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Chapter 1

Eighteen years old. No,
make that more like eighteen going on forty-three. He had seen, and
done, and probably forgotten more “stuff” than any ten normal kids
his age combined. Unfortunately, all of his streetwise wisdom and
“I can do dat better than you can,
succa” attitude don’t add up to squat when
the man lays the cuffs on you and drags your sorry butt down to the
place with bars on the windows and three free squares a
day.

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
courtesy of my dad. Plus, my original last name was way too long.
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. Kizmet Incorporated is what my business card would
say, if I had one. Mel had called and said he needed help. My help.
For Mel, my ex-brother-in-law (EBIL for short) to ask Harry Mickey
Shorts for help, any help, hell would have had to have frozen over
and the “Devils” would have been practicing a long time for the
upcoming hockey season. But, 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.

Yup, here we go again…Harry Mickey Shorts
style.


Chapter 2

“Who’s the kid and what’s he done?” is how I
started the conversation when I walked into Mel’s office the day
after he had called me.

“Harry!” was the first thing I heard in
return.

“Hey, Bunny. You’re looking mighty
delightful on this glorious day,” I replied.

She came over and gave me a peck on the
cheek.

Ms. Bunny Malone was Mel’s erstwhile 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, erstwhile or not.

“It’s good to see you, Harry,” Bunny said
with a voice that made you want to do to her those things that
float around in your head that you never get to do. And oh yeah,
I’ve been there, done that, both ways. In my head, and…. I’m sure
you get the picture and no need to elaborate.

“It’s good to be seen, especially by you,” I
responded.

“Enough already,” Mel interrupted.

Looking totally intruded upon, Bunny headed
back to her desk. As traditionally occurs when I enter 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.

Post Bunny vision, I again said, “Who’s the
kid and what’s he done?” to Mel.

Mel thought for a second, looked in Bunny’s
direction, and then said in my direction, “Let’s go across the
street and get a cool one. I’ll tell you the story there.”

“Cool,” I replied.

“I’m heading out for a bit, Bunny,” Mel told
her. “Lock up when you head over to the open house if I’m not back
by then.”

“Sure,” Bunny said. “And don’t be such a
stranger, Harry,” she threw in my direction with a flutter of those
big blue eyes of hers. That flutter started other things a
fluttering every time she did it.

“Let’s go,” Mel said and he was gone with me
close behind.

~ * ~

Once we had comfortably ensconced ourselves
in the beeratorium across the street from Mel’s office, cold beers
in hand, Mel proceeded to give me the lowdown.

“The kid’s in some kind of trouble,” Mel
started. “But that’s not the part that has me worried the
most.”

“No,” I said. “What does?”

“The kid’s been in trouble for as long as
I’ve known him. I coached him in the eighth grade and he was a real
handful back then. All the talent in the world for a kid his age,
but he couldn’t give two shits. He showed up for practice when he
felt like it and barely put in the effort when he did show up.”

“He’s not the only kid in the world that has
“attitude” at that age,” I said.

“You’re right, Harry. But when he wanted to,
he was light years ahead of the kids his age. He scored forty-two
points one game without breaking a sweat. Didn’t even play the last
four minutes of the game,” Mel said.

“You win?” I asked.

“That’s just it. No, we lost by two,” Mel
explained.

“Why the hell didn’t you play him at the end
of the game?” I asked.

“That would have been a good idea, Harry.
Problem was I called a time out with four minutes to play and he
walked passed the bench and right out the door,” Mel said.

“He just left the gym?” I asked in
disbelief.

“Yeah, he just walked by the bench, past the
end of the bleachers, and out the gym door. Adios kid, adios
game.”

“No shit?” I said.

“I shit you not,” Mel replied.


Chapter 3

Our beers refreshed, Mel continued with his
story.

“There were still two games left in the
season and we were already assured of making the playoffs.
Unfortunately, when the kid walked out of the gym that day that was
the last I saw of him.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Mel took a pull on his beer. “He didn’t come
back. Missed the next practice and he didn’t show up for the next
game. He didn’t show up for the rest of the season. He was long
gone.”

“I assume you called his house. What about
his parents? What did they say? You know his old man much?” I
asked.

“Valid questions any putz would have
followed through on, Harry. His parents filled out the necessary
papers before the season started and never showed for a single
game. They never picked him up after practice, either. Not one
single time. I never met them and nobody answered the phone when I
called on numerous occasions. Message only said ‘Leave a message’
and went beep.”

“That’s strange. What about the other kids?
They know anything about him, like where he lived, who he hung
with?”

“Equally as strange. The other kids said he
showed up for school most days, at least enough not to get his butt
in hot water. Didn’t hang with any of them and kept to himself
during school. End of the school day, he didn’t even take the
school bus. He just walked down the street and vanished,” Mel
said.

“Vanished, like in poof he’s gone?” I
asked.

“Like in now you see him, now you don’t,”
Mel replied. “The kids I talked to said they knew nothing about
him. A buddy of mine who knew somebody in the school’s
administration said the kid passed his tests and got mediocre
grades—enough to pass. Parents never showed for any of the school
nights or parent teacher meetings.”

“Weird if you ask me,” I said.

“Looking back on it, anyone who knew
anything about it would have said weirder than weird,” Mel
agreed.

“And you never found out anything more about
the kid?” I asked.

“Nope, eighth grade ended and he did a
Houdini. He didn’t enroll in either of the local high schools—St.
Mary’s or Manhasset High School. None of the kids saw him that
summer and he was nowhere to be found in the fall,” Mel
continued.

After finishing my beer and getting another
refill, I said, “So, we have an athletically talented eighth grader
who bails on his team and does a Houdini at the end of the year.
That right so far?”

“Right so far,” Mel confirmed.

“He doesn’t enroll in either of the two
local high schools in the fall and nobody knows squat about where
he went. Houdini act continues. So, how does he enter the picture
after all this time and why are you concerned?” I asked.

“Fair questions, Harry,” Mel replied. “You
know me, if I coach a kid who puts in a fair effort I’ll support
the kid any way I can, for as long as I can. Some might consider it
a character flaw in my otherwise perfect make-up: some think it’s
noble of me.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “You going to get to
the point before the keg goes dry?”

“The point, Harry. The point is—I lost this
kid and for some reason he’s resurfaced in my life. Maybe I should
have said screw it, or him, and said it’s none of my business. But
I didn’t and I’m in it now. And I need your help. You gonna help me
or not?” Mel huffed.

I drank the rest of my beer and signaled for
a new round.

“Calm down, Mel,” I said. “You know I’ll
help you if I can. Gimme the details and let’s see what we
got.”


Chapter 4

Before we continue, why don’t I get the
wheres and whys out of the way and give you a bit more info on
Harry Mickey Shorts.

I hang my hat in Manhasset, NY, which is a
little burg on the North Shore of Long Island. I’ve been there a
few years—second time around—returned specifically to be close to
my kids, and by necessity, my ex-wife. Things couldn’t be better
with the kids, Max and Briande, who are re-discovering their
previously wandering father. Sherry, my ex, isn’t constantly
telling me to self-perform an act that normally requires two
individuals to consummate, so I guess things are looking on the
bright side there too. We even manage to “get together” on occasion
if you get my meaning. Not to worry, I’m sure very soon she’ll find
some new reason to remember what I did to her and the kids and
revert to hating me again. It happens all the time.

As I said, my office is in Manhasset, L.I.
in the back room I rent from my aforementioned ex-brother-in-law, a
place called Pine Tree Realty. It really isn’t a room but more like
a desk we share. He owns the place and I use the phone and the
address for mail deliveries. It happens to be real convenient and,
as I just said, I used to live in the town in what seems like a
lifetime ago.

I found myself seated at that very desk
later that afternoon trying to make sense of what Mel had laid on
me earlier in the day. The kid actually had a name and, after a
little prodding, Mel finally produced said name—Billy Burns. I was
afraid he would be “the kid” ever more, destined to remain nameless
forever in the annals of time. A bit melodramatic maybe, but I’m
prone to embellishment on occasion when I choose to amuse
myself.

Anyway, it seems Billy Burns was currently
residing in a jail cell in a small town in upstate New York. I knew
the location since it was only a stone’s throw from my parent’s
town of Catskill, New York. While Catskill had one traffic light, I
was pretty sure this burg had none. It’s just north of BFE
(BumFuckEgypt) if you know where I mean. Guess that makes it
NBFE!

By Mel’s account, Billy found himself on the
wrong end of a con game he was perpetrating on some of the town’s
local yokels. Problem was; one of the local yokels was the son of
the town constable and a member of the town’s police department.
Here’s what Mel was told:

Billy and two other dudes roll into town in
a beat up old minivan and park themselves next to the local
playground. Some town guys are playing a friendly game of pick-up
basketball when Billy and his dudes arrive on the scene. A couple
of “Hey, how you guys doing?” and an innocent “Mind if we shoot a
few baskets with you fellas?” leads to a little three-on-three game
of hoops. Billy’s team loses a few games and the locals are feeling
real good whipping up on the new arrivals.

Yup, not a good thing for the local
yokels.

Before Billy and his boys can get back in
their van and head out of town, soundly demoralized, the locals
suggest that maybe a small wager on one more game might be in
order.

“No, we couldn’t,” Billy tells them. “You
guys beat our brains in every game and we’d be throwing away the
few dollars we have left that we need for gas to get back
home.”

Yeah you can…no we can’t…sure you can…maybe
we might…just one game for a few bucks…well, maybe one game for a
few dollars followed.

A sound thrashing at the hands of the local
yokels at five bucks a man lead to a second game, and before anyone
knew what had happened, Billy and his boys were finishing an 11-0
whipping of the local boys for a thou a man.

“What the fuck just happened?” the local cop
asked in astonishment as the game ended.

“Seems we just kicked your asses for a thou
a man, buddy boy,” Billy wise-assed. “Time to pony-up the dough,”
he finished.

Bullshit…not gonna happen…we been conned…pay
up you small town welchers ensued. A push led to a shove, which led
to Billy and his boys finding themselves in the local jail for
assaulting a police officer. A routine search produced an open
warrant issued in Cumberland County, PA, and Billy was in deep
doo-doo.

“A lawyer buddy in town who coached with me
back in the day caught wind of it and gave me a call,” Mel had
said. “Maybe I should look the other way on this one, Harry, but
I’d kinda like to know what happened to this kid. Where was he
between four minutes left in an eighth grade basketball game and
getting arrested for conning a small town cop in a pick-up
basketball game?”

Finding out “What happened” is something
Harry Mickey Shorts was born to find out.


Chapter 5

“Who do you think you’re bullshitting,
Harry?” she asked.

“Bullshitting? You hurt me by saying those
things, Sherry,” Harry responded.

“Bullshit, Harry. That’s more bullshit than
the bullshit you just tried to shove in my back pocket,” Sherry
answered.

“Back pocket?” Harry said.

“Shut up, Harry. It was all that came into
my head, especially when I’m trying to tell you to stop running
that crap by me,” Sherry said.

“Crap, what crap?” Harry tried.

“The crap about you not coming over here
looking for something when we both know you are,” Sherry
answered.

“Are what?” Harry replied.

“Harry, if you are going to have any chance
of getting what you want, here’s what’s going to happen right now.
And I mean right now,” Sherry started. “You are going to shut that
big mouth of yours, take me in the back bedroom, bang my brains
out, and then we’ll see about what you actually want from me.”

“Other than banging your brains out?” Harry
dared to ask.

“Yes, Harry, other than banging my brains
out. And you better be good.”

“Deal,” Harry agreed.

As a means of explanation for the above
exchange, as previously established, Sherry is Harry’s ex-wife.
Harry had moved back to Manhasset, L.I. a bit ago to try and
reestablish a life with his two kids—Max and Briande. Harry had
skipped on them before they even knew they had a daddy and that
they had been skipped on.

Sherry, well Sherry is part of the package
deal.

Things had progressed nicely and the kids
loved having Harry around. That is when he was around and not off
gallivanting around the country trying to solve another one of his
cases. He and Sherry had their moments, but they also managed to
“get it together” on occasion to the enjoyment of both of them.

This was one of those moments.

~ * ~

Having had the chance to catch their
collective breaths after their moment together, Sherry said,
“Hmmm.”

“Should I be looking around for your
brains?” Harry asked.

Smiling, Sherry said, “Yes, Harry, I believe
you should. I do believe you succeeded in banging my brains out as
instructed.”

“Enjoy it?” Harry asked.

“Hmm,” Sherry hmmed.

“You weren’t bad yourself,” Harry
complemented.

“Wasn’t bad?” Sherry said.

“Okay, better than expected,” Harry
replied.

The whack to the side of Harry’s head for
that comment was well deserved.

“So, what is it you actually want, Harry?”
Sherry asked.

“Information,” Harry answered. “I need some
information.”

“About?” Sherry asked.

“A kid,” Harry replied.

“Any kid?” Sherry asked.

“Well, no,” Harry said. “I had one
particular kid in mind.”

“And how would I be able to help with this
kid’s information?” Sherry asked.

Harry hesitated and then said, “Well, the
kid went through the Manhasset school system for a time. I was
hoping to get a copy of his school records and any other info that
might be available on him.”

Sherry gave Harry that look. It was the look
she gave him when she couldn’t decide whether to break his neck,
scratch his eyes out, or tear his “you know whats” off.

“What?” Harry said in self-defense.

“You just happen to know I’m kinda seeing
the District Administrator and you think you can use me to get
something you want from him. Is that right?” she asked Harry.

“Well, yeah,” Harry replied. “Sounded like a
good idea at the time I thought of it.”

Smiling again, Sherry, said, “I was gonna
dump the putz anyway. Might as well get something out of him for
all the whiney washerwoman crap he tossed my way.”

“That’s my Sherry,” Harry said.

“But it’s gonna cost you, Harry. It’s gonna
cost you starting right now.”

And their moment continued…


Chapter 6

When Harry latches on to a case, he latches
on with both hands. He will use anything at his disposal to gather
data, information, hearsay and nearsay that may pertain to the
case. At the current moment he was making his initial foray into
the Trundle Information gathering pool.

The Bayport Schooners are a minor league
baseball team that plays in the Double A Eastern league. They play
their games in surprise, surprise—Bayport, Long Island. Their owner
is Mr. M. Randle Trundle, who is also the CEO of a major New York
City conglomerate with businesses and holdings throughout the
globe. He is the epitome of a BTBM—Big Time Business Mogul.

Not that long ago, Harry was a player coach
for the Bayport Schooners. It involved a case he worked for
Trundle, but that’s a story for another day.

Harry was sitting in the owner’s box
watching the Schooners lay a pasting on the Erie, PA team. M.
Randle Trundle was presently enjoying a hot dog and a beer in the
seat next to Harry. He was also thoroughly enjoying watching the
Schooners lay a pasting on the Erie team. As I just told you, it is
his team.

“What are you doing out here today, Randle?”
Harry asked Trundle. “You playing hooky again?”

“Playing hooky?” Trundle repeated with a
“who me” look on his face.

“Yeah, that’s what I said, playing hooky?”
Harry repeated.

“For your information, Mr. Shorts, I’m here
today as the owner of the Bayport Schooners looking in on one of my
business investments. It is imperative you keep your eye on
everything in your corporate empire at all times. It would do you
good to learn from this visit and incorporate such behavior into
your own day-to-day dealings,” Trundle expounded.

Harry looked over at Trundle to make sure he
had actually said that with a straight face. He had.

Turning back toward the field, Harry said,
“I’m sure that is very sound advice, Mr. Trundle. Should I proceed
to build my corporate empire beyond my present portfolio of
business investments of, well, none, I will be sure to do so. I
will also be sure to do so on a beautiful, bright and sunny day. I
will also be sure to invest a portion of my extensive holdings in a
hot dog and a beer to keep the vending community in the black.”

Trundle looked over at Harry to make sure he
had actually said that with a straight face. He had.

“Very wise indeed, Mr. Shorts. And so that
we both may insure the vending community continues to remain in the
black, how about I get us both another hot dog and a pair of
beers?” Trundle said.

“Very fiscally prudent of you, Mr. Trundle,”
Harry answered.

“Bet they’ll taste damn good, too,” Trundle
said.

“There is that as well,” Harry replied.

Trundle looked over at Harry, Harry looked
over at Trundle, and neither was sitting there with a straight
face.

~ * ~

Hot dogs and beers secured, Trundle said,
“So, what do you need, Harry?”

After licking a few drops of the golden
nectar of the gods off the left side of his upper lip, Harry said,
“Information, good old dig in the dirt kind of information. The
kind of information your boys down in the basement can dig up like
nobody else can.”

“Just curious, Harry. Better than your Web
Dude buds?” Trundle asked.

“Different, but I’d say for what they do
best they are the best I’ve ever seen,” Harry conceded.

“For that comment alone, done,” Trundle told
Harry.

“Thanks, Randle,” Harry said.

“Let me deal with a quick issue down in the
baseball office and then you can tell me what you’re working on and
how Trundle Industries can help,” Trundle told Harry.

“Sure,” Harry said. “I’ll get us some
replenishment reinforcements for your return.”

“Dogs and beer?” Trundle asked.

“Dogs and beer, what else?” Harry
confirmed.


Chapter 7

The Schooners were pounding away on the Erie
SeaWolves much to the delight of the Schooner faithful who had come
out to see them do just that. The Schooners delighted their fans
more often than not.

“The boys are looking good today,” Harry
said to Trundle as he sat back down in the seat next to him.

“Well, I pay them to have fun and winning is
fun,” Trundle said.

“What’s losing?” Harry asked.

“Why, it’s bad for business, Harry. And as
you know, baseball is a business when you come right down to it.
It’s fun for the fans and fun for the players when they win but, at
the end of the day, it is a business we would like to see turn a
profit. Plus, as you already know, Harry, I hate to lose. It isn’t
fun and the boys try their best to make me happy,” Trundle
said.

“Smart boys,” Harry said.

“I agree with that assessment, Harry. Smart
manager, too,” Trundle added.

Harry nodded his head in agreement to that
as well.

“So, at the expense of repeating myself,
what do you need, Harry?” Trundle asked.

“Here’s the Readers Digest version,” Harry
started. “My ex-brother-in-law came to me and said he needed my
help. That of and by itself was a major leap on his part. Asking me
for anything doesn’t come easy for Mel.”

“Having met Mel, I can see how that might be
the case,” Trundle added.

“Mel told me this kid he
once knew was in some kind of trouble,” Harry continued. “Mel
continued by saying, ‘The kid’s been in
trouble for as long as I’ve known him. I coached him in the eighth
grade and he was a real handful back then. All the talent in the
world for a kid his age, but he couldn’t give two shits. He showed
up for practice when he felt like it, and barely put in the effort
when he did show up.’ But Mel told me he
was light years ahead of the kids his age. He scored forty-two
points in one game without breaking a sweat. Didn’t even play the
last four minutes of the game,” Harry finished.

“Forty-two points in the eighth grade?”
Trundle repeated.

“Yeah, and when Mel called a time out with
four minutes to play, he walked right by the team bench and out the
door,” Harry said.

“He just left the gym?” Trundle asked with
the same disbelief Harry had previously felt.

“Yup, he just walked by the bench and out
the gym door.”

“That would qualify as trouble in my book,”
Trundle said.

“You got that right. And when the kid walked
out of the gym that day it was the last Mel ever saw of him. He
missed the next practice and he didn’t show for the next game. He
didn’t show for the rest of the season. He was long gone.”

“What about school?” Trundle asked.

“Equally as strange,” Harry said. “The other
kids said he showed up for school most days, at least enough not to
get his butt in hot water. From what I heard he didn’t hang with
any of them and kept to himself during school. End of the school
day, he didn’t even take the school bus. He just walked down the
road and vanished, like in poof he’s gone.

“A friend of Mel’s who knew somebody on the
school’s administration said the kid passed his tests and got
mediocre grades—enough to get by. Parents never showed for any of
the school nights or parent teacher meetings.”

“You know anything more about the kid?”
Trundle asked.

“Nope. Mel told me eighth grade ended and
the kid supposedly did a Houdini. He didn’t enroll in either of the
local high schools—St. Mary’s or Manhasset High School. None of the
kids saw him that summer and he was nowhere to be found in the
fall,” Harry continued the story.

“So, how does he enter the picture after all
this time and why are Mel, and you, concerned?” Trundle asked.

“Mel, being Mel sometimes, feels he lost
this kid and for some reason he’s resurfaced in his life. I don’t
know why, but he thinks the kid needs his help. He turned to me and
asked for my help as well,” Harry said.

“Name it,” Trundle said.

“I’ll tell you what little else I know and
I’m hoping your boys can fill in the substantial void in this kid’s
life between the eighth grade and now,” Harry said.

“Done,” Trundle agreed without batting an
eye.


Chapter 8

Feet on the desk, a lukewarm half cup of
coffee balanced on the arm rest of the chair, Harry was reading the
USA Today when Mel entered the office.

“You get the worms or the birds beat you to
them?” Mel asked.

Looking up from his paper, Harry said, “If
you are implying I am up earlier than usual today, why shouldn’t I
be. It is another beautiful day in paradise, isn’t it?”

“Paradise my ass,” Mel replied.

“I hate to be the one to break the news to
you, Mel, but your ass ain’t nowhere in the vicinity of paradise,”
Harry told him.

“Blow it out yours,” Mel responded.

After they had ceased laughing, Harry said,
“So, where’s the kid now?”

“Why?” Mel replied.

“I’m good, but I’m not that good, Mel. If
I’m gonna look into what this kid’s been up to, I need to see him
and get something from him that points me in some direction to
start. I got people working on it already, but you know how I
operate. Rocks. I lift rocks and see what’s under them. The kid is
the first rock I need to lift,” Harry said.

“He probably ain’t gonna tell you jack,” Mel
answered.

“Depending on the beef, he may need a friend
right about now. That is if he’s even still there. Let me take a
run at him and take my chances with what I get, jack or no jack,”
Harry told Mel.

“What makes you think he ain’t still there?”
Mel asked.

“If he’s as good as you and I think he may
be, he should be long gone by now, never to be seen in that
particular upstate New York local venue again.”

“He’s not upstate anymore,” Mel said. “My
guy called and said he got moved south to the local jail where the
warrant sat.”

“You know where?” Harry asked.

“One of your old stomping grounds,” Mel told
Harry.

“Okay, where?” Harry asked.

“Cumberland County Prison in Cumberland
County, PA,” Mel replied.

“No shit?” Harry said in surprise.

“No shit is right,” Mel said. “But my buddy
said it’s a small beef, so you better hightail it down there pronto
if you’re gonna catch him before he flies the coop.”

“I’ll be damned,” Harry said.

“From your lips to God’s ears,” Mel
said.

“Funny, you hump. I’ll call my guy Tom down
there and get a line on the kid right away,” Harry told Mel.

“That’s probably a good idea,” Mel agreed.
“If he’s still around, getting a line on him now will make it a
whole lot easier than chasing him in the wind later.”

“If he’s in the wind already, he’s as good
as gone,” Harry told Mel.

“Happened once, it can happen again,” Mel
said without looking up from his beloved New York Times.

“If it does happen, or already did, he’s
history and you can write off that chapter in your autobiography,”
Harry said.

“When you’re right, you’re
right, Harry,” Mel told him. “You’re still a dick-head, but in this
case you’re a right dick-head.”


Chapter 9

Figuring there was no time like the present;
Harry hit the speaker button on the phone and dialed his
buddy-for-life in Mechanicsburg, PA. There were miles of history
between Harry and Tom and Harry always enjoyed spending time with
him. They had worked on a case not long ago and Harry figured there
might be a small favor due on his side of the docket.

Even if there wasn’t, Tom would drop
whatever he was doing for Harry if it was humanly possible. Harry
would do the same for Tom as well.

“Mechanicsburg Insurance Company—how may I
help you?”

“Tom Naughton, please,” Harry replied.

“May I say who’s calling?”

“Of course you may,” Harry replied.

Silence followed.

Harry waited.

“I’m sorry,” the voice finally tried.

“Did you do something?” Harry asked.

“Excuse me!” was the reply.

“For what!” Harry answered.

Slightly flustered, the faceless voice said, “I,
ah…Who may I say is calling?”

“Why, the party to whom you are speaking,” Harry
told her.

Muzak was all Harry heard next. He guessed he was on
hold.

Mel looked over and gave Harry his “you’re an
asshole” look.

Harry nodded in agreement.

After waiting a few minutes, Harry heard the
familiar, “Naughton” come over the speaker.

“Shorts,” was all Harry said in reply.

“Harry, why do you have to fuck with people
all the time? Especially a poor kid down here that got no chance to
understand the shit you can put folk through,” Tom asked.

“Well I don’t know, Tom. Because I can, I
guess,” Harry told him.

“Just hang on there, Harry. She’s new—I
gotta tell the kid she did good to put you through,” Tom said.

“No problem, Tom,” Harry answered.

Coming back on the line, Tom said, “How the
hell are ya, Harry?”

“Better than a scarecrow in an overgrown
cornfield without a single crow in sight,” Harry responded.

“That good?” Tom asked.

“Yeah, that good,” Harry assured him.

“You know some of us have to work for a
living now, Harry,” Tom said. “What can I do you for, or did you
just call me cuz you’re lonely and ya missed your good ole
buddy?”

“Tom, I could use a favor,” Harry told
him.

“Harry, you know if it’s humanly possible
it’s a done deal,” Tom replied.

“I figured you’d say that, Tom. There’s a
kid got sent down to the Cumberland County Prison a bit back and I
need to know if he’s still there. If he is, I need ya to sit on him
till I can get my sorry ass down there.”

“That’s it?” Tom said.

“That’s all she wrote,” Harry assured
him.

“As I already said, consider it a done deal.
If he’s a kid like you said, I can have Cam help out with the
“sittin’ on him” till ya get here,” Tom told Harry.

“That would work fine,” Harry told Tom.
“He’s right around Cam’s age I believe, and if I got this kid
pegged right, they should hit it off fine. How is Cam?”

Cameron Naughton, Cam for short, was Tom’s
son and an integral piece in the case Harry worked for Tom not too
long ago. While Cam seemed to have straightened his ass out and was
on the right track now, his past had some pretty dark spots in it.
He and Billy might hit it off at that.

“Cam’s real good, Harry. Thanks for asking,”
Tom said.

Having given Tom the pertinent details,
Harry said, “Call me when you know something, Tom. I hope to see ya
soon, buddy.”


Chapter 10

“How you be oh most favorite father of
mine?”

That was what Harry heard when he answered
the phone bright and early the next morning.

“Sleepy,” Harry replied. “And unless I
missed something, I’m not only your favorite father; I’m your only
father.”

“Nah, you didn’t miss anything there, pops.
But now that you mention it, the dude mom’s been running with
lately is getting pretty chummy,” Max told him.

“Well, if she marries the dude it’d make my
life a whole lot easier. No more brat kids to have to worry about
for one thing,” Harry said. He already had the lowdown on the
current and soon to be departed dude.

“Mom getting married or not, me and Briande
will haunt your life till your dying day. Maybe into your
afterlife, too. That brighten up your day, poppyson?” Max
asked.

“Music to my ears, Max. Like music to my
ears—country music that is. And you just know how I just loves my
country musicality so,” Harry joked.

“Hey,” Max said, “your American Idol chick’s
killing the country charts and winning every country award on every
show. That’s gotta count for something.”

“I’ll give you that one, Max. Now, what’d
you wake my ass up for?” Harry asked.

“We have to postpone our doting father and
devoted offspring Saturday soiree for this weekend,” Max told
him.

“What’s up?” Harry asked.

“Mom’s dude won some award and he has to go
up to Boston to pick it up at a dinner his company is throwing. He
invited mom, Bri and me to go with him and mom says it’s a “you
will go” no questions asked affirmative. Us youngins got no say in
the matter it seems,” Max told Harry.

Different dude Harry thought to himself?

“Does sound like it may be getting a little
serious between your mom and this dude,” Harry said.

“Happened before, it’ll happen again,” Max
said.

“No walking down the aisle with this one?”
Harry asked.

“Pops, you know mom better than any of us.
She’ll drag another guy along for a while, but she ain’t giving up
the ability to make your life more miserable than shit if she can
help it. Yeah, she throws in a romp now and again, but her mission
in life is to punish you for what she still sees as you leaving her
and her youngins out in the cold,” Max said.

“Out in the cold. What the hell do
you…she…well, out in the cold? You guys got a house and she’s got
more money, twice the money I got. Romp—where the hell do you get
off using the word romp with me and your mom in the same sentence?”
Harry railed.

“Romp—as in me and Briande are out of the
house and she’s all smiley and happy when we get home. And, I might
add, the new dude ain’t been anywhere near the house. Yeah, romp it
is and you be the romper, or rompee, or one of them.”

“Stop growing up, Max. Pretty soon I’ll be
taking advice from you and that sister of yours instead of the
other way around,” Harry said.

“We’ll be here for you, poppyson,” Max
assured Harry.

“Yeah, sure. Is my fellow romper around?”
Harry asked.

“Yeah, but she’s still sleeping. Out late
last night with her dude man I think. And I gotta split for school.
Later,” Max said.

“Yeah, squirt. Later,” Harry answered.

Romper.

Rompee.

I’m gonna kill that little bastard one of
these days.


Chapter 11

“So, this dude the one?”
Harry asked. “We talking like Going to the
Chapel time or something with
him?”

Silence filled the room.

“Max seems to think this one’s more serious
than the rest,” Harry continued.

Silence continued to be her only answer.

Harry and Sherry were propped up against the
headboard in Sherry’s bedroom. They had just experience all the
joys of another romp and were having a pleasant post-romp chat. At
least Harry was chatting; Sherry hadn’t said a word so far.

“What’s his name? Dude, is it really Dude?”
Harry asked.

“No, it’s not Dude,” Sherry finally
answered. “It’s Jeffrey. His name is Jeffrey Le Faire.”

“Jeffrey Le
Faire? His name is Jeffrey Le Faire?” Harry repeated.

“Yes,” Sherry confirmed.

“I hope his nickname is Dude,” Harry said
with a smirk.

A quick jab to Harry’s exposed ribs caused
him much pain.

“That hurt,” Harry said in obvious pain.
“That hurt a lot.”

“You got that right, dude,” Sherry said with
a satisfied smile on her face.

“That’s bitchy!” Harry said.

“Fuck you, Harry,” Sherry replied.

“Lest you forget, you just did, Sherry,”
Harry said with a satisfied smile on his face.

“I did at that. But I’m not sure I got it
just right the first time,” Sherry said.

Pointing to his injured ribs, Harry said
with the most pained face he could muster, “I’ve been maimed.”

“Well then let me kiss it and make it all
better,” Sherry said.

“That would be a start,” Harry replied.

“I’ll be happy to provide a start if you
promise to provide a slam-bang finish,” Sherry said.

“One slam-bang finish coming up,” Harry
replied. “And speaking of coming up…”

~ * ~

Harry was in his car on the way down to
visit his friend Tom and Tom’s son, Cam. They lived in a small burg
in Central PA called Mechanicsburg. It was only a hop and a skip
from there to Carlisle which housed the Cumberland County Prison.
The Cumberland County Prison presently housed one Billy Burns.

Tom had called Harry and confirmed Billy was
still in the Cumberland County Prison. From his sources within the
jail, Tom found out Billy was going to be released the day
following Harry’s original call. Unfortunately, there seems to have
been a paperwork snafu and Billy’s release would be delayed for
several days.

“Good work, Tom. I’ll be there in about an
hour and I’m going directly to the jail,” Harry told Tom over his
cell phone.

Harry listened and then said, “Okay, tell
your man Gordo I’m coming and to expect me this afternoon. Make
sure they don’t let Billy out before I get there.”

Some more listening, and then Harry said,
“Yeah, as soon as I get things squared away I’ll give you a call.
Thanks for all your help, Tom.”


Chapter 12

“Any friend of Tom’s is a friend in my book
as well,” Gordo said as he greeted Harry.

“Thanks, Gordo. I appreciate you meeting me
and bringing me in. Prisons aren’t exactly in my comfort zone,”
Harry told him.

“You ever been in one?” Gordo asked him.

“Visiting, yeah. And trust me, Gordo, that’s
the only way I ever want to be in one. I don’t even like visiting
them,” Harry told him.

“Smart man, Harry. And you can take my word
for it; you don’t ever want to become a resident of this prison, or
any other prison for that matter. Even the so-called country clubs
are still prisons that don’t let you out to go home for the night
if you get the urge.”

“Amen to that, Gordo, amen to that,” Harry
agreed.

“So, you here to see Billy Burns on a social
call, or is it professional?” Gordo asked.

“Let’s call it semi-professional for now,”
Harry answered. “Depending on how things work out and what Master
William Burns wants to volunteer, maybe it turns more professional
by the time we both leave.”

“Good enough,” Gordo said. “Your business is
your business and you don’t need me sticking my nose in it to muck
shit up.”

“Trust me, Gordo, sometimes mucking my shit
up don’t take much doing,” Harry told him.

They both laughed.

“Here we go,” Gordo told Harry. “Billy is
actually a free bird already based on the call the warden got from
the government agency. The paperwork is set up for signature and
waiting for you to wave your hand for pen to hit the paper. Gimme
the high sign and I’ll put the word through to spring him.”

“Thanks again, Gordo. I’ll get through this
as quick as I can and get out of everyone’s hair,” Harry told
him.

“Harry, you take all the time you want. I
started my shift two hours ago, so I’m here for another six hours
at least. And the residents here, they ain’t going anywhere either.
Except Billy that is, and he leaves when you say so. Yell if you
need anything,” Gordo said.

“Okay, let’s see what Billy Burns has to say
for himself,” Harry said.

Entering the meeting room, Harry was
surprised by how claustrophobic it was. Maybe the “insideness” of
it made it seem smaller and more confining than it really was. At
least it did to Harry and he knew he was only there for a
visit.

The room contained a six-by-four rectangular
table with a chair on either side of the table. All three were
bolted to the floor. Billy was seated in the chair across the table
from Harry. He didn’t get up when Harry entered the room.

“Who the hell are you?” was all Billy
said.

“Maybe a friend,” Harry replied.

“You here to let me out of this stinking
shithole?” Billy asked.

“Well thanks, don’t mind if I do have a
seat,” Harry replied.

“If you’re here to let me out of this
stinking shithole, you don’t need to have no seat,” Billy said.

“There’s need, and then there’s want. Maybe
I don’t need a seat, but I want a seat, so I’ll take a seat,” Harry
said.

“Whatever,” Billy mumbled.

“You don’t know me,” Harry started. “I walk
in here, you have no idea why, yet you run that tough dude prison
bullshit attitude at me like I’m supposed to shit my drawers right
here and now.”

Billy didn’t even blink.

“So you know the ground rules, I talk, you
listen. Then we talk to, not at, each other and then maybe I get
you out of this stinking shithole. That agreeable to you, Billy
Burns?” Harry asked.

“It’s your dime,” Billy answered.


Chapter 13

Billy looked at Harry like he had three
heads, each with propeller beanies that were all spinning in
unison. He had heard what Harry had said, every word of it, but he
was having trouble processing any of it.

When Harry was done talking, he had sat back
in his chair and waited for Billy Burns to say his piece. He was
still waiting.

“So,” Harry said trying to prompt a reply
from Billy.

“So,” Billy mimicked. “I’m supposed to
believe a guy that coached me in the eighth grade thinks he fucked
up because I walked out on him and the team and now he wants to
make amends. Make amends for what? He didn’t do the splitsareno on
me…I split on him and the other kids on the team. And how the fuck
did he find out about my current predicament in the first
place?”

Harry just looked at Billy.

“And you. What’s this got to do with you,
and why? This guy Mel says jump and your ass is suspended in
mid-air till he barks for your ass to hit the deck again. What’s
that about?” Billy continued.

Harry just looked at Billy some more.

“Key-R-Eyest on a crutch,” Billy exclaimed
in frustration.

Harry figured it was time to fill in a few
of the missing blanks.

“Mel’s my brother-in-law, well, my
ex-brother-in-law to be precise. He periodically gets a bug up his
ass that he has to solve some problem of the world; in this case
it’s your world. Since I’m a licensed Private Investigator, I get
enlisted to assist in his world class problem solving excursions.
Usually ends up costing me, but my ex would kick my ass if she
heard I refused to help Mel. So, I help,” Harry explained.

“This is weirder-n-mongoose shit,” Billy
said.

Perplexed, Harry said, “And you’ve seen
mongoose shit?”

“That was a very long story that turned out
very profitable for yours truly,” Billy answered with a smile.

“I guess I’ll have to take your word for
it,” Harry said.

“You got a punch line to this little tale of
yours?” Billy asked.

“The punch line is Mel thinks he lost you
somehow and he didn’t, doesn’t like it. Think of it as unfinished
business from your not so distant past,” Harry said.

“This is turning into an honest to goodness
cluster fuck,” Billy replied. “I mean it. First we beat some small
town nobodies out of a few bucks and I end up in this god forsaken
rat hole over a trumped-up two-year-old beef I had nothing to do
with in the first place. Don’t get me wrong, I done some shit in my
day. But these here two are unadulterated bullcrap with a capital
B,” Billy said.

“If I may ask, how’d you get bailed out of
here so fast?” Harry asked.

Obviously caught off guard by Harry’s
question, Billy hesitated momentarily and then chose to ignore it
all together.

“Alright, here’s a request you either take
or leave. Give me a few days to run some stuff down, and if I don’t
come back with something solid for you to consider, you walk and I
don’t follow,” Harry offered.

“Something solid for me to consider? What
the hell is something solid for me to consider? I don’t owe you, or
Mel, or anyone else from that part of my past life diddly squat.
There’s nothing for me to consider because you ain’t got nothing,
and never will have anything I’d be interested in. I don’t even
know you from a hole-in-the-wall. And Mel, never mind Mel. All I
want is out of here and I’m in the wind again,” Billy said.

At that moment, Harry’s cell phone rang. He
listened, smiled, and said thanks. He then turned to Billy and
said, “Billy, it’s for you.”


Chapter 14

Handing the phone back to Harry, Billy said,
“How in the unholy name of fuck me did you pull that little stunt
off?”

“Stunt,” Harry replied. “What stunt would
you be referring to?”

“Try this on for size, Harry Shorts. I’m
here what, three days, and you show up from out of nowhere. You run
this ‘Mel feels bad’ soap opera shit by me and then you pull off a
stunt I didn’t think anyone could ever pull on me,” Billy said.

“I still don’t know what “stunt” you’re
talking about,” Harry told him with a shrug of his shoulders.

“How’d you get Edie to call me? And on your
cell on top of it all,” Billy said.

“Oh, that stunt,” Harry said.

“Yeah, that stunt,” Billy confirmed.

“Let’s just say I know some people in the
right places who know some people in some more right places,” Harry
replied.

“I don’t know who you are Harry Mickey
Shorts, but if you can get Edie to call me on your cell here in the
Cumberland County Prison after, well, after some time, and it’s
suggested I listen to what you have to say, then I’m all ears,”
Billy told Harry.

“Solid,” Harry said. “I have a bud who lives
close by. We’ll crash at his place for a few days and play it as it
falls after that. Sound good to you?”

With that, Harry waved his hand in the
air.

“What’s that for?” Billy asked.

Before Harry could answer, the door opened
and Gordo entered. He walked over to Billy and handed him his
official walking papers.

“You are now free to go, Mr. Burns. It is
our understanding you will be leaving with Mr. Shorts and do not
require a means of transportation. Is that accurate?” Gordo asked
Billy.

Looking as surprised as he should be, Billy
answered, “Yeah, I guess that’s accurate. Is it, Mr. Shorts?”

“On the button,” Harry answered.

Billy turned back to Gordo and said, “On the
button.”

Gordo looked at Billy with his best
no-nonsense look and said, “Then let’s get you processed out of
here so you can get the fuck out of my jail and don’t you ever come
back. Harry will be waiting for you just outside the door.”

Billy stood and said, “Getting the fuck out,
boss. Never coming back, boss. Be getting out right ‘bout now,
boss.”

Gordo nodded at Harry and started for the
door. Billy followed close behind wanting to make sure he got the
fuck out before Guard Gordo changed his mind.

Harry was right behind them.

~ * ~

The Gold Datsun B210 Honeybee (circa 1976)
with the HoneyBee painted on the side was sitting in clear sight of
the prison entrance/exit. It was impossible to miss it. Harry was
headed toward it when Billy turned to Harry and said, “So what now,
chief?”

“As I said, I got a buddy down here who’s
gonna put us up for a day or two while we put our heads together
and get a plan in place. His son Cam is about your age and you two
can hang a bit while we’re here,” Harry told him.

“A plan to do what?” Billy answered. “Who
says I need a plan? Who says I need you to help me put a plan in
place as if I needed a plan in the first place? I don’t even know
you. Your Mel story could be pure bullshit and my ass could be
going down a road it don’t want to travel.”

Billy looked away and gave out a huge
sigh.

Looking back at Harry, Billy said, “Why do
you think you need to try and help me, Harry Mickey Shorts? Never
mind need to, what the fuck are you doing it for? You don’t know me
from Adam and all of a sudden I become your pet project like saving
the rain forests or some endangered specie.”

Not knowing exactly how to respond to
Billy’s queries, Harry thanked his lucky stars when his cell
chimed.

“Shorts,” he said.

After listening for a good minute and a half
without saying a word, Harry said, “Give me an hour and I’ll call
you back on a secure land line.”


Chapter 15

“Harry, you good for nothing hound dog, get
your ass in here,” was how Tom greeted Harry when he opened his
front door.

“Good to see you too, Tom. This here is
Billy Burns who I told you about,” Harry replied.

“Welcome, Billy Burns,” Tom said extended
his hand toward Billy.

Billy shook Tom’s hand but didn’t know what
to say.

“Talkative sumbitch, ain’t he,” Tom said to
Harry.

Harry looked at Billy and then back at
Tom.

“Put both of your hands in your pockets,”
Harry told Tom. “Grab your wallet with one and your balls with the
other. If you don’t, young Billy Burns is libel to be leaving with
the whole shooting match and you won’t even know it till he’s
gone.”

“Balls and all?” Tom asked.

“Balls and all,” Harry confirmed.

Tom looked at Billy with the “that true”
look guys give each other when they’re looking for confirmation of
a particular notion.

Billy just hunched his shoulders.

“Reckon it be true then,” Tom said.

Tom put both of his hands in his pockets and
smiled.

Just then Tom’s son Cam walked into the
room. He walked over to Harry and gave him a high five.

“Been awhile, Harry. All’s cool in
Shortsland?” Cam asked.

“All’s cool,” Harry replied. “You good?”

“Gooder than good,” Cam said. “Me and the
old man here got it going on and the life flick be humming
solid.”

“Cam, this here is Billy, Billy Burns. Why
don’t you take Billy downstairs and blow out his ear drums like you
do yours with that rock shit you call music,” Tom told Cam. “I
gotta talk with Harry for a spell, then we can get something to
eat.”

“Cool. Come on, Billy. Let me show you my
set-up and you can pick some tunes to listen to,” Cam told
Billy.

Cam gave Billy some kind of multiple hand
shake, palm slapping, finger gripping greeting and they proceeded
down to the basement.

“Beer?” Tom asked Harry.

“Was the pope once Polish?” Harry
answered.

“His Popeski he was for sure,” Tom
replied.

“Then a beer it is,” Harry confirmed.

“Done deal,” Tom said.

“You get the brews while I make a call. The
phone cleared?” Harry asked.

“Cleared it just this morning, Harry. Help
yourself while I get us some suds,” Tom told Harry.

“Thanks, Tom.”

Harry went into Tom’s den and dialed a
number. He hung up after two rings, waited a minute, and then
dialed the same number again.

When the call was answered, Harry listened
for a solid four minutes and then hung up without saying a word. He
had what he needed.

Tom was sitting in his recliner in the
living room when Harry reentered the room. Tom offered Harry a beer
and Harry sat down on the couch across from Tom.

“You get what you needed?” Tom asked.

“I got a second confirmation of what I
already knew. So yeah, I got what I needed,” Harry told Tom.

After Harry was done giving Tom the short
version of what he knew, Tom agreed with Harry’s plan and
direction.

“You need my help?” Tom asked.

“Not yet, Tom,” Harry told him. “Maybe
later, sometime down the road, but not yet.”

“Cool. Let me get Billy and Cam and let’s
get this party going,” Tom told Harry.


Chapter 16

Tom, Harry, Billy and Cam were seated in
Tom’s living room all with beers in hand. Harry figured beers would
make the next fifteen minutes go down a lot easier for Billy; and
for himself as well.

Tom just liked his beer.

Harry wasn’t sure how to get started, so he
sucked it up and just began. He had a story to tell and a captive
audience to tell it to.

“Billy, I’m gonna lay some shit on you that
I’ve had confirmed by two separate parties. It’s nothing you don’t
know, at least most all of it I presume. I don’t know any other way
to get into it than get into it, so here goes.

“Your mother and father, whose names were
Edie and Paul Burns, were a “best-of-the-best” con artist team who
ran ahead of the law and everyone else for a very long time.
Eventually, like most, they were caught in the act. When given the
choice of either going to jail or helping their country, they chose
country. They were recruited by the government and, from what I’m
being told, you hardly saw them after you were twelve years
old.”

Harry stopped to assess how Billy was
handling what he was saying. He also stopped to have a slug of his
beer.

“They traveled extensively from when you
were small. An aunt was supposed to watch you for them but it seems
she didn’t do
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