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Toms River Murders and Toms River Kidnap were originally written about ten plus years ago, since their publication my writing style has changed and matured (hopefully), the core story is essentially the same but the writing has been parsed down from around 150,000 words. Certain sections, references and characters have been removed or minimized while some new material has been added from an unpublished novel titled Boardwalk Terror.

This book is fiction and does not imply any negative feelings regarding Toms River. After all, in most cases it's not the place but the people that can be evil. My family lived in Toms River for almost fifty years, currently I still live there. I worked for the Township for almost ten years when it was known by its original name from back before the American Revolution, Dover Township. I worked with and knew "The Players" most were hard working people trying to do their best on behalf of the residents. There were some that I wouldn't let walk my dog for fear they would sell him. Although a total work of fiction showing bad people misusing power placed in their hands, if a character or two may have even the slightest resemblance to a real person, it is via a composite form and not intended to portray any real person. So, don't waste your time attempting to match people up.

As to real secrets, I know many and have the proof to back it up. As to this book, it is merely presented for entertainment value. Maybe, just maybe, you'll think twice about the next time you vote. Sort of ironic how in the last few years there have been arrests, accusations and a few deaths. Some of the original ideas for my story have come to pass, in a way. If someone takes umbrage with my work, you might ask yourself, why?
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Chapter 1
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The attractive blonde-haired woman of thirty-two years climbed down from her shiny, oversized luxury SUV and walked towards the entrance of the convenience store.

"Mighty pretty truck you got there miss," came a voice from the dark side of the parking lot. She walked faster ignoring the stranger's comment.

"Hey what up, don't you speak English, bitch!" Suddenly there were three aggressive looking teens in her path. As she tried to maneuver around them she found herself surrounded by four more of the gang members. When she started to scream out she felt a punch to her right temple and then one to her nose. Her world was spinning out of control while she fought as hard as she might but could not repel the over-whelming force of her attackers. The last thing she remembered was that her shoes were off and her skirt was being removed but by then, out of injuries and fear, she blacked out.

When she crawled out from behind the garbage dumpster two hours later, she was naked from the waist down and was bleeding from her mouth and nose. Her body in general was a series of burning scrapes and contusions. She tried to steady herself by clawing her way up the side of the large blue garbage dumpster but fell back to the ground with her face smacking the inflexible asphalt surface. A police patrol officer pulled his blue and white cruiser into the parking lot for a coffee stop around midnight and spotted the woman's crumbled body sprawled on the ground.

After EMS stabilized her, she was carried off to Washington Hospital. The patrol officer, with several back-up Toms River Police units, canvassed the customers and staff, but to no avail. The gang had left as swiftly and silently as they had arrived. The video surveillance system was a typical, cheap, scratchy black and white blur, useless to any police investigation.

"What in the hell is going on? You people are letting me, the township and yourselves down," shouted the Chief. "We look like bumbling amateurs!" It was another of the all too frequent emergency staff meetings called after every gang incident. This was the fourth meeting for December and the seventh in two months.

"Chief everyone has postponed vacations and personal time to work extra shifts. We have turned over every rock in all forty-two square miles of township. It's like the little bastards are freaking invisible," remarked Sgt. Wetter.

"I know guys and I appreciate your efforts but we have to catch at least one of these snotballs or we all will be looking for new jobs. The useless politicians can't agree on hardly anything but they are all unified that this problem must go away and soon! Aside from the residents, the town leaders are worried about the black-eye we are getting statewide in the media along with the millions of tourist dollars that will be going down the drain if we don't get a handle on this problem," explained Chief Kingston. "We never had a need for a formal Gang Unit, but we are forming one now! Those assigned to it will be notified shortly. Someone has to know one of these punks! Sgt. Horn, when you go to the schools to interview kids for the drug awareness program, see if you can get any kind of lead."

"Sure thing Chief, but I doubt these vermin are attending school on a regular basis then are playing week-end gangsters," said Horn.

"Yeah, I know, but at one time they had to attend school somewhere, hell they aren't ghosts, someone must see them every day."

"Chief these are not your usual gang types. They don't flash gang signs or colors. They don't try to terrorize people or other gangs, they don't show a pride in being a member like most of the gangs around New Jersey today. These guys are strictly in it to make money, rape and stay hidden. It doesn't fit, it's not a tough guy thing so much as they have some plan or objective, or are being controlled by someone!" explained Sgt. Horn.

"Interesting observation, very good," said Chief Kingston, you Frank, will head our new Gang Unit!"

"See what happens when you blow your own horn," wisecracked Wetter. The room filled with groans and chuckles from the police staff members.

The woman could not speak, her larynx had been bruised and she could not focus her eyes well enough to see the man's features, but she was reassured when she felt his metal police badge. "I know you won't be able to speak for several more weeks yet," said Chief Kingston, "And I know you can't see too well, but you must understand you are our only witness, the faster we get a line on this scum the better. Most of the victims of this gang are either dead or severely traumatized. The prior attack before you was a mother and her three daughters. Two of the teenage girls died from their injuries, the youngest girl has totally blanked out her mind about everything that happened and the mother never got a clear look at her attackers."

"I need you to try to answer my questions by writing on this erasable white board. Just take your time and try to form your letters slowly. Printing will feel strange, but will most probably be the easiest for me to decipher."

The dedicated cop worked with the woman several hours a day for over two weeks. She was able to give information about the assault and a description of three of her attackers. As a tenth grade school teacher at TR North, she was able to accurately give the ages of the teenage boys and young adults.

Three days later immediately after Kingston entered his office, "Chief we have flooded the schools in the entire county with descriptions of the three teens. We got a possible hit on one of the older boys. A one, Michael Rolster, now about 18, last known address was his parent’s house over on Constance Road."

"OK, Wetter, let's rock and roll." It was a short drive from police headquarters with Wetter at the wheel. As they pulled up to the 1960's vintage ranch house in the old working class neighborhood, they could see it had not been inhabited for many years. Still they trudged across the lawn scattered with various rubbish which poked through the recent light coating of snow. Stopping by the front picture window the two cops cupped their right hands to block the glare and peered into the deserted home.

A quick canvass of the current surrounding residents told them the Rolsters had moved to Florida when the old man retired. They learned that the son Michael was always in trouble and had run away so many times, the parents just left town without him. Later investigation revealed the boy had actually been in reform school up in the northwestern part of the state when the parents had moved. Mr. Rolster died from lung cancer the year before and the wife was in a nursing home down in Georgia, suffering from advanced Alzheimer's. The boy had walked away from the Clinton juvenile detention facility one day and was never seen again. Once again they faced a dead-end trying to locate the savage street gang. As the weeks passed a hard winter set upon the township, the gang attacks had apparently stopped for the season and their trail went as cold as the snow that fell on the frozen ground.

It took about a dozen weeks but finally, despite getting no help from the politicians at Town Hall, the new police Gang Unit was up and running. Without the proper budgetary funding from the politicians, the police had to rely on money from cash and property seized during joint municipal and county drug enforcement raids which was then distributed through the county prosecutor's office and didn't go too far. Then one day all the necessary computers, GPS, radio equipment, etc. arrived. "Hey dudes, where did this all come from? We have a unexpected new benefactor?" joked Horn.

"Tanner and Blakely just smiled. "New policy," smirked Tanner, "Don't ask, don't tell!"

"Works for me!" said Horn, " I need to get this gang unit functioning and now I can!  So I know nothing... See nothing...," laughed Sgt Frank Horn, as he began to unpack all his new electronic toys. With glowing smiles Tanner and Blakely left the room. The irony of their situation made them laugh.

Across town the befuddled Mayor sat in his tiny office of the old historical wing of Town Hall, the section known to have walls filled with asbestos. Thomas Grautier was staring down onto the public milling about below. He smiled to himself as they passed along the cracked and uneven sidewalks of Washington Street, like so many ants about their lives and duties. He felt a warm inner glow of satisfaction in the knowledge he had been chosen to make the community decisions for them. He was experiencing that same inner wave of power and warmth that had possessed him on election night three years earlier. He'd finally made his life's dream come true, he was the Mayor.

Yet, his basking was interrupted by an all too familiar sight, his reflection in the side window. As he stared at the image he saw a man in his late sixties, balding, half blind with a round uninteresting face adorned by cheap glasses, an ugly nose and a large naked forehead. The Grey suit he wore was a mass of wrinkles and bulges, another additional reminder of how his personal frugality made his appearance untidy and third-rate.

Grautier could feel his stomach churning while he broke out in perspiration. In the mirror image was the naked truth about himself, no speeches or political spin doctor could change it. He had to turn his head away, knowing the comments about his petty and pompous attitude were all too true. The "off with their heads" approach toward staff and political enemies was his revenge for the ridicule he had taken since he was a pudgy disliked child attending the local Catholic school. Inside he was always a lonely person, always trying to hide his shortcomings in statue, manliness and intelligence. It had been a life of clawing for whatever he wanted, always having to come up with new lies to cover his inadequacies and inabilities while cloaking all of his actions in religion and false promises. He'd be alright, he reassured himself as long as he could keep the dark little secrets of his private life well hidden. There were so many confidences for too many years, but the thin facade was cracking and it was all about to be revealed to the world in the bright light of day.

As the new Mayor, he had taken the reigns of what he felt was a mismanaged township. The truth be known, it had been run efficiently without any tax increases for many years. It's always funny how one's perception sees the glass half empty while the other sees the same glass half full. In Mayor Grautier's case, one man's righteous do-gooder elected official is someone else's pretentious ass.

Now, despite the fact that he had so many big plans, he sat sulking in self-pity. Everything was failing while he was about to be exposed as an incompetent fraud. If it were not for the fabrication and deceit used to get him elected he would've continued along as another wannabe, sitting on the sidelines. The Mayor had neither the wit, talent or skills to be successful. He remained but a hollow man, like many men, who just keep moving along, looking, waiting for the end game to begin. Grautier had proven to be totally ineffective at his two previous elected positions, failed as a businessman in his insignificant legal practice and botched all attempts at being a husband and father.

He started to shed tears of remorse. He knew the staff at Town Hall made fun of him behind his back and his fellow politicians loathed him. His own family despised him and his archaic Catholic rules. They could have accepted a devout religious home life but not when it was applied only to serve their father's benefit. Inside he was no more religious then the next man, in fact quite the opposite, but he always wrapped himself in the banner of religion when it was convenient for personal and political gain. Most of the inner circle at Town Hall were "in-name-only" Catholics. True Catholics and Christians help their fellow man, not step on his neck to raise oneself upward. The word compassion had been removed from Grautier's vocabulary many years prior to being elected Mayor.

"Mr. Mayor, have you read through all those messages I left on your chair?" asked his personal assistant.

"Yes Hilda. Is Lester serious? He wants me to meet with a bunch of local fags to discuss their marital rights?"

"Well Mr. Mayor, he feels they are becoming a force to be reckoned with come the next election. Even if you're not running, it would be best for the party."

"Hell, I think they should have the right to marry, then they can be as miserable as all the rest of us!" As the room filled with laughter from Grautier and his personal assistant, Lester Trivial entered the room in a huff. His face was stern and angry. 

"Tom, we need to talk!" snapped the Township Attorney.

"OK Les, what's up!" said Mayor Grautier as Hilda exited closing the office door behind her.

"I have some plans for you."

"Lester I know you run the town while I am out of the office, but ..."

"You forget yourself Tom, I run the damn town even when you're here. Don't be delusional, remember this is you and me now, so let's stop all the BS. You know damn well if I had not paid Bill Storm to drop out of the race we would not even be here having this conversation. JJ Mattel was going to be the next mayor, you were nothing but a bridge until that time. Unfortunately, with all the heat brought on by your continued stupidity, JJ can't run for office now without getting smeared. Always try and remember, I got you into this office to allow us to dig into the revenues of this township, just like we did in Cinder township. One word from us about your hobbies or pastimes and you're history!"

"But I am the Mayor and have an agenda that needs to be accomplished!" snapped Grautier.

"What agenda? You want the township to claim all rights to the local Municipal Utilities Authority!"

"Yes, the township could run the sewer system better than they can!" snapped the Mayor.

"Who the hell are you kidding Tom, you can't even run Town Hall now and you want to bring on more work. You just want to get your hands on their twenty million dollar reserves. Trouble is, as we both know, they are not really reserves. It's money to do repairs when the one hundred year old underground sewer system fails and creates sink holes, like the one we had on Rt. 37 last summer. If you ever get your grubby little hands on all that money, you'd spend it faster than a drug addict."

"Then the damn township would have to pay for the repairs. Guess what, it would certainly bankrupt the township and send taxes through the roof. Hell, you've already hired twelve of your losing running-mates, relatives and friends to big fat salaries and benefits. Which puts us almost 1.2 million over budget just to add them to the payroll, never mind the increased overhead for your pals with township vehicles, computers, offices and clerical assistants. Other than the MUA money, the only thing on your agenda is you want to take the land running behind the MUA property and turn it into the Thomas D. Grautier River Walk. I saw the exploratory plans you had drawn up, with tax payer money. Are you nuts? If that study gets out, the senior citizens will tar and feather your fat ass!"

"I think the public would appreciate a place to bring their families for a stroll along our most precious natural resource!" retorted Mayor Grautier.

"Come on you idiot!" shouted Lester. "It's a smelly polluted river, not the fuckin Grand Canyon! It ain't fit for fish nor fowl, that's why you only see tourists fishing and swimming in it! The locals know better. Besides you only want to leave something behind with your name on it. You raise taxes one more time and you may get remembered in history, as the first mayor to be hung in front of Town Hall!"

"What about the township name change? That's progress!" bristled Tom Grautier.

"Yeah right ! For over two hundred years, back since the revolution and old crazy King George it was known as Dover. Because of a river named by some Indians, after some idiot who ran a little wooden ferry across it, you'd rather honor him, then the good people who fought for our independence. Sometimes you can be a real asshole! When the public finds out what the real costs of changing the Township name is going to be they will come downtown with burning torches. Fortunately, the people are usually pretty slow, you'll be out of office and not even a distant memory before they find out. Your whole idea was ludicrous! Where did that idiot CFO come up with those ridiculous figures on the cost of the change? $15-20,000, hell it'll cost twice that much just to re-decal all the cop cars!"

"The public doesn't realize over the next ten years it'll cost well over $400,000 in real dollars, and for what, to appease your so called business friends? It ain't going to bring any new business to town, that's all pie in the sky! You wanted to help your buddies by changing the name of the town. They collect money from all the local downtown businesses in the name of improvement. Really it’s more like extortion, the poor butcher, barber and pizza guy gets squat for their money," screeched Lester. "You came in on a platform that the other party mismanaged municipal budgets for the past twenty years, yet in three years, you have single-handedly spent more excess money then the past three administrations put together. "You're just lucky that as a rule, the public has their heads so far up their own selfish asses they don't realize what's really going on in this building."

"Then how come you're here with your whore personal assistant?" yelled the Mayor now red faced from his famous temper.

"First off, Amy has had some bad luck with her first three husbands all getting killed in various accidents. She seeks comfort where she can! Besides she's a lot of fun to the vendors at parties," smirked Lester.

"Seeks comfort!" shouted Mayor Grautier. "That little slut bitch has comforted half the male employees, from one of the janitors during her lunch hour on top of her new $3,000 ergonomic desk in her damn office, to two cops at the last Labor Day cook-out. As if that's not bad enough, she flies to Costa Rica to adopt some little diseased kid from some damn banana republic orphanage on Township time and Township money. Luckily it hit a snag and she never got the kid. Then when she comes back she's so distraught over the incident she ends up having a full-fledged affair with one of the our clerks in the Administrator's office. I mean really, carrying on with another woman and while they are both married to men! My God, does anyone have any morals around here?"

"Well, look who's calling the kettle black! You can't spell morals, besides you should talk with your own personal assistant. Hilda, that over the hill ex-beach bunny with the sun-dried brain cells, she's been down on everything except the Titanic."

"That's not very Christian, Lester!" snapped Grautier.

"Oh stop your pompous holier than thou routine, just remember who the frig you're talking to, I know your pathetic little secrets. I'm sick and tired of you always playing the damn Catholic card, it already blew up in your political face. Remember just this last December, in order to get money out of the few Jews in this town, for the affordable housing project, you go and plaster yourself all over the newspapers. Going on and on how the Town Council is disrespecting the religious beliefs of others, they shouldn't be holding budget meetings during the Jewish holidays. 'Oh what an moral offense to religious people everywhere!' I think the quote in that local rag said. Then what the hell do you do, you turn around and make it mandatory that all Township employees work a full day on Christmas Eve. Way to go Mr. Catholic! How'd that register on the old Pope-meter?" smirked Trivial.

"Again, then why are you here!" snapped Grautier.

"You know my law firm over in Cinder Town was under a federal investigation. You begged me to come and run things for you, if we could get you into office, you knew you would need my legal skills."

"Legal skills!" snorted Grautier, "More like how to steal from the public skills!"

"Like I said Tom, my legal skills. Anyway we did win, although by a pubic hair, so I took the job. It was always the plan for JJ and I to run some new land deals here. By the time the stupid citizens and the state of New Jersey figure out how we raped this town's vacant land and depleted the water system by over-building, we will all be retired in Florida someplace. So you just remember your place in all of this and things will go smoothly," ordered Trivial.

"OK," winced the deflated Mayor. "What's your plan?"

"Well, we have to be very careful," explained Lester. "Don't be stupid enough to put your plans in an e-mail!"

"Well who the hell knew my confidential e-mail would get out," defended Grautier.

"Confidential! Don't you read the damn papers or watch the news? In the last year alone, four federal officials and two governors have been brought down by e-mail mistakes. There is no such thing as privacy in an e-mail."

"What are we doing?"

"You make one of your usual boring press conference speeches and declare, that in order to save money, stressing the point that it is taxpayer money, you are looking into cost saving measures. The usual garbage about only emergency over-time, carpooling, etc. By the way, lose that township car you're driving, makes you look like an idiot," said Lester. "Oh, be sure you secretly reassure the Police and Public Works unions that you won't be cutting into their overtime, we can't afford to have them mad at us! You tell the press you are researching a 'Reduction-in-Force' plan, which is just another legal way to get rid of people you don't like," smirked Lester.

"Is the plan with the school board all set?" asked Grautier.

"Yes, we can begin some of the outsourcing to a third party company owned by a relative of our new friend School Chancellor Tacoma."

"What about me?"

"Yeah, yeah, the Council agreed if we give the business to Tacoma they will vote to give you your raise, which is stupid because you are not re-running for office!"

"Yes, but I get to have a higher pension rate when I retire!"

"Ah yes, forever the public servant, right Tom!" remarked Trivial.
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When it came to financial deals, Jonathan Gomez was the lowest of the low, he felt nothing for anyone but himself, your basic sociopath. His attitude was often reflected in the way he dealt with people, whether co-workers at Town Hall, the public who sought his approval for building projects, or business partners. As the new Township Engineer, he had taken every opportunity to fatten his wallet, be it straight out bribery or back door deals.

Being the next door neighbor of Lester Trivial assured him free reign to carry on his business dealings for his private engineering company and use township staff and equipment for his personal enterprises, as long as he kicked some of the goodies upstairs to Lester Trivial. Now after a few years in the position, he had full access to all the township projects, he was a fat kid in a candy store. His bald head and huge round belly barely fit into his new sports car. Although most thought he looked like Mr. Potato Head stuffed into a car meant for a sexy slinky blonde, he thought it made him look like a movie star, a person's delusions can often be very humorous.

A proposed revitalization of an old shopping center meant more than thirty million in tax ratables to the township coffers. A tenth of that in cash would go to Gomez, Trivial and JJ Mattel, with a few beans for the Mayor to keep his mouth shut. The only major problem was with a few dozen families who lived in the area not wanting to move. After almost two years of legal procedures, it appeared Gomez stepped way over the line. While the local police scratched their collective heads, the mall plans slowly inched forward. The motto of the township translated from Latin into English read; "Always forward, with God's help!", the new unofficial Gomez motto stated, "Always progress, with my leadership!"

"Did you get the sewer specification statements put on tonight's public meeting agenda?"

"No, Mr. Gomez."

"And why not? They must go on for approval!"

"Mr. Gomez, we don't have the final consent statements back from the NJ EPA!"

"Oh screw that, just make sure it's on tonight's agenda list!"

"But the Council cannot approve the construction of new sewers until the state certifies the impact statement."

"To hell with that, it's just a technicality. Put it on the damn agenda! The Mayor will override any Council objection and Trivial will guarantee it's all legal and above board," shouted Gomez as he walked out of his clerical assistant's office, cursing like a marine and shaking his head from side to side. Steaming down the hallway on his way to Trivial's office, Gomez almost ran down Willy Joggles, the Human Resources Director. Joggles was looking down onto the court yard in front of Town Hall.

"What's up, Willy?"

"What are all those people with the banners and signs protesting about?" asked Joggles.

"They want to stop the reconstruction of that old mall over on Rt. 37. We are going to replace the old out of business supermarket with a huge new super food store and a bunch of new interesting shops. Problem is, the land Lester, JJ and I are trying to bulldoze for parking is under the two buildings of apartments where those people currently live!" explained Gomez. "Hell you'd think they'd be happy to move out of their lovely roach infested apartments! If someone offered me a year's rent in cash, just to move, I'd been gone so fast, all you would see is the tail lights of my new sports car!" chuckled Gomez.

"Yeah but it's their homes, I can understand their reluctance," said Willy.

"Oh bull crap, you were a teacher for too long. Those people are just a bunch of poor white trash and illegal immigrants living in a run down forty year old garden apartment complex. They don't bring any revenues into the township, most of them are on welfare or are illegals. We don't need their kind around here anyway," snorted Gomez as he continued chugging down the hall towards Trivial's office. Willy Joggles just stood speechless trying to take in the conversation that had just transpired.

Amy arose from her desk and stood naked while kissing Candy who was getting dressed. After Candy left the office, Amy locked the door behind her. She remained naked and sat in her large leather executive chair. As if in a trance, she stared out of one of the windows of her corner office. The female sex she had had stimulated her to the extent she wanted more. The sexual addiction and the power of her position as Deputy Township Attorney had her giddy while she felt sorry for all the people she saw on the sidewalks below walking to and from their noon meal.

Watching a group of men pass by she fantasized they were in her office at that exact moment, suddenly her phone rang and broke her euphoria. "Hi, I was just thinking of you. What can I do for you?" she smiled as the words left her mouth in a sexy teasing tone. After the quick conversation, Amy got dressed then went into the female employee's bathroom. There she straightened her clothes, applied new make-up and walked down the hallway to Trivial's office for a meeting. She put on a perky smile and showed a lot of leg from beneath the short skirt as she sat down in full view of the room full of men. After the meeting she complained to Trivial that she had not received payment for her Bar Association dues.

"Listen Amy you get over like a fat rat. You get paid 100 K and do almost nothing for it. You have sex anytime and with anyone you want right here on the job. I pay you well when you entertain at our parties. You can at least pay for your own professional association dues. If I were you, I'd be looking for another job, after this next election, we all will be gone. You see how fast jerky George left town when things started to get a little hot, why don't you follow his lead!" said Trivial. 

"George! That asshole, he would prance around and spout off how he was a good church leader, then go back to his office and cook the books, he had to leave before they caught on to him. His preaching about how holy and sanctimonious he is then turns around to bad mouth good people when they need a job reference. Now me on the other hand ....!" smiled Amy as she reached for Trivial's manhood, I give excellent references.

Later that day, a short distance from Town Hall, on the other side of Rt. 37, Desiree Lolinda had been playing the usual six-year-old children's games with her friends. When she decided to wander off towards the rear of the apartments in which she lived with her parents and older brother. Her playmates continued to play while Desiree had entered the high spring weeds in the undeveloped section of land that buffered the garden apartments from the Garden State Parkway. 

The weeds and trees were very thick along the strip of land that amounted to just under half of an acre. As if by magic, the little girl disappeared. Her friends finally noticed she was missing and got curious about where she could be. They started to proceed towards the heavy brush where she had last been seen. Just about the instant they were going to enter the five foot high marshy grass, the older sister of one of Desiree's playmate's happen to be exiting the rear door of one of the rental units and called the children back towards the building where she stood. After they told the twelve-year-old about Desiree, the older girl sounded the alarm to her mother and it soon spread to several tenants .

The buildings emptied rapidly of adults and older children who immediately took to the task of searching the grounds. As they fanned out in small groups their fears were on the rise in the retreating sunlight of that late afternoon. Eventually the police arrived and joined in the search. An immediate concern was the long abandoned swimming pool area.

Had she fallen in the large empty hole with its torn canvas lid? Several people actually climbed down the rusted ladders into the pool. Over the years the bottom had cracked and vegetation had taken over the inside to the extent the pool looked like a giant potted plant. Many people thought the area might just as well be filled in to make a parking lot for the new mall, it certainly was useless as a swimming pool. No one was mentioning anything about land development issues at this time, instead they wore very stern and worried faces as time drifted away.

The dark of the late spring night came down like a shade being drawn and the sun quickly set with no trace of Desiree. The neighbors hugged, cried and shared stories of conjecture and concern for several hours before they begrudgingly began retreating into their dismal apartments, with plans on keeping their children very close that night. Several months passed and eventually the parents of Desiree decided it was too painful to remain living in the Parkway View Apartments and moved away.
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"What do you have here?" asked Kingston.

"Well Chief, you know we got this group of homeless people living behind the Parkway View apartments. Well it looks like they all got drunk as usual after cashing their monthly welfare checks and just as usual, a fight broke out. The woman over in the first ambulance got punched in the face by the guy over there in cuffs. Two other guys tried to stop him from beating on her and they got banged up pretty bad. They are being treated in the other EMS bus before they go on their way over to Washington  Hospital for free food and a badly needed shower.

Kingston walked towards the scruffy little man. "You gonna beat me Chief?"

"Listen Izzy, I've known you for what, about five years now. We never had any trouble with you before, actually you've helped me out, like when you saw the two bank robbers."

"Yeah, all your fucking cops could not catch them two guys cause they took off on bicycles, but Izzy found them for you!"

"Yes you did, and I always made sure you got your government checks on time. I got you and your friends food and fresh clothes. I took care of you right?" 

"Yes, Chief," said the hand-cuffed man attempting to snap a military salute to Kingston. 

"So, what's happened?"

"Ah that old bitch kept on bugging me, told me I should share more of my extra stash with them two lazy bastards. You know me Chief, I'm a good guy and I got good work ethics! I don't hurt nobody, I always try to do some work for my money, not like those creeps." 

"Yes, I know Izzy, I've seen you doing odd jobs around town. So, was this your saved up money or did you get some work money ?"

"I ain't tellin' no one but you Chief, everyone around here has big ears, way too big ears!" Turning to the two patrol officers on his right, the Chief spoke softly.

"Why don't you officers start questioning all these apartment dwellers, see if anyone saw anything. I'm going to have a little private talk with my friend Izzy here!" Grabbing the man's arm, Chief Kingston walked Izzy about fifty yards across the adjacent parking lot. "OK, Izzy, it's just you and me now, no one can hear us out in the open and we can see anyone around us. What do you have to say?"

"A while back this guy dropped some money and I've been saving it for when I really needed it. So I bought some extra wine today and all those creeps who don't do any work tried to take it from me. That's how it all started!"

"Whoa, back it up a few reels! What guy dropped money? Start from the beginning!"

"Well, a few months ago, I was in a bad way, could not stop going to the bathroom. I think I got some bad stuff from the garbage cans at the Japanese restaurant, ya know what I mean?"

"Yeah, I hate when that happens!" chuckled Kingston.

"So anyway, the crew all took off to go to the traveling circus that set up over in Huddy Park."

"Yeah, the annual summer fair, what of it?"

"Well, they all go to see what they can grab from the food vendors and the tourists.  I'm sick and back here all alone. I'm just laying over in the high grass on my blanket waiting to go potty again. Peering through the marsh grass I see this little girl playing with her friends over there. Ah, she was so cute, reminded me of my own little girl, although I suspect she's a big girl by now. Anyway, she is playing kids’ stuff, ya know running around, yelling and laughing and such when then she starts coming towards our area here."

"Did you touch her Izzy?" queried Kingston with a fire in his eyes.

"Chief, I resent that remark! I love kids, I'm a good guy Chief! I used to have a good job with the bank, until those bastards sold out to another bank and they fired all of us. I was a good citizen, I voted and everything. I would not harm any children!"

"OK, Izzy," said Kingston more calmly, "Finish your story."

"So, I spot this big fat creepy guy in jeans, he's kneeling in the grass about a hundred feet from me. So I'm watching the little girl and the guy, see, then all of a sudden the guy stands up and runs over and grabs the cute little girl. I would have fought him Chief you know, but my stomach hurt so much I could not stand too well. I tried to get up but just doubled over and had to sit back down.  I was about to yell but I knew I was helpless if he should come after me. I felt so bad for the kid. I had nightmares for weeks after that day." Tears were forming in Izzy's eyes. Kingston patted him about the shoulder realizing this broken man was still a caring human being deep inside, more so than a lot of people he dealt with every day.

"I watched and he put his hand over her mouth, picked her up off the ground and ran through the woods over to this old parking lot where we are standing. Then I heard a car door slam, tires screechin' and then I saw the brake lights go on as he drove around the corner of those buildings over there along the parkway. That's when I saw the money laying on the ground, three twenties and a ten! It must have fell out of his pants pocket when he was wrestling with the little girl and she was kicking him."

"You know the car type? Or the license plate number?"

"Naw too fast,  it was all white, but I did see the two letters!"

"And they were?" 

"MG," said Izzy.

"Son-of-a-bitch!" remarked the Chief, "a Municipal Government car!"

As Kingston turned to walk away from Izzy, "Hey Chief, want to take these cuffs off? I'll be good!"

"OK, Izzy." said Kingston taking a master key out to unlock the restraints. "Those two guys probably deserved it and I'll talk to them, but never hit a lady again."

"OK Chief, I promise, but trust me, she ain't no lady!" Kingston chuckled to himself as he walked towards his car.

By nightfall the traffic had settled to a sparse flow along Rt. 37 and by 11 PM most residents of the Parkway View apartments were in or ready to go to bed for the evening. On some occasions a few jerks could be heard yelling nearby, most of them drunk from their Thursday night celebration of cashing and then spending their meager paychecks on beer and cheap wine. No one even noticed the man in dark clothing creeping along the rear of one of the apartment buildings on that moonless night.

About 12:40 AM smoke could be detected curling upwards from the basement, but as the circuit feeding electricity to all the mandatory smoke alarms had been opened, no alarms sounded. Within ten minutes the building was totally engulfed and the night sky danced with the light from the wind driven flames. The first on the scene was a local police patrol car. The officer tried to rescue anyone he could but the blaze had blocked all his attempts and he watched the inferno helplessly as the fire trucks from Fire Company #1 started to roll up. Trucks from Fire Co #2 and Unpleasant Plains were fast approaching the scene.

The Fire Chief declared the building as lost. The final body count was more than three dozen men, women and children. "What do you have?" asked Chief Kingston.

"Prelim says arson. Someone wanted this baby to go fast, very fast. Don't know what yet, but it had to be some modern chemical, even gasoline would not go that fast," explained Deputy Fire Chief Creed.

"Give the first copy of the report to me when it's finished," ordered Kingston as he turned to question the first police officer on the scene. He stopped walking about halfway to where the officer sat. The Chief saw the young cop was being treated by EMS for burns to his face, hands and arms. Kingston thought it best to wait a while to get the officer's report. A voice came from over Kingston's shoulder.

"Chief, what are you doing here?"

"Wetter, why are you here?" said the Chief turning to his right.

"I had bad heartburn, probably from that pepperoni pizza I had for supper. As you know, I live just up the street. When I heard the call on my scanner, I threw on some jeans and came down. What a freakin' mess, poor people never knew what hit them."

"Oh some of them knew, some died a terrible death and I want the bastard that did it," said Kingston angrily. "I was doing some paperwork and I heard the call, as it was Parkway View, I got suspicious."

"How's that Chief?"

"I kept it quiet but my buddy Izzy saw someone using a white township car when that girl Desiree was snatched and a witness who called this fire into dispatch had said they saw a white car with a logo on the driver's door, speeding away just before this fire stared."

"You guess it's the same guy?" asked the Sergeant.

"Yep! I think I need to do some snooping around Town Hall!"

After three weeks of digging, Kingston had another clue, Gel-lite. "That son-of-a-bitch!" yelled Kingston. 

"What, you got something?" asked Wetter as he entered Kingston's office.

"The fire report said they found traces of a gelled fire accelerant. I asked them about the containers of Gel-lite I had found in an old purchase order tied back to Gomez. This note I just got confirms it, same type stuff!"

"You mean this scumbag not only set the fire that killed those people, but he bought the stuff for the fire using a Township purchase order?" 

"Oh, yes, Jonathan Gomez is as cheap as they come. Got more money than God, but uses other people's money anytime and anyway he can."

"So we can tie it to him?"

"Unfortunately no, as the Township Civil Engineer he has to review and approve all of the construction or hazardous materials the township buys. For instance, over at the Golf Course they have areas of brush that needs to be cleared out every so often. They run into poison ivy and stuff so they don't want grounds men going into the weeds. They have herbicides sprayed but then it still is dangerous to remove, so they use the Gel-lite stuff to do a quick and even burn off of the remaining brush. The fire is so hot it evaporates any of the oils of the plant still left after the herbicide does its thing. They usually have a off-duty fireman standing by just in case it gets out of control," explained Kingston.

"So, it is logical for the Township to have the Gel-lite stuff," said Wetter.

"Yes, at least eight people have access to the chemical so, no smoking gun can be put into Gomez's hands!" lamented Chief Kingston.

"It would appear that he is involved with the missing kids and setting the fires but we could never get an indictment on so little, we'll have to keep investigating him. I especially don't want to tip my hand before we can trace the missing kids."

"Ya know Chief, it seems like we have a lot of missing children around this area!"

"Well with scumbags like Gomez, it's not that surprising, but we are actually below the national averages," commented the Chief. "According to the FBI there are about three thousand children reported missing every day in the U.S. !"

"Get the hell outta here, three thou every day?" remarked Wetter.

"About a third of that is parental abductions, then there are throw-away kids, runaways and so on, no one knows for sure. Hell by the time the damn statistics come out they are more than a year or two old."

"So what do you think Gomez did with the kids?"

"I don't have a clue at this point, but knowing that greedy bastard, he probably sold them!" grimaced Kingston.

"You know what Chief, I think you should give a seminar to the community on how to protect their kids!"

"You may have something there, Wetter. In fact I'm going to look into it. We get so busy with the chase, so to speak, we forget about prevention. And, because it was your great idea, I'm going to let you help me with the project!" smiled Kingston.

"Normally, I would make a face and groan right about now, but I'm with you all the way on this one. We got enough to worry about our children with buying them an education, clothes and of course a car, the last thing we need to worry about is some pervert or twisted moron stealing them from us," said the Sergeant.

"The loss of a child is something every parent dreads more than their own death. Although you would not know that to be the case with the attitudes of some citizens we deal with week in and week out, and how they put their children at risk on a regular basis. If your child should lose his or her life though an unfortunate accident or disease, it is a horrible feeling that can haunt one for many years.

Yet, there is some sort of end or finality, you can understand the reason even if you cannot grasp why it was your child. There is something much worse, a pain more greater than you can imagine, a missing child. Not knowing the location or condition of your children has been known to be a major factor in divorce, domestic violence and increased drug and alcohol abuse." Chief Kingston paused and took a sip of  ice water.

"I am here today speaking to the parents and teachers of the youth of Toms River Township because there is a plague upon our village. It is a problem with many sources. Some will blame TV, movies and music, while others curse the drugs, alcohol and the Internet. I do not know where it all comes from, I only know what it does to children and families."

"Pedophiles, sociopaths, narcissists, they all fall into the same category that causes a bubbling kettle of grief and death across this country. If we knew where they hung out, I'd personally go and shoot them down. But I can't and you cannot, so you need to protect your children, at all times, everyday, not just when it's convenient.

As this township has grown to its current position of over-population and traffic gridlock, the bad guys have come to town to prey on the weak, as they say, when you go hunting for deer, you go where the deer are at. This is not some peaceful Montana village, we are one of the top ten largest municipalities in the most densely populated state in the Union. Believe me, the bad guys are out there, this is no longer a quiet little bedroom community with a beach.

New Jersey has had organized crime and gangs for years and now they are expanding. You must teach your children that it is not just some bothersome insistence of an over-protective parent, but a reality that they, unfortunately, need to deal with in their young lives.

Sergeant Wetter has been handing out a list of suggested items for you to try in order to protect your kids. Yes, they are just common sense, but that is what we as adults too often lack or forget to remember. Protect your children, you only get one chance! Thank You!"

The Chief made his way off the high school auditorium stage and shook many hands as he continued on his way to the exit doors to the rear of the large room while being surrounded by a thunderous standing ovation.

Later that evening on the western side of the highway bridge that split the bay, two men argued in the shadows of the moon. "I thought you said we'd be ready by the twenty- first?"

"Hey I'm doing what I can, we only have a dozen more families to go!" 

There was a pause in the conversation as the men just stared out across the body of water. The three quarter moon's light reflected across the choppy bay like so many bits of quicksilver. The breeze was picking up on the warm summer evening and the waves were getting larger across Barnegat Bay. The closest buoy could be heard clanging its bell as the waves pushed it to and fro.

"Look, you're never involved with any of the dirty work, still you get your share," said Borkowski.

"Hey I don't care about where those people end up, but killing them! I didn't sign on for this shit! And taking care of those two little brats has become an exhausting full time job!"

"Listen Gomez, you're into this up to your neck, like it or not!"

"Yeah I know, bad enough I turned a blind eye when you took the kids, I'll surely rot in hell for being a part of killing people," muttered Gomez.

"Yeah, well, you were always going there anyway!" smirked Borkowski.

With a pasty white face Gomez, turned towards the sandy parking lot, walked the thirty yards into the darkness and entered his car. Moments later Borkowski watched as the vehicle's taillights disappeared over a hill towards Rt. 37. He remained along the bay for several hours waiting for time to pass, wondering if the money was worth it all. Should he take out Gomez and walk away? Finally he drove away from the bay towards the Parkway View Apartments.

About three in the morning the building shook, exploded and became engulfed in a giant fire ball. Parkway View apartments lost a second building and the last tenants that were stopping the progress of the new super strip mall. With the correct palms greased at the state and county government level, the investigation was concluded swiftly. Gas leak was the official ruling. Chief Kingston protested but was overruled.

"Something stinks real bad!"

"Yeah Chief and it ain't no gas leak you smell!" chortled Wetter.

The next morning Kelly's cell phone rang. "Hey, Chief, what's happening?"

"Need your sleuthing and computer abilities."

Kelly was about to use one of his typical wise cracks, but sensed that his longtime friend was in no mood. "What do you need me to do?" asked Kelly.

"I'm e-mailing you a list of businesses, I need you hack into their computers and see if you can find any links to the new mall project, large sums of cash or Jonathan Gomez." Kelley just whistled out loud as he hung up the phone. Two days later, Kelly had done what he could. There were no traces other than what was in public records, like what company got what contract.

"Nothing, huh?"

"Sorry about that," said Kelly. "Most of those on the list are small to medium businesses, which commonly because of cost, do not have very sophisticated security on their files and emails. Most of it was just normal everyday business information, although I can tell you who is having an affair with whose wife. Idiots just don't realize what they are leaving on their computers. Although I did find one thing rather interesting!"

"What's that?"

"I put everything on the town hall computer networks, I mean ordinances, agendas, meeting minutes and all of the Planning and Zoning Board records, the whole enchilada. I did some tracing through all such records looking for anything using those business names you gave me and from what I can see, there is no way most of them should have gotten any contracts."

"You mean the fix was in?"

"In hell, it's damn blatant. My background is operations management and application design and programming. I'm no computer auditor or forensics expert, but after thirty years in the biz, even I can see the patterns," said Kelly.

"Enlighten me!" ordered Kingston. "Cost you lunch my man!"

"OK, Olive Branch at 2 pm!" said Kingston.

The two friends made small talk as they waited for their Italian food to arrive. "So Mr. Kelly what did you find out?" 

"Remember Misty?"

"No!" said Kingston.

"Sure you do! Remember about a month after Mayor Twit got elected, he moved several employees around just so he could give his trusted advisor JJ Mattel an office in Town Hall. Then he hired JJ's old girlfriend to work in the Engineering Department?"

"I try and stay away from Town Hall as much as possible," laughed Kingston. "I really don't remember her! 

"Yeah you do, she wore those extra short skirts and when she leaned forward you could tell what color thong undies she had on and when she shaved last. Come on, you knew who she was!" insisted Kelly. "Her boobs used to hang halfway out of her too small blouse and when the AC was on full blast in the summer you could see her nipples ..."

"Oh yeah, the one who got killed in the auto accident out in Pennsy," said Kingston, "What about her?"

"Well, she use to do all the bid reviews, lord knows why, she was a total idiot. It would appear that three of the companies, were not the real low bidder but got the contracts they bid on. They disqualified the other bids for some real bullshit reasons and I can see where the bids were altered. To the naked eye all the paperwork looks fine, but in the computer I can enlarge the scanned documents to the point where I can see physical changes were made to the original paperwork," explained Kelly.

"I don't think I follow you," winced Kingston.

"Alright, they try to get bids delivered to Town Hall via email, you know electronic documents, but it is not mandatory in order to be fair to a small local business that does not have a way of preparing their bid on a computer. So paper documents still come in for various bids. To make everything equal at the bid openings, any document that came in via email is printed out and put in with the other paper bids.

Problem is, paper bids are kept sealed until the bid opening meeting, with the electronic, anyone with access can open the electronic document and know what the amount of the bid is before the meeting. See Chief, they make sure that all their buddies submit electronically, so they know where their friends stand long before bid opening day. My theory is, someone looked at the electronic bids from any friends of Gomez, then went and opened the sealed paper bids and changed some pertinent info in order to disqualify them."

"It's getting clearer, but ...," said Chief Kingston.

"OK, look. Say I open your e-mail and see you sent in a bid for ten thousand dollars and then I go and look at the sealed paper bids. I find someone bid only nine thousand five hundred and would be lower than your bid. So, I take his package apart and pull out say, the sheet with the names of his insurance company or bonding agency. I take some white correction fluid and remove the names, make a copy on one of the Town's top of the line copy machines and you can't tell the difference between the original and the copy.

I put the copy with no names on the form, back into the low bidder's paperwork and reseal the package. He gets recorded as low bid the day of the bid opening meeting, but the township rejects him for having improper documents. Then, you, the next lower bidder get the contract. Nothing is detectable and the real low bidder swears he put the correct forms in the bid package, but it does not matter. They hold up the sheet with no names on it and it's officially rejected. As they become township property, the poor schnook can't examine his original document package and protest. Everything gets scanned onto the network and filed electronically. The original paperwork gets destroyed and thus the evidence of tapering disappears. That's how Gomez, JJ and Trivial are rigging the contracts for their friends."

"Thanks Skip, you really helped me."

"So how come I feel like some terrorist combing through all the township records, "laughed Skip.

"No we've had them and you ain't one."

"What are you talking about, we have never had any terrorists in Toms River!"

"Actually we did have an incident but I can't mention it here."

"Oh you ain't getting away with it so easy, we'll go sit in your police car and you can tell me all about it!" said Kelly getting up from the table.

"Alright but you must keep quiet about it. It happened several years before 9-11. Old Barney was the Chief back then and got a tip from the FBI that there was a person of interest in our area. They we not certain but believed he was from Iraq and was part of one of those sleeper cells living in New York. Apparently the word came down and he and several friends moved to Toms River and Seaside. Having been in the country for almost seven or eight years they had acclimated to our slang and daily routines."

"Why the hell down here?" asked Kelly.

"For whatever reason they wanted to make a statement about how badly the U.S. was sticking its nose into Arab business, most likely making oil deals. Anyway this young guy who had a terribly hard life got trained in how to become an operative. Long story short there was no proof just a suspicion and we felt we had to get someone close to him. They knew where he hung out, a bar not far from the bridge to the ocean," explained Kingston. "So we asked around if anyone was willing to take on a very dangerous undercover mission."

"The FBI or Homeland security didn't send someone?" asked Kelly.

"You're kidding right? Homeland is just a giant bullshit conglomeration of the different agencies which just sucks giant gulps of money and does almost nothing, about as efficient as a boat with a giant hole in the fucking middle of the bottom. No, we needed one of our guys. There was a Captain Chuck McMurphy, he was always the joke of the police force. Back before Chief Barney there was a few despicable old timers that still believed in beating confessions out of suspects and planting evidence. Well one of them was McMuprhy's boss when he was only a patrolman. This Chief used to send McMurphy out to patrol the beach even in the winter time. What was happening was the Chief was doing McMuprhy's wife. Later on when that Chief was fired for a list of reasons, it all came out. Ever since for all the years McMurphy was a cop that cloud followed him around like a shadow. Nobody would say anything but everyone snickered." 

"Why didn't he just quit or transfer?" asked Kelly.

"He wouldn't give them the satisfaction. I got to know him a bit when he was my boss for awhile, he could be mean but was a really good cop. Anyway, he was getting near the end of his career and he volunteered to go undercover. Chief Barney thought it had to be a real good cover story so after weeks of planning and discussions they decided they would let some phony story out that McMurphy was caught red handed taking bribes. It worked, he was totally ostracized on the force and in the township. He took it like a man, started to hang out at the bar where the terrorist guy was often seen. It paid off, finally McMurphy was approached."

"What did they want him to do?" asked Kelly.

"They needed township drawings of the bay bridge and a layout of all the cameras we have along the roadways, boardwalk and under the boardwalk."

"I remember when I had to replace all of them, that saltwater destroys them after a few seasons. I remember thinking if you guys had them back when I was a teenager I'd be really embarrassed," laughed Kelly.

"Hey that's our entertainment package for the dispatchers, summertime viewing under the boardwalk. After the teenagers walk the boards they usually end up underneath it and that's when the show time begins."

"You guys don't go break it up?" asked Kelly.

"We are usually too busy with bar fights, domestics and dope deals, if it looks consensual they take their time dispatching a patrol car, any sign of rape and we go in like gangbusters full out code three, we don’t tolerate that shit. If they are experimenting, hey we all were their age at one time," chuckled Kingston.

"So did he give them the plans?"

"There was quite an argument regarding that, eventually the Chief won saying if the bad guys already had the plans and this was a test then McMurphy was a dead man. So they gave them the real deal, although an older copy not showing some of the enhancements that had been made recently."

"So what was going through your minds at the time?" asked Kelly.

"Oh we thought for certain they were going to try and blow the bay bridge up when summertime tourists we sitting in heavy bumper to bumper traffic," said Kingston.

"Hey Chief," said Wetter over the radio."

"What's up?"

"Robbery in progress over by Indian Head Road!"

"I'm on my way!" said Kingston. "Sorry, we'll pick this up later."

"Keep your head down," said Kelly exiting the police car.
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