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A Path to Riches

	 

	Harry Burton’s corpse was found behind a gas station in Manchester. It looked like a mugging, save for the fact Burton had more than ten thousand in cash on him. There was also a winning lottery ticket he’d just purchased at the gas station worth another five thousand.

	He was brutally beaten, and his ribs, arms, legs, and pelvis were all broken. He had a punctured lung, a ruptured spleen, and a lacerated liver. The security camera was malfunctioning, and all that was recorded was static. Police were canvassing and questioning and still had no suspects.

	Among Burton’s possessions were a new Rolex watch, a golden pendant, and two silver rings. All were brand new, purchased in the previous week. The only old item of note was the money clip that held his substantial cash supply. It was sterling silver and nearly one hundred years old, engraved with the initials P.F. Obviously not originally Burton’s.

	Burton’s mother Diane, a sixty-five-year-old woman on disability after years of working as a nurse, was the sole recipient of her son’s possessions. He had no will and no wife or children. In Mrs. Burton’s words, her son was a bit of a drifter, fell in with some unsavory types when he was in his teens and had never fallen out. She had no idea where he got the sudden windfall before his death, but he had been generous.

	Burton had bought his mother a new washer and dryer, and a new microwave. He promised he’d get her a new house, too, but he died before that promise came to fruition.

	Two months after her son died, James Moran received a call from Diane Burton. She had been referred to him by another antiques dealer Moran had known for some years as a casual business acquaintance.

	“It’s a silver money clip,” Mrs. Burton told him over the phone.

	“Do you know the age or provenance?” James asked her.

	It was a Tuesday morning, just after nine o’clock. Mrs. Burton was an early bird when it came to business, and the shop had only been open for five minutes when James got the call.

	“Provenance?” Mrs. Burton asked.

	“Where it came from. Anything about its history,” Moran said.

	“Oh. I’m sorry, no. My son was not much into antiques, I’m afraid. Oldest thing he owned was his car. It was an eighty-nine Lumina.”

	“I see.” James was unsure of why the woman had been referred to him. An antique money clip could have been worth money, but it hardly sounded rare or interesting.

	“The other dealer here in Manchester, Mr. McHenry, said you’d know more about it. Said it was your area of expertise?”

	“My area of expertise,” James repeated.

	David McHenry had met James Moran maybe three times in person, though they had corresponded more than that. They had run across one another many years prior as a continuation of business between McHenry and James’ father. He seemed to know what Moran and Moran specialized in but never specifically mentioned it, and James had not taken it upon himself to ask. It was not the sort of thing he brought up unbidden.

	“It has initials engraved in it,” Mrs. Burton continued, “and it’s very cold to the touch.”

	James nodded but nothing in response to her information.

	“Can you come to the shop so that I can perhaps appraise it for you?” he asked.

	“Oh, my. I’m afraid I don’t leave the house that often, Mr. Moran. My arthritis makes it hard. Especially when I have a flareup.”

	“Not to worry; I’m due for a trip up your way. I could stop by while I’m in town if that’s okay with you.”

	“I don’t want to put you out—”

	“Nonsense,” James said. “I’ll be there tomorrow if we can work out a time to meet.”

	Mrs. Burton agreed that James could visit in the early afternoon. He had no plans to visit Manchester, of course, but he would make the journey for the sake of seeing her money clip, which sounded very much like a haunted item. He just hoped it would stay docile until he arrived.

	 

	***

	 

	Mrs. Burton lived in a tiny bungalow with blue siding and a garden full of tulips and roses. There were some cracks in the stonework on the porch, and the windows needed a good washing, but the property was otherwise in good repair. It was quaint in the way that many town houses are quaint. In another life, if James had gotten married and had a family, maybe he would have lived in such a house.

	The old woman was not what James had expected based on their conversation. She sounded tired on the phone, and he had pictured a pleasant old grandmother. Instead, she was an inch taller than James, with sharp features, and a commanding presence. He imagined she would have held the attention of her patients well as a nurse.

	She invited James to the living room and offered him coffee or tea. The money clip was wrapped in an old hand towel, which she unwrapped but didn’t touch.

	“Tell me about your son.” James sipped his tea and looked at the clip.

	“Harold was a good boy at heart. He was never cruel. But he liked to find the easy path, if you follow me,” she explained softly.

	She showed James a photo of a young man in a striped shirt and jeans that looked like it was at least twenty years old.

	“He’d made a lot of bad choices. I blamed myself for a lot of that. I was working so much, sixteen-hour days sometimes after his father died. I wanted to keep a roof over our heads and make sure he had what he needed, but I think I failed him by not being there enough.”

	“It can be hard to balance such things,” James agreed.

	“He’d been drifting a lot the past few years. I wouldn’t hear from him for months, then he’d come back home out of the blue now and then. But a week before he passed, he came home with new appliances and all this money, promising all these wonderful things he’d do… and then this.”

	“You think perhaps his lifestyle contributed to what happened?” James tried to sound diplomatic. Harry Benton was a lazy criminal, in his mother’s words. A sudden windfall was suspicious. A sudden death even more so. No one beats a man to death and leaves huge sums of money on them unless the death is personal. Most would assume a criminal association, but the money clip on the table offered a darker possibility.

	“I’m not stupid, Mr. Moran,” Mrs. Burton said. “I know my boy was up to no good. If he didn’t steal that money or get it through some shady dealings, then I’m a ferret. But he didn’t deserve to die for it.”

	“No, of course not,” Moran agreed, and he meant it. He was not forgiving of criminals, but in his mind, the punishment should have fit the crime. In any event, he didn’t think Mr. Burton’s death was meted out from a sense of justice.

	“So, this money clip—you’d never seen it?” Moran shifted gears.

	“No. Only the last time I saw Harold. He gave me a thousand dollars in cash. Peeled it right out of the clip, and I could tell he was luxuriating in it. The ability to show off like that for his mother. He was such a ham, you know,” she explained.

	“He must have felt very proud, being able to give something back to you.”

	“Are you kidding? He was smiling like the cat who ate the canary, so full of himself. God, he was finally a big shot. I knew something was fishy, but I didn’t say anything. I just told him to make sure he was being smart and careful, and he said he wasn’t doing anything wrong. It wasn’t like the other times. He promised he was on the straight and narrow. I think I believed him.”

	James looked at the money clip. It was old, but there was no tarnish on the silver like it had been recently polished. The clip was very simple, but the monogrammed clasp with the initials was a little more ornate, with filigree work around the lettering.

	“No idea who P.F. might have been?” he asked.

	“No,” she said. “I never noticed it when Harold had it. Only after the police brought it to me.”

	James set down his teacup. The money clip was probably worth around three hundred dollars based on the size. It was not a particularly remarkable piece. He never would have looked at it if it was just a normal
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