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Jack Blast stood in the rain at the foot of his father’s grave. This was the one-month anniversary of his father’s death and a feeling of loss had come over him. Coming here somehow helped. He watched the raindrops roll down the gravestone marker which read: ‘Gustav Blast, Beloved Husband and Father.’ The family name was Blastkopftonoff, Gustav had been a stutterer and went through life never being able to pronounce it without a long bout of stuttering. For that reason, the name was shortened to Blast.

Gustav was a jeweler by trade. His parents immigrated from Europe after the war and his father set up a small business in New York City’s Diamond District. After his father died, Gustav followed in his footsteps. Gustav was an educated man who stuttered in several languages. He shared office space on the third floor of a small jeweler’s workshop, in the 47th Street area of Manhattan. Forty-Seventh Street is the world-famous Diamond District. Ninety percent of the diamonds sold in America pass through there. The average day’s trading is in the hundreds of thousands of dollars - most completed with a handshake. Gustav’s workshop was made up of five independent jewelers; each had their specialty. His father never made a lot of money; he just got by. 

The last two years of Jack’s father’s life had been different. He appeared to have come into money. ‘Good thing, because Jack’s mom had dementia and needed to be put in an assisted living facility; Jack’s dad got her into one of the more exclusive ones. Jack’s mother was an American-born Irish Catholic. Before her sickness, his parents had been inseparable. The cause of his father’s death was listed as injuries sustained from a fall. Gustav fell from the third-floor window of his business. The windows at the business were low on the wall. His co-workers said he leaned out of the open window to see what the weather was, lost his balance, and fell. The last moments of his father’s life were spent with Jack in the hospital after the fall. In a brief moment of consciousness, Gustav waved Jack closer to him and tried to tell him something. Judging from the look on his father’s face, it was important. Jack leaned closer as his father started to speak, however, his father’s stuttering prevented him from communicating what he wanted to say. He kept trying and trying but after twenty minutes he just died. Jack wasn’t sure if he died from his injuries or plain old frustration.

Jack touched the grave marker with his umbrella-free hand and mumbled a sad, “Goodbye, Dad. “His father’s last words kept playing in the back of his mind: 

“KK..BBBLL....BLA..BLA..BB..KKK”

He couldn’t make sense of them. The rain was coming down harder now. As he turned to leave, he saw a man in a trench coat, collar up, with a fedora pulled over his face standing by another grave about fifty yards away. They were the only two in the cemetery. Jack walked to his car and drove back to his apartment. 
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Jack spent the following day moving from his tiny studio apartment into his parents’ brownstone in Brooklyn. It was larger and nicer than his apartment. Besides, with his father dead and his mother in a nursing home, the place was empty, and they were never coming back. It was hard enough paying the rent on his office, let alone his apartment. The mortgage on the brownstone had been paid off years ago. This was a big help. Jack was recently divorced from his ex-wife, Effie. She had practically thrown him out of their apartment when she found out about his affair with her sister, Taffy. Needless to say, when the divorce case got to court, Effie got everything. He had very little stuff, so he was able to transport everything in one carload. It felt strange being in his parents’ home without them there. Jack looked into the room he had grown up in. It hadn’t changed much; in fact, it was exactly the same as it was when he was a kid. Once unpacked, Jack decided to visit his mom at her new place. 

Jack hopped into his 1990 Dodge coupe. Pulling out of the parking spot, he glanced in his rearview mirror and saw a man in a trench coat, with a fedora, pulled over his face, across the street from his brownstone. Driving away, he briefly wondered if it was the same man he had seen at the cemetery. After a short drive, Jack saw the sign ‘The Gate to Oblivion Senior Center’ and pulled in. It was a nice, clean, upscale place. A kid who worked as a valet took his car. The dementia ward was off to the right of the entrance. He spotted his mother staring at a TV that had a grey static screen with plenty of noise and no picture.

“Hi, Mom. How’s the new place?”

It took a while before she recognized him.

“Jack, how nice of you to visit me.”

Her smile turned sour.

“I hate it here. I’ll never forgive your father for putting me in this place.  I never want to see him again.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem, Mom. Are they treating you okay?”

She started speaking in a whisper.

“The help here is plotting against me. I can’t find my stuff. They’ve already stolen my housecoat and slippers.”

“You’re wearing them, Mom.”

“They must have put them back when they saw you coming.”

It made him sad to see his mother this way. She had once been an attractive, social woman.  

“Is Effie with you?”

He didn’t have the patience to go through the whole divorce story again.  

“No, Ma.”

“When are you two going to get married and have children?”

“Any day now.”

“That’s nice.”

” How are you feeling, Mom?”

She turned her head and started to stare into space. He’d lost her. Blast held her hand and started to talk to her. He wasn’t saying anything important; he just held her hand and kept talking in a soft, soothing voice. After a while, she fell asleep. This was his new reality: no wife, a deceased father, a crazy mother, and no idea where his next paycheck would come from. He was thirty-five years old and trying to reinvent his life. Jack kissed his mother’s cheek and left.

On his way home he stopped at the local dry cleaner. The owner, Wong, fancied himself a musician. He always had Chinese music playing in the background which he accompanied with his violin. Being unfamiliar with Chinese music, Blast could never tell if he was talented or nuts. He had to wait until the piece was completed before he got his clothes. That was Wong’s normal routine. Jack put up with it because he was cheaper than the other dry cleaners. After Wong finished his song, or whatever the hell it was, Blast put his clothes in the car and drove home. When he opened the door to his place, he saw the flashing light of the answering machine. He pushed the button.

“Jack, it’s Effie. Where’s my Goddamn alimony check?”  

Blast just erased it. Effie could buy and sell him, but she was vindictive and wanted to bleed him dry because of the affair he’d had with her sister, Taffy.  It was as much Taffy’s fault as his. How come she doesn’t have to pay anything? So far, a red-letter day.
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Jack, was still in a funk the following day. Getting back to work would take his mind off of his troubles. He stepped out of his new home, walked to his car and slid into the seat of his Dodge coupe. The car coughed the first time he tried to start it. After pumping the gas and turning the ignition key a few times, the engine finally turned over. The car was almost ten years old; maybe it was time to think about getting a newer one. He drove from his Brooklyn neighborhood, over the Williamsburg bridge, to Lower Manhattan, where his office was located. He parked the car, and walked through the lobby of this turn-of-the-century building, picking up a coffee on the way. Blast took the elevator up to the fifth floor. The elevator doors opened to a long-antiquated hallway with small offices on either side. He walked past the titled doors: publisher, clairvoyant, attorney, puppeteer, janitor, finally arriving at the door that read: ‘Blast Detective/Employment Agency.’ 

The employment agency was a new venture; he was barely able to make the rent with the detective end of the business. Luckily, he had an old friend, Steve Nelson, who was a vice president at the Delancy Savings Bank, two blocks away. The Delancy Savings Bank paid its employees on the low side, so they had a big turnover. It got to be too expensive to keep their personnel department open, so they decided to farm it out. Nelson remembered that Blast, and his ex-wife, Effie, ran a successful employment agency Uptown. After their divorce, Effie got the agency, and Jack went back to being a private eye. Before his marriage, he had worked for a retired NYPD sergeant who owned a detective agency. With the few bucks he had left, Jack decided to open his own agency. Nelson offered the employment placement business to Blast, and that’s how it became part of the Blast agency.  

His relationship with Steve went back to their school days when Jack used his original surname Blastkopftonoff.  The actual changed legal name, however, was transcribed in the court records as Bbblast. The clerk in the courthouse was unaware that Jack’s father was stuttering on the ‘B.’  Blast decided, on his own, to just drop the first two ‘B’s.’ 

His office was a small room with an old desk facing the door. Two metal file cabinets, another chair, and a coat hanger were the only other pieces of furniture in the room. The sole window faced a brick wall. Blast had his framed motto on the wall above his desk. Because the business was now an employment agency as well as the original detective agency, the motto had to be altered. It now read:‘You can run from us, but you can’t hide; if you can’t pay our bill, we can find you a job on the side.’

Jack sat there sipping his coffee. A shadow of a woman appeared behind the frosted glass of the wooden framed door. When she pushed it open, a beautiful blonde, dressed in black, stood in the doorway. She appeared to be in her early thirties and somewhat distressed. Blast took the time to savor this Sam Spade moment. After staring for a few seconds, he asked:

“Do you need a detective, or a job?”

She smiled.  

“I need the restroom in kind of a hurry. Can you tell me where it is?”

Jack told her and she went on her way. 

His phone rang. It was the bank. They needed Blast to send over a person to be interviewed for a job. One of the tellers had quit when he found out the bank allowed only one vacation or sick day for the first year. 

“Okay, I’ll go through my files and get you someone.”

Jack caught the shadow of the blonde passing by his door again. He stepped out into the hall and called after her.

“Miss, would you be interested in a bank teller’s job?”  

She turned and walked back to his office.

“I could use a job. I happened to be in this building for a job interview today that didn’t pan out.”

Blast invited her to take a seat. He took out a form and began to fill it out.

“Name?”

“Rita DaMento.”

“Age?”

“Thirty-three.”

He had guessed her age correctly. She was two years younger than himself.

“Married?”

“No, divorced.”

“Address?”

“222 Fleet Court, Brooklyn, New York.”

Blast knew the neighborhood; it was only about five miles from where he now lived. He continued asking questions until the form was completed. She was a good candidate, so Blast gave her the necessary paperwork and instructed her to see the bank manager, Mr. Horace Pratt. Blast had met Pratt several times while cashing checks in the bank. He was rather shy and kept to himself. Pratt was one of the very few employees who had remained with the bank.

It was a warm Friday night and Blast closed up his office and headed home. He found a parking spot near his house. As he was walking to it, he ran into Bobby Dares, an old friend and neighbor who lived across the street in one of the garden-style apartment houses. Bobby had grown up in that apartment and remained there after his mother died. He never knew his father. Bobby had a relative who left him a beat-up old cabin by a stream, in Upstate New York. Jack and Bobby used to go fishing there when they were kids. Blast also knew him well enough not to trust him. Unfortunately, there weren’t many single guys his age to hang out with.  

Dares was a con artist who made a living pulling off one scam after another. His current scam was a clever one. Bell Telephone has a service that provides a 900 number for a fee. It allows the owner of the 900 number to charge any amount of money, per minute, to the caller of that number. Usually, consultants or shrinks would own this type of service; their clients would pay per minute for advice. Psychics also serviced their customers this way. Dares had a twist. He set up his 900 number to charge ten dollars a minute. His scam was to dress up like a telephone repairman, go to various commercial buildings, and act like he was there to repair a problem with the phones in that building. He would then go from office to office, asking if he could test the phones, to make sure they were working properly. Dares dialed his own 900 number, in each business, and stayed on the phone for at least a minute. The office managers never noticed the extra ten or twenty dollars on their monthly bill. He did a couple of buildings a week. The money added up. Money never lasted long with Bobby, though.  He was a degenerate gambler. As fast as the money came in, the faster it went out.  

“Hey, Jack, doing anything tonight?”

“Nope. What do you have in mind, Bobby?”

“How about we get a few drinks at the Blue Grotto?”

“Sure.”

“Let me get out of this Bell Telephone outfit and I’ll see you in an hour. By the way, is your phone working okay?”

“Never mind!”

An hour passed and Dares and Blast met outside their buildings.

“Jack, before we hit the Blue Grotto, I have to make a stop at Nasty Abe’s bookie joint.”

“Sure.”

The bookie joint took up the bottom floor of a two-story building. Dares rang the front doorbell. Pluto, the doorkeeper, looked through the peephole. If he knew you, he’d let you in. Pluto opened the door and shut it quickly behind the two men. Pluto was married to Abe’s daughter, so Abe overpaid him. Left to Pluto’s own devices, his family would starve. Nasty Abe sat in a corner overlooking his operation. He was a very thin man with a skinny neck and an oversized shiny bald head. He had no chin, almost to the point where you couldn’t tell where his neck ended and his face began. At a glance, he looked like a body with a light bulb on top. The triple gold necklace he wore, resembling the brass-threaded bottom of a bulb, didn’t help. The nickname was fitting; Abe was a miserable human being.

“Hey, look who just walked in! The biggest loser of them all, Dares. Hey schmuck, where’s the five grand you owe me?”

Dares walked over and put a thousand on the table.

“There’s my twenty percent vig.  I hope you choke on it.”

Abe counted the money. 

“I’ll always have a business because of schmucks like you. One of these days, though, you’re going to come up short with the money you owe me. I’m almost looking forward to it. That’s when my son-in-law Pluto, pays you a visit.” 

Both Abe and Pluto had it out for Dares. Bobby had an affair with Abe’s daughter before, and maybe during, her marriage to Pluto.  Abigail, who might have been pregnant with Bobby’s child at the time, offered to leave Pluto. Bobby left her cold. Abe was one of those guys who never forgets. Pluto, on the other hand, could only entertain one uncomplicated thought at a time.  

While he was there, Dares couldn’t resist the urge to gamble. He put fifty on a horse in the upcoming race. There were TVs around the room broadcasting delayed races, and easy chairs, and some card tables. A lot of the neighborhood guys hung out there. Blast grabbed a slice of pizza, from a table that had food on it, while they waited for the next race to come on. Soon it was post time. Bobby’s horse, named ‘Maybe next year,’ lost by a nose. Abe laughed.

“Once a loser, always a loser!”

Bobby flipped him the finger and he and Jack walked out. Pluto hit Bobby in his back with the door as he closed it behind them.

The Blue Grotto was a neighborhood joint. It was half crowded when Blast and Dares walked in. Everything was blue: the walls, the bar, the lights, the clothes the employees wore. In the corner was a small, plug-in rocky waterfall. Blast guessed that was supposed to be the grotto part. Bobby ordered two house specials. The bartender knew him.

“Cash only. No more tabs.”

“Just give us the two specials. Here’s a twenty; make sure you give me the right change.” 

Two glasses of a drink called the ‘Blue Lagoon’ were put down on the bar. Bobby sipped on his drink and looked around the bar. Scam artists routinely do that; it’s always possible they’ll run into a prior victim. 

Suddenly, Bobby got visibly nervous. At the end of the bar, was Second Class Detective Bernie Taub, the meanest and most crooked cop in the Eighty-Seventh Precinct. Taub hated Bobby, and with good reason; Taub said he’d cost him his first-class promotion. It wasn’t Bobby’s fault.  ‘Didn’t matter; that’s how Taub saw it. Months ago, Taub locked him up on a larceny charge, but screwed up the evidence so badly that the judge threw the case out. Bobby and his lawyer laughed out loud in the courtroom. Taub never forgot what the judge said when he tapped his gavel: 

“Order in the court! Officer Taub, the next time you come before this court, make sure you have your evidence in order, or at least act like you know what the hell you’re doing.”

Taub looked foolish in front of the other cops. That was enough to cost him his promotion. Taub was dirty. He shook down a lot of criminals, including Nasty Abe. That started one day when Taub rang the bell to Abe’s bookie joint. The idiot, Pluto, let the cop in. That was the one and only thing he was paid not to do. Nasty Abe and the whole operation were caught with their pants down. Nasty Abe has been paying him off ever since. Taub had a cold stare.  You could see the hate in his eyes as he stared at Dares. Bobby downed his drink quickly.

“Gotta go, Jack. ‘See you around.”

“Take care.”

Blast sat on a stool and sipped on his second drink. He saw a reflection in the mirror of his friend, Steve Nelson, sitting at a dark corner table with Rita DaMento. Fast worker, he thought to himself.  Blast walked over to say hello. Rita excused herself to go to the restroom. Blast wondered if it was her bladder or him. Nelson seemed a little nervous.  

“Jack, please don’t say anything to my wife. This is strictly business. You know how Norma is.”

Jack would occasionally see Norma when they happened to be in the bank at the same time.

“Don’t worry, Pal, my lips are sealed.” 

Blast finished his drink and left.
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As a slow business day at the Blast Detective/Employment Agency neared closing time, a well-dressed middle-aged man walked through the door. Even though he was very overweight, he had a dapper, well-to-do appearance. His accent sounded British, however, he introduced himself as Cecil Foams, an employee of the government of South Africa.

“What brings you here, Mr. Foams?”

Foams wasn’t the type of person to mince words; he was all business.

“I was given information that your father worked in the 47th Street Diamond District. Is that true?”

“Yes, that’s true. Why do you ask?”

“I’ll get right to the point, Mr. Blast. A large diamond, approximately 900 carats, was stolen from one of our museums. We received information from our sources that it was going to be funneled through New York’s diamond district and sold on the black market.  Since this is such a closed society, we need an investigator familiar with it.”

“I grew up around it.”

“My government will pay you $300 a day to use your contacts to try and find information on the diamond’s whereabouts.”  

“Do you have any pictures of the diamond?”

Foams reached in his jacket and pulled out a photo of the famous Congo Blaze and handed it to Blast. Even in the photo, the diamond appeared to sparkle. The stone was as clear as ice. Jack remembered reading the story of the heist in the newspaper about two years earlier.

The Congo Blaze robbery was a spectacular event. It occurred at the Shaka Zulu Museum in Johannesburg, South Africa. The museum was built with the help of a large donation
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