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  Packy Noonan carefully placed an x on the calendar he had pinned to the wall of his cell in the federal prison located near Philadelphia, the City

  of Brotherly Love. Packy was overflowing with love for his fellow man. He had been a guest of the United States Government for twelve years, four months, and two days. But because he had served

  over 85 percent of his sentence and been a model prisoner, the parole board had reluctantly granted Packy his freedom as of November 12, which was only two weeks away.




  Packy, whose full name was Patrick Coogan Noonan, was a world-class scam artist whose offense had been to cheat trusting investors out of nearly $100 million in the seemingly legitimate company

  he had founded. When the house of cards collapsed, after deducting the money he had spent on homes, cars, jewelry, bribes, and shady ladies, most of the rest, nearly $80 million, could not be

  accounted for.




  In the years of his incarceration, Packy’s story never changed. He insisted that his two missing associates had run off with the rest of the money and that, like his victims, he, too, had

  been the victim of his own trusting nature.




  Fifty years old, narrow-faced, with a hawklike nose, close-set eyes, thinning brown hair, and a smile that inspired trust, Packy had stoically endured his years of confinement. He knew that when

  the day of deliverance came, his nest egg of $80 million would sufficiently compensate him for his discomfort.




  He was ready to assume a new identity once he picked up his loot; a private plane would whisk him to Brazil, and a skillful plastic surgeon there had already been engaged to rearrange the sharp

  features that might have served as the blueprint for the working of his brain.




  All the arrangements had been made by his missing associates, who were now residing in Brazil and had been living on $10 million of the missing funds. The remaining fortune Packy had managed to

  hide before he was arrested, which was why he knew he could count on the continued cooperation of his cronies.




  The long-standing plan was that upon his release Packy would go to the halfway house in New York, as required by the terms of his parole, dutifully follow regulations for about a day, then shake

  off anyone following him, meet his partners in crime, and drive to Stowe, Vermont. There they were to have rented a farmhouse, a flatbed trailer, a barn to hide it in, and whatever equipment it

  took to cut down a very large tree.




  “Why Vermont?” Giuseppe Como, better known as Jo-Jo, wanted to know. “You told us you hid the loot in New Jersey. Were you lying to us, Packy?”




  “Would I lie to you?” Packy had asked, wounded. “Maybe I don’t want you talking in your sleep.”




  Jo-Jo and Benny, forty-two-year-old fraternal twins, had been in on the scam from the beginning, but both humbly acknowledged that neither one of them had the fertile mind needed to concoct

  grandiose schemes. They recognized their roles as foot soldiers of Packy and willingly accepted the droppings from his table since, after all, they were lucrative droppings.




  “O Christmas tree, my Christmas tree,” Packy whispered to himself as he contemplated finding the special branch of one particular tree in Vermont and

  retrieving the flask of priceless diamonds that had been nestling there for over thirteen years.
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  Even though the mid-November afternoon was brisk, Alvirah and Willy Meehan decided to walk from the meeting of the Lottery Winners Support Group to

  their Central Park South apartment. Alvirah had started the group when she and Willy won $40 million in the lottery and had heard from a number of people who e-mailed them to warn that they, too,

  had won pots of money but had gone through it in no time flat. This month they had moved the meeting up a few days because they were leaving for Stowe, Vermont, to spend a long weekend at The Trapp

  Family Lodge with their good friend, private investigator Regan Reilly, her fiancé, Jack Reilly, head of the Major Case Squad of the NYPD, and Regan’s parents, Luke and Nora. Nora was

  a well-known mystery writer, and Luke was a funeral director. Even though business was brisk, he said no dead body was going to keep him away from the vacation.




  Married forty years and in their early sixties, Alvirah and Willy had been living in Flushing, Queens, on that fateful evening when the little balls started dropping, one after the other, with a

  magic number on each of them. They fell in the exact sequence the Meehans had been playing for years, a combination of their birthdays and anniversary. Alvirah had been sitting in the living room,

  soaking her feet after a hard day of cleaning for her Friday lady, Mrs. O’Keefe, who was a born slob. Willy, a self-employed plumber, had just gotten back from fixing a broken toilet in the

  old apartment building next to theirs. After that first moment of being absolutely stunned, Alvirah had jumped up, spilling the pail of water. Her bare feet dripping, she had danced around the room

  with Willy, both of them half-laughing, half-crying.




  From day one she and Willy had been sensible. Their sole extravagance was to buy a three-room apartment with a terrace overlooking Central Park. Even in that they were cautious. They kept their

  apartment in Flushing, just in case New York State went belly up and couldn’t afford to continue making the payments to them. They saved half of the money they received each year and invested

  it wisely.




  The color of Alvirah’s flaming orange-red hair, now coiffed by Antonio, the hairdresser to the stars, was changed to a golden red shade. Her friend Baroness Min von Schreiber had selected

  the handsome tweed pantsuit she was wearing. Min begged her never to go shopping alone, pointing out that Alvirah was natural prey for salespeople trying to unload the buyer’s mistakes.




  Although she had retired her mop and pail, in her newfound life Alvirah was busier than ever. Her penchant for finding trouble and solving problems had turned her into an amateur detective. To

  aid in catching wrongdoers she had a microphone hidden in her large sunburst lapel pin and turned it on when she sensed someone she was talking to had something to hide. In the three years of being

  a multimillionaire, she had solved a dozen crimes and wrote about them for The New York Globe, a weekly newspaper. Her adventures were enjoyed so much by the readership

  that she now had a biweekly column even when she didn’t have a crime to report on.




  Willy had closed his one-man company but was working harder than ever, devoting his plumbing skills to bettering the lives of the elderly poor on the West Side, under the direction of his eldest

  sibling, Sister Cordelia, a formidable Dominican nun.




  Today the Lottery Winners Support Group had met in a lavish apartment in Trump Tower that had been purchased by Herman Hicks, a recent lottery winner, who, a worried Alvirah now said to Willy,

  “was going through his money too fast.”




  They were about to cross Fifth Avenue in front of the Plaza Hotel. “The light’s turning yellow,” Willy said. “With this traffic I don’t want us to get caught in the

  middle of the street. Somebody’ll mow us down.”




  Alvirah was all set to double the pace. She hated to miss a light, but Willy was cautious. That’s the difference between us, she thought indulgently. I’m a risk taker.




  “I think Herman will be okay,” Willy said reassuringly. “As he said, it always was his dream to live in Trump Tower, and real estate is a good investment. He bought the

  furniture from the people who were moving; the price seemed fair, and except for buying a wardrobe at Paul Stuart, he hasn’t been extravagant.”




  “Well, a seventy-year-old childless widower with twenty million dollars after taxes is going to have plenty of ladies making tuna casseroles for him,” Alvirah noted with concern.

  “I only wish he’d realize what a wonderful person Opal is.”




  Opal Fogarty had been a member of the Lottery Winners Support Group since its founding. She had joined after she read about it in Alvirah’s column in The New York

  Globe because, as she pointed out, “I’m the lottery winner turned big loser, and I’d like to warn new winners not to get taken in by a glib-talking crook.”




  Today, because there were two more new members, Opal had told her story about investing in a shipping company whose founder had shipped nothing but money from her bank to his pocket. “I

  won six million dollars in the lottery,” she explained. “After taxes I had just about three million. A guy named Patrick Noonan persuaded me to invest in his phony company. I’ve

  always been devoted to Saint Patrick, and I thought that anyone with that name had to be honest. I didn’t know then that everyone called that crook Packy. Now he’s getting out of prison

  next week,” she explained. “I just wish I could be invisible and follow him around, because I know perfectly well that he’s hidden lots of money away.”




  Opal’s blue eyes had welled with tears of frustration at the thought that Packy Noonan would manage to get his hands on the money he had stolen from her.




  “Did you lose all the money?” Herman had asked solicitously.




  It was the kindness in his voice that had set Alvirah’s always matchmaking mind on red alert.




  “In all they recovered about eight hundred thousand dollars, but the law firm appointed by the court to find the money for us ran up bills of nearly a million dollars, so after they paid

  themselves, none of us got anything back.”




  It wasn’t unusual for Alvirah to be thinking about something and have Willy comment on it. “Opal’s story really made an impression on that young couple who won six hundred

  thousand on the scratch-a-number,” Willy said now. “But that doesn’t help her. I mean, she’s sixty-seven years old and still working as a waitress in a diner. Those trays

  are heavy for her to carry.”




  “She has a vacation coming up soon,” Alvirah mused, “but I bet she can’t afford to go anywhere. Oh, Willy, we’ve been so blessed.” She gave a quick smile to

  Willy, thinking for the tenth time that day that he was such a good-looking man. With his shock of white hair, ruddy complexion, keen blue eyes, and big frame, many people commented that Willy was

  the image of the late Tip O’Neill, the legendary Speaker of the House of Representatives.




  The light turned green. They crossed Fifth Avenue and walked along Central Park South to their apartment just past Seventh Avenue. Alvirah pointed to a young couple who were getting into a

  horse-drawn carriage for a ride through the park. “I wonder if he’s going to propose to her,” she commented. “Remember that’s where you proposed to me?”




  “Sure I remember,” Willy said, “and the whole time I was hoping I had enough money to pay for the ride. In the restaurant I meant to tip the headwaiter five bucks, and like a

  dope I gave him fifty. Didn’t realize it until I reached for the ring to put on your finger. Anyhow, I’m glad we decided to go to Vermont with the Reillys. Maybe we’ll take a ride

  on one of the horse-drawn sleighs up there.”




  “Well, for sure I won’t go downhill skiing,” Alvirah said. “That’s why I hesitated when Regan suggested we go. She and Jack and Nora and Luke are all great skiers.

  But we can go cross-country skiing, I’ve got books I want to read, and there are walking paths. One way or another we’ll find plenty to do.”




  Fifteen minutes later, in their comfortable living room with its sweeping view of Central Park, she was opening the package the doorman had given her. “Willy, I don’t believe

  it,” she said. “Not even Thanksgiving, yet, and Molloy, McDermott, McFadden, and Markey are sending us a Christmas present.” The Four M’s, as the brokerage firm was known on

  Wall Street, was the one Alvirah and Willy had selected to handle the money they allocated to buying government bonds or stock in rock-solid companies.




  “What’d they send us?” Willy called from the kitchen as he prepared manhattans, their favorite five o’clock cocktail.




  “I haven’t opened it ye,” Alvirah called back. “You know all that plastic they put on everything. But I think it’s a bottle or a jar. The card says ‘Happy

  Holidays.’ Boy are they rushing the season. It’s not even Thanksgiving yet.”




  “Whatever it is, don’t ruin your nails,” Willy warned. “I’ll get it for you.”




  Don’t ruin your nails. Alvirah smiled to herself remembering the years when it would have been a waste of time to put even a dab of polish on her nails because

  all the bleaches and harsh soaps she used cleaning houses would have made short work of it.




  Willy came into the living room carrying a tray with two cocktail glasses and a plate of cheese and crackers. Herman’s idea of nourishment at the meeting had been Twinkies and instant

  coffee, both of which Willy and Alvirah had refused.




  He put the tray on the coffee table and picked up the bubble-wrapped package. With a firm thrust he pulled apart the adhesive seals and unwound the wrapping. His expression of anticipation

  changed to surprise and then amazement.




  “How much money have we got invested with the Four M’s?” he asked.




  Alvirah told him.




  “Honey, take a look. They sent us a jar of maple syrup. Thats their idea of a Christmas present?”




  “They’ve got to be kidding,” Alvirah exclaimed, shaking her head as she took the jar from him. Then she read the label. “Willy, look,” she exclaimed. “They

  didn’t give us just a jar of syrup. They gave us a tree! It says so right here. ‘This syrup comes from the tree reserved for Willy and

  Alvirah Meehan. Please come and tap your tree to refill this jar when it is empty.’ I wonder where the tree is.”




  Willy began rummaging through the gift-wrapped box that had contained the jar. “Here’s a paper. No, it’s a map.” He studied it and began to laugh. “Honey,

  here’s something else we can do when we’re in Stowe. We can look up our tree. From the way it looks here, it’s right near the Trapp family property.”




  The phone rang. It was Regan Reilly calling from Los Angeles. “All set for Vermont?” she asked. “No backing out now, promise?”




  “Not a chance, Regan,” Alvirah assured her. “I’ve got business in Stowe. I’m going to look up a tree.”
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  Regan, you must be exhausted,” Nora Regan Reilly said with concern, as she looked fondly across the breakfast table at her only child. To

  others, beautiful raven-haired Regan might be a superb private investigator, but to Nora, her thirty-one-year-old daughter was still the little girl she would give her life to protect.




  “She looks okay to me,” Luke Reilly observed as he set down his coffee cup with the decisive gesture that said he was on his way. His lanky six-foot-five frame was encased in a

  midnight blue suit, white shirt, and black tie, one of the half-dozen such outfits in his possession. Luke was the owner of three funeral homes in northern New Jersey, which was the reason for his

  need for subdued clothing. His handsome head of silver hair complemented his lean face, which could look suitably somber but always broke into a ready smile outside his viewing rooms. Now that

  smile encompassed both his wife and his daughter.




  They were at the breakfast table in the Reilly home in Summit, New Jersey, the home in which Regan had grown up and where Luke and Nora still lived. It was also the place where Nora Regan Reilly

  wrote the suspense novels that had made her famous. Now she got up to kiss her husband good-bye. Ever since he’d been kidnapped a year ago, he never walked out the door without her worrying

  that something might happen to him.




  Like Regan, Nora had classic features, blue eyes, and fair skin. Unlike Regan, she was a natural blond. At five feet three, she was four inches shorter than her daughter and towered over by her

  husband.




  “Don’t get kidnapped,” she said only half-jokingly. “We want to leave for Vermont no later than two o’clock.”




  “Getting kidnapped once in a lifetime is about average,” Regan volunteered. “I looked up the statistics last week.”




  “And don’t forget,” Luke reminded Nora for the hundredth time, “if it wasn’t for my pain and suffering in that little predicament, Regan would never have met Jack

  and you wouldn’t be planning a wedding.”




  Jack Reilly, head of the Major Case Squad of the New York Police Department and now Regan’s fiancé, had worked on the case when Luke and his young driver vanished. He not only

  caught the kidnappers and retrieved the ransom, but in the process had captured Regan’s heart.




  “I can’t believe I haven’t seen Jack in two weeks,” Regan said with a sigh as she buttered a roll. “He wanted to pick me up at Newark Airport this morning, but I

  told him I’d take a cab. He had to go into the office to wrap up a few things but he’ll be here by two.” Regan started to yawn. “Those overnight flights make me a little

  spacey.”




  “On second thought, I would suggest that your mother is right,” Luke said. “You do look as if a couple of hours of sleep would be useful.” He returned Nora’s kiss,

  rumpled Regan’s hair, and was gone.




  Regan laughed. “I swear he still thinks I’m six years old.”




  “It’s because you’re getting married soon. He’s starting to talk about how he’s looking forward to grandchildren.”




  “Oh, my God. That thought makes me even more tired. I think I will go upstairs and lie down.”




  Left alone at the table, Nora refilled her own cup and opened The New York Times. The car was already packed for the trip. This morning she intended to work at her desk

  because she wanted to make notes on the new book she was starting. She hadn’t quite decided whether Celia, her protagonist, would be an interior designer or a lawyer. Two different kinds of

  people, she acknowledged, but as an interior designer it was feasible that Celia would have met her first husband in the process of decorating his Manhattan apartment. On the other hand, if she was

  a lawyer, it gave a different dynamic to the story.




  Read the paper, she told herself. First lesson of writing: Put the subconscious on power-save until you start staring at the computer. She glanced out the window. The breakfast room looked out

  onto the now snow-covered lawn and the garden that led to the pool and tennis court. I love it here, she thought. I get so mad at the people who knock New Jersey. Oh, well, as Dad used to say,

  “When they know better, they’ll do better.”




  Wrapped in her quilted satin bathrobe, Nora felt warm and content. Instead of chasing crooks in Los Angeles, Regan was home and going away with them. She had gotten engaged in a hot air balloon,

  of all places, just a few weeks ago. Over Las Vegas. Nora didn’t care where or how it happened, she was just thrilled to finally be planning Regan’s wedding. And there couldn’t be

  a more perfect man for her than wonderful Jack Reilly.




  In a few hours they would be leaving for the beautiful Trapp Family Lodge and would be joined there by their dear friends Alvirah and Willy Meehan. What’s not to like? Nora thought as she

  flipped to the Metro section of the newspaper.




  Her eye immediately went to the front-page picture of a handsome woman dressed in a long skirt, blouse, and vest and standing in a forest. The caption was “Rockefeller Center Selects

  Tree.”




  The woman in that picture looks familiar, Nora thought as she skimmed the story.




  

    An 80-foot blue spruce in Stowe, Vermont, is about to take its place as the world’s most famous Christmas tree this year. It was chosen for its majestic beauty, but as it turned out, it

    was planted nearly fifty years ago in a forest adjacent to the property owned by the legendary Von Trapp family. Maria von Trapp happened to be walking through the forest when the sapling was

    planted, and her picture was taken standing next to it. Since the fortieth anniversary of the world’s most successful musical film, The Sound of Music, is about to

    occur, and since the film emphasizes family values and courage in the face of adversity, a special reception has been planned for the tree on its arrival in New York.




    It will be cut down on Monday morning and then taken on a flatbed to a barge near New Haven and floated down Long Island Sound to Manhattan. Upon its arrival at Rockefeller Center it will be

    greeted by a choir of hundreds of schoolchildren from all over the city who will sing a medley of songs from The Sound of Music.


  




  “Well, for heaven’s sake,” Nora said aloud. “They’ll be cutting down the tree while we’re there. What fun it will be to watch.” She began to hum:

  “ ‘The hills are alive . . .’ ”
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  On that same morning a scant hundred miles away, Packy Noonan woke up with a happy smile plastered on his face.




  “It’s your big day, huh, Packy?” C.R., the racketeer in the next cell, asked sourly.




  Packy could understand the reason for his sullen manner. C.R. was in only the second year of a fourteen-year stretch, and he had not yet adjusted to life behind bars.




  “It’s my big day,” Packy agreed amiably as he packed his few possessions: toiletries, underwear, socks, and a picture of his long-dead mother. He always referred to her

  lovingly and with tears in his eyes when he spoke in the chapel in his role as a counselor to his fellow inmates. He explained to them that she had always seen the good in him even when he had gone

  astray, and on her deathbed she told him that she knew he’d turn out to be an upstanding citizen.




  In fact, he hadn’t seen his mother for twenty years before she died. Nor did he see fit to share with his fellow inmates the fact that in her will, after leaving her meager possessions to

  the Sisters of Charity, she had written, “And to my son, Patrick, unfortunately known as Packy, I leave one dollar and his high chair because the only time he ever gave me any happiness was

  when he was small enough to sit in it.”




  Ma had a way with words, Packy thought fondly. I guess I got the gift of gab from her. The woman on the parole board had almost been in tears when he had explained at his hearing that he prayed

  to his mother every night. Not that it had done him any good. He had served every last day of his minimum sentence plus another two years. The bleeding heart had been overruled by the rest of the

  board, six to one.




  The jacket and slacks he had worn when he arrived at the prison were out of fashion, of course, but it felt great to put them on. And thanks to the money he swindled, they had been custom-made

  by Armani. As far as he was concerned, he still looked pretty sharp in them—not that they would be in his closet for thirty seconds after he got to Brazil.




  His lawyer, Thoris Twinning, was picking him up at ten o’clock to escort him to the halfway house known as The Castle on the Upper West Side in Manhattan. Packy loved the story that in its

  long history The Castle had twice been an academy for Catholic high school girls. Ma should know that, he thought. She’d think I was defiling the place.




  He was scheduled to stay there for two weeks to reintroduce himself to the world where people actually worked for a living. He understood that there would be group sessions in which the rules

  about signing in and signing out and the importance of reporting to his parole officer would be explained. He was assured that at The Castle they would be able to find him permanent housing. He

  could predict that it would be in a crummy rooming house in Staten Island or the Bronx. The counselors would also help him get a job immediately.




  Packy could hardly wait. He knew that the receiver appointed by the Bureau of Securities to try to find the money lost by the investors would probably have him tailed. There was nothing he

  looked forward to more than the fun of losing that tail. Unlike thirteen years ago when detectives were swarming all over Manhattan looking for him. He was just leaving for Vermont to retrieve the

  loot and get out of the country when he was arrested. That wasn’t going to happen again.




  It had already been explained to him that as of Sunday he would be allowed to leave The Castle in the morning but had to be back and signed in by dinner time. And he had already figured out

  exactly how he would shake the nincompoop who was supposed to be following him.




  At ten-forty on Sunday morning, Benny and Jo-Jo would be waiting on Madison and Fifty-first in a van with a ski rack. Then they’d be on their way to Vermont. Following his instructions,

  Benny and Jo-Jo had rented a farm near Stowe six months ago. The only virtue of the farm was that it had a large if decrepit barn where a flatbed would be housed.




  In the farmhouse the twins had installed an acquaintance, a guy without a record who was incredibly naive and was happy to be paid to house sit for them.




  That way, just in case there were any slips, when the cops were searching for a flatbed with a tree on it, they wouldn’t start looking in places where people lived. There were enough farms

  with barns that were owned by out-of-town skiers for them to investigate. The skiers usually didn’t arrive until after Thanksgiving.




  I wired the flask of diamonds onto the branch thirteen and a half years ago, Packy thought. A spruce grows about one and a half feet a year. The branch I marked was about twenty feet high at the

  time. I was standing at the top of the twenty foot ladder. Now that branch should be about forty feet high. Trouble is no regular ladder goes that high.




  That’s why we have to take the whole tree, and if someone with nothing better to do than mind other people’s business asks questions, we can say it’s going to be decorated for

  the Christmas pageant in Hackensack, New Jersey. Jo-Jo has a fake permit to cut the tree and a phony letter from the mayor of Hackensack, thanking Pickens for the tree, so that should take care of

  that.




  Packy’s agile brain leaped about to find any flaw in his reasoning but came up dry. Satisfied, he continued to review the plan: Then we get the flatbed into the barn, find the branch where

  the loot is hidden, and then we’re off to Brazil, cha, cha, cha.




  All of the above was racing through Packy’s mind as he ate his final breakfast at the Federal Correctional Institution and, when it was over, bid a fond farewell to his fellow inmates.




  “Good luck, Packy,” Lightfingered Tom said solemnly.




  “Don’t give up preaching,” a grizzled long-timer urged. “Keep that promise to your mother that you’d set a good example for the young.”




  Ed, the lawyer who had vacated his clients’ trust funds of millions, grinned and gave a lazy wave of his hand. “I give you three months before you’re back,” he

  predicted.




  Packy didn’t show how much that got under his skin. “I’ll send you a card, Ed,” he said. “From Brazil,” he muttered under his breath as he followed the guard

  to the warden’s office where Thoris Twinning, his court-appointed lawyer, was waiting.




  Thoris was beaming. “A happy day,” he gushed. “A happy, happy day. And I have wonderful news. I’ve been in touch with your parole officer, and he has a job for you. As of

  a week from Monday you will be working at the salad bar in the Palace-Plus diner on Broadway and Ninety-seventh Street.”




  As of a week from Monday a bunch of lackeys will be dropping grapes into my mouth, Packy thought, but he turned on the mesmerizing smile that had enchanted Opal Fogarty and some two hundred

  other investors in the Patrick Noonan Shipping and Handling Company. “My mama’s prayers have been answered,” he said joyfully. His eyes raised to heaven and a blissful expression

  on his sharp-featured face, he sighed, “An honest job with an honest day’s pay. Just what Mama always wanted for me.”
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  My, my, this is such a beautiful car,” Opal Fogarty commented from the back seat of Alvirah and Willy’s Mercedes. “When I was

  growing up we had a pickup truck. My father said it made him feel like a cowboy. My mother used to tell him it rode like a bucking steer, so she could understand why he felt like a cowboy. He

  bought it without telling her, and boy was she mad! But I have to say this: It lasted for fourteen years before it stopped dead on the Triborough Bridge during rush hour. Even my father admitted it

  was time to give up on the truck, and this time my mother went car shopping with him.” She laughed. “She got to pick out the car. It was a Dodge. Daddy made her mad by asking the

  salesman if a taxi meter was an option.”




  Alvirah turned to look at Opal. “Why did he ask that?”




  “Honey, it’s because Dodge made so many taxis,” Willy explained. “That was funny, Opal.”




  “Dad was pretty funny,” Opal agreed. “He never had two nickels to rub together, but he did his best. He inherited two thousand dollars when I was

  about eight years old, and somebody convinced him to put it in parachute stock. They said that with all the commercial flying people would be doing, all the passengers would have to wear

  parachutes. I guess being gullible is genetic.”




  Alvirah was glad to hear Opal laugh. It was two o’clock, and they were on route 91 heading for Vermont. At ten o’clock she and Willy had been packing for the trip and half-watching

  the television in the bedroom when a news flash caught their attention. It showed Packy Noonan leaving federal prison in his lawyer’s car. At the gate he got out of the car and spoke to the

  reporters. “I regret the harm I have caused the investors in my company,” he said. Tears welled in his eyes and his lip trembled as he went on. “I understand that I will be

  working at the salad bar at the Palace-Plus diner, and I will ask that ten percent of my wages be taken to start to repay the people who lost their savings in the Patrick Noonan Shipping and

  Handling Company.”




  “Ten percent of a minimum wage job!” Willy had snorted. “He’s got to be kidding.”




  Alvirah had rushed to the phone and dialed Opal. “Turn on channel twenty-four!” she ordered. Then she was sorry she had made the call because when Opal saw Packy, she began to

  cry.




  “Oh, Alvirah, it just makes me sick to think that terrible cheat is as free as a daisy while I’m sitting here thrilled to get a week’s vacation because I’m so tired. Mark

  my words, he’ll end up joining his pals on the Riviera or wherever they are with my money in their pockets.”




  That was when Alvirah insisted that Opal join them for the long weekend in Vermont. “We have two big bedrooms and baths in our villa ,” she said, “and it will do you good to

  get away. You can help us follow the map and find my tree. There won’t be any syrup coming from it now, but I packed the jar that the stockbrokers sent me. We have a little kitchen so maybe

  I’ll make pancakes for everyone and see how good the syrup tastes. And I read in the paper that they’ll be cutting down the tree for Rockefeller Center right near where we’re

  staying. That would be fun to watch, wouldn’t it?”




  It didn’t take much to persuade Opal. And she was already perking up. On the trip to Vermont she made only one comment about Packy Noonan: “I can just see him working at a salad bar

  in a diner. He’ll probably be sneaking the croutons into his pocket.”
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  Sometimes Milo Brosky wished he had never met the Como twins. He had run into them by chance in Greenwich Village twenty years ago when he attended

  a poets’ meeting in the back room of Eddie’s Aurora. Benny and Jo-Jo were hanging out in the bar.




  I was feeling pretty good, Milo thought as he sipped a beer in the shabby parlor of a rundown farmhouse in Stowe, Vermont. I’d just read my narrative poem about a peach who falls in love

  with a fruit fly, and our workshop thought it was wonderful. They saw deep meaning and tenderness that never verged on sentimentality in my poem. I felt so good I decided to have a beer on the way

  home, and that’s when I met the twins.




  Milo took another sip of beer. I should have bought back my introduction to them, he thought glumly. Not that they weren’t good to me. They knew that I hadn’t had my big breakthrough

  as a poet and that I’d take any kind of job to keep a roof over my head. But this roof feels as though it could fall in on me. They’re up to something.




  Milo frowned. Forty-two years old, with shoulder-length hair and a wispy beard, he could have been an extra in a film about Woodstock ’69. His bony arms dangled from his long frame. His

  guileless gray eyes had a perpetually benevolent expression. His voice with its singsong pitch made his listeners think of adjectives like “kind” and “gentle.”




  Milo knew that a dozen years ago the Como Brothers had been obliged to skip town in a hurry because of their involvement with the Packy Noonan scam. He hadn’t heard from them in years.

  Then six months ago he had received a phone call from Jo-Jo. He wouldn’t say where he was, but he asked Milo if he would be interested in making a lot of money without any risk. All Milo had

  to do was find a farmhouse for rent in Stowe, Vermont. It had to have a large barn, at least ninety feet long. Until the first of the year Milo was to spend at least long weekends there. He was to

  get to know the locals, explain that he was a poet and, like J. D. Salinger and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, needed a retreat in New England where he could write in solitude.




  It had been clear to Milo that Jo-Jo was reading both names and that he had no idea who either Salinger or Solzhenitsyn was, but the offer had come at a perfect time. His part-time jobs were

  drying up. The lease on his attic apartment was expiring, and his landlady had flatly refused to renew it. She simply couldn’t understand why it was imperative for him to write late at night

  even though he explained that was when his thoughts transcended the everyday world and that rap music played loud gave wings to his poetry.




  He quickly found the farmhouse in Stowe and had been living in it full-time. Even though the regular deposits to his checking account had been a lifesaver, they were not enough to support

  another apartment in New York. The prices were astronomical there, and Milo rued the day he had told his landlady that he needed to keep the music blasting at night so it would drown out her

  snoring. In short, Milo was not happy. He was sick of the country life and longed for the bustle and activity of Greenwich Village. He liked people, and even though he regularly invited some of the

  Stowe locals to his poetry readings, after the first couple of evenings no one came back. Jo-Jo had promised that by the end of the year he would receive a $50,000 bonus. But Milo was beginning to

  suspect that the farmhouse and his presence in it had something to do with Packy Noonan getting out of prison.




  “I don’t want to get in trouble,” he warned Jo-Jo during one of his phone calls.




  “Trouble? What are you talking about?” Jo-Jo had asked sadly. “Would I get my good friend in trouble? What’d you do? Rent a farmhouse? That’s a crime?”




  A pounding on the farmhouse door interrupted Milo’s reverie. He rushed to open it and then stood frozen at the sight of his visitors—two short, portly men in ski outfits standing in

  front of a flatbed with a couple of straggly-looking evergreen trees on it. At first he didn’t recognize them, but then he bellowed, “Jo-Jo! Benny!” Even as he threw his arms

  around them he was aware of how much they had changed.




  Jo-Jo had always been hefty, but he had put on at least twenty pounds and looked like an overweight tomcat, with tanned skin and balding head. Benny was the same height, about five-six, but

  he’d always been so thin you could slip him under the door. He’d gained weight, too, and although he was only half the size of Jo-Jo, he was starting to look more like him.




  Jo-Jo did not waste time. “You got a padlock on the barn door, Milo. That was smart. Open it up.”




  “Right away, right away.” Milo loped into the kitchen where the key to the padlock was hanging on a nail. Jo-Jo had been so specific on the phone about the size of the barn that he

  had always suspected it was the main reason he had been hired. He hoped they wouldn’t mind that the barn had a lot of stalls in it. The owner of the farm had gone broke trying to raise a

  racehorse that would pay off. Instead, according to local gossip, when he went to claiming races, he invariably managed to select hopeless plugs, all of which ate to the bursting point and sat down

  at the starting gate.




  “Hurry up, Milo,” Benny was yelling even though Milo hadn’t taken more than half a minute to get the key. “We don’t want no local yokel to come to one of your

  poetry recitals and see the flatbed.”




  Why not? Milo wondered, but without taking the time to either grab a coat or answer his own question, he raced outside and down the field to undo the padlock and pull open the wide doors of the

  barn.




  The early evening was very cold, and he shivered. In the fading light Milo could see that there was another vehicle behind the flatbed, a van with a ski rack on the roof. They must have taken up

  skiing, he thought. Funny, he would never have considered them athletes.




  Benny helped him pull back the doors. Milo switched on the light and was able to see the dismay on Jo-Jo’s face.




  “What’s with all the stalls?” Jo-Jo demanded.




  “They used to raise horses here.” Milo did not know why he was suddenly nervous. I’ve done everything they want, he reasoned, so what’s with the angst? “It’s

  the right size barn,” he defended himself, his voice never wavering from its singsong gentleness, “and there aren’t many that big.”




  “Yeah, right. Get out of the way.” With an imperious sweep of his arm, Jo-Jo signaled to Benny to drive the flatbed into the barn.




  Benny inched the vehicle through the doors, and then a splintering crash confirmed the fact that he had sideswiped the first stall. The sound continued intermittently until the flatbed was fully

  inside the barn. The space was so tight that Benny could exit only by moving from the driver’s seat to the passenger seat, opening the door just enough to squeeze out, and then flattening

  himself against the walls and gates of the stalls as he inched past them.




  His first words when he reached Milo and Jo-Jo at the door were “I need a beer. Maybe two or three beers. You got anything to eat, Milo?”




  For lack of something to do when he wasn’t writing a poem, Milo had taught himself to cook in his six months of babysitting the farm. Now he was glad that fresh spaghetti sauce was in the

  refrigerator. He remembered that the Como twins loved pasta.




  Fifteen minutes later they were sipping beer around the kitchen table while Milo heated his sauce and boiled water for the pasta. To Milo’s dread, listening to the brothers talk as he

  bustled around the kitchen, he heard the name “Packy” whispered and realized that the farmhouse indeed had something to do with Packy Noonan’s release.




  But what? And where did he fit in? He waited until he put the steaming dishes of pasta in front of the twins before he said point-blank:

  “If this has something to do with Packy Noonan, I’m out of here now.”




  Jo-Jo smiled. “Be reasonable, Milo. You rented a place for us when you knew we were on the lam. You’ve been getting money deposited in your bank account for six months. All you have

  to do is sit here and write poetry, and in a couple of days you get fifty thousand bucks in cash and you’re home free.”




  “In a couple of days?” Milo asked, incredulous, his mind conjuring up the happiness that $50,000 could buy: A decent place to rent in the Village. No worry about part-time jobs for

  at least a couple of years. No one could make a buck last as long as he could.




  Jo-Jo was studying him. Now he nodded with satisfaction. “Like I said, all you need to do is sit here and write poetry. Write a nice poem about a tree.”




  “What tree?”




  “We’re just as much in the dark as you are, but we’ll all find out real soon.”
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  I can’t believe I’m sitting here having dinner with not only Alvirah and Willy but Nora Regan Reilly, the famous writer, and her

  family, Opal thought. This morning after watching that miserable Packy Noonan on television, I felt like turning my face to the wall and never getting out of bed again. Shows how much everything

  can change.




  And they were all so nice to her. Over dinner they had told her about Luke being kidnapped and held hostage on a leaky houseboat in the Hudson River with his driver, who was a single mother with

  two little boys, and how they would have drowned if Alvirah and Regan hadn’t rescued them.




  “Alvirah and I make a good team,” Regan Reilly said. “I wish we could put our heads together and find your money for you, Opal. You do think that Packy Noonan has it hidden

  somewhere, don’t you?”




  “Sure he does,” Jack Reilly said emphatically. “That case was in the federal court, so we didn’t handle it, but my guess is that guy has a stash somewhere. When you add

  up what the feds knew Packy spent, there’s still between seventy and eighty million dollars missing. He probably has it in a numbered account in Switzerland or in a bank in the Cayman

  Islands.”




  Jack was sipping coffee. His left arm was around the back of Regan’s chair. The way he kept looking at her made Opal wish that somewhere along the way she had met a special guy. He’s

  so handsome, she thought, and Regan is so pretty. Jack had sandy hair that tended to curl, his hazel eyes were more green than brown, and his even features were enhanced by a strong jaw. When he

  and Regan walked into the dining room together, they were holding hands. Regan was tall, but Jack was considerably taller and had broad shoulders to match.




  Even though it was only the second week in November, an early heavy snowfall had meant there was real powder on the slopes and on the ground. Tomorrow the Reillys were going to downhill ski. It

  was funny that Jack’s name was Reilly too, Opal thought. She and Alvirah and Willy were going to take a walk in the woods and find Alvirah’s tree. Then in the afternoon they were going

  to take lessons in cross-country skiing. Alvirah told her that she and Willy had done cross-country skiing a couple of times, and it wasn’t that hard to keep your balance—and it was

  fun.




  Opal wasn’t sure how much fun it would be, but she was willing to give it a try. Years ago in school, she had always been a good athlete, and she almost always walked the mile back and

  forth to work to keep trim.




  “You have that blank look in your eyes that says you’re doing some deep thinking ,” Luke observed to Nora.




  Nora was sipping a cappuccino. “I’m remembering how much I enjoyed the story of the Von Trapp family. I read Maria’s book long before I saw the film. It’s so interesting

  to be here now and realize that a tree she watched being planted has been chosen for Rockefeller Center this year. With all the worries in the world, it’s comforting to know that New York

  schoolchildren will welcome that tree. It makes it so special.”




  “Well, the tree is only down the road enjoying its last weekend in Vermont,” Luke said drily. “Monday morning before we leave, we can all go over, watch it being cut down, and

  kiss it good-bye.”




  “On the car radio I heard that they’ll take it off the barge in Manhattan on Wednesday morning,” Alvirah volunteered. “I think it would be exciting to be there when the

  tree arrives at Rockefeller Center. I know I’d like to see the choirs of schoolchildren and hear them sing.”




  But even as the words were coming from her mouth, Alvirah began to have a funny feeling that something would go wrong. She looked around the cozy dining room. People were lingering over dinner,

  smiling and chatting. Why did a cold certainty fill her that trouble was brewing and Opal would be caught up in it? I shouldn’t have asked her to come, Alvirah worried. For some reason

  she’s in danger here.
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  Packy’s first night in the halfway house known as The Castle was not much better, in his opinion, than a step up from the federal

  penitentiary. He was signed in, given a bed, and once again had the rules explained to him. He immediately reconfirmed his ability to leave The Castle on Sunday morning by piously explaining that

  as a good Catholic he never missed Mass. He threw in for good measure the fact that it was the anniversary of his mother’s death. Packy had long since forgotten exactly when his mother died,

  but the easy tear that rushed to his eye on cue and the roguish smile that accompanied his confession—“God bless her. She never gave up on me”—made the counselor on duty

  hasten to reassure him that on Sunday he could certainly attend Mass on his own.




  The next day and a half passed in a blur. He dutifully sat in on the lectures warning him that he could be sent back to prison to complete his sentence if he did not follow strictly the terms of

  his parole. He sat at meals visualizing the feasts that he would soon be eating at fine restaurants in Brazil, sporting his new face. On Friday and Saturday night he closed his eyes in the room he

  was sharing with two other recently released convicts and drifted into sleep, dreaming of Egyptian cotton sheets, silk pajamas, and finally getting his hands on his flask of diamonds.




  Sunday morning dawned crisp and clear. The first snowfall had occurred two weeks ago, much earlier than usual, and the forecast was that another one was on the way. It looked as if an

  old-fashioned winter was looming, and that was fine with Packy. He wasn’t planning to share it with his fellow Americans.




  Over the years of his incarceration he had managed to keep in contact with the Como twins by paying a number of carefully chosen visitors to other convicts to mail letters from him and then

  bring the Comos’ letters to him. Only last week Jo-Jo had confirmed the arrangement to meet behind Saint Patrick’s Cathedral by writing to urge him to attend the 10:15 Mass at the

  cathedral and then take a walk on Madison Avenue.




  So Benny and Jo-Jo would be there. Why wouldn’t they? Packy asked himself. At eight o’clock he closed the door of The Castle and stepped out onto the street. He had decided to walk

  the one hundred blocks, not because he wanted the exercise, but because he knew he would be followed and wanted his pursuer to have a good workout.




  He could hear the instructions received by the guy who had been assigned to tail him: “Don’t take your eyes off him. Sooner or later he’ll lead us to the money he’s

  hidden away.”




  No, I won’t, Packy thought as he walked rapidly down Broadway. Several times, when stopped by a red light, he looked around casually as though enchanted by the world he had been missing

  for so long. The second time he was able to pick out his pursuer, a beefy guy dressed like a jogger.




  Some jogger, Packy thought. He’ll be lucky if he hasn’t lost me before Saint Pat’s.




  On Sunday mornings the 10:15 Mass always drew the biggest crowds. That was when the full choir sang, and on many Sundays the Cardinal was the celebrant. Packy knew just where he was going to

  sit—on the right side, near the front. He would wait until Holy Communion was being given out and get on line with everyone else. Then, just before he received, he would cut across to the

  left of the altar to the corridor that led to the Madison Avenue townhouse that served as an office for the archdiocese. He remembered that when he was in high school, the kids in his class had

  assembled in the office and marched into the cathedral from there.




  Jo-Jo and Benny would be parked in the van at the Madison Avenue entrance of the townhouse, and before the beefy guy had a chance to follow, they would be gone.




  Packy got to the cathedral with time to spare and lit a candle in front of the statue of Saint Anthony. I know if I pray to you when I’ve lost something, you’ll help me find it, he

  reminded the saint, but the stuff I want is hidden, not lost. So I don’t need to pray for anything that I want to find. What I want from you is a little help in losing Fatso the Jogger.




  His hands were cupped in prayer, which enabled him to conceal a small mirror in his palms. With it he was able to keep track of the jogger who was kneeling in a nearby pew.




  At 10:15 Packy waited until the processional was about to start from the back of the church. Then he scurried up the aisle and squeezed into an end seat six rows from the front. With the mirror

  he was able to ascertain that four rows behind him the jogger was unable to get an end seat and had to move past two old ladies before he found space.




  Love the old ladies, Packy thought. They always want to sit at the end. Afraid they’ll miss something if they move over and make room for someone else.




  But the problem was that there was lots of security in the cathedral. He hadn’t counted on that. Even a two-year-old could see that some of those guys in wine-colored jackets weren’t

  just ushers. Besides that, there were a few cops in uniform stationed inside. They would be all over him if he set foot on the altar.




  Worried for the first time and his confidence shaken, Packy surveyed the scene more carefully. Beads of perspiration dampened his forehead as he realized his options were few. The side door on

  the right was his best shot. The time to move was when the Gospel was read. Everybody would be standing, and he could slip out without the jogger noticing he was gone. Then he would turn left and

  run the half block to Madison Avenue and up Madison to the van. “Be there, Jo-Jo. Be there, Benny,” he whispered to himself. But if they were not and even if he was followed, it

  wasn’t a parole violation to leave church early.




  Packy began to feel better. With the help of the mirror he was able to ascertain that one more person had squeezed into the joggers pew. True to form, the old ladies had stepped into the aisle

  to let him in, and now the jogger was cheek by jowl with a muscular kid who would not be easy to push aside.




  “Let us reflect on our own lives, what we have done and what we have failed to do,” the celebrant, a monsignor, was saying.




  That was the last thing Packy wanted to reflect on. The epistle was read. Packy didn’t hear it. He was concentrating on making his escape.




  “Alleluia,” the choir sang.




  The congregation got to its feet. Before the last man was standing, Packy was at the side door of the cathedral that opened onto Fiftieth Street. Before the second alleluia was chanted, he was

  on Madison Avenue. Before the third prolonged al-le-lu-ia, he had spotted the van, opened the door, leaped into it, and it was gone.




  Inside the cathedral the husky teenager had become openly belligerent. “Listen, mister,” he told the jogger. “I might have knocked over these ladies if I let you shoot past me.

  Cool it, man.”
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  On Sunday afternoon Alvirah said admiringly, “You’re a natural on skis, Opal .”




  Opal’s gentle face brightened at the praise. “I really used to be a good athlete in school,” she said. “Softball was my specialty. I guess I’m just naturally

  coordinated or something. When I put on those cross-country skis, I felt as if I was dancing on air right away.”




  “Well, you certainly left Alvirah and me at the starting gate,” Willy observed. “You took off as if you’d been born on skis.”




  It was five o’clock. The fire was blazing in their rented villa at the Trapp Family Lodge, and they were enjoying a glass of wine. Their plans to find Alvirah’s tree had been

  postponed. Instead, on Saturday, when they learned that the afternoon cross-country lessons were all booked up, they quickly signed up for the morning instructor. Then, following lunch on Saturday,

  a vacancy had opened in the afternoon group, and Opal had gone off with them.




  On Sunday, after Mass at Blessed Sacrament Church and an hour of skiing, Alvirah and Willy had had enough and were happy to go back to their cabin for a cup of tea and a nap. The shadows were

  lengthening when Opal returned. Alvirah had just started to worry about her when she glided up to the cabin, her cheeks rosy, her light brown eyes sparkling.




  “Oh, Alvirah,” she sighed as she stepped out of the skis, “I haven’t enjoyed myself this much since—” She stopped, and the smile that had been playing around

  her lips vanished.




  Alvirah knew perfectly well what Opal had been about to say: “I haven’t had this much fun since the day I won the lottery.”




  But Opal’s smile had been quick to come back. “I’ve had a wonderful day,” she finished. “I can’t thank you enough for inviting me to be with you.”




  The Reillys—Nora, Luke, Regan, and Regan’s fiancé, Jack “no relation” Reilly—had spent another long day of downhill skiing. They had arranged with Alvirah to

  meet at seven for dinner in the main dining room of the lodge. There Regan entertained them with the story of one of her favorite cases: a ninety-three-year-old woman who became engaged to her

  financial planner and was to marry him three days later. She secretly planned to give $2 million each to her four stepnieces and -nephews if they all showed up at the

  wedding.




  “Actually, it was her fifth wedding,” Regan explained. “The family got wind of her plan and was dropping everything to be there. Who wouldn’t? But one of the nieces is an

  actress who had taken off on a ‘Go with the Flow’ weekend. She shut off her cell phone, and nobody knew where she was. It was my job to find her and get her to the wedding so the family

  could collect their money.”




  “Brings tears to your eyes, doesn’t it?” Luke commented.




  “For two million dollars I would have been a bridesmaid,” Jack said, laughing.




  “My mother used to listen to a radio program called ‘Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons,’ Opal recalled. “Sounds like you’re the new Mr. Keen, Regan.”




  “I’ve located a few missing people in my time,” Regan acknowledged.




  “And some of them would have been better off if she hadn’t tracked them down,” Jack said with a smile. “They ended up in the clink.”




  Once again it was a very pleasant dinner, Opal thought. Nice people, good conversation, beautiful surroundings—and now her newfound sport. She felt a million miles away from the Village

  Eatery where she had been working for the last twenty years, except for the few months when she had the lottery money in the bank. Not that the Village Eatery was such a bad place to work, she

  assured herself, and it’s kind of an upscale diner because it has a liquor license and a separate bar. But the trays were heavy and the clientele was mostly college students, who claimed to

  be on tight budgets. That, Opal had come to believe, was nothing but an excuse for leaving cheap tips.




  Seeing the way Alvirah and Willy lived since they won the lottery, and the way Herman Hicks had been able to use some of his lottery winnings to buy that beautiful apartment, made Opal realize

  all the more keenly how foolish she had been to trust that smooth-talking liar, Packy Noonan, and lose her chance for a little ease and luxury. What made it even harder was that Nora was so excited

  when she talked about the wedding she was planning for Regan and Jack. Opal’s niece, her favorite relative, was saving for her wedding.




  “I’ve got to keep it small, Aunt Opal,” Kristy had told her. “Teachers don’t make much money. Mom and Dad can’t afford to help, and you wouldn’t believe

  how much even a small wedding costs.”




  Kristy, the child of Opal’s younger brother, lived in Boston. She had gone through college on a scholarship with the understanding that she would teach in an inner city school for three

  years after she graduated, and that’s what she was doing now. Tim Cavanaugh, the young man she was marrying, was going to school at night for his master’s degree in accounting. They

  were such fine young people and had so many friends. I’d love to plan a beautiful wedding for them, Opal thought, and help them furnish their first home. If only . . .




  Woulda, shoulda, coulda, hada, oughta, she chided herself. Get

  over it. Think about something else.




  The “something else” that jumped to mind was the fact that the group of six people she skied with on Saturday afternoon had passed an isolated farmhouse about two miles away. A man

  had been standing in the driveway loading skis on top of a van. She had had only a glimpse of him, but for some crazy reason he seemed familiar, as if she had run into him recently. He was short

  and stocky, but so were half the people who came into the diner, she reminded herself. He’s a type, nothing more than a type; that’s the long and short of it. That’s why I thought

  I should know who he is. Still, it haunted her.




  “Is that okay with you, Opal?” Willy asked.




  Startled, Opal realized that this was the second time Willy had asked that question. What had he been talking about? Oh, yes. He had suggested that they have an early breakfast tomorrow, then

  head over to watch the Rockefeller Center tree being cut down. After that they could find Alvirah’s tree, come back to the lodge, have lunch, and pack for the trip home.




  “Fine with me,” Opal answered hurriedly. “I want to buy a camera and take some pictures.”




  “Opal, I have a camera. I intend to take a picture of Alvirah’s tree and send it to our broker.” Nora laughed. “The only thing we ever got from him for Christmas was a

  fruitcake.”




  “A jar of maple syrup and a tree to tap hundreds of miles from where you live isn’t what I call splurging,” Alvirah exclaimed. “The people whose houses I cleaned used to

  get big bottles of champagne from their brokers.”




  “Those days went the way of pull-chain toilets,” Willy said with a wave of his hand. “Today you’re lucky if someone sends a gift in your name to his favorite charity

  which (a) you never heard of, and (b) you haven’t a clue how much he sent.”




  “Luckily in my profession people never want to hear from us, especially during the holidays,” Luke drawled.




  Regan laughed. “This is getting ridiculous. I can’t wait to watch the Rockefeller Center tree being cut down. Just think of all the people who are going to see that tree over the

  Christmas season. After that it would be fun to see how swift we are following the map to Alvirah’s tree.”




  Regan couldn’t possibly know that their lighthearted outing would turn deadly serious tomorrow when Opal skied off alone to check out the short, stocky man she had glimpsed at the

  farmhouse—the farmhouse where Packy Noonan had just arrived.
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  I feel like Fm at the Waltons, Milo thought as he raised the lid of the big pot and sniffed the beef stew that was simmering on the stove. It was

  early Sunday evening, and the farmhouse actually felt cozy with the aroma of his cooking. Through the window he could see that it had started to snow. Despite the heartwarming scene he

  couldn’t wait for this job to be finished so he could get back to Greenwich Village. He needed the stimulation of attending readings and being around other poets. They listened respectfully

  to his poems and clapped and sometimes told him how moved they were. Even if they didn’t mean it, they were good fakers. They give me the encouragement I need, he thought.




  The Como twins had told Milo that they expected to be back at the farmhouse anytime after six on Sunday evening and to be sure to have dinner ready. They had left on Saturday afternoon, and if

  they’d seemed nervous when they arrived with the flatbed, it didn’t compare to how they acted when they took off in the van. He had innocently asked them where they were going, and

  Jo-Jo had snapped back, “None of your business.”




  I told him to take a chill pill, Milo remembered, and he almost blew a gasket. Then Jo-Jo screamed at Benny to take the skis off the roof of the van and load them back again properly. He said

  one ski looked loose, and it would be just like Benny to load a ski that would fall off on the highway and hit a patrol car. “All we need are state troopers on our case, pawing our phony

  licenses.”




  Then fifteen minutes later he had yelled at Benny to come back inside because a bunch of cross-country skiers were passing across the field. “One of them skidding around out there could be

  an eagle-eyed cop,” he snapped. “Your picture was on TV when they did the story on Packy, wasn’t it? Maybe you want to take his bunk in the pen?”




  They’re scared out of their minds—that had been Milo’s assessment. On the other hand, so was he. It was clear to him that wherever the twins were going involved risk. He

  worried that if they were arrested and talked about him, he could at the very least be accused of harboring fugitives. He shouldn’t be doing business with people on the lam, and he was

  already sure that their little excursion had to do with Packy Noonan getting out of the can. Would anyone believe that thirteen years ago he didn’t know that the twins had disappeared at the

  exact time Packy was arrested and that he had had nothing to do with them since? Until now, of course, he corrected himself.




  No, he decided. No one would believe it.




  The twins had eluded capture for years, and from the well fed look of the two of them and their new bright choppers that didn’t even look fake, they had been living well. So they certainly

  had at least some of the money that the investors had lost in the scam. Why did they risk coming back? he wondered.




  Packy had paid his debt to society, Milo thought, but he’s still on parole. But from the way the twins were talking when they didn’t think I could overhear them, it’s obvious

  they’re all planning to skip the U. S. of A. in the next few days. To where? With what?




  Milo forked a chunk of beef from the stew and popped it in his mouth. Jo-Jo and Benny had stayed with him for less than twenty-four hours, but in that short time all the years they hadn’t

  laid eyes on each other melted away. Before Jo-Jo got crabby, they had had a few laughs about the old days. And after Benny had downed a couple of beers, he had even invited him to come visit them

  in Bra—




  At that memory Milo smiled. Benny had started to say “Bra—” and Jo-Jo had shut him up. So instead of saying “Brazil,” which he clearly meant to say, Benny had said,

  “Bra-bra, I mean, Bora-Bora.”




  Benny had never been all that swift on the uptake, Milo remembered.




  He began to set the table. If by chance the twins showed up with Packy Noonan, would Packy enjoy the stew, or had he gotten his fill of stew in prison? Even if he did, it wouldn’t be

  anything like the way I make it, Milo assured himself. And, besides, if anyone doesn’t like stew, I have plenty of spaghetti sauce. From all the stories he had

  heard, Packy could get pretty mean when things didn’t go exactly his way. I wouldn’t mind making his acquaintance, though, he admitted to himself. There is no denying that he has what

  they call charisma. That is one of the reasons his trial got so much coverage—people can’t resist criminals with charisma.




  A green salad with slivers of Parmesan cheese, homemade biscuits, and ice cream would complete the meal that would satisfy the queen of England if she happened to show up on her skis, Milo

  congratulated himself. These mismatched chipped dishes aren’t fit for royalty, he thought, but they didn’t matter. God knows it shouldn’t matter to the twins. No matter how much

  money they got their hands on, they’d still be the same goons they always were. As Mama used to say, “Milo, honey, you can’t buy class.” And, boy, was she right about

  that!




  There was nothing more he could do until they returned. He walked to the front door and opened it. He glanced at the barn and once again asked himself the question: What’s with the

  flatbed? If they are headed back to Bra Bra Brazil, they sure can’t be traveling there by way of a flatbed. There had been a couple of scrawny-looking spruces on the flatbed when they

  arrived, but yesterday Benny threw them into one of the stalls.




  Maybe I should write a poem about a tree, Milo mused as he closed the door and walked over to the battered old desk in the parlor that the renting agent had the nerve to call an antique. He sat

  down and closed his eyes.




  A scrawny tree that nobody wants, he thought sadly. It gets thrown into a horse stall, and there’s a broken-down nag that is headed for the glue factory. They are both scared. The tree

  knows its next stop is the fireplace.




  At first the tree and the nag don’t get along, but because misery loves company and they can’t avoid each other, they become best friends. The tree tells the nag how he never grew

  tall, and everyone called him Stumpy. That’s why he has been plopped here in the stall. The nag tells how in the one race he could have won he sat down on the track after the first turn

  because he was tired. Stumpy and the nag comfort each other and plan their escape. The nag grabs Stumpy by a branch, flings him over his back, breaks out of the stall, and races to the forest where

  they live happily ever after.




  With tears in his eyes, Milo shook his head. “Sometimes beautiful poetry comes to me full-blown,” he said aloud. He sniffled as he pulled out a sheet of paper and began to write.
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  From the first moment he spotted the van on Madison Avenue, Packy Noonan realized that in thirteen years the combined brain power of the Como twins

  had not increased one iota. As he leaped into the backseat and slammed the door behind him, he fumed. “What’s with the skis? Why not put up a sign reading Packy’s Getaway

  Car?”




  “Huh?” Benny grunted in bewilderment.




  Jo-Jo was behind the wheel and stepped on the gas. He was a fraction too late to make the traffic light and decided not to risk it, especially with a cop standing at the corner. Even though the

  cop wasn’t actually facing them, running a light was not a good idea.




  “I said you should bring skis so that we could put them on after you picked me up,” Packy snapped. “That way if someone noticed me hightailing it down the block, they’d

  say I got in a van. Then we pull over somewhere and put the skis on top. They’re looking for any old van, not a van with skis. You’re so dopey. You might as well plaster “Honk if

  You Love Jesus” stickers all over the van, for God’s sake.”




  Jo-Jo spun his head. “We risked our necks to get you, Packy. We didn’t have to, you know.”




  “Get moving!” Packy shrieked. “The light’s green. You want a special invitation to step on the gas?”




  The traffic was heavier than usual for a Sunday morning. The van moved slowly up the long block to Fifty-second Street, and then Jo-Jo turned east. Precisely the moment they were out of view,

  the man Packy had dubbed Fatso came running up Madison Avenue. “Help!-Help! Did anybody see some guy running?” he began to yell.




  The cop, who had not noticed Packy either running or getting in the van, hurried over to the jogger, clearly believing he had a nut case on his hands. New Yorkers and tourists, united for the

  moment in a bit of excitement, stopped to see what was going on.




  The jogger raised his voice and shouted, “Anybody see where a guy went who was running around here a minute ago?”




  “Keep it down, buddy,” the cop ordered. “I could arrest you for disturbing the peace.”




  A four-year-old who had been standing across the street next to his mother while she answered a call on her cell phone tugged at her skirt. “A man who was running got into a van with skis

  on it,” he said matter of factly.




  “Mind your business, Jason,” she said crisply. “You don’t need to be a witness to a crime. Whoever they’re looking for is probably a pickpocket. Let them find him.

  That’s what they’re paid to do.” She resumed her conversation as she took his hand and started walking down the street. “Jeannie, you’re my sister, and I have your

  best interests at heart. Drop that creep”




  Less than two blocks away the van was moving slowly through the traffic. In the backseat Packy willed the vehicle forward: Park, Lexington, Third, Second, First.




  At First Avenue, Jo-Jo put on the turn signal. Ten more blocks to the FDR Drive, Packy fretted. He began to bite his nails, a long-forgotten habit he had overcome when he was nine. I’m not

  doing anything wrong until I don’t show up at The Castle tonight, he reasoned. But if I’m caught with the twins, it’s all over. Associating with known felons means instant parole

  revocation. I should have had them leave the van parked somewhere for me. But even if I was alone and got stopped, how would I explain the van? That I won it in a raffle?




  He moaned.




  Benny turned his head. “I got a good feeling, Packy,” he said soothingly. “We’re gonna make it.”




  But Packy observed that sweat was rolling down Benny’s face. And Jo-Jo was driving so slowly that they might as well be walking. I know he doesn’t want to get caught in an

  intersection, but this is nuts! Overhead, a thumping sound indicated that one of the skis was coming loose. “Pull over” Packy screamed. Two minutes later, between First and Second

  Avenues, he yanked the skis off the roof of the van and tossed them in through the back door. Then he waved Jo-Jo over to the passenger seat. “Is this the way they taught you to drive in

  Brazil? You, Benny, get in the back.”




  For the next twenty minutes they sat in dead silence as they traveled north. Benny, easily intimidated, cowered in the backseat. He had forgotten that Packy goes nuts when he’s worried. So

  what’s going on? he wondered. In those letters he told us to find somebody we could trust to rent a farmhouse with a big barn in Stowe. We did that. And then he sends word to get a

  two-handled saw, a hatchet, and rope, and then the flatbed. We did that. He told us to pick him up today. We did that. So what’s it all about? Packy swore that he had left the rest of the

  loot in New Jersey, so why are we going to Vermont? I never heard of going to New Jersey by way of Vermont.




  Sitting in the front seat, Jo-Jo was thinking in the same vein. Benny and I had ten million bucks with us when we took off for Brazil. We lived nice there, very, very nice, but not over the top.

  Packy tells us that he has another seventy or eighty million he can get his hands on once he’s out of jail. But he never said how much Benny and me get in the split. If it goes sour, Benny

  and me could end up with Packy in the slammer. We should’ve stayed in Brazil and let him slave away for a few weeks at that dumpy diner where they got him a job. Then when we came to rescue

  him, maybe he’d appreciate us a little more. In fact, he’d be kissing our feet.
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