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Chapter 1

Eighteen years old. A mere
eighteen years old. Impossible to believe, but he had played over a
quarter of a million hands of poker by the time he had reached his
eighteenth birthday. Evidenced by the size of his bank account, he
had won a lot more of those hands than he had lost. All of that
meant nothing when he turned up unconscious in his hotel room on
the morning of the first day of the “Under 18 World Championship of
Poker” tournament.

~ * ~

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, Mr. Mantle, is my all-time
favorite ballplayer. Plus, my original last name was way too long.
Wearing tee shirts and shorts is how the Big Guy upstairs 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. Kizmet Incorporated is
what my card would say, if I had one. Max, my son, called Kizmet
Incorporated and asked if he could hire a cracker-jack private
investigator, if they had one. He’s a funny kid sometimes and he
needed my help. When I’m asked for help, you best jump back,
because I’m coming through to do anything in my power to mend what
needs mending.

And so the story
begins…


Chapter 2

“Waz up, Max my son,” Harry
asked when Max answered the phone.

“Is this Kizmet Inc.
calling in reference to my inquiry?” Max responded. “Or,” he
continued, “might it be my number one poppyson calling just because
I happen to be his bestest and most favorite son?”

“Could be both, could be
neither. One never know, do one?” Harry responded.

“One sure don’t, do one?”
Max replied.

“So, waz up?” Harry asked
again.

“A business meeting to
discuss the possible hiring of Kizmet Inc. to handle a delicate
matter that has materialized,” Max replied.

“Ah, but by who?” Harry
asked. “And to what end? What’s this ‘delicate matter’ you speak
of?”

“Me,” Max replied. “Well,
that’s me and about a hundred other guys my age, or a little older.
We have money and it is an actual case we want you to investigate.
You could cut us a little slack and charge us the discount rate if
you are feeling generous.”

“We can talk about the rate
later,” Harry started. “What’s going on? What’s this case you’re
talking about and how are you involved?”

“How about I have my girl
call your girl and we’ll do lunch,” Max replied.

“That would be great,”
Harry replied. “Unfortunately, I don’t have a girl and your moms
will kick your ass if you ask her to call me.”

“Two very good points,” Max
replied. “Me and two buds at your place in an hour?” Max
asked.

“Done,” Harry replied.
“I’ll get the booze and you bring the dancing girls.
Deal?”

“Deal,” Max
answered.

“Deal my ass,” Harry said.
“Just show up in an hour and we’ll talk business.”

~ * ~

The doorbell rang and Harry
let Max and his two buds into his apartment. Three kids looking to
hire Harry Mickey Shorts, private investigator extraordinaire; if
only in his own mind. The world was getting weirder every day; at
least Harry’s world was.

“So, Max, what’s going on?”
Harry asked when they were all seated in his living room. Since the
room wasn’t that big they were all fairly close together. The three
boys didn’t have to look far as they stared at each other trying to
decide who would speak first.

“Dad, this is Robby,” Max
finally said pointing to the taller of his two companions. “And
that’s Jimmy. They’re both from town.”

The boys barely took a peek
at Harry. Yeah, I guess you could say they were a bit on the shy
side, or terrified.

“Glad to meet you guys,”
Harry told them.

“Should I get everyone a
beer before we get started?” Max asked with a straight
face.

“Yeah, root beers all
around,” Harry replied with an equally straight face.

“If you insist,” Max said
as he got up to get the drinks.

“Do I need to frisk you
guys?” Harry asked the two boys when Max was gone.

Panic began to show in
their eyes as they looked anxiously for Max to return.

“Maybe put you both up
against the wall, spread eagle your legs and give you the once
over.”

“Cut the shit, pops,” Max
said as he returned with root beers all around. “They’re scared
enough just being involved with this. Getting them to come up here
with me was chore enough. You make them shit themselves and I’ll
have to listen to their sorry asses forever.”

Harry smiled.

“It’s all right, guys. My
dad thinks he’s hysterical at times. He’s only playing with you,”
Max assured them.

Robby and Jimmy started to
breathe again.

Harry laughed and said,
“Grab a drink and I’ll put some tunes on. Music to construct cases
by I call it.”

“Means we’re gonna hear
some of his old shit is what he’s really saying,” Max told his
buds.

Harry smacked Max behind
the head as he went over to put on some of his best “old shit” on
the turntable.


Chapter 3

Van Morrison’s Moondance
filled the room to the delight of at least Harry. Max approved
without showing it. Both Harry and Max knew.

Harry’s collection of
vintage vinyl albums numbered in the 700-800 range with just about
every album in good to excellent condition. If it didn’t play, it
didn’t stay was the approach Harry took to his music
collection.

“So, who’s gonna spill the
beans here?” Harry started.

Robby looked at Jimmy and
Jimmy looked at Max who was looking at both of them at that very
second. They had already decided beforehand Max would be the
spokesman, but Max wanted to make it look like they hadn’t talked
about it beforehand. Look confused and prey on the old man’s
sympathies for his favorite son. They were talking about real money
here.

Harry knew exactly what
they, no, what Max was doing.

Finally Max spoke
up.

“We would like to retain
the services of Kizmet Inc. to investigate the unusual
circumstances surrounding the untimely and unfortunate events that
befell Clinton Rensford.”

The room went
quiet.

Harry waited, but it
remained quiet.

Having waited long enough,
Harry spoke in return.

“If that’s all I’m going to
get from you, I’ll ask several questions if I may?”

“You may,” Max
responded.

“Thank you. Who’s ‘we’?
What unusual circumstances? How untimely and unfortunate? What
events? Who’s Clinton Rensford? Isn’t Van grand?”

The last question confused
Robby and Jimmy.

“Appropriately contrived
questions,” Max started. “I’ll take them in order if I can. If not,
I’ll improvise. Robby and Jimmy will fill in some holes as we go
along.”

“They talk?” Harry
asked.

Max cocked his head,
thought a second, then realized Robby and Jimmy hadn’t spoken a
word yet.

“Yeah, they talk,” Max
replied.

“Good to know. Go on,”
Harry said.

“As you so deftly say on
occasion, why don’t we jump back a few steps here and lay some
groundwork for the explanations to your questions. Copasetic?” Max
asked.

“Wholly copasetic,” Harry
answered.

“You’re familiar with the
poker craze that has taken over the imagination and wallets of many
a man and woman in this country and across the many seas?” Robby
started.

“He does speak,” Harry
said.

“He does,” Max
concurred.

“And quite well if I may
say so,” Harry added.

“You may,” Max allowed.
“Debate team.”

Robby continued.

“There is the World Series
of Poker and every other form of Poker Championship that has
invaded TV and the casinos. You also are surely aware of the
on-line poker mania that exploded almost overnight. You may also
know there are minimum ages for participation for all of the above
activities.”

“I’m with you so far,”
Harry chimed in.

“Wonderfully concrete of
you,” Jimmy picked up. “Max informed us you were capable of
absorbing the essence of the dilemma with a minimum of factual
interaction.”

“What the…?” Harry was
about to blurt out before Max caught his direction and
interceded.

“Jimmy is President of the
Shakespeare Society and also captains the chess and computer
clubs.”

“Freakin nerd-ass,” Robby
said not quite under his breath.

“This freakin nerd-ass will
kick your freakin brainiack geek ass if you say that again,” Jimmy
blurted out.

“He’s got a brown belt,
too,” Max told Harry.

“Excuse me, but if I’m
going to have to endure more of this, this young man’s take-over of
the older man’s world, I’m going to have to remove the root from
the equation and go to the purest form—St. Pauli Girl,” Harry
interrupted.


Chapter 4

Order now restored and the
aforementioned St. Pauli Girl properly placed in front of Harry,
they continued.

Max retook the
lead.

“So much brains between the
two of them and they fight like two little girls sharing one
doll.”

“We do not,” they both said
in unison.

Everyone laughed at that
and the tension left the room.

“In answer to your first
question, the ‘we’ is a group of kids our age who worship the
ground Clint walks on. That’s Clinton Rensford—I’ll get to him
later. To understand where we are coming from, you have to know
about the underground poker phenomenon that has swept through the
kids of America,” Max began.

“Not just America,” Robby
interjected.

“I sit corrected,” Max
agreed. “I should have said the underground poker phenomenon that
has swept through the kids of America and many other countries as
well. It is an online poker site restricted to kids between the
ages of sixteen and eighteen—male or female. More guys for sure,
but the girls are getting more prevalent every day. We, the under
sixteeners, we can watch but we are prohibited from
playing.”

Max sensed his dad was
somewhat confused at this point.

“Sounds kinda absurd like
Rod Serling Twilight Zoneish absurd you’re probably thinking,”
Robby chimed in.

“You know Twilight Zone?”
Harry asked him.

Three looks.

Dumb questions Harry
understood.

“Let me lay it down for
you,” Jimmy said. “Right about three years ago, well maybe less
than that actually, a message starting showing up on some web sites
that kids in the fifteen to seventeen range would frequent. There
was the first blurb and then nothing. Word spread and everyone
wanted to know what the deal was.”

“What did the message say?”
Harry asked.

“I figured you’d ask that
so I brought a copy with me. Didn’t want to get it wrong since it’s
probably the first clue,” Max said.

“We’ll see about the clue
thing, but shoot,” Harry replied

“Okay, here goes,” Max
said. “Kids aged sixteen to eighteen can earn college money
legitimately…play your way to free college tuition…more to come
soon....”

“That’s it?” Harry
asked.

“That be all,” Max
replied.

“Huh,” Harry
grunted.

“Nobody knew anything else;
where it came from, who sent it, what it meant?” Harry
continued.

“Nada to each of your w’s
or anything else for that matter,” Max answered.

Jimmy and Robby nodded in
agreement.

“Weird,” Harry
said.

“Kinda like Rod Serling
Twilight Zoneish weird,” Robby said.

Harry gave Robby a sideways
look and then said, “What happened next?”

“That’s the weirdest part,”
Robby said. “Nothing happened next. Nothing for the next three
weeks.”

“Kids just figured it was
somebody goofing on the bracket and forgot about it,” Jimmy
added.

“Goofing on the bracket?”
Harry asked.

“Yeah, goofing on the
bracket,” Max repeated. “You know, goofing, jerking us around,
playing with us. The us, the bracket, was the kids in the fifteen
to seventeen age bracket and the younger ones who would be getting
there pretty soon. Everyone thought it was just some dimwad
goofing.”

“And it wasn’t? Harry
asked.

“No it tweren’t,” Max
replied

“Tweren’t?” Harry
mimicked.

“Beverly Hillbillies
rerun,” Max replied.

“Piss break and refill
time,” Harry said as he got up and left the room.


Chapter 5

New SP Girl in hand, Harry
was ready to listen to more of their tale. The tale was going to
have to get a whole lot clearer, plus a whole lot faster, to keep
his interest.

“So….” Harry
prompted.

“So,” Max started anew,
“the boards lit up like a Christmas tree when the next message hit.
Again, it was a one shot quickie that had everyone talking and
firing emails all over the net.”

“What’d it say?” Harry
asked.

“I don’t have a copy of the
second one,” Max said. “It hit and I never saw it. But,
paraphrasing, it went something like ‘Gamin for bucks—tuition
style’ and little more. Nobody could figure out what it meant, but
you mention money and college tuition and kids jump back and take
notice,” Max continued.

“Where?” Harry
asked.

“What?” Robby
said.

“No, where?” Harry
replied.

“What’s he…” Jimmy started
to say.

“Where. Where was the
message posted is what I think he’s asking. Right?” Max asked his
dad.

“Right. Where?”

“Oh,” Robby
uttered.

“In response to this one
dude’s blog that lots of kids look for all the time. He must have
known it’d get plenty of play and spread fast and far,” Jimmy
said.

“He right?” Harry
asked.

“Sure as shit,” Max
answered. “Kids as far away as California, Canada, and some
overseas kids posted responses almost right away. The noise didn’t
stop for a week.”

“And nothing further from
the mystery poster?” Harry asked.

“Nada, squat,
bupkiss…”

“I get the point, Max,”
Harry interrupted.

Harry thought and sipped
his beer.

“Lemme recap this if I
can,” Harry finally said. “Someone posts a message to a site kids
utilize and it peaks their interest. Everyone wants to know what’s
up, but nobody knows. A few weeks later a second post hits in a
different online venue and a country worth of kids plus kids
overseas get all jazzed. Still nada on who’s doing the posting, or
why?”

“Correctamundo,” Max
confirms.

“I’m solid so far; what
next?” Harry asked.

The three stooges look at
each other, nobody saying boo.

“Max?” Harry
prompts.

“Well, nothing again.
Nothing for another couple of weeks. Then, the dam opened up and
emails were everywhere. Every site kids frequented, and some
underground ones as well, had emails all signed by a BrianK.
Nothing more, just BrianK.”

“What’d they say?” Harry
prompted again.

“They all said basically
the same thing,” Jimmy said.

“Yeah, the same thing,”
Robby agreed.

“They did,” Max also
agreed.

Shaking his head, Harry
said very slowly, “Now that I know they all said the same thing as
all three of you have confirmed, I will repeat my question—“What
did they say?””

“Oh. And again, I’m
paraphrasing, but the gist of the messages was a new site was gonna
be available soon that every kid wouldn’t want to miss. It said
college money would be available and every kid between the ages of
sixteen and eighteen would be eligible to get a chunk of it. It
said something like ‘Play to Pay your way through College’ and more
info would be up soon. And it was,” Max finished.

“It was what?” Harry
asked.

“Up soon,” Robby
replied.

“A week later,” Jimmy
added.

Quiet.

“And?” Harry prompted
again.

“And,” Max went on, “the
next communication that was posted everywhere you could post a
message kids would see said, ‘Pay for college for as little as two
hundred dollars if you’re feeling lucky—or good’.”

“Interesting,” was all
Harry said in reply


Chapter 6

The boys watched Harry
drain his beer and head into the kitchen. When he returned he
walked right past them and out onto the deck off the living room.
About two minutes later they decided he wasn’t coming back so they
followed him out onto the deck.

Harry was leaning on the
railing with his back to the boys when they came out onto the deck.
The deck sat above the driveway the wound past the main house and
down to the street. Harry spent a good bit of time out on his deck
especially in the good weather.

“Took you that long?” Harry
asked when they finally showed up.

“Robby and Jimmy were busy
ransacking the house,” Max replied.

“We were not!” they both
said in unison.

“Relax,” Harry said. “Max
is just jerking your chain.”

“You’re such a prick,”
Robby threw in Max’s direction.

“Thank you very much,” Max
replied. He was obviously quite pleased with himself.

“All right, let’s move on
if we can,” Harry said.

The Pauli Girls were gone
since Harry was now drinking a Sierra Nevada Pale Ale.

“So, our mystery e-mailer,
the elusive BrianK, sucks in every living and breathing kid with
promises of hard earned cash for college tuition. Sounds too easy
and too good to be true,” Harry tells them.

“Maybe to you, and maybe it
was,” Jimmy starts, “but to all the kids we know, they practically
wet themselves with the thoughts of free money for college. Don’t
get me wrong, a lot of the kids in town don’t have to worry about
college. The town’s got money trees growing in every other back
yard, but some of us won’t be able to go where we want if we don’t
get big time scholarships, or free money like BrianK was promising.
And there aren’t that many towns like Manhasset in the rest of the
country. Some, but lots more kids like us than
richbee’s.”

“I know where you’re coming
from, Jimmy. Max here better bone up on his studies or get a major
infusion of big time athletic ability very pronto,” Harry
replied.

A slight nod confirmed Max
knew where his dad was coming from.

“What happened next?” Harry
continued.

Max took the lead
again.

“It took a few days and
then the big announcement hit the e-waves. All the normal sites
kids everywhere would frequent had the same announcement appear
almost simultaneously. The directions were very simple: if you
wanted to accumulate funds to be used for your college education,
go to www.pokcolmon.com and follow the easy
instructions.”

“Pokcolmon.com?” Harry
repeated.

“Yeah,” Max continued.
“Turns out it was short for ‘poker college money’ and had very
strict guidelines on who could play, parental sign-offs needed,
what documentation was needed to gain entrance to the site, how
much could be “donated” by each participant over specific time
frames and the security measures required that could lead to
forfeiting one’s bankroll if you were caught abusing those security
guidelines.”

“Poker?” Harry
asked.

“Yeah, online poker, just
like the other online poker sites you see advertised all the time.
The catch was this site is only for kids between the ages of
sixteen and eighteen.”

“How does it work? Have the
rules changes since it started?” Harry asked.

“To get into the site and
play in the daily games, plus weekly tournaments, you need to fill
out an application for a credit card and submit it to a web site.
The information needed included your name, address, birth date and
Social Security Number with copies of the information in a .pdf
file verifying all of the information. Your parent(s) signature(s)
approving your participation and application for the credit card,
plus their identical information and personal guarantee had to be
included in the .pdf file submitted.”

“A credit card?” Harry
asked.

“Yeah, a credit card issued
in the parent(s) name(s) that allowed you to make a donation to the
‘US College Scholarship Fund’ controlled by BrianK,” Max told
Harry.

“Let me get this straight,”
Harry began. “The kid—using a credit card in his mom or dad’s name
makes a ‘donation’ to some fund that allows him to play poker and
accumulate money toward a college scholarship of sorts?”

“You got it,” they all said
in unison.

“And the kid can’t play
without their parent’s permission and signature stating so. What
guarantee are the parents giving?” Harry asked.

“I forgot to mention,” Max
said. “You have to be nominated by three kids already in the fund
along with their parent’s signature or you can’t even get in to
play in the first place. The guarantee—the parents, and by
extension the kids, guarantee the kids won’t cheat, and if they do
and are caught, they forfeit everything that is in their “account”
and they are barred from ever participating again for life. Their
name will be broadcast on every site imaginable as a “cheater” and
their parent’s names will be included, too.”

At that moment the phone
rang and Harry went inside to get it.


Chapter 7

Arriving back out on the
deck properly re-beered, Harry started the conversation
anew.

“How much money are we
talking about? It can’t amount to much, can it? At least it can’t
amount to enough money to warrant you guys hiring a cracker-jack
P.I. such as me at exorbitant daily rates.”

The three guys looked at
each other. Robby took the lead.

“Here’s how it works,”
Robby started. “The maximum allowable donation per individual is
two hundred dollars per month for which you receive a tee-shirt at
a cost of twenty-five dollars. The assumption is the twenty-five
minus the cost of the tee shirt and mailing costs goes to the
BrianK organization. There is no other fee and there is no rake
during games, so BrianK’s profits come from the up-front
twenty-five dollar donation minus subtractions. You can only donate
once per month, so if you lose your one seventy-five on the first
day, you are shit out of luck for the rest of the
month.”

“By rake you mean a cut of
each hand taken out of the total pot by the house, or BrianK’s
organization who are behind the fund in this case,” Harry
confirmed.

“Correct,” Jimmy
said.

“So, if some kids donate a
net of one seventy-five per month to the fund, even if they do it
all twelve months, that’s only a maximum of twenty-one hundred per
kid, per year. That can’t amount to that much, can it?” Harry
asked.

“It sure can,” Max said.
“It doesn’t happen, but if every kid donated the maximum twenty-one
hundred per year it would come to over two hundred
million.”

“Say what?” Harry
asked.

“Right now there are just
over one hundred thousand kids worldwide registered to play. At
only one seventy-five per player, that would come to over seventeen
million dollars a month.”

Harry stared at Max in
amazement. He looked at Robby and Jimmy and they shrugged their
shoulders in return.

“At those numbers this is
big business,” Harry said. “And the BrianK organization is taking
in millions even after their expenses are covered. Isn’t anyone
questioning the twenty-five dollar slice they are taking off the
top, tee shirts or no tee shirts?”

The three boys looked at
each other and then back at Harry. Max again took the
lead.

“If you’re doing good, you
only look at the bank account you are amassing and your college
tuition being taken care of. If you aren’t, for only two hundred
dollars you are back in the game and on your way to free college.
If your parents say that’s enough, they pull the plug and you’re
out.”

“And BrianK?” Harry
repeated.

“Nobody cares what goes on
behind the scenes or how much money BrianK’s people are making.
It’s the game, man, it’s the game,” Robby said.

Jimmy chimed in, “And the
parents of the kids who are building up these big bankrolls are
loving every dollar of it. The losers, well there’s always next
month.”

“Where do you guys fit in?”
Harry asked.

“When you join and make
your first donation there is a “First Timer” tournament scheduled
for the fifth of every month or the first Saturday after the fifth
day. That is the only “first hand” access we—the “Too Young Kids”
or TYK’s—have to watch the real fund kids play,” Max
said.

“Plus,” Jimmy said, “there
is a general web site that anyone having a “TYK” password can
access and watch the results of regular tournaments. We don’t see
the actual play as it is going on, just the hand results as soon as
they are completed.”

“What about collusion?”
Harry asked. “With that much money up for grabs you have to believe
some kids will figure out how to manipulate the game.”

“Nope,” Max
replied.

“No,’ Harry replied. “Never
mind the kids—parents, uncles, plain old crooks will steal the rest
of the kids blind.”

“Nope,” Max repeated. “A
sophisticated computer program tracks every player, every move, in
every hand. It tracks who plays with who, how often, who wins and
who loses, how and when they fold their hands and who’s left in the
hand when they fold; raises and re-raises, and more additional
factors than you could imagine. Every possible angle is covered.
You cheat—you’re caught! You’re caught—sayonara college money! You
forfeit the entire bankroll in your account and you’re shamed all
across the web big time.”

“This is amazing,” Harry
said. “Why isn’t it publicized? Why isn’t it spread across every
newspaper, every TV channel country-wide. Never mind country-wide,
world-wide even?”

Max thought for a second,
and then said, “Because nobody’s sure it’s actually one hundred
percent legal.”


Chapter 8

The kids were gone and
Harry was left sitting on his deck looking down at the yard behind
the main house his garage apartment belonged to. Fine looking it
was, too.

Sandy, who lived in one of
the apartments in the main house, had come out during Harry’s talk
with the boys and was sun bathing at that very moment. Sun bathing
in all her splendid glory.

Harry loved watching
Sandy’s splendid glory, every inch of it. Nothing better than
sipping a cold beer and enjoying Sandy’s splendid glory. Well,
maybe there was at least one thing Harry could think of. It was
even better when Sandy’s knockout of a daughter was home from
college and joined her moms: it was then a multitude of splendid
glories. A P.I.’s work was never done.

Hearing the words, “What
are you looking at, Harry?” brought him out of his
trance.

“Why what else, you,” Harry
replied.

“Is that all you plan on
doing—looking? Sandy asked.

“Unless you have a better
suggestion,” Harry tried.

“While I gather my things,
I suggest you walk down and open the door to your apartment. I
suggest you then walk back up the stairs and get the can of whipped
cream out of your refrigerator. I further suggest you meet me in
the back of your apartment and prepare to utilize that can of
whipped cream for things we know we will both thoroughly enjoy,”
Sandy suggested.

“An excellent stream of
suggestions,” Harry said. “I shall proceed forthwith.

“Yes, Harry, I’m expecting
a good deal of width proceeding forth. And I so love your width
proceeding forth,” Sandy finished.

~ * ~

They were resting against
the wall in Harry’s bedroom, their pillows propped against the
wall. The fan in the back window had them almost dried off
again.

“Planning on staying around
for a while, Harry?” Sandy asked.

“Don’t want me to go
forthwith?” Harry joked.

“Oh don’t worry, you’ll be
doing more forth width very soon, empty whipped cream can or not. I
just want you to stay around so I can admire that pretty face of
yours. Plus some other things, too.”

“Ah, other things. Forth
width,” Harry repeated with a smile.

“Not yet, Harry. Answer my
question first. Are you going to be staying close to home for a
while?” Sandy repeated.

“Don’t know,” Harry said
getting serious. “Max and his buds have something they want me to
look into and I may have to do a little road work to check it out.
I’ll know soon.”

“Hope it’s not for long.
Just to be safe, we better practice your…I can’t say it again,”
Sandy laughed. “Just get over here and bang me silly. And, may the
forth-width be with you.”


Chapter 9

“Big Mel, my favorite EBIL.
How the hell are ya?” Harry asked.

Mel, Harry’s
ex-brother-in-law, hence EBIL, was seated behind his desk in his
real estate office on Plandome Road in Manhasset, Long Island.
That’s in New York for those of you who are semi-geographically
challenged. Harry happens to share space in the back of the office
and uses it as a business mailing address.

“I was fine and dandy until
your ugly puss showed up,” Mel replied.

“Be careful, the fragile
ego,” Harry replied.

“Fragile ego my ass,” Mel
answered. “Your ego is the size of Wyoming and harder than a…than
a…ah fuck it, why do I bother,” Mel replied.

“Harry!” came a squeal from
the back of the office.

“Bunny!” Harry attempted to
squeal back.

Bunny Malone was Mel’s able
bodied assistant. Her body was the primary able part with the rest
of her assistant skills constantly in doubt. But, what an able body
she did possess.

“I’ve missed you, Harry,”
Bunny told him. “I haven’t seen you since, well, since last
week.”

“That was only four days
ago,” Harry informed Bunny.

“I know, but I still missed
you,” Bunny said as she moved past Harry and swept a glancing lip
brush across his cheek.

Johnson jumped to attention
in case there was additional brushing to come.

As traditionally occurs
when Harry enters the premises, Bunny stopped at the file cabinet
and bent over to get some supplies out of the bottom drawer. Her
long shapely legs and cute tight ass were clearly defined for all
to see; well, at least for Harry and Mel to observe. The short
skirts Bunny favored didn’t hurt the show one bit.

Harry caught himself before
the “oh baby” escaped his lips.

Regaining his senses, Mel
asked, “What do you want, Harry?”

“The joy of your company
and the pleasant, ah, smile of Bunny Malone,” Harry
tried.

“Yeah, right,” Mel replied.
“Now, I repeat, what do you want, Harry?”

“What else would I want,
Mel baby. Intel,” Harry told him.

“What now?” Mel
asked.

Bunny sat and read a
glamour magazine. There must be a picture of a house somewhere in
the magazine that would count as market research.

“Max come talk to you
recently?” Harry asked.

“Me?” Bunny looked up and
asked.

“Ah, no, Bunny. I was
actually asking Mel.”

“Oh, okay,” Bunny replied
as she went back to her magazine.

Mel and Harry both shook
their heads simultaneously in amazement.

“About what?” Mel
asked.

“This poker
thing.”

“Poker?” Mel
replied.

“You jerking my chain?”
Harry asked.

“One of my small enjoyments
in life,” Mel answered.

“It thrills me to be here
for you, big guy. Now, the kid been here?”

“Yeah, we talked. He didn’t
tell me much but it seemed to be important to him,” Mel
said.

“Know anything about this
fund? The guy BrianK behind it? Online poker in general?” Harry
asked.

“No. No. A little,” Mel
replied.

“Helpful, aren’t we,” Harry
said in return.

“You asked, I
answered.”

“Any thoughts on who I
might be able to score some intel from?” Harry tried.

“Not my area, Harry. I got
enough problems without pissing away money playing online games,”
Mel said.

“Anyone else you happen to
know I might try asking.”

“No, maybe. You gonna help
Max?” Mel asked.

“Is the Pope Catholic?
Yeah, he’s my kid. I’ll do what I can for him and his buds. Don’t
tell him I asked. Okay?” Harry said.

“Sure,” Mel assured him.
“Now beat it, I got work to do.”

With that, Mel picked up
the New York Times and started reading the sports pages.

“Later, Bunny,” Harry threw
in her direction.

“I’m counting on it, Harry.
Just not too much later I hope.”

Harry smiled the smile of
the knowing man.


Chapter 10

Harry had two directions he
could go in to get some much needed information before he made up
his mind on helping Max and his buds. The first was Mr. M. Randle
Trundle.

Trundle, or Randy as Harry
called him, was the CEO of a major New York City conglomerate.
Trundle Industries had more interests in more things than you could
shake a stick at. Harry had handled two cases for Trundle and both
were handled in a manner that pleased Mr. Trundle. He was on
retainer to Trundle Industries, and Trundle personally, which
allowed him to take on cases like Max’s for little or no fees.
Plus, Trundle Industries had more tools and toys at their disposal
than God his/herself.

Harry firmly believed you
should always hedge your bets when you can. One never
know…

The second option Harry
could turn to would be foolproof, but expensive. The Web Dudes
could get any information on anything you could imagine if the
information existed. Jaxy, head Web Dude, was the best there is,
ever was, or ever will be. You can take that to the bank and count
on your interest compounded secondly.

Cheap would do for now
Harry decided.

“Ms. Timmons’ office, may I
help you?”

Sexy voice Harry thought to
himself. A new one, too.

“Yes you may. Is Ms.
Timmons available?” Harry asked. “And your name would
be?”

“Who may I ask is calling?”
sexy voice replied.

“Harry Mickey Shorts. And
your name would be?”

“I’ll check. Please hold,”
was all Harry got in reply.

Ms. Timmons was the
personal assistant to M. Randle Trundle. She also was one fine foxy
package that to date had eluded the grasp of Harry and his almost
never failing charms. Close, but no cigar, much to Harry’s
dismay.

“Timmons,” was all she said
when she came on the line.

“Shorts,” Harry said in
reply.

“Funny, Harry. You haven’t
called in a while. I thought the scourge of my life was finally
gone for good,” Timmons said.

“I’d never abandon you, Ms.
Timmons. We still have unfinished business we need to attend to,”
Harry answered.

“Dream on, Harry. What do
you want?”

If Harry was capable of
getting a complex, the “What do you want” could give him
one.

“Besides you, I need some
intel. Any chance I can use the company’s brains or do I have to go
through Randle?” Harry tried.

“Mr. Trundle is in London,
so you couldn’t ask him if you wanted to, or I let you. Why I don’t
know, but I’ll try and help you if I can. What kind of intel are
you looking for?” Timmons asked.

“The HMS charms are getting
to you, aren’t they?” Harry tried.

“The HMS Pinafore has a
better chance of getting to me, Harry. Intel? Kind?” Timmons
answered.

“It’s not that straight
forward,” Harry started. “I need a computer person to help me track
down an online gaming site and follow its path from start-up to
current day. I need someone to get me everything available on the
person/people/organization behind said gaming site. I need the
money trail from initial “start-up cost” backing, annual financials
and where the money is, plus an accounting (with disbursements) of
the “fund” that was set up as the basis for the site. That’s for
starters,” Harry concluded.

“For starters?” Timmons
echoed.

“Yeah,” Harry replied.
“I’ll need some heavy legal research and opinions at some time
later on.”

Silence filled the
line.

“Timmons? You still there?”
Harry tried.

“I’ll get back to you,”
Timmons said right before the phone line went dead.

Damn her for doing that
Harry thought to himself.


Chapter 11

The Bayport Schooners are a
Double A baseball team in the Eastern League. They play their home
games in, where else—Bayport, Long Island. Harry had been a player
coach for them a few years back and liked to catch a game whenever
he could. Today they had a game and catch it he could.

“Yo, Mel,” Harry yelled to
his favorite EBIL as he entered his place of business. The reason
he yelled “Yo” at Mel was so he could hear him. Mel happened to be
sound asleep behind his desk in the rear of the office.

“The fuck, Harry,” Mel
blurted out as he came awake. “Why do you have to be such a
fondugotz.”

“The Sheik of Arabeek was
just here looking to buy five houses for his United States harem
and wanted you to be his personal real estate guru. He and his
posse were leaving just as I came in. A fondu what?” Harry
asked.

“Never mind, Harry. And
stick that sheik bullshit where the sun don’t shine,” Mel
oh-so-fondly told Harry.

“Hey, I’m going out to
Bayport to catch the Schooners this afternoon. You wanna go?” Harry
asked.

“You know what, business is
slower than an eighty year old turtle in a pile of goo and I could
use a dog and a couple of beers. Let me call Shack and see if he’s
up for a game. Maybe we can tool out there in style if he opts to
blow off the afternoon as well.”

“A stretcheroo from the
Shack Limo stable perhaps?” Harry hoped out loud.

“Why he likes you I’ll
never fathom, but if Shack tags along, you can expect we’ll be
going in style.”

~ * ~

Harry was ready and out the
door as the stretch Escalade pulled into the driveway heading
toward his garage apartment. The driver opened the door and Harry
found both Mel and Shack in the back. They already had a long neck
in hand.

“Shack, my man. Good to see
ya. How they hanging, dude?” Harry asked Shack.

“Life is as it should be,
Harry. And yeah, been too long,” Shack replied.

“Enjoying the fruits of
your labors I see,” Harry chided Shack. “Or at least the millions
you bank from the hard work all the minions that toil for Shack
Limousine, Inc. bring in.”

“Millions my ass,” Shack
spat back. “If I had two nickels to rub together I’d be ten cents
ahead of the game.”

Mel almost spit out his
beer when he heard that one escape Shacks lips.

“Fuck you, Mel. Let’s go
see some baseball,” Shack said.

They all clicked long necks
to that.

~ * ~

The Schooners scored two
runs in the bottom of the first and two more in the third. The
rookie wonder-kid pitcher Harry had introduced Mel and Shack to
before the game had a no hitter going through four innings. Harry
still had access to the clubhouse and used his friendship with the
Schooner’s Assistant General Manager to get Mel and Shack the grand
fifty cent tour.

The three of them were
sitting in the owner’s box right behind the first base dugout. M.
Randle Trundle, or Trundle Industries to be precise, owned the
Schooners—sure helps to know the big cheese.

Between bites of his dog
and sips of beer, Mel asked Harry, “So, you gonna take Max’s
job?”

Harry finished chewing the
last bite of his dog and said, “I’m doing a preliminary look see.
If there’s meat on the bone, I’ll look into it for him.”

“You have a gut on it yet?”
Mel asked.

“A gut feeling, yeah,”
Harry replied. “One I can’t rely on yet. Once I get some intel I’ll
be in a better position to tell you.”

“Don’t hang the kid out to
dry,” Mel said. “He seemed to pretty hopped up about this thing. He
and his buds coming up with the cash to hire you took some doing
and showed some major cahones.”

“Yeah, I agree,” Harry
said. “I’ll do him and his buds right if there’s something to it.
Gotta give him his due for standing up for what he believes
in.”

The crack of the bat
grabbed their attention. They watched the ball fly over the left
field fence and all three runners round the bases. The Schooners
were on their way to a major romp to the delight of all in
attendance.

For some reason even he
couldn’t figure out, the Schooners rarely lost when Harry came out
to see them play.


Chapter 12

“Max, Robby, Jimmy. How you
boys doing?” Harry asked as they were deciding where to sit in
Harry’s living room. Max jumped for the recliner which was directly
across from the music system Harry had assembled. It was his
favorite spot in the room. The other boys finally gave up and sat
in the first chair they came to.

Quietly the sounds of, “All
right, I guess” came from Robby and Jimmy. Max just shrugged in
Harry’s direction.

Quiet ensued.

“So,” Max finally
said.

“So?” Harry answered in the
form of a question.

“So, are you going to take
our case?” Max continued.

“Well,” Harry started,
“it’s been almost a week and I’m not much further along than when
we talked the first time.”

“Why not?” Robby was brave
enough to ask.

“Well, I’m still waiting on
some info I asked for. Plus, I don’t know what the case is. What do
you boys want me to look into? What happened that has your shorts
in a bunch?”

Robby and Jimmy looked at
Max.

“He’s old,” Max told them.
“He says old shit like that.”

“So?” Harry
asked.

“So, here it is,” Max said.
“The first ‘Under Eighteen World Championship of Poker’ tournament
was scheduled to begin that morning.”

“The what championship?
What morning?” Harry interjected.

“Jesus, dad, I’m getting to
it,” Max replied.

“He’s involved, too,” Harry
said.

Robby and Jimmy looked at
Max who was obviously pondering Harry’s question as
well.

“No, Jesus is not involved.
If you just sit there and listen, I’ll get to it all,” Max told
Harry. “The first ‘Under Eighteen World Championship of Poker’
tournament was the culmination of two years of play for the
sixteen-to-eighteen year olds who initially started the fund play
and all the new players since then. Anyone who participated during
the two years could enter the tournament if they had at least one
dollar of “winnings” in their account.”

“How many kids, where, and
when?” Harry asked.

“There were a little over
three thousand entrants in the tournament from the United States
and more than five hundred from abroad. It started a month ago last
Saturday at one of the big hotels in Atlantic City.”

“That’s a lotta kids,”
Harry said.

“Yeah, plus parents and
friends,” Max added. “The hotel cut everyone a major break and got
you similar deals in other hotels on the strip if you couldn’t get
into their hotel.”

“Brought in some big bucks
for AC I would think,” Harry commented.

“Yeah,” Robby agreed. “It
also provided major exposure for some of the people who may not
have had a taste of that life before. Plus, they had side
tournaments during the whole week for the adults who attended.
Specials shows, big performers for the kids and the adults, the
whole gamut.”

“How much money are we
talking about?” Harry asked.

“Entry fee was two hundred
fifty dollars per kid. You could either subtract it from your
account balance or put it on your credit card as a one-time
exception to the two hundred dollar a month rule,” Max
explained.

“You’re getting close to a
million bucks with those kind of numbers,” Harry said.

“With entry fees,
contribution from the BrianK organization and a five hundred
thousand dollar donation from the hotel hosting the event, the
total amount that would be divided in additional scholarship money
was one point five million dollars,” Jimmy told Harry.

“One and a half million
dollars?” Harry said in amazement.

“That’s right, a lotta
bucks,” Max confirmed.

“Wow!” Harry
exclaimed.

“Yeah, wow is right,” Robby
said.

After thinking about that
for a few seconds, Harry said, “So, since there was that kind of
money being made available and you guys couldn’t participate, I’ll
ask again. What happened that has your shorts in a
bunch?”

Max spoke for the boys.
“The tourney favorite, Clint, or I should say Clinton Rensford,
turned up unconscious in his hotel room on the morning of what was
to be the first day of the tournament. We want to know what really
happened.”


Chapter 13

“Tell me about it,” Harry
said to Max and the other two boys. “Who’s this Clint kid and what
makes you want me to look into what happened?”

Max again took the
lead.

“What we know about Clint
comes from the boards we frequent. He’s the guy that gets the most
hits on the “fund” web site BrianK set up to spread news about the
regular play, the tournament results, and other site’s doings. All
the kids that play are regulars on the site.”

“You guys, too?” Harry
asked.

“Yeah, we can surf it and
read what’s being said, but we can’t contribute. You have to be a
player to actually post to the message board,” Robby
replied.

“Go on,” Harry
said.

“Again, this is all from
what we heard through the board. Clint was supposed to be number
one in his senior class in a high school somewhere in Pennsylvania.
He’s a math/computer wiz and he only got one question wrong on his
entire SAT’s “on purpose” so he wouldn’t be lumped in with the kids
that got a perfect score. He supposedly does weird shit like that
all the time. Not for the attention, just because he wants to, and
he can.”

“He in it from the
beginning?” Harry asked.

“If you believe in the
rumors,” Robby said, “he started playing online when he was twelve
using another account; some say his older brother’s, some kids say
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