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	This is intended to be a humorous book. If you do not find it humorous, please stop reading it and watch a thought-provoking film instead. This is intended to be a work of parody. If you do not enjoy parodies, please stop reading it and watch a news channel instead.
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	For Sara

	 

	Of all the towns in the world, you walked into mine.
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	It was a bitter cold and unfriendly night in New York City, but the flurries whirling around outside my office window had nothing on the butterflies turning somersaults inside my stomach region.

	"How do I look?" I asked my secretary, smoothing back my freshly pomaded hair for the umpteenth time. I'd shined my shoes, put on my best suit and tie, the whole ten yards. Dressed to impress—sure, that was me.

	Yeah. Vic Boyo, ace police detective.

	"About as good as you looked the last time you asked me, Vic," Miss Oglethorpe replied without looking up. She was seated as per usual at her typewriter in the entryway of my apartment—her office, so to speak—and her fingers were pounding away on that Underwood like the devil was chasing them. Maybe she had a deadline or something. Heck if I knew. "Which was what? A minute ago?"

	I grunted.

	She glanced up at me as she returned the carriage one-handed with a little ding. "Relax, Vic. It's just a formality. Charlie needed a home, and you've provided one for a couple years now. This is about making it official. That's all."

	I nodded and adjusted my tie. Again. "Official. Right."

	No big deal. Just an officer of the court stopping by after hours to make sure yours truly was the upstanding type of citizen who could offer a kid a good home, and that the home/office in question was up to snuff and whatnot. Nothing to worry about. 

	"Cool beans," I said under my breath. 

	Then I patted my side, right under my left arm, to make sure I wasn't packing heat. And I wasn't. Because I'd left my shoulder rig and my heater back in my bedroom. Best not to frighten a pasty-faced pencil-pusher with an unsightly bulge. Not that my .38 Smith & Wesson took up much in the way of real estate.

	"You're pacing, Vic," Miss Oglethorpe observed, horn-rimmed glasses and the bright blue eyes behind them riveted to the page in front of her.

	Was I pacing? Guess so, now that she mentioned it. I made a point to keep my feet in one spot. But then I kept glancing at the door to my apartment every other second, expecting the doorbell to ring and the butterflies inside me to go haywire. As if what they were doing wasn't bad enough already.

	"You working on a second novel?" I figured a change of subject might do the body good. Calm me down a bit.

	"Third," she said like it was no big deal.

	"Third…" I stared at her. "I must've lost track. Last I knew, you wrote one about my double murder case."

	"That was two years ago, Vic. After that, I wrote The Case of Brotherly Love. Now I'm on book number three." She paused her typing to fold her arms with a pensive look directed at the opposite wall of the hallway. Not much of a view there, but she did her darnedest. Leaning forward with her chin on a closed fist, she murmured, "If I only knew what it was going to be about…"

	And I was the doofus? "Don't you writer-types outline everything ahead of time?"

	Stirred from her reverie, she glanced my way before returning to her work, filling my entire home/office with that creative clackety-racket. "Oh, sometimes. The major plot points, anyway. But connecting the dots? That's the fun part. Always a surprise where the story takes you."

	"Kind of like solving a case."

	She beamed up at me. "Exactly."

	"You uh…" My brow wrinkled. "All three books, are they…about me?"

	"A version of you. Guess you're my muse, Vic." Another smile.

	If she'd been a redhead, I might've found her gorgeous. Plenty of gents would've liked her just the way she was, though. Those who preferred bodacious blondes dressed to the nines in a form-fitting black evening gown with snow-white accents. Wait a second—

	"Say, are you dressed to the nines, or am I seeing things?"

	"Thanks for noticing." She kept her eyes on the words smacking their way across the page. "Got a hot date tonight."

	"Well now." I folded my arms and grinned. "Who's the lucky fella?"

	Her brow wrinkled, but she didn't look up. "It's that handsome young editor I told you about. Remember? The one who's interested in my novel?"

	Maybe I really was a doofus. Because for the life of me, I couldn't remember her ever saying anything about an editor. Then again, there was a good chance I might've been sleeping with my eyes open at the time. Yeah, that's the stuff.

	"Which one?"

	"Hmmm?" she replied absently.

	"Which book?"

	"Oh, the first one. I haven't told him yet about the sequel. Or sequels. Figure I've gotta get my foot in the door first, y'know?"

	I didn't. But I could pretend I did. "Right. Smart."

	"Hope so. Don't want to put the cart before the horse."

	Agrarian references were usually lost on me. Vic Boyo's a born-and-raised city boy, through and through. That's right, New York City. But if she meant she didn't want to count her chickens before they hatched, well, that made some sense. 

	"Just tinkering with a couple scenes here. Mr. Evelyn asked to see the manuscript of Double Murders, so I want to make it the best it can be."

	"Evelyn—that's the man's name?"

	"Sure is." She glanced up at me. "Why?"

	I shrugged. "That was my grandmother's name. On my father's side."

	"Maybe you're related then." She smirked.

	"Doubtful." Because it had been ol' Granny's first name. "Which scenes are you changing?"

	"Nothing major. Just want to make sure it's believable. That part down in the Everglades, for instance. With those alligators on leashes?"

	I suppressed an involuntary shudder at the memory. "That's the way it happened."

	"I'm thinking two gators might be a little far-fetched."

	"Tell that to the gators." I picked up my pacing, right where I'd left off. "Don't change a thing. Once you start second-guessing yourself, before you know it, you'll be asking all the wrong questions. Am I good enough to be a father figure? What do I know about raising a kid? Do I even know where Charlie is right now?"

	"He's down at the YMCA, playing basketball."

	Good place for him. Just the thought of the whippersnapper tossing around that pigskin brought the makings of a smile to my freshly shaven and aftershaven face.

	Then the doorbell rang.

	I wasn't sure what a representative of the court would look like, so I didn't know what to expect. A fancy lawyer-type in a dark three-piece suit with a monocle and gold pocket watch? A crusty librarian-type in tweed with glasses thicker than the bottoms of soda bottles? Guy or gal? Either way, I was sure they'd have a clipboard with a closely guarded checklist and a sharpened number two pencil, ready to rate my competence as a potential guardian somewhere between five and zero.

	The doorbell was forsaken in favor of a heavy-handed knock. I glanced at Miss Oglethorpe. "Well, this is it."

	She nodded and rose from her desk. "Want me to stick around?"

	Looking like a million bucks? Figured it couldn't hurt my prospects. If a police detective's secretary could afford to look that good, he'd have no problem providing for a kid. Never mind that Captain Abernathy was the one paying her salary.

	"Thought you had a hot date," I said, adjusting my tie. Again.

	"Not till later." She gave one shoulder a little shrug. Her fancy dress showed more skin in that general area than I was used to seeing on her. Looked good. Real creamy. 

	I cleared my throat and frowned at the door, reaching for the latch. "Sure, feel free to hang tight. Like you said, this is just a formality."

	The door swung open, and I found myself facing two husky-looking fellows standing out in the hall. Neither one resembled what I'd had in mind for court officials. In their snow-dusted overcoats, rumpled suits, crushed fedoras, and loosely knotted ties, they looked more like a pair of gambling addicts abandoned by Lady Luck.

	"Nice shingle," the one on the left snickered with a nod toward the sign on my door: VIC BOYO, DETECTIVE. His forehead protruded like a caveman's, and the corners of his mouth were permanently downturned like something you'd see on a pouting toddler. "Captain Abernathy still hasn't assigned you a desk at headquarters?"

	"Naw," grunted the one on the right, elbowing his pal. His face was part bulldog, but his ears were all cauliflower. "Desks are only for detectives with half a brain. Poor ol' Boyo doesn't qualify."

	They yucked it up pretty good for a while, but I wasn't amused. So I slammed the door shut in their butt-ugly faces.

	Miss Oglethorpe's eyes were big and round behind her glasses. "That didn't go very well."

	I cursed under my breath as the knock returned, heavier than before. Yanking the door open again, I growled, "What do you clowns want?"

	Their names were Dumphey and Klumpf, and they were officially NYPD detectives, first grade. No, they weren't seven-year-old children. They were grown men who behaved like children, and who had, somehow, risen through the ranks to achieve the highest level possible, due to what Chief O'Connell somehow perceived as merit. 

	Unofficially, they were known as O'Connell's lackeys. Rumor had it that our exalted chief of police was planning to bring back the Confidential Squad that was so unpopular during his glory days in the department—around the time of the Great War. Cops ratting each other out wasn't a big hit back then, and it sure as heck wouldn't be now. But as a rule, you don't question the chief. You just nod and follow orders like a good little soldier.

	Detectives Dumphey and Klumpf were two of his best.

	"Hey, Boyo," Klumpf greeted me with a toothy canine grin. Clearly he hadn't visited a dentist since the turn of the century. "Say, what do you call a detective fourth grade?"

	"There ain't no such thing," Dumphey cut in. "Third's as low as anybody can go."

	"Not for Boyo—he's as low as it goes!" Klumpf rocked back on his heels like he'd been socked in the jowly chin, howling with laughter, while Dumphey went the other direction, buckling forward like he'd been punched in the gut, guffawing and shaking his head as tears sprang to his eyes.

	I took a moment to imagine doing a little socking and punching of my own. Then I folded my arms and glared at them, waiting for their idiotic display to reach its conclusion. Which it did, maybe a minute later.

	"Pulling double duty tonight?" I said with the sinking realization that these two numbskulls had been authorized by the court to decide young Charlie's future.

	They scowled at each other, then at me.

	"How do you mean?" Klumpf said, leaning toward me real curious-like.

	"Aren't you here about my ward?"

	They glanced at each other and almost burst into another fit of laughter. I had to wonder if they'd been imbibing the giggle juice tonight. Ever since Prohibition ended earlier this month and all the bars opened wide for business, it had become a common enough sight: off-duty cops getting crap-faced with every other Joe in town. Out in public, instead of the privacy of their own homes—or some secret speakeasy.

	"We don't know nothin' about no ward," Dumphey displayed his obscene lack of grammar schooling with pride, "but if you're referring to that nubile secretary of yours, I hear she's a real sweet patootie."

	"Remind me again, why's Boyo got himself a secretary?" Klumpf feigned a confused look. "When no other detective in the department has one to call his own?"

	"Ain't it cuz Abernathy can't trust poor ol' Boyo to do anything right?"

	Klumpf snapped his sausage-fingers. "That must be it!"

	More wheezing laughter, enough to turn their faces into big, lumpy tomatoes.

	I'd already had enough of their antics earlier. So by this point, I was about ready to draw my heater, just to make them talk sense. 

	But I forced a big smile instead. "Funny guys," I said, loud enough for them to hear over all the chortling. "Like Laurel and Hardy. Except you're both Hardy. And you ate Laurel for dinner."

	That sobered them up. In my experience, butterballs never like being referred to as such. Mention the possibility of cannibalism, and you've got their full attention.

	"So spill it already," I said. Yeah, I wasn't smiling either. "What's going on here?"

	They were all business now, glowering at me with jutting, unshaven double-chins. 

	Dumphey started the ball rolling. "It has come to the chief's attention, Detective Boyo, that you suffer from very poor taste in friends. Three dirty cops, in point of fact—two of them deceased. And it is the opinion of Chief O'Connell that due to the company you have been known to keep, you may not be as squeaky clean as your pretense may suggest."
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	After I picked my jaw up off the floor—his eloquence had come clear out of nowhere—I managed, "Are you saying I'm under suspicion? For what, exactly?"

	"That would be up to us to decide," Klumpf replied, folding his arms. "Based on our ongoing investigation, of course."

	"And our informing you of said investigation is just a matter of professional courtesy," Dumphey added with a self-satisfied smirk.

	"Professional courtesy," I echoed. "Well, that's ironic. Considering the fact that you've got neither—in spades."

	It took them a moment to understand what I was getting at. Yeah, that happened sometimes. But when they finally caught my drift, neither one looked too happy about it.

	"Your own partner." Klumpf jabbed a thick finger into my chest. "How could you not know he was on the take?"

	"That was two years ago," I countered, smacking his hand away from me. "Water under the bridge."

	"Maybe." Dumphey edged closer, but I held my ground. "Then last year, it comes out that your pal Harvey was in deep with the Faccino mob."

	"Who the heck is Harvey?"

	They both guffawed at me, like a couple of braying donkeys. 

	"Philip Harvey!" Klumpf said.

	"Oh. Right." I scratched at my nose. "Well, Phil wasn't what you'd call a pal. He was more of an acquaintance." And an annoying one, at that.

	"Easy to say now in hindsight, I'm sure," Dumphey sneered.

	"It's been over a year." I shrugged, at a loss. "Why jam me up about it now?"

	They gave each other a knowing look, which I didn't like one bit. Because I preferred to be the one in the know.

	"You acquainted with Donny Dungarvan?" Klumpf said mildly. "Local beat cop?"

	"Sure." 

	"When's the last time you seen 'im?"

	I frowned, mulling that over. I wasn't a fan of the direction this conversation was taking. Granted, I hadn't much liked it from the get-go. But now it was beginning to smack of an interrogation. And, as a rule, I wasn't used to being on the receiving end.

	"A couple days ago. I was having lunch over at Svenson's diner."

	"We know the place," they said in unison. Then their protruding bellies rumbled in unison, probably due to memories of mighty fine meals there.

	"Donny was making his rounds, just stopped by for a mug o' mud." Sure, java. Joe. Go juice. "Is he in some kind of trouble?"

	"You might say that." Dumphey leaned back on his heels and narrowed his close-set eyes at me. "Hasn't reported for duty for the past forty-eight hours."

	"Which makes you one of the last people to see him alive," Klumpf added.

	"Alive…" I trailed off. "Wait a minute. You don't think—"

	"We've got a missing police officer. You've got history with him, if we're not mistaken." Dumphey shrugged. "We're just connecting the dots is all."

	"You've got evidence of foul play?" I scowled. Because the thought of some low life taking out a good cop like Donny Dungarvan really chafed my craw.

	"Should there be?" Klumpf raised his bushy eyebrows.

	"Did you check his apartment? His usual after-hours hangouts?"

	"Course we did. We ain't amateurs!"

	"You know something about Donny's disappearance, Boyo? Because if you do, it would go a heck of a lot better for you if you told us right now." Dumphey paused dramatically. Then, as an afterthought, "You happened to be there when his brother was rubbed out by O'Sheeny's gang, ain't that right?"

	Seeing Danny Dungarvan gunned down right in front of me was one of the worst experiences of my life. Thanks for bringing it up, jackass.

	"Just another one of your pals on the take," Dumphey added.

	"That was never proven," I growled.

	"Easy, easy." Klumpf took a step back, hands up in front of him. "No need to get hostile with us, Boyo. We're just having a friendly conversation here."

	Friendly my fuzzy backside. "You want to drag me down to headquarters and interrogate me proper, be my guest. I'll put on my best suit and everything." Which I was already wearing, so the joke was on them. "But for that, you'd need reasonable suspicion. And from where I'm standing, you don't have jack squat on me. So this little fishing expedition of yours is over." I pointed toward the end of the hall where two flights of indoor stairs would take them down to street level. "Now beat it, both of you."

	Dumphey smirked at Klumpf, who chuckled softly to himself.

	"Sure, sure," Klumpf said as he and his partner turned to leave. "Whatever you say, Boyo. Despite what you may think of us, we can be professional."

	"And courteous." Dumphey tipped his hat. "Be seeing you."

	They ambled off without any sense of urgency, hands deep in the pockets of their overcoats, speaking to each other in low tones. About me, no doubt. Or maybe which bar they planned to visit next.

	Hardly able to believe the recent turn of events, I watched them go. Donny Dungarvan was missing? The chief of police's right-hand men thought I might have something to do with it? Because the chief of police himself suspected that Victor Ignacio Boyo, of all people, was a dirty cop? I'd always heard about guilt by association, but this was ridiculous!

	Lost in thought, I shut the door and leaned back against it.

	"Friends of yours?" Miss Oglethorpe quirked an eyebrow and nodded toward the hallway outside.

	"Not even in the vicinity," I muttered. Then, half to myself, "Captain Abernathy could've given me a heads up about this…"

	"You want me to call him?" She reached for the blower on her desk.

	I shook my head. "I'll sort it out tomorrow. Just feeling a bit blindsided is all."

	"Couldn't help overhearing. Officer Dungarvan is missing—and they think you might know something about it?"

	I scoffed. "Yeah. And they thought their intimidation tactics were up to snuff."

	"But you sent them packing." She almost smiled.

	"That I did. Because nobody goes around slinging unfounded accusations at Vic Boyo." Not if I had anything to say about it. Which I did. So there.

	The doorbell rang again.

	I yanked open the door and shouted, "Thought I told you idiots to scram!"

	The old bird in the hall staggered back a few steps, her eyes extra-large behind the thick lenses of her glasses, her brown leather attaché case clutched tightly to her chest.

	"Uh," I said. "Hello there."

	She blinked, and I realized they weren't cheaters perched on her beak. Those were old-fashioned pince-nez. Sure, real Victorian. And the next best thing to a monocle.

	Glancing at my shingle, she said, "Mr. Boyo, I presume?" and raised her chin while lowering the briefcase to her side with all the dignity she could muster. Gimlet-faced with grizzled hair pulled into a tight bun, she had the look of every school marm who'd ever made my younger self feel out of place in a classroom.  

	"You presume correctly." I gave her a dashing grin. I received nothing in return for my trouble. "Sorry I frightened you. I thought you were a pair of poorly dressed gorillas."

	"You cannot be serious."

	I blinked at her condescending stare. "Right. No, of course they weren't actually gorillas. You must've passed them in the hall. I'm sure they took up most of it."

	"Mr. Boyo, I was under the impression that you would be expecting me."

	No idea why she'd think that. But then a light bulb flared to life above my head. "You from the court?"

	"That I am." She cleared her throat primly. "My name is Mrs. Stearn. I believe we have a matter of legal guardianship to discuss—regarding a certain orphan boy currently in your care?"

	"That we do. Thanks for stopping by, ma'am. Please, c'mon in." I took a step back and held the door open, favoring her with another one of my dapper smiles. Once again, it had no effect on her demeanor. "Can I take your coat? Must be snowing cats and dogs out there." Assuming the flakes on her shoulders weren't dandruff.

	"Merely a light dusting." She allowed me to take the dark wool overcoat as she shrugged out of it, keeping one hand on her leather case at all times.

	"Kittens and puppies then."

	"I beg your pardon?" she glared up at me. Because she was a head shorter than yours truly. Yet I didn't feel a height advantage whatsoever.

	"Let me take that," Miss Oglethorpe offered, whisking the coat over to the corner rack where mine and my secretary's hung side by side.

	"And you are?" Mrs. Stearn looked down her nose at Agnes, even though they were about the same height.

	"Allow me to introduce my secretary extraordinaire: Agnes Oglethorpe." I bowed slightly and extended my arm toward her. "Miss Oglethorpe, meet Mrs. Stearn, highly exalted representative of the court."

	"Pleased to meet you, ma'am," Agnes replied with a little smile and an attempt at something like a curtsy. It was cute, whatever it was.

	"Are you both on your way to a dinner party or some such?" Stearn sniffed, absently patting the brown and green tweed of her buttoned-up jacket. "I hope you did not get dressed up on my account."

	"Of course not," I lied. "Miss Oglethorpe has a date this evening. And uh…these were my only clean clothes."

	"So the two of you are not romantically involved?" Stearn raised a thick eyebrow.

	"Not at all," I replied as Miss Oglethorpe chuckled, "Heavens no!"

	"Men and their secretaries," Stearn said with an indifferent shrug. "Just because it is a cliché does not make it any less common, I am afraid."

	"Your husband ran out on you?" I asked conversationally. Agnes stifled a gasp.

	Stearn glared again. "Mr. Boyo, I realize that you are a police detective, but tonight I will be the one asking the questions. Do I make myself clear?"

	"Crystal." I shut the door and gestured toward the living room, which also served as my office. Couch in the middle of the space, facing the entryway; desk and black leather chair behind it, situated by the window. My spiffy Venetian blinds were closed at present. "Have a seat, won't you? Can I get you something to drink?"

	"No, thank you. This should not take long." The unimpressed way she was looking around my domicile made me wonder if she'd already made up her mind about the place. And me, to boot. "Where is the boy?"

	"Down at the Y, playing basketball. Kid loves to toss around a pigskin."

	She frowned as she took a seat on the edge of the couch. "I thought you said it was basketball."

	"That's right."

	She blinked, adjusting her pince-nez. "It is my understanding, Mr. Boyo, that the lad has been living with you for the past two years. Is that correct?"

	I glanced over at Miss Oglethorpe—seated at her desk, eyes to herself, fingers refraining from clackety-clacking at the moment. She nodded. Hardly noticeable, if I hadn't been looking for it. Glad she was listening in.

	"That's right." I sat down on the couch's other end. 

	"And you are only now seeking to become his legal guardian?"

	"I want to make it official. He's a good kid. Deserves better than the short end he's been dealt."

	"I see. And where was he living prior to you opening your…apartment to him?"

	I smirked. "On the street, the little gutter rat. Running errands for heavies on both sides of the law. Stealing whatever suited him, just to get by." He'd sure reminded me of a young Victor Boyo at his age. "Before that, at some orphanage. But it burned down. Pretty sure he had nothing to do with that."

	Mrs. Stearn stared at me. "And you invited such a child…into your home?"

	"Yeah. That I did. Never really got along with kids, but this one? I don't know. He's a real hoot and a half."

	Stearn cleared her throat as she opened the latch on her attaché case and reached inside. Probably for that dreaded checklist. "Does the boy have his own quarters on the premises?"

	"Sure, he's got the run of the place."

	"And where does he sleep?"

	I slapped the couch cushion between us. "Right here."

	"He does not have his own room?" Her hand froze inside the leather case.

	I chuckled. "There's only one bedroom here, and it's all mine. But I haven't heard any complaints. Like I said, he used to sleep in alleyways and whatnot."

	She blinked. "I assume he attends the local elementary school?"

	"You'd assume wrong. Haven't been able to get him interested in book learning. Other than comic books, that is. He reads those things like there's no tomorrow. They're fairly educational, from what I can tell. But then again, what do I know? I haven't cracked open a book in decades, not even the one my own secretary wrote about me!" I laughed out loud, but I was the only one doing so.

	Yeah, I might've rambled on a bit there. No idea why. I glanced over at Miss Oglethorpe, and for some reason, she was holding her forehead in her hands.
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	Right about then, the doorbell rang for the third time that night. Agnes got up without a word to take care of it. Fingers crossed Detectives Dumpy & Clumpy hadn't returned with just one more thing they'd forgotten to ask me about.

	"It appears to be quite a busy evening for you," Mrs. Stearn commented.

	"The usual." I shrugged. "I'm just glad nobody's broken down the door yet."

	She stared at me for a moment, probably wondering if I was kidding. You and I both know I wasn't. 

	"How long have you been a police detective, Mr. Boyo?"

	"A whole lot of years." I smiled with great satisfaction and a faraway look in my eyes. "Yeah, good times."

	She seemed to expect me to elaborate a bit. When I failed to do so, she asked, "And do you tend to keep regular hours?"

	"Heck no. But there's always somebody with the kid, if that's what you're getting at. Either me or my secretary. He thinks he doesn't need a nursemaid, but a squirrelly rascal like that? I prefer to keep him supervised."

	"Except when he is playing basketball at the YMCA well after dark." She gave me a pointed look. "Then he is on his own?"

	"That's right. Boys need a little freedom, after all. Otherwise, they can get grumpy." Then I realized what she meant. "Hey, the place is aces. Good bunch of guys over there, real safe environment. I hear they even have a Baptist preacher swing by every now and then to share a word with anybody willing to listen."

	She sniffed dismissively. "Yes, I hear they do fine work. But our concern is that—"

	"Now's not a good time," Miss Oglethorpe insisted without raising her voice, speaking to whoever was out in the hall. "You'll have to come back tomorrow."

	"That's alright, show 'em in," I called down the entryway. "The more, the merrier!" If it was those two escaped gorillas from the zoo, I wanted Stearn to know they weren't a figment of my imagination. Yeah, if only.

	Mrs. Stearn cleared her throat. "Mr. Boyo, the city of New York appreciates what you have done for the child in question—" 

	"Well, that's fine." I grinned and gestured at her briefcase. "Where do I sign on the dotted line?"

	"However, considering the lack of proper accommodations, the hours your profession requires you to keep, and the fact that you are a middle-aged bachelor with no marriage prospects, we believe it would be in the boy's best interests to be placed temporarily in a children's home—"

	"An orphanage?" I stood up like my seat was on fire and scowled. "You think he'd be better off in a place like that than here? With us?"

	She raised her chin and hit me with a steely-eyed gaze. "Only until a more permanent solution can be arranged, of course." 

	"He's got one." I jabbed an index finger at the carpet. Not sure what I meant by that, but I'm sure it got my point across.

	She scoffed. "Mr. Boyo, you cannot be serious. A young lad needs a mother and a father and a room to call his own, perhaps even a dog. He needs structure and discipline and an education in order to grow up to become a contributing member of society. Can you honestly tell me that he will receive these undeniable prerequisites while in your charge?"

	I ground my teeth, unable to give her the answer she was looking for. "You think he'll get any of that in an orphanage?" I countered.

	"Structure, discipline, and a suitable education? Yes, I do. Many institutions offer vocational training as well, which would be perfect for a boy who may rebel against the constraints of a traditional school setting."

	"I can see to that. His education, I mean. I know I should've made it a priority before now—"

	"Mr. Boyo." She rose slowly from the couch, and her crone's hand finally emerged from that leather case. In it was a typed letter addressed to yours truly thanking me for providing young Charlie with a home and outlining everything Stearn had said, word for word. She handed it to me, and I skimmed it over. That's how I knew what it said. "You have done a remarkable thing here, considering the demands of your profession, and you are to be commended for it. Very few would have done likewise."

	"But the decision has been made," I muttered, refraining from balling the letter up in my fist.

	"I am afraid so. We will be in touch when a bed becomes available. These trying times being what they are, many institutions are overcrowded at the moment. But even so, there is no shortage of fine, upstanding couples looking for a strong young boy to adopt. Many of them live in rural areas with plenty of fresh air and wide open spaces. Can you imagine how beneficial that would be to a young lad's health?" She paused. "Vacancies often occur at the drop of a hat, but there is no telling how long this may take. It could be a matter of days or even weeks before we are able to collect the boy from you."

	I couldn't look her in the eye for some reason. So I looked at the letter in my hand, even though the words were all blurry. 

	"And what if none of those fine couples ever adopt him? What happens when he ages out of that institution?" I glared at her then, right at her, through those stupid spectacles pinched onto the bridge of her schnozzle. "I'll tell you what: They'll give him the boot, and he'll be back on the streets where he started. Except he won't be that upstanding citizen you're hoping for. No. He'll be the opposite. Because that's what happens out there, Mrs. Stearn. Good kids turn bad all the time. The gangs see to that."

	Miss Oglethorpe was now arguing quietly with somebody in the entryway, but I wasn't really paying attention to it. I couldn't turn around and see what was going on because my body had frozen in place, facing this wicked witch who held Charlie's future in her hands.

	"In your line of work, you undoubtedly see that unfortunate sort of life story play out on a regular basis, Mr. Boyo. But no child's future is set in stone." She stepped forward and patted my arm in an unexpected display of humanity. Maybe even kindness. Out of character, whatever it was. "Trust me when I tell you that we want only the best for every ward of the state, as we do for every other young person growing up in this great city of ours. If you truly desire only the best for this boy, as your actions would suggest, then you will of course agree with our decision." She paused briefly. "We will be in touch."

	I felt like a deflated balloon. I never could've seen this coming. I thought I was a shoe-in for guardianship, maybe even adoption at some point. But to be told I wasn't good enough for either? That an orphanage would be a better option for the kid? It just cut through me like a knife.

	"So this was what you'd call a…perfunctory meeting," I managed. "You'd already made up your mind. You only came by to confirm what you suspected to be the case."

	She looked up at me without much of an expression on her sharp-angled face. "I am afraid so, Mr. Boyo," she replied quietly. Then she patted my arm again. "I will see myself out. Good evening."

	I didn't wish her the same. Because it wasn't.

	Instead, I half-turned toward her and muttered, "The kid likes it here. With us. Shouldn't that count for something?"

	She gave me that same blank expression, like maybe I was speaking a foreign language only I understood. "It is acknowledged and appreciated that you have stood in the gap for this boy, Mr. Boyo. But I am afraid that you have reached your limit in this regard. And, as such is the case—"

	"So if I hadn't contacted your office," I interrupted, dropping the letter to the floor and stuffing both hands into my pockets, "if I'd just kept things as-is, hunky-dory, Charlie could've gone on living here. But because I tried to do the right thing…" I trailed off, at a loss.

	"You absolutely did the right thing, sir. And while it may not seem to be the case at the moment, I am sure in time you will come to agree with our decision."

	I wasn't listening to her and her royal we anymore. As far as I was concerned, she no longer existed. Because I was looking at the person standing in the entryway with Miss Oglethorpe, the person who'd rung my doorbell tonight as if it had been any other night. Except now it was a night like no other. 

	Because there stood the classiest, most gorgeous dame in the history of God's green earth, and she was looking right back at me like some vision from one of those dreams I'd been having for a while now, the kind you never want to wake up from. Yeah, that's the stuff.

	Except she was real. And she was right here, living, breathing, in the flesh. After searching for sixteen long months and finding jack squat as far as her whereabouts, every door and window closed, every trail gone cold, every clue plumb clueless, now I knew exactly where she was. Because she was standing in the entryway of my very own home/office with a little smirk on her flawless face.
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