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Chapter One

 


A cold steady rain came down from the darkened sky in
the early dawn. It beat a musical tune on the metal roofs of cars
parked along the road outside suburban tract houses and in the
parking lots of townhomes and apartment buildings. The rain washed
the dirt and grime of civilization off the cars and the streets,
cascading along the gutters and flowing into the sewers. It beat
down with enough intensity to cleanse the area of sin as well.

Vicki stood alone at the bus stop with the protection
of a raised umbrella. Beneath her clear plastic raincoat, she wore
a pink designer pantsuit and flat low heeled pumps. Her head was a
pile of dark frizzy hair and she wore small diamond studs in her
ears. It was an open bus stop, without a sheltering roof and her
long raincoat and umbrella protected everything except her feet,
which were getting thoroughly wet.

Across the street, there was a blue and white
one-story house with a pointed white picket fence jutting up just
inside the edge of the sidewalk. The door opened and the figure of
a tall woman emerged. She was clad in a tan London Fog raincoat and
she held a black umbrella above her head. She walked down the slick
front steps cautiously, hurried along the sidewalk and opened the
gate. Crossing the deserted early morning street gingerly to avoid
the rushing water, she walked to the bus stop and stopped next to
Vicki.

"Good morning, Vicki. Not a good day for the bus, is
it?"

"No it's not. It must be time for it to come, now
that you're here, Gloria. You always seem to get here right before
it arrives."

"I have a chime set on my watch that alerts me when
to come out," Gloria revealed.

A long red transit bus turned the corner and roared
up to the stop, splashing a wave of water that extended several
feet in from the curb. Having learned from previous experience,
Vicki and Gloria were far enough back to avoid getting doused. The
bright red bus said "Peachy Keen" in large amber letters on the
side. Peachy Keen was the former derisive campus moniker of the
owner, who had been christened with the name by the fraternity set
for his temporary collegiate conversion to the secular religion of
socialism.

Having graduated from college with a degree in the
liberal arts, Peachy Keen was confronted with the necessity of
earning a living. He soon discarded his socialist ideals and
embraced the God of Adam Smith, free trade and the profit
incentive. Now he was the sole owner of a bus system, having won
the bid for a contract to provide bus service for the County.

The bus was an old model with steps to climb. Vicki
and Gloria had their change ready, since the antiquated fare boxes
would not except paper money. Peachy Keen was planning to add the
price for new fare boxes to the next contract, when the old one
expired. Until then, the passengers would have to fumble with
change. The women shook the water off themselves and closed their
umbrellas. They sat together on forward facing seats and the bus
started up. They rolled along dampened black tar roads, stopping
infrequently to acquire more riders.

"I wish these buses would have some heat," Vicki
said. "It's cold in here."

"I notice the driver has his jacket on," Gloria
said.

"He probably has on some long underwear. He has to be
out here all day."

"One of the other drivers said that only a few of
these buses have heaters that work. The drivers are out in the
parking lot every morning, flipping coins to see who gets a bus
with heat. This driver must have lost the coin toss."

"I hope he has some better luck tomorrow, then. I
don't like to freeze like this," Vicki said.

 


Several uneventful miles down the road, a bus shelter
with a roof squatted in front of a square, three-story red brick
apartment building. Several people were grouped together by the
rear wall of the shelter, as far away as possible from the driving
rain, which blew in through the open front of the structure. The
black metal bench was too wet for sitting, so they were forced to
stand up.

One of the passengers was using an aluminum walker.
It had two front wheels. A nurse had installed yellow tennis balls
over the rear stands of the walker by cutting slits in the tops of
the balls. This made it easier for the woman using the walker to
slide it along over the pavement. She wore a bulky, long gray wool
coat and a tan faded pork pie hat. She made it over to the bus
behind the other two passengers and stopped. It wasn't possible for
her to climb the steps.

Fortunately, the bus was required by law to
facilitate things for the handicapped. The driver flipped a switch
on the dash and the steps folded down into a platform. She slid the
walker onto the platform and waited for it to rise like an elevator
to the level of the floor. Then she paid her fare and made it to
the closest seats, where she sat facing sideways.

"I wonder what she could be doing out here on such a
rainy day?" Vicki whispered. "I haven't seen her before. She's not
a regular rider."

"I'm sure she has places to go, just like we do,"
Gloria whispered back.

The bus took off again and poked along behind a line
of rain-slowed traffic. But at least they were moving. They passed
strip malls with pizza parlors, barber shops and fast food places.
Pawn shops, payday loan places, surplus stores, car washes and used
car dealerships lined the highway. The parking lots in front of
them were mainly empty in the downpour, but more inclement weather
with flowering trees and shrubs would supplant the current storm
and then the parking lots would fill up.

The bus halted once more, this time in front of a
liquor store in a shabby commercial district of drab, one-story
buildings. Two male passengers boarded. They stopped in front of
the fare box to close their umbrellas and the bus started up while
they were still standing. One of the men was short and broad, with
a wide flat face and razor sharp teeth. He looked a bit like a
badger. The other man was leaner, average height, with a swarthy
face made darker by an unshaven morning version of five o'clock
shadow. He came slinking up the steps like a weasel.

The men brandished paper bills at the driver, who
looked like a hippy with his pony tail. He wore a blue uniform
shirt and a black uniform jacket with a patch on the shoulder.

"We need to ride to get change for a dollar," the
Badger told the driver.

"Okay, man. It's cool," the driver said.

Gloria leaned toward Vicki and spoke quietly. "That's
just a gimmick to ride free," she said. "This driver always lets it
go."

"I know he does," Vicki said. "I think this driver
might be afraid of these people. They look pretty sinister."

It appeared that something was exchanged between the
driver and the Weasel, but the transaction was partially obscured
by the backs of the two men.

"I don't think he's afraid of these two," Gloria
said. "I think he knows them. It looks like he gave them something
in a paper packet."

"I wonder what it could have been?"

"I'm not sure, but I think this driver is a hippy. I
think he just sold them drugs. They handed him an envelope first,
which might have contained some money."

"I can't believe such a thing could happen on a bus.
I wonder if I should report him to Security at the store?" Vicki
said.

"I don't think store Security would be much help,
Vicki. They don't have jurisdiction outside the store."

"We should do something, Gloria. They shouldn't get
away with it."

"It looked suspicious, but we don't have any proof,
Vicki. We don't have enough to go to the police. We have to give
people the benefit of the doubt."

"I don't think we should. I think they should be
reported."

The Badger and the Weasel turned from the fare box
and walked to the empty sideways facing seats near the front of the
bus. They sat down across the aisle from the lady with the walker,
facing her. Vicki and Gloria quit talking when they approached.

A few blocks later, the lady with the walker
disembarked in front of a medical building. There was a delay,
while she rode the platform elevator down to the level of the
sidewalk. The Badger and the Weasel grew impatient with the
procedure.

"They shouldn't let these cripples ride the bus," the
Badger groused.

"If they can't walk, they should be in a nursing
home," the Weasel agreed. "These people are a nuisance to everyone
else."

The bus continued on to the stop nearest to Hellman's
Department Store and Vicki disembarked, saying goodbye to Gloria
and ignoring the Badger and the Weasel when they leered at her
suggestively. She stepped out into the rain and raised her
umbrella.

The red bus with the yellow lettering pulled away in
a surge of black diesel exhaust fumes and a large blue monster of a
car with rear tail fins cut over to the curb and screeched to a
halt. The passenger window came partway down and someone called
out.

A female head with raven black hair appeared in the
window. "Hey Vicki. You want a ride? It's too wet to be
walking."

"I could use a ride," Vicki said. She walked over to
the car and someone opened the rear door. She got in and quickly
closed the door, to shut out the rain.

The driver of the car was big and powerful, with a
blond crew cut. He looked like an all pro defensive end. Next to
him was a cute Asian girl. A girl who looked like her twin was in
the back next to Vicki. She scrunched over to make room. Next to
the girl in back was another large individual with darker hair.

"Hi, Vicki," Mikki said, turning partially around to
face her from the front seat. "The driver here is my boyfriend,
Tiny."

"I remember. You told me about him in class," Vicki
said.

"That's my sister Tilli next to you, with Big Shorty.
Big Shorty usually drives, but he had a couple of beers for
breakfast this morning, so Tiny is doing the honors."

Vicki nodded politely and Tilli and Big Shorty
returned the nods in lieu of a greeting.

"You're going to have to start eating more sensibly,
Shorty," Tilli said. "No more beer for breakfast."

"I don't usually imbibe in the morning. It was a
special occasion," Big Shorty said.

"Why can't you celebrate with something more
healthful, like mango juice?"

"I don't know about Mango juice. What does it taste
like?"

"We have some mango juice in the store. You can try
some in the restaurant," Vicki said.

"Did you finish the math homework, Vicki?" Mikki
asked, changing the subject deliberately.

"I didn't do it all yet. I have to work on it during
lunch."

"I'll stop by and see you. I've got it all done,"
Mikki said.

By now, the car had arrived in front of Hellman's and
they stopped to let Vicki out.

The Hellman's Department store was perched on top of
a hill. The outside of the building was the color of weathered
marble. Despite the faded exterior, it rose above the lesser
emporiums with an air of obvious superiority. The entrance was
decorated with tall Roman columns, which partially concealed dark
glass rectangular windows. Vicki told Mikki and the others goodbye
and hurried up the steps in the rain. Once inside, she closed her
umbrella and shook off as much water as she could. Then she hurried
across polished marble floors to the area outside the Personnel
Office, where she punched her time card to begin her shift as a
retail clerk.

Roy came in while she was returning her time card to
the slot in the metal rack on the wall. When she was done, he took
his own card out and placed it in the slot below the time clock,
where it was stamped with the time and date. He put his own card
back in the rack.

"Good morning, Vicki," Roy said cheerfully. He was a
young white youth with medium length black hair, a broad square
face, a strong jaw and well defined forearm muscles. He wore a
striped white and blue tie and a blue sport coat over a yellow
shirt.

"Hello, Roy. Do you think Bob will be on time
today?"

"Portly Pig had a talk with him. I think he's going
to turn over a new leaf."

Portly Pig was the new manager. He had been laid off
from his foreman position as a Baltimore longshoreman and had
accepted a position with Hellman's in the Maryland suburbs of
Washington D. C. One of his tenets was that people should actually
be on time for work, which was a new concept for Bob, the
perpetually tardy assistant manager.

"Good. I can't wait to see what happens if Bob keeps
coming in late. Sylvia could never get Bob to be on time. I think
she was too nice about it."

"Maybe so. But I still like Sylvia better than Portly
Pig. He swears at me like a stevedore."

"He doesn't swear at me so much."

"He talks worse to the guys."

They left the Personnel area and strolled along a
tiled floor past racks of clothing. The center of the floor was
taken up by clothing hung on rounders and four-way racks with
straight arms. Folded clothing was stacked on display tables. Long
metal racks were fastened to the walls, with more four-way racks
and tables interspersed between them.

"I'd better cover Leisure Wear," Roy said. "See you
later, Vicki. I have to open the cash register and count up my
bank."

"Okay, Roy. I'm going to Yacht Wear," Vicki said. She
passed the open entrance to the dressing room and rounded the
corner to the area with the cash register.

A tall white man in his twenties lounged against the
Yacht Wear counter. He had the bulging muscles of a body builder.
He was attired in a white shirt, gray sport coat and a nerdy gray
bow tie. His brown hair was trimmed short on the sides.

"Hello, Vicki. What kept you? I've already opened the
cash register and counted up the bank. It was short by a dime."

"A dime is okay, Bob. I can't believe you made it on
time. Did you read the clock wrong or something?"

"There's no need for sarcasm. I got my car running
right. That's why I'm on time today."

"How did you do that? Did you take it to the
shop?"

"No. A new guy moved into our house in Tapioca Park
and he's a trained mechanic. He has a timing light and he
discovered my engine was timed wrong. You have to set the motor to
the correct timing idle speed first, before you mark the notch in
the pulley with chalk and rotate the distributor to set the timing.
You also have to remove the vacuum advance line from the
distributor and plug it with a golf tee. Otherwise your timing will
be way off."

"Boy. I don't need to know all that, Bob. I'd just
take my car to the shop."

"The shop is where it got timed wrong. I'm glad this
new guy moved in."

"I'm glad you came on time today. It's a pretty good
surprise."

"Now that Greg is gone, you won't be able to play
chess in your head with him any more, so I guess we'll have to get
to work. Sylvia wants us to mark the winter items down, now that
Spring is finally here."

Vicki opened the drawer beneath the counter and
rummaged around. She located two price guns and handed one to Bob.
"We can do the markdowns now, before the customers get here," Vicki
said.

They were soon clicking away with the price guns,
creating soft discordant offbeat sounds in the otherwise quiet
store. Vicki moved around the corner by the dressing room and
worked on the winter merchandise on the wall racks. Bob gravitated
to the center of the floor, where he worked on the rounders and the
four-way racks.

A tall slim woman with long blond hair walked up to
Vicki while she worked. The woman wore a red business suit and
skirt, with a white blouse. Her face was an enticing tanned oval
and her neck was encircled by a string of gleaming white pearls.
"Hello, Vicki," she said.

"Hi, Sylvia. We're pricing the winter things."

"Good. I told Bob about it, since he was here early
for a change. I see you're getting along with him better, now. I'm
sorry we couldn't make you the assistant manager instead of Bob.
But you go to school and you're only part time here. We needed a
full timer."

"I'm getting more used to Bob. It's not as much fun
without Greg being here, though."

"Greg may have been fun for you, Vicki, but he was a
constant headache for the management. We all felt like we were
suffering from a case of 'Retail Blue' when he was here. Things are
a lot more peaceful without him."

"Now you can have a case of 'Retail Red,' in your
nice new red business suit. It really looks good. I wonder if
Greg's having a good time out West in the desert? Maybe he went to
Las Vegas to play poker or count the cards at the Blackjack
tables."

"If he did go to Las Vegas, I hope he doesn't disrupt
the casinos like he did in the store."

"He wasn't really such a disruptive person. Mike from
security just got paranoid because he told all those interesting
stories."

"You were a little bit paranoid about Greg at first
yourself, Vicki, in case you've forgotten. But I have a surprise
for you. We can't make you an assistant manager because you're a
part timer, but we've decided to promote you to selling assistant.
You'll be getting a raise, beginning with your next paycheck."

"Oh, good. I can use a raise. College is getting
pretty expensive."

"By the way, we've hired a new clerk to replace Greg.
His name is Zeno McBride. I'm counting on you and Roy to keep an
eye on him while he learns the job. I'll bring him out as soon as
he finishes with his paperwork in the Personnel Office."

"Okay, Sylvia. I'll tell Roy to watch him, too."

Mike from Security came around the corner. He was
burly, with big strong arms and shoulders. Like many big men, he
carried a little extra weight around the middle. He had a dark
swarthy face topped by a shock of blond hair that was as white as
an albino's. But his dark countenance belied the albino image.
There was no lack of pigmentation in his swarthy skin. He looked
like a ferocious sumo wrestler.

"I need to talk to you, Sylvia," Mike said without
preamble.

"Okay, Mike." Sylvia turned to Vicki. "Thanks for
your help, Vicki. I'll see you in a little while." Sylvia turned
and threaded her way between the metal racks of clothes and walked
off across the tile floor with big burly Mike. Vicki continued to
click her price gun, putting new prices on the tags of winter
merchandise.

It wasn't long before Roy appeared. He stopped in the
entrance to the dressing room and called to Vicki. "There's nothing
going on in Leisure wear, so I'm going to clean out the dressing
room. It's probably a mess after last night."

"I'm almost done with the pricing. I'll help you
rehang things in a minute, Roy."

Roy nodded and went on into the dressing room. He
emerged soon thereafter with an armload of clothes and walked
around the corner, where he placed his burden on the Yacht Wear
counter.

Vicki finished with her price markdowns and followed
Roy around the corner. She opened the drawer and put the price gun
inside it. Then she found some spare hangers beneath the counter
and began hanging the stray clothing from the dressing room. Roy
also began hanging things.

"Bob should come and help us," Roy said.

"Bob doesn't stoop to such menial tasks. He's part of
the management," Vicki replied.

"They should have made you the assistant manager,
instead of Bob. You've been here longer and you know a lot more
about the place than he does."

"They couldn't do it. It was against the rules. I'm
only part time here. But Sylvia just told me that I get to be a
selling assistant instead, so I still get promoted. I get a raise,
too."

"Hey. That's great, Vicki. I wonder if I can make
selling assistant myself pretty soon?"

"I hope you can. I guess it's up to Sylvia and Mr.
Dent. Sylvia said they hired a new clerk to assist us. He has a
pretty interesting name. It's Zeno McBride."

"Zeno? I've never heard of that name, before."

"HIs name might be Spanish or some other language.
Sylvia's going to bring him out when they get done processing his
paperwork in Personnel. She wants us both to teach him the job.
We're supposed to keep an eye on him for Sylvia."

Roy picked up a stack of rehung clothes to put back
on the floor. "No problem, Vicki. We'll help him out until he
catches on to the job." He walked off to return the clothes to
their rightful places. Vicki continued to hang the rest of the pile
on the counter.

 



Chapter Two.

 


When Vicki was through hanging the clothes, Bob
materialized in the Yacht Wear area with the price gun dangling
from his hand. He seemed to have a sixth sense about not getting
back until everything was done.

Vicki frowned at him. "Did you get everything priced,
Bob?" she asked.

"Everything I could find," Bob said.

"That's good. Roy and I cleaned out the dressing room
while you were gone. We just got finished hanging everything
up."

"Good work," Bob said.

"Now that you're back, I'll get on over to Leisure
Wear. It looks like we've got some customers browsing the area,"
Roy called from his position on the floor, where he was hanging the
last of the garments on a rounder."

"Thanks for your help, Roy," Vicki said as she waved
at Roy's departing back. "It's nice when people volunteer to help,
even when they don't have to," Vicki hinted to Bob.

Bob pulled the drawer beneath the counter open and
deposited the price gun inside it without commenting. Vicki watched
Roy as he returned to Leisure Wear. Two men were evaluating shirts
and jackets in the area. They looked familiar.

"Do you know who those people are, Bob?" Vicki asked.
She pointed at Leisure Wear.

Bob glanced over at Roy's area. He stared at the two
men for a moment. "No. I'm sure I've never seen those two before.
They're not regular customers or I'd recognize them."

"I don't think they're so regular either," Vicki
said. "I saw them on the bus this morning, but they never rode it
before. They didn't even have change for the fare. They only had
some paper money and the fare box won't take that."

"So what happened? Did they have to get back off the
bus?"

"No. The driver gave them a break and let them ride
anyway. They were supposed to get change, but they never bothered
to ask anybody for it. I don't think they ever paid."

Bob took a seat in a comfortable display chair. "I
think these people could bear watching. If you'll cheat on
something as small as a bus fare, you may cheat on bigger things as
well. I'll just sit here and keep an eye on them for a while. They
won't notice me way over here."

As soon as Bob plunked down in the chair, big Mr.
Stone, the manager of Housewares, headed in their direction. He was
tall, bullet headed, thickset and strong, with a closely cropped
military style buzz cut. He strode forcefully into Yacht Wear and
stopped next to the cash terminal. He looked at Bob in the chair
and he looked at Vicki, who was on her feet.

"I'm glad to see you're not goofing off in that chair
as usual, Vicki," Stone barked in a deep bass voice. He sounded
like a Drill Instructor in boot camp. "But it looks like Bob here
has acquired some of your bad habits. Just why are you lounging
around in that chair, Bob?"

"I was trying to be incognito, but you've just ruined
it," Bob complained. "Do you have to shout so loud?"

"You should learn to keep your voice down, Mr.
Stone," Vicki admonished. "Bob was watching some suspicious
customers. He thought he would be more inconspicuous if he sat
down. We're not sure what they could be up to. But now they
probably heard you shouting and they know we're over here."

Stone lowered his tone by a few decibels. "That's
Security's job to watch the customers. It's your job to serve the
customers and it's not your job to play amateur detective. I think
you're just looking for an excuse to sit down on the job, Bob.
Don't you have some pricing to do?"

"The pricing is all done, Mr. Stone," Vicki said. "I
saw those people over there near Roy on the bus today. They didn't
pay the fare, either. They might be up to something. I think Bob
should watch them."

"That's Mike's job. It looks like they're just
shopping over there. I don't think they're going to run off with
anything with Roy over there. Why don't you let him worry about
it?"

The Weasel and the Badger were holding up expensive
designer outfits from a gap table. Neither one of them looked like
the type who would shop for designer wear. Roy watched them from
the counter, looking bored.

"Why don't you get up out of that chair, Bob? We
don't like the clerks sitting down in here."

"I'm not really a clerk. I'm an assistant manager. I
think I have a right to investigate unusual circumstances around
here."

"I'm a full manager," Stone growled. "I outrank
you."

"Yeah. But you're not really in my chain of command.
I work for Mr. Dent and Sylvia. She wouldn't say anything about
this," Bob retorted.

"If you're going to refuse to get up, then I'll just
have a little chat with Dent and Sylvia. We'll see what they have
to say about the disobedience in this section."

"You should stay over in Housewares, Mr. Stone,"
Vicki interrupted. "Some people in your section might need help
while you're over here."

"We'll just see about this," Stone said angrily. He
stalked off in the direction of the office.

"He acts like he just came out of hibernation," Vicki
said after Stone was gone.

In spite of his nerdy bow tie, Bob was a well-muscled
body builder. "I'm not afraid of Stone," Bob said. "I've been to
Ninja School." He peered at the Weasel and the Badger. "Those guys
don't look like designer wear types over there to me. They look
more like construction workers or truck drivers."

"I think they look like sinister criminals," Vicki
said.

The Weasel looked especially disreputable, with his
swarthy countenance enhanced by an unshaven face. He cast a few
surreptitious glances at Roy, who leaned on the counter in apparent
callous disregard. Vicki was so busy watching the Weasel, that she
failed to observe the approach of a group of customers in her own
area.

Two very large people loomed above the Yacht Wear
counter and startled Vicki with their sudden appearance. They were
accompanied by two girls, who were overshadowed by their mammoth
companions. The group of four stopped and looked at Vicki.

"Well hello there," Mikki said. "What's so
interesting over there?"

It was Mikki, Tilli, Tiny and Big Shorty, who had
given Vicki the ride early that morning in the rain. Mikki was
keeping her earlier promise to pay Vicki a visit.

"Those customers over there were on the bus this
morning. They cheated the driver out of the fare, so Bob and I are
keeping an eye on them. I'm not so sure that we can trust them,"
Vicki said. "They could decide to steal something."

"I guess Bob here is your coworker," Mikki said. 'Hi,
Bob. I'm Mikki and this is my sister Tilli. The guys are Tiny and
Big Shorty."

"Hello, Bob," everyone chorused.

Bob stood up from the chair. "Hey. I'm glad to know
you." He shook hands with Tiny and Big Shorty. In spite of his body
building physique, Bob was awed by the massive size and musculature
of Tiny and Big Shorty. They had that effect on people.

"You two look like carbon copies of each other," Bob
told Mikki and Tilli. You aren't twins by any chance, are you?" He
asked, belaboring the obvious.

"It looks like you noticed," Tilli smiled. "We
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