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Chapter 1

Eighteen years old. Only eighteen years old.
You’re just beginning to really get a feel for the world around
you, how it works, what it can give and how much it can take. It
grabs you, sucks you in, and you’re off to the races. Life’s got
you by the short hairs with no way out. But, and it’s a huge but,
you’re hanging on for dear life and loving the ride for all it’s
worth. Then someone turns on the fan and life gets the upper
hand.

 


“Harry, it’s me. I need your
help.”

“Tom, I already left.”

 


Maybe I should jump back a few steps and let
you in on what’s going on here. My name is Harry because I’m told
an aunt promised to lay some bread on me if my mom named me Harold.
I don’t believe it one little bit because I didn’t see a single
dime, and to my knowledge, neither did my moms.

Oh yeah, it’s Harry, or should I say Harold
Mickey Shorts, which wasn’t my given name when I was ushered into
this wonderful world of ours. My original name didn’t cut it in my
eyes, and the Mick, Mister Mantle, is my all-time favorite
ballplayer. Plus, my original last name was way too long. I believe
wearing tee shirts and shorts is how God intended us to dress, so
that’s how I came up with my new and improved name, ‘Shorts’, which
just happens to be a great conversation topic for the ladies.

By trade, I guess you would call me a private
investigator. But I’m not your ordinary run-of-the-mill, every day
private dick. Kismet Incorporated is what my card would say if I
had one. I owe what I am today to Tom, the guy who called me. He
taught me the business for no reason whatsoever, never asked for
squat in return. Squared my shoulders, showed me where my balls
were, and taught me how to use them. When I had learned enough to
be dangerous, he kicked me in the ass and sent me packing. That’s
why I’m headed to Central Pennsylvania to do whatever it takes to
help Tom, my friend.

And so the story begins…


Chapter 2

“The kid could screw up a wet dream, I
swear he could,” was how Tom had endearingly described his son to
me on more than one occasion. Tom Naughton that is, and his son
Cam, short for Cameron. Six years ago, when he was twelve, I spent
some time around Cam. He was a handful back then and he only got
worse as he got older, and stupider. Cam’s mom died when he was
five. Tom gives it all he has, but his very best wouldn’t begin to
be close to enough with that kid. Cam doesn’t run with the wrong
crowd, they run with him.

And run they damn well do. Tom wasn’t around
near enough for a two-parent try at Cam and his posse, never mind
going it alone. Two-day absences without even a phone call were
common practice for Cam. When he’d show up again, Tom would just
take him back in and love him even more.

School was ancient history for Cam. The local
Police Chief and Tom spoke regularly, for all the wrong reasons.
There were several close calls, but somehow Cam had managed to keep
his ass out of jail so far. Unless I’m mistaken, Tom may have had a
lot to do with it.

* * *

“He’s never been gone four days,” were
the words that greeted me when I got to Tom’s house. No ‘How the
hell are ya,’ or ‘How they hanging.’ Just those six words and the
sad eyes Tom gets—like his puppy dog just died. I knew we had a
problem.

“Mind if I come in for a minute?” I
asked.

“Oh man, I’m sorry, Harry. Drag your
bones in here and cop a squat. I’ll get us a few cool ones. Give me
a sec.”

“Take your time old man.”

He hates it when I call him that. Loves it,
too. No better human being on the face of this earth as far as I’m
concerned. I don’t have to let him know that’s how I feel—we’ve
been there, done that together.

“Harry, it’s real good to see ya
again,” Tom said as he came back into the living room.

It wasn’t much of a house to speak of, but
Tom never needed much. I got the feeling Cam was getting in the way
of Tom’s work more and more every day. Probably more when he wasn’t
around than when he was.

“Yeah, yeah. Gimme a rock, will
ya?”

Tom still loves his Rolling Rock, even
chooses it on somebody else’s nickel. Me, I love my Magic Hat. Just
to be sociable, I’ll suck down some Rocks to keep him company.

“What’s the deal?” I asked.

“Cam’s been gone four days with no word
at all. I got this case that’s a bitch, getting pretty heavy. Maybe
I got threatened, maybe I didn’t. Depends on how you see
it.”

“Hey, Tom, it’s me, Harry. Cut the crap
and spill it, okay.”

“I got a call last week suggesting a
vacation might be in order. Didn’t recognize the voice; it traced
back to a phone over at the Silver Spring shopping
center.”

“What exactly did the voice say?” I
asked.

Tom took a long pull on his beer before
speaking again. “The caller told me to go away for a while and find
another case to work on when I got back. Said my kid’s more
important than that place. Something along those lines, I
think.”

“Hum,” is what came out. When my brain
can’t come up with anything better to say, that’s usually what
comes out. Had to cogitate on this one for a few
minutes.

“What’s the case and how’s Cam
connected?” I finally asked.

“Cam has nothing to do with it. You
know I never involve my kid in my work, never did and never will.
Ever. It’s a rule I live by and nobody is gonna make me change
it.”

“I know that, Tom. Forget I mentioned
it. Now, how about the case?”

Tom sat back and thought for a few minutes.
When he gets into that ‘thought process’ stage, you let him go
until he comes out of it and is ready to talk.

“The reason I called you, other than I
wouldn’t trust anyone other than you with my work, is the case
involves a local insurance company. It’s kinda complicated. I’ll
get some more refreshments and we can get down to
talking.”

“I’ll hit the head.” It was gonna be a
long night if I had this story pegged right.


Chapter 3

A little history lesson might be in order
right about now. Tom found me when I was lost and confused. I had
hacked around the East Coast a bit, doing a lot of nothing, none of
it good. He was straight with me and me with him. Went something
like this…

“Want a job?”

“Yeah.”

From the very start, I broke his balls every
chance I could and he gave me every crap job that came along. Like
in the Karate Kid, I didn’t know I was learning anything at all,
never mind how to be a private dick. Learn I did, though. He even
let me do some investigating on my own. I knew he was watching me,
he knew I knew, and I knew he knew I knew. Get that? Now you know,
too.

The moral to the story, if there is one, is
he pushed my ass so hard I became something in spite of myself. I
succeeded and he was, and is, as proud of me as he is of his own
kid. I went on my merry way and didn’t even say thanks. Didn’t have
to, Tom knew. I’ll never figure out how, but Tom always knows.

Enough already. If it’s okay with you, let’s
find out what’s going on.


Chapter 4

We were now set for the evening. Tom’s old
beat-up hunting cooler was in the middle of the two of us, stocked
with Rocks on ice. Fresh one in hand, Tom proceeded.

“This guy had more money than God
him/herself (old habit we both seem to use—no sense in taking
chances) and couldn’t help making more in everything he did. Bought
a small insurance company about three or four years ago, proceeded
to grow it into a big one. Next he builds a building on Carlisle
Pike in Mechanicsburg just past the KFC on Route one fourteen,
heading toward Carlisle. Big company needs BTIE’s, so he dumps the
crew running the show and brings in a whole new management team to
make him millions.”

“Excuse me for interrupting, but what’s
a BTIE?” I asked.

“Big Time Insurance Executive was the
nickname the old company people made up for the new guys running
the circus they created,” Tom said.

“Oh,” was all I could muster, so I
didn’t say anything else.

“Gimme the dead one, grab another and
shut up and listen for once. Can you do that, Harry?”

“Sure, Tom, you got the
floor.”

“Anyway, Swindle puts this team in
place and tells them to go light the world on fire.”

“Sorry again, Tom, but who’s Swindle?”
I asked.

“That’s a good question, Harry. Swindle
is the nickname Cam hung on Mister Moneybags. His real name is
Windel, Ralph Windel. I hear he splits his time between New York
and California running his conglomerate from both coasts. He also
has a place in Martinique, wherever that is. One thing is for sure,
he’s no Mechanicsburg guy. He spent a few hours here a while back,
never came back again.”

“Cam have a reason for taggin’ him with
a name like that?” I asked.

“No, just Cam being Cam.”

“Okay, go on,” I said.

“Anyway, the company kept getting
bigger and the guys on top kept getting richer. I heard there was a
bundle being thrown around every Christmas, enough to set me and
you up for life. Don’t get me wrong, Windel was the real
winner.”

“So, where do you come in?”

“I’m getting to that, Harry. You never
could just sit still and shut your trap, could you?”

“Okay, it’s zipped,” I
promised.

“It seems last year didn’t meet with
Windel’s idea of continued progress. Company lost some money, how
much I’m not really sure. It pissed Swindle off big time. Rumor has
it the BTIE’s got shafted come bonus time and they didn’t take too
kindly to it. They only came to Mechanicsburg for one reason, to
make lots and lots of money. Plus, the President got his nuts in a
ringer since he owed the current owners a bundle to close the deal
on the Harrisburg Senators sale.”

“I didn’t hear about that, Tom. The
Senators are getting sold?”

“Yeah, right after the end of last
season. Very hush, hush. Probably seeing the likes of you in a
Bayport Schooner uniform convinced them they needed to get out of
the baseball business. Plus, they got top dollar from the New York
yahoos looking to play big shot baseball team owners.”

“Thought you said the president bought
the team?” I asked.

“He was the primary guy. Takes a lotta
green to buy a team, Harry. I heard through some guys that two
other MechInsCo senior guys went in with him as minority owners to
get him to the number they needed. Major payment was due last week,
I think. Collins, the prez, he didn’t have it, and he had to borrow
big time from some New York guys to keep the deal
alive.”

“Why didn’t he let it die?” I
inquired.

“Big man from New York, he shot his
mouth off in all the papers when the deal was struck. To save face,
he ponies up the nut like there was no problem. I hear tell the two
other guys are shitting bricks.”

“So, where does your case fit into this
circus?”

“The company went into a nose dive,
spiraled to the point where they were puking red ink. The State
Insurance Department is nosing around and the rating agencies are
looking at lowering their rating if it continues—whatever in Sam
hill that means. I was hired to find out what the hell happened and
who caused it. Only problem is, I don’t know who hired
me.”

“Tom, have you gone plain loony?
Where’s the brains behind that? What did you teach me—don’t ever
never work for a man behind a man. I took it to heart and always
know who is pointing the finger and paying the tab. Most important,
I know why.”

“You’re right, Harry, I plain screwed
up. Maybe I’m getting too old for this. I’m in deep though, and I
need to find Cam and figure out what’s going on. Can you help,
Harry?”

“You know better than to ask a question
like that. Let’s get something to eat and go from
there.”


Chapter 5

There’s no feeling like being behind the
wheel of a true driving machine, all out balls to the wall. I had
my Mustang Mach One at a hundred and ten, flying down the road
watching the scenery stand still. Gives a guy the opportunity to
think clearheaded when he has nothing to do but watch the bugs hit
the windshield for several hours. That’s what I was doing while I
was trying to figure out a game plan to get Tom out of his jam.

Here’s the way I see it. Just guessing mind
you, but I get paid to guess sometimes. As I often say, keep
wandering around bumping into shit. Sooner or later the shit is
gonna bump back, or you step in a pile so big you find a clue
buried down deep. Private dicks do that, they really do.

Now, where was I? Oh yeah, Tom’s problem. Why
did the company go into the dumper almost overnight with no
explanation? Somebody did something at MechInsCo and covered their
tracks pretty well so far. Time to renew my insurance career. And
that my friends was a classic Shorts QAS—Question, Answer,
Solution. Get used to them, they happen.

* * *

“Hey, Tom, how are ya, my man?” I said
into my cell phone.

“Harry, you left here an hour ago. Do
you think things could have changed that fast? You better get with
it, bud,” Tom said.

“Just thinking about what we discussed
and wanted to let you know I’m with ya man, until the bitter
end.”

“I know, Harry, I know. And
thanks.”

“I’ll call you in a day or two when I
get it together and I’m ready to head back down. Gotta set up a few
things in New York so I can be gone for as long as I need. Cam will
turn up any minute now and you can kick his ass. Then be sure and
hug him one for me, too. Stay tough.”


Chapter 6

“Morning big guy. How’s the world’s
greatest real estate mogul doing on this fine day?” I
said.

“Stick it, Harry. You staying for a
while, or just stopping by to make my life dog turd miserable? I’m
getting used to the peace and quiet around here without you making
my life miserable all the time.”

“My, my, aren’t we in a pleasant mood
this morning. A few more outbursts like that and I won’t consider
you my favorite ex-brother-in-law any longer. My psyche needs
stroking to survive in the dark channels I travel through. You’re
the rock that holds me up in times of need, the cove that shelters
me in the worst storm. You’re…”

“I’m the guy you owe the rent to,
asshole. That’s all you should be thinking about right now. And
don’t run that EBIL bullshit by me again today, or any time this
week for that matter. You only have one ex-brother-in-law and your
ex-wife is all over my ass because you missed Saturday with the
kids. Forget again, did we?”

“For your information, big Mel (oh how
he does hate when I call him that) I called the house and talked to
the kids on Friday. They were cool with moving it to next Saturday.
Ex-wifey pooh was out, which saved me a severe ass-chewing from her
royal bitchness. Now, say you’re sorry, and make nice, or I’ll pout
all day.”

“You can stick it,” Big Mel said
looking less than soundly told off.

“I accept your apology,” I said. “By
the way, what do you know about MechInsCo out of Mechanicsburg,
PA?”

“Mech what, from whereburg?” he
asked.

“MechInsCo. I think its short for
Mechanicsburg Insurance Company. It’s located in a little town in
Central Pennsylvania not too far from Hershey Park. Bought about
four years ago or so by a guy with lots of expendable cash named
Ralph Windel.”

“Windel of Windel-Woodburn
Enterprises?” he asked.

“Don’t know for sure. What do you know
about the guy?”

“If it’s him, he and Jock Woodburn were
venture capitalists who hooked up about eight years ago so they
would stop banging their heads together trying to grab the same
pieces of choice meat. They decided to beat the rest of the world
at the buy, build, rape, sell game. The SEC has been after their
butts since day one but can’t seem to nail them on anything. They
make money and crush people’s lives, plain and simple.”

“You cashing in on their success?” I
asked.

“The only people profiting from those
two scum buckets are those two scum buckets. By the time working
stiffs like me manage to get a sniff they have already completed
the strip and burn, or else they pop the IPO and only the
institutional insiders get in on the ground floor. Poor little guys
like me can only watch and admire their brilliance once
again.”

“A small favor almighty one; can you
check and see if they are the guys who are transforming MechInsCo
into a big player. And why?”

“You into something here?” he
asked.

“Maybe yes, maybe no. Maybe I dunno.
Let’s just say I’m returning a long overdue favor.”

“OK, I’ll check around a bit. Now, fork
over the rent”

“Death, taxes and big Mel’s rent. Where
did I go wrong? Oh yeah, how could I possibly forget about the
ex-wife,” I said in partial disgust.


Chapter 7

If you watched any of the Crocodile Dundee
flicks, you probably heard that cool Aussie guy talk about taking a
little ‘walk-about’. Translated into our language, it means you hit
the road and don’t come back for a long time. When my ass got
kicked out of baseball for being an A number one fuck-up beyond all
belief, I skipped out on my family and took a little walk-about
‘round the states. Turned out to be a long walk. The kids don’t
know any better and don’t care. Seems the ex-wife has a different
slant on the matter and she has a memory like an elephant.

It was in Arizona that I hooked up with an
insurance company, stayed just over a year. Insurance companies are
weird places, man. I’d bet the average Joe has no clue what goes on
inside an insurance company. An agent sells you a policy that you
may, or may not need, and you pay premiums for years. If you’re
unlucky enough to have a loss—God help you. Getting a claim paid at
all is tough enough—getting it taken care of quickly is a pipe
dream. It’s a game of gimme your dough and I’ll hang onto it as
long as I can to make investment bucks on your money. A shell game
that’s legal.

There’s a reason I’m wasting your time with
this drivel, in case you’re wondering. The reason is I’m guessing
I’m about to renew my friendship with the world of insurance, and
MechInsCo be the place. Strap in kiddos, you ain’t seen nothing
like the ride we are about to take. If I’m right, and we know I’m
almost always right on target some of the time, we are gonna find
some interesting things within the confines of MechInsCo’s walls.
When I turn on the fan, those execs in question had better be
wearing brown suits.


Chapter 8

“What’s up, Max?” I said to my favorite
son. The fact he is my only son doesn’t come into play here. “How
you doing, and how’s that sister of yours?” I continued.

“I’m good, Briande’s good, and if I may
make the assumption you just forgot to ask—mom’s good too. Where
are you?”

“Be careful little one. You know what
happens when you ASS-U-ME! And for your information, I’m here in
town. Got back last night. We still on for Saturday?”

“You bet your lazy-butt we are. Me and
Bri have it all planned out, from start to finish.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. How about
a little hint for your lazy-butt dad? Could be worth your while if
you come clean up front.”

“Nah, don’t think so. Spoils all the
fun watching you try to guess what we have planned and then trying
to weasel out of it. I think I’ll pass for now.”

Not your typical little wise-aleck kid’s
response, but he learned a bit too much from the master, I think.
Maybe I should have kept him in the dark as to the ways of devious
minded sneaks like me. Wait till he gets to be a full fledged
teenager. I’m in for a rough ride.

“OK squirt, see ya on Saturday. How’s
nine o’clock sound?”

“Nine’s fine. Can’t wait to see ya
again. Bye,” and he was off.

* * *

The kids get to choose what we do on our
once-a-month Saturday excursions. It gives me a chance to spend
some ‘quality time’ with them, whatever that is supposed to be.
There’s no definition for it I could ever find. For me it just
means I get to have fun with the kids I neglected for a real long
time—make it up to them in a small way. They get it, and appreciate
it, when I make the effort. Least a past dead-beat dad can do.

Question is—what am I in for this time?


Chapter 9

“Tom, it’s Harry. Anything
happening?”

“Harry, man, thanks for calling. I
don’t understand why he hasn’t called yet. Just like you said, I
put the word out on the street that I was off the case. Did it
yesterday morning with a couple guys I trust and I’ve gotten
feedback already. The man in front of the man gave me a ration for
backing out on the deal.”

“Did you run down the Reader's Digest
version of our plan to him?” I asked.

“Yeah, and he said he had to get the
okay from the big guy. Harry, I hope you got this pegged right,
cause if you don’t, we both could be in big trouble. I just wish
Cam would call already.”

“Tom, you know I can’t give you any
guarantees. If I was still a betting man I’d take the odds on this
one. Not a six to five favorite, but way short of a long shot, too.
Don’t worry, Cam will roll in the front door any minute, and just
like I told ya last time we discussed this, you can kick his ass
but good. And, like I said before, give him another of them big
hugs for me, too. Trust me, okay?”

“Harry, I don’t have much choice, do
I?”

“Well, Tom, I guess you don’t. Unless
some brainstorm invaded that thick head of yours overnight, we go
with what we discussed and agreed on. I’ll be heading down on
Sunday morning. Gotta do the kids thing on Saturday and get myself
together for a long stay-away. Remain cool kiddo, it’s gonna be
fine.”

* * *

All I have to do now is convince myself as
well. If anything happens to that kid Tom will never survive. Save
the kid, save the man. Boy, am I in a tough spot; but that’s why I
get the big bucks. Trouble is I ain’t getting paid for this gig,
and never would have taken the job if it wasn’t for the man that
straightened out my miserable life.

I feel bad for the assholes who are gonna be
sorry they ever messed with Tom and his friend for life.


Chapter 10

“You look particularly fetching this
morning my sweet little thing,” I said to Ms. Bunny Malone,
secretary make-believe and newly named assistant to big
Mel.

“Harry, I’m glad to see you again. We
miss your silly face when you go away. And I miss some other
things, too," she said blushing.

Ms. Malone’s skills as they relate to her
position in the working world are, to put it mildly, in question. I
don’t believe I have ever seen her type anything of any substance
and her filing skills could be matched by a drunken one-armed
chimpanzee. Transposing numbers, if she remembers to give you a
phone message at all, is commonplace, with absolutely no chance of
the name having anything to do with the person who called. I can
hear you asking. ‘What in the world is she doing there?’

At the very moment you were thinking that
very thought, Big Mel got off the phone and yelled over to Bunny to
get him some folders and paper clips.

I present Exhibit One for the defense of her
employment, your honor—Ms. Bunny Malone bending over to get the
folders and paper clips from the bottom drawer of the filing
cabinet. If your honor will notice, the filing cabinet is
strategically placed equidistant between Big Mel and myself for our
perfect viewing pleasure. Exhibit Two, your honor, is a close up of
Ms. Malone’s long shapely legs leading to a fine looking ass, if I
do say so myself. Speaking as an expert witness for the defense,
one who has personal and rather intimate knowledge of
aforementioned personal attributes, it is no optical illusion, but
the real deal.

Your honor, need we go on? I thought not. The
defense rests, but not for long if lead counsel has his way.

“Hey, Bunny, I gotta go outta town for
a while and was wondering if you could look after my place for me
while I’m gone?”

“How long you going for this time,
Harry? It seems like you just got back from your last
trip.”

“Don’t know for sure yet, but it looks
like it could be a long one. Perhaps we should stop by my place so
I can make sure there isn’t anything you aren’t familiar
with.”

“Harry, from my last spin through your
place, I’m as familiar as I can be with everything that happens in
your place. But, no reason to take any chances, if you catch my
drift,” Ms. Malone said.

The defense would like to request a
continuance your honor to allow counsel the proper time to
thoroughly interrogate this witness. And trust me your honor, if
your honor was present during this particular interrogation, you
would no doubt be drop-dead mouth open astonished.

Thank you your honor, counsel is in your
debt.

“Bunny, permit me to show you the
way.”

I knew full well she didn’t need any showing,
but it sounded like the thing to say.

Mel just shook his head in continued
wonderment.


Chapter 11

Manhasset, New York was still my home base,
but lately I seem to find myself away from home way too much. The
reason I hightailed it back from parts unknown was to get back with
my kids and try to give them a father to kick around when they
needed. The plan was working, and would be cool, if I could just
stay in town a bit more often.

Away from home was where I was presently
headed again, probably for an extended period of time. Funny what
you do to pass the time when you’re stuck in your car with four
hours and nothing but road ahead of you. It was Sunday morning, and
like it or not, I was headed back to Nowheresville, Pennsylvania to
get Tom’s butt out of hot water. My mind was wandering over the
past four days of activities. Real funny what you remember when
you’re not trying to. Not ha-ha funny, but odd funny—you know what
I mean.

Exploratory endeavors aside, Bunny’s cool
with watching my place while I’m gone on my extended assignment.
Unfortunately, I missed seeing my neighbor Mrs. Taylor, or Sandy as
she prefers I call her. She and I have this mutually beneficial
agreement that satisfies our needs and requires no strings
attached. Same place, same time kinda arrangement. Gonna miss her a
little.

Plus her kid, who happens to be home from
college, is looking foxier every time I see her. Mother and
daughter together—gotta put that one in definite memory storage for
future use.

Hey, I said my memory storage, not yours.
Picture your own weird fantasy world stuff if you don’t mind.

Even though he can be a real dick, big Mel
understands I love my kids and will watch out for them and my ex,
their mom. Kinda weird relationship he and I have, but it works for
us, so we’re not about to break it. As long as I pay the rent that
is. No rent and I’d be the same as any other dead-beat schmuck.

My mind flashed on yesterday and my day with
the kids and I couldn’t help but smile. Same routine as always;
they have become true creatures of habit. Sometimes they are just
creatures, but not on our Saturday excursions.

I picked them up exactly at nine in front of
their house. I actually got a wave from Sherry, the mother of my
kids and ex-sweetie to yours truly. At least I think she was
waving. She could have been giving me the finger now that I think
about it. Either way, I didn’t get yelled at and it didn’t cost me
any money.

We were on our way.

“Where to, oh wee little ones? And, by
the way, you guys ain’t so little any more. Maybe you should be
contributing to some portion of these fantasy island jaunts once in
a while.”

“Try that one again when you hit the
pillow tonight, dad,” said little Max. “Sounds like you’re dreaming
while you’re still awake.”

The day went uphill all the way from that
point on. My favorite daughter Briande got her wish and ice skating
at Rockefeller Center was our first stop of the day. Max really
wasn’t psyched about that part, but he was cool and he had some fun
when this small group of honey-buns about his age showed up. He’s
gonna take after his old man I think, which hasn’t always proved to
be a good thing. Oh well, a teenager has to do what a teenager has
to do.

“Hey Max, keep it in your shorts,” I
kidded him.

“Oh yeah, I saw you chatting up their
moms over there. Didn’t see the banana in your pocket when you
picked us up. Must have come with the rental skates.”

“At least I have a shot. All you’ll get
is your mom yelling at you to get out of the shower,” I
chided.

The rest of the day included a trip to FAO
Schwartz, where the three of us ran around like kids in a candy
store with a fistful of quarters. Even me. I just love the place.
Dinner at the ESPN Zone was Max’s choice. Briande was the hit of
the rich kid’s birthday party she somehow got herself invited to
ten minutes after we arrived. The kids are definitely growing up
way too fast. Or maybe I’m just enjoying them so much I don’t want
them to ever grow up. Anyway, we had a blast of a day as usual and
they got home right on schedule.

Gonna have to hold me over, cuz I’m off on my
mission to save my friend and his only son.


Chapter 12

My everyday car is an ancient Datsun B210
HoneyBee that actually has a HoneyBee painted on the side. I think
it’s totally cool. The kids hate to even be seen in it. Too bad on
them. The Mach I wouldn’t be the right wheels for some shit bum
nobody working in the finance department of a nowhere Insurance
Company. The HoneyBee is a cool ride if you enjoy low-end get where
you need to go transportation. And, which I might add is most
important, the chicks think its way cool, too.

That was what I was driving as I tooled into
beautiful downtown Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania early Sunday
afternoon. Wanted to get a good look around before I went by Tom’s
place and started this job for keeps. If you worked as hard as you
possibly could, you might spend an hour getting acquainted with the
surroundings. After fifteen minutes, you know you ain’t seen
nothing and won’t be increasing the load any time soon. Local folk
place for Central PA local folk. Tom fits in real well.

“How they hanging old fella?” is how I
started my conversation with Tom as he opened his front door. He
did have that relieved look on his face one gets when the world
finally gives you a break and the 400 pound gorilla jumps down off
your shoulders.

“Harry, you are the man. Get your ass
in here and let’s wet our whistles.”

Tom reminded me, as I have often stated, “It
is always cocktail time somewhere in the world.”

As we headed for the kitchen and a few
whistle-wetters, Cam came from the back of the house and gave me a,
‘What are you doing here?’ look. He didn’t seem fazed one bit. I
needed to get the lowdown on what, where and the rest, but it could
wait.

“Cam, good to see ya, kiddo. How you
been?” I asked him.

“All’s cool with me, Harry. Been away a
bit hanging with some new dudes, just got back. Dad’s bummin’ me
and I told him to ease up. You ain’t gonna do me hard too, are ya?”
Cam asked.

“Hey kiddo, we’re buds. Buds don’t
rock. We’re cool,” I answered.

With that Cam was off and me and Tom sat down
to get our bearings straight. I needed to know where Cam was while
he was missing and who he was with. I needed to know where Tom
backing out of his deal stood and what the word on the street was.
I needed to know how I was gonna get into MechInsCo and how Tom had
managed to fix it. I was in possession of a boatload of ‘need to
knows’ and didn’t want to know any of them right now.

No choice, so we got it going from right
where we had left off. As we talked, or as Tom talked and I
absorbed, the old I-don’t-give-a-damn attitude was gone from his
voice and probably from his life. You could just tell he didn’t
have it in him anymore. Maybe it was Cam, maybe it was this case,
and maybe it was the accumulation of all the cases and all the
years, but something or someone had beat Tom down for the last
time. His investigating days were kaput and I had the feeling he
knew it.

As I listened, I hoped I would never come to
this point, never have to admit I didn’t have it in me anymore.
What does a washed-up private dick do when his spying days are
over? Not much he can do. Ever wonder who the old guys doing the
graveyard shift in some hellhole of a warehouse are—that’s
right—washed up private dicks. Not me, man. No way, not ever gonna
happen.

Like Tom does with Cam, I’m gonna have to
take him for what he is and love him even harder.


Chapter 13

The entire army done hopped on my face, pried
open my pie-hole, and marched down my throat, dragging their mangy
dogs along with them. The inside of my mouth tasted like crap and
some real bad heavy metal rock band was doing their thing inside my
head with the volume pumped up big-time. Slowly the prior day and
night came back to me and the reason for feeling like I did became
very clear. Tom and I had tied on a doozy and I don’t even remember
how I got back to the apartment I was renting.

Not good, my kiddos, not good at all.

A long alternating hot and cold shower, what
seemed like a gallon of scalding black coffee, plus a half dozen
Advil didn’t help. I still felt like warmed-over dog puke. No
problem though, I wasn’t planning on going anywhere today. I needed
to replay the events of this case over and over through my mind to
make sure I had all the facts straight. When that’s done, I do it
all over again. Makes me concentrate on each event and period of
time as if it was happening in my head at that very moment.

Weird you say. You’re right. But it works for
me and I’m the guy with his ass on the line. One small detail
forgotten, however seemingly insignificant at the time, can blow
your chances of cracking a case. Plus, it sharpens the mind and
hones the keen P.I. skills I possess.

Enough you say—okay, I’ll stop.

Say thank you.

You’re welcome.

When all is said and done after running what
I know multiple times in my mind, I still don’t have a clue what’s
going on. No brilliant deductions came from my mental gymnastics,
just more pounding in my already damaged cranial area. Tomorrow,
I’m off to start my infiltration of MechInsCo.

See ya then.


Chapter 14

I was up bright and early and ready for my
new position in life—some meaningless little job in the finance
department of a questionable insurance company. Jumped into the
HoneyBee and off I went. While motoring down Silver Spring Road
towards the Carlisle Pike, I figured a recap might be in order.
Good to know some details if asked.

Tom’s connection got me the spot as a favor
to a friend of a friend. Didn’t give me much to work with, and I
figured I’d play it that way—friend helping out a new guy in town.
Sooner or later I’d get a handle on who the inside connection was
and that might help. Or maybe it wouldn’t—for now, I’ll just
improvise and see where it leads me.

Made a left onto Carlisle Pike and kept on
going across Route 114. A little bit later I made a right into the
MechInsCo entrance and parked in the visitor’s parking lot. I
hadn’t started yet, so I was technically a visitor—plus the spots
were right by the front door. Why hoof it from the back of the lot
when you don’t have to.

The MechInsCo building was impressive, but
didn’t compare with the other local insurance company’s palatial
digs I had just passed at the corner of Carlisle Pike and Route
114. Philco I think it’s called. I’ll have to settle for second
best for now—but I’ll have to check that place out before long. No
good reason other than curiosity, of which, as you already know, I
possess copious amounts.

* * *

Upon entering the building, my day brightened
immeasurably. The main lobby was designed to impress and sitting at
the main reception desk was a thing of beauty. Long blonde hair and
the cutest face you ever saw. The closer I got, and the more I saw,
I realized the whole package was worth ogling over.

“Morning,” finally came out of my mouth
when I realized I was standing in front of Miss Goldilocks, staring
and not saying anything.

It’s not like Harry Mickey Shorts to be
mesmerized, but this one had me.

“Good morning to you, sir, and welcome
to MechInsCo,” she said. The smile fit the face
perfectly.

“My name is Harry Mickey Shorts. I have
an appointment with Mister Millwood in the Human Resources
department,” I said.

“I do have your name here, Mister
Shorts. Please sign in and have a seat. I’ll let Mister Millwood
know you’re here.”

“Thank you Miss…” I let hang in the air
as I looked down to put my John Hancock in the sign-in log.
Unfortunately, the phone rang at the same time and Miss
Shall-Remain-Nameless answered it.

I wandered over to the reception area and sat
down, picked up the new Sports Illustrated off the end table, and
waited for Mister Millwood.


Chapter 15

My mother always told me patience was a
virtue, and to the best of my ability, I try to relax and enjoy
life if I am required to wait. After enjoying forty-five minutes of
my life, and relaxing less and less as time went by, my patience
was quickly running out. Without having met the man, Mister
Millwood had managed to piss me off royally.

“Mister Shorts, Mister Millwood will
see you now.”

Seems his assistant, who I later learned was
Nancy Cross, was sent to fetch me.

“If you will follow me, I’ll show you
to his office,” she said.

“I’m right behind you, and please call
me Harry,” I said. “May I ask you a question?”

“Surely, Mister Shorts. What can I
assist you with?”

I gathered she didn’t hear my offer to call
me Harry.

“The young lady at the reception desk
looks very familiar. Would you mind telling me her
name?”

“She has that affect on most young men
who come into our building. They all seem to think that she looks
familiar for some reason. She is a very popular young lady, indeed.
And for your information, it’s Crissy, Crissy Metzger.”

Unless I was mistaken, and I don’t believe I
was, Crissy wasn’t one of Ms. Cross’ favorite employees at
MechInsCo. Didn’t faze me none, she was one of mine, or at least I
hoped she would be real soon.

“Mister Millwood, Mister Shorts is here
to see
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