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PROLOGUE

 


 


June 20, 1997

Bluefield, West Virginia

 


Opening day for the minor league Bluefield
Orioles baseball team was one of the few bright spots in this
otherwise dismal and decaying town long removed from its former
glory days. The same was true for Tammy Rogers. Her luck had been
mostly bad for a long time and prospects of something better were
fading faster than the worn-out shingles on the building where she
lived. She needed out in a bad way.

On this night, she would get her wish.

The journey started, as it usually did, at a
place called Wild Aces. At best, the bar was nothing more than a
dive where the legal drinking age meant little, making it a
must-stop for most of the ballplayers after every game and for
Tammy. That many of the young men were barely out of high school
never deterred her because she was very good at ferreting out those
old enough to play her game.

The first pitch came shortly after ten P.M.
when Tammy paused just inside the bar's entrance to size up the
crowd and let it return the favor. At twenty-six, she had a natural
look and all the right curves in all the right places. Her uniform
this night was a knee-length, spaghetti-strapped, pale yellow
sundress. She had her long blonde hair loosely tied into a messy
updo, and a light application of make-up finished the look.

Satisfied she'd delivered strike one, she
sauntered to the far side of Aces' long bar and worked herself onto
her usual stool. She was greeted there by Billy Dubbs, the tavern's
proprietor and a man with whom she'd once shared a night. It never
went beyond that, outside of being the reason for the always open
and waiting stool after every Orioles home game.

"Hello, Tammy," Billy said as he placed two
drinks in front of her, a shot of Jack and a Miller Lite. "I'll
start your tab. Try not to forget to settle up this time."

"Oh, Billy, it was only that one
time," Tammy said, applying her cutest smile. "And I made up for
it, didn't I?"

"Yeah, ya did," Billy said, his head shaking
but a smile giving him away.

A man standing near the bar at Tammy's right
was watching the exchange with great interest, and when she quickly
downed the whiskey, he perked up even further. Tammy noticed the
stare and adjusted her position on the stool to get a better look.
The light around her, somewhere between an old flashlight and a
handful of candles, was enough to allow her a decent view. She
liked what she saw and fired her next pitch, a mouthed "Hi" in the
man's direction.

He responded with a smile and moved toward
her. The closer he got, the better he looked, and it was Tammy's
turn to perk up. As he reached her stool, he extended his hand and
she took it. The touch sent a shiver down her back and she
shuddered.

"Tammy," she said after recovering.

"Nice to meet you, Tammy," the man said
before motioning to the empty stool next to her. "May I join
you?"

That he failed to introduce himself never
registered.

"Please," Tammy said with a small nod.

Her heart was racing and she silently chided
herself for being so flustered. It was usually the other way
around, especially with the baseball boys, and as the man settled
onto the stool, she took a swig of Miller to regroup.

"You're not from Bluefield, are you?" she
said after swallowing.

"Nope, first time," the man said as he
motioned to Billy for a new drink.

"Oooh, a traveler," Tammy said in her best
pick-up voice.

The man offered up a nonchalant shrug.

"I get around."

"I'll bet you do," Tammy said through a sly
grin.

Billy interrupted the dance when he arrived
with the man's refill. Tammy used the break to take another sip of
beer, accidentally-on-purpose dribbling some down her chin in the
process. As the liquid made its way to the space between her
breasts, she pinched a napkin off the bar and made an elaborate
show of dabbing at the moisture.

"You missed some," the man said as he used
the side of his finger to wipe the drop from her chin. The touch
produced new shivers and her nipples got rock hard under the thin
fabric of her dress. The man's eyes took notice of her excitement.
Strike two.

"All fixed," he said.

Tammy pushed some air through her lips.

"Yes, it is," she said under her
breath.

The man smiled and sampled his beverage.
Tammy waited for him to finish.

"So, what brings you to town?" she said.
"Are you a ballplayer?"

"I've been known to play a game or two," he
said as his finger came back to her body.

He used it to draw an imaginary line across
her shoulder and down her arm. Goosebumps sprouted and Tammy closed
her eyes to absorb the sensations. What had started as her game had
become his. She was wet from the simple touches and more than ready
to go. All the man had to do was ask. An hour later he did. Strike
three.

It was the last time Tammy was seen
alive.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


Present Day

Thursday, October 30, 2008

Citizens Bank Park

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Game 7 of the World Series

 


"Swing and a miss, struck him out! Second
strike-out for O'Hara and the Rays are retired in order in the top
of the first…"

I didn't need to hear the radio broadcast
booming through the stadium concourse to know what was happening. I
was in the middle of it. And I just wanted it to end. Whatever
thrill I'd felt from being tapped to work the World Series had
faded under the avalanche of shit that had come with it during the
past two weeks.

It had been a nightmare.

It still was.

"Connors," a voice said from behind me.

I turned to find Nikolai--Nik (pronounced
Neek)--Sanchez, catcher for the Tampa Bay Rays, walking toward me.
Nik was like me, one of few in the ballpark who knew of the events
happening outside of the game. Also, like me, he was thought to be
but another victim.

That was about to change.

"Hey, Nik," I said as he neared me. "Looks
like we made it, huh?"

"It ain't over yet," he said in an odd tone
as he presented his right hand.

It wasn't so much the tone, but the look in
his eyes that gave me a stop. I'd seen something similar from him
years ago during an on-field argument, but it didn't fit now. I
hesitated before accepting his hand, distracted by the memory. That
distraction gave way to something else after we shook. When his
hand pulled away, a small piece of paper remained in mine. I did my
best not to react, but it wasn't easy. People didn't usually pass
me notes on the field. OK, it had never happened, but I
didn't have time to dwell on whether or not it was appropriate. I
was having too much trouble trying to comprehend the content.

 


GIVE ME THE MONEY OR SHE DIES.

 


I looked up at Nik, but I couldn't see him,
blinded by the memories of everything that had brought me to this
spot. I should have been elsewhere, on vacation, sitting in the sun
on a beach, recovering and regrouping from a long season, my
biggest concern being not to forget the sunblock. But now… now I
was faced with danger far more serious than too much sun.

People had already died. More were going to
if I didn't do something.

Too bad I had no idea what that might
be.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Two weeks earlier

Thursday, October 16, 2008

Philadelphia

 


Michael O'Hara was in trouble.

In baseball terms, it was time for a call to
the bullpen. Michael had experience with that, having played in the
major leagues for thirteen seasons during the '70s and '80s, first
as a starting pitcher, then as a closer. It had been a relatively
successful, but well-traveled career, mostly because of Michael's
bad temper. He had stints with Cleveland, Texas, New York (the
Mets), and Philadelphia, before each club tired of the tantrums and
moved him along.

The fiery makeup had served him well on the
mound, but not so much in his current passion, playing poker. He
could mostly control the anger but had never quite mastered the art
of quitting while ahead or behind. That failure left him
staring at a line drive of debt, and of the $1.5 million hole,
$850K was owed to the handsomely dressed, bald-headed, and very
large dark-skinned man sitting opposite him at a small conference
table.

The man's name was Dikembe Dukabi and he was
not happy.

"Mr. O'Hara, I don't believe you understand
the gravity of your situation," he said.

It was just after two A.M. Michael was
probably tired, but didn't have time to think about it. The room's
dim lighting gave Dukabi's face a menacing appearance. Michael
didn't spook easily, but the situation was unnerving.

It got worse when a slight movement from
Dukabi's hand drew two bodies out of the shadows. Had Michael not
been so scared, he might have recognized something in the man on
Dukabi's right. He had a stubbled face, unkempt dark hair, and was
dressed in black from head-to-toe, but it was the slight limp in
his stride that should have been Michael's clue. The second man was
a polar opposite, short and stubby with a bulbous head covered by
obviously fake black hair, and an outfit consisting of a slew of
colors and patterns that were an affront to the eyes.

"Oh, so now you're going to threaten me?"
Michael said after studying each and applying his best sneer. "Nice
try."

Dukabi scoffed and Michael flinched at the
loud noise. There went the phony front.

"Mr. O'Hara, there is no need for me to
try anything."

Dukabi was right. Michael had been in some
tough situations before, but this had gone south of tough long ago.
He had only himself to blame. The income earned on the field should
have been more than enough to repay all the debts, but like a few
too many things in his life, hanging onto money was something of a
challenge. Not all of it was gone, but it wasn't necessarily still
in his possession and it was going to be difficult to change
that.

"OK, OK, my bad," Michael said with raised
hands. "I can see I've touched a nerve."

Dukabi stood and the black leather chair in
which he'd been sitting hissed a sigh of relief. A similar noise
escaped Michael.

"You have done much more than that," Dukabi
said as he began to pace the room. "You have insulted me."

Michael followed with his eyes. There was
some African art on the walls and unfamiliar titles on several
bookcases, but the most notable feature besides Dukabi was a huge
mahogany desk in the middle of the room. It dwarfed the two
armchairs in front, leaving absolutely no doubt as to which side
held the power. Michael started to wonder why Dukabi had picked the
conference table instead, but the thought disappeared when the big
man stopped next to him and leaned in.

"I am most disappointed, Mr. O'Hara,"
Dukabi said.

Up close, his face had an even more ominous
appearance. Someone of lesser fortitude might have needed fresh
underwear, but Michael managed to remain dry and stain-free. If
nothing else, he had balls, despite the fact he often misused
them.

"I, uh, I can see that," he said.

"And I can see you are lying," Dukabi
said, his eyes narrowing. "I expected payment, but now you tell me
you are unable to comply. What am I to make of this?"

Michael tried to swallow but came up empty.
A small hack of a cough escaped his mouth.

"I, uh, I just need a little more time," he
said after recovering.

"Go on," Dukabi said as he straightened up
and took a step back

His slightly-clipped English accent carried
a distinct tone of higher education, but he was a complete mystery
to Michael, as he was to everyone. Such was on purpose. It provided
a distinct advantage in situations such as this. It left most
confused. Michael was no exception.

"Mr. O'Hara?"

Michael flinched again at the boom.

"Um, yeah, well, a few people owe
me," he said after remembering how to breathe. "I need a couple
more days to get the money. Then I'll be able to give it to
you."

The fib was a dangerous play. Michael had no
idea how much Dukabi might already know about his background. He
held his breath again as he waited for the reply. The first
response was a glance back at the guards, as if Dukabi were looking
for confirmation--or something else--but neither man reacted.
Dukabi began to nod and Michael stole a fresh breath.

"Very well, Mr. O'Hara, I shall play along.
I have learned business done in haste is bad business, something
your situation proves most elegantly. You may have more time."

Michael stood.

"OK, then, I'll, uh, be in touch--"

A raised hand from Dukabi stopped him.

"Do not test me, Mr. O'Hara," he said
as he looked directly into Michael's eyes. "You will repay…
one way or another."

He flicked the hand as if brushing at a
gnat. Michael didn't wait for the next swat. He pushed out a smile,
turned, and made a beeline for the door, not stopping until he was
safely inside the elevator outside Dukabi's penthouse. After
jabbing at the button for the lobby, he fell back against the
mirrored interior of the car. The reflection staring back seemed
annoyed.

"Nice save, asshole," Michael said to it.
"But now what are you going to do?"

The reflection didn't reply.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


Friday, October 17, 2008

St. Petersburg, Florida

 


Each year, approximately 300 students in
total attended the three main professional umpire schools in
operation. The five-week courses, all in Florida--Jim Evans'
Academy of Professional Umpiring in Kissimmee, Harry
Wendelstedt's School for Umpires in Ormond Beach, and Buck
Walters' Umpiring 101 in St. Petersburg--were the umpiring
world's equivalent of the bar exam, but with far fewer
participants.

The number of students was close to the
volume of umpires currently working in the major and minor leagues
combined. With a low turnover rate, most of those in attendance at
the schools would never get to see a professional field other than
from the stands. At best, they would take the lessons and memories
home, satisfied with knowing they'd at least given it a try.

Buck had conducted his school, run in the
fall, for the past sixteen years. His qualifications included
thirty-five years of major league experience, during which he was
considered one of the best umpires ever. He was now sixty-nine and
no longer actively umpiring, but the school and a few other chores
for Major League Baseball kept him close to the game.

On this day, as usual, Buck was first to
arrive at the facility, the ballfields of St. Petersburg College.
It was the penultimate day of the course. Buck had pushed the
students hard and everyone, including him, was tired. Despite being
the oldest in the group, he showed it the least. No one should have
been surprised by that. Buck was strong in many ways.

After parking his car, he began unloading
gear from the trunk. It was mostly quiet around him and the
early-morning sun was warm on his back.

"Hey, old man," a squeal of a voice said
from behind. "You need some help."

Buck turned and raised a hand to shield his
eyes from the sun. A short, squirrely man was in front of him, but
Buck couldn't find the face in his memory. It was not a student,
something confirmed by the man's ridiculous outfit. Someone without
Buck's manners might have laughed. He was able to keep it to a
friendly smile instead.

"That's OK," he said in a thick Southern
accent as he turned back to his car. "I'm fine."

"I don't think you understand," the little
man said stepping forward. "It wasn't a question. You need some
help."

Buck turned again.

"Pardon me, son?" he said, his tone less
hospitable. "What's this about?"

Despite the sternness and a distinct size
disadvantage, the little man held his ground. Buck was a touch over
six feet tall, weighed 230 pounds, virtually unchanged from his
active umpiring days, and had a linebacker's body. The man in front
of him looked like a penguin--think Danny DeVito's version from
Batman Returns.

"It's pretty simple, really," the penguin
said. "The World Series umpire crew has an opening. You need to
make sure that opening gets filled by Marshall Connors. Oh, and
Connors needs to be chief."

Buck tilted his head as he tried to process
the words.

"What are you talking about, son," he said.
"There's no open--"

He was cut off when the penguin's revealed a
gun beneath his loud jacket.

"That's what I thought," the little man
said.

Two cars pulled into the far side of the
lot. Buck realized he needed to end things before someone noticed
the confrontation. He couldn't risk anyone else's safety.

"OK," he said. "Say I was to believe you.
What makes you think I could do what you ask?"

"You'll figure something out," the penguin
said.

The cars parked and two of the umpire
students stepped out. Buck knew he was out of time.

"And if I don't?" he said.

The little man made a honking noise that may
have been a laugh as his hand went to the gun.

"You and your boy get dead."

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


Paperville, Tennessee

 


William "Wil" Clemmons was on his knees next
to a planting bed bordering the front porch of his Victorian-era
house. Pots of colorful mums sat nearby, awaiting their turn to be
set in the freshly tilled soil. The afternoon sky was a perfect
blue, and a light breeze was providing a nice offset to the sun's
warmth. The scene left Wil dreading the thought of leaving home,
even if it was to serve as umpire crew chief in the World Series.
He loved the game, but days such as these left him looking forward
to the off-season.

"Very nice," a voice said from behind his
back.

Wil turned to find a smiling but unfamiliar
face on the sidewalk. The stranger made a small motion with his
hand, a wave of sorts. Wil returned the gesture and used the
interruption as an excuse to stand.

"They sure are pretty this time of year," he
said. "Do you plant?"

"Afraid not," the stranger said with a
frown. "My thumbs aren't very green."

"Don't tell anyone, but neither are mine,"
Wil said through a smile as he pulled off his gloves and extended
his right hand. "The name's Wil Clemmons, nice to meet you."

The stranger came forward, a slight limp in
his stride, and gripped Wil's hand.

"Nice to meet you, Mr. Clemmons," he said in
a pleasant tone.

Wil caught the omission of a name, but
didn't have a chance to pursue it, interrupted when the stranger
yanked hard and pulled him close. He was shocked by the move, but
more so by the sight of a syringe in the stranger's left hand.

"What--"

"Don't fight it old man, you'll be fine,"
the stranger said, cutting him off.

He jabbed the needle into Wil's neck. The
cocktail of Succinylcholine and Versed worked quickly and Wil
slumped in the stranger's arms, the shrill sound of an approaching
siren the last thing he heard as the stranger lowered him to the
ground.

Seconds later an ambulance roared around the
corner and screeched to a halt at the curb in front of the house.
Two EMTs hopped out.

"Thank God you're here," the stranger said.
"I think he had a heart attack or something. We were talking and he
just fell down. I was gonna start CPR, but--"

"That's OK, we'll handle it," one of the
technicians said, cutting him off.

After kneeling next to Wil, the EMT looked
up at the stranger.

"Are you related to this man?" he said.

"No. I was just walking by. Goddamn, is he
gonna be OK?"

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Saturday, October 18, 2008

St. Pete Beach, Florida

 


"Enjoy your stay, Mr. Connors."

"That isn't going to be hard," I said.
"Thanks."

And with that, I was officially on vacation.
I stepped away from the counter to take in the view. The lobby of
the Don Cesar Beach Resort was as beautiful and luxurious as the
rest of the hotel, meaning expensive. I didn't mind. The MLB umpire
pay scale was $120K to $350K, depending on years of service. I was
closer to the former, but was an admitted penny-pincher who'd been
saving for this trip. Add in a partial reimbursement, part of my
time here was for work, and I was easily able to swing it.

In truth, even without the kick-back from
the league I'd have made the same decision. My parents had asked me
to join them on their annual European trek. Hey, I loved them, but
the thought of spending three weeks cooped up in hotel rooms and
tour buses was more than I could handle. The baseball season might
have been a grind, but that would have worse.

Like I said, this was my vacation and
I wanted to enjoy it. The work part, if you could call it work, was
to help Buck Walters at his school. That the sessions were being
held a mere three blocks from the Gulf of Mexico, close enough to
smell the salt spray, only further solidified my choice. I think my
folks understood, although I was fairly certain I'd hear about it
from my mother when they got back--and probably every time I saw
her for the rest of my life.

After a quick stop to check out my room, I
took in some breakfast at the hotel, an awesome Eggs Benedict and
large glass of orange juice, before heading out. I arrived at the
school a minute before nine A.M. The mid-October sunshine felt
great on my face and I let it soak in for a few seconds before
turning my attention to the field. I spotted Buck right away. He
was wearing a powder-blue umpire shirt under a light-weight black
warm-up suit. His bald head was covered by the standard black MLB
umpire cap.

The sight of the students around him took me
back to when I'd been one of the hopefuls here. These schools were
all about getting noticed. You had to be good, but you also had to
be lucky. It also helped having someone in your corner. For a few
guys, that was a father who was a former major league umpire. For
me, it turned out to be Buck. He took me under his wing from day
one. You'd have to ask him why, but I was grateful for it.

After the school, I spent six years in the
minors traveling to pretty much every small town in the eastern
United States. That's a shorter span than for most. It took seven
to ten years to get to the bigs on average. There were a handful of
people who thought I hadn't earned it, but I liked to tell them
that's why it was called an average.

My home during that time was a well-used
twenty-eight-foot Rockwood Bayport RV. The years were something I'd
always remember, but wouldn't have survived without Buck's help.
There were times I wanted to quit, but with his urgings and
support, I stuck with it and first appeared in the majors as a
vacation replacement in 2003 before being permanently assigned the
following year.

I was never really sure how much influence
Buck had, but helping out at his school every year since was my way
of saying thanks. It was normally for the entire session, but the
playoffs got in the way this year. Still, the way I figured it, two
days was better than none and I was pretty sure he would take
it.

When he spotted me, I waved. He returned the
gesture and headed in my direction. Right away I saw something off
in his stride. I doubt anyone else would have noticed, but it made
me wonder. As he drew closer, it got worse and I began to worry.
There was a forced smile on his face and, when he spoke, an obvious
strain on his normally jolly twang.

"Hey, son," he said. "Let's go sit. There's
something I need to tell you."

Every student was "son" to Buck, but I'd
always taken it to mean more. That was probably selfish, but
whatever. He was like a second father to me, especially during
those years when I was on the road. If there was a problem,
I wasn't going to push it. He gestured with his head and led me to
the bleachers along the third-base side of the field where we sat
in the first row. His eyes went to the field, and for a few seconds
neither of us said anything.

"Buck, what's going on?" I said, breaking
the silence.

"It's a pretty decent batch this year," he
said. "A few remind me of you."

He was deflecting. I stopped not
pushing.

"Nice try, old man," I said. "Now let's hear
the truth. What's up?"

His head came around. I didn't like what I
saw. He'd seemed to have aged a lot since we'd last been together,
close to a year earlier. The lines on his face were a lot deeper
than I'd remembered. More than that, there was anger or pain in the
creases. I couldn't tell which.

"Buck?"

"You're working the Series. You're gonna be
chief."

I thought the sun and salty air must have
damaged my brain because it sounded like he said I was working the
World Series as crew chief, but that couldn't be right. I'd
had a good season, but I'd already worked an earlier round of the
playoffs. We weren't supposed to get more than one "special" event
like that each year.

"Nice try," I said again.

He glanced at me. There was nothing there to
suggest he was kidding, but I still wasn't convinced. He was known
to be a bit of a jokester at times.

"C'mon, Buck, you're shittin' me, right?" I
said.

"Nope," he said as he shook his head. "Ole
Wil Clemmons had a heart attack two nights ago. He'll be OK, but
he's done for the year. You're gettin' the gig."

I hadn't seen or heard anything about Wil.
I'd been busy with my trip prep and purposely avoiding the news. I
would feel bad about his misfortune, if true, but there were at
least five or six guys I could think of more likely to get tapped
to replace him before me.

"All right, enough," I said, shaking my
head. "This isn't funny."

Buck turned to face me and gave me the kind
of look he used on the field to end arguments with coaches and
players.

"No, son, it's not."

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


St. Petersburg

 


The shock of Buck's disclosure gradually
wore off as the day progressed. Working with the students provided
the eraser. It reminded me of how I'd gotten here. I had just
graduated college, was single with no attachments, same as now, and
there was nothing holding me back. I came down to Buck's school
with no grand expectations. If I hadn't made it as an umpire, I
would have traveled around in the RV for a while and eventually
moved on to whatever.

"I appreciate the help," Buck said as we
were cleaning up. "I know it wasn't easy for you."

That much was true. My head was still
swimming a bit, but being on a ballfield was always the perfect
antidote.

"Hey, don't worry about it," I said. "It was
my pleasure. I look forward to this every year."

He scrunched up his face at me.

"What's there to look forward to? It's a
damn school for wannabes."

"True, very true," I said after chuckling.
"Don't get me wrong. It's not like I would trade working the Series
for it, but the scenery does soothe the soul."

Around us, the faint sound of the Gulf in
the distance and a whisper of wind in the trees were playing a
delicate symphony to accompany the setting sun. A handful of puffy
clouds painted with spots of orange and yellow dotted the pale blue
evening sky. I started thinking that if there was a heaven,
I bet it looked like this. Buck let out a deep sigh and patted me
on the shoulder.

"That it does, son," he said. "It's the only
place to be."

He was right. For me, there was nothing like
the game of baseball. The perfection of the dimensions, the subtle
skills involved, the sounds, the smells, all of it. If I had to be
stuck somewhere for the rest of my life, this was what I'd pick.
It'd be all I would ever need.

"Well, young man," Buck said, breaking up my
daydream. "I think it's time we get going. As pretty as this is,
you've got a World Series to handle. I think that trumps things a
bit."

The solemn tone told me something was still
weighing heavily on him, but I let it go. He was right, I had a lot
of work to do and it wasn't the time for bad thoughts to be getting
in the way. We nodded at each other and headed for the parking
lot.

"So, old man, any last words of advice?" I
said as we reached his car.

"Same thing I've always told ya, son," he
said. "It ain't rocket science. Just see the ball and make the
call."

"And this 'How did I get here' feeling I've
had all day? What about that?"

A little darkness came to his face.

"That don't matter none. Just go do the
damned job."

The "something's off" sensation from earlier
in the day came back, but I pushed it away. I'd known Buck since I
was twenty-three. He would never do anything to hurt me. I was
probably just being paranoid.

"OK, then," I said. "Thanks, Buck… for
everything."

He shook his head as he slid into his car.
After he buckled in, he looked up at me. The darkness was gone, but
there was still something in his eyes.

"No, son, thank you," he said before
driving away.

Distracted by the conflict of emotions, I
didn't check my messages until I got back to the hotel. I'd gotten
a call from the supervisor of umpires giving me the official word
on the assignment, and another from Mark Rosenbaum, MLB
commissioner, offering congratulations. Both brought back the
reality of what was happening.

I was going to work the World Series.

The thought started my head spinning again,
but I did my best not to get caught up in it. It wasn't easy. I was
excited, scared, and confused, not to mention still a little
worried about Buck, and it all got worse when I got a third call.
This one came from Thomas Madison Hillsborough, my best friend.
That he was calling wasn't bad. It was what he said that freaked me
out.

"It seems congratulations are in order."

"Um, I'm not sure if I'm relieved or worried
that you already know," I said. "Then again, it's been one of those
days, so I'm not even going to ask."

Thomas used to--and maybe still did--work
for the CIA. It wasn't something we talked about a lot, if at all,
but I was pretty sure he'd spent seven years there and gathered a
wealth of experience the likes of which I could never hope to
match. There might have been a gunshot wound or two in the mix, but
I tried not to ask about that part. All I knew for sure was that he
was always several steps ahead of everyone else, especially me, so
hearing he already knew about my promotion wasn't a complete
shock.

In the scheme of things, it fit.

"I understand," he said. "My apologies if I
have added to your discomfort."

Something about his flat tone, one of his
trademarks of sorts, almost always made things better, and after a
few more minutes of light conversation, I was relatively stable
again. The fact was, I was lucky to have Thomas in my life. He
might tell you it was more the other way around, but I'm going to
stick to my version.

We met during my sophomore year at Temple
University in Philadelphia. I saved him from a fire in our dorm
building. I'm sure anyone else would have done the same thing in
that situation, but he vowed to repay me. I was never going to hold
him to that, but I'd given up telling him not to worry about it. He
tended to be persistent. I could do worse.

"So I'm due back in Philly tomorrow around
four," I said as we neared the end of the call. "Any chance you can
pick me up at the airport? We'll go celebrate."

"That sounds delightful," he said. "Call
when you land."

I was about to say something else, but he
was gone. I closed the phone and fell back on my bed and stared up
at the ceiling. The quiet was nice and I started to relax again. I
thought about Buck and Thomas and how happy I was to have two such
highly-skilled friends, each with unique talents. One had guided me
to the zenith of my profession. The other thought he owed me
something commensurate with saving his life.

Like I said, I could do a lot
worse.

 


 



Chapter 6

 


 


Sunday, October 19, 2008

Tampa, Florida

 


I woke at six-thirty, got in a quick workout
and shower, and headed down to check out. The gal at Don Cesar's
front desk seemed genuinely disappointed I was already leaving, but
I knew she'd get over it about three seconds after I walked away. I
was a bit disappointed, too. The weather outside was absolutely
perfect and it wasn't going to be as nice in Philly.

Then again, I would be working the Series
and quickly concluded it was a fair trade.

After leaving the hotel, I grabbed some
breakfast at one of the many diners along Gulf Boulevard. The
scrambled eggs and Belgian waffle added to my great mood, and the
weird feelings from the day before had all but faded by the time I
got to the airport. There was a slight blip getting through
security. An older gentleman in front of me wasn't familiar with
the various post-9/11 requirements; TSA agents made him toss out
several non-sanctioned containers after a lengthy argument. I
didn't let it bother me.

At my departure gate, I found a seat near
the top of the Jetway. Per my usual anal tendencies, I was more
than two hours early but had prepared by bringing along three
newspapers from the hotel. With a hot coffee at my side, I filled
the time flipping through the pages. I didn't find anything about
Wil or me, which probably wasn't unusual. It wasn't like umpires
got a lot of press except when we fucked up; then we couldn't get
away from it.

No, "unusual" didn't come until about thirty
minutes later when Thomas called again. I caught something in his
tone as soon as he said hello and some of my good mood faded.

"Is your flight still on time?" he said.

I knew there was no way he didn't already
know the answer, but I played along.

"Yep," I said. "Why, is there a
problem?"

The slight hesitation that followed chipped
a few more pieces from my mood.

"Too soon to tell," he said. "I should know
more by the time you arrive."

One of the gate attendants announced
pre-boarding, but I didn't move. No one else seemed to know about
my assignment, but I began to wonder. Thomas' words were freaking
me out again because he never overreacted. Something was
definitely up.

"OK… I guess… although you kinda just
ruined my morning."

"Safe travels, Marshall."

The use of my first name was normally done
as a form of reassurance. I didn't bite this time.

"Yeah, whatever, you're a dick. Just be
ready to explain when I get there."

I closed the phone and looked around.
Everything had been normal except now none of it was. I hated when
that happened. It was going to make for a long trip home.

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


New York City

 


"Damn it."

The shout came from Mark Rosenbaum's office
and reached his assistant, Suze Keebler, a split-second before
another more disturbing noise. She grabbed a pad and pen and waited
for the inevitable follow-up. It didn't take long.

"Suze, I need you."

She found him mostly hidden from view behind
a leather sofa to the right of his desk. He was on his knees
picking up what appeared to be pieces of his desk phone. Suze
helped and a minute later the newly-found items were added to
another pile of wreckage already on Mark's desk.

"Shit," he said. "Can you ask the boys to
bring me a new phone? This one's dead."

Suze made a note on her pad as Mark swept
the remains into a wastebasket.

"Ooh, very smooth," she said.

"I try."

Suze caught the slight smile on Mark's face.
She wasn't surprised. His spurts of anger were usually short.

"OK, enough of that," he said. "Is Gabi
around?"

"He won't be able to fix the phone," Suze
said.

"Good one," Mark said. "But ask him to come
up anyway… please."

He added a lot of emphasis to the last word.
Suze smiled.

"OK, since you said 'please' I guess I can
do that," she said.

"That would be nice of you."

She stood and moved for the door, seemingly
gliding across the floor. Talk about smooth, Mark thought, as he
watched, amazed as always by her grace. It wasn't the reason she'd
been hired, but it was a helluva benefit. After she was gone, Mark
busied himself with paperwork until Gabi Loeb arrived. His gait was
less graceful than Suze's, but appreciated just as much. He was
MLB's Director of Security, a job he'd preformed quite capably for
the past eight years.

"Gabi, come, sit," Mark said. "We have a
problem."

"Another?" Gabi said as he landed in one of
the chairs in front of Mark's desk.

Mark had told him about Wil Clemmons' heart
attack and that Marshall had been selected to fill in, but not
about the conversation with Buck and the true nature of the
situation. Mark had debated that decision, but concluded it was the
best course of action, at least for now.

"I just got off the phone with Director
Harris of the FBI," he said.

The mention of the FBI tightened Gabi's
features.

"It seems a relative of one of the players
is in trouble with the casinos."

"I'm guessing a key player?" Gabi said.

"Terry O'Hara," Mark said. "His father,
Michael, is up to his eyeballs in outstanding markers. There's no
indication of anything illegal, but given that Terry is about to
throw the first pitch in the World Series, Director Harris thought
we should know."

"I should have already known," Gabi said
under his breath before recovering. "First Wil Clemmons, now this.
Helluva weekend, huh?"

Mark nodded.

"I need you to have a talk with the
O'Haras," he said. "I do not want another Pete Rose
situation."

"I'll take care of it."

The next few minutes were spent discussing
other Series security arrangements. When Gabi was finished with the
report, he left the office. A second after he disappeared through
the door, Mark instinctively reached to his left without
looking.

"Suze," he said in a shout when his hand
came up empty. "What's the word on my phone?"

A few seconds later Suze's head appeared in
the doorway.

"Um, it's been like nine minutes since you
broke the old one," she said. "And it's Sunday."

Mark's brow knitted up.

"OK," he said.

It came out like a question. Suze rolled her
eyes.

"Just use your damn cell phone," she
said.

"Oh, shit, yeah, duh," Mark said.

Suze could see he was clearly distracted.
She offered up a tender smile.

"It's OK, sir, I understand," she said.

When her head disappeared, Mark turned
toward the windows behind his desk. The call from Buck rushed back
into his thoughts.

"Yeah, well, that makes one of us."

 


 



Chapter 7

 


 


Tampa

 


An upgrade to First Class was a welcome
surprise after the call from Thomas. I'd been dreading the endless
noise and discomfort awaiting me in Coach. Sitting next to a
chatty-Kathy or a screaming baby would not have been good. My mind
was racing and I needed to sort through all the conflicts of the
past day. I was on vacation, but then I wasn't. Buck gave me great
news, but was holding something back. Thomas found out without me
telling him, but then he got concerned. It was all a bit much.

As the plane took off, I sat back and closed
my eyes, trying to find something else to occupy my mind. What I
came up with was another conflict, one I hadn't thought about in a
long time.

Terry O'Hara had once been my best friend.
He was now a professional ballplayer and just happened to be one of
the starting pitchers for Game 1 of the Series. That I was now
going to be behind the plate for it should have made me happy, but
the relationship had died long ago and I really had no idea
why.

The friendship started after my parents and
I moved to Springfield, Pennsylvania, in the summer before my
junior year in high school. Terry, a ninth-grade freshman at the
time, and his mother, Samantha, lived around the corner and their
backyard touched a corner of ours. There was a batting cage and
pitching mound set up there and it quickly became my favorite
place. I later found out the equipment was courtesy of Terry's
father, ex-big leaguer Michael O'Hara. For a baseball freak like me
it was beyond cool.

The shared love of the game became the basis
for our friendship. It never mattered that on the field we were
complete opposites. I was a rarely-used utility player, but Terry
was a star who went on to put up some seriously gaudy pitching
statistics during high school: 37-4 record, 603 strikeouts, 1.28
ERA, and two State championships. I was happy to have witnessed
most of it firsthand.

What I wasn't so happy witnessing was the
relationship between Terry and his parents. Samantha was a control
freak and had her fingers on every major decision. Terry couldn't
do much of anything without her say-so. I don't know if it was out
of protection or because of Michael. Per Terry, their divorce had
been bitter, and the endless bickering left him feeling stuck in
the middle. It was something we talked about often and it came to a
head just before MLB draft day in June of '93.

There was little doubt Terry would be a high
draft pick, but he also had several college scholarship offers. He
and Michael got in a big fight about which direction to take and it
didn't end well. Terry ended up choosing USC, I think because it
was so far from home, and he and Michael became estranged. My
friendship with him was forever damaged as well.

Whether it was the fight with Michael or
something else, the sense of innocence I once felt in him was gone.
We did stay in touch during his first year at school, but his anger
was never far from the surface and things quickly deteriorated. He
never really explained it to me and after a while I just quit
asking. Eventually we quit talking all together and became as
distant as he and his father. It was something I regretted.

Terry seemed to fill the hole quickly, the
biggest plug being Nik Sanchez, one of his teammates. Nik's love of
baseball developed in a different manner than mine and Terry's. His
mother, a Russian-born immigrant, and his father, a Cuban-refugee,
defected to the U.S. in the late 70's and never had much money.
That hardship drove Nik to L.A.'s gang life at an early age, but
when his father was killed in a drive-by shooting, Nik's mother
moved them out of the city. Devastated by the death, Nik turned to
baseball as an escape.

He worked hard and became a decent catcher
and earned a scholarship to USC. He and Terry had a great on-field
rapport and the friendship grew out of that. Eventually, they moved
into an off-campus apartment together. Things were going great
until Terry got injured in a freak accident there, shattering
several bones in his right arm. The damage was so severe I didn't
think he'd ever be able to pick up a ball again, let alone
pitch.

I was devastated by the news, but when I
wanted to visit, Terry refused to allow it. I always had a feeling
there was more to the story, but I never pursued it. I chalked it
up to the fact he'd moved on and so had I. Stuff like that
happened. Sure, it would have been nice to have shared his long,
hard journey back to the majors. It was a great story, but I guess
that's the way life worked sometimes. I just wished I understood it
better.

I could have said the same thing about the
past twenty-four hours.

Some turbulence somewhere over the Carolinas
rattled the plane and I opened my eyes. I think maybe Karma had
something to do with it because when I looked out the window I saw
we were directly above a ballfield complex. Even from
thirty-thousand feet it was beautiful and reminded me where I was
headed.

A smile filled my face as I stared down at
the diamonds. Sure, it was a business and a job, but it was still
just a game. I started thinking maybe my surprise assignment was a
blessing in disguise and Terry and I could get reacquainted. The
game had brought us together once before. Maybe it would again.

I could deal with that.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


 


St. Pete Beach

 


Buck grabbed a beer and made his way to the
wicker rocker on the screened-in back porch of his home. Like most
days, he would be alone there. Barbara, his wife of forty-two
years, had died months earlier after suffering a stroke. The couple
had no children, Barbara was unable to conceive, and no pets, and
while there had been discussions over the years about adopting some
of each, their careers had kept it to nothing more than talk.

Despite the shock of Barbara's death, Buck
declined Mark Rosenbaum's repeated urgings to let someone else
handle the school. Baseball was his first love after Barbara and
would help him get through the pain of losing her. The rest of his
pain was something he needed to get through on his own.

A few minutes after he sat, the phone rang,
shattering the quiet. Buck glanced at it, then back at the still
water of Boca Ciega Bay. Of the two, the water was the more
pleasing option, but he managed to break loose from the lure and
grab the receiver after the fifth ring.

"This is Buck," he said, his voice thick
from Budweiser and fatigue.

"Hey, Buck," a familiar New York accent said
into his ear. "Glad I caught you."

"Ain't no place else I need to be, now is
there?" Buck said.

"Are you on your porch?" Mark said.

"I am."

"Well, then I'd have to agree."

Buck coughed or laughed. Either way, it
didn't sound pleasant and Mark cringed a little on his end of the
line.

"You OK?" he said after the noise
stopped.

"About what I'd expect," Buck said.

Outside the porch, a pelican landed on a
small boat platform at the end of the yard. There was no longer a
vessel there, but Buck still cast a line into the Bay from time to
time. He hadn't today and the big bird was going to be disappointed
by the lack of free eats.

"I didn't expect to hear from you again
tonight," Buck said. "Is there a new problem?"

"Not at all," Mark said. "I was actually
calling to thank you for returning the evaluations so soon. I
appreciate that."

Buck's last official duty had been the
course evaluations, completed in the hour before he'd made his way
to the porch. Three participants were going to be recommended for
advancement. The rest would go back to whatever they'd been doing
before, but at least with a little more knowledge of the game.
Despite the inherent disappointment in that, Buck drew some comfort
knowing that a part of him, his experiences and knowledge, would
survive after he was gone.

It was a small victory at this point in his
life.

"No point having that hanging over our
heads, too," he said.

The words reminded Mark of the shared
predicament they were facing.

"Are we doing the right thing here?" he
said.

"No use fretting," Buck said. "Not a damn
thing we can do about it now but wait and see."

Mark agreed. The urgency of the situation
hadn't allowed for a lot of analysis. He'd done what he thought was
right. Only time would tell.

"Listen, Mark, it's done," Buck said. "Just
make sure you look out for the boy. None of this shit is his fault.
He can't get hurt."

Again, Mark agreed. Involving Marshall had
been the biggest hurdle to overcome.

"I'll do everything I can to protect him,
you have my word," he said; then after a pause. "Besides, no one
will even think twice about it. Yes, it breaks a rule, but I'm the
commissioner, I get to do that. Marshall is probably our best
umpire right now. He more than deserves to be on the crew."

"No one deserves what we did."

Mark let the comment go when Buck coughed
again. He knew the source of the hack, one of a few with such
knowledge. Buck was dying, victim of a rapidly spreading cancer.
Doctors had given him less than six months to live, but that had
been more than a year ago. The fact he was beating it was another
testament to his character and strength.

In truth, he was in serious pain, but wasn't
going to complain. He was fairly certain no one at the school had
seen any hints of the illness, including Marshall. Buck knew he
needed to tell the young man soon, not just about the cancer, but
about everything.

After a few more minutes of baseball
chatter, the call ended. Buck finished off what was left of his
now-warm beer and walked down to the dock. The pelican didn't move.
It was long used to the presence of humans, especially this one.
Buck nodded at the bird before looking west. Dusk had brought with
it a light mist from the ocean that had painted everything grey. It
was both beautiful and sad, much like his feelings in general.

After about five minutes of staring into the
quiet, time in which Buck's thoughts went back to Marshall, the
pelican clomped out a loud complaint when it must have realized
that dinner wasn't coming.

Buck turned.

"Sorry, friend," he said. "I'm afraid you're
on our own tonight."

The bird clomped again and took off.

"Maybe tomorrow," Buck said as he watched
the creature disappear into the low clouds.

The message was as much for Marshall as it
was for the bird.

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


Philadelphia

 


My plane landed in Philly on time and I
hurried off as soon as the door opened. Less than five minutes
later I was on the curb in front of Philadelphia International's
Terminal B baggage claim. Exactly two minutes after that, a
sparkling pearl-blue Acura TL pulled to the curb. Thomas had an
affinity for cars, but never owned more than one at a time. He
compensated by often rotating the stock, but this particular gem
had survived eight months.

"Wow, still the TL," I said as I slid into
the passenger seat.

"Yes, she may be a keeper," he said.

That he would feel that way might have been
a surprise to some. Thomas had money. OK, that's an understatement.
He was filthy rich. His family had done very well since coming to
America in the 1700's. Banking, railroads, and oil provided the
basis for the wealth. Thomas was one of two remaining heirs who
inherited most of it.

To him the money wasn't important. He had
always felt it isolated him and his sister from real life. Their
experiences were based on societal status, staid events that left
no place for genuine feelings. Thomas felt suffocated by it all and
eventually grew to resent it. It was my guess, but never confirmed,
that those feelings had driven him to a less-than-Ivy League school
like Temple and then into the CIA.

Whatever the case, I liked his choices,
including those made on cars.

"Sweet," I said in reference to the TL.

"Indeed," Thomas said with a nod.

That word was another trademark. It almost
always fit.

"Onward," I said.

He pulled the car away from the curb without
asking for a destination. My apartment was in Radnor, not far from
his, but he knew I would be taking advantage of MLB's official
accommodations at the Four Seasons in Philadelphia. Of course, that
wasn't the only reason behind his not asking. We had other things
to discuss. It's not like I'd forgotten, but it wasn't like I
wanted to dive in either.

"OK," I said after a minute or so. "What's
going on? And please use small words because I already have a
headache."

The hotel was about fifteen minutes from the
airport, well, fifteen for most drivers. It would only take Thomas
about ten, but that still left plenty of time for his efficient
debriefing. When he finished, I used the next two minutes to
process. I wasn't as efficient as he was.

"So, uh, how do Michael O'Hara and his
gambling problems affect me?"

Thomas glanced at me, but showed no emotion,
as usual.

"The private poker game is run by a former
acquaintance of mine by the name of Dikembe Dukabi. No, you may not
ask. Your employer is aware of Mr. O'Hara's casino problems, but
not his Dukabi problem. The latter is far worse. Dukabi can be
aggressive when it comes to debt collection. Terry is
playing in the World Series. You are umpiring in the World
Series."

If life were a cartoon, a light bulb would
have popped up over my head.

"Oh wow, now I get it," I said. "Sorry, jet
lag."

We were about a minute from the hotel. I
processed for half of that before talking again.

"So how do you… never mind, I don't
want to know," I said before regrouping. "Just tell me if you think
this Dukabi character is going to come after me or Terry."

I looked for an answer in his face, but
there was nothing there. Or maybe there was, I didn't know. I'd
become relatively decently skilled at reading him over the years,
but there were still a lot of times I couldn't. That failure was
often frustrating.

"Thomas?" I said.

The hotel was in front of us. He turned the
Acura off Eighteenth Street and guided it to a stop near the front
doors. A bellhop appeared out of nowhere and opened my door. Thomas
waved off a second one from his.

"Dude, seriously, what's up?" I said.

"I don't yet know, but you need to exercise
care."

I turned away.

"I'm guessing the fact you're just sitting
there means we're not going to be doing any celebrating, right?" I
said.

The question was met with a nod.

"I apologize, Marshall," he said. "I'll be
in touch tomorrow. For now, go have fun."

"Should I have stayed in Florida?" I
said.

"No, this is where you need to be."

I chewed on my lip for a second.

"Yeah, right," I said. "Thanks for the ride.
And you're still a dick."

"Goodnight, Marshall."

 


 



Chapter 9

 


 


Sunday, October 19, 2008

Philadelphia

 


Dukabi and his assistants were in his
office. He was on the business side of the mahogany desk. The
helpers were in the visitor chairs. Each was wearing a version of
the same outfit they'd worn the night before. They'd just finished
confirming that their latest chores had been successfully
completed. Dukabi's head seemed to be glowing from the reflection
of the room's lights as he processed that information, but his
onyx-colored face showed no emotion. After a blast furnace sounding
deep breath, he turned to the penguin first.

"What more have you learned of Mr.
O'Hara?"

The little man's name was Elliot Stevens.
He'd been with Dukabi for nine years. Despite severe character
flaws, Elliot had his moments, namely when it came to research.

"A' 'ight, here's what we already knew," he
said as he pulled out a small notepad. "O'Hara's fifty-eight,
divorced, and lives in a condo off JFK Boulevard. The ex lives in
the suburbs, been there since the split. Their only kid is the son
pitching in the World Series."

"And what of his finances?" Dukabi said.

Elliot flipped a page.

"Yeah, it's pretty much what we thought.
He's got some equity, but it ain't very liquid. He's gonna have a
hard time coming up with what he owes you without help, especially
when you add in the casino chits. This guy really likes to
lose, even when the games aren't fixed. As to getting said help, he
and the boy don't get along, so best guess is he'll have to make a
play on the ex. She's executor of a divorce trust. The trust was
the only way she could make sure he didn't screw her. Oh, ha,
screw her, get it?"

Elliot chuckled, but the other two were
unmoved by the accidental play on words. After a second, he cleared
his throat and resumed his report.

"Yeah, so, anyway, the settlement was
one-sided. The Mrs. had leverage from O'Hara's wanderings and was
fully prepared to use it. It looks like he signed without
protest."

"What is the size of this trust?" Dukabi
said.

"I'm still tryin' to get a balance, but it
started with sixty-five percent of their savings, just over a
million bucks. After that it got funded from O'Hara's playing
salary. It was a savvy move because it protected the Mrs. big time.
O'Hara definitely lacks any financial sense, but we already knew
that, didn't we?"

Dukabi nodded as he silently appraised the
information. After a few seconds, he turned to the other man. His
name was Peter Arcadia. It was a phony moniker, but served its
purpose as neither Dukabi nor Stevens needed to know who he really
was. All they needed to know was that he did his job. Story
over.

"Do you concur?" Dukabi said.

"Yeah," Arcadia said. "We can use it."

Dukabi leaned forward in his chair. The glow
on his head became more threatening.

"I am fascinated by the value you Americans
place on sporting endeavors. In this case, however, I agree. It is
very much to our benefit. Carry on with your plan, Mr.
Arcadia."

A confused look filled Elliot's face.

"Is someone gonna fill me in on this plan at
some point?" he said.

Neither Arcadia nor Dukabi answered. The
latter's only reaction was to sit back and glance down at the Rolex
on his wrist. After seeing 6:49 P.M. he began to nod.

"You may go," he said with a wave of his
hand.

"Boss, I--"

Elliot got cut off when the back of
Arcadia's hand whacked him hard across the arm. A stern head-shake
followed and Elliot realized the conversation was over. He and
Arcadia stood and made their way out of the office without another
word.

"So, c'mon, what's this plan?" Elliot said
when they reached the elevator doors. "I don't mind helpin' out,
but it'd be nice to know some details."

Arcadia kept his eyes on the doors.

"It doesn't matter," he said.

Elliot shrugged and decided to drop it for
now. He'd eventually get his answers.

 


~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 


The usually elegant contemporary classic
furnishings of the Four Seasons lobby were drowning in a sea of
baseball paraphernalia. I doubted any of the hotel's regular guests
liked the garish displays, but I thought they were great,
especially the pep band playing near the front desk. The music
helped me forget about Thomas and find my smile again.

After listening to a couple of tunes, I made
my way to the front desk and was greeted there by a clerk wearing a
Phillies jersey. A small tag on her chest told me her name was
Jennifer.

"Good evening, sir, welcome to the Four
Seasons Philadelphia," she said.

"Good evening to you, Jennifer. I love the
outfits."

To her left another clerk was adorned with a
Tampa jersey.

"We drew straws," Jennifer said with a
smile. "I got the better end of the deal."

"I'd agree, but it would get me fired," I
said in a whisper after leaning towards her.

She chuckled as I straightened up.

"Checking in, please," I said in a normal
voice. "Marshall Connors, I'm part of the MLB party. Hopefully,
you'll find me on the list anyway."

Jennifer took a peek at my ID and tapped out
a few letters on a keyboard in front of her. Seconds later a
printer next to the computer spit out several sheets of paper. In
one fluid motion she grabbed them, spun them around, and placed the
small stack neatly in front of me.

"Oooh, well done," I said. "That must have
taken years of training."

"An entire semester at hotel school," she
said.

A grin played on her face and I immediately
liked the hotel even more.

"And how many room keys will you need?" she
said after walking me through the itinerary.

What I thought: "Two and you keep
one." What I said was a little less forward. OK, it was a
lot less forward. My flirting skills were a little rusty. It
had been awhile.

"One is fine, I'm on my own."

"Aw, too bad, it's a beautiful room. You
should find someone to share it with."

Her smile grew and she tilted her head.
Damn, I should have said two.

"Well, you never know, maybe I will," I
said.

I bounced my eyebrows for effect.

"Oh, well, good luck with that," she said.
"Now, if you need anything else, just call. I'd be happy to
assist."
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