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CHAPTER 1
Boston, Massachusetts, Thursday, October 8, 2:55 p.m.
Brady Ross was smiling beneath the ski mask he wore.
He strode out into the road and opened fire with an Atchisson assault shotgun, shredding the front tire on the armored car, as on the left side of the vehicle, his partner Jake was doing the same. 
The tires were equipped with plastic liners designed to help the vehicle’s occupants to continue driving even if the tires were flattened, but the liners were also destroyed by the shotguns’ blasts and so the truck was essentially riding on its rims.
As the armored car, which was actually more of a truck, lumbered past them, Brady and Jake rolled out of the way and into a ditch at the side of the road, as a third man, Craig, set off the charge that was hidden inside a bright orange traffic cone.
The directional blast was massive and its force slammed into the side of the armored car, and for a second, the truck continued driving along on only two wheels.
Beneath the mask, Brady grimaced, as it looked as though their plan was about to fail, but then the truck tipped too far, fell onto its side and scraped along the roadway while leaving sparks in its wake.
Craig had been following the vehicle on foot after the blast went off and his speed placed him just yards south from where the armored car finally skidded to a stop.
Before the guards inside the truck could regain their wits, Craig attached a second, but smaller, charge magnetically to the rear doors, before moving to safety by hugging the roof of the vehicle, which had come to rest upon its left side.
The charge tore apart the lock on the doors and the guards inside stumbled out with their guns up and ready.
Brady and Jake rose out of the drainage ditch and showed themselves, drawing the guards’ attention forward, and that’s when Craig fired at the men from behind with a shotgun.
Both guards went down, but were still alive, because Craig had been using bean bag rounds.
He fired at each of them once more as he drew closer, and that’s when the driver of the armored car flung open the door of the cab, pulled himself up, and took aim at Craig.
Brady shot the man, and he too was using bean bag rounds, but the shot hit the guard in the right temple and he dropped like a stone back into the flipped over cab.
While they normally held money, this armored car was transferring valuable works of art from one museum to another.
Inside the vehicle, there were thirty rectangular containers. They were blue, resembled briefcases, and were several different sizes. The cases had handles and there were alphanumeric codes printed on their sides.
As Jake placed plastic restraints on the guards from the back of the truck, Craig, who had memorized the specific codes, identified and gathered up two large cases.
The cases contained one valuable painting each, and combined, they were worth a dozen times more than all the artwork left behind.
While that was happening, Brady checked on the guard inside the cab.
“Hey in there, let me see your hands!”
There was no answer.
Brady moved around to look through the bulletproof glass of the windshield and felt sickened by what he saw.
The guard was dead. The man’s sightless eyes were staring back at Brady in an unblinking gaze, and there was a trickle of blood coming from the right ear, near the temple struck by the bean bag.
Bean bag rounds were supposed to be non-lethal, but they still hit their targets with massive force, and the unlucky guard must have been struck just right.
Brady stared at the guard with regret. He had killed before, but this job was supposed to go smoothly and without anyone getting hurt. No one needed to get hurt on a job, and if anyone did, it meant even more trouble from the law.
A van approached at a high rate of speed and broke Brady from his trance. He pulled his eyes from the dead guard and saw Mitch, the crew’s leader, pull up in the getaway vehicle, a stolen van with the name and logo of a power company displayed on its sides.
They had used one of their favorite tricks for this heist, by having Mitch follow the armored car in the van until it turned off the highway and onto a less traveled road.
Then, Mitch blocked the road entrance with the van and immediately jumped out. Afterwards, he placed plastic sawhorses with signs attached warning that high voltage wires were down across the roadway.
Before Mitch did his part, Craig had already blocked the other end of the road in a similar fashion, before getting into position to set off the blast that would tip over the truck, and by the time Mitch finished his work and joined them, the guards were handled and the paintings were in their possession.
Mitch wasn’t wearing a ski mask, but wore a wig and sunglasses instead.
Mitch had been a professional thief for most of his sixty-three years and when he saw the guard laying inside the cab, he spoke softly to Brady.
“It happens, kid, just bad luck.”
Brady took a seat beside Mitch and removed the mask he wore, revealing a handsome face beneath dark wavy hair. Seconds later, Craig and Jake climbed into the back of the van, and each of them held one of the cases that contained a painting.
Mitch was driving away from the scene, as behind them, people emerged from their homes to see what had caused all the noise.
However, the houses along the two-lane road sat far back from the roadway, and they would have to walk out to the street if they wanted answers, and when one of them did so, the police would follow, if they weren’t already on their way to the scene.
Mitch drove over the plastic barricades at the other end of the road and entered an on ramp for the highway.
From the moment they shredded the tires until the time they reached the highway, the entire robbery took less than three minutes and would earn them each over thirty thousand dollars.
However, planning the job cost them two months’ time and thousands to set-up, still, the time and expense was nothing compared to what the dead guard paid, a man who was a retired Boston cop, and his death would make Brady and his friends a high priority target.



CHAPTER 2
Burlington, Vermont 
Chief of Police Clay Richards gazed down at his wife’s gaunt face and hairless scalp and was glad that she had finally drifted off to sleep, for it was only in sleep where she truly found any relief from the pain.
Outside the hospital window, the first snow of autumn was drifting down, but inside Clay’s heart, it had been winter ever since he first learned about the cancer.
A gentle hand touched him on the shoulder and Clay turned to see the nurse, Mary Carson, looking up at him with a kind smile on her pretty face.
“You look like you could use a cup of coffee, hmm?”
Clay agreed and then followed her out of the room, but not before looking back at his wife.
They walked to the elevators, then waited for one of the notoriously slow metal beasts to appear and open its mouth to receive them.
Clay Richards was six-four and rangy, with good looks and dark brown hair worn short. He was thirty and had been Chief of the neighboring town of Destination, Vermont for two years, having run unopposed when the former Chief retired.
Clay was from Oklahoma, but he met his wife while going to school in Vermont on a basketball scholarship, and settled down in the state after graduating.
Mary Carson was a slim blonde with green eyes and a freckled face that exuded warmth and caring. After initially visiting the town of Destination to care for an ailing great-aunt, Mary decided to move there from Boston when the old woman bequeathed her large home to her, and later she found work in nearby Burlington.
Once they were settled at a table in the cafeteria, Clay smiled across at Mary.
“I want to thank you once again for caring for my wife. Patty tells me that you take very good care of her.”
“You’re welcome, but there’s really no need to thank me, after all, it is my job.”
“Nursing is not just a job to you; it’s more like a calling. I’ve seen you with my Patty and I’ve seen you with the other patients too, you give yourself to them and comfort them. It’s a rare gift to be able to bring comfort, but it’s a gift you have.”
Mary gave a slight shrug.
“All I’ve ever wanted to do is be a nurse... and also a mother.”
“Do you have any children, Mary?”
“No, Chief.”
Clay looked over at Mary and thought that she must be somewhere in her mid-twenties.
“Well, you’ve plenty of time,”
“Speaking of children, how is your boy doing?”
“Bobby... it’s been hard on him not having his mother around.”
“I can imagine. How old is he, seven?”
“He just turned six, but he’s tall for his age.”
Mary grinned.
“He must take after his father.”
Clay grinned back at her, but then Mary saw a haunted look enter his eyes and knew that he was worrying about his wife again. She asked him a question to take his mind off the horror of his wife’s condition.
“Um, Chief, I’m a history buff and I’m always curious about how certain places got their names and nicknames, such as Destination Lake, why do some of the locals refer to it as Desolation Lake? Also, I finally took a drive up to the lake the other day and noticed two things. One, it wasn’t desolate at all up there, and two... there’s no lake.”
Clay laughed and Mary delighted at the sound. 
“It is real pretty up by the lake, but you’re right, there’s no water, yet.”
“Yet? Does that mean that there will be water soon?”
“Yeah, from what I hear a fella from New York made a deal with the town to develop the lake. They tell me that we’ll be swarming with tourists someday, but first they have to make a lake.”
“How do you make a lake?”
“It’s not too hard, they just have to tap into the natural springs that border that land, and it was done once before back in the twenties.”
“So there was a lake at one time?”
“Absolutely, the problem was, they built it atop the old copper mines without sealing them first.”
Mary’s hand went to her mouth.
“Oh no, so you mean the water all just drained out of the lake?”
“That it did, it took months, and the fella that owned the property back then went broke trying to find the leak. See, the mines were no problem, they would fill with water, but one of them had a sinkhole and that’s where all the water went. In the end, he was destitute and sold the land to the town for near nothing. After that, folks started calling the area Desolation Lake.”
Mary smiled at Clay, thinking how much she loved hearing him talk. He was a young man, but his use of the words “fella” and “folks” made him seem charming and old school.
“So what’s different this time? Won’t the water just leak out again?”
“Nope, there’s a type of sophisticated sonar equipment they used to locate the sinkhole. It’s been sealed tight. I actually went down there with the men last summer and you should see all the tunnels, and some of them still lead up to the surface, but of course, all the entrances have been blocked off for years.”
“Wow, and I guess the lake will do wonders for property rights too, I’m glad I held on to my aunt’s house.”
“You say you’re a history buff,” Clay said. “I’m one too, American history mostly, and especially anything having to do with the Civil War.”
Mary’s eyes lit up.
“Oh my God, I’m a Civil War junkie too. My parents took my brother and me to Gettysburg when we were kids and I was blown away by the reenactment. I’ve always wanted to go back, but I haven’t gotten around to it.”
“I’ve never been there, but I’ve always wanted to go.”
They smiled at each other, but then Mary’s watch emitted a beep, telling her that it was time to end her break. She stood up.
“I have to get back on the floor.”
Clay stood too.
“I’ll go see my boy, but I’ll be back later, and Mary?”
“Yes, Chief?”
“Thank you, I know you were trying to take my mind off things and you did, just for a little while.”
“I know it’s hard to see her like that and I can tell you two are in love.”
Clay nodded, as his throat felt too constricted to talk. But after taking a deep breath, he spoke.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do without Patty and I don’t know what my son is going to do without a mother.”
Mary reached over and gave his hand a squeeze.
“One day at a time, Chief, you know?”
“Yeah and that’s how they come to us anyway, isn’t it.”
“I’ll check on Patty as soon as I return to the floor.”
“Thank you, and Mary, please call me Clay, all my friends do.”
Mary smiled.
“Say hello to your son for me, Clay.”
“I’ll do that and I’ll see you around.”
Outside the cafeteria, Mary turned left to head for the elevators, and as Clay watched her walk away, he thought that she would make some man a damn fine wife someday. He then headed back into town to be with his son.



CHAPTER 3
Back in Boston, Brady and his crew entered a construction site where their company, Atlas Construction, was in the process of building a shopping center.
The crews had all left for the day, while they were off pulling the robbery of the armored car, and so they had the job site to themselves.
The ski masks and the guns had been stashed inside a hidden compartment of a company pickup truck, and Brady, Jake, Craig, and Mitch climbed the metal steps of a job trailer and entered. Jake and Craig were carrying the cases containing the paintings, and had wrapped them up in plain white sheets.
Atlas Construction was founded by Mitch over thirty years earlier as a cover for his illegal activities.
The son of a carpenter, Mitch had done a fine job on several projects and the work began flowing his way. When he wasn’t pulling heists, he had been growing the company, and now it routinely handled large projects as a general contractor.
The legitimate business was used to launder money and was a good cover, and over the last few years, its profit has rivaled the proceeds from the heists.
Brady, Jake, and Craig were all partners in the business as well, and each earned enough from it to live on. However, the construction business bored them, and they all craved the rush that came from pulling heists.
Jake placed one of his massive hands on Brady’s shoulder and gave it an affectionate squeeze.
“Don’t feel too bad about what happened to that guard, shit happens, you know?”
Brady nodded up at his blond friend, who at six-four, stood nearly five inches taller than Brady did.
Craig, who had dark hair graying at the temples, reiterated what Jake had said and Brady thanked them both and told them that he would be okay.
At thirty-one, Brady was the youngest of the gang, with Jake and Craig in their forties. The older men were both married and fathers, while Mitch, who was sixty-three, had just lost his wife of over forty years.
The four men and their wives were more of a family than a group of cohorts, and they had seen each other through a lot over the years.
Once the trailer door was locked and the blinds closed, Mitch walked to the rear of the construction trailer and slid the desk aside, picked up a piece of ratty carpet and revealed a compartment set in the floor.
After sliding aside a panel, Mitch input a five-digit code and the door on the compartment clicked and popped open an inch.
Jake walked over with the blue cases that contained the paintings and lowered them down inside.
A minute later, the desk was back in place and the four men sat around it as they drank beer.
Mitch looked over at Brady, saw the dour expression on his face and delivered news that he knew would brighten his young friend’s mood.
“Hey Brady, we got the job, the one in Vermont.”
Brady sat up straighter in his seat.
“The lake job?”
“That’s the one, and your new girly lives there too, right, the nurse?”
Brady smiled.
“Her name is Mary, and yeah, she lives right in the same town.”
He reached over and shook Mitch’s hand.
“I know you only went after that contract for me, and I appreciate it.”
“That’s okay, kid, I’ve wanted to expand the business out of state anyway. We’ll make some great contacts up there in Vermont, and I bet you that we’ll get more business once they see what we can do.”
Craig gestured at Brady with his beer bottle.
“You’re just having a good time with that girl, right? I mean, you’re not really serious about her, are you?”
“I like Mary, and before you ask, yes, Shay and I really are over.”
Shay was the younger cousin of Craig’s wife, and she and Brady had been together for years, that is, until he met Nurse Mary Carson.
Jake stared at Brady with concern showing on his face.
“This Mary, are you going to tell her the score, is she the type?”
“No, Jake, Mary is as straight as they come and if she knew about the jobs we pull, she’d want nothing to do with me.”
“Too bad, it would have been good to have someone on the inside with medical knowledge, just in case, you know?”
“That’s not Mary, and anyway, we’re just spending time together.”
Mitch leaned over and grabbed more beers from the mini fridge on the floor.
“You’ll see plenty of her when the job starts, but that won’t be for another few months yet.”
“And how many homes are going up there?” Brady asked.
“Over forty, when you add in the clubhouse and the summer cottages, so the job will last a while, and man, you should see the figures. We’ll make a fortune up there. It’s the biggest job we’ve ever gotten by far.”
“Two fortunes,” Jake said. “I’ve been scouting around on the Internet for a job to do while we’re in the area and I’ve got a couple of possibilities.”
Brady grinned. “And I’ll get to spend more time with Mary.”
***
FBI Agents Curtis Weathersby and Ella Tyson stared down at the body of former police officer Gary Hines, and were surprised by how little he had bled.
Hines was the armored car guard killed by Brady Ross and it was Weathersby and Tyson’s job to find Brady and his crew, and in fact, they had been searching for them for the better part of a year.
Curtis Weathersby was a tall, good-looking black man, agnostic, forty-four, married and the father of a five-year-old girl.
Ella Tyson was white and a Catholic. The twenty-seven-year-old had never married, and until the age of sixteen, she had considered becoming a nun. Since that time, she had been with only one man, a former fiancé who was murdered during their freshman year at college.
Ella had recently taken another lover and he was her partner, Curtis Weathersby. The two of them felt an enormous attraction for each other since the moment they met and had fought against it separately for months, while not mentioning it to each other and often denying it to themselves.
Ella was not unattractive, but she was hardly what most men would consider a raving beauty, and it puzzled Curtis why he wanted the small, brown-eyed, brown-haired woman so much.
His wife, although a dozen years older than Ella, was still undeniably sexy and in her youth had been a swimsuit model, still, every time Curtis looked at Ella he longed to hold her, and he had never cheated on his wife before she came along.
They each gave in to their feelings after attending the funeral of a mutual friend.
After declaring that life was too short, they expressed their feelings, and then gave in to them.
Guilt followed, along with the vows never to let it happen again.
Since that time, they had been together every chance they could.
***
Curtis held up the clear evidence envelope that contained the lethal bean bag round.
“It’s our guys all right and this time we can add murder to their charges.”
“It was unintentional,” Ella said. “But accident or not, they’ve just made themselves a bigger prize, and I bet we get help in catching them now.”
“Oh yeah, this will make the front page tomorrow, and that always brings the heat.”
They stayed at the scene until the coroner had come and gone, and after talking to the crime scene techs and gaining an understanding about the explosives, weapons, and tactics used during the robbery, they climbed back in their car to return to the office for a scheduled meeting.
Ella spoke as she checked her phone for messages.
“I’m glad that the local cops are handling the notification of the guard’s family; I really hate delivering that news.”
“I know what you mean,” Curtis said, and as he spoke, he was staring at Ella while they were stopped at a light.
Ella took note of his gaze and asked a question.
“The meeting isn’t for more than another hour, right?”
“Yeah,” Curtis said, and then the two of them locked eyes and smiled.
Six minutes later, they were in a nearby motel room stripping off each other’s clothes, and giggling like children.



CHAPTER 4
Destination, Vermont
The Saturday morning after the robbery, sixteen-year-old Kimberly Aarons took off her robe as she prepared to step into a bathtub full of hot, sudsy water. 
Kimberly was a strawberry blond with large blue eyes and a figure that was fully developed.
Kimberly lifted up her arms so that she could tie her hair into a bun to keep it dry, and before stepping into the tub, she took a good look at herself in the full-length mirror that hung on the back of the door, then frowned at a slight blemish on her left cheek. 
After turning on music, Kimberly bent over to test the heat of the water with her hand, and finding it satisfactory, she slowly eased into the hot suds and sighed.
Little did Kimberly realize that her sigh of contentment was preceded by the sigh of pleasure that her stepfather had made, as he watched her from his observation post on the other side of the half-inch drywall.
Steve Beck leaned one hand against the wall as his breathing returned to normal.
He was in the attic, the unfinished section that shared the top-floor of the three-story home with the converted bedroom and bath.
The space had belonged to Steve’s stepson, Tyler Aarons, until Tyler left for college and a frat house. When Kimberly moved into the space after Tyler vacated it, Steve, pervert that he was, saw a chance to profit by the new setup.
He had spied on his young stepdaughter on a regular basis ever since, and has even been bold enough to peep at Kimberly’s friends that have stayed overnight.
Steve reached down to pull up his pants, while being careful not to let the keys in his pocket jingle. Just as he began to zip up, he noticed that he too was being watched.
Through the tiny attic window, he could see his neighbor looking at him. Her name was Toni Hogan and she was the man of the house as far as Steve could see, because it was Toni and not her husband Greg who did all the work around the home, and it was Toni who had done the conversion on Steve’s attic.
Toni was standing at the top of a ladder with a handful of dead leaves in her gloved hand, as she had been in the process of cleaning out her home’s rain gutters.
I am so busted, Steve thought, but as he searched Toni’s face for the look of shocked revulsion he expected to see, what he saw instead was a smile, followed by a wink.
***
Back in Boston, Police Detective Harry Drake knocked on the front door of Stu Tate’s pawnshop, just as Tate was hanging the BE BACK SOON! sign on the door.
Tate was a small man in his fifties who kept his hair dyed dark, while Harry was tall, forty-one, and had shifty eyes that looked out of place on a cop.
“Come on in, Detective.”
“What’s new, Tate? Have you heard anything about that art heist?”
Tate laughed.
“Look around you; do I look like the kind of guy that could handle a score like that?”
Drake didn’t have to look around. He knew the kind of low rent scores that Tate fenced and figured that something like that art heist was way out of his league.
“Do you have anything new for me, Tate?”
“How about a flat screen TV? It’s a little scratched but it works fine.” 
Drake rolled back Tate’s sleeve and revealed a gold watch.
“What’s that worth?”
“About two grand,” Tate said, while looking disgusted. 
“Is there an inscription on the back?”
“No.”
“Give it here.”
“Really, Drake? I gotta eat too, you know?”
“I could come back here with some uniforms and go over every item in the store, your choice?”
Tate took off the watch and handed it over.
“Here.”
“Good boy and you can think of this as a going away present.”
“What’s that mean?”
“It means that they’re moving me to homicide division, so I won’t have time to deal with bottom feeders like you.”
“I’ll try to cope,” Tate said.
“Yeah, you do that.”
***
After Drake left, Tate’s visitor walked out of the back room. It was Brady Ross.
He pointed at the door.
“How long has that been going on?”
“A couple of years and I’m sorry to hear that he’s being reassigned, the next guy might not be as dumb.”
“I thought he was serious when he asked about the art robbery.”
“I thought so too at first, and let me tell you, I’m not too happy about that guard being killed.”
“No one is, but it was just one of those things.”
“Yeah, one of those things that brings down a lot of heat, and it made my buyer skittish.”
“But he paid, right?”
“I talked him down from doing anything stupid and Mitch already has the money.”
“Good, but getting back to why I’m here, I wanted to know if you had any Civil War items.”
Tate grinned.
“I never would have pegged you as a history buff.”
“I’m not, but my new girl is and I was looking for something to surprise her with.”
“I don’t normally carry anything like that, but what new girl? I thought that you were living with that tall girl, Shay.”
“That’s over.”
“Really? I’m surprised, I only met Shay once, but I could tell she really loved you. Anyway, I’ll keep an eye out for you, but Civil War artifacts don’t come cheap.”
Brady gave Tate a playful punch on the arm.
“My girl Mary is worth it; see you around.”
Brady turned to leave, but Tate called him back.
“One more thing, I’m sure you’ve seen the news and know that there’s been trouble. Two of Quinn’s men were killed last week and another last night.”
Quinn, was Sean Quinn, long-time leader of the Boston mob, and someone that Brady and his crew had to pay a percentage to if they wanted to not only keep pulling heists in the city, but also stay healthy.
“What’s that got to do with me,” Brady said.
“Quinn’s at war with a man named Carlito, and I received a visit the other day from one of his men, a scary looking guy named Joe Venta. Venta said that from now on, everyone pays Carlito the same percentage they’re paying Quinn, or else.”
“He’s crazy, and besides, isn’t this why we’ve been paying Quinn all these years, to protect us from rivals like this Carlito?”
“That’s true, but I’m just passing along the word. Some guys have already put the money aside, just in case, because you know, Quinn is an old man now, and he might not win this war.”
Brady frowned.
“I’ll let Mitch know about it, but I doubt he’ll pay this Carlito anything.”
“That’s up to you guys, but for now, I’m paying both, believe me, I do not want to get on Joe Venta’s bad side.”
“Venta, what’s he look like?”
“Dark complexion, black hair slicked back, thin mustache, and he’s got these dark eyes that reminded me of a snake’s. He dresses well and when he was here, he was driving a BMW.”
“Is he huge?”
“Not at all, maybe five-foot-ten, and he’s thin, but, I don’t know, Brady, there’s just something about the guy.”
“We’ll keep an eye out, and thanks for the tip.”
Brady left the pawnshop by the rear and walked down an alley to get to his car. He never noticed that Harry Drake was watching him from the doorway of a nearby office building.
Stu Tate had called Harry dumb, but Harry wasn’t dumb, just corrupt, and he had seen the shadows shift in the back room of the pawnshop while he was talking to Tate.
He didn’t know who Brady was, or why Tate wanted to keep him a secret, but he would make a point of asking Tate about him the next time he paid a visit.
Harry lit up a cigarette, and then he walked back outside and checked the time on his new watch.
***
Once he was inside his car, Brady made a phone call to his girlfriend, Mary.
“Hi Brady,”
“Hi baby, how are you?”
“Honestly, I’m a little sad.”
“Why, because you miss me?”
Mary laughed.
“That’s one reason, but also, one of my patients is close to passing away.”
“I guess you never get used to that, hmm?”
“No, but tell me, when are you coming here again?”
“I’ll be back tomorrow and I’ve got good news, we won the bid for a project in your town.”
“What project?”
“We’re going to be building homes around a lake; it should take over a year, but it doesn’t start until spring.”
“Oh, you’re talking about the lake they’re creating; I was just talking about that the other day, oh, Brady that’s fantastic and then I’ll get to see you every day.”
“That’s the plan.”
“What time will you be here tomorrow?”
“Around ten in the morning if the traffic cooperates,”
“That’s good, I’ll be working a double shift today, but tomorrow I’ll have the whole day off, but listen, I have to go, a patient needs me.”
“Alright, go do your thing.”
“Brady?”
“Yeah?”
“I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too, baby.”
“I can’t wait to see you, bye bye.”
Brady put away his phone and just sat thinking about Mary, wondering why she affected him like no other woman before her.
She knew nothing about what he really did, about the heists, and he knew that she would never accept that part of his life, which would be a problem going forward.
I should end things with her, end it now before she wises up to what I really am, or, I could change, live the straight life, get married, have kids, then grow old and fat.
Brady thought about life without the action, the excitement of the robberies, and deep down he knew that such a life was not for him. He then thought about giving up Mary, and that too he found to be unthinkable.
He whispered to himself, as a revelation struck him.
“Goddamn it, Brady, you’ve gone and fallen in love.”



CHAPTER 5
Steve Beck’s face turned white when his wife, Donna, informed him that Toni Hogan had just dropped by while he was out getting gas for the lawnmower.
Steve turned around slowly from the kitchen counter with his coffee in hand and studied his wife, expecting to see a look of disgust or anger, but as was usual on Saturday morning, she was fiddling with her coupons in preparation to go food shopping.
“What did Toni want?”
“She said something about the attic. She wanted to know if the work she did up there last year was holding up.”
“It’s fine, why wouldn’t it be?”
“I don’t know, but why don’t you drop by and see her, she’s out in the yard there trimming the bushes.”
Steve looked out the rear window in the kitchen, and past the fence, he could see Toni holding a hedge trimmer. Her arms looked as muscular as his own.
“I better go see what she wants.”
Steve went out back and leaned on the fence; when Toni spotted him, she smiled and waved him over as she kept trimming the bushes at the rear of her yard.
Rather than walk out to the front and use the gate, Steve climbed over the four-foot high wooden fence.
When Steve reached her, Toni turned off the trimmer and stared at him. Steve stood before her and, as usual, he felt a bit intimidated. At six-two, Toni Hogan stood five inches taller than Steve, and had a self-assuredness that was rare and palpable.
The woman had curves to spare, but they were all so much larger than what Steve was used to that he never thought of Toni in a sexual way, despite the fact that she was good-looking. She kept her dark hair long, but wore it tied up in a bun and Steve had never seen her in make-up or even wearing nail polish.
Meanwhile, her husband, Greg, was a small, effeminate man who liked to bake and was a stay-at-home dad to their eight-year-old son, Richie.
The running joke around the neighborhood was that they were each other’s beard, if anyone still engaged in such subterfuge. How young Richie fit into that scenario was never discussed.
Toni owned her own business, Handywoman Inc. and she and her two employees all drove vans that were virtual fix-it shops on wheels. In an economy where new was no longer affordable and things still broke down, Toni’s service was a great way to keep the house from falling apart, and to top it off, it was a bargain.
The work she did on Steve’s attic cost a thousand dollars less than her competition would have charged; however, Steve now wondered what her price would be to keep silent about his peeping Tom act.
Toni grinned.
“It was nice to see you earlier... all of you.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Sure you do, while you were peeping on Kimberly, I was watching you, and I filmed it too, right up until the exciting conclusion, or should I say climax?”
“You filmed it?”
Toni took out her phone, fiddled with it for a second and held it out for Steve to see. The video wasn’t very good and was filled with shadows, but it did show a male figure slightly hunched over, face pressed against a wall and one hand firmly grasping its... well, it was plain to see what it was grasping.
Steve studied it carefully and realized that his face could not be seen, and the unfinished attic space in the background looked like a thousand others. But as the film reached what Toni called its climax, the figure at the wall straightened and its face became visible, his face became visible, and was contorted in a look of intense pleasure.
“That was the only time I ever spied on her, I swear it,” Steve said.
Toni gave a hearty laugh.
“Please, I’m not stupid, and hell, sixteen or sixty, the girl is hot. Of course, I doubt your wife or the police would be so understanding.”
“What do you want, Toni?”
“Does your wife still do the food shopping on Saturdays?”
“Yeah, she’s in there now going through her coupons.”
“Greg’s doing the same thing, but what about the object of your desire?”
“The object... you mean Kimberly? I don’t know, but I’m sure she’s got plans of some type. We rarely see her on the weekends.”
“That’s good and once everyone leaves, I want you to come and see me, and use the back door.”
“Why?”
“Why do you think?”
“I... you want to blackmail me, but I’m not rich, you know that.”
“Just come see me, or later on I’ll drop by and show your wife the little film I made.”
“All right, Donna should be going out shortly, what about Greg?”
“The same, and I’ll see you soon.”
Toni fired up the hedge trimmer and Steve knew that he had just been dismissed. He suddenly had no energy to climb back over the fence and so he trudged out to the front of the house, and through the wooden gate on the white picket fence.
As he walked towards his house, Kimberly came out and waved at him as she climbed into a sports car parked at the curb. The kid driving it was young and muscular and no doubt having sex with his stepdaughter, who was wearing a short skirt. Steve had to force himself not to stare at her legs.
“Where are you headed today?” Steve called out, but Kimberly only sent him another wave as the car rocketed away from the curb.
For a moment, Steve remembered the skinny ten-year-old child she was when he and Donna married. He had gotten along well with that girl, but as she blossomed, they seemed to grow apart, and now, at sixteen, Steve barely rated a wave from her.
Why did she have to grow up to be so hot? Steve thought, as if his perversion of spying on Kimberly was her fault.
Twenty minutes later, Donna was ready to go shopping.
“I’ll be awhile; I’ve other errands to run first.”
“Alright,”
“Are you going to clean out the garage today? I can barely fit the car in there anymore.”
“I know and I’ll get to it, but half of that junk is Tyler’s. He sat it in there when he moved out.”
“Well, separate it and we’ll place it in the attic, there’s room up there, isn’t there?”
“I’ll have to look,” Steve said, although he had spent a lot of time up there lately.
Donna pecked him on the cheek and headed out the door. As she drove off, he saw Greg Hogan head to his car with his son and back out of his driveway.
It was time to go see Toni and learn what she had in store. Whatever it was, Steve knew he wouldn’t like it.



CHAPTER 6
Joe Venta entered the home of a professional cat burglar named Michael Collins, and smiled at the irony of breaking into the home of a thief.
Although, in truth, Venta didn’t need to break in, because Collins had neglected to lock one of his bedroom windows,
Venta had been watching the home since daybreak, and knew that Collins had gone out for a run.
Collins was thirty, and married with two kids, a boy and a girl, and after the children climbed into the car, Collins’ wife headed off to her parents’ house for a visit.
Collins’ wife, Tracy, worked for a security company that installed many high-end security systems.
She wasn’t there for the 401K; she was there to obtain inside information that would help her husband in his profession, such as the robbery that occurred several days ago, wherein Collins stole over sixty-thousand dollars in jewelry.
Like Brady and his crew, Collins has always paid a percentage to the mob boss Quinn, because, well, that’s just the price of doing business in Boston.
However, Joe Venta had come to inform Collins that the city has a new CEO.
***
Michael Collins returned home forty minutes later drenched in sweat and aching to take a shower. With his wife and kids away visiting his in-laws, he was looking forward to taking a nap and spending the day watching football.
Collins hated running, but did it religiously while also watching his diet. In his line of work, he occasionally needed to slip into tight spaces and it also didn’t hurt to be fast on your feet.
He also kept his blond hair cut short, but would often grow a beard before a big heist, because if he were spotted or caught on film, shaving the beard off would be a quick way to change his appearance, and luckily, he could grow a full beard in just two weeks.
Contact lenses were also used to change the color of his blue eyes to brown, and those could also be removed and drastically change his appearance.
Before heading to the bathroom, Collins decided to slake his thirst and when he walked into his kitchen, he found Joe Venta sitting in the breakfast nook and sipping on coffee.
Venta held up his cup.
“Hazelnut coffee, very good,”
Collins looked around for a moment and then spoke.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Venta, perhaps you’ve heard of me?”
Collins had heard of him, and thought that he was exactly as described, especially the eyes, which were like twin pools of ink.
He assumed that Venta was armed; he had to be, because he was certainly not physically intimidating.
Collins walked farther into the room, reached into the refrigerator, and took out a carton of orange juice.
“I heard that you work for Carlito and that he’s looking to be paid tribute, but that’s a little premature, isn’t it? I mean, the city still belongs to Sean Quinn.”
“That will be changing any day now, and by paying early, you’ll avoid having to pay an increased percentage later,”
“I’d still be paying double now.”
“That’s simple,” Venta said. “Stop paying Quinn.”
“He’d have my legs broken.”
Venta showed his teeth, it was not a smile.
“I will do far worse things to you if I don’t leave here with money.”
Collins stared at him for a moment and then turned towards the stove.
“I feel like some eggs.”
He reached out as if he were going to grip the frying pan atop the stove, but reached beyond it and behind it. When he turned back around a second later, he had a gun gripped in his hand.
Venta was no longer at the table, Collins looked around the room and saw that the slim man in the expensive suit was standing on the other side of the refrigerator, and was pointing a gun at him.
“Drop it, Collins; it’s not loaded anyway.”
Collins flicked his eyes down to the gun and saw that Venta had removed the magazine. He opened his hand and let the weapon fall to the tile floor.
“If you found my gun, then you must have also found my safe.”
“It’s beneath a blanket in a corner of the bedroom closet, not very original, but unlike you, I don’t have the skills to open it without the combination.”
“I suppose you want every cent I have?”
“That’s the price of pulling a gun on me,” Venta said.
They walked to the rear of the ranch-style home and into the master bedroom, where Collins opened the safe and handed Venta a bundle of bills with one hand while reaching for a knife with the other.
***
Venta had been ready for Collins to make a move, because the man had been acting just a little too cooperative all of a sudden. He backed away from the knife and slammed the butt of his gun against the top of Collins skull, then watched as the blond man fell to the floor.
Venta crouched down and spoke to him.
“I could kill you right now and have your wife and kiddies come home and find your body, or, you and I could go into business together.”
Collins rolled over onto his side as he felt his head with one hand. When he looked at his fingers, he saw that he was bleeding.
“You cracked my skull open.”
“It’s just a cut; don’t be a baby.”
Collins saw that Venta was pointing the gun at his face.
“What sort of business are you talking about?”
“You’ll simply keep doing what you do. Only sometimes you’ll do it for me.”
“And what do I get out of it?”
“You get to keep breathing, and maybe I’ll cut you in for a share too.”
Collins fear began to subside, as he grew curious.
“What have you got in mind?”
Venta smiled.
“Smart man,”



CHAPTER 7
“Come in!”
Steve Beck entered Toni’s home through the back door in her kitchen, and found her standing in the doorway that led to the hall. She was wearing a red satin robe and a smile.
She said, “Follow me,” and walked off before Steve could respond or even get a good look at her.
He found her in the living room. She was seated on the sofa with one leg crossed over the other, causing the robe to slide back and reveal her legs to mid-thigh.
Steve felt his breath catch in his throat. Toni had very nice legs, larger than the average female leg because of her size, but very shapely and smooth. When he raised his eyes to take in the rest of her, he noticed that she was wearing make-up and that her hair was hanging down past her shoulders.
Toni’s tresses were midnight black and curly, Steve had never before seen her with her hair down, and between the new hairstyle and the make-up, she looked like a different woman.
Toni pointed to the bar in the corner.
“Make us some drinks; I’ll have a vodka on the rocks.”
Steve did as she said, and as he poured the drinks, he began to rethink his ideas about Toni’s motivations. If she was going to blackmail him for money, then why dress so enticingly? 
Also, if the rumors were true, Toni had more money than Steve did, since it was said that she owned an apartment complex in Burlington. Steve did well for himself with his auto body shop, but he still had a mortgage, along with Tyler’s college tuition, since his stepchildren’s real father was a deadbeat.
Steve walked over and handed Toni her drink, and as she took it from him, she leaned forward and he caught a flash of her breasts. Toni knew that he had seen them, and she sent him a smile as he sat across from her on a loveseat.
“So, Steve, you like looking at little girls, but what about women?”
“I swear that was the one and only time I did that.”
“Does she know that you watch her?”
“What?”
“She might, you know, I was an exhibitionist at that age, maybe she is too.”
Steve had been listening to her but was looking at her legs as she spoke, Toni was much better looking than he had ever given her credit for.
“What do you want for the film you took?”
“Oh, I’ll be keeping that. I’ve watched it many times and it arouses me.”
Steve swallowed before speaking.
“What... what exactly about it arouses you?”
Toni stared at his crotch.
“What do you think? Of course, they do say that the camera adds ten pounds, maybe it adds length too.”
Steve laughed, mostly because he didn’t know what else to do.
“Are you coming on to me?”
“Well, I should get some reward for not showing your wife that film, of course, I wouldn’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable doing.”
“I’ve never cheated on my wife.”
“If you don’t count jerking off when you play peeping Tom with her daughter you mean?”
“She’s only my stepdaughter; we’re not really related.”
“I’m sure that will make all the difference in the world to your wife.”
Steve didn’t know what to say and so he said nothing.
Toni smiled and lay back on the sofa, and as she did, the robe parted, revealing even more of her legs, her surprisingly taut stomach, and the flat plane of flesh between her breasts. 
Steve sat his drink on the coffee table and walked over to stare down at her. It was a large sofa and she was a large woman, a large sexy woman, and Steve marveled that he had ever thought of her as, “Butch.”
Toni reached out and unzipped the fly on his jeans with one hand.
“Get naked.”
Steve disrobed as if he were in a trance, and when he was standing before her in the nude, Toni pursed her lips and gave an admiring nod of her head.
“So, I see the camera didn’t lie.”
She undid the belt on her robe and let it fall open and then watched as Steve drank in her beauty.
“Well, don’t just stand there Stevie boy, get to work.”
Steve dropped to his knees and stuck his head between Toni’s thighs.
She patted him on the head.
“Good boy.”



CHAPTER 8
Brady arrived at Jake’s house to find that Mitch and Craig were already there.
He was met at the door by Lindy, Jake’s wife, who was forty-four and looked it, but not a day older.
Mitch’s wife, Roz, had passed away three months ago from complications caused by diabetes, and this was the first time that they had all gathered together in a party atmosphere since her death. 
After closing the door, Lindy kissed Brady on the cheek.
“We’re out on the patio, it’s a little chilly, but between the fire pit and the grill we’re keeping warm.”
“The booze helps too,” Brady said and Lindy smiled.
Brady took a step towards the kitchen, but Lindy held him back by taking his hand.
“How are you doing, you know, in handling the dead guard?”
“I have to live with it.”
Lindy shook her head.
“This is me, tough guy, and I know that something like this will bother you more than you let on, so if you need to talk, I’m here, you know?”
Brady squeezed her hand.
“Thanks, and yeah, I feel shitty about killing that guy, but like I said, I’ll just have to live with it.”
Craig’s wife, Selina, met them as they entered the kitchen and she too kissed Brady on the cheek.
Selina was a natural redhead with a face full of freckles that made her look girlish, despite the fact that she was nearing fifty. It also didn’t hurt that she kept herself skinny by barely eating.
“Mitch was just asking about you,” Selina said.
“How is he holding up?”
“He’s good, but you can tell he misses Roz, hell, we all miss her.”
Brady nodded in agreement; Mitch’s late wife Roz had been like a surrogate mother to him in the same way that Mitch was like a father.
Selina moved closer and stared into Brady’s eyes. 
“You know who else misses you, my cousin, Shay. I think you broke that girl’s heart.”
Brady sighed.
“I don’t want to talk about this again. I met someone else, it happens. Would you rather that I lied about it and stayed with Shay?”
Selina patted his cheek.
“We’ll talk later, go say hi to everyone and get yourself a drink.”
The other members of the crew greeted Brady when he walked out onto the patio, where Jake was cooking steaks on a red brick grill, while Craig lay on a lounge chair, surfing the web on a laptop. 
Brady poured a whiskey and settled beside Mitch at a round glass table.
Mitch patted him on the shoulder and then handed him a thick package covered in brown paper, which contained thirty-three-thousand dollars, his cut of the take from the robbery. Brady thanked him and sat it atop the table.
“What are you going to do with your share?” Mitch asked.
Brady shrugged.
“I’ll just put it away for now.”
“It wasn’t that long ago that you would have gone to Vegas for a weekend and blown it all.”
“Yeah, but I’m smarter than that now.”
“It was Shay who changed your ways; that girl was good for you.”
Brady laughed.
“Oh God, not you too, or did Selina put you up to that?”
“I speak my own mind, you know that, and I always said that Shay was as good as gold. In fact, she reminds me of Roz, and let me tell you, it was Roz who helped me get my act together. Without her, I would have stayed a two-bit stick-up artist.”
“Roz was one-of-a-kind and I miss her too.”
Just then, Jake shouted that the steaks were done and everyone gathered around the table to eat.
***
Once the food had been devoured, the six of them moved inside to the living room for drinks and talk. 
They had business to discuss, both legal and illegal and Mitch had a proposition to place before the group.
“A new member?” Brady said.
“Yeah, this kid, Avery, this last score was the second time we needed his kind of help and I doubt it’ll be the last,” Mitch said.
Craig took a cigarette from a pack, lit it, and after taking a puff, he chimed in.
“I was on a crew with his father when I was younger than he is now. It was my idea to use his help, but making him one of us is another thing.”
“We need him,” Jake said. “The whole damn world is running on zeroes and ones and our old asses haven’t got a clue about how any of it works.”
“How old is the kid?” Brady said.
“He’s twenty-one,” Craig said.
Brady made a face.
“That’s damn young.”
Mitch laughed.
“What was your age when I recruited you?”
Brady ducked his head.
“Twenty, but still, I’d feel better about him if he went out on a job with us first, you know, from start to finish, and not just hack into a computer to come up with the armored car route and serial numbers.”
Jake nodded in agreement.
“Yeah Mitch, we need to know if the kid’s got guts. He might be about the same age Brady was when we took him on, but Brady had stones from the get-go.”
“I agree,” Mitch said. “That’s why I want to test him out, and once we do the score, we’ll vote, agreed?”
There were nods of agreement all around, Lindy and Selina included. Although Jake and Craig’s wives weren’t technically part of the crew, they had a say about who joined and who didn’t, because after all, a crew as tight-knit as theirs was more like a family than a gang, and if someone rubbed anyone the wrong way it would affect them all.
“When do we have to be in Vermont?” Jake asked Craig, for although Mitch ran the crew, it was Craig who set-up the jobs and handled logistics.
“The middle of November I’ll go up there and look into the local hiring situation, but there won’t be any building going on until April, when there’s little chance of ice blocking the flow of the water. Still, the land surveyors will need trailers since there’s nothing up there but trees and a big hole in the ground. The place is really an old quarry.”
“Will the lake be there in April?” Selina asked.
“Yeah and May is when we’ll do the score.”
“What is the score?” Craig said.
“It’s a county fair, a big one, and from what I can tell, they’ll take in about 100K a day over the Memorial Day weekend, and most of it will be in cash.”
Brady whistled.
“That’s some take, but what’s the catch?”
“Private security and lots of it; all backed up by the State Police,” Craig said.
“That’s on the fairgrounds; so why don’t we hit the armored car as it takes the money to the bank?”
Craig sent Brady a wink.
“That’s my thinking too, and it’s another reason we’ll need Avery. The cash pick-ups will be random, and unless we want to watch the fairgrounds 24/7, we’ll need inside info from the armored car company’s computer. Avery can get us that information.”
“It still sounds risky,” Lindy said.
Craig smiled confidently.
“It is risky, but it can be done. I have an idea how to do it, but we won’t commit to it until after I’ve had a chance to do more research.”
“Avery could help with that,” Mitch said.
“Yeah and if he passes his test, we’ll bring him in on the heist.”
“What’s our back-up if we decide not to do it?” Brady asked.
“A bank job in Pittsfield that I’ve had my eye on, but it’s small, the take might only be a hundred grand.”
Mitch poured another drink and sat back.
“All right, we’ll make the decision once we know more. In the meantime, we’ll all relax over the winter like always.”
The room grew silent then, but Brady saw that everyone was looking his way.
“What?” he said.
Selina and Lindy moved over and sat beside him, Selina on his right, Lindy on the left.
Selina took his hand.
“This girl Mary that you’re seeing, how’s that going to work with what we have here?”
“I don’t know what you mean?” Brady said, although he had an idea. 
“I mean that you can never be yourself around her, and that’s no way to live the rest of your life.”
“She never has to find out about the scores, as far as she’s concerned I’m in the construction business.”
“It won’t work, kid,” Mitch said. “I’ve seen a lot of guys try that juggling act over the years and sooner or later they drop one of the balls.”
“If I ever told her the truth... I don’t think that she would accept it. She comes from the straight world, you know, and her father and mother are both accountants.”
“Are you going to keep us a secret too?” Lindy said, in a voice tinged with hurt feelings.
Brady smiled at her.
“You guys are my family, if we never did another score that wouldn’t change.”
“Would she move here to be with you?”
“I don’t know, Mitch, and hey, we’ve only been together for a short time, but things will work themselves out.”
“So, when do we get to meet her?” Craig said.
“How about next month? I’ll bring her down for Thanksgiving.”
Selina released his hand.
“That means we all have to pretend to be somebody we’re not, and not just at Thanksgiving, but every time we’re near her. Brady, don’t you see how wrong that is?”
“We already do that with the kids though, don’t we? None of your children have any idea what’s going on.”
“That’s true, but they’re kids, this would be different.”
Jake leaned forward and locked eyes with Brady.
“There’s something else to consider, if she finds out about you, she finds out about all of us, and I’ll tell you right now, I’ll do whatever it takes to protect Lindy and me.”
Brady stood up and glared down at him.
“Are you threatening my girl?”
“I’m just telling you the way things are, and it’s something you already know. It’s why you took care of that inside man on that job we did in ‘09’.”
“This wouldn’t go down that way; if Mary ever found out anything she wouldn’t use it to hurt me or anybody else.”
Jake got up from his seat and stood before Brady, his massive size intimidating.
“This Mary, she’s no good for you, and I say this to you like an older brother.”
Brady looked around the room.
“What is this, an intervention?”
Mitch sighed. 
“We’re concerned and we worry about you, but you’ve always been your own man and I’ll back whatever play you make, as always.”
Brady sat back on the sofa and Jake returned to his chair.
“I’ll go slow, but understand something, I really like this girl.”
Selina patted his hand.
“All right, we spoke our piece; now let’s watch a movie, and who wants cake?”
Brady stood again.
“I’ll pass; I’ve got a long drive ahead of me in the morning and I want to get some sleep.”
The women kissed him, the men shook his hand, and Brady left as they all filed into the kitchen for dessert.
When he reached his car, he found a beautiful woman sitting in the passenger seat. She had long black hair, long sexy legs, and a look of longing in her dark eyes.
Brady opened the driver’s side door, sat behind the wheel, and stared at her.
“Hello, Shay.”



CHAPTER 9
In Vermont, Mary smiled as she watched Chief Clay Richards walk off the elevator with his son, Bobby, but then frowned as she saw that they were not alone. 
The woman walking beside Clay was named Eva Ames. She had been introduced to Mary as a waitress from the local diner, who had been babysitting Bobby for Clay while he spent time at his wife’s bedside.
However, Mary saw the predatory gleam in Eva’s eyes whenever she looked at Clay, and thought that Eva had plans to become Clay’s second wife, when the inevitable took place and Clay’s present wife passed away.
Eva Ames was a shapely and petite woman with dark hair and blue eyes. If she did have Clay in her sights, the man would probably be unable to resist her, and as he once said, his son needed a mother.
Mary greeted them all with a smile and gave Bobby a kiss on the cheek. The little boy appeared embarrassed by the attention and clung to Eva’s leg. Whatever shortcomings Eva Ames possessed, she did seem genuinely affectionate towards Bobby and the young boy appeared to like her a great deal.
Bobby was holding a toy that was a figure of a popular cartoon character, and when Mary noticed it, she said the character’s name.
Bobby looked surprised.
“You know who Buzzy is?”
“I sure do, Buzzy and Beano.”
“You have a little boy?”
“No honey, I watch it myself, I love cartoons.”
“Really?”
“Uh-huh and do you have a Beano figure too?”
Bobby shook his head.
“Daddy couldn’t find one.”
“They’re as rare as hen’s teeth,” Clay said. “But not as rare as this.”
Clay handed Mary a book, a slim volume about the Civil War that was clad in leather and looked very old.
“What’s this, Clay?”
“That is a memoir. It was written and self-published by a Civil War soldier who began the war fighting for The South and ended it fighting for The North. I’m told that there are only a handful of those still around, although the man had five-hundred copies printed at the time of publication.”
Mary caressed the volume as if it were made of delicate glass.
“Oh, I can’t wait to read it and thank you so much for sharing it.”
“Please be careful with that,” Eva said. “It must be worth some money.”
“Of course I’ll be careful,” Mary said, and the two women stared at each other silently for a moment.
Clay saw the exchange and lowered his voice, while gazing at Mary.
“Eva... she’s been a Godsend where Bobby is concerned.”
Mary smiled.
“I’m glad you have help with him at a time like this.”
“Is my wife awake, Mary? I’d like Bobby to see her.”
Mary nodded, knowing that what Clay really meant is that he would like Bobby to see her one last time. Fortunately, the chief’s wife was having a good day and was filled with enough drugs to hold back the pain, at least for a little while.
“I was just speaking to her and she’s looking forward to seeing Bobby, but perhaps you should go in first, things can... change quickly.”
Clay knew what she meant and went in to talk to his wife, to be sure that she was up to seeing Bobby.
Mary returned to her seat behind the nurses’ station, but felt Eva’s eyes upon her.
“Can I help you, Ms. Ames?”
“I see you call him Clay now.”
“Yes.”
“Do you have a boyfriend, Mary?”
“As a matter of fact, I do, and I’ll be seeing him tomorrow.”
“That’s good to know,” Eva said, and then she tickled Bobby to make him laugh.
***
Shay Vicenti leaned across the front seat and kissed Brady hard on the lips, so hard that he could taste her tongue.
Brady pushed her away, but gently.
“How did you get inside my car?”
“You gave me a key once, remember? Or have you forgotten everything we used to share?”
“Used to, Shay, as in the past, listen; I don’t want to hurt your feelings but we’re over. Move on.”
Shay laid her head on his shoulder.
“I don’t want to move on; I want to move forward.”
“Not with me, I’m sorry, but not with me.”
“Because of that bitch you met, what was her name, Mary?”
Brady took a deep breath and as he released it, he got out of the car. An instant later, he was on the other side and was ripping the passenger door open, with the intention to grab Shay and pull her out of the seat; however, he couldn’t bring himself to do it.
“Get out, please?”
Shay got out and pressed herself against him.
“Get this Mary girl out of your system and then come back to me, but don’t take too long.”
“Or what, you’ll move on? Good, do that anyway, because Mary will always be a part of me.”
Shay released him and backed up a step, and Brady could tell that she was hurt by his words.
“Goodbye, Shay.”
Brady drove away, while watching her in his rearview mirror, expecting to see tears. He was not disappointed.
He tried to force Shay from his mind by putting music on to forget, but he hated having hurt her feelings, and when he stopped for a light a mile later, he sent her a one-word text: SORRY



CHAPTER 10
On Monday Morning, Detective Harry Drake stared down at the body of Melissa Hartford.
Harry was on Mount Vernon Street, in the Beacon Hill section of Boston, and standing inside a luxury apartment that was worth more than a million dollars.
Melissa Hartford was the wife of Cortlandt Hartford, a retired stockbroker in his eighties.
Melissa had been thirty-four and although she’d been dead for nearly an hour and had the left side of her head crushed in, Harry could still tell that the young Mrs. Hartford had been a looker.
The murder weapon was some sort of modern sculpture, which was about the size of a small lamp and had a point on its top.
It was Harry’s first day as a Homicide cop and he and his partner answered the call, because they were driving nearby.
However, the Hartford murder wouldn’t be theirs, because the brass at police headquarters knew that it could turn into a high profile case, and so they passed it along to another team of detectives that had more experience.
Still, Harry and his partner had been first on the scene and so they were staying until they had to be somewhere else.
The call came in from the husband. Cortlandt Hartford claimed that he was awakened from a nap by a shout, which was followed by a scream, and when he went to investigate, he found his young wife laying on the floor, eyes staring at nothing, and with a vicious wound to the side of her head that was so forceful it had split her skull open.
The door to the apartment was sitting ajar at the time as well, and Harry’s first thought was that Melissa Hartford had been the victim of a push-in robbery that had gone sideways and turned to murder.
First day as a homicide cop or not, Harry was sure that the old man hadn’t killed his wife. For one thing, the man would never have the strength to deliver a blow as brutal as the one that killed her.
Also, if he had hired someone to do it, then why be on the scene when it happened, instead of far away with an airtight alibi.
The old guy looked shaken, and had been given a mild sedative by his doctor, who was a heart specialist named John Rafferty.
Harry had noticed something about Dr. Rafferty, who was a handsome man in his early forties.
The doctor never looked at the wife’s body, not once, not even a sideways glance.
He had entered the apartment while being escorted by one of the uniforms and went straight to Cortlandt Hartford. Hartford was sitting on a huge white sofa that was so large it made the shriveled up old man look childlike.
The doctor stayed only for a short time before saying that he had to get back to his office, and once again, he went past the body without taking a glance.
Harry walked over to the wide window that looked down onto the street and saw the doctor walk over to a blue sedan, and after the man had climbed inside the car, he lowered his head onto the steering wheel.
Harry couldn’t be certain, but it looked as if the doctor was crying.



CHAPTER 11
Burlington, Vermont
Mary placed a comforting hand on the shoulder of Clay Richards, as the man cried deep tears of grief over his wife’s body.
Patricia Taft Richards had passed away only moments ago, while holding her husband’s hand.
Clay was crying so hard that his shoulders shook, and Mary’s own tears slid down her cheeks as she took in her friend’s grief, but she brushed them away, because she needed to be strong.
Mary cleared her throat and then spoke.
“I’ll be at the nurses’ station, Clay. Come out when you’re ready.”
He couldn’t speak, but Clay acknowledged her words with a slight nod and Mary drifted out of the room, where an older nurse, a black woman named Lois, was working on the computer.
Lois looked up, saw Mary’s face and knew.
“She passed, hmm?”
“Yes.”
“That poor man, to lose a wife that young, still, he’s a good-looking guy, and in time I’m sure he’ll remarry.”
Mary leaned on the nurses’ station and rested her chin on her hands.
“Poor Clay,”
“What about you?” Lois said.
“What do you mean?”
“You and the Chief, there seemed to be a connection there; maybe someday you two could be more than friends.”
Mary blinked rapidly in surprise.
“Clay and I are only friends, so no, nothing will happen between us, and anyway, I already have a boyfriend.”
“That guy from Boston? You hardly see him.”
“That was my fault. I moved here right after we first met and then we grew closer, but he’s a part-owner in the construction firm that will be working on the lake project, and so I’ll be seeing much more of him when that begins, and he’s here visiting right now.”
“That’s good, honey, and I hope it works out for you.”
“I think it will, I really like him.”
“What’s his name again?”
“Brady, Brady Ross.”
***
Brady stood on the rim of a huge depression in the earth that would soon become the new Destination Lake.
Brady had studied the history of the area on the Internet before venturing out to get a look at the property, but the size of the area still surprised him.
The land had been a granite quarry until it was discovered that veins of copper were present as well. That’s when the mining began, and within two years, the copper was gone, leaving a huge hole where the granite had been and mineshafts running beneath and alongside it.
Craig had asked Brady to look around the area if he got the chance, and with Mary working until evening, he had the whole day free.
Despite the bright fall sun overhead, Brady was dressed in jeans, wore boots, and a warm jacket, for although he grew up a city boy in Boston, he had done a fair amount of hiking years ago with a former nature-loving girlfriend, and knew that the temperature would be cooler up atop the mountain. 
Brady actually liked being out in the woods and wished that he could do it more often.
The woods surrounded the lake, although a large section of them would be cleared to make room for the homes that his company would be building in the coming year.
After identifying an ideal spot to place the construction trailers, Brady went off to explore the area by circumnavigating the lake rim, which was solid granite, but would be covered over with soil to create a shoreline for the lake.
Brady smiled as he thought about all the homes that would be built. Although, it didn’t give him a rush, such as the thrill he got from pulling a heist.
Brady liked the construction business, enjoyed turning nothing into something, and marveled that when they had finished their work, that there would be a new community, where now there were only trees and stone.
The homes they were building on the south side of the lake weren’t cabins either, but rather, five and six room McMansions that would fetch a hell of a good price as lakefront property.
Destination might be a quiet little town, but in the next few years, it would become a yuppie enclave and bring in the tourist dollars in the summer.
While walking along, he spotted a beam of bright light deep in the trees, pointing upward and when he investigated, he realized that he was walking atop one of the old roads that used to lead to a mine entrance.
Some of the gravel remained and they were thick chunks of rock mostly submerged in the soil.
Brady pushed aside tree branches until he reached the source of the light. It was coming from the inside of a mine entrance.
Apparently, the mine had collapsed over the years and now the hole led straight down into the huge pit, which reflected the sunlight and sent it up the shaft.
There was an old sign at the boarded up entrance warning people about the danger and it stated that it was by order of the Destination Police Department.
Mary had mentioned a cop named Richards the night before, and said that she was caring for the man’s dying wife.
Brady had spent plenty of time in a hospital when Mitch’s wife Roz was ill and dying, and he felt sympathy for the police chief. Of course, that didn’t mean that Brady wouldn’t pull a heist in his town if the conditions were right.
He walked back to the trail and continued until he had returned where he started. The hike around the lake had taken almost four hours and he was tired, and yet, at the same time, he felt invigorated by being outdoors.
He was also hungry, and so he decided to drive into town and try out the food at the diner.
***
Eva Ames eyed Brady the second he stepped through the door of the Destination Diner.
The diner wasn’t crowded and it was close to closing time, as it only served breakfast and lunch, and as Brady took a seat on a stool at the counter, Eva greeted him with a bright smile.
“Hi, I’m Eva, what can I get you?”
“Let’s keep it simple,” Brady said. “I’ll just have a cheeseburger and some fries.”
“Coming right up,”
Eva gave Brady’s order to the cook and then leaned on the counter.
“Are you passing through or visiting?”
“I’m visiting, and working, I’m part of the crew that will be building homes up at the lake.”
“Oh, but that work won’t be starting until spring, right?”
“Yeah, but there’s a lot of details to be handled before we start building,”
They talked a while longer and Brady got the impression that Eva was flirting with him, but then chalked it up to her desire for a good tip.
The other few patrons cleared out while he was eating, and then he watched as the short order cook told Eva goodbye and left.
Brady checked his watch and saw that it had just turned three o’clock.
“Sorry to hold you up, Eva; I wasn’t aware that you closed early.”
Eva took a seat on the stool beside Brady as he swallowed the last bite of his burger.
“Don’t worry about it, and I guess we’ll be staying open later once the lake brings in the tourists. That’s fine by me, because then I can quit my part-time job.”
“The town will be busier, that’s for sure.”
Eva stared at Brady.
“You’re a good-looking guy, Brady, do you know that?”
Brady stared back at Eva, and looked the shapely woman over.
“You ain’t so bad yourself there, hot stuff.”
Eva laughed and then rested her hand on Brady’s thigh.
“Why don’t I lock the door and then you and I can get cozy on the couch in the office.”
“What? Here?”
“It’s a big couch, and I can’t be seen with you... I’m sort of seeing a guy.”
Brady looked Eva over again, eyed the pert breasts, the small but shapely body, and the oh, so pretty face.
“It’s tempting, Eva, but I’ll have to say no. I’m seeing someone too.”
Eva pouted.
“I must be losing my looks, but alright, and I’ll be here if you ever change your mind.”
Brady gave Eva a larger tip than he normally would have and then left the diner.
A quickie with the petite beauty sounded like a lot of fun and something he might have jumped at in the past, but not now, not since meeting Mary.
As he drove away from the diner, he was smiling and shaking his head.
Yes, he was definitely in love.



CHAPTER 12
In Boston, FBI agents Curtis Weathersby and Ella Tyson were hearing news that gave them hope of someday tracking down Brady and his crew. The news was delivered by an agent named Tim Wilson, who was a computer tech, and they were meeting in a small conference room.
“Hacked?” Curtis said, as he scanned a report.
Wilson nodded at him.
“That’s right, someone hacked into the computer system of the armored car company and gained the route info, and that’s also how they knew exactly what cases held the most valuable paintings.”
Ella held up her copy of the report.
“Our guys aren’t this sophisticated, they must have had help. Is there any way to track down the hacker?”
“Maybe,” Wilson said. “It all depends on the hacker though, if he or she is smart, there’s little chance, but a lot of these people get lazy and reuse the same IP address while committing several crimes. We’re running checks now to see if we can find a connection to other criminal acts, but I wouldn’t hold out much hope.”
Curtis and Ella thanked Wilson, and after the agent left the room, they were alone.
They talked about the case for a while, about strategies they might employ to track down the hacker, but the conversation ceased when Curtis reached over and brushed back Ella’s hair from her left ear.
His touch electrified her and she reached out and touched him gently on the lips.
Seconds later, they were kissing and before another minute had passed, Ella was laying atop the conference table, naked from the waist down and Curtis had his head buried between her legs.
When the door opened, they froze as their hearts leapt into their mouths.
The door had only opened halfway when a voice cried out from down the hallway.
“Hey, Wilson, can I see you for a minute?”
Both Curtis and Ella recognized the voice as belonging to a rookie agent named Taylor, and then realized that it must have been Wilson who had opened the door partway.
Curtis looked down the table past Ella’s wide eyes and saw that Wilson had left his copy of the report behind, and was likely coming back for it.
The door closed, and Curtis and Ella could hear Wilson’s voice as he walked down the corridor.
“What can I do for you, Agent Taylor?”
Ella slid off the table and dressed as quickly as she could, and in seconds, both she and Curtis looked as professional as ever.
They were leaving the conference room when Wilson returned, and Curtis held out the copy of the report that had been left behind.
“I was just going to look for you, Tim; you left this behind.”
“Thanks, and that was me who opened the door before, but then I had to go help the rookie.”
“So, I heard,” Curtis said.
“Yeah, he was a bit loud and I told him that shouting in the halls didn’t go over well around here, but he’ll learn, and thanks for the report.”
They told Taylor goodbye, left the building to go on an interview about another case, and once they were in their car and away from prying eyes, Curtis drove to the rear of a nearby restaurant and turned off the engine.
He looked over at Ella as a smile played on his lips.
“That was so damn close.”
She giggled.
“I know, but hot too, don’t you think?”
Curtis thought about it and grinned.
“Yeah, it was a hell of a rush when that door first opened.”
Ella reached over and unzipped him.
Curtis swiveled his head around and spotted a couple returning to their car only a dozen yards away.
“Here! Ella, what if someone sees us?”
Ella lit up in a smile.
“Yeah, what if?”
Curtis laughed, then, moaned, as Ella lowered her head and went to work.
***
By Monday night, Harry was sure that Dr. Rafferty had murdered Melissa Hartford.
He had grabbed a copy of the dead woman’s driver’s license photo from the case file of the other detectives, and when his shift had ended, he went to work showing it about at all the local hotels and motels.
He figured that they wouldn’t have used the sleazy ones and concentrated more on the better establishments. He hit paydirt when he spoke to a hotel detective named Geary, who was also an ex-cop.
“Oh yeah,” Geary said. “That one has been here once a week like clockwork for months.”
“What day?” Harry asked.
“Today, Mondays, but you know, now that I think about it, I didn’t see her today.”
“And you won’t see her again, she’s dead.”
“No shit? Who killed her, was it the guy she’s always with?”
“Caucasian, brown hair and eyes, mid-forties, well dressed, tanned, athletic looking?”
“That’s him.”
“No, he’s been cleared,” Harry said. “He has an air-tight alibi.”
Geary laughed.
“Yeah, I guess it wouldn’t be that easy.”
***
But it was easy, easy money, and all Harry had to do was apply a little pressure and the doctor would pay him to keep quiet.
Still, the two detectives assigned to the case were no slouches, and they would eventually get on the doctor’s trail.
Harry figured that he had to not only offer the doctor his own silence, but also insure that someone else went down for the killing.
He could think of a half dozen crack addicts right off the top of his head that would be easy to frame, and it wouldn’t take much to herd the investigation their way. After all, the murder scene had the look of a push-in robbery gone wrong.
Harry checked the time on the hot watch he had coerced from the fence Stu Tate, and decided that the doctor could wait until tomorrow. For now, he would go home and think about how much to ask the doctor for in exchange for remaining silent.
He smiled.
Who says that crime doesn’t pay?



CHAPTER 13
Mary snuggled in Brady’s arms after the two of them had made love.
He told her about his trip around the lake and the oddness of looking down into the empty crater, and then assured her that he would be back permanently when construction started in the spring.
“What exactly does that mean, permanently? Does that mean for as long as the job lasts... or maybe longer?”
Brady kissed her on the forehead.
“I guess we’ll see. Who knows, you might be sick and tired of me by the time the job is done.”
“And if I’m not, would you consider staying?”
Brady looked into her eyes.
“I can’t imagine leaving you. It’s going to be hard enough going back to Boston as it is.”
“When do you have to go back?”
“Not until the weekend and then Mitch wants me to supervise a job that’s starting in Cambridge.”
“You talk about Mitch a lot. You really like him, don’t you?”
“Mitch is like the father I never had, and you’ll be meeting him, Jake, and Craig next month on Thanksgiving.”
“I hope they like me.”
“They’ll love you, but I warn you, they’re all a little protective. I’m like the baby in the family.”
“I’m glad that you have such close friends and I’m sure we’ll all get along.”
They grew quiet, and just as Brady was about to fall asleep, Mary asked a question.
“I told you that the police chief’s wife died, but will you come to the funeral with me?”
“When is it?”
“I’m not sure, but it will likely take place before you leave.”
“Yeah, I’ll go, any excuse to be near you.”
“Good, and I want you to meet Clay; I think you’ll like him.”
Brady said nothing, but he doubted he would ever be friends with a cop.
***
Not far away, Steve Beck was returning home from a long day at work.
He kept the shop open late on Mondays for those customers who couldn’t make it in the rest of the week, and then he stayed even later to catch up on paperwork.
He was dog-tired, wanting only a shower before heading to bed, but he became alert when his wife gave him some news.
“Toni did that work that you asked her to do in the attic, and she wants you to give her a call.”
“Work?”
“Something electrical, Kimberly says there’s a gray box on the wall up there with flashing green and red lights. Didn’t you okay the work?”
“Oh, uh, yeah, it’s uh, a new type of electrical breaker. I’ll go up and take a look at it.”
“Alright, but be quiet, Kimberly may be asleep by now.”
Steve went up to the unfinished section of the attic, and it was just as Donna had said. There was a gray metal box there with red and green blinking lights, and when he tried to open it, he realized that there was a small padlock keeping it closed.
He also noticed with irritation that the box was sitting over the hole he had been using to spy on Kimberly.
When he went back downstairs, he entered the bedroom and heard the shower running. And so while Donna was in the bathroom, he gave Toni a call.
“I was wondering when you were going to ring me,” she said.
“I just got home. What’s with the box?”
“Are you alone?”
“Yeah, Donna is in the shower.”
“I’m sending you a video. Watch it and call me back.”
Toni ended the call and Steve received the video. It showed Kimberly in the attic bathroom as she stepped out of the shower and dried off.
“Holy shit, she put in a camera,” Steve said, and then clamped a hand over his mouth as he realized he’d spoken aloud.
Toni answered on the first ring.
“That’s a gift for you. Now you can watch her all you want and never have to worry about being caught again. I’ll send you the web address for the feed.”
“Web? It’s on the Internet?”
“No, it’s password protected, and the camera will only activate when someone enters the room. So, do you like?”
“Yeah, I like.”
“As soon as the camera catches something good we’ll watch it together. It’ll be hot.”
“Toni?”
“Yes?”
“You’re the best neighbor I’ve ever had.”
“Goodnight, Steve.”
Donna came out of the shower just as Steve was watching the video of Kimberly again. In particular, he was watching the part where she bent over to dry her feet, a section of the video that he had watched four times.
When he grabbed his wife by the wrist and pulled her atop the bed, she laughed.
“I thought you said you were tired?”
Steve slipped a hand beneath her robe.
“I’ve gotten a second wind.”



CHAPTER 14
Harry went to see Dr. Rafferty at the man’s office on Tuesday night, after he waited for the doctor’s receptionist to leave for the day.
Rafferty wasn’t going to let him in, but then Harry showed him his badge through the glass, and the doctor’s shoulders sagged as he unlocked the door.
“Is this... is this about Mrs. Hartford’s murder?”
Harry grinned at the man.
“Is that what you called her in bed, Mrs. Hartford?”
The doctor looked unsteady and sat down hard in one of the uncomfortable looking chairs in his reception area.
“How did you find out that we were having an affair?”
“It wasn’t hard to do, Doc. I mean you met at the same hotel every week.”
“I loved her. I want you to understand that, and I swear that killing her was not premeditated. I simply lost my mind when she told me that she was staying with that fossil.”
“You mean her husband?”
“Yes, and the old fool is more than twice her age.”
Harry took out a cigarette and Dr. Rafferty scowled at him.
“There’s no smoking in my office, Detective.”
Harry lit up and took a deep drag.
“Well now, Doc, the way I see it. I can do anything I want.”
Rafferty searched his face.
“You’re not here to arrest me, are you?”
“No.”
“Well then, why are you here?”
Harry smiled.
“Let’s call it a win-win situation.”
***
Mary stopped by Clay Richards’ home to offer condolences again and to see how he was doing. Brady was accompanying her, and when Clay Richards opened the door, Brady thought that the man’s grief was written all over his face.
When Eva emerged from the kitchen, she stopped walking when she spotted Brady, and both Clay and Mary saw that the two of them recognized each other.
“You’ve met Eva, Brady?” Mary asked.
“I sure did. I stopped in the diner yesterday for a late lunch.”
Eva had regained her composure and smiled.
“He’s a good tipper.”
Mary handed Eva the dish of lasagna she had brought with her and then asked about Bobby.
“He’s in his room,” Clay said. “And as you can guess, he’s taking the loss of his mother hard. He didn’t even want his supper.”
“I can imagine, but can I go see him?”
“Why would you want to see him?” Eva asked, and Mary heard a tone in her voice that told her Eva didn’t want her there.
“I have something for him,” Mary said and after reaching into her purse, her hand emerge with a little purple action figure that had a humorous looking face with bulging eyes.
Clay smiled slightly as he took it from her hand.
“Beano, a Beano action figure, where the devil did you find it? I’ve searched every toy store in the area for one.”
“I bought it off an online auction site the night Bobby told me that he didn’t have one, and it arrived today.”
“My God, Mary, that is so nice of you and I doubt that it came cheap.”
“The cost was nothing, Clay. I just want to see his face when I give it to him.”
Clay escorted Mary to Bobby’s room and that left Eva alone with Brady.
“You said you had a girl, but I didn’t know that it was Mary,” Eva said.
“And the chief there is he the guy you were talking about?”
“Yes, I know he’s grieving now, but he won’t always be.”
The sound of Mary’s laughter made Brady turn his head, and he saw her walking down the hallway with Bobby holding her hand. In Bobby’s other hand was the toy Mary had given him.
Clay smiled at Eva.
“Bobby says he’s hungry, why don’t we give him some of Mary’s lasagna?”
Eva gestured towards the kitchen.
“But I made fried chicken.”
“I want Mary’s food,” Bobby said.
Eva pasted on a plastic smile.
“Whatever you want, sweetie,”
And before she left the room, her eyes shot daggers at Mary.
***
Back in Boston, Selina opened her front door to find her Cousin Shay smiling at her.
“Hey, come on in, Jake and Lindy are here too.”
Shay pointed at the black Harley Davidson motorcycle parked on the side of the lawn.
“Who does that belong to?”
“That’s Avery’s, you heard us mention him; he’s the son of one of Craig’s old friends.”
“The hacker?”
“That’s him.”
Shay followed Selina inside and found everyone seated in the living room. When she was introduced to Avery, she saw that he was a few years younger than she was and took note that he was eyeing her back.
“Your friend is cute, Craig,” Shay said, and Avery smiled at her.
Avery Cooper was slim, but muscular, and wore a perpetual cocky expression. His hair was dark, worn down to his shoulders, and his green eyes promised danger.
Shay looked at him and thought that he was just the sort of man who might make Brady jealous.
“Hello, Avery, it’s good to meet you.”



CHAPTER 15
Chief Clay Richards’ wife Patricia was laid to rest on a Thursday afternoon in October, which let you know that winter was mere weeks away.
The sky was appropriately gray and matched the solemn mood of the mourners, while a cold wind whipped at them as sharply as their grief.
Clay cried quiet tears while holding his son and standing beside his mother, a young looking sixty-year-old who had flown in from Oklahoma.
After their visit to see Clay and Bobby three days earlier, Brady had told Mary about Eva’s offer of sex. She had been appalled.
“Right there in the diner?”
“That’s right.”
“Where, atop the counter?”
“She said that the couch in the office was big enough; I think she was speaking from experience.”
“And you never met her before? You just stopped in for a bite to eat and she was ready to sleep with you that quickly?”
Brady smiled.
“I would like to think it was because I’m irresistible, but I think it was mostly that I was male.”
Mary shuddered.
“Clay does not belong with that woman.”
“What, you’re thinking of saying something?”
“I don’t know. We’re friends, but we’ve haven’t known each other that long either.”
“Want some advice?”
“Okay.”
“Say nothing; the chief seemed pretty sharp to me and I’m sure he’ll figure her out on his own.”
Mary had agreed with Brady, but found herself biting her tongue when she saw that Eva had escorted Clay to the funeral.
When the sad ceremony ended, everyone left the cemetery and headed to Clay’s home for a gathering, where they would remember and celebrate his wife’s life.
***
Mary and Brady were met at the door by Clay’s mother, Madeline, and were escorted into the crowded living room.
Bobby was sitting beside his father on the sofa, and Mary thought that he looked miserable among all the grownups.
“Brady, would you mind if I offered to take Bobby out for a while? He looks like he could use some time away from all this.”
Brady stared over at the boy and saw that Mary was right.
“Is there a park nearby? We’ll take him there.”
Bobby spotted Mary and ran to her.
“Hello honey, how are you doing?”
“I miss Mommy and it’s crowded in here.”
Mary took Bobby’s hand, and then she and Brady navigated their way through the crowd of friends and family to where Clay sat.
After greeting him, Mary leaned over and whispered in his ear.
“I think this is all a bit much for Bobby. Would you like us to take him to the park for a little while? It’s not snowing yet.”
“No, I would be imposing on you.”
“Not at all, we’re friends.”
Clay gave her a weak smile and spoke to Bobby.
“Miss Carson and Mr. Ross are going to the park, sport. Would you like to go with them?”
Bobby smiled.
“Sure, but can I take my car?”
Clay looked up at the couple.
“He has a remote control car.”
“I love those,” Brady said. “Bring it along.”
As Bobby ran to his room, Clay called after him.
“Grab your jacket, and your hat too!”
“Okay, Daddy.”
Clay sighed.
“This is so nice of you two; the boy could use a break.”
“It’s our pleasure and we’ll bring him back in time for dinner,” Mary said.
Clay looked down the hallway towards Bobby’s room.
“He’s going to forget his hat, I just know it.”
Mary smiled.
“I’ll go give him a hand.”
Mary walked down the hall, and she was just about to enter Bobby’s room when she heard laughter coming from the kitchen, and when she looked that way; she could see a man and a woman kissing.
Mary didn’t recognize the man, but the woman was Eva.
She knew then that Brady was right and that Clay would realize what Eva was on his own.
The woman was too brazen in her actions to fool anyone for long. And besides, although Eva had designs on the man, Mary was certain that Clay only saw her as a friend. His love and grief for his wife, Patty, was still fresh, and a man like Clay would take time to heal, even if he did desire a mother for his son.
She gathered up Bobby, helped him into his jacket and hat, and then she and Brady headed for the park.
***
As he had three days earlier, Harry waited until Dr. Rafferty’s receptionist left for the day, before knocking on the office door.
The doctor let him inside and Harry thought the man looked nervous, but figured it was due to fear.
“Detective Drake, I was hoping that I wouldn’t see you again.”
“And I hope that’s not your way of saying that you don’t have my money ready.”
“The fifty-thousand dollars that we discussed, yes, I have it, but I want your assurance that I won’t be charged with Melissa’s murder.”
“Don’t worry, Doc, I got a patsy all picked out, but like I told you, I’ll need something of the lady’s to plant on the guy.”
The doctor reached into his pocket and brought out a silver hair clip.
“This belonged to Melissa, she left it behind after our first... well, date, and I’ve kept it ever since.”
Harry reached out to take it and Rafferty reluctantly let it go.
“This will work fine, now, where’s the money?”
“You mean the blackmail?”
“Call it what you want; I call it the first payment.”
A voice cried out, “That’s enough!” and Dr. Rafferty scurried away and into a treatment room.
That’s when the two detectives handling the case stood up from behind the reception desk and pointed their guns at Harry.
“Hands up, Drake; you’re under arrest.”
Harry broke out in a sweat as he felt his heart beat like mad.
“It was all a con, guys; I was just trying to get the doctor to confess.”
“Save it,” one of the cops said, and as he spoke, he placed a cuff on Harry’s wrist.



CHAPTER 16
The following morning, Shay rose from her bed naked, as Avery lay watching her every move.
“Damn, woman, but you are hot,” Avery said.
Shay smiled back at him over her shoulder before walking into the bathroom. When she returned, she snuggled against Avery.
“I’m glad that you stayed over.”
“Me too and we’re not done yet.”
Avery went to kiss her, but Shay pushed him away.
“I want to talk about something first.”
“What’s that?”
“Brady, he’ll be back soon and I want to warn you that he might be jealous that we’re together.”
“Brady Ross, I’ve only spoken to him on the phone.”
“He’s my ex-boyfriend and sometimes I think he wants me back, so just watch what you say around him.”
“Alright, but it doesn’t matter what he thinks, I’m in, Craig said so.”
“Oh, you’re not in yet, from what I hear, Brady wants you to prove yourself out on the streets.”
“Prove myself how? Do they want me to kill someone the way Brady killed that guard?”
“That was an accident, and I think that they’re talking about another armored car robbery.”
Avery shrugged with one shoulder.
“I’m not worried. I’ll pass Brady’s little test, but when will it be?”
“I think you’ve got time, everything goes quiet this time of year, it’s like our down time, but come spring, you’ll have to jump through Brady’s hoops.”
“Craig told me that Brady was cool, but you know, I’m not sure I’m going to like the guy.”
Shay smiled. That was exactly what she wanted to hear.
***
Harry had stumbled out of police headquarters that morning at 5:47. He was no longer a cop, was stripped of his pension, and aware that he was lucky not to be locked up in a cell.
He had a lawyer from the Boston Police Department Patrolmen’s Association to thank for his freedom, along with two cops who were even dirtier than he was, a pair of vice detectives who were arrested and charged with extorting dozens of small business owners, after it became known that they were running a protection racket.
That story had been in the news for over a week and was still going strong, and Harry’s lawyer asked the higher ups at police headquarters if they really wanted to hand the tabloids another story that would taint the department.
After sweating it out for several hours, the word came down that the brass were ready to offer Harry a deal, and so now he was no longer a cop, disgraced, but not legally so, and the pension he had been depending on was history.
Harry blamed Dr. Rafferty for his troubles. All the man had to do was to pay Harry fifty grand and he would have been in the clear.
But no, not the good doctor, for unlike Harry, Rafferty had a conscience, and after Harry’s visit on Tuesday night, Dr. Rafferty spoke to a lawyer and then called the detectives on the case to confess and work out a deal.
Harry had been part of that deal, and by giving him up, the doctor had earned points with the DA.
And so, Harry was back to being a civilian, and after entering his apartment, he had plopped down on his sofa, and wondered just what he was going to do with the rest of his life.
***
That afternoon, Steve and Toni lay naked together in a motel room while watching video of Kimberly on a laptop.
Toni pointed at the screen, where a live feed showed Steve’s stepdaughter having sex with her boyfriend in the shower.
“I see why she gets you hot, and she’s really only sixteen?”
“Yeah,” Steve answered, as his eyes stayed glued to the screen.
“You know, it’s a shame that there’s no camera in her bedroom,” Toni said.
“I know, but the other walls in the attic aren’t connected to it.”
“Who needs walls? I’ll hide a camera in the ceiling fixture and she’ll never know.”
Steve looked away from the scene at that news.
“You can do that?”
“It’s a piece of cake, but nobody can be home, so I’ll install the camera the next time your wife is out food shopping.”
Steve ran a hand over Toni’s breasts.
“Is that all you’ll do?”
Toni pointed at the laptop screen, where Kimberly had lowered herself to her knees in the shower.
“I’ll do that.”
Steve watched the screen and a small stream of drool flowed from the corner of his mouth.



CHAPTER 17
After Brady headed back to Boston, Mary had found herself missing him all day, as she worked a double shift at the hospital.
When she was leaving that night, she heard someone calling her name and turned to find the nursing supervisor walking towards her.
“Mary, I’m so glad I caught you. Do you have time to talk?”
“Sure,” Mary said, while wondering if there was a problem.
She followed the supervisor back to her office. The woman was named Jean, and she looked harried, she was also dressed casually, although the prim gray-haired woman normally dressed in professional attire.
It then occurred to Mary that she had never seen the woman at the hospital so late at night, and realized that there must be a problem.
Once settled on opposites sides of the desk, Jean gave Mary bad news.
“Lois’s son passed away.”
“Oh no, I feel so bad for her.”
Lois was one of the other nurses. Her thirty-seven-year-old son had been involved in a serious car accident in Florida on the day the funeral was held for Clay’s wife, and Lois had flown down there to be with him.
“Yes, it’s a tragedy, and Lois has informed me that she won’t be returning to work. She’s going to stay in Florida to help look after her four grandchildren.”
“Wow, I’ll really miss her, but I understand the decision.”
“Yes, and as horrible as the situation is, it has opened up an opportunity for you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lois had the first shift, six a.m. to two-thirty, and now that shift is open, and if you want it, it’s yours.”
Mary straightened in her seat, as the news surprised her.
“What about Linda, Sharon, and Brianna? They all have more seniority than I do.”
“That’s true, but none of them want it. Brianna loves working nights and Linda and Sharon are happy working the middle shift, so if you want it, it’s all yours. The girl we took on as a temp is working out nicely and she can take your place and work as a floater.”
Mary thought about working only days and smiled, because when Brady returned in the spring, it meant that they would be working similar hours and be able to spend more time together.
She smiled at the nurses’ supervisor.
“I would love to take that shift and thank you.”
***
Brady returned to Boston earlier that day and found that he missed Mary more than he thought he would.
They had grown closer on his visit, much closer, and after seeing her with Bobby Richards, he knew that she would be a good mother.
Brady had never wanted children before, but he could see himself as a father when he was around Mary, and pushed aside the problems that family life could cause concerning his real profession as a thief.
Being a family man worked for Craig and Jake because their wives knew what they were doing, but could it work just as well if the wife were kept in the dark? Brady didn’t know; he only knew that he wanted to continue seeing Mary.
After the drive home, he took a nap, and then went to Jake’s house. Jake and Lindy were throwing a get-together, and Brady would have the chance to meet Avery.
***
After meeting Avery, Brady found the kid to be a punk and thought that he had too much attitude for someone who had never proven himself on the streets.
Still, they needed him, or someone like him, because as Jake had said at the last get-together, the world was going all ones and zeros and they needed the skills of a hacker if they were going to keep pace with it.
Shay’s appearance at the party didn’t surprise him, because she was Selina’s cousin and part of the family, and would occasionally work on a job as a decoy or distraction. One look at Shay in a short skirt and most guards forgot all about their security protocols.
What did surprise Brady was seeing Shay walk up to Avery and stick her tongue down his throat. It also surprised him that he felt a surge of jealousy.
Shay could do better than a punk like Avery, and Brady decided that she was trying to make him jealous, if so, it had worked.
He ignored them as much as possible and met with Mitch, Jake, and Craig, to fill them in on what he had seen at the lake.
They filed into Jake’s home office, but when Brady began talking, Mitch held up a hand.
“Avery should be here for this since he’s going to be part of the crew now.”
“He hasn’t proven himself yet,” Brady said.
“That’s true, but I also don’t want him to feel like an outsider.”
Brady shrugged.
“Go get him.”
Mitch did so, and returned with not only Avery, but also Shay.
“Why is she here?” Brady said.
“She’s with me,” Avery said, and there was both defiance and annoyance in his tone.
“I understand that you two are together now, but she’s not part of this heist.”
Craig held up a finger.
“Actually, Brady, Shay will be a part of the heist; I’ve refined the plan.”
“In what way?”
“We’ll need Shay to play a damsel in distress, actually the victim of a car wreck.”
Brady had to nod in agreement. Most men stopped to help a woman in trouble. He then remembered the last job she worked on with them and suppressed a smile.
Shay had lured three security guards away from their posts by doing nothing more than wearing a red mini skirt and smiling.
Brady loved Mary and Mary was a beautiful woman, but there were few women as sexy as Shay.
Another memory returned to him then, a memory of Shay on their first night together.
“Brady?”
Brady broke free of his memories as he realized Mitch had been calling him.
After clearing his throat, he began telling them about the area around the lake. When he was done, Craig had a question.
“That mine shaft, would it be deep enough to hide the car?”
The car Craig was talking about was the getaway car, and they had plans to stash it quickly after the robbery took place.
“Actually, it could, but what I was thinking, is that we would use the same trick we used in Denton four years ago.”
Craig smiled at Brady.
“Yeah, that could work, but won’t we be seen by someone?”
“It’s not likely, remember, we’ll be doing the heist on a holiday weekend; the jobsite will be closed.”
“I like it,” Jake said. “And even if we’re traced to the site, no one will ever find the money or the car.”
Avery raised up a hand as if he was a kid in school.
“What are you talking about?”
They all laughed, even Brady, but it was Mitch that answered him.
“Sorry, kid, it’s just that we’ve all worked together so long that we don’t need to spell everything out. What we’re talking about is this, Jake or Craig will dig out a hole with the machinery at the construction site and make it big enough to drive down right into it. Then, we’ll cover the car up, money and all, and unearth it after the heat dies down.”
Avery laughed.
“I love it. The cops will be looking for the getaway vehicle and it will be buried where they’ll never find it.”
“That’s the trick,” Mitch said.
***
The meeting broke up, and later, as everyone began drifting out, Brady watched as Avery sped away on his motorcycle, with Shay clinging on to him from behind.
“Jealous?”
Brady turned and saw Selina smiling at him.
“No, I’m not jealous, what I am is very happy with Mary and I can’t wait until she gets to meet all of you on Thanksgiving.”
“I was talking to Lindy, and she and I decided that we need to give your new girl a chance.”
“You really mean it?”
Selina patted him on the cheek.
“You’re like our little brother, Brady; of course we want to meet your girl.”
Brady kissed her cheek.
“You’ll like Mary, I know you will.”
Selina smiled, but Brady noticed that there was little warmth to it.



CHAPTER 18
One month after getting kicked off the police force, Harry went into business for himself as a private investigator.
He would never carry a badge again, but part of the deal he made with the police department was that he wouldn’t be tainted or blacklisted from seeking other employment in the security field.
Losing his pension had been punishment enough his lawyer had argued, and so Harry Drake P.I. was born.
He had very little money, and had maxed out his credit cards with cash advances, to rent a roach-infested office. The office was on the third floor of a building so old that it had been erected the same year Harry’s grandfather was born.
He would make money, he was sure of it, because he planned to specialize in catching cheating husbands, and there was never a shortage of that breed.
Standing in his office beside a scarred secondhand desk, Harry felt strange, strange, but good. He was a sleazy P.I. and for Harry, it felt like he had finally found his true calling.
***
In Vermont, a cheating husband named Steve Beck was saying hello to his stepson, Tyler, as the muscular young man returned home from college for Thanksgiving.
Nearby, their next-door neighbor, Toni, looked on with interest as she raked leaves in her front yard.
Tyler had parked his van across the street and the large vehicle had a psychedelic paint job that practically screamed makeout machine, and when he opened the rear door to grab his duffle bag, Toni saw that, yes, there was a mattress inside, along with spotlights in the ceiling and real honest-to-God lava lamps attached to the walls.
Steve and Donna waved hello to Toni, but as they were about to enter the house, Toni called to Steve and asked if she could speak to him for a moment.
Steve told his wife that he’d be right in and then walked over to talk to Toni.
“What’s up?”
“What’s up? Did you see the inside of that van?”
Steve laughed.
“What can I say, the kid is a stud. He must take after me.”
“What do you think goes on in that van?” Toni asked.
Steve laughed again.
“You can’t guess?”
“Oh, I can guess, but I’d much rather see, and as you said, the kid’s a stud.”
Steve lowered his voice.
“Are you talking about putting a camera inside the van?”
“Hell yes, you get your jollies off on watching Kimberly and now I want to get some thrills by watching that stud stepson of yours in action.”
Steve ran a hand through his hair.
“It’s too risky, and besides, it would take time and I don’t have a key to the van.”
Toni smiled.
“Leave that to me, and for your information, Greg is taking our son to a Cub Scout meeting tonight, make whatever excuse you need to, but come over.”
Steve smiled.
“I’ll tell Donna that I’m going to the gym.”
“That’s good, because I definitely plan to give you a workout.”
***
Steve returned to his house and saw that Donna had settled Tyler into Kimberly’s old bedroom.
Later, as they were eating dinner, they heard the sound of a muffled crash come from outside.
Donna looked at him.
“What was that?”
Steve wiped his mouth and rose from the table.
“Let’s go take a look.”
Tyler let out a moan after Steve opened the door, because he could see that Toni had backed out of her driveway and hit the left rear corner of his van.
The young man ran outside to examine the broken taillight and dent the crash had caused, as Toni offered profuse apologies to everyone.
Tyler told her that it was all right and that accidents happened, and then he turned to look at his stepfather, his stepfather who owned an auto body shop.
“Can you fix it, Steve?”
Steve had to force himself not to smile, as he admired Toni’s devious mind.
“No problem; I’ll take it in tomorrow morning and have it done by noon.”
And when Tyler got it back, Steve knew that the thing would be loaded with cameras.
***
On the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, Mary opened her door and found Clay and Bobby on her porch.
Bobby gave her a hug and Mary was glad to see that the boy hadn’t forgotten her.
Clay looked at her sheepishly.
“Maybe I should have called first, but we were close by and I figured that I’d ask you in person.”
“Ask me what?”
Clay brought into view the small backpack he held in his left hand.
“I need to find someone who can watch Bobby for a few hours, and I’ll understand if you have other plans.”
Mary grinned down at Bobby.
“I would love to watch him, and I have no plans, of course, I was thinking about making cookies.”
Bobby’s eyes grew huge at that news.
“Chocolate chip?”
“Mm-hmm and would you like to help me make them?”
Bobby nodded wildly and both Clay and Mary laughed.
Clay handed her the backpack.
“All his things are in there and you can reach me at the station. I owe you one, Mary.”
“Nonsense, but doesn’t Eva normally watch him?”
“Um, yes, and I’ll fill you in on that later.”
“Oh, I see, well don’t rush and don’t eat anything either. I’ll have dinner cooked by the time you pick him up.”
“You’re a lifesaver.”
Clay bent down and kissed his son on the cheek, told him to behave, and then rushed off.
Mary watched him go and assumed that Eva had finally revealed her true colors to him.
When she closed the door, she looked down at Bobby and smiled.
“Let’s go make those cookies.”
***
By eight o’clock that night, Bobby was asleep on the loveseat in the living room, and Mary and Clay were talking over coffee taken at her kitchen table.
The house had three floors and a finished basement, and was left to Mary by a great-aunt who had lived in the home her entire life,
Mary had always admired the old house whenever she had visited her aunt, and planned to keep it despite its size. In her heart, she secretly hoped to fill it someday with children of her own.
Mary asked Clay why Eva was no longer watching Bobby, and after leaning back and stretching out his long legs, Clay answered her.
“It’s two things really, both are personal, but I don’t take you for a gossip and so I know you’ll keep what I tell you to yourself.”
“Yes, of course.”
“Well, to be blunt, the woman wanted more than I could give her. I mean, I might marry again someday, but, I only buried Patty about a month ago, and I’m sure as heck not thinking about finding a new sweetheart.”
“Which is what Eva wanted to be, correct?”
“Yeah, and my mama told me that when she was here visiting, but I really thought the woman was just a friend. Even so, once I straightened her out on that, she continued to watch Bobby for me in the afternoon. See, he gets out of school about two hours before I get home, and seeing as how quiet the town is I rarely have to work late, but sometimes, like today, I do, and that’s when Eva would watch him in the evening as well.”
“Did she change her mind?”
“I changed it for her,” Clay said, and Mary heard a note of anger in his voice.
“What happened?”
“Bobby called me just a few minutes after I dropped him off at Eva’s, and he sounded a little strange.”
“He called you on Eva’s phone?”
“Yeah, she was busy at the time and that’s the problem. See, Bobby said that a friend of Eva’s showed up and... he told me that they were wrestling on the bed.”
Mary’s hand flew to her mouth.
“Oh... how much did he see?”
“I don’t know, but I don’t think he saw too much, and at his age he wouldn’t really understand... wrestling.”
Before she knew it was happening, Mary found herself giggling, and when she looked over at Clay, she saw him frowning.
“I’m sorry, Clay, but it just struck me as funny.”
“Yeah, I guess it is, but, needless to say, I no longer trust the woman’s judgement and my son will no longer be in her house.”
“What are you going to do?”
“One of the deputies has a daughter who babysits, I’m thinking that maybe she’ll be able to watch him until I can find something more permanent.”
“What’s the daughter’s age?”
“Sixteen.”
“Sixteen? That just sounds like more trouble, even if the girl is responsible.”
“Yeah, but I’ll find something, maybe old Mrs. Murphy who lives across the street from me, she used to watch her grandkids before they moved away.”
“How old is she?”
“Hmm, she must be near eighty by now.”
From where Mary was sitting, she could see Bobby asleep on her sofa, and she tried to imagine the energetic child being trapped in a house with an elderly woman five days a week.
“Clay, if you’d like, I could watch Bobby. It would be no bother and I like him a lot.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, I had a blast today and I think Bobby likes me.”
“He loves you, but what about the hospital, don’t you work odd shifts?”
“Not anymore; I’ve been on the day shift for weeks now, and although I’ll fill in at night if someone calls out, I should be able to watch him most days.”
“Oh Mary, you’ve just taken a load off my shoulders, and wait until I tell Bobby, he’ll be so happy, but listen, I was giving Eva fifty a week, will that be enough for you?”
“She took money? I thought she was doing it out of friendship?”
Clay smiled.
“Ah, that ended when I made it clear to her that I wasn’t looking for a new wife. After that, she wanted fifty a week.”
“We’re friends, Clay, so no, I don’t want money, but I also better never get a parking ticket in this town.”
Clay laughed.
“It’s a deal.”



CHAPTER 19
On Thanksgiving Day, Brady was headed out early to pick up Mary and bring her back to Boston for dinner at Jake and Lindy’s house.
It would be a good time for everyone to meet, since Jake and Craig’s kids would be there, and so no business talk would be going on, at least, no talk of heists.
Brady had just left Boston and was still hours away from Mary’s home in Destination, when he got the call,
It was Jake, and Brady almost didn’t recognize his friend’s voice.
“Brady, Mitch has had a heart attack.”
When Brady asked for details, Jake told him to come to the hospital as quickly as he could, and that’s when Brady knew that things were very bad.
After calling Mary and explaining the situation, Brady drove back into the city and made it to the hospital in less than an hour, but knew by the tear-stained faces of his friends that he was already too late.
“He was dead when I called you,” Jake said. “But the doctors worked on him for another ten minutes. He’s gone Brady, Mitch is gone.”
Brady was falling back into a chair before he realized that his legs had given out, and then he too was crying.
Shay walked over to where he sat, her face swollen with grief, and when Brady rose up, she hugged him, while making soothing sounds.
“He loved you like a son, Brady.”
Brady held on to her, nothing sexual between them, just two people mourning the loss of a loved one, and it was only then that he realized that Avery wasn’t present.
“Where’s Avery?”
“He’s with the kids.”
“Oh, yes, I guess that someone needed to stay with them, and oh God, it’s Thanksgiving.”
“Not anymore,” Shay said.
Brady called Mary when he could finally speak without crying, and told her that he would be up the next day to see her.
“Oh Brady, I’m so sorry for your loss, I know by the way you spoke of him that you loved Mitch.”
Loved? Brady thought, as in the past tense, now everything about Mitch would be in the past tense. That’s what death did to you.
***
They returned to Jake’s house, and with their appetites dampened by grief, the turkey sat in the fridge, oven ready, but uncooked, and Lindy ordered Chinese food instead.
Avery left around ten in the evening, but Shay was staying the night to help with whatever aftermath Mitch’s death would bring.
There was a brother that had to be contacted, a younger brother with a family who Mitch had rarely seen, and who knew nothing about his brother’s criminal activities.
The man might share Mitch’s blood, but Brady knew that he, Jake, Craig, and the others, they were Mitch’s real family, because only they knew him for what he really was, all of him, not just the part he showed the straight world.
Brady crashed on the sofa in the den, but doubted he would sleep, and when Shay came to him in the middle of the night, it did not surprise him.
The moon outside the window was nearly full. It drifted in through the window blinds and gave enough light to see.
Shay closed the door behind her, walked over to the sofa, and spoke in a whisper.
“I don’t want to be alone.”
Brady sat up, reached out, and unfastened the robe she was wearing, to reveal her nakedness, and then Shay let the robe drop to the floor and joined him on the sofa.
***
Brady would later blame it on grief over Mitch’s death, then, he would tell himself that it was all the liquor he’d drank, but he knew the truth as surely as Shay did.
He simply wanted her, didn’t want to be alone, and Shay was someone that knew him in ways that Mary never would, but when morning came, Brady removed himself from her arms and quietly dressed.
“You don’t have to sneak out.”
“Good morning, Shay.”
“Brady?”
“Yeah?”
“I still want you Brady, and not just in bed.”
“Shay, last night—“
“Was not a mistake and don’t you dare say that it was.”
“I won’t, but I’m also going back to Mary.”
“She can’t love you like I can, because she doesn’t even know you. All she knows is the parts you let her see.”
“Will you tell her about this?”
Shay said nothing and Brady walked closer and stared down at her.
“Shay?”
“No, I won’t say anything.”
“Thank you, and I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to use you.”
“We used each other, and I love you, Brady.”
Brady leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
“Tell the others that I’ll be back later tonight.”
***
Mary opened her door and hugged Brady, then, she took him by the hand and led him inside her house.
He didn’t cry in front of Mary. Although, the pain in his voice was obvious and there were so many things that he wanted to tell her about the man, so many kindnesses that Mitch and Mitch’s late wife Roz had done for him over the years. But then, he would remember that many of them involved things and situations that he couldn’t talk about, and so he said very little.
When he told her that he had to get back to Boston that night, Mary offered to come along, but the timing wasn’t right and Brady wanted everyone to meet her under better circumstances. That was only partly true; the other reason was that Mary was a stranger, a straight, an outsider.
There would be plenty of talk and remembrance between himself, Jake, Craig, and their wives, and Mary would be completely out of place around it.
Even putting aside the fact that she knew nothing about their illegal activities, she also had never met Mitch, and now, she never would.
He wasn’t going to make love to her, not only hours after he had been with Shay, however, when Mary took him by the hand and led him to her bedroom, he let her, and as he lay in her arms after having made love, he felt lower than he ever had in his life.



CHAPTER 20
When Stu Tate was approached by Joe Venta to become a partner in a robbery ring, he knew that he couldn’t refuse the man, and that he would only stay alive as long as he was useful to Venta, and so he helped the dapper thug whenever he asked.
It wasn’t without profit either, as Venta shared the proceeds from each robbery with him and the thief, Michael Collins. The split was in Venta’s favor by a wide margin, but still, the man didn’t really have to give him or Collins a dime.
Tate had brokered dozens of deals over the years that placed paintings and other valuable artwork in the hands of private collectors who didn’t mind obtaining their treasures through less than legal means.
Venta was forcing Tate to reveal those names to him, and then Collins would break-in and steal the artwork.
It was smart, because the owners couldn’t even report the burglaries or they risked going to prison themselves. They were also targeting only the people that Tate had dealt with years earlier, so that it would be less likely that he was connected.
Still, Tate had closed the pawnshop, it was just a front anyway, and if he didn’t spend time there, he’d be that much harder to trace.
He had come along on tonight’s robbery because the haul would be a rich one. Not only did this collector have several paintings that were illegally obtained, but he also had a vast collection of legitimate purchases, and Collins needed a hand carrying it all back to the van they were using.
None of this had anything to do with Venta’s boss, Carlito, who was likely to wrest control of the city away from old man Quinn, and Tate figured that Venta was funding an early retirement.
***
Collins loaded the last of the paintings in the van and sent Tate a wide grin.
“There’s a Monet in there, did you know that?”
“What? No, I never brokered that.”
“Well someone did, and we’ll make more from that than everything else combined.”
“Venta doesn’t know a thing about it; why don’t we keep it for ourselves?”
Collins nibbled at his lower lip.
“I don’t know; if he ever found out there would be hell to pay.”
“We won’t try to sell it, not yet, you just hold onto it as an insurance policy so that we make more than minimum wage while doing this.”
“You trust me that much, Tate?”
“Hell, Collins, we have to trust each other, and you can’t be any worse than Venta.”
“I’m a thief, but I’m not a cheat, and whenever we cash it in, I’ll make sure that you get half.”
Tate’s phone beeped, and when he looked down at it, he saw he had a text message.
“It’s Venta, he says to hurry up.”
Collins got in the van, while Tate walked back towards the house, where Venta sat in a new Mercedes parked the garage. The car was a bonus that Venta would take to a chop shop and collect cash for.
Stu Tate watched Collins drive off in the van and then Venta followed behind, even though they would separate once they reached the highway. Venta had no fear of Collins running off with the paintings, not when he knew where the man’s wife and children lived.
“Was the haul as rich as you thought it would be, Tate?”
“Better, Mr. Venta, there was more in the collection than I knew.”
“That is very good news.”
Tate let out a sigh of relief because Venta didn’t sound suspicious at all.
“There is one problem, Tate.”
“Um, what’s that?”
“That armored car heist last month, you never did tell me who was behind that, but I need to know, that way I’ll have another source to milk. They also still owe Carlito a percentage.”
Tate said nothing and Venta glared at him.
“Don’t be stupid, Tate, you, me, and Collins have a good thing going, and I really would like to stay friends. Don’t make me do otherwise.”
Tate hated giving up Brady and his crew to Venta, but then, it was Mitch who was really his friend, not Brady Ross, and since Mitch was dead, he didn’t owe the others a thing. At least, that’s what he told himself.
He gave Venta information about Brady, Craig, and Jake, and also the address of Jake’s house, which he had visited once as a friend of Mitch’s.
“Just those three?” Venta asked.
“There were four, but one just passed away, but, yeah, I remember now, they were bringing in a new guy, some hacker punk named Avery Jones.”
“A hacker? Is he young?”
“Yeah, twenty, or something like that.”
“Okay, then he’ll be my way in, and if you’re worried about it, I won’t mention your name. Besides, it could be some time before I get to them, Carlito keeps me busy.”
“Mr. Venta?”
“Yes?”
“Brady and his boys, please don’t hurt them.”
“You should worry about yourself, Tate; it’s that kind of world.”
Tate said nothing more, but hoped to God that he could someday find a way to be free of Joe Venta.



CHAPTER 21
Mary went to Mitch’s funeral, and although Brady worried that Shay would reveal that they had slept together, Shay instead, was civil to Mary, more civil, in fact, than Lindy and Selina, who seemed a bit put off by her appearance.
When Brady cornered them after they returned to Jake’s house from the cemetery, the women let him know their feelings.
“It’s not that we don’t like her, it’s just that this get-together after the funeral was for us and Mitch’s other friends. It’s why our kids aren’t here.”
“I didn’t know that the kids wouldn’t be here.”
“We sent them off to their grandparents,” Lindy said. “But now that Mary is here, we’ll all have to walk around on tip toe and watch what we say.”
Brady spread his arms.
“She’s my girl; it would be weird if I had told her to stay away, but I’ll stick close to her the rest of the night and make sure that she doesn’t overhear anything she shouldn’t.”
Selina patted him on the cheek.
“Yes, and this is just one day, imagine doing that your whole life.”
Brady grew red with anger, turned, and walked over to where Mary was standing all alone.
“We’re leaving.”
“Already? But we just arrived, and don’t you want to be with your friends?”
“I see them all the time, right now, I just want to be with you.”
“I should say goodbye.”
“It’s fine; I’ve already told them that we were leaving.”
“You’re sure that nothing is wrong?”
“Yes.”
“You seem odd.”
“I miss Mitch, that’s all.”
Lindy called to Brady as he and Mary were walking out the door, but he ignored her and just kept going.
***
“Two at a time,” Toni said. “The kid really is a stud.”
She and Steve were together in what had become their usual motel room and watching video that had recorded the night before.
The video was taken inside Tyler’s van and showed him having sex with two girls, a blonde and a brunette.
Steve shook his head in wonder.
“It’s like watching a porn movie.”
Toni looked at him and smiled.
“You’ve just given me an idea. Why keep this to ourselves? I bet we could make money if we put this on the Internet.”
“Are you serious? What if he sees it?”
“If he did, he would just blame it on one of his college friends; he would never think that you and I did it.”
“You have a point, but do you really think we could make money?”
“Well, let me ask you something, would you pay to see this?”
Steve stared down at the screen and felt himself become more aroused.
“Hell yeah I would.”
“I’ll set it up next week, and by New Year’s Day, we’ll be in business.”
“The porn business?”
Toni grinned.
“I like to think of it as show business.”
***
Brady was driving Mary home, and the two of them had been silent until Mary asked a question.
“Did we leave because your friends didn’t want me there, or because you didn’t want me there?”
“I told you, I just want to be alone with you.”
“It’s just that, I got the impression that I wasn’t welcome there. They were polite towards me, but I just felt like an outsider.”
“You are an outsider,” Brady said and immediately wished that he hadn’t.
The rest of the long drive was filled with small talk, and as they neared the town, Mary mentioned to Brady that she had begun watching Bobby. When Brady suggested that it sounded like Clay was imposing on her, she became defensive.
“He’s not imposing, and it’s not like I have anything else to do with my time since we live so far apart.”
“And whose fault is that? You’re the one that moved all the way up here. You could have just sold your aunt’s house and stayed in Boston.”
“You’re right and if I had known that we’d grow closer I might have, but it’s worked out better this way, don’t you see?”
Brady stopped for a light and looked over at her.
“What do you mean?”
“The house will be going up in value because of the new lake, I really like my job, the town, the people, and in a few months, you’ll be living up here too, or will you be driving back to Boston on the weekends?”
“I’m not sure, but I still wish that you had stayed nearby and the job won’t last forever.”
“Maybe not, but by the time all the houses are built, we should know where we stand with each other.”
“I know that already, Mary, and I thought that you did as well.”
Mary said nothing for a few moments, but when she had gathered her thoughts, she spoke.
“I want to be with you, Brady, I do, but after meeting your friends I realized that the two of us won’t be living in a vacuum. You’re very close to your friends, I can tell that by how often you speak of them, and after today, I’m not sure that I’ll ever fit in.”
Brady reached over and gave her hand a squeeze.
“You will, it will just take a little time.”
“I hope so,” Mary said, as the two of them became lost in their own thoughts.



CHAPTER 22
P.I. Harry Drake was certain that he recognized the woman walking into Room 6 of The Starlight Motel in Cambridge, and when he finally remembered where he’d last seen her, there were dollar signs flashing in his eyes.
The woman was married to a rich lawyer in Boston, and Harry had met the two of them when he was working as a cop and investigating a robbery at their penthouse.
The job had been pulled off by a team of pros who had stripped the place down to the walls, and Harry and his partner at the time had never even come close to catching them. However, Harry remembered the wife well, because he always had a thing for hot redheads, and the woman, who he recalled was named Marta, was still hot, although Harry guessed her age at close to fifty.
The man who had greeted Marta at the motel room door was not her husband and, in fact, looked young enough to be the woman’s son.
Harry was at the motel after having followed a man there whose wife suspected him of cheating. The wife had been right, and not only was the man cheating on her, but it was with a hooker.
He had already taken the pictures he needed to collect that fee, and now he was going to make even more money by taking pictures of Marta.
Harry popped another stick of gum in his mouth and settled in for the wait. The nicotine gum was a substitute for a cigarette, because he had quit smoking, again. He missed the cigarettes, because they seemed to make waiting more pleasant, and gum just didn’t have the same kick.
***
Marta didn’t leave the motel room until well after midnight and Harry envied the stamina of the kid she was with.
He took pictures of them kissing in the doorway, and noticed that her hair looked as though she’d been in a windstorm after the bout of passion she had just experienced.
Harry decided not to approach her, but followed her instead, and found that she lived in the same building he remembered.
After that, he went back to the motel and saw that a light was still on in the room, and that it looked like the kid was staying the night.
Harry thought about staying as well, and then following the kid in the morning to find out who he was, but then he figured he had enough to blackmail Marta with already.
Harry had just placed his hand on the car key to start the ignition, when another car parked outside the room, and a woman stepped out.
The woman was well dressed, good looking, and blonde, with long shapely legs, but her face placed her in her fifties.
When the boy toy met her at the door, they kissed in greeting as Harry snapped away with his camera, and the kid was off to the races again.
Harry shook his head in astonishment.
Some guys have all the luck.
The blonde didn’t leave until the sun was coming up and Harry decided to follow her home instead of the kid.
It turned out that the woman was even richer than Marta was, and thus, had more to lose.
Two weeks later, Harry moved out of the dump he called an office and signed a lease in a newly renovated building in the heart of Boston.
Stenciled in gold on the glass set in the door were the words, Drake Investigations.
Harry had indeed found his true calling.
***
Brady returned to Boston two days after taking Mary home, and although he saw Jake and Craig as they worked their straight jobs together, he didn’t visit Jake’s house again until the week before Christmas.
When Selina and Lindy opened the door to greet him, they were both wearing sad expressions.
“We’re sorry about what happened after the funeral, Brady, it was just a really emotional time for everyone, you know?” Lindy said.
Brady stepped inside and hugged her and then hugged Selina as well.
“I overreacted, and I’m sorry for just running out of here that way.”
“We liked Mary,” Selina said. “Really, and even Shay thought she was nice.” 
“She’s too nice,” a voice said, and they all turned to see Shay approaching.
“What do you mean that Mary is too nice? Are you saying that she’s putting on an act?” Brady said.
Shay sent him a smile, and Lindy and Selina walked off towards the kitchen.
“We’ll let you two talk,” Selina said.
When they were out of sight, Brady spoke to Shay again.
“Were you calling Mary a phony? Because she’s not, she’s as nice as she seems.”
“I know that, and that’s the problem. She’s too nice for you and if she ever found out who you really were, you two wouldn’t last five minutes.”
“That sounds like a threat.”
Shay stepped closer and touched him on the cheek.
“It’s not a threat and I would never do anything to hurt you. I was stating a fact that you’re too blind to see. Mary doesn’t love you; she doesn’t even know you, but I do.”
Shay kissed him and Brady gripped both her arms as if to push her away, but then did nothing.
When the kiss ended, he released her.
“I won’t sleep with you again.”
Shay grinned.
“I wasn’t asking, I was just observing a holiday tradition.”
She pointed up and that’s when Brady noticed the mistletoe hanging above his head.
“Merry Christmas, Brady.”
***
The get-together was also a planning session for their next heist, and both Avery and Shay sat in on it.
Mitch’s sudden death had derailed their earlier plans, but they still wanted to rob the County Fair.
What had also changed was Avery’s trial by fire, and the target they had originally picked for him was no longer in play.
“I have an idea,” Brady said, and then he proceeded to tell them about an armored car robbery that he had in mind. It involved hitting an armored car while it traveled to make pick-ups at area banks.
“What do you think the take will be?” Jake asked.
“My guess, less than fifty grand,”
“That’s small,” Craig said.
“It is, but it’s not about the money, it’s about us finding out what Avery is made of, right?”
Avery bristled at Brady’s words.
“I can handle myself, Ross.”
“And soon you’ll get the chance to prove it, kid.”
Shay looked surprised.
“What do you mean by soon?”
“The score we have planned will happen next week, and you’ll be a part of it too.”
The door to the room opened and Lindy and Selina walked in. While not a precedent, it was still unusual for them to sit in on a planning session, and when Brady studied their faces, he knew that something was up.
“We want to talk to our husbands, and Brady too.”
Shay seemed as if she had been expecting them, and she reached over and took Avery by the hand.
“Let’s you and I go watch TV.”
Avery looked angry that he wasn’t being included in whatever was about to happen, but he followed along beside Shay, and Lindy reached back and locked the door behind them.
Jake and Craig looked at each other and then at their wives.
“What’s up, Lindy?” Jake asked.
Lindy took a deep breath and then just spit it out.
“We want you guys to retire; Selina and I think it’s time.”
“What do you mean retire?” Jake said. “We don’t have that kind of money.”
“No, we don’t, but Mitch left the construction company to the three of you and that’s worth something now. Look at this lake job you’re doing, that’s huge and I know that there are a lot of expenses and payroll and insurance, but we’ll all still make good money off that job, and there could be more like that if you worked at it.”
“Where’s this coming from?” Craig said.
Selina sat beside him on the sofa and took his hand.
“Baby, face it, we’ve been lucky, all of us have, but the cops aren’t fools and after that guard died in the last robbery, you can be sure that they’re looking for you hard.”
“We’re not just lucky, we’re good,” Jake said. “Craig plans everything out before we ever make a move.”
“Yes, and the guard still died. Things happen, and I feel like we’re pushing our luck. Craig and I don’t need the money from the scores anymore. We’ve got some saved, the kids have college funds and the construction company is doing great. It’s time, Jake, it’s time to retire.”
Jake sighed.
“I’ll die of boredom if all I do is frame houses and file paperwork.”
“There’s something else to consider,” Lindy said. “Our kids aren’t kids anymore. Craig and Selina’s girls will both be out of high school in a few years, and Jake Jr. will be thirteen soon. What if they found out what we were doing? Or God forbid, have to visit you in prison.”
The men said nothing for several moments, but then Brady broke the silence.
“Everything that you and Selina said makes sense, Lindy, except for one thing, not all of us have money banked away. I haven’t been doing this as long as the rest of you and I could really use the score we have planned.”
“I’m surprised at you, Brady.” Lindy said. “I thought that you would be all over this idea. If you stopped pulling heists, then you could marry that girl of yours and not have to worry that she’d find out about you.”
“I like the idea, even though I hate thinking about going straight, but you’re right, if we all retired, then Mary and I could marry and settle down, but that takes money and this last score would really help.”
Selina and Lindy looked at each other and then Lindy shrugged.
“One more might be all right, and yeah, it would be good to have a little more money socked away.”
Brady made a face as he anticipated resistance.
“Actually, ladies, we’ll be doing two more; we have to find out what Avery is made of before we use him for the County Fair heist.”
“Will it be dangerous?” Selina asked.
“It’s a cakewalk,” Craig said. “It will also send the cops off in the wrong direction when we pull the big heist.”
“Alright, but just those two and then we’ll all settle down and grow old and fat,” Lindy said, and then she looked at Brady. “And you, you’ll marry that girl Mary and make babies, we could use some around here; our kids are nearly grown.”
“Speaking of Mary, I’d like to bring her here again. I want you all to get to know her.”
“I know the perfect occasion,” Lindy said.
***
When Christmas day came, Mary was back in Boston with Brady at Jake’s house, and everyone was going out of their way to make her feel a part of things, everyone but Shay, who, while polite to Mary, still made a point of not being near her any more than she had to.
Mary noticed, and asked Brady if she had done something that bothered Shay, and that’s when he told her that Shay was his ex-girlfriend.
“So you must still see her all the time, she told me that she was Selina’s cousin.”
“Yes, but we’ve both moved on, she’s with that young guy you met, Avery. The two of them have been dating for weeks.”
“I see,” Mary said, but she still wasn’t happy about the situation.
***
Avery took Shay by the hand and led her into one of the bedrooms and after closing the door, he kissed her.
She smiled at him.
“It’s not going to happen, the kids are here.”
“I didn’t bring you in here for that.”
Avery handed her a box from a jewelry store. The box was covered in blue velvet and oblong-shaped, and when Shay opened it, she saw a gold necklace with a diamond dangling from it.
“Oh my God, how much is this worth?”
Avery laughed.
“It’s worth thousands, but don’t worry, the guy who owns the credit card I used can afford it.”
“You hacked into someone’s account?”
Avery looked worried by the question, but answered truthfully.
“Well, yeah, it’s what I do, I mean hell, we’re all thieves here, right?”
Shay kissed him.
“I wasn’t judging you. And thank you; it’s a great Christmas present.”
“Listen, I have to run to the store. Lindy asked me to buy more eggnog. Do you want to come with me?”
“On that bike of yours? No thank you, it’s freezing outside.”
“It keeps me awake.”
Shay stood in the bedroom doorway, watching Avery go, as she held the necklace in her hands. She was planning on breaking up with Avery, but not until after the holidays.
She had only begun seeing him to make Brady jealous so that he would break up with Mary, and that didn’t seem to work.
She knew what would work. She could tell Mary all about their night together and that would end things between them for certain, but she couldn’t do that, because she knew that it would also hurt Brady.
Shay wiped away a tear, put on her holiday face, and joined her family in celebration.



CHAPTER 23
FBI headquarters in Boston looked like a ghost town on the day after Christmas, and although they were both on vacation leave, Agents Curtis Weathersby and Ella Tyson came in dressed in casual attire when they heard that there was a break in one of their cases.
“The credit card is a fake, but the number on it is real and belongs to a dentist from Waterbury, Connecticut,” Tim Wilson said, as he showed them video taken at a jewelry store in Provincetown.
The video showed Avery as he was buying the necklace he’d given to Shay. The video quality was good, but because Avery was wearing a baseball cap, most of his features were obscured from the camera, which was positioned on the ceiling and pointing downward.
“The storeowner says that the clerk is vacationing in Florida, and agents down there are making contact and will get a sketch, we also took prints at the store, but as you can see, he’s wearing gloves.”
“He’s a thief, but how does any of this tie him to the guys who hit the armored car and killed the guard?” Curtis asked.
“Ah, he used a computer to contact the store after searching for it on the Internet and we know that the IP Address he used was the same one used to hack into the armored car company’s systems.”
Ella rose from her seat and walked closer to the huge monitor. She was dressed in jeans and a Harvard sweatshirt. A small woman with minimal curves, brown hair and brown eyes, and yet, every time Curtis looked at her he wanted her.
He decided that when the meeting was over he would drive to the nearest motel and take her. He could always tell his wife that something came up, and the funny thing is, in a way, it would be the truth.
Ella asked Wilson to freeze the video and then she pointed at a corner of the jewelry store window.
“That looks like the handlebar on a motorcycle.”
Wilson blew up the picture, sharpened it and nodded.
“You’re right and that means that our boy might be its rider. I’ll have the film analyzed and send you the results.”
Wilson ended the meeting and Curtis and Ella stayed behind. Within seconds, Ella was on her knees between Curtis’ legs.
“Ella, Jesus, this is so dangerous, hell, anyone could walk in here.”
Ella smiled up at him.
“I know; that’s what makes it so hot.”
Since the day they had nearly been discovered by Wilson, their couplings have grown riskier, and they had even made love in a movie theater and the men’s room of a crowded bar.
They both knew that it was reckless, insane even, but they found the excitement addictive.
Curtis leaned his head back, said a prayer for luck, and hoped that no one would open the damn door.



CHAPTER 24
Avery’s test came on New Year’s Eve, as the gang robbed an armored car in New Bedford, Massachusetts.
Shay was a part of it, and a crucial player, as she and Avery were acting as decoys for the men inside the armored car.
The truck traveled along a county road that normally saw maybe forty cars an hour, but with the holidays, the traffic was even lighter.
After the armored car had entered the road it went around a curve, and that’s when Craig, dressed in jeans and a yellow hardhat, dragged several thick cables onto the roadway, along with a barricade stating that the road was closed due to downed wires.
The wires were actually sparking, as they had been rigged to do so and were powered by a car battery hidden behind a tree. At the other end of the road, Jake was doing the same thing, as Brady waited hidden behind a tree near the trap they’d set.
With the entrance to the road blocked, Craig jumped back into the car he had stolen for the job, and sped off to catch up to the armored car.
***
The man driving the armored truck was named Hector, and all Hector was thinking about was the New Year’s Eve party he was going to that night.
Carla would be there, fresh from her divorce from that jerk she married only a year earlier, and Hector intended to leave the party with her.
He knew that he might simply be a rebound love interest and possibly even a one-night stand, but that was all right, because Carla was gorgeous and Hector had wanted her since high school, which was twenty years ago.
After going around yet another curve on the winding road, Hector slowed as he came upon a bad accident.
There was a motorcycle laying on its side in the middle of the roadway, along with the two people who had been riding on it, a man and a woman.
Hector stared at the woman, whose head was resting in what looked like a puddle of blood, but his eyes were focused on her legs, which were long and sexy.
The man was wearing a helmet, but was as still as a stone, and Hector thought it probable that they had both died after spilling the bike.
“I’ll call it in, Hector.”
Hector nodded at his partner, a new guy named Ron Simmons who was too quiet for Hector’s taste, and the long stretches of silence between them made the day drag.
Movement glimpsed in the side view mirror caught Hector’s attention, and then he heard something clang against the truck’s rear doors.
A moment after that, a man in a ski mask came running up alongside the truck and aimed a shotgun at him, even as vehicles approached from both directions and blocked the road.
“Ron, do whatever they say; the money isn’t worth our lives.”
Simmons couldn’t see the man standing on the other side of the truck, and so he looked at Hector with confusion showing on his face, but when the back doors blew open with a blast that rocked the vehicle, he understood.
That sound was also the signal for the “victims” of the crash to stop their playacting, and both the man and the woman rose from the ground.
The woman wiped at the side of her head with a small towel to remove the fake blood, and then she calmly walked towards the car that had approached from the front, which had turned and was now facing the other way, while still blocking the road.
Hector never saw the woman’s face, and when she reached the car and got in, all he could see was the back of her head and the long dark hair that was hanging down.
Two men entered the rear of the truck and one of them was the motorcyclist, who still wore his mirrored helmet, but was now also carrying a shotgun.
“Just be cool and you won’t be hurt,” the man said, and Hector was relieved to see that Simmons had followed his lead and had raised his hands in the air.
As one man gathered up the money, the other grabbed the weapons off their hips, and less than a minute after first spotting the woman lying in the road, the robbers had the money loaded in a car trunk and were leaving.
As the guy in the motorcycle helmet righted the bike and started it, the other man turned and spoke to them.
“If you try to follow us we’ll kill you.”
The man fired the shotgun at the truck’s grill, and then he ran for the car the woman had climbed into, just as the motorcycle sped off past him. Then, the car drove away, leaving Hector and Simmons feeling lucky to be alive.
***
Shay was sitting beside Brady in the back seat of the car, while Jake drove and Craig rode shotgun, literally, as he had a Mossberg lying in his lap.
“How did Avery do?”
Brady smiled.
“The kid was good, no nerves at all that I could tell.”
Jake looked at him in the rear view mirror.
“What do you think the take was?”
“Chump change, maybe fifty grand, but the money wasn’t the point, right?”
Craig turned in his seat.
“That’s right, and when the Feds check out the car we left behind, they’ll be looking in the wrong direction when we make our last heist.”
“What’s that mean?” Shay asked.
Jake answered her.
“Our boy Brady came up with a plan that was worthy of Mitch. There’s an outdoor concert happening in this area at the same time that we’ll really be going after the County Fair in Vermont. Brady left a clue behind in the car back there that makes the concert look like our next target.”
Shay gave Brady a quick kiss on the lips.
“You always were smart, well, except for when you broke up with me.”
Brady’s eyes drifted downward to take in Shay’s sexy legs.
“Aren’t you cold dressed in that short skirt?”
“I’m freezing.”
Brady reached over and ran a hand along her right leg.
“Goosebumps,”
Shay covered his hand with her own and smiled.
“Tell me about it.”
***
FBI Agent Curtis Weathersby stared at the two evidence bags lying atop the hood of his vehicle, one of which held a spent bean bag round, while the other contained a piece of paper with notes scribbled upon it.
Curtis and his partner Ella Tyson were at the scene of Brady’s latest robbery and trying to make sense of it.
Ella walked over and stood beside him.
“The take was about 52K.”
“That’s it?”
“Yeah, pretty lightweight for this crew.”
“If it is our crew,” Curtis said, and Ella pointed at the bean bag.
“It fits their MO.”
“Yes, and from what the guard said when I spoke to him, they fired it just before they left the scene, almost as if they wanted us to know it was them.”
Ella sucked on her lower lip as she looked thoughtful.
“Hmm, and finding that note is convenient as well.”
“Isn’t it though,”
The note had the name of an auditorium written on it, along with the words, THE TAKE COULD BE HALF A MIL and bore a crudely drawn map of the area around the auditorium that highlighted the major roadways. There was also a date listed, the Sunday of the Memorial Day weekend.
“Of course, we’ll have to confirm that this doesn’t belong to the owner of the stolen vehicle, but if it’s real, it’s a goldmine,” Curtis said.
“Or a red herring,” Ella offered.
“Exactly,” Curtis said, before looking around to see that no one was within hearing range. “I have to be home in time to greet the guests at this New Year’s Eve party my wife is throwing, but I’ll try to come by your place in the morning.”
Ella smiled. “I’ll also be at the party, remember?”
Curtis stared at her in shock.
“In my house? With my wife and kids there?”
“I’ll leave it up to you, but just so you know... I won’t be wearing underwear tonight.”
Curtis worked the scene for another hour, but his mind was elsewhere.



CHAPTER 25
By late-February, Mary had fallen into a routine with Bobby, as she grew fonder of the boy every week.
Clay was also spending time at the house on a regular basis, as Mary made dinner for them more often than not. After eating, she and Clay would sit together and talk, or watch a movie or documentary that had a historical context, especially anything having to do with the American Civil War.
Mary refused to take money from Clay, but he found a way around that by showing up for Bobby with an armful of groceries, and would often buy Mary a book that she mentioned she wanted.
There was nothing romantic between them, however, Mary was growing more attached to Clay and found him charming, to say the least. For his part, he’d often look at her and wonder if Brady Ross knew how lucky he was, but he was still mourning his wife and had no desire to begin a relationship.
They were friends, and Mary, who had always wanted to be a mother, loved taking care of Bobby and thought that the little boy needed her as well.
He had lost his mother while very young, and although Clay loved his son, Bobby was at an age where he still needed mothering.
Mary knew he would grow out of that phase soon enough and someday flinch when she kissed him on the cheek, but at six, he still needed a feminine influence in his life, and Mary did her best to fill that role for him.
She had spent time with Bobby’s mother in the weeks leading up to her death, and one of Patty Richards greatest fears was that her absence from her son’s life would damage him somehow, and if Patty was looking down on them as Mary tried to fill that void, Mary hoped that it was with a smile.
***
Clay made his way back inside Mary’s house after shoveling over a foot of snow that had fallen the night before, and had even cleared the snow off her car and the length of the long driveway.
After taking off his boots, he looked up to find Mary walking towards him with a cup of hot cocoa.
“Thank you, that’s just what I need.”
“No, thank you, but like I said, I could have hired one of the neighborhood kids to do it.”
Clay laughed.
“Good luck with that. The kids today don’t seem to do that sort of thing anymore. My guess is that they’re all inside enjoying their snow day and playing video games.”
“You may be right, but I also could have done it myself.”
“Not while I’m around. It’s the least I can do considering how much you help me out.”
Bobby came running out of the kitchen with a cookie in hand and a milk mustache on his upper lip.
“Daddy, Mary has the new Buzzy & Beano movie and she said that we can watch it whenever you’re ready.”
Clay smiled at his son’s exuberance.
“I’m ready, let’s put it on.”
Clay and Mary sat on the sofa together while Bobby lay on the floor and stared up at the flat screen television.
“I took him to see this movie three times when it was in the theater and he never gets tired of it,” Clay said.
“I bought two copies so that he could watch it at home too.”
“Mary, you’re going to spoil the boy.”
“He deserves it.”
Other than the time spent together with Bobby, they also talked on the phone every night.
The calls began just before Christmas, and at first, they were just a way of confirming that Mary would be available to watch Bobby. Later, they would talk just to talk, and soon they became a nightly ritual where if Clay didn’t call her, Mary would wind up calling him.
The movie ended and Mary put on another of Bobby’s favorites. When that one finished playing, it was time for dinner.
After that, they went out into the backyard for a snowball fight that they let Bobby win, and shortly after coming inside, the boy fell asleep on the sofa.
When it was time to leave, Bobby woke as Mary was putting on his jacket, and he smiled at her through sleep-filled eyes.
“I wish you were my new mommy.”
Mary felt tears well up in her eyes, and she was about to respond to Bobby when she realized that he had fallen asleep again.
She looked up, saw that Clay had heard Bobby, and that he looked uncertain of how to respond.
“I’m glad I can be here for him,” Mary said.
“You’re a Godsend, Mary, and I don’t know what either of us would do without you.”
As Clay was carrying his son out the door, Mary did something that she had never done before; she stood up on her toes and planted a kiss on Clay’s cheek.
“Drive safely.”
Clay told her that he would, and then walked out to his vehicle with his son draped on his shoulder.
After closing the door, Mary realized that she wanted them to stay and never leave, and not just Bobby, but Clay as well, along with everything that would imply.
She felt a pang of guilt over her feelings because of Brady, but also because of Clay, who she knew was still mourning.
Mary sat on the sofa and dialed Brady, and when he answered, she said five words.
“I want to see you.” 



CHAPTER 26
Mary traveled to Boston to stay with Brady for the weekend, in the hope of rekindling her feelings for him.
She loved him, or at least she thought she did, but their long-range romance made it tough for love to grow, and the weather had been so bad over the last few weeks that it made traveling difficult, as a series of snowstorms had blanketed the roadways between them with record snowfall.
***
“Two months,” Brady told her. “In two months I’ll be back in Destination to supervise the framing of the new homes, and from that point on we’ll spend every day together.”
They were at Jake’s house, sitting together on a sofa in the living room and kissing whenever a commercial break came on TV.
Mary knew that Brady’s friends had been going out of their way to be nice to her, and she found that she liked both Lindy and Selina, and was finally feeling relaxed around them.
When the sound of a car screeching to a stop came from the driveway, Mary and Brady walked over to the window and saw a tearful Shay leaving her car. Before Shay had even closed her door, Avery came flying into the driveway on his motorcycle and nearly hit her with the bike’s front wheel.
Shay shouted something at Avery, who responded in kind, and then grabbed her by the wrist hard enough to make her yelp.
Before Mary knew it, Brady was flying out the front door and headed towards the couple, while looking as angry as she’d ever seen him,
Mary followed, and by the time she joined them, Brady was bellowing at Avery.
“Let her go, and don’t ever let me see you grab her like that again.”
Avery made a face of disgust, but he released Shay, who rubbed her wrist as if it hurt.
“What’s going on?” Brady asked Shay.
“I broke up with him, but he won’t leave me alone,” Shay said.
Avery pointed at Brady.
“It’s because of him, isn’t it? You want to get back together, and don’t try to deny it. I’ve seen the way you look at him.”
Shay glanced at Mary.
“Brady has moved on, or don’t you see Mary standing right there?”
“I see her, Shay; oh, I’m far from blind.”
Avery walked over to Mary.
“Did you know about these two?”
Mary looked a bit flustered.
“I... yes, Brady told me that they dated.”
Avery leaned in as if sharing a secret.
“Do you want to know what I think? I don’t think they ever stopped, I think that they’ve been fooling around behind our backs, and if she’s dumping me, guess who’s next.”
“Alright, I’ve had enough of you.”
Brady made a move towards Avery, but Jake ran out of the house and got between the two men.
“I don’t know what’s going on, but nobody is throwing fists over it. Now let’s take it inside and stop giving my neighbors a show, huh?”
Brady pointed at Avery.
“This asshole put his hands on Shay.”
“Inside,” Jake said.
Brady huffed, but he put an arm around Mary’s shoulders and headed for the door. Shay followed behind them, as Jake stayed outside with Avery.
From inside, they could hear Jake’s calm voice as Avery ranted, and then came the sound of the motorcycle starting up and driving away.
When Jake came in the house, he went straight to Shay.
“You alright there, honey?”
“He didn’t hurt me; he was just excited when he grabbed my wrist, and then Brady overreacted.”
Brady opened his mouth in shock.
“I overreacted? Look at your wrist, Shay; it’s already beginning to bruise.”
Shay pulled her sleeve down.
“I’m going to go talk to Selina.”
After Shay left, Jake spoke to Mary.
“It’s not usually this exciting around here.”
Mary gave a little shrug.
“Break-ups are hard, and I think Avery is sensitive.”
“Well, anyway, Lindy says dinner will be ready soon, so I hope you’re both hungry?”
“I was,” Brady said. “But I think Avery has taken my appetite away.”
Jake gave him a playful punch on the shoulder.
“Dude, Lindy has made her famous stuffed shells.”
Brady grinned.
“That’s my favorite.”
“That’s right, so cheer up,”
When Jake left the room, Mary stared at Brady.
“What? Why are you staring at me?”
“How long did you and Shay date?”
“A little over two years, almost three,”
“That long?”
“It’s not so long.”
“Do you still have feelings for her?”
“Enough so that I won’t let some punk manhandle her, yes, but Shay is in my past, and I thought this weekend was supposed to be about us?”
Mary forced a smile and hugged Brady.
“It is about us, and also about me getting to know your friends better, and I’ve certainly done that.”
Brady kissed her, and even as she kissed him back, Avery’s words were placing doubts in Mary’s mind.



CHAPTER 27
Avery looked up with a start as Joe Venta sat across from him at a table inside a Boston bar.
Avery was still pissed from his confrontation with Brady, and the appearance of an uninvited guest didn’t help his mood.
“Dude, I don’t know what you’re selling, but I ain’t buying.”
“I’m buying,” Venta said, and then gestured for the waitress.
“Give my friend another drink and I’ll have a shot of Jack.”
“Well hell, if you’re buying I’ll have a burger and some onion rings too,” Avery said.
Venta asked the waitress to bring Avery what he wanted, and after she left, he smiled across the table at the young man.
“You know how to take advantage of an opportunity, that’s good.”
***
They talked for hours while drinking, and Avery opened up to Venta, who averaged less than one drink for every two that Avery downed.
When Venta mentioned that he worked for Carlito, Avery looked alarmed, but after Venta assured him that he was not there to hurt or threaten, the kid relaxed.
When the talk turned to Shay dumping him, Venta made sympathetic sounds even though he thought Avery an idiot for pining over one woman when the world teemed with billions of them, and even a glance around the bar revealed at least half a dozen who were good looking enough to sleep with.
After he started on his eighth drink, Avery mentioned the robbery that they had planned for the spring.
“Do you believe that shit, they take the winter off. I mean, what are we, roofers? The last score only earned me ten grand, and yeah, I can hack into somebody’s bank account and get more, but I mean, it’s the principle of the thing, ya know? Lazy bastards,”
“Who brought you into the gang?”
“Craig, he and my father used to run together back in the day.”
“Are you two close?”
“No, see, my dad’s in jail and Craig’s running around free, so I figure he’s just cutting me in out of guilt or something, and his buddy Jake, he’s a jerk too, butting into my business and telling me that I shouldn’t have grabbed Shay. Screw him.”
“And this man, Brady,” Venta said. “He sounds like he’s just using you for your hacker skills, and it wouldn’t surprise me if he sent that girl Shay to seduce you.”
Avery blinked to clear his vision after downing the last of his latest drink.
“Why would he do that?”
“They wanted to implicate you in the robbery of that armored car, and now that they can hang that over your head, he no longer needs her to keep you happy.”
Avery’s face scrunched up as he thought that over.
“You know, Shay had been acting weird even before we broke up and was always too busy to see me, and I can’t remember the last time we slept together.”
“And the reason she dumped you was because she didn’t need to string you along anymore.”
Avery mumbled, “Bitch,” and then he stood. “I’ve gotta take a leak.”
Venta watched Avery wobble towards the restrooms and when the waitress came over again, Venta told her to bring coffee.
It was time to get down to business, and by the time the bar closed, Venta had Avery ready to betray Brady and the others.
***
Steve Beck stared at the numbers on the laptop screen and his mouth dropped open in shock. His neighbor and lover Toni Hogan just showed him how much they had made with their porn business. It was ten times what Steve had expected.
“I didn’t make that much money the first year I opened my shop.”
Toni kissed him.
They were lying in bed in a motel and had just made love.
“We have sixteen different videos up and they get a lot of hits, thanks to your stepson and his own little side business.”
Steve’s stepson Tyler not only used his van for his own rendezvous with girls, but also rented the vehicle out to his fraternity brothers. What Tyler didn’t know was that every time someone used the van, it was all being captured on video.
Steve and Toni had also filmed Steve’s underage stepdaughter with her boyfriend, but those tapes they kept for themselves because of the girl’s age.
“We’ll make even more than this next month,” Toni said. “You wait and see, and in a few weeks we’ll have three times as many videos.”
“Why so many?”
Toni flashed a wicked smile and hit keys on the laptop. An image appeared of a bedroom, then, the image seemed to multiply into four images, and each took up a quarter of the screen.
The images showed four different bedrooms. Two were empty, while in one, a young woman slept atop the bed in bra and panties, and in another, a woman in shorts was doing yoga.
“What is this?” Steve said.
“Those are the apartments of four of my tenants, and I placed cameras in all of their bedrooms. Each one of the girls that rent those apartments are young, hot, and sexually active. In other words, they’re a goldmine.”
Steve laughed.
“Holy crap, Toni, do you know what would happen if you got caught filming them?”
Toni waved that off.
“We won’t get caught, those girls are all clueless. Two of them are strippers and the other two work down at the supermarket.”
“That doesn’t mean that they’re dumb.”
“Maybe not, but it was too good to pass up; I should have thought of this a long time ago,”
Steve watched the screen and saw that the woman doing yoga was very flexible.
“You ah, you wouldn’t have happened to get her on video, hmm?”
“I sure did, twice, and it was with two different guys, but if you don’t think we should film them then I’ll—”
“Show it to me.”
“That’s what I’d thought you would say.”



CHAPTER 28
By the time spring came, Mary was spending every weekend at Brady’s apartment, and had grown fond of his friends.
Things were going well between them, but there was a shadow of doubt in Mary’s mind about him, because whenever Shay was present when Mary appeared, she would soon leave, and Mary also noticed that Brady seemed uncomfortable whenever Shay was around.
They had just arrived at Jake’s house when Mary saw Shay make a face of disgust, kiss her Cousin Selina on the cheek, and head for the door with her purse in her hand.
Mary had enough of her behavior, and followed her, intending to talk things out.
***
Shay was just about to get in her car when she heard the front door open behind her, and when she turned around, she saw that Mary was walking towards her.
“Something I can help you with, Mary?”
“You can tell me the truth.”
Shay smiled.
“Honey, that’s the last thing you want to hear.”
“What’s that mean? Are you saying that what Avery said when you two broke up was the truth, and that something is going on between you and Brady?”
Shay sighed. She had promised Brady that she wouldn’t tell Mary that they had slept together, and so she wouldn’t.
“Avery was just hurt then because of our breakup; I wouldn’t take what he said seriously.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“Maybe not, but it’s the only one I have.”
Shay got inside the car and that’s when Mary noticed the sticker on the windshield.
It was the same permit that Brady had on his car, and that allowed him to park in the underground garage of his apartment building.
She tapped on the side window and Shay lowered it.
“Where do you live? Do you live in the same building as Brady?”
“Yes, but two floors down. I moved in there when he broke up with me... to be with you.”
“You two had been living together when we met?”
Shay smiled as she placed the car in reverse.
“I told you that you didn’t want to know the truth.”
And then Shay backed her car out onto the street and drove away.
***
“I didn’t lie,” Brady said. “You never asked me if I had a girlfriend and I just never volunteered that I did.”
Mary laughed without humor.
“Are you seriously going to hide behind that? You and Shay were living together, if I had known that I never would have gone out with you.”
“Are you saying that you’re sorry you did?”
“No, maybe, I mean, I don’t know what I mean, but it’s like I stole you away from her. It’s no wonder she doesn’t like me. I also feel like a homewrecker.”
Brady took Mary in his arms. They were in his apartment after having left Jake and Lindy’s house, and once they were settled on the sofa with drinks, Mary told Brady what Shay had told her.
“You’re not a homewrecker, Mary. Yes, I was living with Shay when we met, but once I saw you I knew that I had to keep seeing you, and I didn’t do it behind Shay’s back, at least not for long. I told her about you right after our first date.”
Mary freed herself from his embrace and walked over to stand in front of the dormant fireplace. It had been a cool spring so far, but the temperature had been warm earlier that day and flowers were in bloom 
“But there shouldn’t have even been a date, don’t you see that?”
Brady stood, and then spread his arms in helplessness.
“I fell in love with you, what else could I do?”
“It’s just that I feel so bad for Shay; I also don’t like it that you two still see each other all the time, and did she have to take an apartment in the same building?”
“She did that hoping that I would take her back, but now she knows that it will never happen, and in a couple of weeks, you and I will be together almost full time at your house.”
“Almost?”
“Yeah, I mean, the construction company and all my friends are still here in Boston, so I’ll have to come back sometime.”
“And Shay is here too, in fact, she’s right in this building.”
“Shay and I are friends now, that’s all.”
Mary turned from the fireplace and stared up into Brady’s eyes.
“What else aren’t you telling me? Are there other secrets that I should know?”
Brady opened his mouth, but then closed it again.
“There is something else, isn’t there?”
Brady took her by the hand and led her back to the sofa, and after downing his drink in a single gulp, he spoke, and attempted to give Mary just enough truth to appease her curiosity.
“I have a criminal record.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, I was a little wild when I was a teenager, but Mitch took me under his wing and straightened me out.”
“Did you go to Jail?”
“Juvenile, yes, but not as an adult,”
“What did you do?”
“I stole several cars, broke into homes, and I’m not proud of it.”
“Why did you do it... was it drugs?”
“No, I’ve never been into drugs, I did it to eat. I was homeless after my mom died when I was sixteen.”
“But you told me that you went to live with an aunt after your mother died.”
“That was a lie, and I’m sorry, but now you know the truth.”
Mary stared off into space.
“I began driving down here every weekend to get closer to you, and I certainly have learned more about you this weekend.”
“I’m sorry that none of it was good, but Mary I love you, and I hope that you’ll give me a second chance.”
Mary nodded.
“I just need to think about things, okay, Brady?”
“I understand that.”
Mary stayed with Brady the rest of the weekend, but the two of them didn’t make love.



CHAPTER 29
On Monday morning, Mary said goodbye to Brady with plans to be back home in time to watch Bobby after school let out.
Their goodbyes had seemed awkward, and Mary wondered if she even trusted Brady anymore. His admitted criminal activity was something that didn’t upset her because it had purportedly happened years ago, and he had apparently turned his life around, but Shay, his lies about Shay ate at her like acid.
Mary was stopped at a red light when she saw the gold lettering listing the tenants of an office building, and after driving along for a block after the light changed, she pulled to the curb just as a car drove out of a parking space, and walked back to where she’d seen the sign.
It was a nice building and it was home to a dentist, two accountants, and the man she had come to see.
He was on the third floor, and when the elevator doors opened, Mary saw the same words that had been on the sign downstairs.
DRAKE INVESTIGATIONS – DISCREET AND FAST, BECAUSE YOU NEED TO KNOW NOW
Mary opened the door and a tall man in a suit turned from the window and smiled at her.
“Hello there, I’m Harry Drake, and how may I help you?”
Mary took a seat in front of Harry’s desk and spoke in a low voice.
“It’s about my boyfriend.”
***
Shay opened her apartment door a crack and peeked her head out to see Brady staring at her with an angry expression.
“I thought that you weren’t going to try to break up Mary and me.”
“She came outside and talked to me as I was getting into my car. It’s not my fault that she’s too smart to keep believing your lies.”
Brady looked left and right.
“I don’t want to talk in the hall.”
Shay stepped back and Brady entered. When the door closed, he saw that she was only dressed in her underwear, a red lace bra and matching panties.
She followed Brady’s gaze and looked down at herself.
“I was in the middle of getting dressed; follow me back into the bedroom while you talk.”
“Has Avery bothered you again?”
“He’s left a few drunken messages on my phone, but that’s all.”
“I don’t know why you ever went out with that punk, and I’m glad we’re only doing one more job together, otherwise I’d have to kick him off the crew.”
“I went out with Avery to make you jealous.”
“Really?”
“Yes, and I never should have used him that way, but I was desperate.”
As Shay talked, she looked through her closet, and came out carrying a green dress.
“What do you think?”
“You wore that the last time we went out to dinner.”
“You remembered.”
“I remember that every guy in the restaurant was staring at you.”
“And does that ever happen when you’re with Mary?”
“No, but then, she’s not the flashy type.”
“Why did you come here, Brady?”
“To tell you to stay away from Mary.”
“You could have called and told me that.”
“I wanted you to know that I was serious.”
Shay tossed the dress aside and lay atop the bed.
“Let’s see just how serious you are.”
“What are you doing, Shay?”
Shay smiled as she lowered the straps on her bra.
“I’m inviting you to my bed, and I promise that I won’t tell Mary about it.”
Brady stared down at her, mesmerized by the expanding view of her breasts.
“I can’t. I’m with Mary.”
“You said that the last three times.”
Brady hung his head as Shay’s words stung him, and it was true that he had been with her more than once since Thanksgiving, and always with the pretext that he, “Just wanted to talk.”
Shay stared up at him.
“You know that I won’t tell her a thing and it can just stay between us.”
Brady backed up towards the bedroom doorway.
“I really did just come here to talk this time.”
He stepped into the hall and Shay could hear his footfalls upon the carpet, but they grew softer as he neared her apartment door.
When she heard it open and close, she let out a sigh and pulled her bra up, as a tear ran down her right cheek.
The footfalls returned, this time growing louder, and Brady appeared and stood over the bed.
“Why do you let me use you this way?”
“Because I love you, Brady, and I don’t know how to live without you.”
Brady crawled atop the bed and wondered if it was possible to love two women at the same time.



CHAPTER 30
Clay could tell that something was bothering Mary, and after dinner, he got her to open up while Bobby slept on the sofa.
Clay asked no questions while she talked, and when she was finished, he remained silent.
Mary tilted her head and sent Clay a little smile.
“You’re not saying anything.”
“That’s because I’m not sure it’s my place to speak out on the subject.”
“We’re friends, and I value your opinion, so just say what’s on your mind.”
“Alright then, you can do better than a man like Brady Ross.”
Mary nearly opened her mouth to tell Clay that she thought that he was a better man, but that would be too bold, and could lead them to a place she wasn’t ready to go to yet, if ever.
“I thought that you liked Brady?”
“I did until now, but Mary, the man cheated on his girlfriend with you, so what’s to stop him from cheating on you with some other woman?”
“I see what you’re saying, but Brady isn’t a bad person. We just fell in love and Shay was caught in the middle.”
“I wasn’t saying that he was bad; I was saying that he had no integrity. I met women while I was married and I never would have looked at any of them twice, because I was married. Call me old-fashioned if you want, but there are certain things that a man just doesn’t do.”
Mary grinned.
“Why the smile?” Clay asked.
“You are old-fashioned, the most old-fashioned man I’ve ever met, and I love that about you.”
“Well thank you, it’s nice to be appreciated,” Clay said, and then he kept staring at Mary. When the silence between them became uncomfortable, he spoke again. “You should also be appreciated, and by a man who you don’t have to worry will run around behind your back.”
Mary leaned a little closer.
“Do you know someone like that?”
Clay touched her on the cheek.
“Mary, I—”
“Daddy?” Bobby said from the sofa. He was lying on his stomach and his eyes were half-open.
Clay rose from the sofa and went to him.
“How are you doing, tiger?”
“I’m sleepy, can I go to bed?”
Clay checked his watch and saw that it had grown late.
“Yeah, buddy, I think it’s time we left Mary. She and I both have to get to work in the morning and you have school.”
Mary walked over and kissed Bobby, then noticed that the boy had fallen asleep again.
Clay slung Bobby atop a shoulder, and when they reached the door to leave, Mary kissed Clay on the cheek.
“Call me later and we’ll talk some more.”
Clay shook his head.
“I don’t think that I’ll be doing that.”
“Why not? I enjoy our talks.”
“So do I, and along with seeing you here, it’s the best part of my day, and that isn’t right... not while you’re with Brady.”
“Clay... are you saying that you’re ready to move on with your life?”
“I loved Patty, still love her, but, she’s gone, and I’m still here.”
Mary felt her heart soar at the possibilities, but then a feeling of guilt accompanied it as she thought of Brady.
“Clay, I don’t know what to say.”
He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
“Say that no matter what happens you’ll always be my friend.”
Mary smiled.
“That goes without saying; you’re the only fellow Civil War nerd I know.”
Clay opened the door.
“Goodnight Mary, and I would say good luck with Brady, but I think we both know that I wouldn’t mean it.”
Mary shut the door and leaned back against it, as her heart and mind struggled to know what to do.



CHAPTER 31
The first thing Harry noticed about Brady was that he looked familiar, and after following the man around Boston for a day he finally remembered why that was so.
Brady was the man that Harry had seen coming out of Stu Tate’s pawnshop back in October, and that told Harry that there was a better than even chance that Brady was no good.
However, the client didn’t want to know if Brady was a crook; she only wanted to know if he was doing the deed with anyone else, and in particular, Shay Vicenti.
Harry thought Mary was beautiful, but when he saw Shay, he thought that Brady was a fool for trading her for Mary.
Mary was good looking, no doubt about that, but Shay was the stuff of fantasies, centerfold material, and Harry was looking forward to spying on her.
And to do that, he first had to find a place from which to watch her.
***
Emma Watts was seventy-six, divorced since she was thirty, and knew a thing or two about the way the world worked. When she opened her door and saw Harry standing before her, she had only one question.
“What are you selling?”
Harry held up a hundred dollar bill.
“I’m actually buying.”
Ten minutes later, he was sitting on the side of Emma’s bed and staring through a telephoto lens at Shay’s fifth-floor apartment.
“So, you track down cheaters? I hired one of your kind years ago when I divorced my husband, and the man found out that he was cheating on me with not one, but three women.”
“That doesn’t surprise me, Emma; I’ve seen it all.”
There was a gap between Shay’s curtains that showed her bed and the doorway beyond it. Harry aimed his camera at that spot and hoped that the action would begin soon.
To Harry’s surprise, he got along well with Emma, who was also a fine cook, but when she brought out a bottle of whiskey, he knew that they were kindred spirits.
He stayed until around midnight and was rewarded with seeing Shay in the nude as she changed into a nightgown, but after she went to bed alone, Harry called it a night.
“I’ll be here again tomorrow evening, Emma.”
“Only if you pay me another hundred,”
Harry laughed.
“I like you, and you’ll get the money, don’t worry; I just know that my guy will show.”
***
Harry grabbed a few hours of sleep and was back in front of Brady’s building by six a.m.
To his surprise, Brady appeared right away, and was soon joined by three guys in a pickup truck,
The truck had the name of their construction company on the side, and given the early hour, Harry assumed that they were headed to a jobsite for the day.
He was wrong.
Harry followed them onto I-93 North and stayed with them. When they entered Vermont, he was sure that Brady was going to visit his client, since Mary had told him that she lived in the town of Destination.
When the pickup truck sped past the exit for the town, Harry’s empty stomach growled, and he began wishing that he had brought more than a thermos of coffee along with him.
Twenty minutes later, the pickup truck turned right and went down a two-lane road, and after giving the truck time to make a little progress, Harry followed.
When he came upon the truck again, it was parked on the shoulder and he saw that it was empty, but as he drove past it, he spotted Brady and his friends walking through the trees on the right side of the road, while on the left was a narrow river.
Harry drove on a little ways, parked on the shoulder, and walked back to see what Brady was up to.
After cresting a rise, he saw the men standing by a large tree and gesturing at a vast field.
Harry remembered passing a billboard that advertised the coming County Fair. If this was the land where it would be held, that meant that soon, there would be people busy erecting tents and carnival rides on it, to prepare for the crowds.
Harry had done that type of work as a teenager one summer, and it occurred to him that those businesses took in large amounts of cash.
Are they planning a job?
Brady said something then, and the other men laughed, all but one that is, as the youngest of the men looked sullen.
When the group walked back towards their truck, Harry thought that they were getting ready to leave, but instead, they crossed over to stare at the river on the other side of the road.
Harry thought the behavior odd, but assumed it was part of the plan they had devised, and he managed to stay hidden from their view.
Once that was done, the men took off, but only drove a few miles, entered Destination, and drove up into the hills towards the lake.
***
Brady took his first look at Destination Lake since he had walked its circumference in the fall, and boggled at how different it looked now that it had water.
“Wow, they actually did it. They built a freaking lake.”
Jake put an arm around his shoulders.
“And we’re going to build houses around it.”
The lake was beautiful, and the water feeding it from the nearby springs was clear and clean.
Even Avery looked impressed by the sight of it, as he shielded his eyes to take in the opposite shore.
“This lake is huge, but show us where we’re going to hide the car.”
Craig sighed.
“There’s been a change of plans there.”
“What’s that mean,” Avery asked, and he was nervous that perhaps they knew that he was planning to double-cross them.
Craig gestured at the surrounding area.
“Look around, there are people up here, some are fishing and some are just relaxing, but this isn’t the secluded jobsite that we were thinking it would be. If we tried burying a car up here on Memorial Day weekend, we’d have a dozen witnesses. Fortunately, Brady has a Plan B.”
“Of course he does,” Avery said. “So genius, what’s your backup plan?”
“Follow me.”
Brady took off on foot for the abandoned mine entrance he’d discovered in his previous visit.
It took them over half an hour to reach it, and despite the fact that he was the youngest by far, Avery was the only one breathing hard when they stopped walking.
Brady smiled at him.
“You have to work on your stamina, kid.”
“Your mom never complains.”
Brady ignored him, and spoke to Jake and Craig.
“As you can see, it’s not deep at all, but it’s deep enough to back into, and if we rig together some sort of camouflage to hang down in front of the entrance, it shouldn’t be discovered. We’ll also put back the signs that warn people not to enter.”
Jake looked around and then up at the trees.
“We’ll need to clear away the brush or some of those branches could crack the windshield.”
“We’ll clear a path the morning of the job, and those branches can be tied back out of the way and then released after the car is inside, that way, no one will suspect that we drove in here, and as far as tracks go, this old gravel won’t show any.”
“I like it,” Craig said. “And it’s far enough from the lakeshore so that no one will see us.”
Avery shook his head in disagreement.
“This is fine for the car, but what do we do with the money? There could be as many as a dozen bags.”
“We leave it in the car and come back for it when the heat dies down,” Brady said.
“Are you stupid or something, Brady? What if the cops find the car?”
“All the more reason to leave it here, Avery,” Jake said. “If the cops find the car, they’ll tear apart every trailer up here looking for the money, and if we tried to drive it out of here in another ride, we might be stopped at a checkpoint, and then we’d be screwed.”
“I don’t like it,” Avery mumbled.
Brady smiled.
“I’m going to miss this, pulling heists, but after this job I’m going to settle down with Mary, make babies, and grow fat.”
“We’ll all miss it,” Craig said. “But Selina and Lindy are right. We’ve been lucky for years, and it’s time to leave as winners.”
They left the entrance to the mine to walk back to the truck, and as Avery brought up the rear, he wore a devilish smile.



CHAPTER 32
Harry stared into the mine. He hadn’t been able to get close enough to hear what Brady and the others were saying, but he had a good idea what it was.
They were going to rob something or someone with a connection to that fairground they were at, and afterwards, they were coming to the mine and hiding their getaway vehicle inside it.
Harry could think of only one way to take the money away from the gang, but he had never killed anyone before, and they were four to his one.
He would have to outsmart them, and that was something he felt that he could do, but first, he’d have to gain more information.
He left the mine and ran to catch up to Brady’s gang, because he was not about to let them out of his sight.
***
In town, at the police station, Clay leaned back in his office chair and pursed his lips as he looked over Brady’s arrest record on the computer.
Mary said that Brady admitted that he had been in trouble as a teen, but he was twenty when he was last arrested for breaking into a house, and anyone that old was no kid.
Clay thought of Mary, and in truth, she rarely left his mind lately, and he wondered what would happen if he just came out and told her that he wanted more than friendship.
I might lose her completely, that’s what, Clay thought, and contemplating that made him wince.
He had fallen in love with Mary, and it snuck up on him so gradually that he hadn’t even been aware of it until the last few days.
No matter what happened between them, he couldn’t risk losing her friendship, and not only for his sake, but for Bobby’s as well.
His son loved Mary, and in some ways, she had filled the role of mother in his life. If Mary were suddenly torn from the boy’s world the way his real mother had been, it could be devastating.
Clay exited Brady’s file. He wouldn’t interfere in Mary’s life, but she was a smart woman and would eventually leave Brady. At least, Clay prayed so.
***
Harry followed Brady and his friends into a diner on the highway and sat at the counter, across from the booth where Brady had settled.
When the waitress came to take his order, he saw her look over at Brady’s table and frown.
“Is there somebody over there that you don’t like?”
Eva Ames looked at Harry, saw that he was wearing a suit and a nice watch, and smiled.
“I know that guy on the right sitting by the window, the one with the dark hair. He has a girl in Destination.”
“He must be a jerk if you don’t like him.”
“I’m Eva, handsome, what can I get you?”
Harry gave her his order and then listened as Eva walked over to the booth with a pot of coffee.
He couldn’t hear every word, but it sounded as if Brady was surprised to see her, and he assumed that the waitress must know his client, Mary, and that Brady Ross was afraid that Mary would find out that he had been near enough to visit her, but didn’t.
The waitress, Eva, sounded cold, and after taking their orders, she soon returned to Harry with the plate of bacon and eggs he had ordered.
“So what’s the story with that guy; is he an ex-boyfriend?”
“No, I just don’t like him, that’s all.”
Harry smiled.
“Do you like me?”
Eva smiled back at him.
“Are you passing through, or will you be in the area for a while?”
“I have to leave soon, but I’ll be back when the County Fair opens up.”
“Good, and don’t forget to stop by.”
“I’ll do that.”
***
Over in the booth, Brady was debating whether to visit Mary, as he feared that Eva would mention that she saw him. Avery wasn’t at the table; he had gone to use the men’s room.
“Are they friends?” Jake asked.
“No, but if Mary finds out I was here   and didn’t try to see her she might find it strange.”
Craig shrugged.
“It’s up to you, but I don’t think it will hurt if she knows. She’ll just think that you were up here on construction company business, that’s all.”
“I hate lying to her, you know, and I do it all the time.”
Craig said, “You’re talking about you and Shay, aren’t you?” and Brady nearly choked on the coffee he was sipping.
“Shit, Shay told you?”
“No, Selina figured it out, but Brady, anybody can see that you still have feelings for her.”
Jake, who was seated beside Brady, pointed a finger at him.
“We told you months ago that this thing with Mary wouldn’t work out. Now why don’t you dump that girl before you hurt her, or God help us, before she finds out what you really do for a living.”
“No, this is our last job and after that I can go to her clean. I won’t have to hide anything from her anymore and then I’ll get Shay out of my system too.”
“It’s a shit thing you’re doing to Shay and you know it,” Jake said.
Brady looked tortured.
“I love them both, I really do.”
“You can’t have both of them and you know it, so choose,” Craig said.
“What’s going on?” Avery said, and all three men looked at him as if he had just appeared from a puff of smoke.
“Brady can’t decide if he wants something spicy or something with more substance,” Craig said.
Avery slid back into the booth.
“Pick the spicy; you can’t go wrong.”
“Listen to him, Brady, for once the kid is right,” Jake said.
They ordered, but when the food arrived, Brady found that he had little appetite.



CHAPTER 33
That night, Harry was back in Emma Watts’s apartment and training his camera at Shay’s bedroom window.
“If you get any good pictures I want copies,” Emma said.
Harry turned and stared at the gray-haired old woman.
“At your age?”
“What? I’m old, not dead.”
“Sorry Emma, but I can’t do it, professional ethics,”
Emma laughed so loudly that it startled Harry.
“Who do you think you’re talking to, boy? You wouldn’t know a scruple from a truffle.”
“I’ll leave you a set, but they’ll cost you twenty bucks.”
“Now that’s the Harry I know.”
Harry grinned.
“It’s too bad you’re so old or we could have some fun.”
“You’re not my type; I like them young and virile.”
“And when was the last time that happened?”
“1979.”
“Good God!”
“Tell me about it.”
***
Brady showed just after ten o’clock and he and Shay sat on the bed and talked for a few minutes before he leaned over and kissed her.
Emma was sitting beside Harry with a pair of cheap binoculars, and when things heated up, she actually blushed.
“Oh my,”
“Oh yeah,” Harry said.
***
When Saturday came, Mary met with Harry in his office, before going to Brady’s to spend the weekend.
As she sat in front of Harry’s desk, she realized that she wasn’t sure which would make her happier, learning that Brady was faithful, in which case she should stay with him, or learning that he was betraying her trust, which would then free her to be with Clay.
When she looked up at Harry, she saw that his face betrayed nothing, but then he handed her an envelope.
“What’s in here, pictures?”
“Yes, and I think that you should see them.”
Mary let out a slow breath and opened the envelope. She looked through the photos slowly, and then up at Harry.
“These are all innocent. They just show him coming and going from his apartment and visiting a construction site.”
Harry smiled.
“That’s right; it looks like you’ve got a faithful hardworking man there, Ms. Carson, so you can rest easy.”
Mary thanked him, but as she rode down in the elevator; her mind was in turmoil. She didn’t feel relief, but disappointment, and now she knew that what she was really looking for was an excuse to do what she’s wanted to do for weeks.
Mary drove towards Brady’s apartment, not for a lover’s weekend, but rather, to say goodbye.



CHAPTER 34
Harry leaned back in his chair and smiled at the sanitized file he had given Mary.
He had to lie to Mary, because if he had supplied her with photos of Brady with Shay, Mary would have thrown them in Brady’s face as proof of the affair, and then Brady would be alerted to the fact that someone had been following him around.
That knowledge might make Brady change his plans, and that would mean that Harry would lose his chance at getting his hands on more money.
He had watched Brady and his crew all week as they prepared for the robbery, and with the County Fair opening soon, he knew that the time for the heist was drawing near.
He still had no idea what they were going to rob, and couldn’t imagine that it would be the County Fair itself, because his experience as an ex-cop told him that the security inside the cash office would be tight.
His guess was that they would attack the armored car that transferred the Fair’s proceeds, but that too would take a lot of guts and luck.
Whatever it was, he knew where they would wind up when it was done, and he would be waiting there to take the money from them. And although he had never killed anyone, Harry figured that there was a first time for everything.
***
Avery joined Joe Venta in the same bar where they first met, and he filled him in on the details of the robbery.
When Venta said that he wanted to see the area with his own eyes, Avery balked at taking the long drive, but when Venta recited the address of Avery’s mother, the young punk turned white.
“What the hell, you followed me to my mom’s house?”
“Yes, and if you try to double-cross me the way you’re double-crossing your other partners, your mother will pay the price.”
Avery paid for their drinks and off they went.
***
Brady placed both hands on the mantel of his fireplace and hung his head.
“I don’t believe this. You’re dumping me, and just when we can finally be together?”
Mary wiped at tears as she spoke.
“We wouldn’t last, don’t you see it? And truthfully Brady, I’m not sure that I trust you anymore.”
Brady turned around to face her.
“What’s that mean?”
“You cheated on Shay; what’s to stop you from cheating on me?”
“Because I love you,”
“And you never loved Shay? Is that what you’re saying? If that’s true, then why were you two together for so long?”
“Mary, forget Shay, forget the past, and please just give me another chance, please?”
Mary cried more tears, and after gulping in air, she made a confession.
“It’s not just Shay, I’ve... I’ve fallen in love with someone else.”
“What? Who?”
Mary whispered the name.
“Clay Richards.”
Brady appeared dumbfounded as he walked over to the sofa and stared down at Mary.
“You mean the cop whose son you’re watching? Son of a bitch, how long have you two been sleeping together?”
“Never! We’ve never even kissed, but we have been spending a lot of time together, and, well, I care about him.”
“Is it mutual?”
“Yes, I think so, but we’ve never really talked about it because I’ve been with you, and he was still healing after his wife’s death.”
Brady chuckled, but there was no joy in it.
“The damn hick cop; I never saw that coming.”
“I’m sorry, Brady, but I know you’ll find someone else, and, I think Shay still loves you.”
“You’re really dumping me?”
“Yes.”
Brady fell onto the sofa and pointed at the door.
“Leave; there’s nothing left to say.”
Mary reached out to touch him on the cheek, but Brady jerked his head away.
“Just go, Mary, just leave me alone.”
Mary left the apartment with a face wet from tears, as Brady rose from the sofa to get his hands on a bottle.
***
The fairground was larger than Venta would have thought, and even from a distance, he could see that there were people working to put up the rides and booths.
Avery had directed him to park his car at the same spot on the road where he had previously been with Brady and the others, and then they hiked through the trees to take in the fairgrounds.
Afterwards, they went back to the road, and as traffic sped by both ways, Venta asked how they planned to stop the armored vehicle on the busy roadway.
“We’ll steal two big trucks from the parking lot of a moving company a few nights before the heist, and park them in an old barn nearby. The farm has been deserted for years, but we’ll put up motion detectors to alert us in case anyone finds the trucks. I’ll also install a camera so that I can check on them anytime.”
“Why the trucks?”
“To block the road, Jake will be in a truck riding in front of the armored car while I’ll be on the opposite side of the road slowing down the oncoming traffic. When we get near each other, we’ll hit the brakes and stop traffic both ways. That’s when Brady will open the rear doors on the truck Jake is driving and aim a rocket at the armored car.”
Venta startled as his eyes blinked rapidly.
“A rocket? Are you talking about a surface to air missile, that sort of thing?”
Avery grinned.
“It’s a fake, but I’ll be damned if the thing doesn’t look real. Jake and Craig’s wives made it along with Shay. If I was sitting inside that armored car, I’d think it was real.”
“So that’s the plan, to trick the guards into abandoning the truck? What happens if they don’t move?”
Avery let out a long breath.
“We call off the heist and leave the scene.”
“Why not just blow up the armored car for real, surely they could get their hands on explosives.”
“They don’t want to kill the guards, and Craig thinks there will be close to a quarter mil in that truck. Shit, for that kind of money I’d kill ten guards.”
“Your friends have soft hearts; that’s good.”
Avery shuffled his feet and gave Venta a sideways glance.
“You won’t kill them, will you?”
Venta grabbed him by the arm and stared into his eyes.
“As you just said, we’re talking about a fortune here; I will do what I need do, and so will you. Believe me, once they realize that you’ve betrayed them, they’ll have no problem killing you.”
Avery thought that over and nodded.
“You’re right, and I actually wouldn’t mind shooting Brady.”
“That’s the spirit, now, once they have the money what then?”
“We have to cross the road.”
It took over a minute before there was a break in the traffic, but after they ran across, Avery led Venta down to the edge of the river.
“Craig will be here with a speed boat. After they toss the money in, we’ll make our way to the opposite shore and load the bags into the trunk of a car that will be parked there. That’s when you and I will make our move, and once we have the others handled, we’ll drive off and leave them looking stupid.”
Venta looked back at the road and realized that he could barely make it out through the trees. It also sat below a small hill, and so no one on the other side of the lake would even know that a robbery occurred.
“I like it, if the guards fall for the phony rocket, the rest should work, but what happens to the guards?”
“Tear gas to the face and plastic cuffs on the wrists and ankles, which should put them out of commission.”
“And what about cops?”
“After she cuts the phone lines at the Cineplex on the other side of the fairgrounds, Shay will be making a call saying that someone is shooting at people inside one of the theaters. That should draw every cop in the area over there and away from us.”
After leaving the riverbank, Avery took Venta up to Destination Lake and showed him the mine.
Venta rubbed his palms together as he thought things over.
“I have to say, it’s not a bad plan, some flaws, but little risk if it goes wrong.”
Avery smiled.
“And when it’s over, we’ll both be rich.”
Venta smiled back at Avery, as he imagined putting a bullet in his traitorous face.
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Mary was so nervous that she had to take a deep breath and slowly release it, before she opened her front door for Clay.
She had called and asked him to come by the house, knowing that Bobby wouldn’t be with him, as Clay’s mother had come to stay for the week and spend time with her grandson, and so it would be just the two of them, alone.
When the truth of that struck Mary, she realized that it was the first time that she’d ever been alone with Clay.
Clay greeted her with a smile, and then noticed that she was wearing a new dress.
“Wow, Mary you look great; are you going out later?”
Mary smiled nervously.
“I hope so, but please come inside; I need to talk to you.”
Clay was in his uniform, and as he stepped inside, he removed his hat. After following Mary into the living room, he sat beside her on the sofa.
“I ah, I drove to Boston today and saw Brady.”
“I see,” Clay said, as he searched her face and saw that she was nervous.
“Yes and... I broke up with him.”
Clay grinned; he couldn’t help it.
Mary giggled.
“I see that pleases you, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile so wide.”
“It does please me,” Clay said, then he lowered his lips towards Mary, who met him halfway, and soon they were in each other’s arms.
“I’ve wanted to do that for some time now,” Clay said.
Mary laughed.
“You’re not alone, but I needed to come to terms with my feelings towards Brady first, and today I did that.”
“Was the break up difficult?”
“No, not really, and I even think that there’s a part of him that’s relieved. We weren’t right for each other, not for the long haul.”
“The long haul,” Clay said. “I like the sound of that.”
They kissed again, and when it grew more passionate, Mary pulled away.
“I want to be with you, but, this is sort of like our first date. Do you know what I mean?”
Clay caressed her cheek.
“Whenever you’re ready, and I feel more alive than I have in months.”
“I was thinking that we could go out to dinner after you get off work; what do you think?”
“Oh, I’d love to, but I promised Bobby that I’d take him to the movies later.”
Mary lit up in a smile.
“That sounds even better; we’ll go to the movies and then have dinner out. I just have to throw on some jeans and I’ll be ready to go.”
“You won’t mind Bobby coming along?”
“Of course not, you know I love him.”
Clay kissed her and then he stared into her eyes.
“Mary, my gal, Mary, I promise to make you happy, honey, I swear I do.”
Mary giggled.
“Gal? Oh how I love the way you talk.”
Clay sent her a wink.
“Aw-shucks,”
***
Not too far away, another new couple was forming, as Eva left the diner after her shift to find Harry getting out of his car.
“Hey there, handsome, are you back here for me or the food?”
“For you of course,” Harry said. He was staying in the area until he could grab the money away from Brady and his gang, and figured that he might as well mix business with pleasure.
Eva walked over to him.
“I never eat the food here, but I could go for a steak dinner.”
“Whatever you want,”
Eva pointed at an old green Chevy.
“That’s my car. You follow me home and after I shower and clean up, we’ll go out and have those steaks.”
Harry smiled.
“Sounds good to me,”
Twenty minutes later, Harry was in Eva’s shower and scrubbing her back.



CHAPTER 36
Memorial Day weekend
“What a jerk!”
Rob Henson looked over at his partner and saw that he was getting upset by the huge red moving truck in front of their armored car. In the rear of the vehicle was another guard named Sam, along with the money they picked up at the County Fair.
Rob had been daydreaming about bringing his two kids back to the fair later, when the driver broke him from his reverie.
“Relax, Billy, we’ll be on the freeway in a couple of miles and then we can pass him.”
“I just hate working holidays, that’s all, but I can use the overtime.”
“Same here and I also need to start a college fund for—look out!”
The moving truck in front of them was slowing rapidly and the driver of the armored car followed suit just in time to avoid slamming into the rear of the truck, as the car behind them nearly collided with them.
“What an asshole! Why the hell did he... oh man, oh hell no.”
The back doors of the moving truck had opened and a figure stood at the rear and pointed what looked like a rocket launcher at the windshield.
An instant later, two other men appeared wielding shotguns, and all three men were dressed in black, wearing ski masks, and shouting for them to raise their hands and step out of the vehicle.
Sam, the guard riding in the back, made an observation.
“There are no cars coming from the other way; whoever these dudes are, I don’t think they’re screwing around.”
The driver, Billy, turned and spoke to Rob.
“You’re the senior man; what’s your call?”
***
Fifty-two seconds later, they were laying on their sides atop the road with their wrists and ankles bound by plastic cuffs, and choking on pepper spray.
Rob wasn’t taking a chance on getting his men killed, and the money could always be replaced.
As tears washed away the spray from his rapidly swelling eyes, Rob saw the “rocket launcher” lying on the ground beside him. It had cracked when Brady dropped it, and the papier-mâché beneath the green paint was clear to see.
More tears fell from his eyes, and not all of them were caused by the pepper spray.
***
Avery shouted, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” as they ran down to the riverbank, where Craig, wearing a mask of his own, waited with the powerboat.
“Calm down, kid,” Brady said. “We’re not home free yet.”
There were seven canvas bags full of banded cash, and they had left nearly a dozen bags of coins behind. The coins totaled almost twenty grand, but they were too damn heavy to lug along.
As they were loading the money into the boat, Craig pointed behind them.
“We have a hero.”
Brady spun around, dropped to one knee and shot a civilian in the chest with the shotgun. The man had been carrying a revolver, but when the bean bag round struck him in the chest, he fell onto his back and moaned.
“Let’s go! Let’s go!” Jake yelled.
Brady jumped aboard the boat, and seconds later, they were speeding over the water.
***
On the other side of the river, Venta saw the boat growing closer.
He smiled when one of the figures raised both arms in the air. It was the signal he had worked out with Avery, to let him know they had the money.
He got into position behind one of the portable bathrooms on site, and looked about at the cars parked along the scenic spot.
At night, the area became a notorious lovers’ lane, but in the light of day, only a few cars were around, and most of those belonged to the elderly fishermen sitting along the bank.
There was a van, however, and judging by the way it was rocking, Venta supposed that not all lovers waited until dark to visit the area.
The boat’s motor was loud as it neared the shore and the fishermen grumbled and cursed. However, they fell silent when they saw the masks on the men in the boat, and the smartest of the bunch left his gear, ran to his old station wagon, and peeled out of the gravel lot like he was on fire.
Venta pulled the bandana he was wearing around his neck up high enough to cover his mouth and nose. He needed this score, needed all of it, because his employer, Carlito, had been killed two nights ago, and as one of his agents, he was now a marked man back in Boston.
Venta gripped his gun tighter and prepared to commit murder.
***
Brady was smiling beneath the mask he wore. The job was going smooth as silk and they would be home free once they parked the car inside the mine.
Despite the smile, his head was pounding from a hangover, because he had been drinking hard ever since Mary broke up with him.
As the boat reached the riverbank, several old men with fishing poles shrank back from them, and Brady felt the rush and excitement of being an outlaw, of taking what you wanted by outsmarting those who had it, and he knew that he would never go straight. Let Craig and Jake settle down, but not him, not ever.
They had just finished loading the money in the trunk of the stolen car when he saw the man walk out from behind the portable bathroom and fire off three rounds.
One struck the lid of the trunk and ricocheted past Brady’s right ear, while another hit Jake on the wrist, and the third buried itself into Craig’s left leg.
Brady brought up the shotgun to return fire and felt something slam into his back. He went down, and when he looked up, he saw Avery’s masked face staring at him, and the kid was holding a shotgun by its barrel like a baseball bat.
“Oh, you double-crossing son of a bitch.”
“Just stay down and you won’t get hurt.”
Brady brought out the pepper spray and shot Avery in the eyes, and when he dropped the shotgun, Brady caught it, rolled onto his stomach, and blasted Venta’s right ankle with a bean bag.
The blast knocked Venta off his feet just in time, as he was about to shoot Jake in the chest, and when Venta landed on his stomach near Jake, the big man took out a knife and jammed it into Venta’s back.
The mob enforcer let out a scream and the gun still gripped in his hand let off another three rounds. One of the bullets flattened a rear tire of the car, while the others hit Avery, ruptured his heart and left lung, and killed him before his body hit the ground.
One slug also passed through Avery and found its way to a second victim, because as Brady stood and looked around at the carnage, he saw that one of the old men at the shore was face down in the water. Brady cursed; the water around the man was turning red with blood.
Venta was moaning, as was Craig, whose pant leg was crimson from blood loss, while his face was nearly white.
“We have to get the hell out of here!” Jake yelled.
Brady saw that Venta was down and that both he and Craig were writhing in agony from their wounds.
After picking up Venta’s gun, Brady pointed out the flat tire on the car to Jake, and that’s when a boy poked his head from the rear of the van parked beside them.
Brady aimed Venta’s gun at the kid’s face and told him to get out.
The kid, who was muscular and looked like a college student, practically tumbled from the van, and he was naked.
Brady looked inside the van and saw a blond girl who was also nude.
“Get out!”
The girl screamed, snatched up a pile of clothes, then scrambled from the van and over to the boy.
Meanwhile, Jake had Craig up on his good leg and was helping him limp over to the van, and once they had Craig lying atop the mattress in the back, they transferred the money from the trunk of the car, and Brady climbed into the driver’s seat.
Craig was crying from the agony in his leg, but some of his tears were fueled by the pain of betrayal.
“Why did Avery turn on us? And who the hell was that guy with the gun?”
Jake gave Craig’s shoulder a squeeze.
“It’ll be all right, it’ll be all right.”
As they drove off, Brady looked in the side view mirror at the scene they left behind and wondered if anything would ever be right again.



CHAPTER 37
Steve was laying back in bed in a motel room with Toni between his legs, when his wife called.
He gestured for Toni to be quiet, and when he answered the call, he heard his wife screaming at him.
“Tyler was carjacked!”
“What?”
“The men who robbed the armored car stole Tyler’s van.”
“Armored car?”
“It’s on the news. Don’t you have the radio on in the shop?”
“Yeah, but I was ah, I was painting with the sprayer; is Tyler alright?”
“Yes, thank God, but Steve, two men died.”
“Wow, hey listen, I’ll be home later and tell Tyler that I’m glad he’s okay.”
“Alright honey, and hurry home, those men are still on the loose.”
“Make sure everything is locked up tight and get the gun out of the closet. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
“I love you, Steve.”
“I love you too, Donna, bye.”
When he ended the call, he saw Toni looking up at him.
“What was that all about? It sounded serious.”
“It was. Some guys robbed an armored car and then carjacked Tyler’s van.”
Toni pulled herself up and sat next to Steve. They were both naked, and had been celebrating having made more money from their porn business.
“Are you serious?”
“Yeah,”
Toni reached down and snatched her laptop from where it lay atop the foot of the bed.
“What are you doing?” Steve asked.
“I’m pulling up the footage of the carjacking.”
“Holy crap, you mean we caught that on video?”
“Of course, the cameras activate whenever there’s motion.”
Steve placed his head beside Toni’s and saw that she had video of Tyler with a girl in the back of the van, and the time and date stamp told him that it was filmed only a short while ago.
When Toni fast-forwarded the video until Brady’s masked face appeared, she and Steve both let out a gasp.
After watching the carjacking, Toni switched over to another camera, and Steve saw a view that was filmed just behind Brady’s right ear, and showed the scenery through the windshield as he drove. It also showed Brady’s face whenever he turned his head.
“Get dressed, Steve. We’ll watch this in the car, and when we find out where they’re going, we’ll sneak in and take the money away.”
“Are you crazy? Those guys have shotguns.”
Toni grabbed her purse from where it lay on the floor beside the bed, after reaching into it, she brought out a Colt Python.
“Crap, you carry a gun?”
“It’s that kind of world; look what happened to Tyler. Now get dressed, we’re going to get that money.”
***
“He’s lost a lot of blood, Brady,” Jake said, as he leaned over Craig and applied pressure to his leg wound.
He was doing a poor job of it because of his own wound, an injury to his left wrist where a bullet had grazed the carpel bones and broken one of them.
“We have to get him to a doctor, a hospital,” Brady said.
“No,” Craig said in a weak voice. “They’ll lock me up; they’ll lock all of us up.”
Jake looked sick with worry for his friend, but the big man was not willing to jeopardize his freedom for anyone, and if he went to prison, it would destroy his family as well, but then he brightened, as an idea came to him.
“Mary, we’ll go to Mary’s house. She lives up here, right?”
“Yeah, but she’s a nurse; not a doctor, and she doesn’t owe me a thing. She dumped me, remember?”
“She’s an RN; she’ll know how to stop the bleeding. How far away is she?”
Brady sighed.
“Six blocks.”
“Go there, Brady, we’re talking about Craig’s life.”
Brady headed the van towards Mary while cursing Avery’s soul for his treachery.
***
Harry was standing just inside the mine entrance, as he waited for the gang to appear, and was beginning to wonder if something went wrong.
He checked his phone for news of the robbery and saw that they were reporting on the chaos at the river, and the carjacking of the van.
When a new report appeared claiming that one of the robbers was injured, Harry assumed that they had changed their plans and that he had lost his chance at the money.
That was when he remembered that Mary was a nurse, but his file on her was back at his office.
However, he still had her number on his phone, and after doing a reverse lookup of the phone number, he had Mary’s address and was soon on his way there, playing a long shot, but hoping to win.
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“They’re carrying the guy with the leg wound into the house through the back door,” Toni said, as she watch video of Brady, Jake, and Craig. “They also left the doors of the van open, and the money is just sitting there, oh Steve, this is going to be easier than I thought.”
There was no sound on the video, but the picture was sharp and clear.
“Was that a left they took after that last right?” Steve said as he drove.
“Yeah a left, and they’re still inside that house.”
“This is so damn dangerous, Toni.”
“You heard the radio, it’s almost a quarter of a million dollars, and that kind of money is worth a little risk. When we get there, we’ll leave the car on the street and then decide what to do.”
“Okay, but tell me when to stop, you got a better look at the front of the house than I did.”
Toni pointed out the windshield.
“There! That big blue house on the left, oh Steve, this is better than sex.”
“Thanks a lot.”
***
Mary had been sitting on her sofa and watching the news when she heard the van go racing up her driveway.
“What in the world...?”
She then heard voices as she walked towards the kitchen, and as she entered it, the back door exploded inward from a kick, and Brady and Jake entered with a very bloody Craig.
“Oh my God, Brady, what’s going on?”
“No time!” Jake said as he grabbed her by the arm. They had laid Craig atop the kitchen floor, and Jake dragged Mary over to look at the wound.
“That’s a gunshot wound,” Mary said.
Jake pushed her down to her knees beside Craig.
“Stop the bleeding, Mary; you have to stop the bleeding.”
Mary pointed down the hall.
“Brady, there’s um, uh, a large first-aid kit under the sink in the bathroom, go get it, and bring a clean towel too.”
Once she had the kit and had donned latex gloves, Mary tore at the cloth surrounding the wound, and after taking a good look at it, she stared up at Brady.
“I can’t help him, not with what I have here, and if he doesn’t get to a hospital soon he’ll bleed to death.”
Jake tugged hard at her hair.
“Fix him!”
Mary screamed from the sudden pain and Brady shouted at Jake.
“Don’t hurt her!”
***
Toni and Steve were sneaking up the driveway when they heard Mary scream in pain.
Steve turned to head back towards the car, but Toni grabbed his sleeve and pulled him along. When they reached the open rear doors of the van, they saw the discarded masks, the bloody mattress, and the bags of cash.
Toni reached in, grabbed a bag, and passed it to Steve, who was surprised by the weight.
“It’s heavy.”
Toni grinned.
“The heavier the better,”
***
Clay had a description of the stolen van, and as he cruised about town hoping to spot it, he called Mary, and was surprised when her phone went to voicemail.
He shrugged inwardly, thinking that perhaps she had lain down for a nap, and he continued his search for the robbers.
***
“She’s not even trying, Brady; all she did was look at the wound. I want her to do something.”
Mary tried to struggle free of Jake’s grip, but it was useless and so she tried reason again, hoping that at least Brady would come to his senses.
“He’ll die; Craig will die if he doesn’t get help. He needs to be operated on and he’s already lost consciousness.”
Brady and Jake had been glaring at each other, but turned their attention to Craig, who not only was unconscious, but had stopped breathing as well.
Mary clawed at Jake’s hand.
“Let me go! I have to give him CPR, and call 9-1-1, damn it.”
Jake released her and Mary went to work on Craig, but it soon became apparent that it was a waste of time.
Craig was dead.



CHAPTER 39
Harry drove by Mary’s house and saw Steve and Toni moving slowly down the driveway, and they were both carrying canvas sacks.
“Who the hell are these two?” he mumbled to himself.
After parking across the street and four houses down, Harry turned in his seat and watched them load the bags into the open trunk of a car. When Steve and Toni went back to get the rest of the money, Harry headed across the street.
The car he arrived in was stolen, his gloved hands had left no prints, and the sawed-off shotgun hidden beneath his jacket would make quick work of the two grabbing the bags.
He reached Steve’s car, saw that the keys had been left in the ignition, and stepped behind a hedge to wait.
His heart was pounding faster than he could ever recall, but Harry was determined to get that money.
***
Steve, his hands shaking from fear, dropped one of the bags for the second time, as voices were raised inside the house, but then they were followed by silence.
Both Steve and Toni froze, more disturbed by the silence than they had been by the shouting, and when they heard nothing more, they moved towards the car with the last of the bags.
***
Jake reached back to the kitchen counter and grabbed a butcher knife from its block, and was holding it awkwardly because of his damaged wrist.
He still gripped Mary by the hair, and when he jerked her head back to expose her throat, Brady realized what he meant to do, and without even thinking about it, he brought out the gun retrieved from Venta and pointed it at Jake.
“No.”
“She can burn us and she didn’t do shit to help Craig. It’s her or us, Brady. It’s Mary’s life or we both spend the rest of ours locked up and my family and Craig’s are screwed.”
“She won’t talk. Tell him that you won’t talk, Mary.”
Mary said nothing; all of her attention was focused on the sharp blade growing nearer to her exposed throat.
Jake moved the knife even closer.
“I’m sorry, Brady, but there’s no choice.”
Brady aimed the gun at Jake’s face.
“Don’t do it.”
Jake stared at him in disbelief.
“You’re pointing a gun at me? She’s not one of us. Can’t you see that? She’s not one of us!”
Jake’s arm moved quickly and Brady screamed out, “No!” as he fired the gun.
The bullet caught Jake just below the right eye and exited in a spray of gore from the rear.
Both Jake and Mary collapsed atop the tile floor, and as Brady dropped to his knees in despair, the sound of gunfire came from outside.
***
Steve and Toni were halfway down the driveway when the shot boomed from inside, causing all thoughts of stealth to flee from their minds, and they sprinted back towards the street.
Harry shot Toni in the midsection, but his second blast went high and missed Steve, who had dived behind a hedge and laid there cowering, while wetting himself.
Toni dropped her bags, fell backwards upon the sidewalk, and Harry rushed over and gathered up the money she’d been carrying, along with the bag that Steve abandoned.
He had just slammed the trunk when he heard the blast of Toni’s gun, which was immediately followed by the realization that he’d been shot, and Harry watched his own blood spray across the car.
Harry stumbled, placed his hand on the trunk to steady himself, and then felt his strength ebb away like ice in the Sahara, and the last two things he ever saw were the wisp of gunsmoke drifting out from the hole in Toni’s purse, along with the smile of satisfaction on her face.
***
Brady barely had time to process the fact that he’d killed Jake, when Harry had begun shooting at Toni and Steve.
“Mary, Mary stand up; I need you to come with me. I have to find out who’s shooting.”
Mary was trembling and crying from fear, and when she placed a hand to her throat, she saw that her fingers came away red.
“Oh God,”
“You’re all right; it’s just a nick, I... I stopped him before he could hurt you.”
Mary followed Brady’s gaze, saw Jake’s corpse, and screamed.
Brady gave up on getting her to move and went out the back door to see what was happening.
When he saw that the money was gone from the van, he ran down the driveway, where he spotted Harry’s body.
A car was pulling away from the curb with a man at the wheel, and Brady fired a shot that shattered the driver’s side view mirror. The car swerved, scraped another car farther down the street, and then sped off after making a turn on two wheels.
“No!”
Movement in a window across the street caught Brady’s attention, and when he saw a woman talking on the phone, he knew without question that she was reporting the shooting.
He had to go, had to flee, and if he was very lucky, he might get away.
“It was you, wasn’t it?”
Brady spun around and found Mary staring at him.
“You, Craig, and Jake, you robbed the armored car and killed those people at the river, didn’t you?”
Brady searched for something to say, and then found that he didn’t have the words.
“Why, Brady? You’re a businessman, a successful businessman, why would you do this?”
“It’s who I am, Mary. It’s who I really am.”
Mary’s hand flew to her mouth as she spotted Harry’s corpse. She had been so focused on Brady that she hadn’t noticed it. She started to look away, but instead drew closer, and when she stared at the face on the body, she gasped in shock.
“I know him. Was he working with you?”
A car screeched to a halt in front of the house and Mary saw that it was Clay in his patrol car.
Brady let out a curse, grabbed Mary around the waist and pulled her in front of him, to use as a hostage.
Clay approached them with his gun up and gave Brady a command.
“Let Mary go and get on the ground! Do it now, Ross!”
“No, you drop your gun. I don’t want to hurt Mary, but I also don’t want you putting a bullet in my back.”
Clay moved closer, his arm extended, his gun pointed at Brady’s face, even as Brady aimed his own gun at Clay’s chest.
“I wasn’t asking,” Clay said. “Release Mary and drop that gun,”
“Why? So you can kill me?”
“Stop it!” Mary said. “Brady, let me go and Clay won’t hurt you.”
“Bullshit! He’ll kill me.”
Clay moved like lightning and fired at Brady’s exposed left hip, even as he grabbed Mary by the wrist and yanked her free.
Brady fell to one knee as the weapon slipped from his hand, and Clay pressed his gun against Brady’s temple.
“Reach for that gun and you’re a dead man.”
Sirens announced the arrival of Clay’s men, as the pain of Brady’s wound hit him full force, and he collapsed backwards onto the ground to writhe in agony from his shattered hip.
“How many more are there, Mary?”
“They’re dead, Clay, the other two are dead.”
Mary took a step towards Brady, but Clay held her back, even as he kicked Brady’s gun out of reach.
“Leave him be, Mary; there’s an ambulance on the way and his pain is no less than he deserves.”
Mary watched Brady for a moment, but then buried her face against Clay’s chest, and cried.
***
Out on the highway, State Trooper Matt McCoy approached the car he had stopped for speeding, but when he spotted the smears of fresh blood on the trunk, he took out his weapon and pointed it at the driver.
“Sir, let me see your hands, sir!”
Steve Beck, his face full of tears, raised his hands slowly, and Trooper McCoy saw that they too had blood on them. As he moved closer to the vehicle, he saw Toni’s body lying across the rear seat.
“Good lord,” McCoy said.
It wasn’t until backup arrived that they would discover the bags of money in the trunk.
***
Later that afternoon, up at the lake, thief Michael Collins returned to the van where he had left a severely wounded Joe Venta with Stu Tate.
Collins had parked his van along the lake where it wouldn’t be seen by the fishermen on the other side, because the area sat back like the tail on a capital Q.
After Brady and his gang had left the scene in Tyler’s van, Venta had made it to his feet with Jake’s knife still buried in his back, and piloted the gang’s abandoned speedboat farther down river, where he then hid behind a dumpster in a supermarket parking lot, and called Collins and Tate for help.
By the time they arrived, Venta’s right arm was numb and he was losing feeling in his legs, yet still, he yearned to get his hands on the money.
“There’s no one there,” Collins said. He was talking about the mine. Venta had told Tate to drive them there, on the off chance of finding the stolen money, as word about the money being recovered had yet to make the news.
“All right, it was a long shot anyway; now take me back to Boston. I know a doctor there that won’t ask questions.”
Collins stared at Venta.
“You don’t look good at all.”
Venta was laying down across the back seat so that the knife handle wouldn’t touch anything, and he glared up at Collins and grimaced.
“I barely have any feeling below my waist.”
Collins looked over at Tate and saw that the older man looked scared, but to his credit, he also sent Collins a nod of agreement, although no words had been spoken concerning what they were about to do.
The van had a sliding side door and Collins opened it and stepped outside.
“What are you doing?” Venta said.
Collins grabbed Venta beneath the arms as Tate took hold of his legs, and after looking around to make certain that they were unobserved, they began walking towards the water with Venta.
Venta realized with a growing sense of horror what was happening, and he threatened them while slapping weakly at Collins with his one good arm.
They reached the water in seconds, and after laying him on the ground, Collins spoke.
“This is what happens to blackmailers.”
Venta pleaded, then, promised them money, but after sharing a look, both Collins and Tate flipped Venta into the lake, where he went under, only to float to the top.
Unfortunately, for Venta, he was floating face down.
It took a little more than two minutes until the thrashing ended, and afterwards, Collins and Tate returned to the van.
Stu Tate felt horrible, not about Venta, but about Brady and the others. Their robbery of the armored car had gone wrong because he had given them up to Venta, and the guilt was eating at him.
“Why so sad,” Collins said. “Don’t tell me that you regret what we just did.”
“No, Venta got what he had coming, but I know the crew he tried to rob and they don’t deserve what happened to them. They’re not bad guys, not really.”
“You know, Tate, we make a good team. Why don’t we keep doing what we’re doing and split the take 50/50?”
Tate smiled as he cheered up.
“Alright, but on one condition,”
“What’s that?”
“I want to come along with you on the robberies sometimes; it was exciting that time I came with you.”
“Fine by me, Partner,” Collins said, as behind them, Venta’s body began to sink.
***
FBI Agents Curtis Weathersby and Ella Tyson walked into Interview Room 3 at FBI Headquarters in Burlington Vermont, and sat down across from Steve Beck.
They had just come from the hospital, but were unable to interview Brady, because after having surgery on his hip, Brady was taken to recovery, and would likely be unconscious until morning.
Steve was wearing an orange jumpsuit because his clothes had been bagged as evidence. The lawyer at his side had advised him to say nothing, but Steve felt compelled to explain himself, and was also hoping to make a deal.
Steve thought that he could trade his knowledge about the cameras Toni had installed in her tenants’ apartments, but the FBI had her laptop and the Bureau’s techs were already going over the videos and tracing their source.
***
“A peephole?” Ella said.
“Yeah, you know, it’s just a hole really, but I would watch her when she was in the bathroom.”
Ella checked the file she had on Steve, and then made a face of disgust.
“Your daughter is sixteen.”
“She’ll be seventeen in a week and she’s only my stepdaughter.”
Steve’s attorney suggested once more that he be quiet, but Steve ignored him and went on, and over the course of an hour, he gave a detailed account of what had brought him to where he was.
As he spoke of his and Toni’s escalating depravity, both Curtis and Ella couldn’t help but see a glimpse of themselves in the story.
They had grown bolder in their sexual games, had even been caught having sex by a stranger, an old woman who nearly fainted from the sight, and to Curtis’s shame, he had been with Ella under his own roof, in the bed he shared with his wife.
It had all seemed great fun, as much fun as the sick things that Steve and Toni had done, and by the time Steve had finished speaking, both Curtis and Ella had squirmed uncomfortably in their seats more than once.
***
Several funerals were held in the coming days, including Harry Drake’s, and as they placed him in the earth, only one mourner attended.
Emma Watts saluted Harry with her whiskey flask, and then took a sip in his memory. When the service ended, she caught the bus back to her apartment and went on with her uneventful life.



CHAPTER 40
ONE YEAR LATER
Steve’s confession may have been good for his soul, but it did little to help his legal fortunes, and he was sentenced to eight years in an overcrowded prison.
He shared a cell with three other men, had zero privacy, and was raped on an ongoing basis,
If there was poetic justice in his fate, Steve remained unaware of it and blamed Toni for all his problems.
***
Meanwhile, Curtis and Ella ended their affair by mutual consent, while also moving on to new partnerships within the Bureau.
Unlike Steve Beck, Curtis was still with his wife, and was thankful every day that his foolishness hadn’t ended his marriage, as meanwhile, Ella had met a dentist while working on a case, and the two of them were talking marriage.
***
Brady limped along a corridor inside a maximum-security prison, as a guard kept a hand on his elbow.
The limp was a consequence of being shot in the hip by Clay, and would be with Brady the rest of his life.
He still thought of Mary sometimes, and wondered how she was doing, and whether she and Clay were still together.
Once he was settled in his seat before the Plexiglas divider, he picked up the phone and spoke to Shay.
“You’re back.”
“I come every week, Brady, you know that.”
“Yeah, but I’ll be damned if I know why.”
“It’s because I love you, and I always will.”
Brady sighed, and then spoke the words he said each time he saw her.
“Move on, Shay. Forget I exist and find someone else to love.”
“No.”
“I won’t be up for parole for another twenty-nine years, and we both know that you could do better than me even if I was free.”
Shay smiled.
“I have news, great news. Do you remember Stu Tate, the fence?”
“Yeah, why?”
“He came by my apartment last night and told me that he was willing to pay for a new lawyer for you. He also said he talked to Mickey Lowry, the defense attorney, and that he’ll be coming here later this week to talk with you about your appeal.”
Brady straightened in his seat, as his face scrunched up in confusion.
“Why would Stu Tate pay for a lawyer to help me? And Mickey Lowry? Mickey Lowry is a big name, Shay, and big names cost big bucks.”
“They also get big results, Brady, and Stu said that Lowry thinks he can get your sentence down to ten years. That means that with time served, you’d be out in nine years.”
Brady sat quietly for several moments as he absorbed the news, and as he did, he felt something he hadn’t felt in a long while. It was a flicker of hope.
“Tell Stu that I said thank you, and ask him to come see me.”
“I did, but he said he just wants to pay, and that you can thank him by accepting his help.”
Brady gave a little laugh.
“Of course I’ll accept it, it’s Mickey Lowry.”
“I have more news. I’ve got a job in an office.”
“A straight job?”
“Yes, and I like it. The girls I work with are nice and I’m learning a lot.”
“I’m glad... how is everybody?”
Shay looked down at the table.
“It’s been tough, Brady, especially on the kids.”
After it came out during the trial that Brady had killed Jake to save Mary’s life, Lindy and Selina wanted nothing to do with him, and had never visited him since. They also had their own share of trouble, as the IRS had seized all their assets and property, after claiming they were proceeds from criminal activity.
“We should have quit, but we all just wanted that one last score,” Brady said.
“Things will work out in time.”
“That’s something I have plenty of, Shay, even if my sentence does get knocked down to ten years.”
Shay told Brady more about her job and the women she worked with, but soon, their allotted time had ended.
“I have to go, but Shay?”
“Yes?”
“I... I love you.”
“I love you too, Brady, and I always will.”
Brady limped back to his cell while fearing that someday Shay wouldn’t return, that she would finally move on with her life and find a new man, and if that day ever came, Brady didn’t know what would become of him.
***
In Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, Mary and Clay enjoyed watching the annual reenactment of the historic events that took place there, as their son Bobby marveled at all the pageantry involved.
The two newlyweds could think of no better place to go on their honeymoon, and with the baby due in six months, they knew that it could be years before they would be able to go on such a trip again.
Mary leaned back in Clay’s arms as the two of them thrilled to the sights and sounds of history, and when she turned her head, they kissed.
“Are you happy, Mrs. Richards?” Clay asked his bride, who was radiant from her pregnancy, as well as sheer joy.
“I’m happier than I’ve ever been, and you?”
Clay pointed out at the field, where an actor was being gored by a bayonet.
“I’m doing about as well as that fella.”
Mary laughed, elbowed Clay in the stomach, then leaned over and kissed the top of Bobby’s head.
And like the once desolate lake in the town of Destination, she felt renewed.
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Did you love Desolation Lake? Then you should read Inevitable I by Remington Kane!

Inevitable I by Remington Kane
Hired killer Tanner escapes from a Mexican prison and goes in search of revenge against the man who was to be his latest target.
Mobster Albert Rossetti thought he was safe after he framed Tanner for drug possession and had him locked away inside a Mexican prison--but Tanner broke out.
Rossetti's made peace with the man who hired Tanner to kill him, and the contract was cancelled, but that means nothing to Tanner, who lives by his own rules.
Tanner is coming for Rossetti, despite the man's hit squad, or the determined and troubled female FBI agent chasing him.
Tanner is coming, Tanner is deadly, and Tanner never fails.
Inevitable I - A Tanner Novel - Book 1
Read more at Remington Kane’s site.
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