his own way.”
 
       “So, knowing what we know, we have to go to the police.”
 
       “And tell them what? You read the paper. They’ve already put this to bed as a drunk driving accident, and you can bet your butt that Dino has an iron-clad alibi for last night.”
 
       “So that’s it. He gets away with murder? Where’s the justice?”
 
       “Really, Walt? The justice is that a guy screwed up and paid the price. Look, I know that for the past five years you’ve been working for Lady Justice, the one in the white flowing robe and wearing a blindfold. When you worked for her, you went by the book. How many times had you seen a perp who was guilty as sin walk away because your Lady was blindfolded by the letter of the law? Where was your justice then?
 
       “Well, your Lady Justice has a sister and she doesn’t wear a white robe. She wears a skin-tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels, and she for damned sure isn’t wearing a blindfold. It’s still her job to make sure the scales of justice stay balanced, but she isn’t bound by the same rules as her sister.
 
       “Take this Bonnaducci case. As far as the cops know, there was never a crime committed. They’ll never know about the theft of the furs, and they’ll never know how the situation was resolved. How many of those do you think occur in a year’s time? Plenty. How many cases are on your books labeled as ‘unresolved?’ Plenty. That’s the other Lady Justice that you just met today doing her job. You may not like it, but it’s just the way it is.”
 
       “That may be true, but I don’t have to be part of it,” I said, slamming the door.
 
       I stopped by the super market and picked up another box of Wheaties. When I returned home, I would have to tell Maggie where I’d been and I didn’t want to tell her I had just consorted with a gal wearing a skin tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
       “So how’s he doing?” Maggie asked.
 
       “About what you’d expect,” Judy replied. “The two of them were inseparable for five years. He mopes around the apartment a lot. He misses his little buddy. How about your guy?”
 
       “About the same. Every time we see a cop car drive by he gets all teary eyed, but he never says a word. I just hope we’ve done the right thing.”
 
       “You absolutely did. He’s seventy, and he’s had more close calls than some of the guys who have been on the force twenty years. It was time.”
 
       “We just have to make sure that the four of us spend more time together so they can get their ‘buddy fix.’”
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       “Have they assigned you a new full-time partner?” I asked, curious, but jealous.
 
       Ox rolled his eyes. “Boy did they ever. Mandy Parrish, twenty-two years old and fresh out of the academy, and that’s not the worst of it.”
 
       “Why, is she a bitch?”
 
       “Oh no, nothing like that. She’s a real sweetheart. The problem is that she is the niece of Abe Parrish, the Police Commissioner, so all of a sudden I’ve got everyone from the P.C. to the captain looking over my shoulder. It’s like I’m under a microscope all day every day.”
 
       “Wow that is tough. So you went from having the oldest guy on the force to the newest and greenest woman on the force as your partner. Who did you piss off at City Hall?”
 
       “Very funny. The hardest part is that she’s a girl. I can’t even fart when I want to.”
 
       That was a tough one. Ox could be pretty gassy.
 
       “So what’s happening at the station? Any exciting cases? Drug busts? Murders for hire?”
 
       “No, nothing like that. The big thing is these drive-by shootings. The word on the street is that every cop in the city has a target on his back because of Tyrell Jackson and the Tweedy brothers. Somebody out there has a hard-on because of their deaths. It seems like we’re looking over our shoulders every minute we’re out on the street.”
 
       “I really hate it that my parting legacy involved those incidents. I hope you’re not getting any grief from the other guys because you were a part of it too.”
 
       “Not at all. Everybody knows those were good shoots. They know it could have been any one of them. Oh, yeah, there is one more thing, the Russian mob.”
 
       “I thought those creeps were out of the picture. What’s changed?”
 
       “It seems they’re trying to make a comeback in the Northeast District. Ever since we shut them down a few years ago, Councilman Franco has done a hell of a job strengthening and unifying the community. He’s helped put together beautification programs, business alliances and youth organizations, but now he’s up for re-election and his opponent is John Spivak. The political guys are telling us that Spivak is in the mob’s pocket. Apparently some of their goons have been paying residents in the district a visit and letting them know that if Spivak isn’t elected, there will be hell to pay. It’s intimidation pure and simple. The last thing we need is for the Russians to get re-established in the area. We’ve been trying to find evidence that ties Spivak to the mob, but so far we’ve come up empty.”
 
       “Wow! It never lets up. The bad guys just keep coming.”
 
       “I guess that’s what you call job security.”
 
       At that moment, Maggie called us to dinner.
 
       Later that night, I couldn’t get to sleep. I kept replaying my conversation with Ox over and over. My best friend and the other officers in the squad were in real danger and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to help. 
 
       Then I thought about how hard we had worked to get the Russian mob out of Northeast and now they were strong-arming their way back into the community.
 
       I wanted to do something, but there was nothing I could do. I felt totally helpless and useless and it wasn’t a pleasant feeling.
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       Maggie had an appointment at the real estate office and I was by myself trying, without much success, to get involved in a book when there was a knock on the door.
 
       It was Kevin.
 
       I hadn’t spoken to him since I stormed out of his apartment. I had thought long and hard about the Bonnaducci incident and his rationalization of how it had ended. No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t get my head around the notion that justice had been served. 
 
       I stepped aside and waived him in.
 
       “So how are you doing?” he asked, trying to break the ice.
 
       I just shrugged.
 
       “Yeah, I thought so. Listen, I’m sorry about how things ended the other day. I know you’re used to operating under a different set of rules and in retrospect, I probably came on a bit strong.”
 
       “Too strong! You think? We were accomplices in a murder and you had the gall to call it justice. As far as I’m concerned, your Lady Justice is more of a whore than a heroine!”
 
       As soon as the words were out of my mouth I regretted what I had said.
 
       When Kevin’s transplant fell through, he figured his days were numbered and wanted to play hide-the-salami a few more times before he cashed in his chips, and he came to me looking for a referral. While I had arrested a few hookers, I wasn’t on a first name basis with any of them, but my old friend Willie still had a lot of connections from his days on the street.
 
       Willie hooked him up with a voluptuous blonde named Veronica. For some reason, way beyond my scope of understanding, the two of them clicked, and after Kevin’s transplant, they continued to be an item. 
 
       While none of us could quite comprehend someone having a relationship with a woman in that line of work, we elected to be non-judgmental which turned out to be the right call because Veronica was an integral part of Kevin’s wacky scheme that cleared us in the King Tut murders.
 
       “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ---.”
 
       “No apology necessary. Anyway, Veronica has chosen a different career path.”
 
       “Really? I hadn’t heard.”
 
       “Yeah, she’s a cocktail waitress at the Brass Balls Lounge. She still gets to wear the glitzy clothes she loves, but now with the clientele, it’s looky but no touchy.”
 
       Step in the right direction, I thought. “Glad to hear it. I’m guessing you didn’t just come here to apologize. What’s on your mind?”
 
       “Actually, I could use your help again.”
 
       I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “I guess you didn’t get the message. I’m not interested in your brand of justice.”
 
       “I got the message loud and clear and I understand, but this is different.”
 
       “Different? How so?”
 
       “Do you really want to know? If not, I’ll just leave.”
 
       Curiosity got the best of me. Maybe I was just bored. “Let’s hear it. If I don’t like the sound of it, I can always throw you out.”
 
       “Fair enough. Ever heard of John Spivak?”
 
       That got my attention right away. “Maybe. What about him?”
 
       “Spivak is running against Councilman Franco for the city council seat in the Northeast District. The word on the street is that he’s backed by the Russian mob, and if he’s elected everything is going to hell in a hand basket. The mob has brought a lot of muscle into town to persuade the electorate to vote for Spivak.”
 
       “So how are you involved?”
 
       “The cops have been trying to find evidence to link Spivak to the mob, but they’ve struck out so far, and the election is just around the corner. Someone reached out to me hoping I might be able to come up with something from a different angle.”
 
       “Someone?”
 
       “Let’s just say it’s someone well connected and leave it at that. Given your notion of justice, you really don’t want to know.”
 
       “So what’s your plan?”
 
       Kevin pulled a photo out of his pocket. It showed a smiling John Spivak surrounded by his wife and two daughters.
 
       “On the surface, the guy looks clean, but if he’s tied to the mob, he’s certainly no Boy Scout. He has to have some skeletons in his closet. We just have to find them, and the only way is to shadow the guy twenty-four hours a day until he slips up. We need to be there when he does.”
 
       “So how would I fit in?”
 
       “Right now I’ve only got myself, and I can’t be with the guy 24/7. I need you to shadow the guy while I get some shut-eye. We could take eight-hour shifts.”
 
       “Exactly what are we looking for?”
 
       “Anything shady that could tie him to the Russians or impugn his character.” 
 
       “And if we find something, is Spivak going to wind up at the bottom of Cliff Drive like Frankie or at the bottom of the Missouri River?”
 
       “Absolutely not. Like I said, this is different.”
 
       “So what do you want me to do?”
 
       “Simple,” he said, handing me a sheet of paper. “Here’s his schedule. Just tail him where ever he goes and be ready with your camera when he slips up.”
 
       I had promised myself I wouldn’t be sucked into any more of Kevin’s schemes, but this one seemed more legit. Everything he said was an exact fit with what Ox had shared with me.
 
       Maybe I could actually do something that would help. Maybe I was just bored. Either way, Kevin, my silver-tongued brother-in-law, had hooked me again.
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       According to the schedule Kevin had given me, Spivak was to hold a press conference on the front steps of City Hall at eleven. He had just concluded when I arrived.
 
       After a lot of glad-handing and back-slapping, he got in his car and headed south on Main. I tailed him to the parking garage just around the corner from Houston’s Restaurant on the Country Club Plaza.
 
       I watched through the window of the restaurant and saw him shake hands with a couple of guys in business suits. A receptionist led them to a secluded table.
 
       I didn’t recognize his lunch partners, but I figured since they were out in the open at a popular eatery on the Plaza, they probably weren’t concocting some nefarious scheme.
 
       It suddenly occurred to me that I was hungry. Kevin hadn’t mentioned, and I didn’t think to ask how I was to be compensated for my time. I made a mental note to ask about an expense account, and asked for a table where I could keep an eye on my quarry.
 
       I figured, ‘when in Rome,’ so I ordered a plate of their ribs. An excellent choice.
 
       After lunch, Spivak headed east and wound his way to Raytown, a suburb between Kansas City and Lee’s Summit.
 
       He got on 50 Highway and pulled into the parking lot of a seedy motel on the outskirts of town.
 
       I had my camera ready and snapped a series of shots as he made his way to room #6 and knocked. A tall blonde in a black teddy opened the door and waved Spivak inside. 
 
       Before closing the door, she took a quick look around the parking lot, giving me the opportunity to get a great shot. The woman was a real knock out and had the look of one of those Eastern European women who advertise for American husbands on the Internet. 
 
       Apparently, the Russians were providing more than financial support for their candidate.
 
       An hour later, the door opened and Spivak paused for just a moment to get one last good-bye kiss. 
 
       Click. Click. I had him.
 
       I dialed Kevin’s number as I headed back to Kansas City.
 
       Spivak’s next stop was at a grade school. Two little girls I recognized from the photo Kevin showed me, hopped into his car giving their daddy big hugs.
 
       In less than an hour, I had seen two sides of John Spivak, dedicated father and cheating husband.
 
       Kevin met me on the street a block away from Spivak’s house.
 
       His face broke into a big smile as he thumbed through the shots on the camera.
 
       “Good work. I’ll take it from here. I’ll get back with you tomorrow and we’ll settle up. Go home and get some rest.”
 
       Before I could question him further, he was out of the car.
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       The next morning, I was shocked to see another headline in the Kansas City Star.
 
    
 
       Candidate Withdraws Days Before The Election!
 
    
 
       In a surprising turn of events, John Spivak, who was challenging incumbent Francisco Franco for the City Council seat in the Northeast District, has announced he is withdrawing from the race.
 
       He said he had no idea when he decided to run, how much time it would take from his family, and that his family was his first priority.
 
       The latest polls had shown Spivak with a significant lead over his opponent.
 
    
 
       Somehow, fate had intervened and I was able to accomplish something that had eluded the Kansas City Police Department.
 
       Grudgingly, I wondered if I should give this new Lady Justice a second look.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
       The next day, Kevin showed up just as he had promised.
 
       “Guess you saw the article in the Star,” he said, tossing an envelope on the table.
 
       “I did. That was quick. Someone wasted no time getting to Mr. Spivak. By the way, you never told me who the ‘someone’ was that hired you.”
 
       “I guess I can tell you now. It was the City Attorney.”
 
       I opened the envelope and counted out a thousand dollars.
 
       “Holy Crap! A grand? How much did you get?”
 
       “Same as you. You got the goods, but I got the job.”
 
       “Just how did you get the job? I’m curious. I didn’t even know the city hired private investigators.”
 
       “Word gets around. They heard about my involvement with that organ trader thing and the King Tut murders. And yes, there are times when your Lady Justice has to think outside of the box. There are just some things a P.I. can do that a cop can’t. Whatever it takes to put the bad guys away.”
 
       “I had lunch at Houston’s while I was keeping an eye on our guy, and I was going to ask about an expense account, but I think I can cover it out of this,” I remarked, thumbing through the hundred dollar bills.
 
       “You know, there is a way for your tab at the restaurant to be a legitimate tax deduction.”
 
       “How so?”
 
       “Start your own P.I. firm. Become a self-employed entrepreneur. You know how it works. It’s the same as when you were a real estate agent. You took a client to lunch, it was a deduction. Same here.”
 
       “Whoa! Slow down! I never said anything about becoming a P.I.”
 
       “You never said it, but you’ve done it --- twice now, and were paid quite handsomely I might add.”
 
       “If it’s so great, how come you haven’t done it? Why aren’t you a licensed P.I.?”
 
       “Let’s just say there were some issues in Phoenix that might make the licensing people skeptical and leave it at that. But you! You would be perfect. As a retired cop, you don’t even have to go through the training. All you have to do is apply for the license and pay your fee.”
 
       “Maggie would have a conniption fit. She just convinced me to give up my job as a cop because it was too dangerous, and now you’re trying to talk me into being a private investigator. How is that so different?”
 
       “You tell me. What have you done so far? You’ve sat on your butt in your car and snapped a few pictures. How dangerous was that? Besides, it’s not like you’ve decided how you want to spend your golden years --- unless you see yourself frying little sausages at the super market.”
 
       “You’ve been following me?”
 
       “Well sure. I had to be certain that you were sufficiently bored to accept my first offer.”
 
       “You’ve been planning this all along, haven’t you?”
 
       “Hey, we were a hell of a team on that organ trader caper and we’d be a hell of a team as a pair of gumshoes.”
 
       “You’re unbelievable!”
 
       “All I’m asking is that you think about it,” he said, heading to the door. “Think about it, talk to Maggie and I’ll be in touch.”
 
       Kevin had only been gone a few minutes when there was another knock on the door.
 
       It was Willie.
 
       “Hey Mr. Walt. Got anything goin’ dis mornin’?”
 
       He probably knew I didn’t, but was polite enough to ask.
 
       “Not really. What do you have in mind?”
 
       “Got a call from Miss Mary. She needs some light bulbs changed an’ ole man Feeney has stopped up the toilet in #4 again. Jus’ wondered if you could drive me over.”
 
       It had been a while since I’d set foot in my Three Trails Hotel. “Sure, let’s go.”
 
       I try not to go there very often, mostly because I’m ashamed of the place. It’s a flop house with twenty sleeping rooms that share four hall baths. Things get dicey when one of the crappers is on the fritz.
 
       I had an offer to sell the place not long ago. The new buyer wanted to remodel it and turn it into market rate apartments. I was ready to pull the trigger when Mary reminded me that Mr. Feeney along with the rest of my rag-tag tenants would be homeless. I figured as long as she was there to keep a lid on things, we’d just keep on truckin’.
 
       When we pulled up in front of the hotel, Mr. Feeney was on his knees beside the big clay flower pot which held her precious geraniums and Mary was standing over him with her bat.
 
       I was actually startled to see Feeney on his knees. A while back, Mary had caught him taking a leak in her flower pot when the four shared bathrooms were occupied. She threatened to cut off his dick if she caught him again. I hoped this wasn’t Mr. Feeney rummaging around for his severed penis.
 
       “Hey, Mr. Walt!” Mary bellowed, giving us a wave.
 
       “What’s going on?” I asked apprehensively as we climbed the porch stairs.
 
       “Nothing much. I told Feeney that it was a real pain in the ass every time he stopped up the toilet, and if he did it again he’d have to work it off, so that’s what he’s doing --- weeding my geraniums.”
 
       I looked at Feeney. He just shrugged his shoulders. He was obviously resigned to his fate.
 
       I was about to inquire about our current occupancy rate when I heard the screech of tires and saw a car approaching the hotel at an alarming rate of speed. 
 
       Willie and I saw the glint of the gun barrel at the same time.
 
       I tackled Mr. Feeney and Willie pushed Mary to the porch floor just as a hail of bullets riddled the front of the hotel.
 
       Splinters of wood, tile, clay and dirt rained down on top of us.
 
       In a matter of seconds it was over and the car sped away.
 
       As soon as I caught my breath, I looked for my friends.
 
       “Is anyone hurt?”
 
       Willie’s tackle had taken an unfortunate turn, and somehow Mary’s two hundred pounds had landed squarely on Willie’s one hundred and fifty pound frame.
 
       Mary scrambled to her feet, brushing the debris from her hair, but Willie was flat on his back gasping for air.
 
       “I’m --- I’m okay,” Mary announced after feeling all her body parts.
 
       “Jes’ give me a minute,” Willie wheezed, “an’ I’ll be fine.”
 
       I looked at Mr. Feeney who was plucking one of Mary’s geraniums from his hair.
 
       “Are you okay?”
 
       “Yeah, but I think I wet myself.”
 
       Mary staggered over and looked at the remains of her flower pot. It had exploded under the hail of bullets and probably saved Feeney and me from being drilled.
 
       “Well, damn!” she muttered. “Now I’m really pissed!”
 
       Not as much as Feeney, I thought.
 
       I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and called the precinct. In fifteen minutes, the street was filled with cop cars.
 
       The captain, hearing the broadcast about the Three Trails Hotel, came out in person.
 
       “Walt, was anyone injured?”
 
       “No, we’re fine. This was undoubtedly the work of the same gang that shot Vince and blew up the squad car at his funeral. I was hoping that when I retired and was out of the picture they’d forget I was the one involved in the Tweedy shootings, but I guess not. Do you have any leads on these guys?”
 
       “Nothing yet. Other than these attacks, they’re keeping a low profile. They’re stealing and then abandoning the vehicles they’re using in their hits. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if we find this last car abandoned a few miles from here.”
 
       “We’re all in danger until these guys are caught. Me, Maggie, Dad, Willie, all of us. They could hit any one of us anytime and there’s not a damn thing we can do about it.”
 
       “We’re all looking over our shoulders. Keep your eyes open and tell your people to stay off the streets as much as possible.”
 
       When the CSI guys finished their work, I gave Mary a hug and reminded her to stay inside unless she absolutely had to go out.
 
       We were on the way back to our building when Willie said, “Mr. Walt. You got any liniment back at your place?”
 
       “Liniment? What kind of liniment?”
 
       “Somethin’ to rub on my arm. Mary fell on it. It’s pretty sore, but it ain’t broke or nothin’.”
 
       “Why didn’t you say something back at the hotel? We could have called the EMT guys and had them take a look.”
 
       “Didn’ want to say nothin’ cause you know how Mary gets her panties in a wad if anyone talks about how heavy she is. I figured we’d had enough trouble without gettin’ Mary riled up again.”
 
       “Well that’s admirable, but you should have said something. We’ll stop by Wally Bunker’s pharmacy and see what he recommends.”
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       “Go home and put some ice on it,” Wally said, after examining Willie’s swollen arm. “Then rub this analgesic balm into it. Then repeat with the ice in about four hours. A couple of days and you’ll be good as new.”
 
       “Thanks, Wally. We really appreciate your help.”
 
       “Glad to be of service, Walt. By the way, how’s retirement? I’ve been meaning to call you.”
 
       “Really? About what?”
 
       “Well, I’ve got a problem and I thought you might be able to help.”
 
       “What kind of problem?”
 
       “The shoplifting kind. This woman keeps coming into the store and I know she’s ripping me off, but I just can’t catch her. If I stop her and accuse her and she hasn’t stolen anything, then I’ve got a law suit on my hands.”
 
       “What about surveillance?” I asked, pointing to the cameras. 
 
       “Oh, I’ve got her on tape, but not when she’s stealing. She’s real good, a pro for sure.”
 
       “Have you called the police?”
 
       “Come on, Walt. What can the cops do? Unless I catch her red-handed with the goods, they’re not going to spend any time on this thing.”
 
       “But you think now I’m retired, I might have the time to spend.”
 
       “I was hoping.”
 
       I thought for a moment. “Let’s take a look at this gal.”
 
       He led me to his office and queued up his surveillance footage.
 
       “There! The woman in the baggy coat.”
 
       “Definitely room for hidden pockets in that thing.”
 
       I watched as she roamed the store, not buying, but not stealing either --- as far as we could see.
 
       “Tell you what,” I said. “You have my cell phone number. The next time she comes in, give me a call. I have an idea.”
 
       “Thanks, Walt. I really appreciate it.”
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       Two days later, the phone rang. It was Wally.
 
       “Walt, she’s here. Can you come?”
 
       Not surprisingly, I had just been sitting on my duff wondering what I was going to do for the rest of the day.
 
       “I’ll be right there.”
 
       I parked a half block from the pharmacy entrance and watched until I saw the woman come out and head for her car. She was carrying a purse, but no packages.
 
       I watched her through a pair of binoculars I had thrown in the car.
 
       She just sat for a few minutes, watching to see if anyone had followed her out of the store. Seeing no one, she reached into her coat and pulled out a series of items that looked like cosmetics.
 
       I dialed Wally and asked if the woman had purchased anything.
 
       “Nope, same as usual.”
 
       “Good. Then I think we’ve got her.”
 
       I noticed there was a cement trash receptacle on the curb beside the parking spot she had chosen. 
 
       Seeing that there was no way she could bail out of the passenger door, I pulled up beside her and rolled down my window.
 
       She had just started her car and was about to pull away from the curb when I blocked her escape.
 
       She had a disgusted look on her face as she rolled down her window.
 
       “Look asshole, if you want this parking spot, you’re going to have to let me get out.”
 
       “Actually, I don’t want your parking spot. What I’d like to see are the register receipts for the cosmetics you just carried out of the store.”
 
       Her look of disgust turned into an expression of panic and then resignation as she saw that both of her doors were blocked.
 
       “Okay, you got me. Can we talk about this?”
 
       “Nothing to talk about. You’re a shoplifter and you’re going to jail.”
 
       “Are you a cop?”
 
       “Nope, but I know a guy who is.”
 
       I dialed Ox’s cell phone.
 
       “Hey ex-partner, are you anywhere close to Wally Bunker’s pharmacy?”
 
       “Hi Walt. We’re five minutes away. Why?”
 
       “How would you like a shoplifting collar?”
 
       “Actually, I’d rather have a donut, but we’ll be right there.”
 
       A few minutes later, Ox and his new partner pulled up in our old black & white.
 
       “Walt, I’d like you to meet Amanda Parrish.”
 
       A slender blonde with her hair pulled back in a bun stuck out her hand. “So glad to finally meet you. I feel like I know you already. You’re all my new partner talks about.”
 
       “Good to meet you, too. I hope you’re taking good care of my old friend. He needs all the help he can get.”
 
       “Okay, enough of the chatter,” Ox intervened. “What have we got here?”
 
       Wally had just joined us and we explained what had transpired.
 
       “So Wally, you’re willing to press charges?” Ox asked.
 
       “Absolutely! This gal is a pro and she needs to be put away.”
 
       “Good enough for me. Walt, move your car and we’ll get this little lady in cuffs.”
 
       I moved my car and Ox was reading the gal her Miranda rights when she turned on him and planted her foot squarely in his groin.
 
       He let out a moan and crumpled to his knees, and the shoplifter sped off across the parking lot.
 
       Amanda took off after her and brought her down with a flying tackle about twenty-five yards away. 
 
       Ox was still on the ground wheezing and trying to catch his breath when she returned, pushing the gal now bruised and in handcuffs.
 
       “I guess we can add assaulting an officer to our shoplifting charge,” she said, helping Ox to his feet.
 
       “Nice work, Officer,” I said. “Looks like my old partner is in good hands.”
 
       “All in a day’s work,” she said, shoving the gal into the back seat of the cruiser. She was trying to act tough, but my compliment brought a smile to her face.
 
       “You might want to put some ice on those guys,” Wally said, pointing to Ox’s crotch, “and I’d be happy to throw in some pain medication.”
 
       “No, no medicine, but thanks for the offer. I’ll definitely be stopping by Quick Trip for a bag of ice.”
 
       After the cruiser pulled away, Wally said, “Good job, Walt. What do I owe you?”
 
       I hadn’t really thought about it. 
 
       “Not a thing. I’m just happy that I could help a friend.”
 
       “Nonsense,” he replied. “I want to do something for you. How about a nice dinner at a fancy restaurant for you and Maggie? You wouldn’t turn that down, would you?”
 
       “No, I guess that would be okay.”
 
       “Great. Listen, Walt. Now that you’re not in uniform and have some time on your hands, you should think about doing this professionally. There are a lot of folks out there who could use a guy like you on their side.”
 
       As I drove home, Wally’s words kept running through my mind. 
 
       Maybe there was something more I could do before I resigned myself to frying little sausage boogers at Hy-Vee.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
       I really enjoyed my rib dinner at Houston’s on the Plaza, so I figured that might be a good place to take Maggie for our special night out.
 
       Maggie tends to be conservative when we go out to eat, rarely ordering the most expensive entrée on the menu. I noticed she was mentally calculating what her order would set us back.
 
       “Don’t be shy,” I said. “Order anything you want. Wally Bunker is treating us tonight.”
 
       She gave me a quizzical look. “Wally Bunker? Why is he buying our meal?”
 
       “Let’s order and I’ll tell you the whole story.”
 
       With appetizer, soup, salad and entrée, it was going to cost Wally close to a hundred and fifty bucks for the capture of his shoplifter.
 
       “Okay, spill it,” Maggie said, forking a bite of her smoked salmon appetizer. “What’s the deal with Wally?”
 
       Maggie had been really busy with out of town buyers, coming home each evening exhausted and ready to hit the sack early, so I chose not to make her life more complicated with my daily exploits.
 
       Actually, I was quite relieved that she hadn’t quizzed me about my day, because I wasn’t sure how I was going to break the news that I was still out there collaring perps.
 
       I had sworn Willie, Mary and Kevin to secrecy, but I decided that I’d better fess up before she heard the news from some third party. I figured she might take it better accompanied by a center cut filet.
 
       “Well, it all started when I took Willie to the pharmacy to get some liniment for his arm.”
 
       “What happened to his arm?”
 
       “It was sprained when Mary fell on it.”
 
       “What? Mary fell? Is she okay?”
 
       “She didn’t actually fall. Willie pushed her to the ground when some creeps drove by and shot up the hotel.”
 
       “There was a drive-by shooting at the hotel and you didn’t think to mention it to me?”
 
       “You’ve been so busy and no one was hurt so I figured ---.”
 
       “Well you figured wrong! When three of the people I love most in this world nearly die, I want to know about it! Now what’s with this Wally thing?”
 
       “While we were at the pharmacy, Wally mentioned he was being ripped off by a shoplifter. He couldn’t actually catch her in the act, and wondered if I might have some time to keep an eye on her. Since I wasn’t doing anything but playing checkers with Willie or video games with Jerry, I said I could give him a hand.
 
       “The next time she came in, he gave me a call. All I did was sit in my car and watch her come out of the store. When she got in her car and started unloading the stuff she had stolen, I called Ox and he and his new partner came by and put her in cuffs. Simple as that. Wally is treating us to this nice dinner as a gesture of appreciation.”
 
       At that moment, the server brought steaming bowls of baked potato soup.
 
       As she spooned a few bites, I could see the wheels turning in her head.
 
       “I have the feeling there’s more you want to share.” 
 
       Then I saw a light go on. 
 
       “You mentioned you had spent a few afternoons with Kevin. Walt Williams, what else have you been up to?”
 
       Maggie may be seventy, but she’s sharp as a tack.
 
       “Kevin needed some help with a couple of cases he was working on, and knew I had some time on my hands ---.”
 
       “Kevin is working cases? Did he get a P.I. license?”
 
       “Uhhhh, no not really. He’s just been doing some odd jobs for people who knew he was in town.”
 
       “So my brother is doing investigative work without a license and has dragged you into the middle of it?”
 
       “Something like that. Here, let me show you what we did.”
 
       I pulled the article from the Star that told about Spivak bowing out of the councilman race out of my pocket.
 
       She read it. “So what? Am I supposed to be impressed?”
 
       “That article doesn’t tell the whole story. Spivak was backed by the Russian mob. He had a significant lead and if he had won, the mob would have gotten a foothold in the Northeast District. Kevin and I tailed him and caught him with a Russian hooker at a seedy motel. He bowed out rather than be exposed. All I had to do was sit in my car and take a few photos.”
 
       “So do we have another dinner coming for your afternoon of work?”
 
       “No,” I said, pulling the envelope with the thousand dollars out of my pocket. “But I do have this.”
 
       She shook her head in disbelief. “Walt, what are you doing? I thought you were retired.”
 
       “I’m trying! But if I don’t do something, I’m going to go crazy. I can’t just hang around the apartment all day. I even thought about getting a part time job at Hy-Vee, but that’s just not me.”
 
       “So what are you saying?” she asked, biting her lip.
 
       “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought. Several people have told me that I’d make a heck of a good private investigator.”
 
       Maggie buried her face in her hands.
 
       “I know. I know. You wanted me to give up the badge because of the danger and I get that, but this is different. As a P.I., I can pick and choose what I want to work on. I’ve been on three cases so far and I haven’t even set foot out of my car.”
 
       “Three cases? You’ve only mentioned two.”
 
       “I did one other one with Kevin.”
 
       “Good grief!”
 
       “Maggie, I told you before, you’re the most important thing in the world to me, and if you don’t want me to pursue this, I won’t.”
 
       She looked deep into my eyes and I could see her begin to soften.
 
       “So you’re actually thinking about getting a P.I. license and starting a real firm.”
 
       “Only if you’re on board with it.”
 
       “I suppose my crazy brother will fit into the picture somewhere.”
 
       “I haven’t said a word to him. I didn’t want to get him excited until I cleared everything with you.”
 
       “And you think you can do this without getting shot, blown up or thrown off a roof?”
 
       “That’s certainly my goal.”
 
       She didn’t speak for the longest time. Finally, she said, “I remember Helen Foster’s words when I asked her why she would let her husband run for office knowing he might become a target. She said, ‘My husband is a man of passion. Life is meaningless without passion and without a purpose. Nursing homes are full of people who have lost their passion for life, and that can be worse than death.’ Walt, I don’t want that to happen to you. If you think this will give your life purpose, and you promise me you won’t get killed, then go for it.”
 
       I wanted to jump across the table and give her a big hug, but at that moment, our sizzling steaks arrived.
 
       A beautiful loving wife, a sizzling filet and a new lease on life. It was the happiest I had been since I handed my badge to the captain.
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       If I was going to do this, I wanted to do it right and I knew absolutely nothing about setting up my own company, so I figured my first call should be to an attorney.
 
       In my opinion, the best attorney in town is Suzanne Romero. She had successfully defended Mary, Ox and me on several occasions, so I called her office and scheduled an appointment.
 
       “Walt, so good to see you again,” she said, extending her hand. “What can I do for you today? Has Mary clubbed or shot another intruder?”
 
       “No, nothing like that. Maybe you heard I had retired from the police department.”
 
       “I did hear that. The department will miss you, I’m sure.”
 
       “Well, I’m thinking about starting my own private investigation firm. I need an attorney to help me set everything up properly, and, of course, you were my first call.”
 
        “I’m flattered, but I’m afraid I can’t help you this time. I’m a defense attorney and what you’re needing right now is a completely different kind of lawyer.” 
 
       She opened her drawer, pulled out a card and handed it to me.
 
       “Give Brian a call. He’s our business expert. He can take care of everything for you.”
 
       “Thanks, I will.”
 
       I saw a big smile cross her face.
 
       “So, my old Jedi Knight is going to the dark side. That’s going to be quite a change for you, Walt.”
 
       “Excuse me? What exactly do you mean by the dark side?”
 
       “You’ve been a cop for the last five years and you operated within the boundaries of the law. I’ve worked with dozens of private investigators over the years, and those guys go by a whole different set of rules.”
 
       “I’m not following.”
 
       “As a cop, if you want to search a residence, you go to a judge and get a warrant. The P.I. waits until dark and uses a lock pick to get into the house while the resident is away. If you’re a cop, you need probable cause to pull a driver over and search his vehicle. A P.I. will just wait ‘till the driver leaves and pop the lock with a slim-jim. It’s the difference between the light side and the dark side.”
 
       “Are you saying I can’t be a private investigator unless I go to the dark side?”
 
       “I’m just saying that’s the way 99% of them operate. Maybe you’ll be different. We’ll see. I hope you can be Anakin Skywalker and not turn into Darth Vader.”
 
       “That’s certainly my goal.”
 
       “Are you ready to take on a case? I was going to call a P.I. firm this morning, but I’m willing to give you a shot.”
 
       I couldn’t believe my ears. “You bet I am! What’s the case?”
 
       “My defendant is the co-owner of the Heart of America Art Gallery on Baltimore in the Crossroads District. I’m sure you’re aware that the Crossroads is the city’s main art gallery hub. There are over a dozen galleries within just a few blocks and the competition has been fierce. 
 
       “My client, Jason Knight, opened the gallery two years ago with his partner, Andrew Pitts. It’s been quite a struggle for them, and they were on the verge of bankruptcy when there was a break-in and two very valuable pieces were stolen.
 
       “The pieces were insured, and since the payoff from the insurance company would have been enough to put the gallery back on its feet, the police looked into the possibility that the robbery might have been staged by the owners.
 
       “Long story short, they found one of the pieces hidden in my client’s basement.”
 
       “What about the other partner?”
 
       “They found nothing to tie him to the robbery.”
 
       “Did your guy do it?”
 
       “That’s not really the point. Whether he did it or not, he still deserves a competent defense, but my gut says he’s innocent.”
 
       “So what’s your take on it?”
 
       “Everything is just too perfect. Jason Knight is no fool. If he actually took the pieces, I don’t think he would have been stupid enough to hide them in his basement. He’s been in the business long enough to know the insurance company would take a long look at him and his partner.”
 
       “So are you thinking he’s been set up?”
 
       “That’s certainly a possibility.”
 
       “The partner?”
 
       “Maybe.”
 
       I certainly knew about being set up. A few months earlier, Ox and I had been framed for two murders and the theft of valuable Egyptian artifacts by a pair of corrupt cops. Kevin concocted an ingenious plan which exposed the real perps and got us off the hook.
 
       “Are you by any chance talking to me because I’m working with the guy who set up the King Tut sting?”
 
       “Maybe.”
 
       “So are you saying that a similar operation might shed some light on your case?”
 
       “Maybe. What do you think?”
 
       “I think it’s worth a shot. Give me the details and we’ll get this thing going.”
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       As I drove to Kevin’s apartment, two things were going through my mind.
 
       The first was pure excitement. I had landed my first real case, working for one of the best defense attorneys in Kansas City.
 
       The other was a feeling of apprehension. 
 
       I kept thinking of Suzanne’s example. For five years, I had been serving the Lady Justice in the flowing white robe wearing a blindfold. Then I remembered Kevin’s characterization of her sister, the one wearing the tight skirt, the fishnet stockings and the high heels, the Lady Justice of the dark side.
 
       One of my favorite movies is Eddie and the Cruisers. One of the songs from the movie is titled, On the Dark Side, and as I drove, I couldn’t get the lyrics out of my mind. 
 
    
 
       The dark side’s calling now.
 
       Nothin’ is real.
 
       She’ll never know just how I feel.
 
       From out of the shadows
 
       She walks like a dream.
 
       Makes me feel crazy.
 
       Makes me feel so mean.
 
       Ain’t nothing gonna save you from a love that’s blind.
 
       You slip to the dark side across that line.
 
    
 
        I could feel the new Lady Justice calling me from the shadows, drawing me into a world different from anything I had known. Was I blindly following her into the dark side and crossing that line?  
 
       Like Suzanne said, “We’ll see.”
 
       Only time will tell. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
       Kevin was all smiles when I told him about my meeting with Suzanne Romero.
 
       “So, you’re really thinking about doing this --- going into the investigative business?”
 
       “I’m giving it some thought. I might even have our first case.”
 
       When I mentioned ‘our first case,’ his eyes lit up like a kid in a candy store.
 
       “Whatever it is,” he said, rubbing his hands, “I’m in! Give me the details.”
 
       I shared what Suzanne had told me about the theft of the two art pieces at the Heart of America Gallery.
 
       “Let me get this straight,” he said, rubbing his chin. “Two Thomas Hart Benton pieces were stolen and one of them turned up in Jason Knight’s basement.”
 
       “That’s what she said. One was a lithograph titled Coming ‘Round the Mountain, worth about ten grand and the other was an oil painting titled Construction Workers worth over forty thousand.”
 
       “Let me guess. The lithograph was the one that turned up in Knight’s basement.”
 
       “How did you know?”
 
       “Think about it. If Andrew Pitts set up his partner to take the fall, it only makes sense that he would sacrifice the lesser piece and stash the more valuable one to sell after his partner has been convicted of insurance fraud. That’s what I’d do --- theoretically speaking.”
 
       “If that’s actually what happened, do you think a sting similar to the one you cooked up in the King Tut case would work?”
 
       “That particular sting works when one of man’s basic flaws is in play --- greed. So, yes, if Pitts set this whole thing up, he’ll be looking for a buyer for the oil and I know just the guy who is looking for such a work of art --- me!”
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       Kevin was a master at setting up a con.
 
       His first task was recruiting another member for our team.
 
       “Willie, how would you like to reprise your role as Reginald, the chauffer?”
 
       “If dat means I get to drive dat big ole Cadillac limo again, den hell yes!”
 
       Willie, a natural con man himself, had given a fine performance when the Professor had taken on the role of Oscar Cavendish, the Egyptian artifact collector, in the King Tut sting.
 
       Kevin’s next task was assembling the surveillance equipment which would record the evidence that would nail Andrew Pitts and clear Jason Knight.
 
       I was amazed as he pulled box after box of equipment he had used during his thirty years as an investigator, out of his closet.
 
       After sorting through a tangle of wires and gizmos, he selected a tie tack that contained a tiny speaker which would transmit an audio signal to the recording equipment I would have in my car a block away.
 
       A day later, everything was in place and we were ready to set our plan in motion.
 
       We decided that Kevin would visit a couple of other galleries before hitting Heart of America. Undoubtedly, the sight of a big black limo sporting a driver decked out in a Jacobson chauffer’s hat making the rounds of the Crossroads district would get some attention.
 
       Kevin showed up in a KITON Napoli black wool suit. When I asked him where he had come up with threads costing over two grand, he said it would be better if I didn’t know, so I didn’t push. Apparently there are some very exclusive haberdasheries on the dark side.
 
       Forty-five minutes after making his appearance in the Crossroads district, Willie pulled up in front of the Heart of America Gallery. He hopped out, opened the door for Kevin and made a dignified bow as Kevin walked by.
 
       Evidently, Andrew Pitts had seen or been informed of the presence of a wealthy buyer. He met Kevin at the door with a flute of bubbly champagne.
 
       I pushed ‘record’ and listened to the conversation through a set of Kevin’s earphones.
 
       “Welcome to the Heart of America Gallery. May I offer you champagne? It’s Dom Perignon 2004.”
 
       “Why, yes. Thank you very much.”
 
       “How may we be of service to you today?”
 
       “I’m looking for a Thomas Hart Benton. I thought that surely, with Benton being a Kansas City artist, this would be the best place to find some of his work, but so far, I’ve been very disappointed.”
 
       “Really, I’m surprised. I know of several galleries that have some fine lithographs. In fact, I have several myself. Would you like to see them?”
 
       “Lithographs! Heavens no! I have one of the largest collections of oils in Boston. I’m looking for an oil by Thomas Hart Benton. Nothing less will do.”
 
       “A Thomas Hart Benton oil is a rare thing. Most are in private collections like yours, or museums.”
 
       “Rare, indeed! Why do you think I came all the way from Boston? Oh well, thank you for your time and for the champagne. I’ll just have to continue my quest elsewhere.”
 
       “Hold on a minute. How long are you in town?”
 
       “I’ll be leaving on my private jet tomorrow morning. I’ve heard there may be a Benton in a gallery in San Francisco.”
 
       “Where are you staying?”
 
       “At the Hotel Phillips in the Power and Light District. Why do you ask?”
 
       “I --- uhhh --- just might know of a private collector who has a Benton oil. I’m not sure if he’ll part with it, but he might for the right price.”
 
       “Really? What piece is it?”
 
       “It’s just a small oil titled Construction Workers.”
 
       “I know that piece. It would be perfect. What kind of offer would possibly persuade him to part with it?”
 
       “I know he paid forty thousand for it.”
 
       “Offer him fifty. I’d have to see it and check its authenticity, of course.”
 
       “Of course. If he’s interested, may I call you at your hotel?”
 
       “Absolutely! Just ask for Oscar Cavendish. But mind you, I’m off to San Francisco tomorrow morning.”
 
       “Yes, Mr. Cavendish. I’ll be in touch.”
 
       Kevin headed back to the limo where Willie gallantly held open the door.
 
       As soon as he was inside, Kevin tapped the mike. “Let’s hurry down to the Hotel Phillips and rent a room. I think our sucker took the bait.”
 
       I called Suzanne and filled her in. 
 
       “Rent two adjacent rooms,” she said. “I’ll call the detective in charge and let you know how we are going to proceed.”
 
       We rented rooms 406 and 407 and settled in, waiting for a call from Andrew Pitts.
 
       “Wot about me?” Willie asked. “You need me anymore?”
 
       “Don’t think so,” Kevin replied. “You did a good job.”
 
       “When does de limo have to be back to de rental place?”
 
       “Not until ten tomorrow. Why?”
 
       “Mind if I borrow it fo’ de evenin’? Emma would be really impressed if’n I showed up an’ took her for a spin. She be real grateful, too, if you know wot I mean.”
 
       “Sure, enjoy yourself,” Kevin replied, smiling. “You earned it.”
 
       Willie beamed and gave him a high-five as he headed for the door.
 
       “What sounds good?” Kevin asked, opening the room service menu.
 
       I glanced at the prices. “How about we order a pizza? Those prices are outrageous.”
 
       “You’ve got a lot to learn about the P.I. business,” he replied, patting my leg. “Expense account. You’ll just pass the bill along to Ms. Romero and she’ll take care of it. That’s just how it’s done.”
 
       At first I felt guilty, but I got over it quickly when our tenderloin medallions, garlic mashed potatoes and green beans arrived. The ticket, complete with dessert and a bottle of wine came to just over a hundred dollars.
 
       I had never enjoyed a stake-out like this when I was a cop. There were definitely some advantages being on the dark side.
 
       At six, the phone rang.
 
       “Mr. Cavendish? Andrew Pitts here. I spoke with the collector and he’s reluctant to part with the Benton. He’s turned down a previous offer of fifty thousand.”
 
       “Pity,” Kevin replied. “I had my heart set on that oil. Do you think he would consider an offer of sixty?”
 
       “All I can do is ask, Mr. Cavendish. I’ll do my best.”
 
       “Thank you. I’ll be waiting for your call.”
 
       “Greedy son-of-a-bitch,” Kevin mumbled, hanging up the receiver. “He knew he had a patsy, so he’s going for the gold. Oh well, it’s that same greed that’s going to be his downfall.”
 
       Fifteen minutes later, the phone rang again.
 
       “Cavendish here.”
 
       “Congratulations, Mr. Cavendish. Looks like you are going to be the proud owner of a Thomas Hart Benton oil. The collector accepted your offer.”
 
       “Splendid! But as I mentioned earlier, I must have the piece authenticated. Can you bring it by the hotel?”
 
       “I believe I can arrange that.”
 
       “Excellent. I’ll make a call to my art expert. Can you be here by eight?”
 
       “That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll see you then.”
 
       I called Suzanne. “We’re on. He’ll be here at eight.”
 
       “Great! So will we.”
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       At seven-thirty, Suzanne arrived with Detective Derek Blaylock.
 
       Ox and I had worked many cases with Blaylock and he was constantly amazed that a couple of grunt cops seemed to always be up to their ears in the most bizarre cases.
 
       “I thought I’d seen the last of you when you retired. Apparently not.”
 
       Then, he spotted Kevin. “You, too! How can I be so lucky?”
 
       “Lucky!” Kevin replied. “That’s the operative word. In a half hour, we’re going to deliver an art thief right into your hands. It’s the easiest collar you’ll ever make.”
 
       “Yeah, right. So how are we gonna play this?”
 
       “We’ve got audio equipment set up in the next room, number 407. You and Ms. Romero can wait there, listen to our conversation, record it, and when he delivers the painting, come on in and cuff him. It’s that simple.”
 
       At precisely eight o’clock, there was a knock on the door.
 
       Kevin opened the door and Andrew Pitts entered carrying the painting in a protective cardboard container.
 
       Pitts gave me the once-over.
 
       “And who might this be?”
 
       “This is Archibald Williams, my art expert.”
 
       “I don’t recognize the name,” Pitts said, extending his hand. “I thought I knew most of the art experts in the city.”
 
       “Oh, my goodness no,” Kevin replied. “He’s not from Kansas City. I brought him with me from Boston. I could never trust a stranger on a matter such as this.”
 
       I had to admire Kevin. He could spit out a lie on a moment’s notice. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to do that.
 
       “Well, let’s see it,” Kevin said, rubbing his hands. “I’ve been waiting so long for a Benton.”
 
       Pitts carefully unwrapped the painting. 
 
       When it was fully exposed, Kevin examined it closely.
 
       “Yes, that’s definitely it, the Construction Workers oil.”
 
       That was the signal Blaylock had been waiting for. 
 
       He entered the room with his badge in one hand and the other hand on the butt of his gun.
 
       “Andrew Pitts, you’re under arrest. Put your hands behind your back.”
 
       The expression on Pitt’s face was priceless.
 
       He had nearly gotten away with the perfect crime, but his greed and a skillfully concocted plan by two senior citizen gumshoes had done him in.
 
       After Blaylock cuffed Pitts and read him his rights, Kevin gave him a smile. “Told you this would be the easiest collar you’ve ever made.”
 
       Blaylock just shook his head in bewilderment as he marched Pitts out the door.
 
       “Great work,” Suzanne said. “I thank you, and my client, Jason Knight thanks you. Just send me your itemized bill.”
 
       “It was as pleasure working with you, as always.” I said, shaking her hand. “If there’s ---.”
 
       “Absolutely! If I ever need two, over-the-hill investigators, you’ll be my first call. In fact, I might even spread the word to my colleagues that the two of you are pretty darn good.”
 
       When she was gone, I turned to Kevin. “Archibald? Really?”
 
       He just grinned and gave me a wink.
 
       I was elated.
 
       Justice had been served, and I felt that my moral integrity was still intact.
 
       Maybe setting up shop on the dark side wouldn’t be so bad after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
       By mid-week, I had filled out all the forms and paid my fees. As far as the city of Kansas City was concerned, I was a legitimate licensed private investigator
 
       The next step was to meet with Brian Godfrey, the attorney Suzanne had recommended, to finalize the paperwork that would set up my professional corporation. That was going to cost a small fortune, so I figured before I took that final step I should talk things over with the important people in my life.
 
       I already had the conversation with Maggie and she was still on board. So far, I had worked four cases and only left my car once, and that was to enjoy a gourmet meal in a fancy hotel room. There had been no bullets, no gang bangers and thankfully, no threats on my life, plus, I had been rewarded handsomely for all four gigs.
 
       I ordered pizza and summoned the usual crowd, Mary, Willie, Dad, Bernice, Jerry, the Professor, Kevin and Veronica.
 
       They sat in awe as I shared a few details about the four cases that led up to my decision to become a professional sleuth.
 
       Dad was the first to speak. “Hot damn! My son --- a shamus! First a cop and now a dick! I couldn’t be more proud.”
 
       “So are you going to get one of those funny hats and a pipe like Sherlock Holmes?” Bernice asked. “I always thought he was kind of sexy.”
 
       “No, probably not. That would be a dead giveaway and we private eyes like to stay in the background out of sight.”
 
       “Sure, I get it,” she replied nodding. “Hush hush stuff.”
 
       “Have you decided on a name for your new company?” Mary asked.
 
       Actually, I hadn’t given it a thought.
 
       “Is Kevin going to be working with you?” Jerry asked.
 
       I nodded and I could see the wheels turning in his head.
 
       “Hmmm, two really old guys as private detectives --- I’ve got it! Private Investigative Services by Seniors! It’s perfect.”
 
       Everyone let the name sink in for a moment.
 
       Finally, Bernice scrunched her nose in bewilderment. “But that spells P.I.S.S.!”
 
       “Of course it does,” he replied. “Think about it. His group at the police department was the City Retiree Action Patrol, C.R.A.P., so if he can have C.R.A.P., why not P.I.S.S.?
 
       “Just think about the advertising possibilities. ‘Got a problem? Get P.I.S.S. on it!’ or ‘Walt Williams and his P.I.S.S. can solve any problem!’”
 
       “Enough!” I said, holding up my hands. “I think we’ll pass on your P.I.S.S., but I do need a name before I meet with the attorney tomorrow.”
 
       “And a logo,” Maggie added. “You need a logo. Something catchy that people will remember, like McDonald’s Golden Arches or Target’s bull’s eye.”
 
       “I have an idea,” Veronica said, “but I need a pencil and paper.”
 
       With pencil and paper in hand, she began sketching, and moments later she presented her work.
 
       We all gathered ‘round to see what she had created. 
 
       On the pad, she had drawn a logo and a model for a business card. It was beautiful.
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       “Amazing!” Dad muttered. “I had no idea you had that kind of talent.”
 
       “I’m not just a pretty face, you know,” she replied, blushing.
 
       “You got that right,” Dad said, staring at her ample cleavage.
 
       Bernice punched him in the arm.
 
       “I love it!” I gushed. “What do the rest of you think? Maggie? Kevin?”
 
       “It’s perfect,” Maggie said, putting her arm around me.
 
       Kevin nodded, beaming with pride. 
 
       “Then that settles it. Walt Williams Investigations. W.W. I.”
 
       The Professor had been quiet up to that point. I could see the concern on his face.
 
       “Something wrong, Professor?”
 
       “Five years ago, you came to me saying you wanted to be a cop. I encouraged you to take the first step on that incredible journey. You succeeded beyond everyone’s expectations. Now, you are about to embark on a journey of a different kind. I just hope you know what you’re getting into and are up to the challenge.”
 
       “I suppose you’re talking about the difference between what I was doing as an officer compared to what I’ll be doing as a private investigator --- the light versus the dark side of justice.”
 
       The Professor smiled. “Ahhh, yes, the dark side. I see you’ve given this some thought. The contrast between the two is quite evident in the Star Wars saga.
 
       “The light side is characterized by honesty, compassion, mercy and self-sacrifice, while the dark side draws its power from anger, rage, hatred, fear and aggression.
 
       “The Jedi Master, Tolaris Shim, outlined the four stages of the dark side, Temptation, Imperilment, Submission and Redemption. More than one Jedi knight seeking justice fell victim to the Temptation and crossed the line.”
 
       “I’m surprised that a professor of philosophy is so well versed in a fictional film series.”
 
       “A wise man recognizes truth wherever he finds it. It might be in the writings of an ancient philosopher or a modern day poet, or even in the fictional lore of a galaxy far, far away.”
 
       “I appreciate your concern, but I’m not a Jedi Knight and I certainly have no intentions of becoming Darth Vader.”
 
       “Just a word of caution. Tolaris Shim counseled many knights with good intentions. Her words to them were, ‘To those of you who believe that you are immune to any of these stages, I say you are already victim to the dark side’s seductive tendrils, and urge you to listen as you have never listened before.’ Wise words indeed.”
 
       “Wow, this is getting heavy,” Jerry said. “Speaking of Star Wars stuff, do you know why Ducktape is like the Force? It has a dark side and a light side and it binds the galaxy together.”
 
       “Cut the crap, Jerry,” Dad interjected “What I want to know is how Kevin is going to fit into this new operation. He’s actually the one with the P.I. experience.”
 
       “I’m just along for the ride,” Kevin replied. “This is Walt’s gig. He’s the cop with two Medals of Honor and the guy who saved the president’s ass from an assassin. That’s the kind of reputation that will attract new clients.
 
       “Every hero needs a sidekick. Roy Rogers had Gabby Hayes, Gene Autry had Smiley Burnette, Matt Dillon had Chester. That’s me. I’ll just be happy to be Tonto to his Lone Ranger.”
 
       “I’m certainly no hero,” I replied, “and Kevin is no sidekick. We’re partners, just like Ox and I were partners on the police force. It’s just a force of different kind.”
 
       “Well, I’m proud of you both,” Dad said smiling. “Good luck and may the Force, whatever the hell that is, be with you!”
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       The gang had left and I was going over the corporate paperwork Brian Godfrey had given me when the phone rang.
 
       “Walt, it’s Ox and I’m in trouble.”
 
       “Hi partner. What kind of trouble?”
 
       “It’s Amanda. She’s gone!”
 
       “What do you mean, ‘gone?’ Did she quit?”
 
       “No, no, nothing like that. She was abducted --- right out of our cruiser, and it’s all my fault.”
 
       “Okay, just slow down and tell me what happened.”
 
       “We stopped at Dunkin’ Donuts --- I had a coupon --- buy six, get six free. Anyway, I went into the store and left Amanda alone in the cruiser. When I came out, she was gone. A witness said that a green Chevy van pulled up and two black men in hoodies jumped out, pulled Amanda out of the cruiser and threw her into the van.”
 
       “Holy crap! That’s horrible! I assume you called it in.”
 
       “Of course I did. In a matter of minutes, half the department was here. Remember, Amanda is the daughter of the Police Commissioner. There’s a BOLO out on the van, but so far, no luck. Walt, I’m in deep doo doo. This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been in that stupid donut shop, this wouldn’t have happened.”
 
       “Don’t blame yourself. I’m guessing these are the same guys who killed Vince, blew up the cruiser and shot up the hotel. If they were really after Amanda, they would have gotten to her one way or another.”
 
       “Maybe so, but it happened on my watch. I just feel terrible.”
 
       “What can I do to help?”
 
       “Here’s the thing, if these are the same thugs, I hate to think what they have in mind for a young, pretty, white police officer. If we don’t find her fast, the poor girl will be scarred for the rest of her life --- if they let her live. I can’t imagine them letting someone go who could identify them.
 
       “The problem is that we haven’t been able to identify any of these creeps. If we just had a name, at least we’d have a place to start.
 
       “I know you and Willie have some contacts on the street. I was hoping maybe you could reach out to them and see if they have any idea who is behind this vendetta against the police department.”
 
       “Absolutely! We’ll do everything we can to help. If I get anything, I’ll call you.”
 
       “Thanks, Walt. You’re the best.”
 
       I hung up and headed to Willie’s apartment.
 
       “What’s up, Mr. Walt? You look all flustercated.”
 
       “I have to talk to Louie. Can you reach him?”
 
       “I heard he’s workin’ a big fish, an’ if dat’s true, he ain’t answerin’ no phone. Why you need him?”
 
        Hearing my explanation, he grabbed his jacket. “If all dat’s true, we betta hurry. I think I know where Louie is hangin’.”
 
       Louie the Lip was an old friend from Willie’s days as a street hustler. Willie gave up the life when he went to work for me, but Louie continued to ply his trade as a con man extraordinaire. While he operated on the shady side of the law, he was certainly not a thug like the gang bangers that had abducted Amanda. If fact, during my five years in the department, he had become a good friend and served as my unofficial confidential informant. He hated the violence and brutality of the younger generation as much as we did.
 
       We found him at a seedy bar and grill on Independence Avenue
 
       He was seated with a man at a table at the back of the room. When he saw us enter the bar, he gave his head an imperceptible shake. 
 
       “Dat’s Louie’s mark,” Willie said, directing me to a table out of the man’s line of sight. “We’ll just chill ‘till Louie finishes his business.”
 
       We ordered a couple of Cokes and watched the master at work.
 
       I couldn’t hear the conversation, but Louie’s gestures and facial expressions had all the fervor of a TV evangelist. Finally, the mark nodded his head and extended his hand. Evidently, Louie had closed the deal.
 
       After the mark was safely out the door, Louie joined us. He and Willie did the shoulder bump, hand slap thing that cool guys do.
 
       “Hey, Mr. Walt,” he said, grabbing my hand, “glad to see you’re still above the ground. I hear you’ve had some close calls lately. Took one in the ass. Bet that hurt.”
 
       “Actually, Louie, that’s why we’re here. Do you have any ideas about who it was that put a new dimple in my butt cheek?” 
 
       “I might, but you ain’t gonna like it.”
 
       “It’s really important. We think this vendetta against the department, my getting shot, Vince Spaulding’s death, all of it, is the work of one person or gang, and now we’ve got a new situation, Ox’s new partner, Amanda Parrish, was abducted this morning.”
 
       He gave a low whistle. “Parrish? Ain’t that the commissioner’s young’un?”
 
       I nodded.
 
       “Shit! If it’s who I think it is, that little gal has about as much chance as a fart in a whirlwind.”
 
       “Who? Give me a name.”
 
       “DeMarcus Tweedy. You shot his cousin, Rashan at that Bodega, and when Rashan’s brother, Deandre came after you, the cops gunned him down. I hear he’s lookin’ to even the score, and any cop will do just fine.”
 
       “Another Tweedy? How many Tweedies are out there?”
 
       “A whole bunch. When you don’t have a job, that leaves a lot of time at home to procreate.”
 
       “Do you have a clue where he might have taken Amanda?”
 
       “Maybe. I hear his family owns an old house over on St. John. Used to belong to a bootlegger back in the prohibition days. I heard they bought it cause it had some kind of tunnel in the basement that the bootleggers used when the revenuers came callin’. Probably figured it would come in handy, given their line of work.”
 
       “Got an address?”
 
       His huge bottom lip curled into a smile. “Does a fat dog fart?”
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       I called Ox and shared our conversation with Louie. I gave him the address and headed to St. John.
 
       By the time I arrived, the street was swarming with cops.
 
       I had a lump in my throat as I watched my friends from the precinct spread out and surround the house. 
 
       I had been part of many such operations and I wanted to be part of this one, but I knew it just wasn’t possible. I wasn’t a cop anymore and I would just be in the way.
 
        “Dere’s an alley dat runs behind dese houses,” Willie said. “Let’s go back dere an’ check things out.”
 
       I circled the block and approached the back of the property from the alley. I could see that blue uniforms had covered every door and window of the old two-story, and any minute they would be breaching the front entrance with a battering ram.
 
       It was a deep lot, and at the back of the property, adjacent to the alley, was an old carriage house. 
 
       I remembered Louie’s comment about an escape tunnel that ran from the basement of the main house. The tunnel had to come out somewhere and the old carriage house looked like as good a place as any.
 
       I parked and pointed to the carriage house.
 
       Willie nodded.
 
       We quietly slipped out of the car, and as we approached, we heard the squeal of rusty hinges and a wooden door being thrown open.
 
       I ducked behind an old oak tree and Willie squatted behind a rusty fifty-gallon trash barrel.
 
       I pulled my revolver from its holster, crouched at the base of the tree and watched the carriage door that opened into the alley.
 
       A moment later, the door swung open and a hooded figure stuck his head out, looking down the alley in both directions.
 
       Seeing no one, he ducked back in the carriage house and emerged a moment later pushing a bound and gagged Amanda Parrish.
 
       She struggled to break free from his grip. In the struggle, the hood slipped off his head, and I could see the pure evil in his eyes as he smashed his fist into the side of her head. 
 
       She fell at his feet, and as he kneeled down to drag her upright, his back side was fully exposed to me.
 
       I felt the rage building in me as I watched his cowardly blow and saw the blood gushing from the poor girl’s nose.
 
       I hated DeMarcus Tweedy and everything he represented. 
 
       I pointed my revolver at his back, knowing that one shot would likely put an end to the vendetta that had terrorized so many people. One shot, and the thug would be dead. It would be a good shoot and I would likely be labeled a hero.
 
       I started to squeeze the trigger and I remembered the Professor’s admonition that acts which originate out of anger, rage and hatred draw men to the dark side.
 
       Tweedy shook her and slapped her again and the temptation to fire was overwhelming.
 
       Temptation, the first of the four stages of crossing the line.
 
       I took a deep breath and tried to remember what the professor said about the light side --- that compassion and mercy should dictate one’s actions.
 
       As hard as I tried, I could not find an ounce of either in my heart, and I desperately wanted to kill the brute in cold blood, but deep inside, I knew it just wasn’t right.
 
       I also remembered the storm that swept the city when Ox shot Tyrell Jackson and I shot Rashan Tweedy. Both were justified and had saved lives, but that didn’t seem to matter. Two black men had been gunned down by two white cops. I knew what I wanted to do, but I knew what I had to do.
 
       I stepped from behind the tree. “Let her go, Tweedy. It’s over.”
 
       “The hell it is,” he said, pulling his automatic from his waistband.
 
       I ducked back behind the tree and bark splintered above my head.
 
       I tried to get off a shot, but each time I peeked around the trunk, he fired another volley. I was pinned down and helpless.
 
       Suddenly, a voice boomed across the yard. “Police! Put down yo’ gun o’ you is a dead man! You is surrounded!”
 
       The new voice distracted Tweedy. As he turned toward it, Amanda stomped on his instep and butted him with her head.
 
       “Bitch!” he muttered, pushing her to the ground.
 
       In the confusion, I was able to step from behind the tree and get a bead on him.
 
       “Drop the gun. Don’t make me shoot!”
 
       He whirled to fire, but I fired first, hitting him in the arm.
 
       The gun went flying, and seeing he was unarmed, Tweedy took off running, holding his arm.
 
       By the time I got to Amanda, he was long gone.
 
       I pulled the tape off of her mouth and untied her hands.
 
       “Are you okay?”
 
       “I --- I think so. Thank you, Walt. Ox has told me so many crazy stories about you. I thought he was just pulling my leg, but he wasn’t. You saved my life.”
 
       Just then Willie strolled up. 
 
       “Police! You’re surrounded! Impersonating a cop! That was quite a bluff.”
 
       “Yeah, maybe, but Tweedy didn’ know it was. Worked didn’ it?”
 
       It did this time, but knowing that the creep was still in the wind gave me an uneasy feeling. If I had given in to temptation, this nightmare would be over.
 
       I had resisted crossing over to the dark side, but I couldn’t help wondering if I had made the right choice.
 
       Only time would tell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
       Thankfully, Amanda Parrish wasn’t seriously injured. 
 
       I was impressed with the way she had attacked Tweedy when the bullets started flying. After seeing her in action twice, I felt confident that Ox was in good hands with his new partner.
 
       Imagine the looks of surprise when the boys in blue discovered that Amanda had been rescued by two seventy-year-old civilians. 
 
       A day after the incident reports were logged in, I received a call from Abe Parrish thanking Willie and me for our heroics. It’s always nice to get an ‘atta boy’ from the Police Commissioner, but the thing that meant the most to me was the hug and the ‘thanks, Partner’ from Ox.
 
       The first few days of my retirement had been a real drag. I had been bored and listless and wondering if I had made the right choice in giving up my badge. 
 
       My new P.I. business was just the tonic I needed to reinforce the notion that I still could make a worthwhile contribution and give Lady Justice a helping hand.
 
       My first case, compliments of Suzanne Romero, had been a success and given me the confidence that I was on the right track.
 
       However, it wasn’t long before I discovered that there was a big difference between my days on the force and my new business venture. When I was a cop, I would simply report to the precinct every day, Ox and I would hit the streets and before the day was over we’d be knee deep in some kind of case. 
 
       A week had passed since our run in with Demarcus Tweedy and I was hoping that our involvement in Amanda’s rescue would encourage people to seek the services of a geriatric private eye, but it just wasn’t happening.
 
       Doubts about the viability of my new career were starting to creep in when the phone rang.
 
       “Is this Walt Williams, the private investigator?”
 
       The call I had been anxiously awaiting took me by surprise. “Uhhh, yes. This is Walt Williams. How may I help you?”
 
       “My name is Dr. Elizabeth Crane and I think someone’s stalking me. I need your help.”
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       After setting an appointment with Dr. Crane, my first call was to Kevin, making sure he was available to meet our new client. He was, and arrived a full hour before our scheduled meeting.
 
       Our office, such as it was, was in my apartment. When Maggie and I were married, we converted the whole top floor of my building into a two bedroom unit with an office where Maggie performed her real estate duties. Since we had no idea how successful my new P.I. business would be, it seemed foolish to start out with the overhead of rental office space, so Maggie agreed to share. It didn’t exactly project an image of professionalism, but it was a start.
 
       Dr. Crane was right on time.
 
       I was surprised to see that she was about my age. She wore a grey pant suit that was almost a match to her naturally grey hair that was tied in a bun on the back of her head. She had an air of professionalism, but the laugh lines around her eyes and mouth were a tell-tale sign that she had a lighter side.
 
       I made the introductions and she handed me her card. It read, ‘Elizabeth Crane, MD, Cardiologist, Mid America Heart Institute.’
 
       When we were seated, I got right to the point. “How can we help you Dr. Crane?”
 
       “Actually, I almost called and cancelled our appointment. I feel rather foolish. I just have the feeling that someone is following me --- that I’m being watched. I haven’t actually seen anyone --- it’s just a gut feeling.”
 
       “Have you talked to the police?” I asked.
 
       “I have, and that’s why I’m here. The officer I spoke with was kind enough, but he pointed out that unless someone had actually threated or assaulted me, there was nothing they could do. That’s when he told me I should see you. I understand you’re a retired policeman.”
 
       “Yes, Ma’am. Five years on the force, and my partner has thirty years as a private investigator. Do you mind if I ask you some personal questions? It might give us an idea as to why someone would be stalking you.”
 
       “Certainly. What would you like to know?”
 
       “Let’s start with your family. Are you married?”
 
       “I was. My husband passed away three years ago. We were both cardiologists and had our own practice, but when Arthur died I sold out and joined the Mid America Heart Institute. I’m just turning seventy and I only want to work a few days a week. Being one of a couple of dozen cardiologists in our office lets me do just that.”
 
       “Let’s talk about your work,” I said, examining her card. “What exactly did you and your husband do?”
 
       “I was the diagnostician and case manager for our office and my husband was the surgeon.”
 
       “So you and your husband actually performed open heart surgery in your practice?”
 
       “Yes, Arthur was an excellent surgeon. Angioplasty, bypasses, valve replacements and repair --- he could do it all.”
 
       Kevin could see where I was going. “I’m sure it was quite rewarding, saving and prolonging lives, but I’m guessing that not everyone could be saved.”
 
       Dr. Crane could see where this was going as well. “Unfortunately, no, Mr. McBride, but I can assure you that I’m not being stalked by the relative of some patient that lost a loved one.”
 
       “How can you be so sure?”
 
       “That’s just not how it works. If I had botched a diagnosis or Arthur had botched a procedure, the first thing a grieving relative would do would be to sue for millions for malpractice. They would exact their revenge in the courtroom.”
 
       “Did that ever happen to you?”
 
       “Never!”
 
       “Okay then,” I interjected. “Let’s move on. What about the rest of your family? Do you have children?”
 
       “No, career always came first for both of us. My parents are both deceased. I had one brother. He is deceased as well, but we were never close. He had two sons, but I’ve never even met one of them. I don’t even know where they live. Sorry, I know I’m not being much help.”
 
       “Can you think of ANY other reason why someone would be stalking you?”
 
       “I really can’t.” She started to get up. “I knew this would be a waste of time. I shouldn’t have come.”
 
       “Hold on just a moment,” Kevin said. “I’ve been doing this a long time and I’ve learned one thing --- nine times out of ten, if a person, especially a woman, feels like they’re being followed, it’s probably true. We just don’t know the ‘who’ or the ‘why’ yet. That’s where we come in.”
 
       “What can you do?” she asked, perplexed.
 
       “We can follow you too. If someone’s stalking you, we’ll find them. ‘Stalking the stalkers’ so to speak. Let’s give it a week. If we don’t come up with anything, you can chalk it up to imagination. But if you’re really being followed, you need to know.”
 
       She thought for a moment. “What do you need?”
 
       “Your daily schedule,” Kevin replied. “You can text it to us every morning before you leave your house. Give us a ‘heads up’ if you deviate whatsoever. Wherever you go, we’ll go, but you’ll never know we’re there.”
 
       “All right then, one week.”
 
       We negotiated our fee and signed a contract for our services.
 
       Kevin and Walt, the geriatric gumshoes, had a real paying client and were ready to kick ass.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
       Surveillance is a mind-numbing chore.
 
       After two eight-hour days in the car my butt was getting bedsores.
 
       “How could you do this for thirty years?” I asked Kevin as we waited outside the gated community where Elizabeth Crane lived.
 
       “Nobody said it would be glamorous,” Kevin replied. “If you plan to do this very long you might want to buy some stock in Preparation H.”
 
       “Very funny.”
 
       Just then, the big iron gate swung open and Dr. Crane’s BMW pulled out into the street. She looked around, hoping to spot us, but Kevin knew just where to park so we wouldn’t be seen.
 
       I checked her daily schedule. “She’s heading to her office, then has lunch with a colleague at eleven-thirty.”
 
       We knew the route to her office so Kevin stayed a good two blocks behind her.
 
       Suddenly, a black Chevy van, pitted with rust spots and dents, pulled out of a side street and fell in behind the doctor.
 
       “Whoa, that piece of crap certainly doesn’t belong in this neighborhood,” Kevin said.
 
       “Maybe it’s a gardener or a repairman,” I replied.
 
       “Maybe, maybe not. We’ll know soon enough.”
 
       We dropped back another block and followed the van into the medical center parking lot.
 
       It idled long enough to see the doctor lock her Beemer and enter the building. As soon as she was inside, it pulled out of the lot and headed back along the route we had just traveled.
 
       “Dollars to donuts they’re going back to her place. They wanted to make sure she was away from home. Bet you a buck they’re going back to case the place.”
 
       Kevin was right. The van slowed down in front of the big iron gate. 
 
       It was obvious that the folks living inside took their security seriously. The doctor had a control similar to a garage door opener that activated the gate. Two surveillance cameras were perched atop the brick and stone structures that held the gate. A ten foot high brick wall circled the two block perimeter of the compound that held eight houses on estate sized lots.
 
       The van pulled away and circled the blocks surrounding the walled compound. The houses bordering the compound were as elegant as the ones inside, and from what we could see, each one had security cameras as well. 
 
       “If they’re planning to break in, it can be done, but it won’t be easy,” Kevin observed. “There,” he said, pointing to a vacant lot. “That’s the weak point. No house, no cameras. They can get to the brick wall unobserved, then it’s just a matter of scaling the wall. They could do it with ropes and grappling hooks if they’re any good.”
 
       After completing the circle around the neighborhood, the van headed toward downtown.
 
       “Might as well tail ‘em,” Kevin said. “Let’s see where they lite.”
 
       Twenty minutes later, they pulled up in front of a brick six-plex on Linwood just a few blocks from my Three Trails Hotel.
 
       We watched as two middle-aged guys parked and went inside.
 
       “Let’s see who we’re dealing with Kevin said, grabbing a tablet and a pen.
 
       We entered the foyer of the building and Kevin started writing names from the six mailboxes built into the wall.
 
       “Time for a pow-pow with the good doctor. Let’s see if any of these names ring a bell.”
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       Dr. Crane met us in the lobby of her office building after lunch.
 
       “It wasn’t your imagination, Doctor,” I said. “You were definitely being followed. I have a list of names here. Look them over and see if you recognize any of them.”
 
       The doctor took the list and a moment later her mouth dropped open.
 
       “These two,” she said pointing. “Billy Bob and Oren Thrasher. They’re my nephews --- my brother’s boys. Why in the world would they be following me? We may not know each other, but we’re still family. Why wouldn’t they just come up and introduce themselves?”
 
       “Good question,” I replied. “You said you weren’t close with your brother. Why was that?”
 
       “It’s complicated,” she said, thinking back to her childhood. “I was two years older than Gabriel. I was Mom’s little girl and Gabe was Dad’s pride and joy. Dad paid very little attention to me. I studied hard, got good grades and stayed out of trouble. Gabe was just the opposite. He fell in with the wrong crowd and Dad was always bailing him out of trouble. When Dad died, Gabe took off and it was just Mom and me until I went away to college.”
 
       “When was the last time you saw your brother?”
 
       “At Mom’s funeral. He showed up and we went through Mom’s things together. He was living in his car at the time and just took a few boxes of old letters and family photos. I made arrangements to have everything else put in storage at one of those rental places. It’s all still there. I should have gone through it all years ago but we had our practice and well, the time was just never right.”
 
       “Well, something has definitely brought your nephews out of the woodwork,” Kevin replied. “Do you mind if we sniff around and see what we can find?”
 
       “Please do.”
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       We were parked on Linwood a block from the brick six-plex when we saw the Thrasher brothers exit the building and climb inside the van. When they pulled away from the curb, Kevin followed.
 
       On Troost Avenue, they pulled into the parking lot of The Acme Cleaning Company. Kevin cruised by just as they exited the vehicle. They were both wearing coveralls with Acme Cleaning Company stenciled on the back.
 
       “Great!” Kevin said, circling the block and heading back to the six-plex. “Now we can get to work.”
 
       “Exactly what do you have in mind?” I asked.
 
       “With both of them at work, we’ll have plenty of time to check out their apartment. Maybe we’ll find something that will tell us why they’re stalking the good doctor.”
 
       “You mean break into their place?”
 
       “Relax. I’m not going to break anything,” he said, pulling a lock-pick set out of his coat pocket. “Their apartment is the logical place to start --- unless you have a better idea.”
 
       This was the part of the P.I. business I had been dreading. As a cop, I couldn’t go near a suspect’s residence without a warrant. I had seen Suzanne Romero get too much evidence tossed out of court for exactly this kind of thing.
 
       Alarm bells started going off in my head as I remembered the Professor’s admonition about crossing the line to the dark side. Kevin and I were about to unlawfully enter an apartment. Was this just good investigative work or something more sinister?
 
       “Well,” Kevin said, jarring me out of my reverie. “Any better ideas?”
 
       “No, I guess not,” I replied truthfully. It did seem like the logical place to start.
 
       We parked a block away from the building and strolled innocently to the sidewalk leading into the six-plex. Seeing no one close by, Kevin motioned toward the front door.
 
       Once inside, we checked the mailbox again and saw that the Thrasher brothers occupied Apartment 4 on the second floor.
 
       Kevin knocked twice and getting no response, whipped out his lock picks. In less than a minute I heard the ‘click’ and we were inside.
 
       As much as I hated what we were doing, I had to admire the skill of my brother-in-law. I couldn’t help wondering how many locks he had picked in his thirty years as a P.I.
 
       After seeing the Thrasher’s beat-up van, I fully expected their apartment to be equally trashy, but it wasn’t. It was actually quite neat for a couple of single guys. At least we assumed they were single. There were no other names on the mailbox, and at first glance, there were no frilly things to suggest that members of the fairer sex lived there.
 
       The floor plan was simple, eat-in kitchen, living room, and two bedrooms with a ‘jack & jill’ bath in between.
 
       “You take the kitchen and living room and I’ll take the two bedrooms,” Kevin said.
 
       I started in the kitchen.
 
       The refrigerator held a carton of milk, a carton of orange juice, and a package of cold cuts. In the cabinet were two boxes of cereal, a loaf of bread and several cans of soup. It looked very much like my kitchen during my bachelor years.
 
      Seeing nothing of interest, I had just started going through the pile of stuff on the living room end table when I heard Kevin mutter, “HOLY CRAP!”
 
       A moment later, he came into the living room grinning like the Cheshire cat and carrying a very worn book.
 
       “This is what we came for,” he said, holding up the book. “Motive wrapped in a big red bow.”
 
       I saw the inscription on the cover, ‘The Diary of Chloe Fisher.’
 
       “Here, read a few pages,” he said, handing me the diary, open to a passage he had found.
 
       I read a few pages and soon, like Kevin, I was muttering “Holy Crap!”
 
       Kevin grabbed the book and tucked it under his arm. “Let’s get out of here. We’ve got what we need.”
 
       I was shocked. “We can’t just take this thing!”
 
       He looked at me like I had lost my mind. “Really! Why not? We work for Dr. Crane. Don’t you think she needs to see this? If it were you, wouldn’t you want to see it?”
 
       He was right, of course, but I was having great difficulty getting around the fact that in less than an hour I had been guilty of breaking and entering and now burglary.
 
      As we headed to our car, the words from the Eddie and the Cruisers tune kept running through my mind.
 
       You slip to the dark side
 
       Across that line.
 
       On the dark side, oh yeah.
 
       On the dark side, oh yeah.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
       We spent the rest of the day pouring through Chloe Fisher’s diary. It read like a John Steinbeck novel. I was certain that Dr. Crane had no clue as to her family’s early history. She was in for a big surprise.
 
       There was so much information in the diary, we debated on exactly how we should approach the doctor.
 
       In the end, we decided to just present the part that related to her current situation, her being stalked by the Thrasher brothers. There would be plenty of time later for her to digest the rest of Chloe Fisher’s story.
 
       We made arrangements to meet with her in her home that evening. We felt it would be easier for her to hear what we had found in comfortable and familiar surroundings.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
       Dr. Crane’s home, while elegant and certainly pricy, was not ostentatious. It was obvious that she and her husband had done well with their medical practice.
 
       She greeted us warmly and led us to a family room where a fire crackled in the hearth. When we were comfortably seated, she offered a plate of cookies and tea from a silver service.
 
       I was actually too nervous to eat, but since she had gone to so much trouble, I accepted. I bit into the cookie and it literally melted in my mouth. It was a far cry from the Nestles chocolate chip cookies that Maggie and I slice off the dough roll and plop in the oven. Kevin and I each ate three before we got down to business.
 
       “So what have the two of you found that is so important,” she asked, placing the cookie tray just out of our reach.
 
       “Before we get started,” I began, “I just want to let you know that we will most likely be telling you things about your family that you might not have been aware of.”
 
       “Look, Mr. Williams.”
 
       “Please, call me Walt.”
 
       “Very well. Walt, Kevin, I’m nearly seventy and I’ve seen and done a great deal in my life. What you see around you here are just things and they in no way reflect the person I am. I’m quite aware of my humble beginnings and I seriously doubt there is anything you could tell me about my family that would shock or trouble me.”
 
       “I certainly hope that’s true because there’s lots to tell. I’m sure you’re familiar with the name Chloe Fisher.”
 
       “Of course. It’s my mother’s maiden name. I haven’t heard it for years.”
 
       “Well, we have her diary,” I said, holding up the worn book.
 
       I saw the shocked look on her face. “I’ve never seen that before --- never knew it existed. Where did you get it?”
 
       “From your nephews, Billy Bob and Oren Thrasher.”
 
       “They gave it to you?”
 
       “Well, not exactly. It’s probably better that you don’t know the details.”
 
       “I think I understand, but where would they have gotten it?”
 
       “The best we can figure,” Kevin said, “is that when your mother passed, you met with your brother and he took several boxes of photos and family mementos. The diary was probably in one of those boxes.”
 
       “So did you find something in the diary that would explain why my nephews are stalking me?”
 
       I nodded.
 
       “So tell me!”
 
       “It’s complicated, so we thought the best way for you to understand would be to give you some background about your mother’s early life, then let you read her story for yourself.”
 
       She settled back in her chair. “Let’s hear it.”
 
       “By the time your mother was eighteen, she was pretty much on her own. She took a position as a live-in housekeeper with one of Kansas City’s wealthy families. Angus Tyler had amassed a fortune in the railroad business and was living high on the hog.
 
       “According to the diary, she became friends with a young black man by the name of Nate Jackson who was Tyler’s groundskeeper. Apparently she would sneak sandwiches from the kitchen and share them with young Nate on their lunch breaks.
 
       “With that in mind, I think you should read the next chapter in your mother’s own words.”
 
       I handed her the open diary. “Begin reading with the December 1st entry.”
 
       She slipped on a pair of reading glasses and took the book.
 
       December 1, 1943. Mrs. Tyler and the kids left today to visit her sister in St. Louis. I hate being alone with Mr. Tyler. When his wife is not around, he says things to me he shouldn’t be saying and sometimes he tries to touch me. Today, he followed me into the kid’s bedroom and I don’t know what he would have done if the doorbell hadn’t rung.
 
       Elizabeth Crane looked away and I could see a tear glistening in her eye.
 
       December 2, 1943. What happened today changed my life forever. Like he done the day before, Mr. Tyler followed me into his bedroom while I was tidying things up, only this time there wasn’t any knock at the door to stop him. He grabbed me and threw me on the bed. I knew what he was planning to do and I fought him with everything I had, but he was just too strong. I was screaming as loud as I could. He had my arms pinned with his knees and was unbuttoning my blouse when Nate comes busting through the door carrying one of his shovels. He must have heard my screams. When he saw what Mr. Tyler was doing to me, he swung his shovel and I heard the crunch as it hit the back of Mr. Tyler’s head. He rolled off of me and onto the floor. There was blood everywhere and I could see from the blank look in his eyes that he was dead.
 
      Dr. Crane gasped, “Oh my God. I had no idea. She never talked about any of this. It’s horrible.”
 
       “If you think that’s bad --- well, it gets worse.”
 
       “How could it possibly?”
 
       I just shrugged
 
       She continued reading.
 
       Nate helped me up and when he saw that Mr. Tyler was dead, he told me that we couldn’t stay. We’d have to run. I said, “How can we run? We don’t have any money and no place to go.” And he said, “Then we’ll just have to get some.” Nate grabbed a silver-plated revolver that Mr. Tyler kept in his nightstand and pulled me toward the door. We got in his old pick-up truck and Nate drove to the Wells Fargo office and parked in the alley next to it. He told me to wait and he’d be right back. A few minutes later, he came back carrying a sack filled with money. He took off and drove as fast as the old truck would go. While we was driving, he told me to divide the money into equal shares. I did what he asked and counted out two stacks of bills worth twenty-five thousand each. I never thought I’d see that much money as long as I lived. Nate pulled into a motel parking lot. He told me to take my share, rent room #8, and he would be back for me in two days. He said that if he wasn’t back in two days, I should high-tail it as far away as I could go. I asked him why he had to leave. He told me it would be better for me if we split up. People had seen him at the Wells Fargo office, but they hadn’t seen me. He said he had some business to take care of, but he’d be back. I did what he asked and rented the room. I’ve never been so scared and alone.
 
       Elizabeth Crane set the diary aside, removed her glasses and wiped the tears from her eyes.
 
       “I feel like I’m reading a chapter from the life of Bonnie and Clyde and not my sweet, gentle mother. You think you know someone but ---.”
 
       “I hate to tell you, but there’s more, and it’s not pretty.”
 
       She sighed, put her glasses on and continued to read.
 
       December 3, 1943. It’s a cold grey day and I only venture out of the room long enough to get something to eat and drink from the motel vending machines. I look out of the window often, expecting to see a police car coming to pick me up, but it’s quiet. I hope Nate comes back tomorrow. I want to get as far away from here as possible.
 
       December 4, 1943. At ten in the morning Nate pulls into the parking lot and taps on the door. I let him in and he asks if I’m okay. I tell him yes, and we start making plans for our getaway. We’re about to leave when we hear a ruckus in the parking lot. We look out the window and see men climbing out of trucks carrying guns and a rope. Nate turns to me and says, “Chloe, hide under the bed. They’re here for me.” I say let’s just turn ourselves in. I’ll tell everyone what Mr. Tyler was doing and how you saved me.” He just smiles and says, “When a black boy kills a rich white man, it don’t matter why. I’m a goner for sure.” He pulled a locket out of his pocket and handed it to me. “This here has my momma’s picture inside it. Behind that picture is a note tellin’ where I hid my money. It’s yours, Chloe. Now get under that bed and save yourself.” He turned and ran out the door as fast as his legs would carry him. I hid under the bed until I saw that all the men had followed him into the woods, then I slipped out and hid in the bushes behind the motel. It wasn’t long before they came back dragging poor Nate, all bloody and bruised. One of the men threw a rope over the branch of an old oak tree and slipped a noose around Nate’s neck. Four of the men pulled on the rope hoisting Nate into the air. They tied off the rope leaving poor Nate kicking and struggling. A few minutes later, he stopped kicking and I knew my friend was dead. The men hung around and laughed for a while, but after about an hour, they climbed into their trucks and drove off, leaving poor Nate swaying in the cold December air.
 
       Dr. Crane set the diary aside again. “A lynch mob. Right here in Kansas City. I had read about such things, but I never figured ---. It’s so horrible!”
 
       “Remember,” Kevin said, “this is 1943, twenty years before the Civil Rights Act and twenty years before Dr. Martin Luther King gave his famous I Have a Dream speech. Schools were still segregated and blacks couldn’t even drink from the same water fountains as the white folks.”
 
       Suddenly, something clicked in Dr. Crane’s mind. “The locket! Nate’s locket! I wonder if my mother ever followed through and found Nate’s share of the Wells Fargo heist.”
 
       “We read through the entire diary,” Kevin replied, “and it looks like she did not. She mentioned it once calling it ‘blood money’ and saying she wanted no part of it.”
 
       “So that’s what this is all about,” Dr. Crane said, pensively. “Gabe’s boys must have found the diary and read about the locket. They must not have it and think that I do.”
 
       “Do you?”
 
       “I have no idea. If I do, it’s packed away in that storage locker, which, thankfully, they don’t know about. What do you think we should do?”
 
       “Before we get to that,” I replied, “you might want to read a few more entries from the diary. I’m afraid there are a few more things you didn’t know about your mother.”
 
       “What more could there possibly be?” she asked, picking up the diary.
 
       As soon as I was sure that the coast was clear, I started walking up the highway until I got to a used car lot. I bought an old Ford Coupe for four hundred dollars. I had decided that I would drive to my mom’s sister’s home in Mason City, Iowa. I hoped that Aunt Bess would take me in. I drove until I could barely stay awake. I found a motel just outside of Des Moines and spent the night. I was afraid I might not sleep. All I could think about was poor Nate hanging from that oak tree. 
 
       December 5, 1943. I must have been exhausted because it was almost nine when I woke up. I grabbed a quick breakfast at a truck stop and headed north. I was hoping to get to Mason City before dark. Just after noon, the sky started turning grey and by three o’clock the snow was falling so hard I could barely see the road. The highway was soon packed with snow and I was afraid to drive faster than twenty. I was somewhere close to Fort Dodge when the old Ford began to cough and sputter. It finally quit, but I was able to get off the highway. I tried and tried to start it, but the battery was soon dead. The temperature had to be close to zero, the blowing snow was drifting across the highway and there was nothing around me but empty corn fields. I bundled up as best I could, but figured I’d be as dead as Nate by morning. I was shivering and about to pass out when I saw headlights coming from the south. An eighteen wheeler pulled up behind me and a minute later there was a tap on my window. I rolled it down and a young man stuck in his head. “You okay,” he asked. When he saw I was too cold to answer, he knew I wasn’t. He helped me out of the car and into the cab of his truck where the heater was going full blast. Nothing ever felt so good. He wrapped me in a blanket from his sleeping compartment and poured a cup of hot coffee from his thermos. After he saw I was comfortable, he fetched my bag from the car and we headed to Des Moines. He told me his name was Johnny. He was sweet and kind and seemed to be genuinely concerned about me. The longer we were together, the more comfortable I felt with him. I had been carrying the burden of Mr. Tyler, the Wells Fargo robbery and Nate’s horrible death for three days and I just needed to share it with someone before I exploded. Johnny listened quietly while I told my story. I had just finished when we came to the outskirts of Fort Dodge. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and was starving. Johnny pulled into a motel with a restaurant attached. After eating my fill, Johnny said we should each get a room and wait out the storm. He said he was on his way to Rochester, Minnesota and would take me to my aunt’s place in Mason City tomorrow. I thought about what he said and I knew he was right, but after all I had been through, I just didn’t want to be alone and I told him so. We got a room and I spent the night curled up in Johnny’s strong arms while the storm raged outside. I had never done anything like this before. Johnny was my first, and it was wonderful. I had never felt as safe and secure as when I was snuggled at his side. The next morning after breakfast, we hit the road and by mid-afternoon we were at my aunt’s home in Mason City. Johnny kissed me on the cheek, wished me well and climbed into his truck. As he drove away, I noticed for the first time, the insignia on the side of the huge trailer he was pulling. There was a huge black and gold butterfly with the words, ‘Monarch Trucking Company.’ I knew in my heart I would never see him again, but I would always remember my ‘Johnny Butterfly.’ He had come into my life at the time I needed him the most.
 
       Elizabeth Crane set the diary aside and wiped more tears from her eyes. “My God. That is so beautiful. I just wish my mother would have shared it with me while she was alive.”
 
       “If she had told you that part, she would have had to tell you the rest and she was probably reluctant to do that.”
 
       “You mean there’s more?”
 
       I nodded. “You have to read way ahead in the diary for the next part. I’ll just share it with you now if you’re ready and you can read it for yourself later.”
 
       “Go ahead,” she replied apprehensively.
 
       “A few weeks later, your mother realized she was pregnant, and in September of 1944 she gave birth to a beautiful daughter.”
 
        The doctor’s eyes grew wide. “That --- that was me! I was born in September of 1944. So my father wasn’t Terrance Thrasher. It was Johnny Butterfly. How could she keep this from me?”
 
       “Again,” Kevin said, “you have to remember that this was 1943. Today, women have children out of wedlock all the time and nobody gives a rip, but back then, it was different --- a social stigma, and it was a thing that families tried to keep under wraps.”
 
       “Well, that certainly explains why my dad was never close to me. I wasn’t his child.”
 
       “You can read the rest of the story yourself, but in a nutshell, after your mother moved in with her aunt, she got a job as a checker at Thrasher’s grocery store. In November of 1944, two months after you were born, Terrance Thrasher returned home from serving in the army during World War II. He went to work at the family store, met your mother there, they fell in love and were married. Terrance adopted you to make everything legal and socially acceptable. A year later, your brother Gabe was born and, well, you know the rest.”
 
       Dr. Crane sighed. “This is all so much to absorb at one time. You two have done a fantastic job. I certainly got my money’s worth.”
 
       “There’s more left to do,” I said. “Don’t forget about Nate’s locket.”
 
       “Oh yes, the locket. I was so wrapped up with your revelation about my parentage I almost forgot. What do you suggest?”
 
       “I think we need to go through your mother’s things at the storage facility and see if it’s there. Remember, this whole thing started because your nephews were stalking you, and I don’t think that is going away until we see if that locket really exists.”
 
      “And what if it does exist?”
 
       “I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”
 
       She thought for a minute. “The diary. You said I didn’t want to know the details of how you acquired it, but if I’m reading between the lines correctly, won’t they be upset when they discover that it’s missing?”
 
       “Probably so,” Kevin replied. “One way or the other, it’s a pretty good bet that there is a family reunion somewhere in your near future.”
 
       She thought a moment more. “My mother’s share from the Wells Fargo heist. Does the diary say anything about it?”
 
       I nodded. “Your mother never told anyone other than Johnny Butterfly about Nate or the robbery --- not even her husband. According to the diary, she hid the money away. Then used it to help pay your way through college and medical school.”
 
       Another shock to the doctor.
 
       “I had an academic scholarship but I knew it wasn’t enough to pay all my college expenses. Dad had passed away. I always thought the money came from a life insurance policy.” She looked around her elegant home. “All of this --- everything I have --- my whole life --- it all started because some bastard tried to assault a young girl seventy years ago. Unbelievable!” 
 
       “What’s equally unbelievable,” Kevin replied, “is that the other half of the heist may be hidden out there somewhere, and if that locket exists, we just might find it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
       Billy Bob Thrasher had turned both bedrooms upside down looking for the diary. 
 
       “Oren, you had the diary last. Where did you put it?”
 
       “Last time I saw it, it was on the nightstand beside the bed. I haven’t touched it since then.”
 
       “Well, it’s not here now. Think! Could you have put it somewhere else?”
 
       “Nope, it was right here,” Oren replied, joining his brother in the bedroom.
 
       “It couldn’t have just walked away. Help me look for it.”
 
       The two men searched the entire apartment, but came up empty.
 
       Exasperated, they sunk onto the worn sofa.
 
       “Aunt Liz!” Billy Bob muttered. “It must be her. She must have seen us tailing her. She’s loaded. I’ll bet she hired someone to check us out. Remember the other day? Miss Finch told us she saw two old guys hanging around the building. I’d bet anything she has the diary.”
 
       “But no one’s broken in,” Oren protested. “No doors or windows open. Nothing’s missing except the diary.”
 
       “Of course we wouldn’t know. If she hired someone, they’d be pros. Not hacks like us.”
 
       “Well, if she does have the diary, then that’s the end of the line for us. We’ll never get our hands on the locket or that twenty-five grand. There goes our chance to start our own business.”
 
       Billy Bob thought for a minute. “Maybe not. When Grandma died, Dad got the boxes that had the old photos and the diary, but he never did anything with them. It wasn’t until we went through his stuff that we found the thing. Maybe Aunt Liz was the same. I remember Dad saying that Aunt Liz had some movers pack the rest of Grandma’s stuff in a van. I can’t imagine her hauling all that old furniture and clothing to that fancy house of hers. Maybe she put it in storage and just forgot about it.”
 
       “Well if she did,” Oren replied, “she’ll sure be looking after she reads that diary.”
 
       “Exactly! We need to keep watching. Maybe she’ll lead us to that locket after all.”
 
       “What if she does? What then?”
 
       “Then I guess it’s time for a family reunion!”
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       DeMarcus Tweedy winced as he pulled the bandage off his arm and examined the bullet wound in his bicep.
 
      “Payback time!” he said to his friend, Lamar, as he reached for the antiseptic. “That old fool shot my cousin Rashawn dead, then his cop buddies shot Deandre, and now this!”
 
       “What you got in mind, Bro?”
 
       “He ain’t a cop no more. Him an’ another ole fart are playin’ private eye. I figure we follow ‘em an’ when the time is right, the two of us shouldn’t have no trouble takin’ out two guys old enough to be our granddaddies.”
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       Dr. Crane had appointments scheduled for the next day, so we made arrangements to pick her up at her home, then proceed to the storage facility where we hoped to find Nate’s locket.
 
       The storage units were on Holmes Road just north of the I-435 freeway. 
 
       Dr. Crane pulled a slip of paper from her purse. “It’s been so long since I put Mom’s things there, I couldn’t remember the unit number or the combination to the lock. Thankfully, I wrote both down and put them in our safe.”
 
       We located the unit and Kevin opened the lock with the doctor’s combination.
 
       We rolled the door open and found the light switch, illuminating what looked like the remains of someone’s garage sale. An overstuffed sofa and chair upholstered in a burgundy frieze from the 1950’s were stacked along one wall. An old Beautyrest pillow top mattress and box spring leaned against another. Various pieces of furniture were piled high with boxes, some labeled, some not.
 
       “Holy crap,” Kevin moaned. “It looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us.”
 
       “Sorry about that,” Dr. Crane apologized. “I didn’t have time to come with the movers. It’s my fault.”
 
       “Well, these boxes aren’t going to open themselves,” Kevin said, grabbing the closest carton.
 
       For the next half hour, Dr. Crane took a belated stroll down memory lane.
 
       One box was filled with Christmas decorations. “Oh my,” she said, holding up an angel with golden wings spread wide. “This was on top of our tree every year. It was the last thing to go on the tree and my mom would always tell me that I was her special little angel.”
 
       Another was filled with books. “The Bobbsey Twins!” she said, clutching a book to her breast. “Mom read these to me until I was old enough to read for myself. Nan, Bert, Freddie and Flossie were my heroes. My very favorite was The Bobbsey Twins at Mystery Mansion.”
 
       Other boxes were filled with shoes, clothing, pots, pans and assorted kitchen gadgets.
 
       “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere,” Kevin said, clutching a box labeled ‘Mom’s jewelry.’
 
       He was just about to cut open the box when we heard, “Party’s over, assholes. Throw down the knife and get your hands in the air.”
 
       The voice belonged to DeMarcus Tweedy. He and another black man I didn’t recognize were pointing Saturday Night Specials at our hearts.
 
       “Hands behind your heads,” he ordered. 
 
       We did as he asked.
 
       “Good! Lamar, get their guns.”
 
       Kevin and I were both carrying, but not for long.
 
       “Please,” Dr. Crane pleaded. “Don’t hurt us. If it’s money you’re looking for, we’ll gladly give it to you and you can let us go.”
 
       “Shut up, bitch!” he said, making a menacing move toward the doctor. “You just don’t get it. Dis ain’t about money. It’s about respect --- and revenge.”
 
      “I --- I don’t understand,” she stammered.
 
       He pointed to me. “Tell her, Mr. Ex-cop.”
 
       Dr. Crane looked at me expectantly.
 
       “A few months ago, his cousin, Rashawn Tweedy, shot a police officer during the commission of an armed robbery. He was about to shoot the officer’s partner when I arrived on the scene. I shot Rashawn before he could kill the other officer. Later, Deandre, Rashaun’s brother attacked me and was killed by other officers at the scene.”
 
       “Like I said, revenge,” he sneered. “But it ain’t just about Rashawn and Deandre anymore. Dat was just here. What about Trayvon Martin in Florida, Michael Brown in Ferguson and Eric Garner in New York? All black kids killed by cops. The Good Book says, ‘an eye for an eye,’ an’ dat’s just what’s gonna happen. Every time a cop kills one of us, we gonna kill some of them --- starting right now!
 
       I could have quoted a few passages from the Good Book myself, but it didn’t look like DeMarcus was interested in a theological debate.
 
       “Now get on your knees, assholes,” DeMarcus ordered. “I’m about to show this fancy lady how we avenge the murder of our brothers.”
 
       I looked at Kevin, hoping he had some brilliant plan to pull our fat out of the fire, but I could see by the look on his face that he had nothing.
 
       As we fell to our knees, I just prayed that DeMarcus would let Dr. Crane live, but I knew in my heart that probably wouldn’t happen.
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       “Told you!” Billy Bob said, as they watched their Aunt Liz and the two old guys turn into the storage lot.
 
       “Yep, you figured right,” Oren replied. “What now?”
 
       “Let’s just wait and watch. There’s no point in announcing our presence unless they find the locket. If they come up empty, we’ll just be on our way and no one will be the wiser.”
 
       “And if they do find it?”
 
       “That’s when we have that family reunion I was talking about.”
 
       They watched as the three of them opened box after box with no success. Finally, they saw one of the old guys pick up a box and say, “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.”
 
       At that very moment, two black men with guns drawn entered the storage unit. They heard one of them say, “Party’s over assholes.”
 
       “What the hell?” Oren muttered. “Billy Bob! They’re getting robbed!”
 
       “Great! Just what we need,” he replied. “We’re this close to getting that twenty-five grand and two gang-bangers are going to take it right from under our noses. We’ve got to do something!”
 
       “What?” Oren cried. “What can we do? They’ve got guns and all we have are our mops, brooms and cleaning supplies. Mops against guns --- I don’t like our odds.”
 
       Billy Bob thought for a minute. “That’s not all we’ve got. The Binford 4000 Power Washer. It’s in the back. That baby shoots a stream four thousand pounds per square inch, enough to knock a guy on his ass.”
 
       Oren let the idea sink in. “It just might work.”
 
       “Let’s do it. You climb in the back and fire up the Binford while I turn the van around. I’ll back the van down to the storage unit and you blast ‘em straight to hell.”
 
       “Hold on a minute!” How come I have to be in the back? If they start shooting, it’s going to be at me!”
 
       “Because it was my idea, and I’m the oldest. Now get back there and fire up the Binford.”
 
       Billy Bob turned the van around. The Binford fired on the second pull and by the time the van reached the storage unit, the needle on the pressure gauge read 4000.
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       I had just fallen to my knees and was thinking about Maggie and how sorry I was that I wouldn’t be able to tell her goodbye, when I heard the roar of a gas engine being fired up.
 
       DeMarcus heard it too.
 
       We all turned just as a black van came barreling down the driveway. The cargo doors flew open and a man wearing aviator goggles was pointing a wand in our direction.
 
       DeMarcus turned to fire at the van, but before he could pull the trigger, a blast of water from the wand blew the gun from his hand.
 
       Lamar got off one errant round before he was pummeled by the liquid jet.
 
       Seeing they were disarmed, DeMarcus and Lamar scrambled for the door and disappeared around the corner.
 
       I made a grab for my gun and was about to pursue when a burst from the wand knocked me on my butt.
 
       Suddenly, the gas engine shut down and I heard the guy in the aviator goggles mutter, “Oops! Sorry.”
 
       By the time Kevin and I got to our feet, the two men from the van were standing in the doorway.
 
       I turned to Dr. Crane who was obviously reeling from our harrowing experience. “Dr. Crane, I’d like to introduce you to your nephews. This is Oren and Billy Bob Thrasher.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
       Having just nearly witnessed two executions and possibly losing her own life, Dr. Crane made an amazing recovery.
 
       She stepped forward extending her hand. “Billy Bob, I haven’t seen you since you were a baby.” Then turning to his brother, “Oren, so glad to finally meet you.”
 
       They both nodded.
 
       Kevin wasn’t quite as gracious. “Excellent timing. I’m glad you boys happened to be in the neighborhood. I’m guessing it was not by accident.”
 
       Billy Bob hung his head, “No, Sir, we’ve been following you.”
 
       “Just a couple of sentimental guys hoping for a family reunion or maybe it had something to do with getting your hands on a certain locket?”
 
       “Maybe some of both,” Oren replied, sheepishly, “but it was mostly about the locket.”
 
       “Why in the world didn’t you just come to me after you read the diary?” Dr. Crane asked. “We could have looked for it together.”
 
       “We didn’t know if you’d want anything to do with us,” Billy Bob replied. “We knew you and Dad never saw eye to eye. You were so smart and successful and well --- Dad was always just a screw up. You’re a doctor and live in that big fancy house and we’re just a couple of janitors trying to get enough money to start our own cleaning company. It’s like you’re the upper crust and we’re the soggy bottom.”
 
       “I wish you had given me a chance,” she replied. “That’s what happens when you judge people without knowing them. I may be successful, but I came from the very same home as your father. I know who I am and I’m not one of those snooty aristocrats. Family is important to me, and the two of you are about the only family I have left.”
 
       Then she turned to me. “My goodness, Walt. You’re shivering!”
 
       Indeed I was. The temperature was somewhere in the mid-forties which was bearable when I was dry, but after being soaked by the power washer, I was feeling the chill.
 
       “You need to get out of those wet clothes,” the doctor ordered.
 
       “Hang on a minute,” Kevin said, rummaging through one of the open boxes. “Here!” he said proudly, handing me an armful of garments. “Put these on.”
 
       He had handed me a bath towel, a pair of silk panties, a pair of white bobby socks, a granny gown and a pink chenille bathrobe.
 
       “You’ve got to kidding,” I replied, indignantly.
 
       “The way I see it,” he said, “is you have three choices. You can stand there and freeze your ass off, you can go to the car and turn the heater on full blast or you can slip into those cozy duds. Your choice.”
 
       After weighing my options, I realized he was right. The status quo was unacceptable --- I was indeed freezing to death. I didn’t want to go to the car and miss finding the locket, so the only alternative was to get out of my wet things and change.
 
       I slipped behind a stack of boxes and when I came out, all I needed was my hair in curlers to be the poster girl for the 1950’s American housewife.
 
       “Perfect!” Kevin said, snapping my picture with his cell phone. “This will fit right in with my shots of you as a candy stripper, a transvestite and the Virgin Mary.”
 
       Dr. Crane looked at me quizzically.
 
       “It’s a long story,” I muttered. “It’s complicated.”
 
       She nodded, but I noticed she took a step away.
 
       “Well, back to work,” Kevin said. “Before Tweedy and his buddy barged in, I was about to open a very promising box.”
 
       He picked up his knife and slit the tape on the box marked, ‘Mom’s jewelry.’
 
       Inside, carefully wrapped in tissue paper, was a rosewood jewelry box with a beautiful butterfly inlaid in the top.
 
      Dr. Crane took the box from Kevin and gently caressed the inlay. “Johnny Butterfly,” she whispered softly. “She said she’d never forget.”
 
       “Looks like pay dirt to me,” Kevin said, enthusiastically. “Open it!”
 
       She lifted the lid and inside were a cameo brooch, a charm bracelet and a half-dozen pair of earrings, the screw-on kind --- but no locket.
 
       “Damn!” Kevin muttered. “That was our best bet.”
 
       I thought for a moment. “Maybe not. Chloe Fisher was a private woman. Never once in her life did her husband or her daughter have a clue about the tragedies in her past life. When you think about it, it’s pretty unlikely that she would keep the locket in a place where an inquisitive daughter or a husband would accidently stumble upon it. A locket with the picture of a black woman would certainly raise a lot of questions.”
 
       “Where then?” Kevin asked. “Any bright ideas?”
 
       I remembered seeing something in the box of old books.
 
       “Dr. Crane, was your family religious?”
 
       “Mother was, but Dad certainly wasn’t. He saw terrible stuff during the war and he said he just couldn’t believe that any loving god would let such horrible things happen.”
 
       I found the box of old books and next to the bottom was the one I was looking for. It was Chloe Fisher’s old, worn bible.
 
       I opened the cover to the book of Genesis in the Old Testament and started thumbing through the pages. There was nothing unusual until I got to the book of John in the New Testament, and there it was.
 
       A square hole had been cut through the remaining pages of the New Testament leaving a cavity just big enough to hold a gold locket wrapped in tissue paper.
 
       The page where the cavity started was the fifteenth chapter of John. Verse thirteen was underlined. Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.
 
       Dr. Crane choked back a sob. “Nate Jackson ran into those woods knowing he would be caught, but he did it so my mom could escape. He gave his life so my mom could live.”
 
       She gently took the locket from the cavity, removed the tissue paper and opened the locket. The diary had said that it would contain the picture of Nate’s mother and there it was. The diary also said that behind the picture would be the location where Nate Jackson hid his share of the Wells Fargo loot.
 
       Dr. Crane asked Kevin for his knife and carefully pried the gold ring that held the photo in place. It popped loose and she removed the photo, revealing a slip of paper turning yellow with age.
 
       It was a map, and scrawled at the top were the words, ‘Highland Cemetery.’
 
       “Where in the hell is Highland Cemetery?” Kevin asked. “I’ve never heard of it.”
 
       I probably wouldn’t have either, but there had been a recent story in the Kansas City Star about the cemetery.
 
       “I do,” I said. “Highland Cemetery is located just west of Blue Ridge Boulevard between Truman Road and Twenty-Third Street. It’s in an unincorporated part of Jackson County. It was primarily a black cemetery, originating way back in the days of segregation, when blacks weren’t allowed to be buried in white cemeteries. An article in the Star talked about how the place is now owned by the Land Trust of Jackson County because of a tax foreclosure. The problem is that the Land Trust’s budget doesn’t contain funds for cemetery maintenance, so the place is going to hell in a hand basket. There is just no money to even keep the place mowed. The article said some famous Kansas City blacks were buried there and it mentioned a jazz band leader by the name of Bennie Moten.”
 
       “How sad,” Dr. Crane said, looking closer to the words scribbled on the map. “I’m guessing someone close to Nate is buried there.”
 
       The map was a rough drawing of the cemetery, showing a circle drive with several spots marked. On the far left side of the circle, a square had been drawn with the words, ‘Brown mossaleum.’
 
       “He probably meant mausoleum,” Kevin said. “Not bad spelling for an uneducated black kid in 1943.”
 
       From the mausoleum, there were a series of dashes that led to a spot marked, ‘fir tree’ and ‘Curtis Jackson.’ By Curtis Jackson was a large X.
 
       “X marks the spot,” Kevin said. “That’s where the loot is buried.”
 
       “So what now?” Billy Bob asked.
 
       “Time for a treasure hunt,” Kevin replied. “Is everyone available tomorrow morning?”
 
       Everyone nodded.
 
       “Good, then let’s plan to meet ---.”
 
       “Hold on a second,” I interrupted. “There’s no rush. That money has been there for seventy years. It’s not going anywhere. Let’s meet at the cemetery right after lunch. There are a couple of things I need to take care of in the morning.”
 
       Hearing no objections, I said, “Great. Highland Cemetery, one o’clock. Billy Bob, can you guys bring the shovels?”
 
       He nodded.
 
       “One more thing. Dr. Crane, you should hang onto the locket and the map, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to borrow the photo until we meet tomorrow.”
 
       “Certainly,” she replied handing me the photo.
 
       We locked up and on the way home, Kevin asked me what I had to do the next morning that was so important.
 
       “Maybe it’s slipped your mind, but just an hour ago, there were two slugs with our names on them in Tweedy’s Saturday Night Special. I didn’t want to alarm the others, but if the guy is watching us and waiting for his next chance to take us out, what better place than an abandoned cemetery in the dead of winter? I’d feel a lot better with someone watching our backs.”
 
       “You’ve got a point,” he said. That was a little too close for comfort. Good things those nephews were on our tail. What’s your take on those two?”
 
       “The jury is still out, but I have a good feeling about them.”
 
       “Yeah, me too.”
 
       When I walked into our apartment, I had totally forgotten that I was dressed in a pink chenille bath robe and white bobby socks.
 
       Needless to say, Maggie was somewhat surprised.
 
       “Jesus, Walt! What have you gotten yourself into now?”
 
       “Long story,” I said, handing her a sack full of my wet clothing.
 
       “Then you’d better get started, because we’re not going to bed until you tell me everything.”
 
       I started at the beginning and told her everything, from the moment when Dr. Crane had complained about being stalked right up to the moment when we found the map. Many of my previous exploits had bordered on the unbelievable, but she had to admit that this was a dandy.
 
       She was understandably upset about DeMarcus Tweedy’s ongoing vendetta and I had to admit that I was as well.
 
       By the time I had rehashed the story to Maggie’s satisfaction, I was dead tired. I trudged to the bedroom, tossed the chenille robe on the floor and stepped out of the granny gown. It had slipped my mind that I was also wearing a lacy pair of silk panties.
 
       I heard a giggle behind me.
 
       “Ummm, silk and lace. Kinda sexy,” she murmured, caressing my silky bottom.
 
       Suddenly I wasn’t so tired anymore.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
       Bright and early the next morning, I knocked on Willie’s door.
 
       “Mornin’ Mr. Walt. You feelin’ better dis mornin’?”
 
       “Better? What in the world are you talking about?”
 
       “Well, I seen you come sneakin’ in dressed in a woman’s nightie last night. Figured if you wasn’t under de weather, you would be by the time Miss Maggie got done with you.”
 
       “No, no, it wasn’t like that.”
 
       “Well den what was it like? I seen you dressed all weird befo’, but nevva like dat.”
 
       “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you --- on the way to see Louie the Lip. Can you get in touch with him?”
 
       “Sho can. You got somethin’ fo’ us to do?”
 
       “If you have the time.”
 
       “I got nothin’ but time,” he said grinning.
 
       “By the way, do you know Louie’s last name? I’m pretty sure it’s not ‘Lip,’ but that’s all I’ve ever heard anyone call him.”
 
       Willie thought for a moment. “Nope, jus’ Lip. Dat’s all I ever knew.”
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       Twenty minutes later, we were having coffee with Louie at one of his favorite watering holes.
 
       “I heard that DeMarcus Tweedy damn near punched your ticket last night.”
 
       News certainly traveled fast through the Northeast grapevine.
 
       “That’s why I’m here. I need your help --- you and Willie.”
 
       Without going into too much detail, I told him about our impending treasure hunt.
 
       “There is only one way into and out of the cemetery, so basically, I was hoping you and Willie could hang out at the entrance. If Tweedy follows us and sees you there, he probably won’t try anything. I just don’t want him sneaking up on us like he did last night.”
 
       He thought for a moment. “Sure. I still owe you for keepin’ Rashawn Tweedy from rippin’ off my sister’s convenience store.”
 
       “It’s not like that,” I said. “You don’t owe me a thing. That’s just what friends do.”
 
       “I know dat,” he said, his big lower lip breaking into a smile. “I jus’ wanted to hear you say it.”
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
       At precisely one o’clock, we were all gathered at the entrance to Highland Cemetery.
 
       After making introductions, Willie and Louie took their posts on either side of the entrance and Dr. Crane carefully opened the yellowed map.
 
       The main circle drive that Nate had drawn was right in front of us. Other gravel roads which probably didn’t exist seventy years ago branched off to the north and south.
 
       As promised, the Thrasher brothers had brought shovels for each of us.
 
       With tools in hand, the five of us headed down the circle drive.
 
       The description of the cemetery in the Star was right on point regarding its condition. Even though the grass and weeds were dormant because it was December, it was quite apparent that they hadn’t been mowed in years. Three foot tall tombstones were barely readable and the ones at ground level were barely visible. Some had been overturned by vandals and sat at odd angles to the ground.
 
       Instead of lying in ruins, the old cemetery should have been listed on the Historical Sites Registry. Some of the dates on the tombstones were as far back as the early 1800’s.
 
       We had walked about a hundred yards and were just coming to the curve in the circle drive when we spotted a mausoleum on the left side of the road. The inscription read ‘Mathais Brown, 1898 – 1943.’
 
       “Just like on the map,” Kevin said.
 
       We looked straight ahead in the direction the dashes had been drawn, past the curve in the road, and saw a magnificent fir tree.
 
       “Still there after seventy years,” I muttered. 
 
       “Now all we need is a headstone with the name Curtis Jackson,” Kevin said, as we made our way to the base of the tree.
 
       The grass and weeds were thickly matted. We spread out and began kicking the ground, exposing the bare dirt, hoping to uncover the headstone that, after all these years, could actually be buried under years of decaying leaves and debris.
 
       “Damn,” Kevin muttered. “We should have brought rakes too, but who knew?”
 
       “Actually, we’ve got a couple of rakes in the van,” Oren offered. “It would just take a few minutes for me to run back and get them.”
 
       “Don’t bother,” Billy Bob replied. “I think I’ve found it.”
 
       We all gathered around as Billy Bob fell to his knees and began pulling weeds with his hands.
 
       Moments later, he brushed the last dirt aside revealing a stone set in the earth bearing the words, ‘Curtis Jackson, 1880 – 1935.’
 
       “Bingo!” Kevin shrieked. “Let’s dig!”
 
       “Hold on a moment,” Dr. Crane said. “Before we desecrate this poor man’s grave, let’s pause for just a moment to reflect on what occurred here seventy years ago. A young black boy killed a white man who was about to ravage a helpless girl. Fearing for his life, he robbed a Wells Fargo office to get enough money to escape to freedom. He hid the money here for safekeeping, but before he could get away, a lynch mob tracked him down. His last noble deed was to draw the mob away from my mother so she could escape. The day after he buried the money in this grave, he was hanging by his neck from an oak tree. If it weren’t for his selfless act, I might not be standing here today.”
 
       We all paused and hung our heads, reliving the story that had unfolded here seventy years ago.
 
       In that moment of silence, I heard a twig crack on the south side of the cemetery. I looked up, expecting to see a deer or some other woodland creature that might have wandered by, but to my surprise, I saw two black men approaching and saw the glint as the sun reflected off the barrels of the guns they were carrying.
 
      “Everyone down!” I shouted, pushing Dr. Crane to the ground.
 
      I heard the first round whiz past my head as we all scrambled for cover behind the closest tombstones.
 
       Kevin and I were both armed, but my .22 revolver and his Glock were no match for the automatic pistols that Tweedy and his buddy were carrying.
 
       Each time we would peek around the tombstone to get a shot off, we were driven back by a relentless hail of bullets.
 
       We were hopelessly pinned down and I figured it was just a matter of time until one of their rounds found its mark.
 
       Suddenly, I heard shots coming from the east, and I saw Willie and Louie advancing toward Tweedy, moving from headstone to headstone.
 
       When Tweedy turned to fire at Willie and Louie, Kevin and I blasted away. Seeing he was outnumbered and being flanked from two sides, Tweedy and his buddy turned and sprinted into the woods.
 
       We both emptied our weapons at the fleeing bodies, but once again, Tweedy had slipped away.
 
       “Everyone okay?” Louie asked as we staggered to our feet.
 
       “I --- I think so,” I replied, taking a quick inventory of our little group.
 
       “You was right, Mr. Walt,” Willie said. “Sho enough, Tweedy came drivin’ by. He slowed down, but when he saw me an’ Louie, he high-tailed it down the road. We figured he had jus’ give up, but I guess we was wrong. He musta parked on the far side of the cemetery and then come at you through the woods. Sorry, we jus’ didn’ do our jobs.”
 
       “The hell you didn’t,” Kevin replied. “If you two hadn’t shown up, we would have all been Swiss cheese.”
 
       “So did you find what you were looking for?” Louie asked.
 
       “Yes, we did,” I replied, “but before we go any further, I’d like to show you something.”
 
       I pulled the photo of Nate’s mother from my pocket. She had posed so that we were looking at her from the side. Her profile had one very striking feature, a large protruding lower lip the likes of which I had only seen on one other living being.
 
       I handed the photo to Louie. “Any chance you recognize this lady?”
 
       I saw the startled look on his face. “Where’d you get a picture of my granny?”
 
       Now the rest of us were in shock.
 
       I pointed to the recently uncovered headstone. “Does this name mean anything to you?”
 
       He fell to his knees to get a closer look at the inscription. “Dat’s Uncle Curt, my daddy’s brother.”
 
       “How about Nate? Do you recognize that name?”
 
       “Nate was Uncle Curt’s boy, my cousin. How is it that you’re knowin’ about all my kinfolk?”
 
       “Because seventy years ago, your cousin Nate saved my mother’s life,” Dr. Crane replied. She pulled the diary from her purse. “Would you like to read about it,” she said, opening the diary to the part of the story where Nate killed Angus Tyler. “He was a real hero.”
 
       Louie took the diary, perched on a tombstone and began reading.
 
       Out of respect for Louie, we suspended our treasure hunt while he was reading.
 
       When he was finished, he closed the diary and handed it back to Dr. Crane. I noticed the trail of a tear that had slid down his cheek.
 
       “When I was a young’un, I heard stories about Nate bein’ strung up, but I never knew no details. Back den, a black man being hung was no big thing. It happened all the time. So that photo came from my granny’s locket?”
 
       I nodded. “And the map to Curtis Jackson’s grave was behind it, just like it said in the diary.”
 
       “Could I see it?” he asked.
 
       Dr. Crane pulled the locket from her purse, took the photo from Louie and pressed it back inside. Then she took Louie’s huge hand and pressed the locket into his palm. “You should have this,” she said. “It’s part of your family’s legacy.”
 
       His big lip quivered as he fought to hold back the tears. “Thank you, Ma’am. Dis means a lot.”
 
       When he had composed himself, he looked at his uncle’s grave. “You recon that Wells Fargo money is still there?”
 
       “It may or may not be,” Dr. Crane replied, “but this changes everything. That’s your uncle that’s been resting there for seventy-nine years. You’re his family and I wouldn’t think of touching that grave unless you were okay with it.”
 
       Louie thought for a moment. “Accordin’ to dat diary, de last thing Nate said to your mom was ‘Behind dat picture is where I hid my money. It’s yours Chloe.’ I figure if that was Nate’s dyin’ wish, den out of respect for him we outta make it happen.”
 
       He grabbed a shovel and turned over the first pile of dirt.
 
       We each grabbed a shovel from where we had dropped them when the bullets started flying and pitched in.
 
       As we dug, I marveled at the fact that this was the second time I had desecrated a grave hunting for buried treasure.
 
       A few years earlier, Ox, Judy, Maggie and I had taken an Alaskan cruise to celebrate our friend’s honeymoon. We came in contact with a historian that had discovered a manuscript telling about two con men that had swindled a prospector out of his poke of gold back in the late 1800’s. The swindlers were on the run when they hid the gold in a cemetery just outside of Skagway. The manuscript came complete with a map and the historian, being advanced in years, enlisted Ox and me to help find it.
 
       I was jarred back to the present when I heard a ‘clink’ as Louie’s shovel struck something solid.
 
       A few shovels full later, we pulled a metal box from the ground. The hasp and hinges had rusted from the years of exposure, but Kevin’s knife soon popped the lid open revealing stacks of bills still wrapped in Wells Fargo bands.
 
       “I recon this is yours,” Louie said, handing the box to Dr. Crane.
 
       She stared at the contents of the box for a moment. “Chloe Fisher had the other half of the hold-up money and used it to help finance my education. Because of that, I’ve had a successful career and wanted for nothing. I think the contents of this box would have more meaning for some other people.”
 
       Having said that, she started lifting the stacks of bills out of the box and handing them to Billy Bob and Oren. “I think your grandmother would be pleased to know that her well-kept secret helped her two grandsons start their own business. Use it wisely.”
 
       “Uhhh, thank you so much, Aunt Liz,” Billy Bob stuttered. “I don’t know what else to say except we’ll make you and Grandma proud.”
 
       When all of the stacks were gone but one, she put the lid back on the box and handed it to Louie. “The sacrifices your cousin Nate made affected my family in ways you can’t imagine. We owe him a debt of gratitude and you should be proud that he was part of your family. I just hope that finding your uncle’s grave and having the locket and this box as family keepsakes gives you some measure of comfort. Thank you so much.”
 
       “No, the thanks should be to you, Ma’am. If it hadn’t of been for you, I woulda never knowed about my kinfolk.”
 
       After a round of hugs and tears, we all pitched in to replace and smooth the dirt around Curtis Jackson’s grave. For seventy years he had faithfully guarded his son’s legacy. Something told me that his grave would not be forgotten. Louie the Lip would see to that.
 
       As I drove home, I thought about what I had felt when the lid to the tin box had popped open.
 
       My first thought, when I saw the money wrapped in Wells Fargo bands, was that of a cop. The money had been stolen in an armed robbery and rightfully belonged to the Wells Fargo company. Then, when I saw the look of utter gratitude on the faces of Oren and Billy Bob, and the tears in Louie’s eyes, I began to waver.
 
       Undoubtedly, after seventy years, the statute of limitations had expired, the two perpetrators were long dead, and most likely, the Wells Fargo office that had been robbed was probably now a Starbucks.
 
       I wondered if my rationalization was just me giving in to the dark side.
 
       When it was all said and done, I felt good about what we had accomplished.
 
       I hoped that was a good thing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
       The next morning, I thought a visit with Captain Short was in order. I felt he needed to know about our two recent run-ins with DeMarcus Tweedy. His continuing vendetta against me personally and cops in general meant that none of us were safe as long as he roamed Kansas City streets a free man.
 
       I realized as I drove to the precinct that there would be a limit to what I could share with the captain. I couldn’t exactly waltz into his office and tell him that we had discovered the loot from an armed robbery and divided it amongst ourselves.
 
       Those thoughts made me revisit my conclusions of the previous day that justice had been served.
 
       After playing the whole thing over in my mind, I felt comfortable with the idea that justice had been served. Maybe not the justice of the lady in the flowing white robe wearing a blindfold, but the justice of her sister, the one in the skin-tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels. 
 
       Was this me, crossing over to the dark side or just seeing the world from a different perspective?
 
       I had tried to time my arrival so that squad meeting would be over and the gang would already be on the streets, but I misjudged it by just a few minutes. The meeting was just breaking up when I walked into the squad room.
 
       Ox was the first to see me and he pounced like a duck on a June bug.
 
       “Good to see you, Partner,” he said, smothering me in a big bear hug. 
 
       “You, too,” I replied, prying myself loose.
 
       Amanda Parrish was right behind him looking no worse for wear after her abduction by DeMarcus Tweedy.
 
       “Partner!” she said, punching Ox in the arm and scowling. “What am I chopped liver? I thought I was your partner.”
 
       “Oh! I --- I ---,” he stammered sheepishly.
 
      “Just kidding, you big doofus. How are you, Walt?”
 
      “Great. How’s this big oaf treating you?”
 
       “Best partner a girl could have,” she replied.
 
       Ox blushed. “Walt, have Maggie give Judy a call. We should get together this weekend.”
 
       I was about to respond in the affirmative when Officer Dooley, the precinct wise guy, took his shot. 
 
       “Hey Walt, how’s your new business going? I had a friend who was a private eye. Always carried a thin piece of paper and a pencil with him in case he had to trace someone.”
 
       “Very funny.”
 
       Dooley was about to unload another one when the captain approached.
 
       “Don’t you have somewhere you’re supposed to be, Dooley?”
 
       “Uhhh, sure thing, Captain,” he replied heading for the door.
 
       “Some things never change,” the captain said, smiling. “What can we do for you Walt?”
 
       “Just a minute of your time. I’ve had a couple of run-ins with DeMarcus Tweedy I thought you should know about.”
 
       He motioned me into his office.
 
       I told him about being ambushed at the storage locker and the cemetery.
 
       “What in the world were you doing in Highland Cemetery?” he asked.
 
       So there it was. I was about to lie to the captain when I remembered Dooley’s wisecrack.
 
       “Kevin and I had a client that hired us to track down a person from their past life. The guy had passed away and we located his grave in Highland Cemetery.”
 
       That wasn’t a lie, it just wasn’t the whole truth. I left out the part about the buried treasure. He seemed satisfied with that, and I started to congratulate myself when I realized that I was getting pretty good at telling white lies and half-truths. It seemed to be a necessary skill when one operated on the dark side.
 
       “I just thought you should know that Tweedy hasn’t slacked off, he’s just been concentrating on me. The guy killed Vince, abducted Amanda Parrish, shot up the Three Trails Hotel, and has tried to blow me away twice in the past week. We have no idea where he might strike next. None of us are safe. He could come after Maggie or Mary or any other cop.”
 
       “I have everyone looking for the guy,” the captain replied. “Every cop has a photo of him in their squad car. We’ve been shaking down every C.I. we have on the street, but we’ve come up empty so far.”
 
       “Some other mope has been running with him,” I said. “I heard him use the name ‘Lamar.’”
 
       “That would be Lamar Sheetz. He’s got a rap sheet as long as your arm. Two very bad dudes out there with vengeance on their minds and nothing to lose.”
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       I had just returned home when the phone rang.
 
       “Walt, this is Dr. Crane. I wonder if you’d have time for me to stop by for a visit?”
 
       “Certainly. What time?”
 
       “How about now? I’m parked in front of your building.”
 
       I looked out the window and, sure enough, her Beemer was idling at the curb.
 
       “Come on up.”
 
       A few moments later, she was seated in my office.
 
       “You may find this strange,” she began, “but a lot of the information that was in my mother’s diary has come as quite a shock --- especially the part about Terrence Thrasher not being my biological father.”
 
       “Actually, I don’t find your concern strange at all,” I replied. “My wife, Maggie, had the same experience about a year ago. Kevin is her brother and she hadn’t seen him for years. He showed up out of the blue, dying of kidney failure, hoping Maggie would be willing to part with one of her kidneys for a transplant. She agreed, but tests showed that she wasn’t a compatible donor. Unbeknownst to both of them, their mother had been having an affair with another man. Maggie and Kevin had the same mother but different fathers.
 
       “I’m sure you are feeling what Maggie felt. She had spent her whole life believing she was Maggie McBride and suddenly she finds out that it was all a lie. Needless to say, we started doing research and were fortunate to discover the identity of her biological father.”
 
       “I’m so sorry your wife had to go through that experience, but in a way I’m relieved because you will understand what I want you to do. I want to hire you to find everything you can about Johnny Butterfly. I need to know about my father.”
 
       “Wow! I certainly understand, but we don’t have much to go on. It was seventy years ago and the only thing we know for sure is that the trailer he was pulling had the name Monarch Trucking on the side.”
 
       “No, we actually know one more thing. Johnny Butterfly was on his way to Rochester, Minnesota with his load.”
 
       I had forgotten that detail.
 
       “Yes, I remember now. Still, it’s a long shot.”
 
       “Will you take the case?” she asked, expectantly.
 
       It wasn’t like I had clients lined up outside my door.
 
       “Absolutely. You have the right to know where you came from, and I’ll do my best to track down the mysterious Johnny Butterfly.”
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       I saw no need to involve Kevin at this point. There was really only one place to start and I didn’t need any help with that. I figured I could bring him into the case later if I ran into a brick wall.
 
       I fired up the computer and ‘Googled’ Monarch Trucking Company. I was hoping that it was still in business, but that would have been too easy.
 
       There was only one reference to the company. It said that Monarch was founded in 1940 and was purchased by Global Worldwide Trucking in 1972.
 
       I ‘Googled’ Global and was pleased to discover that they were still in business. As I read through their webpage, there was good news and bad news. The bad news was that Global, like their name suggested, was HUGE. They had offices all over North America including twelve cities in the U.S. as well as in Canada and Mexico.
 
       This had all the trappings of a large corporation like Wal-Mart, coming into town and running the local five and dime or hardware store out of business. It looked like Global had swallowed up a number of smaller, family-owned trucking companies. Dealing with a mega-corporation would certainly be more difficult than one locally owned.
 
       The good news was that they had offices and a warehouse on Front Street in the East Bottoms.
 
       I dialed their number and a perky little voice answered. “Global Trucking. How may I direct your call?”
 
       I thought for a moment. “Uhhh, never mind. Wrong number.”
 
       I realized I didn’t even know who to ask for.
 
       I scribbled the address on a slip of paper and headed to my car.
 
       I figured if I could get inside the building, there might be some kind of directory that would give me a clue.
 
       When I came to the address I had jotted down, my mouth dropped open.
 
       The Global complex must have covered twenty acres. No less than thirty tractor-trailer rigs were backed up to the docks of a huge warehouse at least two football fields long. Another fifty trailers were parked in the asphalt lot. A three-story office building was attached to the west side of the warehouse.
 
       I parked in front of the office building and made my way to the lobby. Thankfully, there was an office directory on the wall. There were at least a dozen listings and looking them over, I decided the one labeled ‘Acquisitions’ might be my best bet.
 
       Apparently they weren’t through swallowing up smaller competitors since they had an entire department dedicated to the project.
 
       I approached the receptionist and discovered that she was the source of the perky voice on the phone. “Welcome to Global. How my I help you?”
 
       “Uhhh, Acquisitions. I’d like to speak to someone in Acquisitions.”
 
       “That would be Mr. Simmons. Let me see if he’s available.”
 
       After a brief conversation, she said. “Mr. Simmons can see you. Take the elevator to the third floor. His office is 303.”
 
       I knocked and a pleasant voice said, “Come in.”
 
       Simmons was an elderly gent, not as old as me but close. He motioned me to a chair.
 
       “I’m Harvey Simmons. I don’t get many visitors up here. How may I help you?”
 
       I had decided that rather than play games, I would be right up front about what I was looking for.
 
       “I’m Walter Williams and I’m a private investigator.”
 
       I saw the look of concern register on his face. Maybe I had been too direct.
 
       “Don’t worry. I’m not investigating your company, at least not directly. I’m actually looking for some information about one of the companies you acquired several years ago.”
 
       “What company and what kind of information?” he asked, obviously still concerned.
 
       “Monarch Trucking Company,” I replied. “I’m actually trying to locate one of Monarch’s drivers for a client of mine.”
 
       He seemed to relax a bit. “Monarch. That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. If memory serves we bought that firm sometime in the seventies.”
 
       “1972, if Google is correct.”
 
       “That sounds about right. I’m intrigued. What’s so important about this driver?”
 
       Here it was again. I had to tell Simmons something without telling him too much.
 
       “The driver was my client’s father. He mysteriously disappeared after one of his runs to Minnesota, and we were hoping that the company’s log might give us a clue to his disappearance.”
 
       “I see. Hmmm, I hope we still have Monarch’s files in storage. There gets to be so much. We’ve shredded hundreds of boxes of documents.”
 
       My heart sunk.
 
       “Let me see what I can find,” he said, tapping his computer.
 
       “You may be in luck. I show an inventory of forty boxes of Monarch material in our warehouse. Sounds like you have your work cut out for you. I’ll get you a visitor’s pass and take you to the warehouse.”
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       The warehouse was made of sheet metal with ten foot high ceilings. Along each wall were metal shelves with boxes stacked floor to ceiling. I noticed right away that there was no heat, or if there was, it was turned down very low. It was cold enough I could see my breath.
 
       As we walked along the aisle, there were signs on the shelving that bore the names of different trucking companies, Cross Town Trucking, Brown’s Cartage, etc.
 
       Near the end of the aisle, we spotted the sign bearing the name, Monarch Trucking.
 
       “Here you go,” Simmons said. “Just put things back the way you found them. If you find what you’re looking for today, return your visitor’s pass to the front reception area. If you need another day, just hang onto it. Good luck!”
 
       I decided I would start at the top while I was still fresh and work my way down. I spotted a step ladder and climbed to the highest box.
 
       When I pulled it out, a layer of dust filled the air and I nearly choked. Based on the quantity of dust that filled my lungs, I figured nobody had been in the boxes since they were placed there in 1972.
 
       I soon discovered there was no rhyme or reason as to how the boxes were packed. It looked as though someone had been instructed to box up whatever was in Monarch’s office and they just started stuffing whatever they could find. One box had a few delivery logs interspersed with bundles of cancelled checks. I was going to have to go through every box.
 
       When the light started to fade, I checked my watch. It was almost five o’clock. I decided to call it a day.
 
       When I walked in the door, Maggie greeted me and her first words were, “Ewwwww! You stink and you look like Pigpen from the Peanuts cartoon.”
 
       Just what a guy wants to hear.
 
       After a long, hot shower, I told Maggie what I had been doing all day while we shared a pizza she had ordered.
 
       “I can certainly relate to her wanting to know about her father,” Maggie said. “When I found out I wasn’t really a McBride, I just couldn’t rest until I knew who I was. I hope you can help her.”
 
       “Yeah, me too.”
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       Bright and early the next morning, I was back to the dusty boxes.
 
       What I found was that the boxes that contained logs of actual trips had file folders with dates on the tabs.
 
       Since the company had been in business for thirty-two years, there were hundreds of file folders. It was a matter of looking at each one until I found the one with the date, December 5, 1943.
 
       I felt a buzz of excitement when I opened a box and saw the first date was December 1, 1943. Four files later, I found the one I was looking for.
 
       I opened the file and it contained maybe a dozen trips that had been taken that day. I looked at each one until I found the one with that read, ‘Kansas City to The Mayo Clinic, Rochester, Minnesota. Cargo – Medical supplies.’
 
       I’m sure my heart skipped a beat and I nearly fainted when I read the next entry. ‘Driver – John Williams.’
 
       Johnny Butterfly was my father!
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       When I recovered from my shock, I carefully folded the trip log and slipped it in my pocket. I put all the boxes back where they belonged, stowed the ladder and dropped my visitor’s tag at the reception desk.
 
       It wasn’t until I was halfway home that it occurred to me that I had swiped Global Trucking property. Then my rationalization kicked in and I told myself that no one had been in those boxes since 1972 and that someday all of it would be shredded anyway. Justifying my questionable behavior seemed to be getting easier.
 
       As I drove, I tried to decide the proper way to proceed. I concluded that Dr. Crane was my client and she deserved to have the information first. I called and asked her to be at my office in an hour. That would give me time to shower and change clothes.
 
       Maggie had slept in. She had no clients to work with so she decided to take a day of rest. She was surprised that I was back so soon.
 
       “You must have found something,” she said, obviously excited.
 
       I nodded.
 
       “Well don’t just stand there. Tell me!”
 
       “Maybe later. Dr. Crane is coming over and I just have enough time to shower and clean up.”
 
       “Walter Williams, I know when you’re hiding something from me. Now spill it!”
 
       “Okay, how’s this? I found her father. His name is John Williams. My dad is Johnny Butterfly!”
 
       Her mouth dropped open and I left her slumped in a chair, dumbfounded, trying to process what I had just told her.
 
       I had just dressed and combed my hair when there was a knock on the door.
 
       Maggie had opened the door for Dr. Crane, but I could see she was still in a daze from the bomb I had dropped in her lap.
 
       I escorted the doctor into my office and closed the door. I had no doubts that Maggie would soon sneak up to listen.
 
       When we were seated, Dr. Crane looked at me expectantly. “I hope you’ve called me here because you have some news.”
 
       I nodded. “I do indeed. I’m just not sure how to break it to you.”
 
       “You found my father! Is he dead? Don’t be afraid to tell me. I was expecting that.”
 
       “No, actually, he’s very much alive.”
 
       “Really! How exciting. Where does he live? Is it far away?”
 
       “No, as a matter of fact, it’s very close.”
 
       “Please! Quit teasing. Who is my father?”
 
       I took a deep breath. “His name is John Williams.”
 
       I paused as I let the name sink in.
 
       “Williams? Surely you don’t mean --- ?”
 
       “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. We have the same father. It looks like I’m your half-brother.”
 
       It was a good thing she was sitting down.
 
       “But how?”
 
       “Let me tell you about my dad. As you know, he was an over-the-road trucker. He was a good man, a good provider, but he was seldom home. Mom practically raised me on her own. When she died, Dad and I drifted apart and I hadn’t seen him for years. Then one day, about four years ago, I got a call from a retirement home in Arizona. He was being kicked out.”
 
       “My goodness! What for?”
 
       “Lascivious behavior. You have to understand something about our father. He is really a good person, but he has one flaw that has plagued him all his life. He is an incurable romantic and he can’t keep it in his pants.”
 
       “Oh dear!”
 
       “He has been living here with me since he was booted out of Shady Rest and I have to tell you, he has been a model father.”
 
       “So he’s living --- here?”
 
       “Right downstairs. Would you like to meet him?”
 
       She didn’t respond.
 
       “I know. It’s a lot to process.”
 
       “You have no idea. A month ago, I was totally alone with no family or relatives of any kind, and now I discover I not only have two nephews, but a half-brother and a father as well.”
 
       I figured I might as well tell her the whole story. “Actually, you have two half-brothers.”
 
      “Two?”
 
       “Yes. Your mother was a one night thing, and I mean that in the nicest way, but Dad also made regular trips to the west coast. He had another young woman way out in western Kansas somewhere that he visited on a regular basis. She also became pregnant, but Dad was transferred to another route and never knew. One day, a man came to my door and introduced himself as my half-brother. I won’t go into all the details right now, but he had a very important and personal reason for looking me up. We’ve become very good friends.”
 
       “Don’t tell me he lives here too.”
 
       “No, Mark Davenport works for Homeland Security in Washington. He pops into town every once in a while. I’ll let you know so you can meet him.”
 
       “Now, back to your question. Yes, I definitely want to meet the man who saved my mother from freezing and swept her off her feet, but maybe not right this minute. I was thinking that Billy Bob and Oren should meet him too. After all, he’s their step-grandfather.”
 
       I hadn’t thought of that. It was hard to picture Dad as a grandpa.
 
       “Do you think you could arrange something, say, two days from now? If so, I’ll talk to my nephews and set it up.”
 
       “I don’t see why not. It should be quite an experience.”
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       I made arrangements for Dad to come by my apartment after supper on Sunday. Dr. Crane and her nephews arrived a half hour ahead of him and were comfortably seated in our living room when Dad knocked on the door.
 
       I figured Bernice, his current, and hopefully last love interest, would accompany him and I wasn’t disappointed. She had been present when Dad was introduced to Mark Davenport for the first time. I saw no reason why she shouldn’t share this moment of revelation as well.
 
       Dad was, of course, shocked when he saw three strangers rise to greet him.
 
       “You’re full of surprises, Son. You neglected to tell me this was a party.”
 
       “It’s not exactly a party, Dad. These are just some folks that I thought you should meet. This is Dr. Elizabeth Crane and these are her nephews, Billy Bob and Oren Thrasher.”
 
       “Did you say, Dr. Crane?” Dad asked with genuine concern. “Are you sick?”
 
       “No, no, nothing like that.”
 
       “Maggie? Is she okay?”
 
       “I’m fine Dad,” Maggie said, bringing in a plate of cookies. “What would everyone like to drink? I have tea, coffee and water.”
 
       After Dad and Bernice were seated and Maggie had taken our drink requests, I handed Dad Chloe Fisher’s diary opened to the page where she talked about being stranded and rescued by a young, handsome trucker.
 
       “I’d like you to read the next couple of pages and then we’ll talk about why we’re all here tonight.”
 
       As soon as Dad started reading, I saw the breath catch in his throat and watched him struggle to hold back the tears. When he was finished, he closed the diary and handed it to me.
 
       “I remember that night like it was yesterday. It was a beautiful experience with a beautiful young woman. I have no regrets and I’d do it all over again if I had the chance. I’ve thought of Chloe so many times over the years and wondered what happened to her. I never knew she remembered me as Johnny Butterfly.”
 
       Dr. Crane addressed Dad for the first time. “Maybe I can shed some light on what happened to Chloe Fisher after your night together. A few weeks later, she discovered she was pregnant and nine months later she gave birth to a daughter --- your daughter, John.”
 
       She took Dad’s hand. “For seventy years, I believed Terrence Thrasher was my father, then suddenly I discovered that my real father was the mysterious Johnny Butterfly. Ever since, I’ve been anxiously waiting to meet my biological father and meet the man that saved my mother’s life on that cold, snowy night. It’s an honor to finally meet you, Dad.”
 
       My father was speechless. A rarity for him.
 
       “She never forgot you, John,” Dr. Crane said, pulling the jewelry box with the inlaid butterfly from her bag. “I also found this after going through more of her things,” she said, holding up a thin necklace with a tiny gold butterfly. “She never forgot her Johnny Butterfly.”
 
       She placed the jewelry box and the necklace in Dad’s hands.
 
       “I --- I don’t know what to say,” he said, caressing the butterfly inlay, “except I’m sorry I didn’t know about you. So sorry I couldn’t have been more a part of you and your mother’s life.”
 
       “Which is probably a good thing,” I replied, “since you already had Mom and me back here in Kansas City and Mark and his mother somewhere out in Kansas.”
 
       I could see Dad bristle. “I know I’ve made plenty of mistakes in my life. I wasn’t the best husband and father, but I have no regrets. That’s just who I was and I’ll treasure each of those memories until the day I die.”
 
       Bernice had been silent up till now. “You’re an incurable romantic, John Williams. That’s why I love you. I’m just wondering though, if there are any more surprises waiting for you out there.”
 
       “You never know,” he replied with a wink. Then a thought struck him. “I’ve fathered three children. One is a successful realtor and decorated police veteran, another is a director at Homeland Security and the third is a doctor. I think that definitely says something about my parenting skills.”
 
       “Either that,” I replied, “or it lends truth to the old saying, ‘if you can’t be a good parent, you can at least be a bad example.’”
 
       “Either way,” he said, “I proud of the way you all turned out.” He motioned to Billy Bob and Oren. “Exactly how do these guys fit into the picture?”
 
       “My mother married Terrence Thrasher and had one son, Gabe. These are Gabe’s sons --- your grandsons --- well, half grandsons.”
 
       “Well I’ll be damned!” Dad said. “Never thought I’d be a grandpa. Walt screwed that pooch by not having any kids. What do you boys do?”
 
       “We just started our own cleaning company,” Billy Bob replied proudly. “We’re looking for new clients if you know of anyone.”
 
       “I just might,” I said. “Are you boys familiar with the Three Trails Hotel on Linwood? It’s just a few blocks from your apartment.”
 
       Both Mary and Willie were getting up in years and I figured it was about time to relieve them of the responsibilities of cleaning and mowing. Mary could still keep the place rented and under control and Willie could still do the minor repairs.
 
       Billy Bob and Oren exchanged glances. “Well sure. Everybody on Linwood knows about that dump. It’s full of old crazies and mopes working out of the labor pool. Weird stuff is always happening over there. I’ve heard that the old lady that runs the place has whacked a couple of people, some statue that was stolen from the King Tut exhibit was found in the basement, and just a couple of weeks ago, the place was shot up by a car full of black gang-bangers.”
 
       I wasn’t sure exactly how to proceed. Everything Billy Bob said was true.
 
       “I --- uhhh --- own the place, and let me assure you that there is a reasonable explanation for all those events. Anyway, are you interested in the job or not?”
 
       They whispered for a minute. “We’ll take it, but it’s going to cost you big time. Think of it as hazardous duty pay.”
 
       I expected nothing less. I knew that as long as Mr. Feeney was there defiling the bathrooms, they would be earning every penny. 
 
       The rest of the evening was spent getting to know one another and exchanging life stories. Dr. Crane said she would leave Chloe’s diary with Dad so he could read about her life. All in all, it was a great success.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
       It didn’t take long for word to get around the building that my father had sired another child out of wedlock.
 
       Naturally, Jerry couldn’t let such an event slip away without adding his two cent’s worth.
 
       He latched on to the old 1950’s Daniel Boone ditty: 
 
    
 
       Daniel Boone was the daddy of them all
 
       From the mountains to Ohio.
 
       Daniel Boone heard the western prairie call
 
       From the mountains to the Ohio.
 
    
 
       Soon, we heard his voice echoing through the hallways:
 
    
 
       Johnny Williams was the daddy of them all
 
       From the mountains to the Ohio.
 
       Johnny Williams heard his secret lover’s call
 
       From the mountains to the Ohio.
 
    
 
       The Professor declared that Dad’s exploits were extraordinary and he should consider writing his memoirs. Jerry said the title could be Fifty Shades of a Grey Haired Old Man.
 
       Willie, when hearing the news, just shook his head. “Yo daddy is like de ole lady what lived in a shoe and had so many kids she didn’ know what to do. What he shoulda done was go into de truck stop bathroom and put fifty cents in one o’ dem latex machines.”
 
       In one sense, he was right, but if Dad had done that, there would be no Mark Davenport and no Elizabeth Crane, and the world would have lost two good people.
 
       Dad had certainly spent his life on the dark side of fatherhood, and yet, things had worked out pretty well for all concerned.
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       Maggie and I had finished supper, settled into our easy chairs and flipped on the TV to catch the evening news.
 
       Big mistake.
 
       We were used to our local newscasts being depressing, but tonight’s broadcast hit rock bottom.
 
       The program always opened with ‘Breaking News’ flashing across the screen after which, the anchor would switch to a reporter somewhere on the city streets.
 
       This time, the reporter was standing in front of a modest bungalow and the lights from multiple police cruisers were flashing in the background.
 
       “A three year old girl has been pronounced dead, the victim of a senseless drive-by shooting. A neighbor tells us that about five this afternoon, a car pulled up in front of the house and fired multiple rounds, one of which struck and killed the child. This is the third drive-by shooting that has claimed a child’s life in the last month. Police are urging anyone with information to call the TIPS hotline.”
 
       “How horrible!” Maggie declared. “What is wrong with people?”
 
       I didn’t have an answer. In my five years on the force, I asked myself that same question almost every day.
 
       The next story focused on another rally at the J.C. Nichols Fountain on the Country Club Plaza. Some people were carrying placards reading ‘Don’t Shoot!’ Others were wearing T-shirts with the words, ‘I can’t breathe!’ These were, of course, references to the Michael Brown and Eric Garner incidents. The demonstrators that were interviewed talked in no uncertain terms how police brutality and harassment had to stop.
 
       Suddenly, the screen switched back to the news anchor. “This story just in. Kansas City Police have just shot and killed a young black man who had been involved in a car-jacking incident. For the latest on this story, let’s go to our reporter on the scene.”
 
       The screen switched to a reporter standing in the parking lot of a local shopping center.
 
       “In a memo just issued by the police department, it appears that officers were responding to a 911 call about a reported car-jacking when they encountered a young man holding a knife to the throat of a female hostage.
 
       “After a brief discussion, the man released the hostage and charged the officers with his knife. One of the officers fired his weapon striking the man in the chest. Twenty-two year old Leroy Sheetz was pronounced dead at the scene.”
 
       The name sounded familiar and suddenly I made the connection.
 
       “Damn!”
 
       “What?” Maggie said, startled.
 
       “The guy that has been running with DeMarcus Tweedy. The captain told me his name was Lamar Sheetz. I’d be willing to bet that Leroy Sheetz is his brother. If that’s the case, then there’s going to be hell to pay.”
 
       I had thought that things couldn’t get any worse, but they just did.
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       My premonition came to pass the next day.
 
       I was in my office setting up a new file cabinet when the phone rang.
 
       It was Ox.
 
       “Hey, Partner. Bad news.”
 
       “What now? Are you okay? Surely not Amanda again.”
 
       “No, we’re both fine. It’s Corey Chapman and his partner, Wilson Freeman.”
 
       I recognized the names of two officers who worked out of our precinct.
 
       “What happened?”
 
       I could tell Ox was struggling to hold it together.
 
       “They had just stopped a car for an illegal left turn. The driver had already moved on and Cory and Wilson were just idling at the curb finishing up the paperwork when two men approached the squad can and opened fire point blank. They didn’t have a chance.”
 
       “My God! So both of them are --- ?”
 
       “Yes, they’re both gone --- murdered in cold blood.”
 
       Then it hit me. “You said they were attacked by two men. Have they been identified?”
 
       “Yes, the whole thing was recorded on a street cam.”
 
       “Let me guess. DeMarcus Tweedy and Lamar Sheetz.”
 
       “You got that right. No doubt it was payback for what happened to Leroy Sheetz.”
 
       My blood ran cold when I remembered Tweedy’s words when I was on my knees in the storage shed with his gun against my temple. “The Good Book says, ‘an eye for an eye,’ an’ dat’s just what’s gonna happen. Every time a cop kills one of us, we gonna kill some of them.”
 
       “I suppose they got away clean.”
 
       “They did. Every cop in the city is looking for them. First Vince and now Chapman and Freeman. We’ve gotta stop these guys.”
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       My heart ached for the families of the fallen officers and I was in a real funk when there was a knock on the door.
 
       I peeked through the peep hole lens I had recently installed and saw it was Billy Bob and Oren.
 
       “Hey Uncle Walt. I hope we’re not interrupting. I’ve got something I think you’re gonna want to hear.”
 
       I was still having difficulty getting used to the ‘Uncle.’ “Sure, boys. Come on in.”
 
       “We just came from the Three Trails.”
 
       Much to Willie and Mary’s delight, the Thrasher brother’s new cleaning company, Two Men and a Mop, had taken over the cleaning duties at the hotel.
 
       I was fearful when I saw the concerned look on their faces. My worst nightmare was that Mr. Feeney and his frequent aromatic deposits in the john had driven the boys away.
 
       “It all started with Mr. Feeney,” Billy Bob began.
 
       My heart sank when I heard those words. “Please don’t tell me you’re quitting.”
 
       “No, no, nothing like that, although the second time he stopped up the stool in the #3 crapper, the thought crossed our minds.”
 
       “What then?”
 
       “We were vacuuming the hall when Feeney found us. He was all hot and bothered. He said he had gotten hold of a bad burrito and was tossing his cookies when it happened.”
 
       “What happened?”
 
       “He barfed his false teeth and flushed them down the stool. He begged us to try and get them back.”
 
       “What did you do?”
 
       “I went down to the basement and traced the four inch stack to a cleanout trap back in a crawl space next to the east outside wall. I wiggled back there and was unscrewing the cap from the cleanout when I heard voices outside. I figured it was a couple of the tenants, but when I heard what they were saying, I knew it wasn’t.”
 
       “So what were they saying?”
 
       “I peeked through a crack in the foundation and saw two black guys. Uncle Walt, they’re planning to torch the hotel Saturday night.”
 
       “Are you sure?”
 
       “Absolutely! They said as soon as the tenants smelled the smoke, they’d come pouring out of the building. It would be like shootin’ fish in a barrel. One said it was payback for what the old cop had done.”
 
       “Thank you, Billy Bob. You boys did good. This may be the opportunity we’ve been looking for to get these guys off the street.”
 
       Then a thought struck me and I had to ask. “Did you find Feeney’s false teeth?”
 
       Billy Bob grimaced. “Sure did. They were hung up in a big ball of hair in the trap. I took them up to Feeney. He thanked me, rinsed them under the faucet and plopped them right back in his mouth. It was really gross!”
 
       The term ‘potty mouth’ just took on a new meaning for me.
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       My next stop was the precinct.
 
       I told the captain what Billy Bob had heard.
 
       “I hate to use your hotel as bait,” he said, “but you’re right, this just might be our chance to nail these two. We’ll get Mary and all the tenants out of the building and into a motel the day before. We don’t want to put anyone in harm’s way. I’ll have teams standing by in unmarked cars and snipers on the surrounding roofs. There’s no way Tweedy will give us the slip again.”
 
       “I hope you’ll have some fire trucks close by too,” I replied. “That building is over a hundred years old and would go up like tinder if they actually get a fire started.”
 
       “The plan is to take them before they get that far, but yes, we’ll have the fire department nearby.”
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       The evacuation went well and by four o’clock on Friday afternoon the hotel was empty. The captain had assigned a half-dozen officers to roam around the hotel and sit on the porch dressed as tenants just in case Tweedy drove by. We didn’t want anything to be out of place and scare him off.
 
       I dropped by about six on Friday evening. The temperature had to be in the thirties, but Officer Fredericks was sitting on the front porch bundled up in an old coat.
 
       “Aren’t you freezing?” I asked.
 
       He gave me a disdainful look. “I’d rather freeze than be cooped up in that tiny room. How can people live in a dump like this? No offense.”
 
       “None taken. If all you can afford is forty bucks a week, there’s not a lot to choose from out there. At least they have a roof over their heads, a warm bed to sleep in and a bathroom.”
 
       “Speaking of bathrooms --- .”
 
       “Hold that thought,” I said, spotting a familiar figure coming up the sidewalk.
 
       “Mary! What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at the motel making sure our guys aren’t trashing the place.”
 
       “I just got to thinking about the place being burned up and I came back to get my Barry Manilow albums. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost those.”
 
       “Out of all the stuff in your apartment, the most important thing is Barry Manilow?”
 
       “Yeah, so what?”
 
       “First of all, we’re not going to let the place burn down.”
 
       I was about to say, “Second, you can go to the flea market and pick up dozens of Barry Manilow albums for fifty cents each.” But I quickly reconsidered.
 
       “Hurry, grab your albums and I’ll drive you back to the motel. By Sunday noon, everybody will be back and everything will be hunky-dory.”
 
       I just hoped I was right.
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       By noon on Saturday, the captain had everything in place. Snipers were on the surrounding roofs and unmarked cars were on every block near the hotel.
 
       It would be a long, exhaustive wait until dark when Tweedy was expected.
 
       I sat in one of the unmarked squad cars with Ox and Amanda.
 
       I was happy to see that they were getting along well. Change is never easy, but sometimes it is necessary.
 
       As usual, Ox had stocked the car with plenty of snacks and a thermos of hot coffee.
 
       Every so often, there would be chatter on the police radio, saying that everything was clear, no suspects in sight.
 
       Just before nine, a message of a different kind came over the radio. “A fire has been reported in the 2700 block of Benton Boulevard. The building is a forty unit apartment and tenants are jumping out of windows to escape. Traffic is snarled. All fire units in the area have been dispatched. Units 27, 38 and 45 proceed to the scene for crowd control.”
 
       I recognized those units as three of the unmarked cars that had been assigned to the Three Trails.
 
       Something was going terribly wrong.
 
       I heard the three patrol cars respond in the affirmative and moments later I heard sirens from the fire trucks that were descending on the burning building.
 
       Then it hit me. The fire on Benton wasn’t a coincidence, it was a diversion. With every fire truck in the area battling a blaze and rescuing people from a forty unit building, there would be no units available to respond to the Three Trails when it went up in flames. The building would be a total loss and any tenant trying to escape would indeed be an easy target.
 
       The sirens from the pumpers had just gone silent when we heard one of the snipers. “Suspect approaching from the alley behind the building. All units, respond on my mark. Three, two, one. Hit him!”
 
       Spotlights flooded the scene, revealing a startled Lamar Sheetz carrying a gas can.
 
       “Drop the can!” a bull horn bellowed. “Drop the can and on your knees! Put your hands behind your head.”
 
       Sheetz hesitated for a moment, then seeing every avenue of escape blocked, he fell to his knees.
 
       “Don’t shoot!” he shouted, locking his fingers behind his head.
 
       The good news was that we had Lamar Sheetz in custody. The bad news was that he was alone.
 
       DeMarcus Tweedy had undoubtedly set the other fire and was probably on his way to join Lamar to shoot the ‘fish in a barrel’ but was scared away when we arrested his accomplice.
 
       By striking when we did, we prevented Sheetz from burning the building, but we lost our chance to get Tweedy.
 
       The avowed cop killer was in the wind and most likely planning his next strike.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
       The public outcry over the executions of officers Chapman and Freeman was overwhelming.
 
       Many people had been understandably upset by the tragic deaths of Michael Brown and Eric Garner and the demonstrations demanding an end to police brutality were continuing across the country.
 
       With the deaths of Chapman and Freeman, a new segment of society hit the streets in protest. Not only in Kansas City, but all over the nation, citizens rallied in support of the police.
 
       A Virginia man launched a Facebook event that quickly spread across the nation. The event was labeled ‘Blue Light Week.’ The idea was for homeowners to replace their regular porch lights with blue lights to show their support for the men in blue. He sent out 190 invitations to his Facebook friends and in less than 24 hours, there were over 28,000 shares.
 
       Newspapers and TV stations picked up the story and soon every hardware store in town was carrying the blue lights.
 
        Officer Chapman was single, but Officer Freeman left behind a wife and two young sons. When funeral arrangements were announced, the response was so overwhelming, the venue had to be moved from one of the local churches to the Sprint Center to accommodate everyone who wanted to come and pay their respects.
 
       Police officers from all over the country took vacation days to travel to Missouri in support of their fallen brothers.
 
       A motorcycle escort had been arranged to accompany the hearses from the mortuary to the Sprint Center. License plates on the Harleys were from as far away as New York and California.
 
       I desperately wanted to sit with the members of my old squad, but since I was no longer a cop, it just wasn’t going to happen.
 
       Maggie and I had made arrangements to get together with Ox and Judy after the service. If I couldn’t be with my friends during the service, I definitely wanted their companionship afterward. 
 
       The service itself was solemn but beautiful.
 
       There wasn’t a dry eye in the building when the flags that draped the two coffins were presented to Chapman’s mother and Freeman’s widow and two sons.
 
       When the last notes of Taps had died away, signaling the ‘end of watch’ for the two fallen officers, the building began to empty.
 
       Maggie and Judy had agreed to meet and go on ahead to get a table at the restaurant. I was to meet Ox, and he and I were going to make a brief visit to a nearby hotel suite where the members of my old squad were having an ‘after service’ get together.
 
       I made my way through the crowd to where I was to meet Ox, but the big guy was nowhere to be seen. 
 
       I spotted Officer Dooley. “Hey Dooley, have you seen Ox?”
 
       “I saw him about fifteen minutes ago. He was talking to another officer --- a black guy. I hadn’t seen him before. I figured he was one of the out-of-town guys. They just talked briefly, then left together.”
 
       “Thanks.”
 
       Something wasn’t right. Ox wouldn’t have just left me high and dry. He would have called or texted to let me know what he was doing.
 
       It took me a good fifteen minutes to wade through the crowd. When I got to the street, I figured I would just go on to the hotel suite. Ox probably just got mixed up and thought we would meet at the after party.
 
       I was halfway to the hotel when I felt my phone vibrate with a text message.
 
       I opened the screen and it was from Ox’s phone, but the message certainly hadn’t been sent from my friend.
 
      It read, “I have your partner. If you want to see him alive, come to the old Westport High School on 39th Street. Come alone. If I see another cop or anyone else, I’ll put a bullet in his head.”
 
       Suddenly it all made sense. Tweedy had gotten hold of a cop uniform of some kind. It didn’t even have to be a K.C. cop uniform. The Sprint Center was filled with cops from all over the country and he could blend in and no one would be the wiser.
 
       I could just imagine his words as he moved in on Ox. “Come with me quietly or I’ll kill you right here first and then empty my gun on anyone close by.”
 
       Knowing Ox, he went quietly so that no one else would be hurt.
 
       I knew without a doubt that if I went alone as he asked, neither Ox nor I would walk out of the old school alive.
 
       I knew I couldn’t call the captain or any other cop, but I needed backup, so I called Kevin. Ten minutes later, he met me outside the school.
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       I don’t know why Tweedy picked Westport other than it was abandoned, but his selection turned out to be a blessing for me. I had attended Westport for a few years when I was in high school and knew the building pretty well. I tried the front door, and as I expected, it was unlocked. That was obviously the way he wanted me to enter.
 
       When I was in high school, I weighed about a hundred and fifteen dripping wet and hated everything that was connected to P.E. or organized sports. When the coach had the class running laps or, heaven forbid, choosing up sides for dodge ball, I and another fellow geek would slip out of the gym by the back exit.
 
       I showed Kevin the door, he whipped out his lock set and had it open in a flash. 
 
       I had no idea where Tweedy was holding Ox, but I figured the best bet was in the auditorium. I gave him directions from the gym to the auditorium and went back to the front entrance.
 
       I brought a flashlight and moved slowly through the halls toward the auditorium, checking each vacant room along the way.
 
       When I got to the auditorium, I spotted Tweedy on the stage. Ox was tied to a chair and Tweedy had a gun to his head.
 
       “Well, well,” he said. “I been lookin’ forward to dis for a long time now. I hope you come alone, ‘cause if I see anybody else, your buddy’s brains will be all over this stage.”
 
       “Don’t do anything hasty,” I replied. “Don’t hurt Ox. It’s me you want, not him. I’m the one who shot Rashawn. I’m the one Deandre was after when the cops shot him down, and I’m the one who put the bullet in your arm. Let him go and I’m all yours.”
 
       “Looks to me like you’re mine anyway,” he said. “Now I know you’re packin’ so come up to the stage nice and easy, put your gun on the stage and slide it over to me.”
 
       Tweedy had put tape on Ox’s mouth, but I could see him shake his head and the expression in his eyes said, “Shoot him!”
 
       I moved slowly forward, took my revolver from my holster, placed it on the stage and gave it a shove. “Okay, I’ve done what you asked. Now what?”
 
       “Now it’s time for you and your buddy to die. Like I told you, an eye for an eye.”
 
       I hoped that Kevin had found his way from the gym. If he had, he would be standing in the stage’s west wing about twenty feet from Tweedy. I figured it was time to make my move before Tweedy squeezed off a round.
 
       “That’s pretty big talk from a man that’s outnumbered and outgunned,” I said.
 
       “What you talkin’ about. I only see one unarmed old man.”
 
       “Then you’d better look again,” Kevin said from the wing.
 
       Startled, Tweedy swung his gun in Kevin’s direction.
 
       I know it only lasted a fraction of a second, but when Tweedy turned, I pulled a second gun I had concealed and pointed it at his head. Immediately, the sight of my friend, Vince Spaulding, lying dead, having been denied his anticipated retirement flashed into my mind, followed by the images of two flags being handed to the grieving families of the fallen officers, and in that moment, I hated DeMarcus Tweedy. Hated him with all my heart. As my rage built, I also remembered the Professor’s words, “The light side is characterized by honesty, compassion, mercy and self-sacrifice, while the dark side draws its power from anger, rage, hatred, fear and aggression.”
 
       I was feeling all of those things, just as I had when Tweedy was holding Amanda Parrish hostage. On that day, I had the chance to take him out, but remembering the Professor’s words, I chose to try to put him under arrest rather that kill him in cold blood.
 
       If I had pulled the trigger that day, Chapman and Freeman would still be alive. 
 
       At that very moment, I was faced with the same choice. If I showed compassion and mercy, Tweedy would undoubtedly be tried and convicted for his crimes and sentenced to death, but he would spend the next twenty years with appeal after appeal at the taxpayer’s expense. He might kill someone in prison. He might even find a way to escape.
 
       Light side or dark side? That was my dilemma.
 
       Surprisingly, it was an easy choice.
 
       I pulled the trigger and DeMarcus Tweedy fell to the floor dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
       Even though DeMarcus Tweedy’s reign of terror had come to an end, nothing had really changed.
 
       People continued to demonstrate across the country, decrying police brutality. The TV reverends continued to stir hatred with their rhetoric and politicians continued to promise reform.
 
       Others, incensed by the cowardly executions of two police officers, marched in support of the men in blue.
 
       In spite of all this, young black men like the Tweedys continued to commit crimes which ultimately lead to their deaths, and brutish officers continued to harass people of color.
 
       Undoubtedly, advances had been made since the days when young men like Nate Jackson could be lynched in broad daylight, but it was obvious that there was still a long way to go.
 
       The encouraging thing is that there are genuinely good people out there fighting the good fight. Some, like Suzanne Romero, Ox and the captain, are seeking the justice of the lady wearing the flowing white robe and a blindfold.
 
       Others, like my brother-in-law, Kevin, are also seeking justice, but they are following the lady from the dark side --- the one wearing a tight skirt, fish-net stockings and high heels.
 
       It’s almost like there are parallel realities, both seeking the same thing, but operating under different sets of rules.
 
       As an officer, I spent five years in one of those realities and was genuinely proud of what had been accomplished.
 
       As a private investigator, I had just spent two months working for the shady lady. 
 
       I wondered at the time about the justice that had been meted out to Frankie Bonaducci when he ended up at the bottom of a ravine.
 
       I wondered if the money from the Wells Fargo heist should have been turned over to the authorities, and I wondered most of all, whether pulling the trigger on DeMarcus Tweedy was the right thing to do.
 
       I’ve spent many nights lying awake, wondering if I have indeed slipped to the dark side.
 
       Maybe I’m just deluding myself, but I came to the conclusion that justice is justice no matter whom I’m working for, and I plan to keep on fighting the good fight, not as Officer Williams, but as Walt Williams, Private Investigator.
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      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.
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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.
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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.
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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.
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    [image: PinnacleAwardSticker2] 
 
   National Association of Book Entrepreneurs
 
    
 
       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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE AND THE WATCHERS
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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?
 
   http://amzn.to/15P5LEE
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE AND THE CANDIDATE
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            BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – FALL 2012
 
    
 
                                     [image: PinnacleAwardSticker2]
 
    
 
   National Association of Book Entrepreneurs
 
       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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   LADY JUSTICE AND THE 
 
   BOOK CLUB MURDERS
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   Best New Mystery Novel – Spring 2013
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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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE
 
   AND THE
 
   CRUISE SHIP MURDERS
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       Best New Mystery Novel – Summer 2013
 
    
 
                                        [image: ]
 
    
 
          National Association of Book   Entrepreneurs
 
    
 
       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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE
 
   AND THE
 
   CLASS REUNION
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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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE AND THE ASSASSIN
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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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE AND THE LOTTERY
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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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE AND THE VET
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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
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE
 
   AND THE
 
   ORGAN TRADERS
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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.
 
    
 
                    amzn.to/1jmde5S
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
                    LADY JUSTICE
 
                          AND THE
 
                 PHARAOH’S CURSE
 
    
 
             [image: ]
 
    
 
       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! 
 
    
 
   http://amzn.to/1yHlnGE
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   LADY JUSTICE 
 
   IN THE EYE OF THE STORM
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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.
 
    
 
   amzn.to/1w6CthZ
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   WOLVES IN SHEEP’S CLOTHING
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       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
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   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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