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    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE  
 
    MAGIC DRAGON 
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
        In 1963, Peter, Paul, and Mary released Puff the Magic Dragon, a song depicting the joys and wonders of childhood innocence and the loss of same as the child ages. 
 
        Most of us can remember bits and pieces of those wonderful years, when we let our imaginations run wild and anything was possible. 
 
        Santa was real and the Tooth Fairy left quarters under our pillows. 
 
        The first verse invokes the essence of those early times. 
 
      
 
        Puff the Magic Dragon lived by the sea 
 
        And frolicked in the autumn mist in a land called Honahlee. 
 
        Little Jackie Paper loved that rascal Puff 
 
       And brought him strings and sealing wax and other fancy stuff. 
 
      
 
        Little kids pretend --- I know I did. 
 
        Mike, the kid down the street, and I used to fight over which of us would get to be Roy Rogers or one of our other heroes. I remember making swords out of scrap lumber and having duels with my cousin. 
 
        Great memories --- great times --- but nothing lasts forever. 
 
      
 
        A dragon lives forever, but not so little boys. 
 
        Painted rings and giant wings make way for other toys. 
 
        One gray night it happened, Jackie Paper came no more 
 
        And Puff that mighty dragon, he ceased his fearless roar. 
 
      
 
        At some point, the innocence is lost. 
 
        We come to realize that the Santa at the department store is just an old fat guy with a fake beard who goes home, guzzles beer and watches TV. One morning, there is no quarter under the pillow. 
 
        It’s okay though. We rationalize that we’ve outgrown that kid’s stuff. Besides, we’ve found other things to capture our interest --- sports, cars, girls! 
 
        It’s a natural progression. We can’t stay kids forever. The fantasy of childhood eventually morphs into the harsh reality of adulthood. 
 
        While not without its trials and tribulations, it’s a transition that most of us make. 
 
        Most --- but not all. 
 
        Like little Jackie Paper, most of us leave the world of magic dragons behind, but there are a few who cannot or will not leave that place of innocence. They find the real world too frightening, so they retreat into the only place that gives them peace, and cling to their magic dragon, their one true friend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
        “Take everything off and put this on,” the nurse said, handing me a gown. “Dr. Friedman will be with you shortly.” 
 
        I hate hospital gowns. No matter how hard you try, your rear end always hangs out, and at the ripe old age of seventy-four, my derriere isn’t much to look at. 
 
        As I obediently disrobed, I couldn’t help wondering about the sequence of events that had brought me to this moment of humiliation. 
 
        During my five years with the Kansas City Police Department, I had been ‘volunteered’ for many undercover assignments. I thought I had left all that behind when I retired three years ago and opened my own firm, Walt Williams Investigations.  
 
        This latest fiasco started with a call from the captain of my old precinct. He explained that the Feds were cracking down on Medicare and Medicaid fraud that was costing the government over 1.3 billion dollars a year. They had targeted several doctors in the Kansas City area and needed an old guy on Medicare for an undercover sting.  
 
        Not surprisingly, there were no active officers anywhere close to Medicare, and my name came up. 
 
        “It’s no big deal,” Captain Short had said. “All you have to do is go to Dr. Friedman for a physical. We’ll take it from there.” 
 
        He made it sound simple, so being a good citizen and not wanting my tax dollars wasted on fraud, I agreed. 
 
        What he didn’t tell me in that first conversation was that I would have to be seen by a department doctor first to establish a health baseline. 
 
        During that initial exam, they drew what seemed like a couple of gallons of blood. Then, to my horror, the doc snapped on a rubber glove and reached for the Vaseline. There’s nothing more humiliating than to have your plumbing probed by a guy with big fingers. 
 
        When it was all said and done, I was declared physically fit, the perfect candidate for the sting. 
 
        I made an appointment at Friedman’s clinic and started the process all over again. They drew more blood and I was starting to feel like the old Ford I used to own that was always a quart low. Of course, Dr. Friedman had to violate my private parts a second time. It was bad enough with old Doc Johnson once a year. Twice in one week was way out of line. “No big deal,” Captain Short had said. Easy for him to say. It wasn’t his keister being probed. I planned to ask for hazardous duty pay. 
 
        That was all three days ago. Now, after all the tests were run, I was awaiting the verdict. The nurse said Friedman would be in ‘shortly.’ Her definition of ‘shortly,’ and mine were quite different. My bare butt was pressed against the cold vinyl for a good forty-five minutes before the doc stuck his head in the door. 
 
        “Mr. Williams. Good to see you again.” 
 
        He sat, opened a folder, and perused my chart. “Well, there’s good news and not so good news.” 
 
        “Really?” I replied, trying my best to appear concerned. “Tell me.” 
 
        “The good news is that your heart is quite healthy as are your lungs.” 
 
        “Thank goodness! What’s the bad news?” 
 
        “We can’t be sure until we run a few more tests.” 
 
        “More tests? What kind of tests?” 
 
        “A colonoscopy for sure. We need to rule out the possibility of polyps. If we get in there and find the little buggers, we’ll snip them right out.” 
 
        Just hearing the word ‘colonoscopy’ made my hiney pucker. 
 
        “I think, based on your labs, an endoscopy would be in order as well. There may be an ulcer gnawing away at your esophagus.” 
 
        “Polyps? Ulcer? Are you sure?” 
 
        “No, that’s why the additional tests. Oh, and while you’re out, we may as well do a biopsy on your prostate. It was a bit enlarged and your PSA was elevated.” 
 
        “Good Lord! How much will all this cost me? I’m on Social Security you know.” 
 
        “Don’t you worry about that. You have Medicare as your primary and Blue Cross as your secondary. It won’t cost you a penny out of pocket.” 
 
        “Whew! That’s a relief,” I sighed. “Just for curiosity’s sake, what’s this going to cost Uncle Sam?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Well, since we’ll be doing all three at once, it will be a lot less than scheduling three separate procedures with three anesthesiologists. We can do it right here in the clinic, so probably around ten thousand, give or take.” 
 
        I remembered from my briefing with the Feds, that colonoscopies and endoscopies averaged around three grand, and a biopsy about fifteen hundred. Friedman was gouging the taxpayers for twenty-five hundred more than the average cost for three unnecessary procedures. 
 
        “Wow! Sure glad I have Medicare. When can we get this done?” 
 
        “I’ll let Nancy get you scheduled. I think we can probably get you in by the end of the week.” 
 
        “Thank goodness! I’ll be a nervous wreck until I get the results.” 
 
        “Now, now, don’t be concerned. You’re in good hands.” 
 
        “Oh, one more question. For those two procedures, don’t you insert a camera in both ends?” 
 
        “Yes. Why do you ask?” 
 
        “Since you’re doing both ends, please do the top one first.” 
 
        He gave me a strange look. “Uhhh --- sure. No problem.” 
 
        He told me to get dressed and headed out the door.  
 
        I heaved a sigh of relief. I was finished. As soon as Friedman submitted the three procedures to Medicare for prior approval, the Feds would swoop in and the Friedman Clinic would be out of business. It gave me a warm fuzzy feeling when I pictured him behind bars. How ironic that then the tables would be turned. It would be his tushy being probed, and not in a nice way. 
 
        I scheduled my procedure with Nancy and headed out the door. 
 
        It was early December and the weather had taken a nasty turn. A cold wind was blowing from the north heralding the arrival of our first winter storm. 
 
        As I pulled my collar against the wind, I muttered, “It’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey.” 
 
        I had heard that phrase from Kevin McBride, my partner at Walt Williams Investigations. He’s always coming up with colorful descriptions of the world around us. His wife, Veronica, had heard it too, and chastised him for uttering such a vulgarity in mixed company. 
 
        I remember his look of indignation as he explained that the phrase had absolutely nothing to do with the little mammal’s testicles. His explanation was that back in the 1700’s, sailing ships stacked their cannonballs on a brass triangle referred to as a ‘brass monkey.’ If the weather got too cold, the brass would contract and the cannonballs would fall off. Hence the phrase, cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. 
 
        Later, I looked it up and discovered that Kevin’s story was just a load of crap. Nevertheless, he told it with such a straight face that everyone accepted it as truth, and it got him off the hook. 
 
        Kevin is good that way. 
 
        As I was driving down the street, I noticed a man in his mid to late twenties, sitting on the curb. He was rocking back and forth and appeared to be crying. 
 
        I pulled to the curb and approached the man. 
 
        “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” 
 
        He shook his head and sobbed. “I’m okay, but he’s not.” 
 
        “Who’s not?” 
 
        “Santa,” he replied, rocking even harder. He pointed down an alley. 
 
        I looked where he was pointing, saw the body of a man in a red suit, and rushed to his side. 
 
        The man was alive --- just barely.  
 
        I called 911 and returned to the man on the curb who was shaking uncontrollably. 
 
        I put my arm around his shoulder. “Everything will be okay. Help is coming.” 
 
        “Noooo!” he wailed. “Everything is not okay. If Santa’s hurt, how can he get ready for Christmas?” 
 
        At first, I thought he was joking, but the look on his face told me he was deadly serious. 
 
        “My name is Walt,” I said, trying to change the subject. “What’s yours?” 
 
        “Billy,” he replied. “Billy Baker.” 
 
        “Where do you live?” 
 
        “At the home.” 
 
        “What home?” 
 
        He fished in his pocket and handed me a crumpled card. On it was the name, address, and phone number of the Mayview Rehabilitation Center. 
 
        Suddenly, it was starting to make sense.  
 
        I noticed he had been clutching something that hung around his neck as he was rocking back and forth. 
 
        I pointed to his hand. “Whatcha got there?” 
 
        “That’s Puff,” he replied, opening his hand. 
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        “Wow!” I replied. “That’s beautiful. So is that Puff the Magic Dragon?” 
 
        He nodded. “My mom gave it to me. He’s my friend. There’s even a song about him.” 
 
        “I know. I’ve heard it.” 
 
        “I can sing it,” he replied, proudly. “Every verse.” 
 
        “Aren’t you kinda far from home?” I asked. 
 
        “No, I come here every day during the week. I work just down the street --- at the sheltered workshop. I ride the bus --- that’s our boat with billowed sail.” 
 
        “I don’t understand.” 
 
        “In the song,” he replied. “It says ‘Together they would travel on a boat with billowed sail. Jackie kept a lookout perched on Puff’s gigantic tail.’ There’s no water and no boat, so Puff and I ride the bus.”  
 
        “I see,” I replied 
 
         We heard sirens in the distance, and a few minutes later a squad car and an ambulance pulled to the curb. 
 
        I was surprised to see my old partner, Ox, and his new partner, Amanda, exit the vehicle. 
 
        “Walt!” Ox said, obviously as surprised as me. “What are you doing here?” 
 
        I pointed to the alley. “Man down.” 
 
        As soon as Ox had checked on the fallen Santa and left him in the care of the EMT’s, he and Amanda returned. 
 
        “This is the third one this week,” Ox said, shaking his head. 
 
        “Third what?” 
 
        “The third snatch and grab of a Salvation Army charity pot. The guy back there was a bell ringer.” 
 
        Then I noticed the empty stand where the bell ringer’s pot used to hang. 
 
        “The first two were old guys. The snatcher just grabbed the pots and ran. This poor chap must have put up a fight. Who’s this?” he asked, pointing at Billy. 
 
        “This is Billy Baker,” I replied. “He lives at the Mayview REHABILITATION Center.” I put heavy emphasis on the rehabilitation. 
 
        Ox got the message and nodded. “Billy, did you see what happened here?” 
 
        Billy nodded. “I’m cold. I want to go home.” 
 
        “Can we talk about what you saw?” Ox asked, pressing on. 
 
        Billy started rocking again. “I missed the bus and I’m late. If I don’t get home when I’m supposed to, they get worried.” 
 
        “I have an idea,” I said, intervening. “I’ll take you home in my car, the nice policeman can follow us, and we’ll talk about it there.” 
 
        He thought about that for a moment. “I guess that would be okay.” 
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        When we arrived at Mayview, we were met at the door by a young woman in her mid-thirties. I saw the look of concern on her face when she saw the police cruiser and Billy, accompanied by a stranger. 
 
        “Billy, are you okay?” she asked, taking his hand. 
 
        “Yes, Ma’am,” he replied. “I missed the bus and this nice man brought me home.” 
 
        She looked at me quizzically. “I’m Marsha Coe, one of the counselors here. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
        “I’m Walter Williams,” I replied, handing her my card. “I found Billy just after he’d witnessed a mugging. He was pretty upset, so I stayed with him.” 
 
        Just then, Ox and Amanda walked up. 
 
        “This is Officer Wilson and Officer Parrish. Since Billy saw the whole thing, they need to speak with him. Billy was cold and wanted to get home, so we hoped we could find a quiet place to talk here.” 
 
        “Certainly,” she replied, nodding to Ox and Amanda. “Thank you for being so considerate. I’m sure Billy must have been upset. We can talk in my office.” 
 
        When we were seated, Ox began. “Billy can you tell us what you saw?” 
 
        Billy nodded. He seemed much calmer, being in familiar surroundings. I noticed he was still clutching his friend, Puff. 
 
        “I had just finished work and was heading to the bus stop like I do every day. Santa has been on that corner for about a week. Pastor Bob says he’s collecting money so the poor people who are homeless have something to eat. I want to help, so I’ve put a nickel in Santa’s pot every day.” 
 
        I was surprised to hear the familiar name. “You know Pastor Bob?” 
 
        “Sure do,” Billy replied. “I love it when he comes to talk to us. He makes me feel good.” 
 
        “Well, Pastor Bob is a good friend of mine, and he makes me feel good too.” 
 
        “What happened to Santa today?” Ox asked, trying to get his interrogation back on track. 
 
        Billy thought for a moment. “A van pulled up, a man got out, and tried to take Santa’s pot. When Santa tried to stop him, the man hit Santa and drug him into the alley. Then he came back, took the poor people’s pot, got back in the van and drove away.” 
 
        A tear welled up in his eye. “Now the poor people won’t have anything to eat.” 
 
        “Tell me about the bad man,” Ox said. 
 
        “He was tall and had one of those funny things on his head.” 
 
        “A ski mask,” Ox said, shaking his head. “Same as the other muggings. There have been witnesses, but no one has seen his face.” 
 
        “I saw his face,” Billy said, proudly.  
 
        We were all in shock. 
 
        “How did you see his face if he was wearing a mask?” Ox asked. 
 
        “When they were fighting, Santa pulled it off. After he drug Santa into the alley, he put it back on again.” 
 
        “Can you describe him?” 
 
        “Sure, he looked like Paul.” 
 
        “Paul?” 
 
        “Yeah, he even had the mustache and the funny thing on his chin.” 
 
        “Who is this Paul guy?” Ox asked. 
 
        Billy looked at us like we were morons. “Paul! As in Peter, Paul, and Mary. They sang Puff the Magic Dragon,” he said, holding up his necklace. 
 
        Marsha had been busy pecking away on her laptop. “Here, Billy. Show us.” 
 
        She had Googled Peter, Paul, and Mary. 
 
        He pointed to a photo. “There! He looked like that.” 
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    It was a photo of Paul Stookey, complete with mustache and goatee. 
 
        “Are you sure?” Ox asked. 
 
        “Of course I’m sure,” he replied indignantly. “Miss Coe, I’m hungry. May I go get cleaned up for supper?” 
 
        Marsha looked at Ox. He nodded. 
 
        “Sure, Billy. Go ahead.” 
 
        Ox stuck out his big paw. “Thanks, Billy. You’ve been a big help.” 
 
        “Just catch the bad guy. He shouldn’t have hurt Santa.” 
 
        “We will. I promise.” 
 
        Billy turned to me. “Thanks for staying with me. Puff and I were really scared. Will I see you again?” 
 
        That certainly took me by surprise. “Uhhh --- sure. I’ll stop by and see how you’re doing.” 
 
        “Thank you,” he said. “Maybe you, me, and Puff can play for a while.” 
 
        “I’d like that.” 
 
        After he was gone, Ox turned to Marsha. “Billy’s the best witness we’ve had. Can you give me some details about his background?” 
 
        She sighed. “It’s a tragic story. Billy’s father was an abusive alcoholic. One evening he came home drunk and started beating Billy’s mother. This wasn’t the first time little eight-year-old Billy had witnessed the attacks. As he usually did, he hid in the kitchen pantry. On previous occasions, the abuse only lasted a few minutes, but not that night. Baker beat his wife senseless and she fell dead just a few feet from where Billy was hiding. 
 
        “Neighbors, hearing the screams, called the police. When they arrived, Baker attacked the officers with a kitchen knife. They shot in self defense. Billy saw the whole thing. In less than ten minutes, he had witnessed the violent deaths of both of his parents. The officers found him huddled in the pantry sobbing and rocking back and forth.” 
 
        “I can’t imagine the horror,” Amanda said, wiping away a tear. 
 
        “It was more than a child could handle,” Marsha replied. 
 
        “I suppose that explains why Billy is --- different,” I said. 
 
        “Exactly,” Marsha replied. “He has a condition called arrested development. His young mind just couldn’t cope with the violence he had witnessed. The human psyche is a wondrous thing. In order to protect himself from the emotional trauma, Billy retreated into a fantasy world where he felt safe and secure.” 
 
        “I suppose Puff the Magic Dragon is a big part of that,” I said. 
 
        “It certainly is. After witnessing a particularly bad beating, Billy was an emotional wreck. In order to comfort him, his mother gave him the necklace and told him that Puff was his friend and would keep him safe. That was a week or so before she was killed. He hasn’t taken the necklace off since then. 
 
        “Although Billy continued to grow and mature physically, his mind is still that of an eight-year-old. To leave that safe place, Billy would have to intellectually come to terms with the violent deaths of his parents, and that’s just too painful, so Billy, as you see him today, is an eight-year-old mind in a twenty-eight-year-old body.” 
 
        “That explains a lot,” I said. “He was almost frantic, worrying that Santa wouldn’t be ready for Christmas. He still believes, doesn’t he?” 
 
        Marsha nodded. “All his childhood fantasies are intact.” 
 
        “But he seems to be coping. He rides the bus and has a job.” 
 
        “Yes, he has learned to adapt, but it is all within the context of his fantasy world. The bus, for example, is Puff’s boat with billowed sails.” 
 
        “Yes, he mentioned that.” 
 
        At that moment, Ox received a text. I could tell by the look on his face it wasn’t good news. 
 
        “The bell-ringer died on the way to the hospital. It’s not just a larceny case anymore. Now it’s murder, and Billy Baker is our only witness.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
        Sid Collins threw down the newspaper in disgust. “Damn! The old guy died!” 
 
        “I thought we agreed on no rough stuff,” Loren Allen replied. 
 
        “How was I to know the dude would fight over $57 in change? Makes no sense. I didn’t mean for it to happen. We struggled. He fell and hit his head. Now we’re in deep shit. The cops will be all over this now that it’s murder.” 
 
        “What do you mean, ‘we’? You’re the one what iced the guy.” 
 
        “Yeah, but you drove the getaway car in the commission of a felony. In the eyes of the law you’re as guilty as me.” 
 
        “Great! Just great! At least no one can identify you. We got that goin’ for us.” 
 
        “Uhhh, about that,” Sid replied grimacing, “we got a problem there too. There was only one guy anywhere around. He was waitin’ at the bus stop. I was wearin’ my mask, so I didn’t really care. In the struggle, Santa pulled off the mask --- just for a minute --- but I think the guy at the bus stop saw my face.” 
 
        “Aww, man!” Loren moaned. “A murder rap. I can’t do that kind of time. What are we gonna do?” 
 
        Sid rubbed his goatee. “We have to find the guy. It shouldn’t be too hard. I’ll bet he rides that same bus every day. Once we find him, we’ll nab him and put him on ice. They can’t convict without a witness.” 
 
        “You mean whack the guy? Another murder?” 
 
        “We’re already on the hook for one. What difference does one more body make?” 
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        Sid and Loren waited in their van a block from the bus stop. 
 
        “There!” Sid said, pointing. “That’s the guy.” 
 
        They watched as the man patiently waited at the corner and eventually boarded the city bus. 
 
        “Let’s follow and see where he gets off,” Loren said. “He looks like a wimp. Shouldn’t be too hard to take him.” 
 
        Fifteen minutes later, the bus stopped in front of the Mayview Rehabilitation Center. The man stepped off the bus and went inside. 
 
        “I think we caught a break,” Sid said, smiling. 
 
        “How do you figure?” 
 
        “The guy lives in a rehab center. There’s a sheltered workshop just up the street from that bus stop. I’ll bet he’s some kind of retard. Even if he saw me, he’s not exactly a reliable witness.” 
 
        “I hope you’re right,” Loren replied as they pulled into traffic. 
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        The next morning, Loren was skimming through the Kansas City Star. 
 
        “Shit!” he cried, slamming his fist on the table. 
 
        Sid jumped, sloshing his coffee. “Jesus, Loren. What was that all about?” 
 
        He handed the paper to Sid. “That break you were talking about just went out the window.” 
 
        Sid’s mouth flew open when he saw a police artist’s rendering of his face on page 2. The article stated that a witness to the latest Santa mugging had given the police a description of the attacker.  
 
        “Damn!” Sid muttered. “This changes everything.” 
 
        “I’ll say it does,” Loren replied, “and what has to change is you.” 
 
        “What are you talking about?” 
 
        “Look at the description, black hair, mustache and goatee. That’s all gotta go.” 
 
        “Awww, man!” Sid moaned, rubbing his chin, “I’ve had this since I was a teenager.” 
 
        “Well, if you wanna stay out of the slammer, you’d better kiss it goodbye.” 
 
        An hour later, after a trip to the drug store, Sid looked at himself in the mirror. The mustache and goatee were gone and his hair was dishwater blonde. 
 
        “Good Lord!” he muttered. “I look like Elton John!” 
 
        “At least you don’t look like the guy in the newspaper. What now?” 
 
        “Now we get rid of the one guy who can identify me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
        I couldn’t stop thinking about Billy. 
 
        At the tender age of eight, he had watched in horror as the two most important people in his life perished just a few feet away from where he was hiding. The trauma was so severe that he retreated into a make-believe world with his friend, Puff, where he felt safe and secure. Now, to add insult to injury, he had just witnessed the murder of another significant figure in his life, Santa Claus. I couldn’t help but wonder if this new tragedy had driven him deeper into his fantasy world. 
 
        During my five years as a cop, after a particularly trying day of dealing with the horrific things people do to one another, I would come home to my safe haven, pour a glass of Arbor Mist, and let Maggie, my wife and soul mate, hold me and tell me everything would be okay. 
 
        Billy never had that safe place to comfort him so he created one of his own. 
 
        That night, after leaving Billy at the Mayview Center, I shared Billy’s tragic story with Maggie. 
 
        “Just before I left, Billy thanked me for staying with him. He wondered if he would see me again.” 
 
        “What did you tell him?” Maggie asked. 
 
        “I told him I would come by and see how he was doing.” 
 
        I wasn’t surprised when she replied, “You’ll do more than that. He obviously feels safe with you. At a time like this, he needs all the moral support he can get. Let’s have him over for dinner.”  
 
        Maggie has a big heart. That’s why I love her so much. 
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        I rolled past the sheltered workshop about the time Billy would get off work. My plan was to pick him up, drive to the Mayview Center, and get permission from Marsha Coe to let Billy spend the evening with Maggie and me. 
 
        A block and a half away, I spotted Billy heading to the bus stop. I saw an open space along the curb and was about to pull into it, but a van beat me to it. At first I was pissed, but a moment later my anger turned to horror as I saw two masked men jump out of the van and grab Billy. 
 
        He struggled, but I could see that with two against one, he was fighting a losing battle. 
 
        I slammed on my brakes, shoved the car into park, and stepped onto the curb. Until just recently, I hadn’t been carrying my gun. It felt awkward, and no matter how I carried it, it was always poking me. Kevin had chastised me more than once and he had been right. In my line of business, trouble finds me sooner than later, and when it does, it’s better to be armed. 
 
        Especially in a situation like this. At seventy-four, and barely a hundred and fifty pounds, I’m not exactly an imposing figure, and as Dirty Harry muttered in the movie, Magnum Force, “A man’s got to know his limitations.” 
 
        Instead of jumping into the fray and exposing my limitations, I pulled my weapon and shouted. “LET GO OF HIM AND GET DOWN ON YOUR KNEES!” 
 
        Naturally, the two were startled, seeing an old codger pointing a revolver at their heads, but instead of dropping to their knees, they shoved Billy into me, momentarily throwing me off balance. That one moment was all they needed. 
 
        “Let’s get outta here!” one of them bellowed, and a minute later, they were in their van roaring down the street. 
 
        I put my gun away and helped Billy to his feet. “Are you okay?” 
 
        “I --- I think so,” he replied, feeling his body parts. “Just scared. Do you think those were the men who ---?” 
 
        He couldn’t bring himself to actually say the words. 
 
        “Probably so,” I replied. “They know you’ve seen one of them.” 
 
        At that moment, a cop car pulled to the curb. A bystander had called 911. A half hour later, after we’d all given our statements, I loaded Billy in the car. Of course no one, including me, had gotten a license number. 
 
        At the Mayview Center, a concerned Marsha Coe met us at the door. “Billy, you’re late. Did you miss the bus?” Then she spotted me. “Mr. Williams! What in the world is going on?” 
 
        After I shared our harrowing experience, she was shocked. “If you hadn’t been there, they would have taken Billy. Tell me again why you happened to be there at exactly that time.” 
 
        “I had planned to pick him up, bring him here, and ask if he could have supper and spend the evening with my wife and me.” 
 
        She seemed confused. “Why would you do that?” 
 
        “Let’s just say it’s because we care.” 
 
        Billy looked at her expectantly. “Could I, Miss Coe? Please!” 
 
        “Well,” she said, patting his arm, “I suppose it would be okay.” 
 
        “It’s settled then,” I said. I turned to Billy. “Why don’t you go wash up. I’ll wait for you here.” 
 
        As Billy trotted off, Marsha took my hand. “This is very kind of you.” 
 
        “I don’t want to alarm you,” I replied, “but we have a real problem. That wasn’t a random abduction attempt. I didn’t want to say anything to upset Billy, but he’s in real danger. Those were undoubtedly the men who killed the bell ringer. They know from the photo in the Star that he can identify one of them. He’s the only one, and if he disappears, so does the case. I have no doubt that they’ll try again.” 
 
        “Oh dear! Why aren’t the police protecting him?” 
 
        “They just don’t have the manpower to watch him 24/7. They warned him to be careful, but I don’t think he comprehends the danger.” 
 
        “What should we do? We can’t just lock the poor man in his room. His job and his daily routine are his safety net.” 
 
        “I agree,” I replied, “but we have to limit the times of the day when he’s most vulnerable. Is the sheltered workshop pretty secure?” 
 
        “It is. There’s quite a large staff. One counselor for every six employees.” 
 
        “Then the trip to and from the workshop is when he’s at risk. I might have a solution to that. My partner and I could provide transportation until they catch these creeps and he’s out of danger. Would that be okay with you?” 
 
         She was shocked. “Of course, but I don’t understand. We can’t pay you. Why are you getting involved in all this?” 
 
        “I used to be a cop. Let’s just say that ‘serve and protect’ is ingrained in me. Maybe it’s for me as much as for Billy.”   
 
        At that moment, Billy returned. “All washed up,” he said, proudly. “Can we go now?” 
 
        I looked at Marsha and she nodded. 
 
        “You bet! Let’s make like a cow pie and hit the trail.” 
 
        Billy giggled. “That’s funny.” 
 
        Marsha gave me a fake frown and then a wink. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re not such a good influence after all!” 
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        On the ride home Billy seemed to be in deep thought. 
 
        “Walt, can I ask you a question?” 
 
        “Sure. Anything.” 
 
        “The other day, that bad man hurt Santa. The policeman told me Santa had died. But today Santa was back on the corner ringing his bell. It was a Santa, but not the same Santa. How can that be?” 
 
        The question took me by surprise. I had no idea how to respond. 
 
        He pointed as we passed another intersection. “And look. There’s another Santa. I’ve seen lots of them. They’re everywhere.” 
 
        When I didn’t respond, he wiped a tear from his eye. “Santa isn’t real, is he? Tell me the truth.” 
 
        I had never been a parent, but I could imagine the heartbreak one feels when his child realizes for the first time that something he has believed in all his life isn’t real. 
 
        “Billy, I --- I ---.” 
 
        “It’s okay, Walt. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. I’ve always wondered how one guy could deliver presents to all the kids in one night. And reindeer don’t really fly. I looked it up on Google.” 
 
        I struggled to find some words of comfort. Then I thought about a verse from Puff the Magic Dragon. 
 
        “Billy, do you know what a symbol is?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Is that like one thing that stands for another thing?” 
 
        “You got it. In the Puff song, it says that Jackie brought Puff strings and sealing wax and other fancy stuff. I’ll bet you’ve never done that, have you?” 
 
        “I don’t even know what sealing wax is.” 
 
        “The point of the song is that Jackie loved Puff, brought him presents, and they played together. I’ll bet you’ve done that.” 
 
        “Well, yeah.” 
 
        “So for you, the strings and sealing wax aren’t real, but symbols of what you and Puff actually do. And the bus. You said it was like the boat with billowed sails.” 
 
        “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
        “Good. That’s what Santa is all about. When we think of the jolly old guy in the red suit who brings presents, we think of giving and receiving. Even though he isn’t a real person, he’s a symbol of the joys of Christmas where people share with those they love.” 
 
        “Like the Santa on the corner. People give him money and he gives it to the poor people so they have something to eat.” 
 
        “Yes, exactly.” 
 
        I could see the wheels turning. “I like that. It makes a lot more sense than all that other stuff.” 
 
        I heaved a sigh of relief, but it was short lived. 
 
        “So I guess the Easter Bunny and the Tooth Fairy aren’t real either. Rabbits don’t lay colored eggs. I Googled that too.” 
 
        I wondered how parents coped with these ‘coming of age’ questions before Al Gore invented the Internet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
        “Jesus, Sid!” Loren said as they sped away. “That was a close one! Who was that old guy with the gun?” 
 
        “I have no idea. Maybe it was just some dude who was passing by. Everyone has a gun these days.” 
 
        “But what if it wasn’t? What if they’ve hired somebody to watch the guy knowin’ we’d be comin’ after him?” 
 
        “I guess that’s possible. We need to watch and see if he shows up again. If he does, then we may have to take them both out.” 
 
        “Good Lord! We started out just snatchin’ a few pots for walkin’ around money. Now we’ve killed one guy and you’re thinkin’ about killin’ two more?” 
 
        “I know, I know. It wasn’t supposed to go down this way, but we gotta do what we gotta do if we wanna stay outta jail.” 
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        Before leaving my apartment building to pick up Billy, I had rounded up the building’s other residents to give them a heads-up. My dad and his squeeze, Bernice, are in their nineties and occupy the two units on the second floor. The Professor, also in his nineties, and Jerry the Joker live on the first floor, and Willie, my good friend and maintenance man, lives in a basement studio. 
 
        I wanted them to hear Billy’s story in case their paths happened to cross. They needed to know that in spite of his appearance, he should be treated as an eight-year-old and not as an adult. 
 
        When we entered the building, I shouldn’t have been surprised that we were met by a welcoming committee. Evidently curiosity got the best of them and they had to see my new guest for themselves. 
 
        After making introductions, I heard Bernice whisper to Dad, “My goodness! He is big for an eight-year-old!”  
 
        Well into her dotage with hearing aids in both ears, Bernice isn’t always on the same page as the rest of us. 
 
        Dad whispered back. “He isn’t eight! I’ll explain later.” 
 
        As we headed up the stairs, Jerry, who fancies himself a stand-up comic, is always looking for a new audience. Apparently, he had dug into his seemingly endless supply of gags and found several suitable for youngsters. 
 
        “Billy, do you know what to call a dog with no legs?” 
 
        The question took Billy by surprise. “Uhhh, no, I guess not.” 
 
        “It doesn’t matter what you call him. He won’t come anyway.” 
 
        Billy looked confused, then his face broke into a big smile. 
 
        Encouraged, Jerry continued, “What do you call a cow on a trampoline?” 
 
        Billy shook his head. 
 
        “A milkshake!” 
 
        Billy giggled. “He’s funny.” 
 
        By that time, we had reached the third floor. 
 
        “Okay, enough with the jokes. Billy and I are hungry, so the rest of you --- get lost.” 
 
        Jerry couldn’t let it go. “Billy, do you like video games?” 
 
        He nodded. 
 
        “Have you ever played Mario Cart?” 
 
        Billy’s face lit up. “I love Mario Cart.” 
 
        Jerry gave me a pleading look. “Maybe after supper Billy could come to my place and we’ll have a race or two.” 
 
        “Could I?” Billy asked, expectantly. 
 
        “I don’t see why not.” 
 
        The moment we stepped into the apartment, Billy’s eyes lit up. “Ummm, something smells good.” 
 
        “Tuna casserole. My favorite.” 
 
        “I never had that. Meals at the Center are pretty plain.” 
 
        That one statement made me realize how much in our lives we take for granted. What was commonplace for me was a special treat for Billy. 
 
        During supper, Maggie and I tried to put Billy at ease. 
 
        “What do you like to do with your free time?” Maggie asked. 
 
        “Oh, I watch TV and play video games. I like to read if I can find books I understand. There’s a small library at the Center, but they don’t have many kids’ books.” 
 
        That was the opening I had been waiting for. 
 
        Once we decided to have Billy over for the evening, I made a call to an author friend, Robert Thornhill. In addition to his mystery series, he had written a series of children’s chapter books. I had recently bought a set for Marty, Jerry’s nephew. He loved them. 
 
        “Hang on a minute. I have something for you.” 
 
        His eyes lit up when I returned with the books. 
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        “Wow! There’s seven! What are they about?” 
 
        “An eight-year-old boy. He and his six-year-old sister follow a rainbow. It takes them to the home of Lucky Leprechaun.” 
 
        Billy giggled, “I love leprechauns. They’re funny.” 
 
        “Lucky has a pot of gold coins that give the kids super powers. In each book, he gives the kids a new super power and they’re off on a new adventure.” 
 
        “Puff and I do that sometimes,” he said, “Go off on adventures. I don’t have super powers, but I really don’t need them as long as I have Puff. No one messes with a dragon.” 
 
        At that moment, there was a knock on the door. It was Jerry. 
 
        “Are you guys through with supper yet? I’ve got Mario warmed up and ready to go.” 
 
        “May I be excused?” Billy asked, obviously anxious to play with Jerry. 
 
        “Sure, go ahead.” 
 
        “Thanks for the books,” he said, getting up from the table. “Look what Walt gave me,” he said proudly as they headed to Jerry’s apartment. 
 
        As soon as they were gone, I called Kevin. 
 
        “Can you come over? There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” 
 
        It had been several days since I’d talked to Kevin. He knew nothing about Billy and his connection to the Santa muggings. 
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        “Where’s this mysterious stranger?” he asked, looking around. “I don’t see anybody.” 
 
        “He’s at Jerry’s playing Mario Cart.” 
 
        “So, it’s a kid.” 
 
        “Not exactly,” I replied. “It’s an eight-year-old boy in a twenty-eight-year-old body, and he needs our help.” 
 
        That got his attention. 
 
        I told him the whole story, from finding Billy on the curb, to the foiled abduction. 
 
        He shook his head in disbelief. “Let me get this straight. Some skel whacks a Santa and this guy with arrested development is the only one who’s seen his face. Now the perps are dead set on making the guy disappear.” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        “I guess that’s where we come into the picture. What do you have in mind?” 
 
        “I think Billy is safe at the Mayview Center and the sheltered workshop. He’s most vulnerable when he’s on the bus going back and forth. I was hoping we could take him and pick him up. I know you’re not a morning person, so I could take him to work if you’ll pick him up.” 
 
        “Do the cops have any leads?” he asked. 
 
        “Only an artist’s sketch of the perp’s face.” 
 
        “Not much to go on,” he replied. “If I was the perp and saw my mug in the paper, I’d do a quick makeover.” 
 
        He thought for a minute. “Sure, I’ll help chauffer the guy around, but that could go on for months. I have a better idea.” 
 
        “Really? What’s that?” 
 
        “Let’s catch the creep.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
        The next morning, Sid and Loren were watching the Mayview Center from their car. Billy came out, right on time, but instead of walking to the bus stop, he climbed into a car. 
 
        “Hey,” Loren said, squinting at the driver. “Isn’t that the old guy with the gun?” 
 
        “Sure as hell is!” Sid replied, smacking the steering wheel. “Looks like the kid has an escort. The guy’s too old to be a cop. Must be some kind of a P.I.” 
 
         “Somethin’ doesn’t smell right. How can a rehab center afford a gumshoe?” 
 
        “I dunno, but this is gonna complicate things. Let’s follow them and see where the old guy goes after he drops off the kid.” 
 
         Once Billy was safely at the sheltered workshop, they followed the old guy to an apartment building on Armour Boulevard. 
 
        They watched as he climbed out of his car, stretched, rubbed the small of his back, and walked slowly up the steps and into the building. 
 
        “Jesus! He must be at least seventy!” Sid muttered. “How did we let an old coot like that get the drop on us?” 
 
        “He took us by surprise, that’s how. But now we know what we’re dealing with. Let’s watch him pick up the kid this afternoon. We’ll figure a way to take them both.” 
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        “Who the hell is that?” Sid exclaimed as he watched Billy climb into a different car. 
 
        “Beats me,” Loren replied. “Never seen the guy before. He’s another old dude. Maybe he’s a partner with the other guy.” 
 
         “Well that’s just great! Now the kid’s got two armed escorts!” 
 
         “We’re in deep shit, Sid!” Loren moaned. “What are we gonna do?” 
 
        “One way or the other we’re gonna ice that kid --- even if we have to take out all three of them!” 
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        That evening, after dropping Billy at the Mayview Center, Kevin came by the apartment. 
 
        “Any problems?” I asked. 
 
        “Nope, slick as a whistle, but I had a feeling that we were being watched.” 
 
        “I’m not surprised,” I replied. “Think about it from the perp’s perspective. The chances of getting to Billy at Mayview or the sheltered workshop are slim and none. Their best chance is on the trip to and from. I have no doubt they were watching and trying to figure the best place to make their play.” 
 
        I could see the wheels turning in Kevin’s head. 
 
        “Maybe we should help them out. Give ‘em a good spot to make that play.” 
 
        I could see where this was going. 
 
        “Hold on a minute. Surely you’re not thinking of using Billy as bait.” 
 
        “Let’s look at the situation realistically,” he replied. “A guy whacks Santa and the only witness who can identify the perp is an eight-year-old living in a grown man’s body. Other than that, the cops have squat. You were a cop. You know how the system works. Unless something breaks right away, the police will be on to the next homicide. There are 150 so far this year, half of which are unsolved. The perp knows that if Billy disappears, he’s off scot-free. We can keep driving the guy back and forth to work, but for how long? Time is on the perp’s side and he won’t quit until the threat is eliminated. Instead of waiting for the perp to find the right time and place, I say we hand it to him, but on our own terms.” 
 
        What Kevin was saying made sense. 
 
        “I suppose you have a plan.” 
 
        “Does the name Pavlov ring a bell?” 
 
        “I’m guessing that means yes.” 
 
        “We need a semi-secluded, but believable place --- I’m thinking the parking lot at a shopping mall. We know there are at least two of them, so we need reinforcements. Ox and Judy. Two cops and two P.I.’s against two perps ought to do the trick.” 
 
        I had no doubt Ox and his wife would jump at the chance. 
 
        “I’m with you so far.” 
 
        “We pick the spot where you’ll park in advance. Ox, Judy and I will be parked close by on either side. No doubt the perps will be following you. When the two of you get out of your car, they’ll pull up in their van and make their move. The three of us will converge and have them surrounded. Piece of cake.” 
 
        I let his plan sink in for a moment.  
 
        “That might actually work, but Billy can’t know we’re setting him up. He’d be scared to death.” 
 
        “I’m good with that. Let’s call Ox and get the ball rolling.” 
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        The next morning, before meeting Billy, I spoke with Miss Coe. 
 
        “If it’s all right with you, I’d like to take Billy out to supper and maybe do some shopping. I wanted to check with you before I said anything to Billy.” 
 
        “Certainly. That’s very sweet of you. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. Just make sure he’s home in time for light’s out.” 
 
        “That shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
        She probably wouldn’t think it was so sweet if she knew we were staking the poor guy out like a sacrificial lamb. 
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        “I’ve got an idea if you’re interested,” I said, pulling away from the curb. 
 
        “Really? What kind of idea?” 
 
        “How about I pick you up from work and we go out to the big shopping mall in Independence? We can have a bite to eat, look at some cool stuff, and maybe get a Christmas gift for Miss Coe.” 
 
        “Wow! That would be great, but I’d have to get permission. I don’t want to get in trouble” 
 
        “I’ve already cleared it with Miss Coe. She said to have a good time.” 
 
        “That’s super!” he replied, his eyes sparkling. “Any chance we could get one of those big, hot, pretzels?” 
 
        “I don’t see why not.” 
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        “Somethin’s up,” Loren said as they watched the old man pull into traffic. “That’s not the same guy that took him home last night.” 
 
        “You’re right,” Sid replied, “and they’re not heading to the Mayview Center. We’ll tag along. Maybe this is our chance.” 
 
        They followed at a safe distance as the car made its way to the I-70 freeway, then headed east toward Independence. 
 
        Evening traffic was heavy, but thirty minutes later the car exited onto 291 North, then onto 39th Street. 
 
        “Looks like they’re going to the mall,” Loren said, keeping a few car-lengths away. 
 
         “I like it!” Sid said, pulling a .357 Magnum from his pocket. “This is what we’ve been waiting for.” 
 
        “Jesus, Sid!” Loren wailed. “Where did you get that gun?” 
 
        “Got it from Morey at the pawn shop. Figured it would come in handy.” 
 
        “But Sid ---!” 
 
        “Don’t get wimpy on me. We knew all along we were gonna have to get rid of the dude. How did you think that was gonna happen?” 
 
        “I --- I dunno. It’s just ---!” 
 
        “Look, all you have to do is follow them. When they park and get out of their car, pull the van right up beside them. I’ll hop out, and when they see this little baby, they’ll have no choice but to get in the van. Then we got ‘em.” 
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        Traffic was horrible. With the evening commuters added to the Christmas shoppers, it took a half hour to get to the Independence Center shopping mall.  
 
        The huge covered mall is surrounded by parking lots on all four sides. We had chosen the south lot because it is the least used and it leads to the lowest level of the mall. 
 
        As I anticipated, Ox and Judy were delighted to give us a hand. The two of them, along with Kevin, had been awaiting my call. I let them know when I was five minutes out. Ox had put a ‘No parking’ sign in my designated slot just to make sure it wasn’t purloined by some innocent shopper. 
 
        I pulled into the slot, and fussed around a few minutes to give the perps, if they were indeed following us, time to catch up. 
 
        “Ready to have some fun?” I asked. 
 
        “You bet I am. Can we go to the food court first? I’m hungry.” 
 
        “Absolutely! I’m hungry too.”  
 
        The moment we stepped out of the car, a van rolled up beside us, the side cargo door flew open, and a man emerged, holding a .357 Magnum. 
 
        “Into the van! Both of you!” he ordered. 
 
        “I don’t think so.” It was Ox’s booming voice. “Drop your weapon and get on your knees! You!  In the van! Hands off the steering wheel!” 
 
        I smiled. Our little caper was going just like we’d planned. 
 
        The guy with the gun looked around and spotted my three compatriots advancing with their weapons drawn. He was about to lay his gun on the ground when an enormous set of head lights blinded us. I could hear a chorus of voices as the head lights came nearer. 
 
        “Deck the halls with boughs of holly. Fa la la la la, la la la la.” 
 
         It was a busload of high school kids heading to the mall to serenade the Christmas shoppers. 
 
        As the bus passed, it momentarily blocked Ox and Judy’s view. Kevin was approaching from the opposite side of the van. 
 
        The man, seeing his opportunity, shoved his gun into my ribs. “Get into the van now, or the two of you will be bleeding out in this dirty parking lot.” 
 
        I thought about trying to disarm him, but that’s not my forte, and I didn’t want to risk getting Billy shot. 
 
        He shoved us into the van and slammed the door. “Step on it, Loren!” 
 
        Tires squealed as the van lurched forward, passing, and barely missing, the school bus. 
 
        Through the rear door window, I could see my three friends helplessly watching us speed away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
        Billy and I were thrown from side-to-side as the van swerved through the crowded parking lot. Once we were on the freeway heading back to Kansas City, the lurching ceased. 
 
        I helped Billy into a seat. He immediately began rocking back and forth, clutching his dragon. He looked past me as if I weren’t there. He was undoubtedly scared half to death and had retreated into the safe place he had created in his mind. 
 
        The perp pointed his .357 at my head. “I know you’re some kind of P.I., so you must be carrying. Hand over your piece.” 
 
        Under the circumstances, I had no choice, and reluctantly surrendered my .22 revolver. 
 
        He looked at my gun and scoffed, “Loren! Get a load of this! A gray-haired, old gumshoe packin’ a pea shooter. What a joke!” 
 
        “Really, Sid? That old gumshoe and his buddies almost had us. If it hadn’t been for that bus, we’d be in cuffs right now. So what happens next?” 
 
        “I don’t know. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. Gimme a minute to think.” 
 
        “Well think quick. Those three back there have seen our faces and undoubtedly have our license number. Before long, every cop in town will be lookin’ for us.” 
 
        “You’re right. Head for our place. We’ll lay low until I get this figured out.” 
 
        Twenty minutes later, the van turned into a driveway and pulled into an attached garage. 
 
        The perp, whose name I gathered was Sid, waved his gun at us. “Out of the van --- and no funny stuff. I’ll drop you both right here if I have to.” 
 
       Billy was still rocking back and forth and unresponsive. I grabbed him by the arm, helped him out of the van, and led him up the steps into the house. 
 
        “Loren! Find some rope and tie the old guy’s hands,” Sid said, shoving us into a mud room just off the kitchen. 
 
        “What about the other one?” Loren asked. “Should I tie him up too?” 
 
        Sid looked at Billy who was still rocking back and forth. “Naw, the retard’s out of it. He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
        As soon as Loren had my hands bound, he returned to the kitchen. He had closed the door, but I could overhear their conversation, and it wasn’t comforting. 
 
        “What have you come up with?” Loren asked. “I hope you’ve got a plan.” 
 
        “Only one thing to do,” Sid replied, “we have to get rid of those two and get out of town. You were right. Every cop in the city will be looking for us.” 
 
        “But where will we go?” 
 
        “Anyplace but here. Maybe south --- Arkansas. We can hide out in the hills until things cool down.” 
 
        “What about them?” 
 
        “Like I said, we get rid of them, and I know just the place. There’s a loading dock on the Missouri River. Nobody uses it in December. We can put a bullet in them there, dump their bodies in the river, and nobody will be the wiser.” 
 
        “You --- you mean just kill them in cold blood?” 
 
        “You got a better idea?” 
 
        Hearing no reply, I had to assume Loren was willing to go along with Sid’s nefarious plan. 
 
        Our prospects weren’t very promising. Barring a Christmas miracle, I doubted that my three friends would be able to track us down in time. While Sid was correct in assuming that our abduction had been reported to the cops, the chances of some black and white spotting the van on the way to the river were slim and none. 
 
        If we were going to survive, it was up to me to find a way. 
 
        I looked at Billy, who was still rocking and clutching Puff the Magic Dragon. If we were going to get out of this mess, I’d need his help. 
 
        I scooted to his side and whispered, “Billy! This is Walt. I really need your help right now.” 
 
        No response. I wondered if he could even hear me. I remembered a line from the song, where they ‘frolicked in the autumn mist in a land called Honahlee,’ and I could imagine him retreating in his mind to some safe place where he and Puff were doing just that. 
 
        Then I remembered another line and it gave me an idea. ‘Noble kings and princes would bow whene’er they came. Pirate ships would lower their flag when Puff roared out his name.’ 
 
        I nudged him. “Billy! I need Puff! Nasty pirates have taken us prisoner and only Puff came save us. Can you get him for me?” 
 
        He stopped rocking and the blank stare disappeared. 
 
        Encouraged, I continued, “Billy! Can you hear me? I need you and Puff! Now!” 
 
        He turned and looked at me, obviously confused. “Walt? What? Where ---?” 
 
        I doubted he would remember anything from the moment we were shoved into the van. 
 
        “Billy, listen very carefully. The men who hurt Santa --- they’ve taken us prisoner and they’re going to hurt us. I need your help.” 
 
        “What can I do?” 
 
        “You can start by untying me.” 
 
        He was just starting to move when the door flew open. 
 
        “Okay, on your feet --- both of you. Move it!” 
 
        “Walt?” Billy wailed. “What should I do?” 
 
        “It’s okay, Billy. Let’s just do as the man says. Let’s go.” 
 
        As we struggled to our feet, Billy whispered, “Are these the bad men who hurt Santa?” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        “Hurry up!” Sid ordered, pushing us along. “We haven’t got all day.” 
 
        It was a fifteen-minute drive to the river. During that time, I racked my brain trying to think of a way out of our predicament, but when the van pulled to a stop, I had nothing. 
 
        Sid opened the cargo door, ordered us out, and pushed us toward the dock that jutted into the river. 
 
        I shuddered as I saw the muddy current swirling around the pilings. The weather had been cold and chunks of ice floated by. A few minutes more and our bodies would be floating along with them. 
 
        “On your knees!” Sid ordered. 
 
        My hands were still bound, but they’d never tied Billy, obviously not considering him a threat. 
 
        Sid leveled the gun at my head. “Any last words, old timer?” 
 
        I turned to Billy. His eyes were wide with terror. It wasn’t the vacant stare I had seen earlier. I almost wished it was. Maybe then he wouldn’t realize what was coming. 
 
        “Billy, if Puff is there with you, we need him now!” 
 
        “Enough!” Sid bellowed. “Time to kiss your ass goodbye.” 
 
        I saw the terror in Billy’s eyes turn to anger, then to resolve. 
 
        “Nooooo!” he shouted. “You hurt Santa, but you’re not going to hurt my friend!” 
 
        Before Sid could react, Billy charged, crashing into the startled gunman. The gun flew from his hand and he stumbled toward the edge of the dock. Then I saw the terror in his eyes just as he tumbled backward into the swirling current. 
 
        He surfaced once, then slid beneath the choppy waves. 
 
        Loren, obviously in shock at the sudden turn of events, seemed riveted to the ground just beyond the dock. 
 
        “Billy! Quick, grab the gun.” 
 
        Billy picked up the .357 with shaky hands and pointed it at Loren. “D - d - don’t move or I’ll have to hurt you.” 
 
        Loren dropped to his knees, sobbing. “It wasn’t me. It was all Sid. I’m so sorry.” 
 
        “You can untie me now, Billy.” 
 
        Once my hands were free, I took the gun from his shaky hand and gave him a hug. 
 
        He smiled and hugged me back. 
 
        “Walt, did Puff and I do good?” 
 
        “Yeah Billy, you did real good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
        Thankfully, Loren had a cell phone. I made a call, and soon the dock was crawling with cops. My second call was to Kevin, and twenty minutes later my three friends appeared. My third call was to Miss Coe at the Mayview Center. We were going to be late and I didn’t want her to worry. 
 
        Detective Blaylock, a good friend from my days on the force, had caught the call. 
 
        “Walt? What in the Sam Hill are you doing here? I thought you retired.” 
 
        “I’ve tried,” I replied. “I’m just not very good at it.” 
 
        He gave a big sigh. “Okay, let’s hear it from the beginning.” 
 
        When I’d finished, he turned to Ox and Judy who were, of course, still on the force. “So the two of you were part of this harebrained scheme?” 
 
        “In our defense,” Ox replied, “it wasn’t harebrained until that school bus came by. It was actually working.” 
 
        Blaylock shook his head. “I’m sure the captain will want a word with the two of you in the morning.” 
 
        “To commend us for helping apprehend the Santa Claus mugger,” Judy replied, smiling. 
 
        “Yeah, that’s it. You wish!” 
 
        He looked at each of us in disbelief. “You people have gotten yourselves in some deep doodoo over the years, and somehow you always come out smelling like a rose. You were really lucky this time.” 
 
        “It wasn’t luck,” I replied. “We had help.” 
 
        “Oh really? From who?” 
 
        “Puff the Magic Dragon.” 
 
        I saw the perplexed look on his face. 
 
        “Never mind.” 
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        On the ride back to the Mayview Center, I could see that Billy was deep in thought. 
 
        “That was a very brave thing you did back there,” I said, breaking the silence. 
 
        “Thank you,” he replied sheepishly. 
 
        “And I think you know, down deep, that Puff had nothing to do with what happened.” 
 
        “Yeah, I know. I’ve been thinking about that. Ever since Mom and Dad were killed, I’ve been afraid. All these years, Puff has helped me deal with that fear. But something happened tonight. I decided I didn’t want to be afraid anymore. When Dad hurt Mom and the police hurt my Dad, I was just a helpless kid and there was nothing I could do. But I’m not a kid anymore. I lost two people who were important to me, and I just didn’t want to lose my new friend. Tonight, there was something I could do, and I did it.” 
 
        I was glad it was dark. I didn’t want Billy to see the tears staining my cheeks. 
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        It was interesting to see Marsha Coe’s reaction when I shared our evening’s activities. It started as disbelief, then turned into relief when she heard that the men responsible for the Santa mugging were no longer a threat. But suddenly it dawned on her that we had staged the whole thing. 
 
        “Wait a minute! You planned this! You used Billy as bait!” 
 
        “Yes, we did, and here’s why. Those two muggers were shadowing Billy every day, just waiting for the right moment to take him out. The police were getting nowhere, and it was only a matter of time until the perps found the right moment to strike. Knowing they were looking for that moment, we set it up, but stacking the deck in our favor. Everything was going according to plan until that bus showed up.” 
 
        “But you both could have been killed.” 
 
        “You’re exactly right, and we would be dead right now except for one thing.” 
 
        “What’s that?” 
 
        “Tonight, Billy Baker became a man. That first night when I brought Billy home after the mugging, you said that Billy wouldn’t be able to grow emotionally and intellectually until he came to terms with the violent deaths of his parents. Tonight, that’s exactly what happened. He doesn’t want to be afraid anymore. Here’s the thing you must understand. If our little adventure had proceeded as we planned, Billy would still be hiding in his make-believe world. It was our near-death experience that made him face reality and break out of his self-imposed prison. Sometimes it's hard to explain why things happen the way they do.” 
 
        Now tears were streaming down her cheeks. She gave me a big hug. 
 
        “Thank you --- and thank your friends for me. Sometimes, it’s difficult to understand how things can change in such a short period of time. It was just a few days ago that you, a total stranger, found Billy crying on that street curb. You cared enough to get involved, and now, maybe Billy can get past the horror that has held him back for twenty years. Since it’s the right season, I’m going to call it a Christmas miracle.” 
 
        “Speaking of Christmas,” I said, “how do you celebrate here at Mayview?” 
 
        “We can’t do much on our limited budget. You’ve seen our tree. We usually try to do something on Christmas eve, but it’s nothing to write home about.” 
 
        “Would you be open to trying something different this year? Maybe have a pot luck dinner? I know some folks who would be happy to come share the holiday with all of you. I also know a 220-pound guy who would make a great Santa. What do you think?” 
 
        A smile lit up her face. “I think that would be wonderful!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
        Everyone in my building is old. Dad, Bernice, and the Professor are in their nineties. Maggie, Willie, and I are all in our seventies, and Jerry the Joker is almost there. 
 
        None of us have family close by, so, by default, we all see ourselves as one big aged family. We include Kevin and his wife, Veronica, and Ox and Judy. They’re by themselves too. 
 
        We spend holidays together so none of us will be alone. 
 
        Several years ago, we started volunteering in the Salvation Army soup kitchen at Thanksgiving and that’s become an annual tradition. 
 
        We also spend Christmas together, but even that’s become quite predictable. Every year Jerry gives one of us either a battery powered fart machine or a whoopie cushion. Without a doubt, we’re the only apartment building on Armour Boulevard, or anywhere in the city now that I think about it, where every tenant has the ability to create artificial flatulence. 
 
        Dad always gives Bernice some lacy undergarment from Victoria’s Secret, and without fail, I’ll see her in the hallway, sneaking over to Dad’s apartment, wearing only her new gift. Then for the next several days, I try unsuccessfully to erase the image burned into my psyche. 
 
        Needless to say, it didn’t take much arm twisting for everyone to agree to spend Christmas Eve at Mayview. 
 
        There were, however, compromises. 
 
        “Why do I always have to be Santa?” Ox lamented. 
 
        “Look around,” I replied. “Who else among us could fill the suit?” 
 
        “Okay, but you have to be the elf.” 
 
        This wasn’t our first North Pole gig. On another occasion, we had played Santa and Herman the Elf at a Toys for Tots benefit. 
 
        It was to be a pot luck dinner, and years before, we learned our lesson --- assign dishes. On that occasion, no one had an assigned dish, so everyone brought pumpkin pie. We had enough pie to feed the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. Everyone except Willie. He brought chitlins. We made him promise never to do that again. 
 
        I learned that Mayview housed not only the developmentally handicapped, but battered wives and their children as well. I got a list of the current residents from Marsha. The enrollment was twenty. We wanted to provide some small gift for everyone, especially the children. No child should be left out at Christmas. 
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        At last the big day arrived. 
 
        Delicious aromas drifted from every apartment in our building. Bernice had made Snickerdoodles and made each of us try one before she boxed them up. She didn’t have to try very hard. 
 
        Everyone had arrived at the Mayview Center by four o’clock. Marsha had set up tables covered with red and green paper tablecloths. Soon, the tables were filled with all kinds of good things to eat. 
 
        At four-thirty, Marsha rang a bell and everyone gathered around the tables. 
 
        “The first thing we should do is thank our guests for preparing this wonderful meal for us.” 
 
        There were nods all around and a chorus of ‘thank you’s.’ 
 
        “Before we eat, it’s our custom to say grace. Who would like to do that?” 
 
        Billy raised his hand. “I would, Miss Coe --- if it’s all right with everyone.” 
 
        “Certainly, Billy. Let’s all join hands and bow our heads.” 
 
        I had been looking into the faces of the people around the table. Some were like Billy, who had been subjected to such terrible violence that their lives had been permanently scarred. There were women who had been beaten until at last they could endure no more, and had fled with their children. Then there were the children, who at a tender age had seen things no child should ever see. I saw the faces of my friends, and as we all joined hands, I was thankful that I was not the only one shedding a tear. 
 
        “Dear Heavenly Father,” Billy began, “It’s Christmas, when we celebrate the greatest gift ever given --- the birth of your Son, Jesus. Thank you for that, and thank you for this special place we call home. It’s not a home like other people have, but it’s our home. Thank you for Miss Coe and all the others who make this a safe and happy place for us. We especially thank you for these people who have come into our lives to share their food and their friendship. We ask you to bless the food before us so we may become stronger and overcome the obstacles in our lives. Amen.” 
 
        Marsha was obviously moved. “Thank you, Billy,” she said, wiping away a tear. “Let’s all grab a plate and enjoy this wonderful meal.” 
 
        Everyone ate their fill and we made it through with only one mishap. Ox had brought his favorite pot luck dish, little cocktail weenies in barbecue sauce. He always brings it, and he always manages, much to Judy’s dismay, to dribble sauce down the front of his shirt. 
 
        The kids got a kick out of seeing the biggest guy in the room getting scolded by his wife. 
 
        Once everything was cleaned up, Jerry summoned everyone to the Christmas tree. Jerry never misses an opportunity to perform and tonight was no exception. He no doubt, had a whole repertoire of Christmas jokes prepared to regale his captive audience. 
 
        “Gather ‘round everyone, have a seat, and let’s share some Christmas cheer. How about some Christmas riddles? What’s red & white, red & white, and red & white?” 
 
        No one answered. 
 
        “Santa Claus rolling down a hill!” 
 
        The kids giggled and the adults rolled their eyes. 
 
        “Okay, what do you get if you cross Santa with a duck?” 
 
        Pause. 
 
        “A Christmas quacker!” 
 
        Jerry’s monologue was our cue to get dressed. Ox, Judy, Maggie, and I slipped out of the room and headed to Marsha’s office where we’d hidden our costumes. 
 
        Judy helped Ox struggle into his red suit and beard, while Maggie helped me into my elf suit, complete with pointy hat and pointy-toed shoes. 
 
        When we were dressed, Ox gave me the once-over. “You look ridiculous.” 
 
        “Thanks for noticing, and by the way, if you were the only Santa around, they’d cancel Christmas.” 
 
        So much for holiday cheer. 
 
        “Shut up you two,” Maggie admonished. “The kids will love you.” 
 
        Ox hoisted the bag of presents we’d bought. “Well, ho, ho, ho, and all that other crap!” 
 
        “Let’s go, Scrooge,” Judy said, kicking him in the butt. 
 
        As we approached, we heard Jerry’s last joke.  
 
        “Why was the snowman rummaging in the bag of carrots? He was picking his nose!” 
 
        The kids roared at that one. The adults, not so much. 
 
        Then he saw us coming down the hall. “Okay kids. How many of you know Here comes Santa Claus?” 
 
        Every hand went up. 
 
        “Good! Then let’s sing and maybe he’ll actually come.” 
 
        We let them sing the first chorus before we made our grand entrance. 
 
        “Ho, ho, ho! Merry Christmas,” Ox bellowed, with more enthusiasm this time. 
 
        The kids were beside themselves. 
 
        In the next half-hour, Ox and I passed out gifts to each of the Mayview residents. I watched Ox’s face as eager hands unwrapped their gifts and big smiles broke out on their faces. The big gruff guy wasn’t fooling anyone. He was thoroughly enjoying every minute. 
 
        When the gifting was done, and we’d changed back into our civvies, Jerry took the floor once again. “We’ve enjoyed a good meal, shared some jokes, and opened some presents. Now it’s time to celebrate what this season is really about. John, I’ll turn it over to you.” 
 
        I was surprised to see Dad come forward and open a Bible. 
 
        “I’d like to read the story of the first Christmas from the book of Luke. And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them; and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day, in the city of David, a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.” 
 
        His reading was interrupted by gasps and looks of surprise. 
 
        I turned to see what had captured their attention. 
 
        A young woman in her mid-to-late twenties and a little girl had just entered the building. The woman was carrying a small suitcase. 
 
        Suddenly, she dropped the suitcase and fell to her knees weeping.  
 
        “I --- I didn’t know where else to go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
        Marsha was the first to rush to her side. This wasn’t her first rodeo, and she knew exactly what to say and do. 
 
        “It’s okay,” she said, helping the woman to her feet. “You and your daughter are safe here. My name is Marsha. What’s yours?” 
 
        “Uhh, Cindy. Cindy Stewart.” 
 
        “And who is this beautiful young lady?” she asked, pointing to the little girl desperately clinging to her mother’s leg. 
 
        “That’s Samantha. We call her Sam. She’s six.” 
 
        Marsha knelt down. “Hi Sam. I’ll bet you’re cold and maybe a little bit scared. You and your mommy are going to be all right. We were just having a Christmas party. Do you like parties?” 
 
        Sam peeked from behind her mother’s skirt and nodded her head. 
 
        “Do you like hot chocolate?” 
 
        Sam nodded again. 
 
        “How about marshmallows? Do you like those in your hot chocolate?” 
 
        One more nod. 
 
        “Good! Then let’s get you a cup.” She turned to Billy. “Billy, lock the front door, then get a cup of hot chocolate for our special guest, and a cup of coffee for her mother. We’ll be in my office.” 
 
        As she led Cindy and Sam away, she motioned for Judy, Ox, and me to follow. “The rest of you --- please enjoy the rest of your party. John, please continue your beautiful reading.” 
 
        We followed Marsha to her office. When we were all comfortably seated, she got right down to business. 
 
        “Cindy, I know you’ve experienced something very unpleasant. Would you like to share it with us? This is Ox and Judy. They’re police officers, and this is Walt. He’s a private investigator. Whatever it is, I’m sure we can help.” 
 
        As Cindy began to speak, I noticed she had a bruise on her cheek. I could tell it wasn’t fresh. It had started to fade. 
 
        “It’s Daryl.” 
 
        “Is Daryl your husband?” 
 
        “Yes. He was great at first. He was kind, attentive, and with me every minute, but as time passed, things changed.” 
 
        Marsha had heard stories like this before. “I’m guessing not in a good way.” 
 
        Cindy nodded. “He became possessive, controlling, and jealous. If the sack boy at the grocery store even gave me a second look, he would fly into a rage. I had to account for every minute of my day. Then one night I had to stay an hour longer at work. When I got home, he accused me of having an affair with my boss.” She hung her head. “That was the first time he hit me.” 
 
        Marsha pointed to the bruise. “Apparently it wasn’t the last.” 
 
        At that moment, Billy appeared with the coffee and hot chocolate. 
 
        Marsha took the cup and handed it to Sam. “This is Billy. He lives here and is a good friend of mine. Instead of sitting here listening to a bunch of old people talk, Billy could take you out by the tree and you could join our party. They’re telling wonderful Christmas stories. Would you like that?” 
 
        Sam thought for a moment, then nodded her head. “Could I Mommy?” 
 
        “Sure Dear. Just promise to stay with Billy. Have a good time.” 
 
        When they were gone, Marsha turned back to Cindy. “Did you ever call the police?” 
 
        Cindy looked sheepishly at Ox and Judy. “No offense, but doing that would have only made things worse. I have a friend who did just that. The cops came and took the jerk away, but he was out and back home the next day. He beat her senseless. I was afraid if I did something like that, Daryl might hurt Sam.” 
 
        “No offense taken,” Ox replied. “It’s an imperfect system. We try, but sometimes things don’t go the way we want.” 
 
        “So why are you here tonight?” Marsha asked. 
 
        “The last time he hit me,” she replied, pointing to her bruise, “I promised Sam that I’d never let him hurt us again. I packed this little suitcase with the essentials just in case. Tonight, when Daryl came home, I could tell he’d been drinking. He stormed around the apartment cursing and breaking things. I knew it was just a matter of time until he got around to us. When he went into the bathroom to throw up, I grabbed Samantha and the suitcase, and here we are. I’ll never go back to him --- I just can’t.” 
 
        “You did the right thing. You and Sam can stay here until everything is sorted out. I have an open room. I know you must be exhausted. Let’s get you settled in.” 
 
        “Thank you,” Cindy replied, wiping away a tear. “It’s not much of a Christmas for Sam, but at least we’re safe.” 
 
       We had just reached the tree when we heard a CRASH! 
 
        “Cindy! You ungrateful bitch! I know you’re here! Get your ass down here. You’re going home!” 
 
        Cindy shrunk in horror. “It’s Daryl. He’s found us.” 
 
        “Don’t worry,” Ox said. “I’ll take care of this.” 
 
        Judy put a hand on his arm. “No, I’ll do it.” 
 
        Ox smiled. “Sure Babe. Go get him.” He knew what was coming. Before becoming a Kansas City police officer, Judy had been an MP in the Marine Corps and had man-handled a lot worse than Daryl. Plus, one of her hot buttons was wife beaters. 
 
        Judy stepped in front of Daryl. “Don’t take another step, buster.” 
 
        “Get out of my way, bitch. I’m taking my wife and daughter home where they belong.” 
 
        “Nope! Nobody’s going anywhere but you.” She pointed to the broken door. “You’re going to jail. That’s destruction of private property, breaking and entering, and disturbing the peace.” 
 
        “Oh yeah! Out of my way or I’ll kick your ass!” 
 
        “I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Big tough guy. You like hitting women, don’t you?” 
 
        Daryl was red with rage. He cocked his fist. “I’ll show you what I like.” 
 
        Judy ducked his punch, grabbed his arm, twisted, and threw him on the ground, face first. She came down on his back with her knee and grabbed his hair. 
 
        “How do you like that, dirt bag? Not bad for a girl. By the way, now we can add assaulting a police officer to your charges.” 
 
        Just then, a black and white pulled up. Ox had called it in. 
 
        Moments later, Daryl was hauled away in cuffs. 
 
        When he was gone, Cindy collapsed in a chair, obviously shaken. 
 
        My attention was drawn to Samantha. She was undoubtedly horrified by the confrontation. She was clinging to Billy and he was holding her close. 
 
        What happened next brought tears to my eyes, and was a moment I will never forget. 
 
        Billy smiled at the frightened little girl. “When I was just about your age, a bad man tried to hurt my mother and me.” 
 
        Samantha rubbed her eyes. “Really? What happened?” 
 
        “Well, I was scared, just like you are right now, but my mother gave me something that helped me feel safe.” 
 
        “What did she give you?” 
 
        “A dragon!” 
 
        Samantha’s eyes grew wide. “A dragon! A real dragon?” 
 
        “He was real to me. Have you ever heard of Puff the Magic Dragon?” 
 
        She shook her head. 
 
        “Well, there’s a song about him. Here, I’ll play it for you.” 
 
        He pulled out his cell phone, punched a few buttons, and a moment later, Samantha heard Peter, Paul, and Mary for the first time. 
 
        Samantha smiled as she listened. “I wish I had a dragon like Puff to help me feel safe.” 
 
        Billy unhooked his necklace and handed it to Samantha. “Well, now you do. Samantha, meet Puff the Magic Dragon.” 
 
        Her eyes lit up. “For me!” 
 
        “Yes, Puff has been my friend for a long, long time, and now he’s yours. Whenever you feel sad, or afraid, just remember you’re not alone. Puff is with you.” 
 
        I thought about one of the verses of the song: 
 
      
 
        A dragon lives forever, but not so little boys 
 
        Painted wings and giant rings make way for other toys 
 
        One gray night it happened, Jackie Paper came no more 
 
        And Puff the Magic Dragon ceased his fearless roar 
 
      
 
        For twenty years, Billy needed Puff to survive, but the night he saved my life he became a man, and like little Jackie Paper, he was ready to move on with his life. 
 
        The next verse of the song always brings tears to my eyes. Without Jackie, Puff had no purpose. 
 
      
 
        His head was bent in sorrow, green scales fell like rain 
 
        Puff no longer went to play along the cherry lane 
 
        Without his life-long friend, Puff could not be brave 
 
        So Puff that mighty dragon sadly slipped into his cave 
 
      
 
        There would be none of that tonight. 
 
        Billy’s gift meant that Puff’s legacy would not be lost, but would live on with his new friend, Samantha, and there would be many days when the two of them would frolic together on the cherry lane. There would be nights when Samantha would feel alone and scared, then she would reach for her friend and know she was not alone. 
 
        Everyone hopes for a Christmas miracle. 
 
        Tonight, I had seen one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
        After Daryl was gone and the cops were finished with their paperwork, Cindy was remorseful. 
 
        “I’m so sorry. We’ve ruined everyone’s Christmas.” 
 
        “Nonsense,” Marsha replied. “That’s why we’re here. Most of the women here have gone through the very same thing. We understand.” 
 
        Cindy turned to Ox. “How long will Daryl be in jail?” 
 
        “That’s a good question,” Ox replied. “It depends on several different things. Does he have a good attorney?” 
 
        Cindy nodded. “The company where he works has an attorney on retainer. The attorney and Daryl are drinking buddies.” 
 
        “Then he’ll probably be able to post bond. Does he have the money?” 
 
        “If I know Daryl, he’ll get it one way or another.” 
 
        “He’ll probably be out in a few days. I know it won’t be tomorrow. It’s Christmas Day. He’s stuck there until at least the day after.” 
 
        “Good!” she replied. “That will give me tomorrow to go back to the house. I only brought what I could pack in this one little suitcase. We need to get clothes, toiletries, and other essentials. Plus, I want to get Sam’s Christmas presents.” 
 
        “What time?” Ox asked. “Judy and I will go with you.” 
 
        “Oh no! I couldn’t ask you to do that. It’s Christmas Day!” 
 
        “Hey, we’ve got no plans. Tonight was our big Christmas bash. We’d love to help.” 
 
        “Me too,” I said. “I’ll pick up Cindy and Sam at nine and meet the two of you at her house.” 
 
        “I can’t thank you enough,” Cindy said, wiping away a tear. 
 
        “No thanks needed. We’re just glad you and Sam are safe.” 
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        When we arrived at Cindy’s house, Ox and Judy were parked out front. Another car was parked in the driveway. 
 
        “Is that Daryl’s car?” I asked. I was pretty sure it wasn’t. His was towed to the impound lot the night before. 
 
        “I’ve never seen it before.” 
 
        “Give me your house key. We’ll check it out before you go in.” 
 
        Judy went around back while Ox and I cautiously approached the front door. 
 
        I slipped the key in the lock and swung the door open. A big burly dude was standing in the living room brandishing a baseball bat. 
 
        “Who the hell are you guys and what are you doing here?” he asked as he advanced menacingly. 
 
        “Calm down, buddy,” Ox replied, showing his badge. “I’m a Kansas City police officer. Put the bat down and we’ll talk.” 
 
         “I don’t get it. Why would a cop be coming to Daryl’s house on Christmas Day?” 
 
        “They’re with me, Earl.” Cindy had stepped into the house. “The question is, what are you doing here?” 
 
        “Do you know this guy, Cindy?” Ox asked. 
 
        “Yes, that’s Earl Tompkins, one of Daryl’s poker buddies.” 
 
        “You heard the lady, Earl” Ox snarled. “What are you doing in Cindy’s house?” 
 
        “It’s Daryl’s house, too,” he replied, defiantly. “He called last night from jail, told me where I could find a key, and asked me to stay here. He said Cindy would probably come by and clean the place out. Looks like he was right.” 
 
        “Don’t be an ass, Earl,” Cindy spat back. “I have no intention of cleaning the place out. Sam and I need our clothes and personal items, that’s all.” 
 
        “So what’s with all the beef?” he asked, pointing to Ox and me. 
 
        “We’re here to make sure some ass hole like you doesn’t interfere with Cindy while she gathers her things,” Ox replied. “Looks like it’s a good thing we’re here.” 
 
        Just then, Judy entered. She had been listening at the door. 
 
        “Who’s this broad?” Earl asked. 
 
        “I’m the little lady who kicked Daryl’s ass last night,” she replied, stepping a foot in front of him. “Would you like to try your luck?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Just get outta my face.” 
 
        “Fine! Hand me that bat and I will.” 
 
        Reluctantly, he handed her the bat. 
 
        “Smart move,” she said. “Now the house key.” 
 
        “No way! That’s Daryl’s key.” 
 
        “Not a problem. We’ll see he gets it when he’s out. You gonna hand it over or am I gonna take it?” 
 
        “Well shit!” he mumbled, handing her the key. 
 
        “Good boy. Now get your ass out of here --- oh, yes, give your buddy, Daryl, a message. If he comes anywhere near Cindy or Sam, I’ll give him a whipping that will make last night look like a Sunday School picnic.” 
 
        “Sure, I’ll tell him, but this ain’t over. Not even close!” 
 
        When he was out of earshot, Judy grinned, “Well, that was fun.” 
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        After helping Cindy gather her things and returning her and Sam to the Mayview Center, I headed home. 
 
        With the party Christmas Eve, the showdown with Daryl, and now the stand-off with his drinking buddy, I was pooped. My plan was to have a chilled glass of Arbor Mist, then kick back and take a nap. 
 
        I had just reached my apartment when the door opened and Jerry came out grinning like the Cheshire Cat. 
 
        “Hey, Walt.” 
 
        “Jerry! What were you doing here? Is everything okay?” 
 
        “Everything’s just peachy. Maggie has a big surprise for you.” 
 
        Swell, I thought. Any surprise that involved Jerry couldn’t be good. 
 
        “See you later,” he said, heading down the stairs. “Let me know how you like it.” 
 
        “Like what?” 
 
        “You’ll see!” 
 
        I stepped into the apartment and looked around. Everything seemed to be exactly as I remembered it. 
 
        Maggie heard me come in and greeted me with a big hug and kiss. 
 
        “I was so anxious for you to get home.” 
 
        “Yeah, I met Jerry in the hall. He said you had a big surprise.” 
 
        She nodded, obviously excited. “Alexa, say hi to Walt.” 
 
        A sultry female voice filled the room. “Hi Walt.” 
 
        I looked around, expecting to see company, but there was just the two of us. 
 
        “Alexa, tell Walt what we’re having for supper.” 
 
        The sultry voice spoke again. “Walt, we’re having your favorite, tuna casserole.” 
 
        “What the hell?” Then I spotted it --- the little black tube about six inches tall sitting on the end table. 
 
        My heart sank. “Noooooo! Please don’t tell me you bought one of those things.” 
 
        “Of course not, silly. I wouldn’t buy something like that without talking it over with you first.” 
 
        “And yet, here it is!” 
 
        “It was a gift from one of my clients. It was a difficult closing, and he appreciated my hard work. While you were out this morning, I had Jerry help me set it up. I wanted it to be a surprise.” 
 
        “Oh, it’s a surprise all right.” 
 
        She could tell by my tone I wasn’t pleased. 
 
        “What’s your problem, Walt? It was FREE!” 
 
        “My problem is that I don’t want Amazon spying on us. I’ve heard about these contraptions. They listen and tell Amazon everything you’re doing.” 
 
        “Walt! That’s ridiculous! It’s only active when you talk to it. Let me show you. It can do all kinds of wonderful stuff. Alexa, turn off the living room lights” 
 
        “Living room lights off,” the tube said, and the room was dark. 
 
        “Alexa, turn on the living room lights.” 
 
        “Living room lights on,” and the room was bright. 
 
        Maggie was beaming. “Isn’t that cool? Now watch this. Alexa, what time does Criminal Minds come on TV tonight?” 
 
        “Criminal Minds airs at 9 P.M. on channel 6. Would you like me to record it?” 
 
        “No thank you. Alexa, what will the temperature be at seven in the morning?” 
 
        “There will be partly cloudy skies with a temperature of 37 degrees Fahrenheit.” 
 
        She looked at me. “How could you not like that?” 
 
        “Wolves in sheep’s clothing,” I replied. “That’s how they suck you in. They give you cool stuff so you’ll want one, and once it’s installed, they’ve got you.” 
 
        “Walt, you’re impossible.” 
 
        “Oh really? Then how do you explain this? I bought some blades for my electric razor from Amazon. For the next week, I had razor ads all over my Facebook page. Then one day, I googled snow tires. Same thing. Tire ads all over my Facebook page. And emails! They even sent me email ads.” 
 
        “That’s different.” 
 
        “No it’s not. This crap is everywhere. You know that little plastic card we have scanned at the grocery store that gives us a discount off our gas?” 
 
        She nodded. 
 
        “Surely you realize the supermarket has a record of EVERYTHING we buy. They know I have hemorrhoids and you have hot flashes. They know we prefer our peanut butter creamy instead of chunky. We buy stuff at the store, give them our card, and the next week we get emails advertising exactly those products. Our lives are an open book! Now with this thing, they’ve invaded our home.” 
 
        Ignoring my ranting, she continued to sing Alexa’s praises. “Just imagine, there are seven microphones in that tube. She can pick up our commands from anywhere in the house.” 
 
        “That’s supposed to make me feel better? Remember Little Red Riding Hood. She said to the wolf, ‘My, what big teeth you have,’ and he replied, ‘The better to eat you with.’ My, Alexa, seven microphones. ‘Yes,’ she replies, ‘the better to spy on you!’” 
 
        Undaunted, she marched on. “Remember when I downloaded some of Robert Thornhill’s mystery/comedy series into my Kindle?” 
 
        I nodded.  
 
        “Watch this! Alexa, read Lady Justice and the Conspiracy by Robert Thornhill.” 
 
        “Accessing your Kindle library.” Brief pause. “Lady Justice and the Conspiracy. Chapter 1. Jack Carson switched on the dome light of his car and looked at his watch for the fourth time. The man he was supposed to meet was forty-five minutes late.” 
 
        “Thank you, Alexa. You may stop reading. Now isn’t that amazing? I can do housework and listen to an audio book. If I had to buy it on Audible.com, it would cost me fifteen bucks.” 
 
        I had to admit that was pretty cool. 
 
        “It can also schedule things. Alexa, remind Walt to take out the trash tomorrow morning at eight A.M.” 
 
        Swell, I thought. Now I have two wives. 
 
        I saw the pleading look in Maggie’s eyes. “Walt, please give it a chance. Look what else she can do. Alexa, play Can’t Help Falling in Love by Elvis Presley.” 
 
        She took my hand. “Come here and dance with me you big oaf.” 
 
        I had no choice. I was outnumbered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
        The next morning, I stumbled out of bed, took a whiz, washed my face, and headed to the kitchen for my first cup of coffee. 
 
        Maggie had an early appointment at the real estate office and she was long gone, but she had left the coffee pot on. 
 
        I had just poured a cup, and was on my way to the table when a female voice rocked the room, “Walt! Take out the trash!” 
 
        Startled, I sloshed hot coffee down the front of my jammies. 
 
        “Oh! Oh! Oh!” I muttered, pulling the steaming fabric away from my private parts. I had totally forgotten that Maggie had programmed Alexa to remind me of my husbandly duties. 
 
        “Thanks a lot, Alexa,” I mumbled. 
 
        “You’re welcome,” she replied. 
 
        Evidently Alexa hadn’t mastered the nuances of sarcasm. 
 
        I peeled off my soggy nightwear, showered, and tried breakfast a second time. 
 
        I had just finished when there was a knock on the door. It was Willie, my friend and maintenance man from the studio apartment in the basement. 
 
        “Mornin’ Mr. Walt. How’s it hangin’?” 
 
        I knew that was just his usual greeting, and he didn’t really care about the condition of Mr. Winkie. I decided not to tell him that Mr. Winkie had barely escaped being par boiled. 
 
        “Just fine, Willie. What can I do for you?” 
 
        “Can we talk fo’ a minute?” 
 
        “Sure, come on in.” 
 
        We had just taken our seats when a voice announced, “Walt, please take a pound of hamburger out of the freezer no later than one o’clock today.” 
 
        We both jumped out of our chairs. 
 
        Willie’s eyes grew big. “Who de hell was dat? It sure weren’t Miss Maggie. You got another woman in here?” 
 
        “No, no! Nothing like that. Let me show you.” 
 
        I took him to the little black tube. “Alexa, say hi to Willie.” 
 
        “Hi Willie.” 
 
        “Damn!” he muttered, stepping back. “Dat’s jus’ creepy!” 
 
        “No kidding. Listen to this. Alexa, how do you cook collard greens?” 
 
        “Heat oil in a large pot over medium-high heat. Add bacon, and cook until crisp. Remove bacon from pan, crumble and return to the pan. Pour in chicken broth, and season with salt, pepper, and red pepper flakes. Reduce heat to low, cover, and simmer for 45 minutes, or until greens are tender.” 
 
        Needless to say, Willie was impressed. “You a lucky man, Mr. Walt. Now you got two women-folk tellin’ you what to do.” 
 
        “Yeah, lucky me. You said you wanted to talk. What’s up?” 
 
        “It’s Bernice. She come to my door dis mornin’ and was askin’ if I knew any drug dealers.” 
 
        Before coming to work for me years ago, Willie had been a con man, rubbing elbows with all sorts of characters on the wrong side of the law. Although he had been on the straight and narrow himself, he kept in touch with many of his cronies from the old days. 
 
        “Why would she ask that?” 
 
        “Das what I wanted to know. She said dere was some new law where you couldn’t get pain drugs like you used to an’ she was lookin’ fo’ someplace to get ‘em on de street.” 
 
        I wasn’t aware that Bernice was on any pain medication. 
 
        “What did you tell her?” 
 
        “I tol’ her I didn’ know no drug dealers. I do, o’ course, but I didn’t figure an old gal like her ought to be out doin’ stuff like dat.” 
 
        “You did just right. I’ll check into it. Anything else?” 
 
        “Nope. Mary wants me to come over to de hotel an’ do some stuff. I’m headin’ dat way now.” 
 
        “Thanks for stopping by. Alexis, say good-bye to Willie.” 
 
        “Good-bye, Willie.” 
 
        “Damn!” he said again, shaking his head. “What dey gonna think of next?” 
 
        Willie’s conversation puzzled me. 
 
        My dad and Bernice are both in their nineties, but as far as I knew, both were pretty fit for folks their age. Their libidos certainly weren’t dormant. More than once I’ve heard Dad lament, “Well darn! I’m all out of Viagra.” 
 
        If either of them were in so much pain they required medication, it was news to me. 
 
        Bernice told Willie there was a new law regulating prescription pain medication. I hadn’t heard about it, but I knew who would know, Arnie Goldblume and Nicholas Thatcher. 
 
        After the deaths of their fathers due to the prescription drug Vioxx, they formed an organization called The Watchers whose purpose was to be a government watchdog. They are constantly monitoring government agencies such as the FDA for any sign of corruption. I met them several years ago and on several occasions, most recently during the investigation of the chemtrail conspiracy, they were most helpful. 
 
        “Watcher’s Hotline. Arnie Goldblume speaking. How may I help you?” 
 
        “Hi Arnie. Walt Williams here.” 
 
        “Hey Walt! Long time no see. What’s up?” 
 
        “One of my tenants said something about a new law regulating pain medication. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
        A big sigh. “Boy, do I. Another knee-jerk reaction from good old Uncle Sam. The new regulation is specific to the opioid family, namely Hydrocodone, Oxycodone, and Fentanyl.” 
 
        “Why those particular drugs?” 
 
        “The CDC monitors drug overdoses, and they’re increasing at an astronomical rate each year. In 2016, there were over 64,000 deaths due to prescription drug overdose. Over 42,000 of those were from opioids.”  
 
        “Wow! I had no idea. So what’s involved in this new regulation?” 
 
        “It’s sort of a two-parter, with different guidelines for acute pain and chronic pain. For acute pain, specifically for first time users of opioids, the initial prescription cannot be for more than five days. After that, if more medication is required, the patient must sign a pain management agreement, undergo counseling, have monthly office visits, and urine testing. 
 
        “For chronic, long-term patients with debilitating pain, the CDC has recommended, and many states have adopted, a maximum daily dose of 60 milligrams of any opioid.” 
 
        “I’m not sure what that means. Why is that a problem?” 
 
        “The problem is that many people with chronic, debilitating pain are currently taking a much higher dosage just to exist. Have you ever been with someone who has debilitating pain?” 
 
        “Thankfully, I haven’t.” 
 
        “Well, I have, and it’s not pretty. Pain can be so intense that it totally takes over a person’s life. They cannot think, reason, communicate or do any of the things that we consider normal until the pain has abated. For many of these patients, high doses of Oxycodone or some other opioid to reduce the pain to a manageable level are all that brings them relief. Now the government is telling them they cannot have the one thing that gives them any quality of life.” 
 
        “That doesn’t seem right.” 
 
        “It’s not. The people who are dying from opioid overdoses are drug abusers and addicts, just like with meth or heroin. The new guidelines are meant for them, but the unintended consequence is that it directly affects the people who need it most and it’s going to have devastating consequences.” 
 
        “How so?” 
 
        “Think about it. A person faces pain twenty-four hours a day, then the one thing that gives them a small window of relief is taken away --- what’s left? Nothing! With no quality of life and no relief from the pain, there’s no reason to live. No reason to keep on fighting. Many doctors adamantly believe that those suffering chronic pain, especially the aged, will experience at least a ten percent increase in suicide deaths as a result of this new law.  
 
        “Here’s the sad part. The addicts will still get their drugs on the street and still die of overdoses. Added to those 42,000, will be the thousands who give up because their reason to live has been taken away.” 
 
        “I can see that.” 
 
        “Sure, 42,000 deaths from opioid abuse is tragic, but at the same time, over 480,000 people die each year as a direct result of cigarette smoking. Over ten times as many as from opioids, but does Uncle Sam say you can only smoke three cigarettes a day? Hell no!  
 
        “Alcohol kills over 88,000 people every year, twice the number as opioid deaths, but does Big Brother say you can only have three beers per day? Hell no! 
 
        “Prohibition didn’t work because people were going to get their booze one way or another. The same is true for cigarettes, Oxy, or guns. If any of these things are outlawed, law abiding citizens will be the ones who will lose their right to choose. The criminals and addicts will always find a way to have their drugs and guns.”  
 
        “I don’t suppose there’s anything that can be done at this point.” 
 
        “Probably not, but as the suicide deaths pile up, maybe the voices of angry and distraught family members will make the powers that be realize the mistake they have made. But for too many, it will be too late.” 
 
        “Thanks for the info, Arnie. Keep up the good work.” 
 
        I had just hung up when I heard footsteps in the hall. I figured it might be Dad and Bernice. I was right. 
 
        “Hey, guys, if you’ve got a minute, I have some questions.” 
 
        “Sure,” Dad replied. “We’ll be right up.” 
 
        “What’s up? Dad asked, taking a seat. 
 
        “Are you both okay? Are either of you having any medical issues you haven’t told me about?” 
 
        Dad thought for a moment. “No, I don’t think so. Just the usual aches and pains of old age. Why do you ask?” 
 
        “Willie told me you asked him if he knew a drug dealer.” 
 
        Bernice punched Dad in the arm. “See! I told you that old coot couldn’t keep his mouth shut.” 
 
        “It’s not what you think,” Dad said. “We weren’t looking for us.” 
 
        “For who then?” 
 
        “Earl Biggs. He’s a friend we met at the Senior Center. Earl’s back was crushed in a construction accident years ago. He’s had I don’t know how many operations and injections, but the docs can’t fix him. He’s been gettin’ by for years on Oxycodone. All of a sudden, his doc says he has to cut way back because of some new law. Poor Earl wakes up, takes three of his pills, then has to stay in bed another half hour until they work just to get to the breakfast table. With that new law, he only gets one more pill for the rest of the day. He can’t live like that” 
 
        “I heard about that new law. It doesn’t seem fair.” 
 
        “Hell no it isn’t fair. Earl has to have more Oxy, but he can’t go out on the street himself, so me and Bernice thought we would give him a hand.” 
 
        “So you’ve been out trying to score illegal drugs? You could have been arrested.” 
 
        “We know that, but Earl needs our help.” 
 
        “Did you find a dealer?” 
 
        “Sure did, but it didn’t do no good. The dude wanted twenty bucks for one stinkin’ pill. Earl can’t afford that, and neither can we. I don’t know what we’re gonna do.” 
 
        “Well, I’m sorry about your friend, but I’m glad you two are okay.” 
 
        “Thanks,” Dad replied, woefully as they slumped out the door. 
 
        As I thought about poor Earl, it suddenly occurred to me that Dad, Bernice, Maggie, or me could be in that same situation one of these days, and it scared the bejesus out of me. 
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        Carl Pike and Denny Baxter watched the old couple enter the building from their car. 
 
        “Are you sure that’s the old couple who tried to score some Oxy?” Denny asked. 
 
        “Of course I’m sure. They said they were lookin’ for a friend. Likely story. More and more old folks been comin’ around since Uncle Sam put the squeeze on opioids. It’s been really good for business. I get twenty bucks a pop now.” 
 
        “So how many did they buy?” 
 
        “They didn’t. Said they couldn’t afford it, but I know better. These two aren’t down-and-outers. Look at where they live. Old people don’t trust banks. I’ll bet those two have a tidy bundle tucked under their mattress. Should be easy pickins.” 
 
        “What’s the plan?” 
 
        “We don’t want to hit ‘em in broad daylight. Too many witnesses. We’ll wait until dark, then pay ‘em a visit.” 
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        Carl and Denny watched the building, and at dusk the old couple emerged and walked toward Broadway. 
 
        “Hot damn!” Carl yelped. “We caught a break. Now we don’t have to bust into their apartment. We can just wait until they return and take ‘em in the hallway.” 
 
        An hour later, the old couple returned, walking arm-in-arm. 
 
        “Now ain’t dat sweet?” Denny said. “Seems a shame to mess up their lovely evening.” 
 
        “Yeah, right! A damn shame,” Carl replied, as the couple entered the building. “Let’s do this.” 
 
        They caught up to the couple on the second-floor landing. 
 
        The old woman saw them first. “John!  It’s that drug dealer --- and he’s got another creep with him.” 
 
        “What do you want?” the old man asked. “We told you we weren’t buying.” 
 
        Then he saw the gun. “Whoa! What’s this all about? We weren’t going to the cops.” 
 
        “That’s not what this is about,” Carl said, waving the gun. “Let’s go inside and we’ll talk about it.” 
 
        “We’re not going anywhere with you,” the old man said, stepping between Carl and the woman. “Now get out of our building!” 
 
        “Oh, tough guy, eh?” Carl said, slapping the old man across the face. “Open that door!” 
 
        “Walt! Help!” the old woman screamed. “We’re being robbed!” 
 
        “Carl grabbed the keys from the old man’s hand, opened the door, and was just pushing the old couple inside when the third-floor apartment door opened. 
 
        “What’s going on down there?” came a voice from above. “Dad? Bernice? Are you guys okay?” 
 
        The woman shouted again. “Walt! Help!” 
 
         “Well damn!” Carl muttered. “Denny, I’ll take care of these two. You go upstairs and deal with that guy. He looked like another old-timer. Maybe we’ll score double tonight.” 
 
        Denny pulled his gun and headed up the stairs. 
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        Maggie was working late and said she’d grab a sandwich on her way home. I had just taken a plate of left-over tuna casserole out of the microwave when I heard a commotion on the second floor. 
 
        I didn’t pay much attention. I figured it was just Dad and Bernice returning home. 
 
        Then I heard the scream. “Walt Help! We’re being robbed!” 
 
        It was Bernice, and I could tell from the sound of her voice she wasn’t kidding around. 
 
        I opened the door and looked down just as a guy was shoving them into Dad’s apartment. 
 
        “Dad? Bernice? Are you okay.” 
 
        I heard Bernice call out again, then heard one of the men tell the other to go upstairs and take care of me! 
 
        I slammed the door, locked it, and headed for my gun safe. 
 
        Before I made it halfway across the room, I heard a heavy boot hit the door. The casing cracked, and I knew one more hit and it would be all over. He’d be in before I could get to my gun. 
 
        Sure enough, the guy kicked again and the wood splintered. 
 
        Just as he stepped inside, I had an idea. 
 
        “Alexa,” I whispered, “turn out the lights.” 
 
        “Lights out,” she replied, and the room went black. 
 
        “Ain’t gonna do you no good,” the man in the doorway shouted. “You’re just delaying the inevitable. I’m gonna find you sooner or later, so let’s quit playing games.” 
 
        Then I had another idea. “Alexa,” I whispered again, “recite the line from the Dirty Harry movie where Harry says, ‘But being this is a .44 Magnum.” 
 
        I figured I had a few seconds before she found the quote. 
 
        “Listen, mister. My wife is in the bedroom and she’s armed. This won’t end well for you.” 
 
        “Yeah, right! Nice bluff.” 
 
        Then Alexa’s voice filled the room. “But being as this is a .44 Magnum, the most powerful handgun in the world, and would blow your head clean off, you've got to ask yourself one question: Do I feel lucky? Well, do ya, punk?" 
 
        “What the hell?” the man muttered, obviously shaken. 
 
        “My wife has you in the crosshairs of a night vision scope. She’s been itching to get some target practice. If I were you, I wouldn’t give her an excuse.” 
 
        No response. The guy must have been weighing his options. 
 
        “Times up! Put your gun on the floor or my wife will drop you in your tracks. Are you ready, Honey.” 
 
        “No! Wait! Don’t shoot! My gun’s on the floor.” 
 
        “Smart move. Now kick it in the direction of my voice. Do it now!” 
 
        “Okay! Okay!” 
 
        I heard the gun slide across the floor. I groped until I found it. 
 
        “Alexa, lights on.” 
 
        “Lights on,” she replied. 
 
        The guy blinked at the light, then spotted me with his gun. 
 
        “Okay, on your knees, hands behind your back.” 
 
        I backed into the kitchen and found a roll of duct tape in the junk drawer. A few minutes later, the guy’s hands were bound tight. 
 
        “On your feet. Here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
        “Hang on a minute,” he said. “Before we go, I gotta see your wife and that Magnum with the scope.” 
 
        “No problem,” I replied, pointing to the little black tube. “Alexa, say hi to this creep.” 
 
        “Hi creep,” she responded. 
 
        I saw the dumbfounded look on his face. “That’s your wife?” 
 
        “One of them, and I love her dearly. Now, here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going downstairs and you’re going to knock on the door. When your partner asks, you tell him you took care of the old guy. Got it!” 
 
        He nodded. 
 
        “Good. When he opens the door, we’ll both step inside and I’ll get the drop on him. No funny stuff. Alexa may not be able to shoot you, but I sure as hell can.” 
 
        Just before we left the apartment, I made one more request. “Alexa, call 911.” 
 
        “Calling,” she replied.  
 
        We headed downstairs and the guy knocked. 
 
        “Everything okay, Denny?” 
 
        I poked the gun in his ribs. 
 
        “Yeah, Carl. I took care of the guy.” 
 
        I heard the door click. “Okay, come on in.” 
 
        We stepped in, and I pointed my gun at Carl. “Drop the gun. It’s over.” 
 
        I saw the startled look on his face. He quickly recovered, and instead of lowering his weapon, he grabbed Dad and pointed the gun at his head. 
 
        “No, I don’t think so. You ice Denny and I’ll take out this old fart.” He thought for a moment. “No, on second thought, I’ll just shoot you first, then take out these two. Either way, you lose. Looks like we’ve got us a stand-off here. How do you want to play it?” 
 
        “I’ll tell you how we’re gonna play it, scum bag. You’re gonna let go of John and drop your gun.” It was Bernice. 
 
        A year or so ago, she and Dad had taken concealed-carry classes, gotten their permits, and bought hand guns at a local gun show. Bernice had bought a little .32 revolver she wears strapped to her leg. 
 
        Carl took a quick peek, and his eyes grew wide seeing the scrawny senior citizen holding a gun. 
 
        Bernice didn’t waste any time. “This is just a .32. It’s not the most powerful handgun in the world, but it would put a pretty good-sized hole in the back of your head. You’re probably thinking, can I take out the old gal before she gets off a shot? You’ve got to ask yourself one question. Do I feel lucky? Well, do ya, punk!”  
 
        It didn’t take Carl long to decide. “Well, shit!” he mumbled, laying down his gun. 
 
        It was easy to see why Dad was head over heels for this tough old broad. 
 
        I bound his hands with duct tape and heard sirens in the distance. 
 
        After Carl was securely bound, Bernice walked up, waving the gun under his nose. “You don’t want to make old people mad. We don’t like being old in the first place, so it doesn’t take much to piss us off!” 
 
        Then she kicked him squarely in the nuts. 
 
        As he bent over groaning, she said, tauntingly, “If you’re in a lot of pain, I’ve got an Oxy I’ll sell you for twenty bucks!” Then she smacked him on the head. “Creep!” 
 
        I pulled Dad and Bernice aside. “Listen, I’ll bet those jerks have Oxy in their car. We could check it out before the cops get here. Maybe we can score some for your friend.” 
 
        They looked at one another, and a tear slid down Bernice’s cheek. 
 
        “It’s too late for Earl.” 
 
        “What do you mean, too late.” 
 
        “When we got home,” Dad replied, “we called his house to tell him we struck out, but we’d keep trying. His son answered the phone. He found Earl this afternoon. He was wearing his dress blues with his Purple Heart. Earl was in the navy, a gun boat on the Mekong River in Vietnam. His service revolver was in his hands.” 
 
        “Oh, Jesus. I’m so sorry.” 
 
        “There was a note asking his kids to forgive him. He just couldn’t take the pain any longer. He said not to be sad for him. He was going where it wouldn’t hurt any more. It’s a damn shame. It was the government he served and fought for that took away the one thing that made his life bearable.” 
 
        It looked like Arnie was right. Earl probably wasn’t the first, and most likely wouldn’t be the last, to fall victim to the government’s latest intrusion into our lives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
        It had been two weeks since our memorable Christmas party at the Mayview Center. I figured it was time to check up on Billy, Cindy, and Samantha. All three had been through a very stressful ordeal. 
 
        My plan was to stop by the center in the late afternoon after Billy and Cindy returned from work and Sam was out of school. Maggie and I would go together, then have dinner out. Maggie readily agreed. You can only eat so much tuna casserole. 
 
        When we arrived, Marsha greeted us warmly. “Walt, Maggie, so good to see you.” 
 
        “Same here,” I replied. “We just wanted to stop by and see how things are going.” 
 
        “Couldn’t be better,” she replied, smiling. “You wouldn’t believe the change in Billy since his confrontation with those two muggers. He’s more confident and I think some things that had been dormant for most of his life have begun to stir.” 
 
        “What kind of things?” Maggie asked. 
 
        “Well, I’m sure you noticed how Billy took little Sam under his wing at the Christmas party.” 
 
        We both nodded. 
 
        “No doubt there was a connection there. Now I think there’s something going on with Billy and Cindy.” 
 
        “You mean ---?” 
 
        “Yes, it’s pretty obvious. The three of them spend a lot of time together, and you should see the way Billy looks at her.” 
 
         Again, I was reminded of the line in Puff the Magic Dragon, ‘painted wings and giant rings make way for other toys.’ Billy is a twenty-eight-year-old man. Once freed from his childhood prison, it was only natural that he would discover the allure of the fairer sex. 
 
        “Any idea how Cindy feels about that?” Maggie asked. 
 
        “How do you think? She has spent the last seven years with a possessive, abusive pig. Suddenly, a kind, caring man, who adores her daughter has come into her life. It’s a great fit. I just hope they don’t move too fast. After all, Cindy is still married to that creep.” 
 
        Just then, Billy spotted us. “Walt, Maggie! What a surprise.” He gave both of us a big hug. 
 
        “We just wanted to stop by and see how you’re doing.” 
 
        “Doing great!” he replied. “In fact, I have some good news.” 
 
        “Really? What?” 
 
        “I’m going to attend GED classes in the evening after work. I’m going to get my high school diploma.” 
 
        “Congratulations,” I said, putting my arm around his shoulder. “We’re very proud of you.” 
 
        “After I get my diploma, I’m thinking about taking some classes at Penn Valley Community College. I think I’d like to be a social worker like Miss Coe, and help other kids the way she’s helped me.” 
 
        “Fantastic! With what you’ve been through, I’m sure you’d be a great counselor.” 
 
        “Great to see you both. I’d better get washed up. I don’t want to miss supper.” 
 
        When he was gone, I remarked, “What a change from the person I first saw rocking back and forth on the street curb.” 
 
        “Yes,” Marsha replied, fighting to hold back a tear. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t turn out that way for a lot of kids, but just seeing someone like Billy makes it all worthwhile.” 
 
        “Look Mommy! It’s Walt and Maggie!” 
 
        Cindy and Samantha had just arrived. 
 
        Sam rushed up and threw her arms around us. 
 
        “Hey, Sam. How’s school?” 
 
        “It’s really fun! I’m learning my ABC’s. I can even sing a song about them. You wanna hear it?” 
 
        “Sure.” 
 
        “ABCDEFG----HIJKLMNOP----QRSTU&V----WX&Y&Z. Now I’ve said my ABCS’s, tell me what you think of me.” 
 
        “I think you’re pretty special.” 
 
        “Okay Sam,” Cindy interrupted, “say goodbye to Walt and Maggie. It’s time to get washed up for supper.” 
 
        “Yes, Mommy. Goodbye Walt and Maggie,” she said, trotting off. 
 
        “Looks like she’s doing okay,” I ventured. “I saw she was still wearing Puff the Magic Dragon around her neck.” 
 
        “She hasn’t taken it off since Billy gave it to her. Not even in the shower. And that’s not all. Everything is Puff, Puff, Puff. We had to change from Kleenex tissue to Puffs. She would only eat Cocoa Puff cereal until I convinced her PUFFed wheat was just as good. She goes around singing that darn song all the time. I guess it could be worse.” 
 
        “It sounds like she’s enjoying school.” 
 
        “Thankfully, she is. School gets out at three, then she goes to an after-school program for working parents. It’s like an after-school day care. Several of the kids from her class are there, so she has a great time. I pick her up at 4:30, right after I get off.” 
 
        Just then, Billy returned. “I just ran into Sam. She wanted to know if we could all sit together for supper.” He blushed. “I said I’d check with you, Cindy. What do you think?” 
 
        She smiled. “I think that would be great.” She turned to us. “Great to see you both again.” 
 
        As we watched the two of them walk away, I turned to Marsha. “Alfred, Lord Tennyson said that in the spring, a young man’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts of love. Looks like Billy is jumping the gun a few months.” 
 
        “He’s making up for lost time,” she replied with a wink. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
         It was January, and according to my partner, Kevin, colder than a well diggers ass. Having never been acquainted with a well digger, I had nothing to compare to, but I took his word for it. 
 
        If I was still a cop, I’d be out there fighting the cold every day, but now that I’m a semi-retired, self-employed private investigator, I can choose when I want to work, and I choose not to when it’s bitter cold. 
 
        It’s one of the few privileges of growing old. 
 
        I had been content to sleep in, have a leisurely breakfast, then kick back and catch up on my reading. My author friend, Robert Thornhill, had just published volume #28 in his mystery/comedy series, Lady Justice and the Sixth Sense, and I was several books behind. 
 
        Needless to say, that all changed with one phone call. 
 
        “Walt! This is Cindy Stewart. I need your help! I don’t know what to do.” 
 
        “Take it easy, Cindy. Start from the beginning and tell me what’s going on.” 
 
        “It’s Samantha. She’s gone!” 
 
        “Gone! How? From where?” 
 
        “From the after-school day care center. I stopped by to pick her up like I do every day, but she wasn’t there. The teacher said her father picked her up. Can he do that?” 
 
        “To tell the truth, I’m not sure. Let’s meet at the Mayview Center and talk to Marsha Coe. She deals with this kind of thing all the time. She’ll know.” 
 
        “Fine. I’ll meet you there. Please hurry!” 
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        After Cindy had shared her story, Marsha shook her head. “You’re not going to like what I’m about to say.” 
 
        Cindy was horrified. “You mean that bastard can just take my little girl?” 
 
        “The problem,” Marsha replied, “is that Sam is his little girl too --- at least from a legal point of view. As a parent, he has the same rights as you. We assumed custody wasn’t going to be an issue since he hadn’t made any overtures since the two of you left, but now it seems that has changed.” 
 
        “So how can I get her back? Sam wants to be with me and should be here with me --- not with that creep!” 
 
        “Unfortunately, if you and Daryl can’t come to an agreement on your own, it will be up to the courts to decide.” 
 
        “Daryl and I will never agree,” she said, wringing her hands. “How does this court thing work?” 
 
        “Hang on a minute,” Marsha said, rummaging through her desk. “We have a handout that will explain it better than I can.” 
 
        A moment later, she handed the brochure to Cindy. 
 
        Cindy read it, then handed it to me. 
 
      
 
    Child Custody Rights During Separation 
 
    By Christopher Coble, Esq. on September 23, 2015 
 
    Child custody issues are usually resolved as part of divorce proceedings. But what happens before the divorce is finalized? How do you sort out child custody if you and your spouse are separated? 
 
    Fortunately, most child custody decisions are made on a single legal principle. Unfortunately, divorcing parents still tend to fight bitterly over custody. Here are your child custody rights before a divorce and some ideas for making child custody decisions during a separation. 
 
    What’s in the Child’s Best Interest? 
 
    Child custody can be contested in a variety of contexts: pre-divorce, post-divorce, and between non-married parents. But in each case, child custody decisions are made in the child’s best interests. While this sounds simple enough, the best interest standard can vary from state to state and courts and mediators can consider a range of factors when making child custody decisions: 
 
    
    	 The child’s wishes, if the child is old enough and state law allows 
 
    	 The mental and physical health of the parents 
 
    	 The need for continuation of stable home environment 
 
    	 Any adjustment to school and community 
 
    	 Evidence of parental drug, alcohol, or sex abuse or parental use of excessive discipline or emotional abuse 
 
    	 The interaction and interrelationship with other members of household, and members of extended family of either parent 
 
    	 Religious and/or cultural considerations 
 
   
 
    Ultimately, courts will try to craft a custody arrangement in the best interest of the child or children involved. 
 
        “This ought to be a slam dunk,” Cindy said, “Sam definitely wants to be with me, and Daryl is an abuser and a drunk. I need to get a lawyer and get in front of a judge. How soon can we do that?” 
 
        “Again,” Marsha said, “You’re not going to like what I’m about to say. We can help with the lawyer. We have a good one who specializes in family law. Unfortunately, court dockets are jammed with cases. You might not get a hearing for weeks. And that’s not all. You said your case was a slam dunk because Daryl is an abuser and a drunk. I believe you, but you have to prove it in court. Let me ask you this. Has Daryl ever been arrested for a DUI?” 
 
        “Not that I’m aware of, but he comes home smelling of booze almost every night. That’s when he gets abusive.” 
 
        “Next question. After taking a beating, have you ever gone to the hospital or called the police?” 
 
        Cindy hung her head. “No, I should have, but I never did.” 
 
        “Then what you have is your word against his. The things you say may be true, but you have to have proof in court.” 
 
        Now Cindy was in tears. “So there’s nothing I can do to get my baby back? Why can’t I just take her?” 
 
        “That’s a problem, too,” Marsha said, reaching for another pamphlet. “Listen to this. ‘Although couples have equal rights and responsibilities, one parent may take the children if it is necessary to protect them from the other parent. However, unless the children themselves are at risk, taking the children may not be justified. Where there are no serious protection concerns, a parent who takes the children away from one parent with the intention of keeping that parent from seeing or having contact with the children could face criminal charges.’ If you took Sam away, you’d have to prove that she was in danger with Daryl. Without proof, you could face charges.” 
 
        “But that’s exactly what he did to me. He took her away!” 
 
        “That’s where the second part comes in. If he denies you from seeing her or having contact with her, he could face criminal charges. You still have the right to see your daughter.” 
 
        Cindy turned to me with tears streaming down her face. “Walt, is there anything you can do?” 
 
        I felt totally helpless. “Marsha knows family law a whole lot better than I do. It sounds like you need to see that attorney as soon as possible and get the process started.” 
 
        She slumped in her chair, sobbing. 
 
        I’ve known for a long time that life isn’t always fair, and this situation was a perfect example. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
        Two days later, Cindy had just arrived at the Mayview Center from work when her cell phone rang. 
 
        “Mrs. Stewart, this is Helen Rawlings at Westview Day Care. I’m calling about Sam.” 
 
        “What about her? Is she all right?” 
 
        “Yes, Mrs. Stewart, she’s fine. The reason I’m calling is that, well, for the past few days, your husband has been picking her up. It’s almost five and he hasn’t shown up. I tried calling his cell but it goes straight to voice mail. I’m sorry to bother you. I didn’t know who else to call.” 
 
        Cindy was ecstatic. “No, you did exactly the right thing. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        “Mommy!” Sam squealed, rushing to her mother. “I missed you so.” 
 
        “I missed you too,” Cindy replied, scooping her up in her arms. “Let’s go home where you belong.” 
 
        “I was scared and lonesome, but I was okay because Puff was with me, just like Billy said,” Sam said, proudly holding up her necklace. 
 
        “Puff is pretty special and so is Billy. He’s anxious to see you too.” 
 
        It was a joyous reunion when they arrived at the Mayview Center. Billy, Marsha, and several other moms welcomed them with open arms. 
 
        “How did this happen,” Marsha asked. 
 
        After Cindy shared her story, Marsha frowned. “I can only speculate why Daryl didn’t pick up Sam, but I’m pretty sure of one thing, he’s going to be really pissed when he discovers you’ve taken her. He may even show up here like he did before. Billy, lock the front door.” 
 
        Throughout the evening, they kept a watchful eye, but Daryl never came. 
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        The next afternoon, Cindy arrived at the day care at four-thirty, but Sam was not there. 
 
        “I’m so sorry, Cindy,” Mrs. Rawlings said, apologetically. “Your husband picked Sam up as soon as school was dismissed. Sam didn’t want to go with him, but Mr. Stewart is her father. There was nothing I could do.” 
 
        “It’s not your fault. I’m just sorry you’re in the middle of our domestic problems.” 
 
        “That bastard!” Cindy muttered as she drove to the Mayview Center. 
 
        Marsha could see that Cindy was upset. “Where’s Sam? Wait --- don’t tell me --- Daryl picked her up before you could get to her.” 
 
        Cindy nodded, trying to hold back the tears. “The jerk must have taken off work early. We’re right back where we started. I just don’t know what to do next.” 
 
        At that moment, a man neither of them recognized came into the center. 
 
        “Do you know where I can find Cindy Stewart?” 
 
        “I’m Cindy Stewart,” Cindy replied hesitantly.  
 
        The man handed her an envelope. “Congratulations! You’re served.” 
 
        “What is it?” Cindy gasped. 
 
        “No idea. Not my business,” the man said, walking away. 
 
        Cindy tore open the envelope, read a few lines, and slumped into a chair. 
 
        “Daryl’s filed for divorce --- and he’s asking for full custody of Sam. He and the company’s attorney are drinking buddies. They’re certainly not wasting any time.” 
 
        “Then the next step is to get with our attorney, Mark Grossman,” Marsha said. “I’ll set it up for tomorrow afternoon.” 
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        After introductions, Mark Grossman got right to the point. 
 
        “When Marsha called to set up this appointment, I asked her to fill me in on what she knew. Then, I spoke with Jeff Ballinger, your husband’s attorney. Cindy, I’m not going to lie to you, this isn’t going to be easy.” 
 
        “I don’t understand,” she replied. “This is all Daryl. We wouldn’t be doing this if he wasn’t an abusive drunk.” 
 
        “That’s just the thing. According to what you told Marsha, he’s never had a DUI, and you’ve never reported any of the incidents where he has abused you to the police. He may be all of those things, but we have no proof to offer to the court. It gets worse.” 
 
        “How could it possibly get worse?” 
 
        “The judge is going to look at several things. One of them is living arrangements. You left the family home and are basically living in a homeless shelter. Daryl’s attorney will argue that the family home, which you abandoned, is a much healthier environment for Sam.” 
 
        “But I left because I feared for our safety.” 
 
        “Again, where’s the proof. Another thing the judge looks at is the mental and physical health of the parents. Jeff Ballinger says you take Xanex and they can prove it. Is that true?”   
 
        Cindy slumped. “Damn! I forgot to take my prescription when we left. Yes, I take Xanex. My doctor prescribed it for anxiety. I never knew when Daryl was going to come home drunk. I was a nervous wreck wondering if this was going to be the night when he hurt one of us seriously.” 
 
        “Nevertheless, you can see how this looks.” 
 
        “What about Sam? Won’t the judge take into account what she wants to do?” 
 
        “Yes and no. She’s only six. The judge will ask, but kids that age are notorious for wanting one thing, then changing their mind a day later.” 
 
        “So what can we do?” 
 
        “We’re going to put on the best defense possible. The one thing you have going for you is that traditionally, the courts have ruled in favor of the mother unless there is overwhelming evidence to the contrary.” 
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        Two days later, Cindy was alone in her room reading when her cell phone rang. 
 
        “Mommy! I’m scared and hungry.” 
 
        “Sam! What’s going on? Where are you?” 
 
        “I’m at home.” 
 
        “Where’s your father?” 
 
        “He’s in bed. When he picked me up from school, he was walking and talking kind of funny. Then when we got home, he just went to bed. There was nothing for supper and I got hungry. I tried to get a bowl of cereal, but I spilled it all over the floor. I’m sorry, Mommy!” 
 
        “Don’t you worry, baby. It’s not your fault. Try not to be scared. I’ll be right over.” 
 
        “I’m not scared, Mommy. Puff is with me.” 
 
        Cindy grabbed her coat, purse, and cell phone. On the way, she dialed Walt Williams. 
 
        “Walt, I just got a call from Sam. It sounds like Daryl came home drunk and passed out. It’s eight o’clock, almost Sam’s bedtime, and Daryl is still out. The poor child didn’t even get supper. I’m heading over there now. I’d feel a lot better if you could come over.” 
 
        “Not a problem,” he replied. “I’m on the way. You should wait until I get there to go in.” 
 
        A few minutes later, Cindy pulled up in front of the house. She knew Walt was probably right about waiting, but he was at least fifteen minutes away. 
 
        “To hell with it,” she muttered. “My baby needs me.” 
 
        She climbed the steps, slipped her key into the lock, and quietly opened the door. She listened, and the only sound she heard was a rustling in the kitchen. She tip-toed into the kitchen, stepping around the soggy Cocoa Puffs and milk that Sam had spilled. She spotted Sam, crouched in the corner, eating dry Cocoa Puffs from the box. 
 
        “Sam, I’m here,” she said, putting her finger to her lips. “Let’s very quietly get your coat and get out of here.” 
 
        “Sam’s not going anywhere!” 
 
        It was Daryl. He stood menacingly in the doorway, a scowl on his face. 
 
        “You bitch!” he roared. “You think you can come into my house and take my daughter? Well, you’ve got another think coming. Now get out of here!” 
 
        “Daryl! It’s after eight. You came home drunk and passed out. I’m not leaving without Sam.” 
 
        “The hell you’re not,” he replied, picking up a bowl and hurling it against the wall. 
 
        Sam grabbed Cindy around the leg. “Mommy! I’m scared!” 
 
        “I’m scared too, Sweetie. Tell you what. I want you to go into the other room and hide while your daddy and I talk. I’ll come get you when it’s time to go.” 
 
        “But Mommy!” 
 
        “No buts. Now do as I say.” 
 
        Reluctantly, Sam let go and ran into the adjoining room. 
 
        Cindy turned to her husband. “Daryl, this can’t go on. Sam is scared to death. Please let us go. We can settle everything in court.” 
 
        “We sure as hell will, but Sam stays with me. I’m not going to tell you again. Get out!” 
 
        “I’m not leaving without Sam,” Cindy replied, resolutely, holding up her cell phone. “I’m calling the police. We’ll let them decide.” 
 
        “No cops!” Daryl bellowed. “In fact, I’m getting tired of this shit and I’m going to end it right now.” 
 
        He picked up a knife from the butcher block on the counter. “You broke into my house and tried to take my daughter. You threatened me with this knife. We struggled. I was just defending myself. That’s the story I’ll give to the cops.” 
 
        Cindy retreated as he lunged. He hadn’t noticed the soggy Cocoa Puffs on the floor. His foot hit the gooey mess and he fell forward, landing with a thump and a groan.  
 
        He twitched and then was quiet. 
 
        Horrified, Cindy rushed to his side and turned him over. Blood was gushing from the hole where the knife had pierced his chest. 
 
        “Daryl! No!” she gasped.  
 
        She pulled the knife from his chest and pressed her hands over the hole to try to stop the bleeding. 
 
        Frantically, she looked around, trying to find something to press into the wound. She spotted a dish towel and was about to reach for it when she heard, “Ma’am, step away from the body and put your hands in the air.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
        Maggie and I were in our love seat recliner, holding hands and watching NCIS when the phone rang. It was Cindy. 
 
        “Walt, I just got a call from Sam. It sounds like Daryl came home drunk and passed out. It’s eight o’clock, almost Sam’s bedtime, and Daryl is still out. The poor child didn’t even get supper. I’m heading over there now. I’d feel a lot better if you could come over.” 
 
        “Not a problem,” I replied. “I’m on the way. You should wait until I get there to go in.” 
 
        I turned to Maggie. “Press pause. I have to meet Cindy at Daryl’s place. If it gets nasty, I might be a while.” 
 
        “Walt, be careful. I don’t want you getting shot in the middle of a domestic dispute.” 
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        When I turned on to their street, I saw flashing lights. This can’t be good, I thought. 
 
        I got out of the car and walked up to a woman I assumed was a neighbor. 
 
        “What’s going on in there?” 
 
        “I live next door. These two have been at each other’s throats for weeks. I heard yelling and things breaking so I called 911. Who are you?” 
 
        “My name is Walt Williams. I’m a friend of Cindy’s. She called and asked me to meet her here in case things got out of hand.” 
 
        “I’m afraid that ship has sailed.” 
 
        “What do you mean?” 
 
        “From what I’ve been able to overhear, Daryl is dead, and it looks like Cindy did the deed. Can’t say I blame her. Her husband was a real piece of work.” 
 
        “Oh, no!” 
 
        I headed up the steps, but was stopped by one of the officers. 
 
        “Sorry, bud. Can’t go ---- Walt? Walt Williams? What are you doing here?” 
 
        It was one of the cops I had worked with at the precinct. 
 
        “Hi Lou. I’m a friend of Cindy Stewart. She called and asked me to meet her here. Is she okay?” 
 
        “She’s fine. Can’t say the same for her old man. Deader than a doornail. Looks like a domestic that got out of hand.” 
 
        “I’d really like to see her.” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “I guess it’s all right, you being a cop all those years. Just don’t touch anything.” 
 
        “Thanks. I know the drill.” 
 
        I found Cindy sitting in the living room. Her hands were cuffed. 
 
        “Walt! Thank God you’re here. Daryl’s dead and --- and --- they think I did it. You know I never would.” 
 
        “Of course I know that. Try to stay calm. We’ll get this sorted out.” 
 
        At that moment, Detective Derek Blaylock entered the room. I was surprised to see him. 
 
        “Derek, what’s homicide doing here?” 
 
        “In case you hadn’t noticed,” he replied, “there’s a dead body in the kitchen --- with a gaping hole in his chest. A better question is what you’re doing in the middle of my crime scene.” 
 
        “I’m a friend of Cindy’s. She called on her way over and asked me to meet her here in case things got out of hand. Looks like I got here a little late.” I pointed to the handcuffs. “What’s with the bracelets?” 
 
        “You’re behind the times, pal. The first officer on the scene found your friend standing over the body, her hands covered in blood. The murder weapon was beside the body and I’m willing to bet my pension that the little lady’s fingerprints are all over it.” 
 
        I looked questioningly at Cindy. 
 
        “I tried to tell them what happened, but nobody will listen. Daryl came at me with the knife, slipped on the wet floor, and fell on the knife. When I rolled him over, he was bleeding really bad. I pulled out the knife, and was looking for something to stop the bleeding when the officer arrived. I swear that’s the truth!” 
 
       I looked at the detective. “Derek?” 
 
        He shrugged. “Maybe it’s true, maybe not. It’s not for me to decide. I’m here to collect evidence. Until we can sort this out, she’s the prime suspect in a murder investigation. She’ll have to go downtown.” 
 
        “But what about Sam?” Cindy wailed. “What’s going to happen to her?” 
 
        In all the excitement, I had forgotten about Sam. “Where is Sam? Is she all right?” 
 
        “She’s fine,” Derek replied. “She’s in the other room with one of our female officers. With her father gone and her mother going downtown, I’ll have to call Family Services. They’ll find a foster home for her.” 
 
        “Noooo!” Cindy wailed. “You can’t take my baby away.” 
 
        “Derek, I have a better idea. Cindy and Sam have been staying at the Mayview Center. Marsha Coe runs the place.” 
 
        “Yeah, I know Marsha,” he replied. “She’s a great lady.” 
 
        “She is, and I’m sure she would be delighted to take care of Sam until we get this straightened out. Wouldn’t it be in Sam’s best interests to go to a familiar place with people she trusts?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Yeah, I can make that happen. Walt, can you take her there?” 
 
        “Of course.” 
 
        “Brenda!” Derek called, “Bring in the girl.” 
 
        A moment later, Sam and Brenda appeared. 
 
        Sam rushed into my arms. “Walt! What are these men doing to my mommy?” 
 
        “Hi Sam. They just need to talk to her about what happened to your dad. She may be gone for a day or two. How would you like to spend the time with Marsha and Billy?” 
 
        She looked at her mother and Cindy nodded. 
 
        “Yes, I guess that would be okay.” 
 
        “Good!” Derek said. “Then it’s settled.” 
 
        I took Sam by the hand. “Try not to worry, Cindy. She’ll be fine and so will you. We’ll get this straightened out.” 
 
        As I led Sam out of the room, she turned to her mother. “When will I see you again?” 
 
        “Soon, baby. Real soon.” 
 
        I hoped she was right. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
        Marsha Coe buried her face in her hands. “Oh my God! How awful!” 
 
        “For everyone,” I replied, “Especially Sam. I hope you don’t mind that I volunteered you to take care of her until we get this straightened out.” 
 
        “Of course not. There’s no way I’d let Family Services place her in some foster home with strangers. Billy will be a big help. They are very close. What’s happening with Cindy?” 
 
        “They’ve taken her downtown for questioning. The detective in charge of the case will present what he has found to the prosecuting attorney. He’ll review the evidence and decide whether or not to file charges.” 
 
        “Surely they wouldn’t ---!” 
 
        “Let’s hope not. We’ll keep our fingers crossed.” 
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        The next morning, I called Detective Blaylock. 
 
        “Derek, what’s happening with Cindy Stevens?” 
 
        “I wish I had better news for you, Walt,” he replied. “I went over the evidence with Frank Pitts, the prosecuting attorney. Looks like he’s going to charge your friend with second degree murder.” 
 
        I was dumbfounded. “Murder! The guy attacked Cindy, he slipped and fell on the knife.” 
 
        “That’s her story, but there’s no way to prove it one way or another. She was found standing over the body with the victim’s blood on her hands. She could be telling the truth, or it could be an elaborate lie to cover up a murder.” 
 
        “What do you think? Surely you had some input on the decision.” 
 
        “It doesn’t matter what I think. Frankly, Cindy Stewart doesn’t look like a killer to me, but people do strange things in the heat of passion. I’ll tell you something, but you didn’t hear it from me. Understand?” 
 
        “Of course.” 
 
        “The prosecuting attorney and Jeff Ballinger, Daryl’s attorney, are buddies. I think Pitts was leaning toward not charging your friend, but Ballinger got to him and convinced him to press charges.” 
 
        “Damn!” 
 
        “Yeah, I hear you. I hope your friend has a good attorney.” 
 
        “Thanks, Derek. I owe you one.” 
 
        I hung up and called Mark Grossman. 
 
        “Mark, Walt Williams. I just heard ---.” 
 
        “I know,” he interrupted. “Cindy’s been charged with second degree murder. She called. I’m on my way downtown now. Any chance you could meet me there?” 
 
        “Absolutely! I’m on my way.” 
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        When the three of us were seated, Cindy’s first question was, “What about Sam? How’s she doing?” 
 
        “Sam’s just fine,” I assured her. “Marsha and Billy are taking good care of her. It’s you we need to be worrying about.” 
 
        “That’s why we need to talk,” Mark said. “I’m going to be very honest with you. I appreciate you calling me, but Cindy, I specialize in family law. I’m not a defense attorney. I’ve never even come close to a murder case. This is serious business and we need to find someone who can do you justice.” 
 
        I saw the look of disappointment on Cindy’s face. “I appreciate your honesty, Mark. I hope you have someone you can recommend. I have no idea who to call.” 
 
        “Well, I know a few good defense attorneys.” 
 
        “I don’t mean to butt in,” I interrupted, “but I know just who you need, Suzanne Romero.” 
 
        “Suzanne Romero!” Mark said, somewhat shocked. “Good luck with that. She’s the best, for sure, but she’s one of the most sought-out attorneys in the city.” 
 
        “Leave that to me,” I replied. “Suzanne and I have a history. I think I can get her on board.” 
 
        “I hope you’re right,” Mark said. “Cindy’s going to need the best.” 
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        Mark was right. Suzanne Romero is the best defense attorney in town. I should know. She defended Ox and me when two corrupt cops framed us for murder, and she defended Mary when an over-zealous prosecutor charged her with murder for whacking an intruder who had threatened her with a knife. 
 
        On the other side of the coin, I had helped her prove her client’s innocence in two other cases. 
 
        It felt good to get an immediate appointment with the most sought-after attorney in the city. It pays to be well-connected. 
 
        “Walt!” she said, extending her hand. “So good to see you again. Who’s in trouble this time? You? Mary? Willie?” 
 
        “No, not this time. It’s a friend of mine. Her name’s Cindy Stewart.” 
 
        I shared Cindy’s story from the moment she and Sam appeared at the Mayview Center on Christmas Eve, right up to the moment she had been charged with second degree murder. 
 
        After I finished, she sat quietly contemplating for a moment. 
 
        “Walt, you’ve punched two of my hot buttons. As far as I’m concerned, wife-beaters are right at the top of my list of despicable people. It’s estimated that 25% of women will experience intimate partner violence over their lifetimes, and that’s just the ones we know about. It’s called the domestic violence iceberg. What we see above the surface, meaning what’s actually reported, is just a small part of what’s actually occurring. Women are afraid to report the abuse for a number of reasons, the big ones being embarrassment, fear of retaliation, and financial dependency. These bullies get away with far too much, and it gripes the hell out of me. 
 
        “My second hot button is the ‘good old boy’ mentality that pervades every level of our society. If what you’ve told me is true, Cindy is facing these charges because one guy pal is doing another guy pal a favor.” 
 
        “Soooo?” I asked, expectantly. 
 
        She smiled. “So if you’re asking me to take the case, I’m in!” 
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        Suzanne was able to meet with Cindy just before her arraignment.  
 
        In court, it didn’t take long for sparks to fly. 
 
        After the charges were read, and Cindy pleaded not guilty, the judge asked for bail recommendations. 
 
        “Your honor,” the prosecutor said, “this is a murder case. The prosecution requests that the defendant be remanded without bail.” 
 
        He turned to Suzanne. “Miss Romero?” 
 
        Suzanne jumped to her feet. “Your honor! That’s outrageous! At best, the prosecution’s case is circumstantial. Further, Cindy Stewart is a law-abiding citizen. She has no criminal record. Not even a parking citation. She is gainfully employed, and if she remains incarcerated, she’ll most likely lose her job. But most important, she’s the mother of a six-year-old daughter. Cindy Stewart deserves to be free to continue working and caring for her daughter. She certainly isn’t a flight risk. The defense requests that she be released on her own recognizance.”  
 
        The judge turned to Frank Pitts. “Under the circumstances, I believe your request for no bail is unduly harsh, but as you say, this is a murder charge.” He pounded his gavel. “Bail is set at ten thousand dollars!” 
 
        Suzanne turned to Cindy. “Can you handle that?” 
 
        Cindy nodded. “We have plenty of equity in the house. I’ll put that up for collateral.” 
 
        Suzanne smiled. “Then let’s get you out of here. Round one goes to the good guys!” 
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        It was a joyful reunion at the Mayview Center. 
 
        “How’s my baby?” Cindy asked as Sam rushed into her arms. 
 
        “I’m fine, Mommy. I missed you a whole bunch, but Billy has read to me every night.” 
 
        Cindy turned to Billy. “I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
        Billy blushed. “No thanks necessary. I love being with Sam.” 
 
        “Now that you’re out,” Marsha asked, “what are your plans?” 
 
        Cindy bit her lip. “I--- I was hoping Sam and I could stay here until this mess is settled. I know we could go back to the house, but I just can’t right now. Every time I think about what happened there, I panic.” 
 
        “I understand,” Marsha replied. “The wounds are still fresh. You and Sam are welcome here for as long as you need.” 
 
        “Thank you. Actually, I’m not sure I can ever go back there. Too many bad memories. When this is over, I’ll probably put the house on the market. Sam and I need a fresh start in a new home.” 
 
        Naturally, my ears perked up. “Maggie can help with that. She’s a realtor, you know.” 
 
        “Actually, I’d forgotten,” Cindy replied. “But the place isn’t ready. That ugly mess in the kitchen, and quite frankly, I don’t think Daryl cleaned a thing while I was gone.” 
 
        “That’s not a problem. Maggie has a crew that can go in and clean the place from top to bottom. You won’t have to do a thing. Besides, if you and Sam are staying here, the house will be easier to show.” 
 
        “Thanks, I may take her up on that. You know, while I was just sitting there in jail, I thought a lot about what happened that night. I told you that Sam had insisted on eating Cocoa Puffs for breakfast because of Puff the Magic Dragon. I talked her into puffed wheat here, but she must have convinced her dad to buy the sugary stuff. That’s what she spilled on the floor that night. When Daryl came at me with that knife, it was the Cocoa Puffs on the floor that caused him to slip and fall. It’s kind of ironic to think that Puff the Magic Dragon might have saved my life.” 
 
        Ironic, indeed, I thought. Lady justice works in mysterious ways. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
        With the welfare of a minor child at stake, Suzanne had pushed to get on the docket as soon as possible. We were pleased when a trial date was set ten days from the arraignment. The prosecution hadn’t objected. They figured the trial would last maybe two days at most. There was no great mystery here. Daryl Stewart had died from a knife wound. The only question was whether it was an accident or Cindy had plunged it into his chest in a moment of passion. 
 
        Suzanne, Cindy, and I met in a conference room just before the trial was to commence. 
 
        “Interesting development,” Suzanne said. “We know that Jeff Ballinger, Daryl’s attorney, put pressure on Frank Pitts to press charges against you. I heard from a reliable source in the DA’s office that Jeff wasn’t the only one. It seems that a representative from Mo-Kan Mutual Life Insurance met with Pitts as well.” 
 
        I could see Cindy was confused. “For what possible reason?” 
 
        “Cindy, were you aware that Daryl carried a $250,000 policy on his life?” 
 
        “I knew there was insurance, but I had no idea who it was with or how much. Anytime I asked Daryl about things like that, he always told me it was none of my concern. He was taking care of it” 
 
        Suzanne shook her head. “Typical male chauvinist pig. Here’s the thing. If Daryl’s death is ruled accidental, Mo-Kan Life is on the hook for a quarter million. If you’re convicted, they don’t pay a dime. No doubt they put pressure on Pitts to file charges. I wouldn’t put it past them to offer him a bribe. They’d much rather pay him five grand than pay you two-hundred and fifty. I can’t prove that, of course.” 
 
        At that moment, the bailiff appeared. “Time to get going.” 
 
        We took our seats, and after the preliminaries were dispensed with, the judge turned to Frank Pitts. “Do you have an opening statement, Mr. Pitts?” 
 
        “Indeed we do.” 
 
        Pitts rose, buttoned his jacket, and approached the jury. 
 
        “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, the case you are about to hear is very straight forward. It is simply a domestic dispute that ended in tragedy. Unfortunately, as so often happens, the marriage between Daryl and Cindy Stewart had run its course. Cindy Stewart, of her own volition, left the family home taking their child, Samantha, and took up residence in a homeless shelter.  
 
        “Daryl Stewart, understandably upset that his child was forced into such an arrangement, picked her up from school and returned her to the family home. Due to an unavoidable circumstance at work, he was a few minutes late picking Samantha up from school. Cindy Stewart took this opportunity to take her, once again, from the family home to the shelter. 
 
        “Realizing this was going to be an on-going battle of wills, Daryl filed for divorce, seeking full custody of the child. On the day Cindy Stewart was served the divorce papers, Daryl picked Samantha up from school a second time. 
 
        “Undoubtedly enraged at the turn of events, Cindy Stewart entered the family home that evening for the sole purpose of taking little Samantha from her home, back to the shelter. Daryl confronted Cindy and a verbal fight ensued, loud enough that a neighbor called 911. Frustrated and angry that her attempt to abduct Samantha a second time had failed, she made the rash decision to end the conflict once and for all. With Daryl out of the way, Samantha would be hers and hers alone, she would be the sole owner of their residence, and the beneficiary of a $250,000 life insurance policy. With that in mind, she grabbed a knife from the butcher block on the kitchen counter and plunged it into the chest of Daryl Stewart. 
 
        “Moments later, the police arrived, finding Cindy standing over the body covered in the victim’s blood. 
 
        “The defense will attempt to portray Daryl Stewart as a drunken abuser, even though he has never had a DUI. No abuse charges were ever filed against him, and there is no medical evidence that Cindy Stewart suffered abuse. 
 
        “The defense will try to tell you that Cindy Stewart is a victim, but when all the evidence is presented, you will have no choice but to believe that the real victim here is Daryl Stewart. Thank you.” 
 
        I had to give it to him. Pitts was good. Without my first-hand knowledge of what really happened, I would have been ready to convict. I saw the look of shock on Cindy’s face. She leaned over to Suzanne and I read her lips. “That’s not true! It’s all a lie!” 
 
        Suzanne patted her on the arm. “Calm down. We’ll get our turn.” 
 
        The judge turned to Suzanne. “Opening statement, Miss Romero?” 
 
        “Yes, your honor.” 
 
        She stood, looked disparagingly at Pitts, then addressed the jury. 
 
        “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you have to admire Mr. Pitts. He’s a master of innuendo and misinformation. But he is right about one thing, we are going to portray Daryl Stewart as an abuser and a drunk, because it’s the truth. After years of intimidation and abuse, on Christmas Eve, Daryl came home reeking of alcohol. She knew his cursing and storming around the house was just a prelude to another beating. She had finally had enough. Fearing for their safety, she and her six-year-old daughter, Samantha, fled to the Mayview Center seeking sanctuary. Mr. Pitts characterized the center as a homeless shelter. In fact, it is a safe haven for battered women, a clean, secure environment staffed by licensed personnel.  
 
        “Mr. Pitts narrative of the events that followed in the next few days glossed over several important facts. Yes, Mr. Stewart did pick up Sam from school, but a few days later, as Mrs. Rawlings, the teacher at Westview Day Care will testify, she was ready to close up for the day, but no Daryl. Unable to reach him by phone, she called Cindy to pick up little Samantha.  
 
        “Daryl picked her up again the next day. Just before eight in the evening, Cindy received a call from her frightened and hungry daughter. Sam told her mother that when Daryl picked her up from school he’d been walking and talking funny. I’ll let you use your imaginations to interpret what was going on. Once home, he went directly to bed and was still sleeping when Sam called her mother. Hungry, Sam tried to fix herself a bowl of cereal but dropped it on the floor. Fearing the consequences when her dad finally awakened, she called her mother. 
 
        “Cindy went to the home immediately, and was about to take Sam to safety when confronted by her husband. When a verbal battle ensued, Cindy sent Samantha to another room, out of harm’s way. Daryl was the one who took the knife from the butcher block. He threatened to end their confrontation once and for all. He meant to stab Cindy, then tell police that there had been a struggle and he stabbed her in self-defense. As he lunged at Cindy, he slipped in the spilled cereal and fell on the knife. 
 
        “Naturally, Cindy was horrified. She rolled Daryl on his back, pulled out the knife, and tried her best to stop the bleeding with her bare hands. It was at that moment that the police arrived, finding Cindy with the body, covered with blood. 
 
        “There is no question that Daryl Stewart is dead as the result of a knife wound to his chest, but there are two very different accounts of how that happened. Ladies and gentlemen, your task will be to decide which of these accounts is true. When all is said and done, you will have no doubt that Cindy Stewart was the victim of an abusive husband who died at his own hand. Thank you.” 
 
        The judge turned to Pitts. “Mr. Pitts, you may call your first witness.” 
 
        The prosecution’s most compelling evidence was how Cindy was found and her fingerprints on the knife. Pitt wasted no time in rolling out his big guns. His first witness was the first officer on the scene. 
 
        “Officer Larson, please tell us what occurred on the evening in question.” 
 
        “Uhhh, yes Sir. I responded to a 911 call reporting a domestic disturbance. When I arrived at the scene, I knocked and called out but there was no response. The door was unlocked, so I entered the residence.” 
 
        “And what did you find?” 
 
        He pointed to Cindy. “I found the defendant, standing over the body, covered in the victim’s blood.” 
 
        “And what did you do?” 
 
        “I ordered her to step away and put her hands in the air. That’s standard procedure in situations like that.” 
 
        “Standard procedure? Why is that?” 
 
        “Because there was no one else around, and at that moment, I had to consider the possibility that she might have been responsible for the victim’s death.” 
 
        “Thank you, Officer. No further questions.” 
 
        The judge turned to Suzanne. “Cross, Miss Romero.” 
 
        “Yes, Your Honor.” Suzanne approached the witness stand. “Officer Larson, did Cindy Stewart offer an explanation of what had occurred?” 
 
        “She did say something about the victim coming at her with a knife, slipping, and falling on it. She said she pulled it out and was trying to stop the bleeding.” 
 
        “How did you respond to that?” 
 
       “I listened, of course, but it’s not my job to make judgements. That’s above my pay grade. My job was to secure the crime scene.” 
 
        “Mr. Pitts would have us believe that Cindy Stewart stabbed her husband to death. Based on what you saw at the scene, is it possible that Mrs. Stewart’s account is actually what happened.” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Yes, I suppose that’s possible, but like I said before, I have no idea what happened in that kitchen. I only know what I found when I entered the house.” 
 
       “Thank you, Officer. No further questions.” 
 
        Good rebuttal, I thought. Plenty of room for reasonable doubt. 
 
        Pitts next witness was from the crime lab. 
 
        “Mr. Jacobs, what did the coroner determine to be the cause of death?” 
 
        “A knife wound in the victim’s chest. It penetrated the heart and the victim bled out immediately.” 
 
        “Was the murder weapon found at the scene?” 
 
        Suzanne jumped to her feet. “Objection to the prosecutor’s use of the term murder weapon! He is yet to prove that a murder actually occurred.” 
 
        “Objection sustained!” 
 
        Pitts rolled his eyes. “Let me rephrase the question. Was the instrument that was determined to be the proximate cause of death found at the scene?” 
 
        “Yes, a kitchen knife covered with the victim’s blood was found.” 
 
        “Did you examine it for fingerprints, and if so, what did you find?” 
 
        “The only identifiable prints were those of the defendant.” 
 
        That certainly got the jury’s attention. 
 
        “No further questions.” 
 
        The members of the jury watched as Suzanne approached the witness stand. 
 
        “Mr. Jacobs, you said the only identifiable prints were those of Mrs. Stewart. Were there others?” 
 
        “Yes, but they were so smeared identification wasn’t possible.” 
 
        “Then based on what you saw, is it possible that the unidentified prints were those of Daryl Stewart that were smudged when Cindy pulled the knife from his chest to try to save him?” 
 
        This time Pitts jumped to his feet. “Objection! Calls for speculation!” 
 
        “I’ll allow it,” the judge replied. “Mr. Jacobs, answer the question.” 
 
        “I suppose it’s possible, but I can only testify as to what I found. The only identifiable prints were those of the defendant.” 
 
        Unfortunately, the prosecution came out on top on this one, but it was close. Suzanne at least opened the door for reasonable doubt. 
 
        I was surprised to hear the prosecution’s next witness, Earl Tompkins. 
 
        “Mr. Tompkins, how do you know the deceased, Daryl Stewart?” 
 
        “Me an’ Daryl have been best buds since high school. We hang around a lot, you know, catching a game on TV, that kind of stuff.” He looked menacingly at Cindy. “At least we did until that bitch took him out!” 
 
        Suzanne jumped to her feet. “Objection!” 
 
        Before she could say more, the judge turned to Earl. “That will be quite enough! You will keep a civil tongue in my courtroom and do not address the defendant. Do you understand?” 
 
        “Yes, Sir. Sorry.” 
 
        “The jury will disregard the witness’s last statement. You may proceed Mr. Pitts.” 
 
        “Mr. Tompkins, it’s quite obvious you are upset about the loss of your friend. Unfortunately, he’s not here to tell his side of the story. Maybe you can give us some insight as to what you observed in the days leading up to his death.” 
 
        “Sure. In my opinion,” he said, looking up at the judge, “Daryl had been going through a rough patch. When we’d get together for a beer or two, he would tell me how he and Cindy had been at each other’s throats. In fact, just a few nights before he died, he told me he thought things with his wife were coming to a head.” 
 
        “Did he elaborate on that statement?” 
 
        “Yeah, he said he thought Cindy was about to run off and take his daughter. Then that’s exactly what happened on Christmas Eve. She just took the kid and left. He found her at some shelter, and when he tried to get to his daughter, they beat him up and had him arrested. The next day, he called me from jail. He was afraid that Cindy would go to the house while he was locked up and clean the place out. He told me where an extra house key was hidden, and asked me to keep an eye on the place.” 
 
        “What happened after that?” 
 
        “I went to the house just like he asked, and sure enough, Cindy shows up with three goons. I told them I was just there to protect Daryl’s stuff. Then some broad gets in my face and tells me she’s the one who kicked Daryl’s ass the night before, and if I didn’t get out, she’d kick my ass too.” He looked at the judge. “Sorry for the language. I’m just sayin’ what she said to me.” 
 
        “So what did you do?” 
 
        “I left, of course. I knew I could take the broad, but it was three against one. I had no choice. It was like Cindy had all this muscle backing her up. Poor Daryl didn’t have a chance.” 
 
        “Thank you, Mr. Tompkins. Nothing further.” 
 
        When Suzanne approached the witness stand, I could see fire in her eyes.  
 
        “Mr. Tompkins, were you and Daryl together after work on Christmas Eve?” 
 
        “Yeah, we stopped for a few beers before we headed home.” 
 
        “How many is a few?” 
 
        “I don’t know --- three or four. Who’s counting?” 
 
        “So Daryl was drunk when he headed home on Christmas Eve?” 
 
        “Hey! Daryl don’t get drunk on three or four beers!” 
 
        “So how does he get? Mean?” 
 
        Pitts jumped to his feet. “Objection!” 
 
        Suzanne waived him down. “Withdrawn. Mr. Tompkins, you testified that on Christmas Day, you went to Daryl’s house and were confronted by three goons. Is that correct?” 
 
        He nodded. “That’s what happened, all right.” 
 
        Suzanne turned and pointed to me. “You see that elderly gentleman in the front row? Is that one of the goons who accosted you?” 
 
        There was a snicker throughout the courtroom. Evidently I didn’t look too intimidating. 
 
        “Yeah, he was one of them, but the other guy was much bigger!” 
 
        “So let me get this straight. When confronted by a woman, a senior citizen, and a really, really big guy, you decided to scram.” 
 
        More snickers. 
 
        Pitts jumped up again. “Judge, she’s badgering the witness.” 
 
        I noticed the judge was trying to suppress a smile. “Move on Miss Romero.” 
 
        “I only have one more question for this witness. Mr. Tompkins, on the afternoon of Daryl’s death, did the two of you stop off for a few beers before he picked Samantha up from school?” 
 
        I could tell he didn’t want to answer.  
 
        “Yeah, maybe a couple.” 
 
        Suzanne shook her head. “Thank you, Mr. Tompkins. In his opening statement, Mr. Pitts said there was no evidence Daryl Stewart was a drunk. I think you’ve cleared that up for us very nicely.” 
 
        Score one for the good guys. 
 
        I saw the concerned look on Cindy’s face when Pitts called the next witness. 
 
        “Please state your name for the record.” 
 
        “Abby Pringle.” 
 
        “Mrs. Pringle, are you acquainted with the defendant?” 
 
        “Yes, we work for the same company.” 
 
        “How would you characterize your relationship with Cindy Stewart?” 
 
        “Well, we’re not best buds who hang out after work or on weekends, but we spend time together at work, on breaks and at lunch time.” 
 
        “On any of those breaks or lunches, have you ever heard Cindy talk about her relationship with her husband?” 
 
        “Oh sure, we all talk about our men. It’s usually about the latest boneheaded thing one of them has done.” 
 
        “But sometimes it’s more serious, isn’t it?” 
 
        She bit her lip and nodded. 
 
        “In fact, right after Cindy left home with her daughter and moved into the Mayview Center, didn’t you have one of these more serious talks?” 
 
        She nodded again. 
 
        “Please tell the court what Cindy said.” 
 
        “She said that she would do whatever was necessary to keep Samantha from that monster.” Then she turned to Cindy. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
        “Thank you, Mrs. Pringle. It seems that Cindy Stewart did exactly what she thought was necessary to accomplish that end. No further questions. The prosecution rests.” 
 
        That one hurt --- a lot! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
        The next day, Suzanne presented Cindy’s defense. 
 
        Martha Coe testified about the Mayview Center and the women and children who come there to seek shelter from abusive spouses. She gave her account of the night Cindy and Sam showed up at the Center, and the confrontation with Daryl. 
 
        Dr. Elizabeth Roth, a psychologist, testified about the domestic violence iceberg, and why so many women like Cindy fail to report abuse until it’s too late. 
 
        Finally, she put Cindy on the stand. For over an hour, she told the court of the abuse, both mental and physical, she had suffered at the hands of her husband, ending with the tragic evening when Daryl attacked, slipped, and fell on the knife.  
 
        I wondered if she was going to mention how Puff the Magic Dragon played into that final confrontation. She didn’t and it was probably just as well. Only those of us who knew the whole story would appreciate the significance of the Cocoa Puffs. I doubt the jury would have bought the Peter, Paul, and Mary defense. 
 
        Cindy was the last to testify. Suzanne wanted the last thing the jury heard to be Cindy’s heart-wrenching story. 
 
        After she stepped down, and Suzanne rested her case, the judge declared that he would hear final arguments the next day, then turn the case over to the jury. 
 
        After court was adjourned, the three of us huddled in a conference room. 
 
        Cindy was a nervous wreck. “Do you think we have a chance?” 
 
        Suzanne smiled. “Of course we have a chance, but honestly, it could go either way. By the way, you were great out there. I watched the jurors as you testified. There were more than a few tears shed.” 
 
        “But will it be enough?” 
 
        “The problem is that both stories are believable. In his closing argument, Pitts will paint you as the conniving wife just looking for an excuse to rid herself of her husband and collect a fat insurance settlement. Finding you standing over the body, covered in blood, and your fingerprints all over the knife play right into his scenario. 
 
        “Fortunately for us, those same facts support your account of how things happened. Which story will the jury buy, the murderous wife, or the abused wife, saved by a quirk of fate? It’s anybody’s guess.” 
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        Cindy had decided that win or lose, she still needed to sell the house. 
 
        She had contacted Maggie and we had made plans to meet at the house, sign the paperwork, and get the process started. 
 
        Maggie and Cindy were going over the listing agreement at the kitchen table, and I was going from room to room taking measurements, when I spotted it --- a little camera mounted on the ceiling. I knew I had seen one just like it somewhere recently. Then it came to me. I went back through each room and found several more cameras throughout the house. 
 
        I rushed into the kitchen. “Cindy! Do you have an Amazon Echo somewhere in the house?” 
 
        She rolled her eyes. “That thing! Yeah, we have one all right. It was one of Daryl’s little toys. I think he had it installed so he could keep an eye on what we were doing when he wasn’t with us. He had some kind of app on his phone that let him watch what we were doing.” 
 
        “Where is it? I didn’t see it anywhere?” 
 
        “It’s in the pantry. I hate to admit it, but I hid it from Sam. She was always talking to the stupid thing. It was driving me crazy.” 
 
        “That stupid thing just might be your salvation.” 
 
        “I don’t understand.” 
 
        “Do you have a computer here?” 
 
        She nodded. “In the office.” 
 
        “Good! Boot it up and log into your Amazon account.” 
 
        While she was doing that, I retrieved the little black tube from the pantry. 
 
        “Alexa, access the cloud and download the videos for the past thirty days to the computer.” 
 
        “Accessing” she replied. “This is a large file. It may take several minutes to download.” 
 
        I hurried into the office. Maggie and Cindy were staring at the computer. 
 
        “What’s this all about?” Cindy asked. 
 
        “Those little cameras that Daryl installed all over the house. When we got our Echo system, I read about them. They have motion sensors that automatically start recording video when movement is detected. The videos are stored in the cloud for thirty days. I just asked Alexa to download the videos and send them to your computer. They are accessed through your Amazon Drive account.” 
 
        At that moment, a message flashed across the screen. “Download complete.” 
 
        I clicked on the download icon and found the file. Anxiously, I opened it and clicked on the day Daryl died. 
 
        The video started with Sam’s aborted attempt to get a bowl of cereal. There was a pause, then it started again when Cindy entered the kitchen and found Sam in the corner eating from the box of Cocoa Puffs. Tears flowed as Cindy watched the replay of her confrontation with Daryl, and his ultimate demise as he slipped on the soggy cereal, burying the knife in his chest. 
 
        When the video stopped, we all sat in silence for a few moments. 
 
        “Cindy, by any chance would you have a thumb drive?” 
 
        She nodded, wiping the tears away. “I think so,” she replied, rummaging in a desk drawer.  
 
        She found one, I plugged it into the computer and downloaded the file that would ultimately set her free. 
 
        At that moment, we heard voices in the kitchen. 
 
        “Alexa,” Sam said, obviously overjoyed at finding the device that had been hidden away, “play Puff the Magic Dragon.” 
 
        A moment later, the voices of Peter, Paul, and Mary filled the room. 
 
        That brought smiles to our faces. It was the perfect anthem to bring an end to the nightmare this family had endured. 
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        The next morning, Suzanne addressed the judge. “Your Honor, before you call in the jury, we’d like a conference in your chambers.” 
 
        “For what purpose? We’re scheduled to hear closing arguments.” 
 
        “Once you see what we have, I don’t think closing arguments will be necessary.” 
 
        “Well, Miss Romero, you’ve certainly peaked my interest. Let’s see what you have.” 
 
        The judge, Suzanne, and Frank Pitts retired to the judge’s chambers. Twenty minutes later, they returned. 
 
        The judge addressed Pitts. “Mr. Pitts, do you have a motion for the court?” 
 
        “I do, Your Honor. We move that all charges against Cindy Stewart be dropped.” 
 
        The judge banged his gavel. “So ordered! Mrs. Stewart, you are free to go.” 
 
        We will never know what the jury would have decided, but in the end, Lady Justice had prevailed --- with a little help from Alexa! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
        The next few weeks were a rebirth of sorts for Cindy and Samantha. 
 
        Once Cindy received the money from Daryl’s life insurance policy, the first thing she did was write a generous check to the Mayview Center in appreciation for their help and support. She was able to pay cash for a comfy two-bedroom bungalow Maggie had found. The balance of the settlement was placed in a trust for Sam’s college. 
 
        We checked on them from time to time, and I was pleased to hear that Billy was still an important part of their lives. 
 
        Then one day I received a call. 
 
        “Walt, this is Cindy Stewart. We need your help.” 
 
        My first thought was that the ‘we’ meant her and Sam. 
 
        “Are you and Sam okay?” 
 
        “We’re both fine. It’s actually a friend of mine who needs your help --- not as a friend, but as a private investigator.” 
 
        “That sounds serious.” 
 
        “It’s very serious. My friend is here now. Can you come over?” 
 
        “Of course. If this is actually a case for Walt Williams Investigations, is it okay to bring my partner, Kevin?” 
 
        “Absolutely!” 
 
        I called Kevin, and thirty minutes later we were in Cindy’s living room. 
 
        “Walt, this is my friend, Kelly Simms. Her daughter, Ruby, and Sam are in the same class at school. We’ve done room mother stuff together, bake sales, carnivals. You know the drill.” 
 
        I nodded and shook Kelly’s hand. “I’m Walt, and this is my partner, Kevin. How can we help you?” 
 
        I could see that Kelly was terrified and finding it difficult to speak. 
 
        Cindy jumped in. “Kelly works for City Councilman Frank Costanza. To put it mildly, for the women working there, it’s a hostile environment. The councilman thinks he’s God’s gift to women, and is constantly making lewd comments and flirting. These women need their jobs, so they’ve kept their mouths shut. But recently, it’s gotten worse. Tell them, Kelly.” 
 
        “A few days ago, Councilman Costanza asked me to stay late --- something about an ordinance he was preparing for the next council meeting. When everyone was gone except the two of us, he came on to me --- really strong. I told him no, but he kept insisting. Finally, he grabbed me and told me if I wanted to keep my job, I’d better play ball. That was the straw that finally broke the camel’s back. I had just been reading about the ‘Me, Too’ movement, and the courageous women who have come forward to expose years of sexual abuse. I pulled away, and as I ran from the room, I told him I was going to file a complaint for sexual harassment.”  
 
        I knew about the ‘Me Too’ movement.  Actress Alyssa Milano tweeted, “If you’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted, write ‘Me Too’ as a reply to this tweet.” Ever since, thousands of women have responded, giving birth to a movement that is sweeping the nation. 
 
        Allegations had been made that toppled the careers of movie moguls, actors, comics, newscasters, and politicians. Powerful men were shaking in their boots, fearing past indiscretions would surface and bite them in the ass. 
 
        Kelly continued. “I didn’t go in the next day. I was planning to file my complaint with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.” She handed me her phone. “Then I received this text.” 
 
        It was the photo of a young girl in front of a school. The text read, “Keep your mouth shut!” 
 
        “Walt, that’s my Ruby. That bastard threatened to hurt my little girl if I turned him in. I didn’t know what to do!” 
 
        “I gather you haven’t been to the police.” 
 
        “And tell them what? The councilman came on to me? It’s my word against his. I have a friend on the police force. I asked her to check the number that sent the text. I didn’t tell her why. It came from a burner phone. I can’t prove it was from Costanza. It could have been anyone. 
 
        “I want to nail this son-of-a-bitch, but I can’t put my daughter in danger. Is there anything you can do?” 
 
        As Kelly was talking, one thing came to mind, but I wasn’t ready to share it with the group. 
 
        “There might be one thing we can do. I’ll work on it. In the meantime, would you like us to keep an eye on Ruby?”  
 
        I turned to Cindy. “We could take her to school and pick her up like we did when Billy was being stalked by those muggers.” 
 
        “That would be wonderful,” Kelly replied. “It’s going to be difficult, but I have to go back to work. We need the money. I’ll rest a lot easier knowing someone is watching her back.” 
 
        At that moment, two little girls came bounding into the room. 
 
        “Walt!” Sam squealed, throwing her arms around me. “This is my friend, Ruby.” 
 
        I held out my hand. “Hi Ruby. I’m Walt.” 
 
        A serious look came over Sam’s face. “Ruby’s mom told her some bad men might be watching her. She was scared, so I told her about Puff the Magic Dragon. I even played the song for her.” 
 
        “Look, Mommy,” Ruby said, pointing at Sam’s necklace. “She has Puff with her all the time. I’d really like to have a necklace like that. Since I don’t, Sam drew me a picture,” she said, holding up Sam’s rendering of the magic dragon. 
 
        “That’s really special,” Kelly said. “Now I want you to listen closely. Remember I said not to talk to any strange men?” 
 
        Ruby nodded. 
 
        “Well, this is Walt and Kevin. They’re friends of Sam’s. They’re going to take you to school and pick you up. It’s okay to do as they say. Understand?” 
 
        “Yes, Mommy.” Then she grabbed Sam. “Come on. I’ll show you my new doll.” 
 
        “Cute kid,” Kevin said as they trotted away. “We’ll take good care of her.” 
 
        “Should I go ahead and file my complaint?” Kelly asked. 
 
        “Not yet,” I replied. “There’s something I need to do before you file. I’ll let you know when it’s time.” 
 
        “Okay. I’ll do as you ask. I trust you.” 
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        “All right, Sherlock,” Kevin said, as we were driving away, “what’s your big idea?” 
 
        “I need to pay a visit to Carmine Marchetti. Rumor has it that Costanza is in Marchetti’s back pocket.” 
 
        “Jesus, Walt! Are you nuts? If that’s true, and Marchetti has a patsy in city hall, what makes you think he would throw the guy under the bus?” 
 
        “I know it’s a long shot, but I think it’s worth a visit. Marchetti runs the Kansas City mob with an iron hand. I know they’re involved in drugs, prostitution, gambling, and a protection racket, but underneath all that Carmine has a set of standards that can’t be violated. Remember, he iced his own brother when he discovered he was disloyal. I just have a feeling I can appeal to his sense of fair play.” 
 
        “I hope you’re right. If you catch the godfather on a bad day, you might find yourself in the Missouri River wearing cement shoes.” 
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       Under normal circumstances, I don’t consort with criminals, but Carmine Marchetti is an exception. 
 
        For some reason, way beyond my powers of comprehension, fate had thrown us together more than once. On two different occasions, Carmine had saved my life, and on two other occasions, I had saved his. 
 
        Even though we were on opposite sides of the law, we had developed a mutual respect for one another. I knew, however, his respect had its limits. One doesn’t want to piss off the head of the Kansas City mob. Those who did, as Kevin aptly suggested, ended up as fish food. 
 
        It was nearly noon, and I knew that Marchetti would most likely be at Antonelli’s, his favorite eatery. I had met him there several times, and I knew the drill by heart. I would present my card to the maître d’ and request an audience with the pope. He would disappear, and if I was granted an audience, he would be accompanied by two goons who would frisk me, then grab me by the arms, not too gently, and escort me into his presence. If Carmine wasn’t in the mood to accept visitors, I’d be escorted to the front door. 
 
        Today was my lucky day. 
 
        Marchetti was at his usual table, surrounded by a ton of muscle and two beautiful women. 
 
        “Walt Williams! My favorite gumshoe! Come! Sit!” 
 
        “Thank you for seeing me,” I said, rubbing my arms. 
 
        “What brings you to Antonelli’s today?” 
 
        “I need a favor.” 
 
        “Ahhh, a favor. Let me see, if I remember correctly, we were even, if I can accommodate your request, I believe you’ll owe me one.” 
 
        Carmine liked to keep score. I hated being in his debt, but there are times you do what you have to do for the greater good. 
 
        “City Councilman Frank Costanza,” I said, with trepidation. 
 
        He frowned. “Costanza, huh? What about him?” 
 
        I figured there was no point beating around the bush. 
 
        “It seems the councilman has been making unreasonable demands on the female members of his staff. By unreasonable, I mean ---.” 
 
        He raised his hand and cut me off. “I get your drift. How bad is it?” 
 
        “Bad enough that one of the women is going to file a complaint with the EEOC.” 
 
        “So why have you come to me with this problem?” 
 
        “Well,” I hesitated, “rumor has it that you have some influence with the councilman.” 
 
        Carmine roared with laughter. “Influence! I like that. You certainly have a way with words.” 
 
        Then he frowned again. “Damn! With all this ‘Me Too’ crap going around, if it’s as bad as you say, Costanza is probably a dead duck. I hate that. I kinda like having a voice in city hall. You said you need a favor. Spill it!” 
 
        “Costanza talked the woman in question into staying late, supposedly to work on a project. He propositioned her, then grabbed her. She pulled away and threatened to file charges. Then the next day, she received this text.” 
 
        I handed him my phone with Ruby’s photo and the words, ‘Keep your mouth shut.’ 
 
        Carmine shook his head and handed the phone back. “That just ain’t right. First of all, no woman should ever have to have sex with a man unless she wants to or has been paid for her services.” 
 
       Although Carmine’s moral compass was a bit askew, I was happy to hear there was a decency line he was unwilling to cross. 
 
        “Take me, for example. These two fine ladies are with me because of my extraordinary good looks and charming personality.” He patted the blonde on the leg. “Isn’t that right, Rita?” 
 
        She snuggled up to him and smiled. “Whatever you say, Carmine.” 
 
        Then he winked at me. “And it doesn’t hurt that I pay them very, very well. Back to business. What do you want me to do?” 
 
        “Obviously, this woman fears that if she files charges, Constanza will hurt her little girl.” 
 
        “So you want me to lean on Costanza and tell him to back off. Then this broad files charges and Costanza is history. Is that about right?” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        He thought for a minute. “What the hell. Costanza is a putz. He’s always been a horny little bastard who couldn’t keep it in his pants. I warned him more than once. Frank, don’t crap where you eat! If you get randy, give me a call and I’ll send someone over. But nooooo! He has to try to diddle the hired help. I guess it was just a matter of time.” 
 
        He gave a big sigh. “Okay, Walt. Consider it done. I’ll take care of Costanza. Tell your little lady to do what she has to do.” 
 
        “Thank you, Carmine. I appreciate your help.” 
 
        “Hey, no problem. Just remember, you owe me one!” 
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        I was feeling pretty good.  
 
        I had made a deal with the devil, but Ruby was safe and it wouldn’t be long before Costanza’s name would be listed with the other jerks who couldn’t keep their hands off the help. 
 
        I had just gotten home and was about to call Kelly and tell her the good news, when my phone rang. 
 
        “Walt! It’s Cindy. Ruby is missing!” 
 
        I looked at my watch. “How could that be? I took her to school this morning and Kevin isn’t due to pick her up for another hour.” 
 
        “The kids went on a field trip to the Mid-Continent Library. When it was time to go, Ruby was gone. They must have followed her there. Kelly is here with me. She’s about to go out of her mind. Can you come over?” 
 
        “We’ll be right there.” 
 
        I called Kevin and we headed to Cindy’s house. 
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        When we arrived, Kelly was in tears. 
 
        “I didn’t mean for it to happen this way. I’m so sorry.” 
 
        “What happened?” 
 
        “I went to work this morning. I was hoping Frank wouldn’t be there, or if he was I wouldn’t have to talk to him. He was there all right. When no one was around, he came up behind me and put his arms around me. Then he whispered in my ear, ‘Let’s forget about last night and just start over.’ 
 
        “I slapped his hands away and said, ‘Don’t touch me, you pig!’ I could almost see the fire in his eyes. As he huffed away, I heard him say, ‘You’ll regret this, bitch!’ Now Ruby is missing. I know he took her.” 
 
        Kevin pulled me aside. “I thought you were going to have a sit-down with Marchetti.” 
 
        “I did! He assured me he would talk to Costanza.” 
 
        “Yeah, well, either he didn’t do it or Costanza wasn’t paying attention. What now?” 
 
        “Only one thing to do,” I replied. “I’m going back to Marchetti.” 
 
        “Jesus, Walt! Be careful. Marchetti might have had second thoughts about throwing Costanza to the wolves.” 
 
        “I don’t think so. Carmine has his faults, but he’s always kept his word.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        I figured Carmine would be in his penthouse office, so I headed downtown. 
 
        For the second time in one day, I was escorted to Marchetti in the vice-like grip of his two henchmen. There was no doubt it was going to leave a mark. 
 
        Needless to say, he was surprised to see me. “Back so soon? I thought we had an understanding.” 
 
        “That’s what I thought. Did you talk to Costanza?” 
 
        “I said I would and I did. The little prick wasn’t very happy. I told him if he’d kept his pants zipped he wouldn’t be having these problems.” 
 
        “Then I guess he didn’t get the message.” 
 
        “What are you talking about?” 
 
        “Costanza came onto the secretary again. He grabbed her, she slapped his hands away and called him a pig. Two hours later, her little girl is missing. Two and two equals four. Costanza grabbed the kid. The mother is going crazy. You’re a father, Carmine. Imagine how you’d feel if something like this happened to Calinda.” 
 
        I could see I struck a nerve. “That little bastard! First a woman and now a kid.” 
 
        “Do you have any idea where he might be holding the little girl?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “Yeah, I might. Costanza’s got a house on 10th street just east of Brooklyn. I’ll bet his goons are holding the kid there. Tell you what. If I take care of Frank, can you get the girl?” 
 
        “If she’s there, we’ll figure a way to get her out.” 
 
        “One more thing,” he said, “no cops! I don’t want the boys in blue nosin’ around in my business, if you know what I mean.” 
 
        “I understand. Thanks for your help.” 
 
        “Forget it. Oh, and by the way, you don’t owe me no more. I said I’d take care of something and I didn’t get it done. We’re even.” 
 
        Carmine may be a crook, but he’s also a man of his word. 
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        I called Kevin and ask him to meet at my apartment. 
 
        He gave me the ‘once over.’ “I can imagine that Carmine was pissed. Do you still have all your fingers and toes?” 
 
        “He was pissed all right, but not at me. I wouldn’t want to be in Frank’s shoes right now.” 
 
        “So what happened?” 
 
        I shared our conversation. 
 
        Kevin thought for a moment. “Hmmm, probably a couple of apes holding Ruby in a house on 10th Street --- and we can’t call the cops.” 
 
        I nodded. “That’s about it.” 
 
        “So it’s up to us to get the girl out safely and not get shot in the process.” 
 
        “That would be a favorable outcome. Any ideas how we might pull it off?” 
 
        “I just might, but we’ll need a bimbo.” 
 
        I was shocked. “Surely you don’t mean ---?” 
 
        “Yep! My sweet wife. She’s been dying for some action and this is right up her alley.” 
 
        A few years ago, Kevin showed up at our door. He was dying of kidney failure and hoped Maggie, his sister, would be a match for a transplant. It turned out she wasn’t, so he figured it wouldn’t be long before the grim reaper would be paying him a visit. 
 
        He wanted one last fling before riding off into the sunset. Willie asked around and came up with a number for Veronica, a high-priced call girl from an escort service. They hooked up, but instead of dying, Kevin received a kidney from a close friend who died suddenly. 
 
        For some reason none of us could understand, Kevin and Veronica became an item. He’s a seventy-something old geezer and she’s a blonde bombshell, thirty years younger. Nevertheless, they married, Veronica gave up her life on the street, and they’re happy as can be. 
 
        On more than one occasion, Veronica’s past profession has helped us put some very bad people behind bars. 
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        “I’m in!” she said, enthusiastically, after Kevin told her his plan. 
 
        I remained skeptical. 
 
        “It’s too dangerous. You have no idea who might be in that house. Knowing Costanza, they’ll probably be a couple of muscle-bound apes armed to the teeth.” 
 
        “And that’s exactly why the two of you have no business storming the place like a geriatric swat team,” she replied. “Unless the guys holding the kid are eunuchs or gay, I’ve got this. Now give me a few minutes to pick out a dress from my naughty girl wardrobe.” 
 
        Kevin jumped right in. “How about that red number? The one with the low-cut top and the slit up the leg?” He turned to me “It’s one of my favorites.” 
 
        “Good choice,” she said, heading to the bedroom. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
        Fifteen minutes later, Veronica returned, transformed from girl next door to the $2,000 a night call girl Kevin met on their first date. 
 
        “Va va voom!” Kevin gushed, reaching for a handful of Veronica. 
 
        She pushed him away. “Hold on buster. You gotta pay before you can play.” 
 
        I had to turn away.  
 
        “You look great, Babe,” he said, backing off. “Let’s get you wired up.” 
 
        Kevin had a small microphone and battery pack. The only place he could put it in that skimpy dress was deep in her cleavage.  
 
        During the installation, I turned away again. 
 
        Once wired, we put in our ear buds for a sound check. 
 
        When the sound check was completed, he handed her a purse. 
 
        “Everything you need is in here,” he said, “two sets of cuffs, duct tape, and a snub-nosed .38. Ready to go get that little girl?” 
 
        She gave him a bosom shake and grinned. “I was born ready.” 
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        Sitting outside the house on 10th Street, Kevin gave last minute instructions. 
 
        “Remember, keep talking so we know what’s going on. If ANYTHING starts going sideways, just say the word and we’ll be in there, guns blazing.” 
 
        “I know the drill,” she replied. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
        As she opened the car door, Kevin grabbed her arm. “You be careful in there. I love you and I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
        “I love you, too, you big galoot. Now let me go. I’ve got a job to do.” 
 
        We watched her wiggle up the front steps and knock on the door. At first, the door opened just a crack. Then when the guy saw what was standing outside, the door opened wider. 
 
        “Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?” 
 
        “The name’s Monica,” she replied, popping her gum. “Carmine Marchetti sent me over to keep you boys company. Can I come in?” 
 
        “Sure, babe,” he replied. “Be my guest. Hey Morey! Come get a load of this! Marchetti sent us a little present.” 
 
        Veronica was in. 
 
        “Holy cow!” Morey gasped. “Geno, we definitely have to send Carmine a thank-you note. Come on in, babe. Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
        “Sure,” she replied. Then she must have noticed Ruby. “Who’s the kid and what’s she doin’ here? I didn’t sign up for no baby-sittin’ gig.” 
 
        “I dunno. We’re just followin’ orders. Frank Costanza told us to snatch the kid at the library and hold her here until he got back to us.” 
 
         “What’s she doin’? Is she okay” 
 
        “Yeah, she’s fine. Just kind of weird. She’s just been sittin’ there singin’ some dumb song about a dragon. Anyway, she’s not your concern. How about we get down to business. You want a drink?” 
 
        “Naw, I’m good. Where’s the bedroom? I don’t want to do nothin’ in front of the kid.” 
 
        “Down the hall. First door on the right. Geno! Keep an eye on things. I’m gonna be busy for a while.” 
 
        “Damn it, Morey! How come you get to go first?” 
 
        “Because I’m bigger and stronger than you and I can whip your ass. Is that reason enough?” 
 
        “Yeah, I guess. Just save some for me.” 
 
        “Not to worry. From the looks of this gal, there’s plenty for both of us.” 
 
        I could hear Kevin grinding his teeth. “When this is over, I may have to kick some ass myself.” 
 
        “Calm down. Just think of it as a compliment.” 
 
        “Come on, tough guy,” Veronica said in a sultry voice. “You talk big. Let’s see what you got.” 
 
        Then we heard a door close. 
 
        “Okay, sweetheart. Now it’s just you and me. Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
        Veronica must have opened her purse and pulled out the .38. 
 
        “Well for starters, I’ve got this!” 
 
        “What the hell!” 
 
        Suddenly, she transformed from the sultry siren into the vicious vixen. 
 
        “Shut up, dirt bag! Let’s start by putting on these cuffs.” 
 
        “The hell I will!” 
 
        “Fine, I was going to let you off easy, but we can do it the hard way. I don’t much care for guys who kidnap little kids. I’ll just shoot your sorry ass, then Geno comes in and I’ll plug him too. Is that the way you want it?” 
 
        Silence. 
 
        “No, give me the damn cuffs.” 
 
        “Smart move. Now we’ll wait a few minutes, then you’re gonna call out to Geno and tell him it’s his turn. If you don’t do exactly as I say, it’s back to plan B, and that’s gonna hurt really bad. Understand?” 
 
        “Jesus,” I whispered. “Your wife is a real bad ass.” 
 
        “You have no idea,” he replied with a grin. 
 
        A few minutes later, Veronica was ready for phase 2. 
 
        “Okay Morey,” Veronica said. “Your time is up. It was good for me. How about you?” 
 
        “You got a real smart mouth on you, lady.” 
 
        “It’s time to call Geno. Remember, no funny stuff. A .38 leaves a pretty big hole.” 
 
        “Take it easy. Geno! All done! Your turn!” 
 
        We heard Geno laugh. “That didn’t take long. She must be one hot mama. I’ll show her how a real man does it.” 
 
        We heard the door open. 
 
        “Morey! What’s with the cuffs. I didn’t know this was gonna be an S&M thing.” 
 
        “Sorry to disappoint you, Geno,” Veronica said. “But don’t feel left out. I’ve got a pair of cuffs for you, too. Now put these on.” 
 
        “Morey!” Geno wailed. “What’s going on!” 
 
        “Just do as the lady says, Geno. She means business.” 
 
        “Well damn!” 
 
        A few minutes later, Veronica called out. “Okay, boys, you can come on in.” 
 
        Kevin grabbed a coil of rope and we headed inside. 
 
        “You hog tie the goons and I’ll take care of Ruby,” I said. 
 
        I found her crouched in the corner singing. “Puff the Magic Dragon, lived by the sea, and frolicked in the autumn mist in a land called Honahlee.” 
 
        “Ruby, it’s Walt. You’re okay now.” 
 
        She looked up, and when she saw me, tears started streaming down her cheeks. She grabbed me around the neck and held me tight. 
 
        “I was so scared, but I just kept thinking about Puff like Sam said, and I knew I would be all right.” 
 
        “You’re a brave girl. We’ll have you home to your mother in just a little while.” 
 
        I went into the bedroom and found Morey and Geno bound up like a couple of rodeo steers, with duct tape across their mouths. 
 
        “Great job, Veronica. You scared the crap out of me, and I’m on your side.” 
 
        “Thanks. It was easy. It didn’t take any acting to be really pissed at these two creeps.” 
 
        Once we were on the road, I called and left word at Carmine Marchetti’s office that little Ruby was safe, and that Costanza’s two punks were bound and gagged at the 10th Street address, and that we did it with no cops involved. 
 
        I hated to think about what awaited Geno and Morey. It certainly wouldn’t be the happy ending they had hoped for. 
 
        Billy, Cindy, Sam, and Kelly, were anxiously waiting at Cindy’s house. Tears flowed as Ruby flung herself into Kelly’s arms. 
 
        The lives of these five people had intersected, and the common thread was that all of them had been victims of domestic violence. Hopefully, that chapter of their lives is over, and they can move forward, leaving the tragic part far behind. 
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        The next morning, the headline in the Kansas City Star read, Traffic accident claims the life of City Councilman Frank Costanza. 
 
        The article went on to say it appeared that the councilman had run into a bridge abutment, and that alcohol had been a contributing factor. 
 
        There was no doubt in my mind that Carmine Marchetti was the contributing factor. 
 
        He said he would take care of Costanza, and as usual, he was a man of his word. 
 
        This certainly wasn’t the justice of the lady in the white flowing robe, but rather of her counterpart on the dark side, the lady justice in the fishnet stockings and high heels. 
 
        I often lay awake at night worrying about the difference between the two. 
 
        For better or worse, I have served them both. 
 
        It may just be a rationalization that finally allows me to drift off to sleep, but I have concluded there is a time and place for both. 
 
        After all, justice is justice, and who am I to judge? 
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    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
        Studies show that in the United States, 5 million children between the ages of 3 and 17 are exposed to domestic violence each year. 
 
        Such exposure can have long-term debilitating effects. 
 
        Billy Baker was such a child. 
 
        Fortunately, very few suffer arrested psychological development as severe as Billy. Nevertheless, for many, long term effects may include fear, anxiety, low self-esteem, withdrawal, and depression. 
 
        On a cognitive level, these traumas may manifest themselves in poor school performance and limited problem-solving skills. 
 
        Long term, the trauma may lead to the use of violence in adult relationships. 
 
        Cindy Stewart was among the 25% of all women who suffer domestic violence at the hands of an intimate partner, and that is just the tip of the domestic violence iceberg. 
 
        Kelly Simms was one of thousands of women who have been subjected to sexual harassment over the years. 
 
        No one should live in fear, but many do. 
 
        My name is Walt Williams, and like Suzanne Romero, men who abuse, harass, and demean, are at the top of my list of despicable people, and I will continue to serve the Ladies Justice, on both the dark side and light, as long as such violence exists. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
      
 
    [image: 62 best colorsmall] 
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        Visit him on the Web at: http://BooksByBob.com 
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    This is where it all began. 
 
    See how sixty-five-year-old Walt Williams became a cop and started the City Retiree Action Patrol. 
 
    Meet Maggie, Willie, Mary and the Professor, Walt’s sidekicks in all of the Lady Justice novels. 
 
    Laugh out loud as Walt and his band of Senior Scrappers capture the Realtor Rapist and take down the Russian Mob. 
 
    http://amzn.to/16lfjnY
  
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE LOST TAPES 
 
      
 
    Second Edition 
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       When corrupt politicians, the Italian mob and a dirty cop collude to take over a Northeast neighborhood, Walt is recruited for the most bizarre undercover assignments of his new career. 
 
       When conventional police work fails to solve the case, once again his band of scrappy seniors come to the rescue. 
 
       In the process, the amazing discovery of a previously unknown session by a deceased rock ‘n’ roll idol stuns the music industry. What should be a joyous occasion soon turns dark as lives are threatened. 
 
       All of your favorite characters, along with two lovable additions are back to help Walt in his quest for justice. 
 
       Their adventures and misadventures are sure to keep you captivated – and splitting your sides! 
 
                                      amzn.to/1twzOfq 
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        In Lady Justice Gets Lei’d, Walt and Maggie plan a romantic honeymoon on the beautiful Hawaiian Islands, but ancient artifacts discovered in a cave in a dormant volcano and a surprising revelation about Maggie’s past, lead our lovers into the hands of Hawaiian zealots. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/15P6bLg 
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        Lady Justice has unwittingly entered a religious war. 
 
        Who better to fight for her than Walt Williams? 
 
        The Avenging Angels believe that it’s their job to rain fire and brimstone on Kansas City, their Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 
        In this compelling addition to the Lady Justice series, Robert Thornhill brings back all the characters readers have come to love for more hilarity and higher stakes. 
 
        You’ll laugh and be on the edge of your seat until the big finish. 
 
        Don’t miss Lady Justice and the Avenging Angels!  
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    In Lady Justice and the Sting, a holistic physician is murdered and Walt becomes entangled in the high-powered world of pharmaceutical giants and corrupt politicians. 
 
    Maggie, Ox Willie, Mary and all your favorite characters are back to help Walt bring the criminals to justice in the most unorthodox ways. 
 
    A dead-serious mystery with hilarious twists 
 
    http://amzn.to/1gS4JMA 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND DR. DEATH 
 
      
 
    [image: pink ft cover300 dpi cp copy] 
 
      
 
    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL --- FALL 2011 
 
      
 
    [image: PinnacleAwardSticker2] 
 
      
 
    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    In Lady Justice and Dr. Death, a series of terminally ill patients are found dead under circumstances that point to a new Dr. Death practicing euthanasia in the Kansas City area. 
 
    Walt and his entourage of scrappy seniors are dragged into the ‘right-to-die-with-dignity’ controversy. 
 
    The mystery provides a light-hearted look at this explosive topic and death in general. 
 
    You may see end-of-life issues in a whole new light after reading Lady Justice and Dr. Death! 
 
    http://amzn.to/H20Erx 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE VIGILANTE 
 
      
 
    [image: #1 vigil cover complete copy] 
 
      
 
    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – SUMMER 2012 
 
    [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 
 
      
 
    [image: revised_1  front cover 300 dpi crop 750] 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    [image: #10 Bk Club 300 dpi crp copy2] 
 
      
 
    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – SPRING 2013 
 
                                            [image: PinnacleAwardSticker2] 
 
    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
                 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 
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    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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    Best New Mystery Novel – Spring 2014 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    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 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE ON THE DARK SIDE 
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        After five years on the police force, a bullet in the kiester from a vengeful gangbanger convinces Walt that it’s time to turn in his badge. 
 
        Walt realizes once again that retirement just isn’t his cup of tea, and with a little urging from his brother-in-law, decides to become a private investigator. 
 
        For five years he had served the Lady Justice wearing a white robe and a blindfold and followed the rules, but he soon discovered that the P.I. business was leading him across the line into the dark side and a completely different set of rules. 
 
        When Walt comes face to face with the Lady Justice on the dark side, dressed in a tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels, he is faced with decisions that will change the course of his life. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/1LFIDyS 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE BROKEN HEARTS 
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        Walt goes under the knife for a heart operation and while in the hospital, stumbles upon a series of mysterious deaths that are certainly not from natural causes. 
 
        He solves that mystery only to discover that people on the transplant waiting list are suddenly dying as well. 
 
        Then, information about a terrorist plot is found on a heart attack victim who has been rushed to the ICU. 
 
        Throughout it all, Walt discovers that there are many ways that a person may die of a broken heart. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1I1xTIW 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    and the 
 
    Geriatric Gumshoes 
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        Inspired by their hero, Walt Williams, three retirees decide to give Lady Justice a helping hand.
Although their intentions are good, these septuagenarian sleuths get crossways with the Kansas City mafia, dangerous drug dealers, and the Russian mob.
    Walt must come to their rescue, putting himself in harm’s way to pull their eager, but aging, fannies out of the fire.
    Follow the action as Walt and the geriatric gumshoes prove once again that good guys can triumph over evil, no matter how old they are. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2eWNkM3 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice  
 
    And the  
 
    Sixth Sense 
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        A ten-year-old boy has a bike accident and suffers a concussion. A neural connection is made that gives him the ability to have insight into future events. 
 
        This young boy, with his new sixth sense, joins forces with Walt to exonerate a man who has been unjustly accused of murder, and thwart a plot to assassinate the President of the United States. 
 
        Once again Lady Justice prevails, this time thanks to the unlikely collaboration of a young savant and a seventy-four-year-old private investigator. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2DCdQFj 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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