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  Chapter 1


  This morning, I was a woman. Last night, I was a man. No, I wasn’t a patient recovering from some back-alley gender reassignment fiasco. Just a resourceful wannabe novelist trying to survive until I topped the bestseller list.


  In the meantime, I worked as an independent loss prevention investigator for my recently formed company, H & S Investigations. I accepted any assignment that would pay the rent and provide a couple of crucial creature comforts, like a cell phone and Internet access.


  As a woman, I let floral print spring dresses hanging on a chrome rack flit through my aimlessly sweeping hand. I wasn’t shopping in F & B Department Store for anything in particular. Actually, my wardrobe needed a silk French cuff shirt to complement my recently repaired black Brooks Brothers tuxedo. Why I needed a new formal shirt and to repair my tuxedo is another story. Actually, I was trolling the sales floor for shoplifters, and I had a particularly suspicious lady under surveillance.


  I wondered if the bright overhead florescent lights enabled my quarry to see my watchful eyes through the wire framed sunglasses perched on my nose. She didn’t seem to notice me, but I doubt that she would have let on if she did. I’d seen her type in action before. Bold and fearless. A seasoned pro with one rookie error.


  Like me, she sported sunglasses. However, hers had large squarish thick black frames with dark-tinted lenses that hid most of her facial features. I couldn’t even see her make-up because of her sunglasses. What kind of woman shops for clothes wearing sunglasses?


  She had obviously spent a small fortune to have her hair styled and streaked with blond highlights to match the current Hollywood trend. Gold hoop earrings dangled from her ears; the big style that nearly scraped her shoulder when she turned her head as if checking for prying eyes.


  She wore a simple, pale yellow blouse that didn’t do her skin tone justice and a loose fitting pair of dark blue slacks that swished across the short-cropped tan carpet as she strutted among the merchandise. A bulky cream-colored sweater rested on her shoulders, its arms wrapped around to form a loose bow across her chest as if giving her a self-deserving hug.


  My suspect meandered towards the assistants’ stand by the dressing rooms, her left arm now loaded with garments. She dumped the large mass onto the waist-high counter, then deftly extracted several pairs of expensive silk slacks from the middle of the pile like a magician yanking a tablecloth from a table laden with expensive crystal. She held the wire and clear plastic hangers below her hip and flung the legs of the slacks onto the counter.


  The young female sales clerk yawned, revealing a silvery glimpse of her tongue piercing. My tongue involuntarily sucked into the back of my mouth as I wondered why adolescent women would go through what obviously had to be a painful experience.


  The employee counted three pairs of legs, briefly touching each one like a toddler learning to count with her fingers. She handed a turquoise plastic card about three times the size of a credit card, with a capital “C” printed on it, to the customer, a term I use loosely.


  I knew that the “C” meant the suspect was entering the dressing area with three articles of clothing. While it seemed apparent to me, the clerk had just unwillingly become an involuntary accomplice to the shoplifter’s criminal antics. At least the sales clerk had not simply waved to the shopper into the dressing area without counting the items.


  The lady glanced towards me as if scanning the area for security. I lifted a violet pastel print dress off the rack and raised it to block her view of me, feigning a check on the hem length. When I lowered the dress, I spotted a wisp of her dark blue slacks trailing into the cubicles.


  A shoulder-high shelf near the entrance to the dressing rooms provided limited cover as I fawned through a neatly folded stack of plush cashmere sweaters marked at half off. Half off? Their soft, inviting texture had me checking the price tags, but visions of my shredded French cuff shirt hanging in my closet reappeared. No cashmere today.


  A glance into the dressing area revealed that only one of the dressing rooms was occupied. Piles of wrinkled clothes on the carpeted floor blocked the two remaining dressing stalls. I made a mental note to remind Franklin Benton, the store’s owner and the F & B in its name, his employees needed to keep the dressing rooms neat and free of discarded clothing if he wanted to minimize the risk of theft. That would be my nickel’s worth of free advice to him, even if it jeopardized putting me out of work. After all, he had contracted for advice on his operations after his lazy security staff failed to prevent mounting shoplifting losses.


  I moved to the shoes displayed on four wooden tables about twenty feet from the entrance to the dressing area. I picked up a black pump and shook my head. Not my style.


  The lone sales clerk with his tie nearly dragging on the floor nodded towards me, as if to acknowledge my presence. He wore a frown that was consistent with his frazzled hair, not good since the store had been open for less than an hour. He squatted in front of a heavyset lady while she pondered several pairs of sandals. F & B Department Store didn’t appear to be a friendly place from a customer standpoint. Another mental note of an issue to share with Benton.


  Another glance towards the dressing rooms. No quarry yet, but it had only been about two minutes. I wandered back to the cashmere sweaters as if they were calling me. As I touched the virgin white sweater on top, I heard a creaking door from the dressing room.


  My suspect emerged and handed three pairs of slacks to the bored sales clerk. “Nothing today,” she announced with a trill as she dropped the turquoise card on the counter and walked away. Her dark sunglasses continued to conceal most of her face, not ordinary for someone trying on expensive garments.


  I grabbed the top sweater and held it up to the tongue-pierced clerk, who handed me a cranberry red card with a capital “A” to signify one item. I marched into the dressing area and stepped into the same room vacated by the departing customer. No clothes on the floor or hanging on the wooden hooks near the top of the wall. A lone clear plastic hanger, with a shiny metal question mark-shaped wire at the top, leaned against the wall tucked in the corner of the cramped cubicle under the wooden bench. It hadn’t been there when I had checked the dressing rooms on two occasions since the store had opened, and she had been the only customer.


  I quickly scanned the two piles of clothes blocking the other doors, noting no change in either heap, as I retreated to the sales counter. I set the luxurious cashmere sweater and cranberry card onto the sales counter in one swift motion and left. The clerk didn’t even acknowledge my brisk departure.


  I hastily surveyed the sales floor and spotted my quarry. She was wandering through the shoe department, not paying any particular attention to the displays of tempting merchandise. She paused and panned around the sales floor over the top of her dark frames with her head lowered, as if she sensed that she was being shadowed.


  Heading the opposite direction, I soon found cover in high racks of winter coats, also marked ‘Clearance,’ at incredible prices. A full-length dark brown leather coat with a brushed fleece zip-out lining caught my eye. Marked down from $295.00 to $125.00!


  I couldn’t resist caressing the supple outer shell and cozy interior. Damn, I wish I didn’t need that French cuff shirt. I made a note to wander over to the men’s department before the day was over to see if men’s shirts were likewise reduced to fire-sale prices. I pulled one of the coats off of the rack as part of my cover, deeply inhaling that titillating leather aroma which neither man nor woman could resist.


  I shook off the distraction and stalked the shopper as she meandered towards the exit, touching various types of merchandise. She picked up a small photo frame from a circular-shaped table emblazoned with a ‘Final Reduction’ sign without even looking at the price. Shoulders back, she strutted to the cashier’s counter only a few feet from the right of the exit, apparently ready to make her purchase and leave.


  I folded the luxurious leather coat in front of me to serve as a buffer as I approached a second sales counter on the left side of the exit doors. I laid the coat across the counter and retrieved my cell phone from my purse, keeping my head down. The middle-aged sales clerk smiled as she reached for the price tag to ring up my purchase. I shrugged politely as if to say I wasn’t sure yet, and withdrew from the counter and turned to shield the phone clutched in my hand.


  I dialed Benton’s direct line. “She’s leaving,” I whispered to him. “She has at least one pair of slacks.”


  “Are you sure?” he asked. “The last thing I need is another lawsuit claiming unlawful arrest and slander.” I imagined his Napoleon-like figure fidgeting indecisively.


  “Pretty sure,” I ventured. “Have the cameras been running by the entrance to the dressing rooms?” Benton had paid me to install four hidden video cameras near the dressing rooms based on my recommendations. I had represented to him that the cameras would pay for themselves many times over.


  “As far as I know.”


  “Then have your guard detain her and I’ll meet you in your security office to review the tape.”


  “You’re real sure?”


  “Pretty sure,” I repeated. I recalled my dad’s play on a saying every April: ‘Nothing is sure except taxes and death, and not necessarily in that order.’


  Benton paused, I guessed to weigh the unproven value of my observations against the uncontrollable cost of a lawsuit in the hands of an unpredictable jury. “Okay, I’ll alert security” he relented.


  I exhaled a silent sigh of relief, hoping my ‘pretty sure’ would prove accurate. I needed Benton’s project since it was my primary source of income to support my G.A.N., the Great American Novel, the vision of which gestated in vague form in my inner soul, yet to be birthed to the written form.


  I called my office—well, actually my apartment - to check for messages as I headed to the security office. Just one, but the desperate voice froze me in my tracks.


  “This is Miriam Smithers! Help me!” the message pleaded. “My husband’s been murdered! Bob Smithers! I know it!” I could practically hear her tears streaming in time with her frantic syllables. “The police say it was a heart attack! They’re wrong,” she announced firmly. “Have one of your investigators call me as soon as you get this message.” She rattled off a telephone number that required me to listen to her passionate plea three times in order to understand it.


  Had she said any unfamiliar name, I wouldn’t have been so eager to write down her telephone number. I don’t investigate murders. At least, I hadn’t this early in my new part-time profession. But I’d met a Bob Smithers, possibly the same one, last night. When I was a man.


  Chapter 2


  I tried to put the newly-widowed Miriam Smithers’ desperate plea out of my mind as I watched the guilty-until-proven-innocent shopper complete her purchase. She counted out the exact change, then made some undoubtedly condescending comment to the clerk who placed coins into the register one at a time. A smart ploy because the clerk will remember her for being forced to count coins, not what she looked like or wore.


  Satisfied that she would conclude the transaction and leave, I retreated into the store while the cashier bagged her photo frame. I cut perpendicular to the main aisle, noticing a security guard ambling towards the exit doors. His protruding belly looked as if his wages funded cheap beer and greasy pork rinds.


  The guard replaced a bulky walkie-talkie on his belt as he pushed through the glass doors towards the parking lot. The customer cautiously watched the guard exit ahead of her, pausing as if to reconsider her escape route. I reached a door marked ‘Authorized Personnel Only’ obscured from the cash registers by a tall metal-grid display of handbags and wallets, and entered without watching her next move.


  To my right was a door to a tiny room marked ‘Closet.’ It actually had been a walk-in closet until I converted it into the Security Operations Center. A cheap gray folding metal chair sat empty in front of a narrow Formica–topped console. A half-eaten Twinkie and a nearly-empty plastic Pepsi bottle sat next to the keyboard. Twinkie and Pepsi at ten twenty-two in the morning? Guess his wages weren’t limited to buying chips and beer.


  I used a crumpled napkin to brush the snack to the side and sat my handbag on the console. I hung my sunglasses over the handbag so I wouldn’t misplace them. The folding chair issued a noisy creak as I sat down. Not the most comfortable of chairs, but I had recommended it to keep the guards from nodding off.


  Four low-resolution LCD monitors displayed multiple shots of the store’s sales and parking areas from the ten security cameras. Benton was too cheap to authorize higher quality monitors. I slid the keyboard in front of me and pecked away at the keys. With a few clicks, all of the cameras’ feeds were displayed so that they rotated between three monitors, leaving me a blank monitor to review the recordings for the cameras aimed at the dressing rooms.


  But first, I wanted to observe the security guard’s efforts to detain the suspected shoplifter. With a couple of taps at the keyboard, I was watching the events in the parking lot unfold in grainy images. The security guard waved his arm towards my unsuspecting quarry from behind her. She froze mid-step, crouching slightly, like a sprinter waiting for the gun to start the race.


  She must have decided against running because she turned to face the approaching guard, still hiding behind her oversized sunglasses. She smiled and motioned with her empty hand towards her chest as if to ask innocently, “Who? Me?”


  She exchanged words with the guard, holding up the small plastic green and white F & B Department Store bag that held her purchase. After exchanging words for several moments, she waved a hand in the air as if dismissing the guard like he was a too-attentive hovering waiter. She turned and strolled towards the row of parked vehicles.


  The guard yelled at her and her shoulders slumped. Neither moved for a few seconds. Then she turned and walked back to the guard. I wish I could hear what the guard said. It must have been good because he herded her towards the entrance without any resistance. I made a mental note to ask the guard what had halted her in her tracks.


  A hollow rap on the metal doorframe interrupted me. I turned to see Benton standing in the doorway, nervously shifting his weight from one foot to the other while beads of sweat formed on his forehead. I hadn’t instructed him to detain a customer before, and he appeared to be suffering a few first-time jitters.


  “Well, have you reviewed the videos?” he asked, eyebrows raised.


  “Just getting ready to, but I watched your guard first. He did fine.”


  “I told him to bring her to the conference room. What do I say to her?”


  “Tell her that you’re concerned that she may have left the store without paying for merchandise. Ask her to list the departments that she visited in the store. Don’t accuse her of anything. I’ll call you as soon as I’m ready.”


  Benton shrugged his shoulders, but lingered as if unsure about leaving me alone.


  “Don’t worry. I installed the system and I won’t screw up anything.” He left me to the monitors and the surveillance video.


  I reviewed several minutes of the recording a few times, and noted the times and camera locations on the back of a discarded envelope. I had to be correct if I was going to justify the costs of the security system and, more importantly, my fees. Satisfied that we had her red-handed, I leaned back in the squeaky metal chair and contemplated whether I should add a couple of hours to my fee to cover the layaway charge for the leather coat.


  Benton undoubtedly was squeezing his cell phone as if he could force it to ring, waiting for my call. I delayed a couple of more minutes before calling him to let him appreciate the value of my services.


  “Ready?” he asked when he answered his phone before the first ring stopped. I could hear my quarry’s high-pitched voice whining in the background. I cringed. Now she would suspect that she was being watched


  “Excuse yourself without referring to me,” I instructed Benton. “Then come see me.”


  Benton appeared in the doorway in less than a minute. “I hope you got something. She’s really pissed! Screaming that I’ll hear from her lawyer!” He hovered over my shoulder as if he could somehow transfer her irritation to me.


  “Watch this.” He moved next to me, too close for comfort, and huddled in front of the monitor. I played the scene of the customer showing the clerk three pairs of slacks in exchange for the turquoise card marked with a “C.” I fast-forwarded to view the shopper handing three pairs of slacks and the card to the clerk when she exited.


  “So? We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” His shoulders slumped in defeat.


  “You didn’t see it?”


  “See what?”


  “Watch the slacks when the clerk counts them. Nice slacks by the way. What are they? A hundred dollars a pair?”


  Benton nodded. I hit a few keys and the video replayed in slow motion. He shook his head as if he didn’t understand. I replayed it. He shook his head again.


  “This time I’ll ask you a question as you watch.” I reset the video to replay the scene in slow motion, pausing halfway. “How many slacks does she count?”


  “Three,” he answered.


  “Correct,” I said as I pushed the start button. “Now how many hangers is Miss Shoplifter holding down by below her hip out of the clerk’s sight?”


  His thin lips silently counted to four. “Four? I’ll be damned.”


  “Right again. Looks like she slid one pair of slacks inside the other but left it on the hanger so it wouldn’t bunch up inside. I checked the dressing room immediately after she left and there was an empty hanger tucked underneath the bench.”


  “Excellent!” obviously relieved.


  “I suggest you call the police to let them know that you’ve apprehended a suspected shoplifter and would like to press charges. Your guard should retrieve the hanger and put it in a plastic bag to use as evidence. Call the police in her presence to give her a little scare. But before you go, I need two things.”


  “You’ve got it.”


  “First, I want to set up similar security systems in your other two stores.” Then I could easily buy that leather coat, and still have funds for a new French cuff shirt. “Second, I want to ask your security guard a question.”


  Benton paused before responding. “I’ll have to think about the cost to install in the other stores. Why don’t you put together a written proposal?”


  I didn’t like the sound of that because I really needed paying work, not speculative paperwork. Wasn’t authoring a novel enough speculative paperwork?


  “I’ll send the guard down as soon as the police arrive,” he offered as a consolation.


  “The price will be about the same as for this store for each location. I could knock off maybe ten percent if you’ll commit to it now.” I batted my eyes, which appeared to make him more nervous than to help my cause. “The sooner you install, the sooner you minimize your shoplifting losses.”


  “Let me think about it,” he offered in a noncommittal tone. “Just wait here for the guard.”


  “I’m sure you’ll be calling me,” I offered. “I’ll set the monitors back to the way they were while I wait.” I would definitely be charging for my time waiting for the guard. I’d be getting that full-length leather coat one way or another. Maybe a cashmere sweater and a French cuff shirt, too.


  For the next fifteen minutes, I watched the video screens in an effort to stay awake, manually clicking to different cameras to fight the boredom. Maybe the metal chair wasn’t hard enough.


  My thoughts drifted briefly to Miriam Smithers’ desperate telephone message. I wondered what made Bob Smithers’ wife think that he had been murdered. He hardly seemed like the type that someone would target for murder. I also couldn’t fathom why she called me. I didn’t advertise that I investigated murders, mainly because I didn’t. But if it paid decently, it didn’t mean that I couldn’t. I’d learned a lot about investigating killings watching television and reading mystery books, but it sounded dangerous.


  The guard entered the cramped security room with a broad smile, interrupting my thoughts. “Arnie Harris. Pleased to meet you,” he announced as he tipped his hat. He had bags under his puppy dog eyes and gray stubble on his chin. I guessed him to be around fifty-five to sixty years old.


  “Christina Jenner,” I responded, noting his wrinkled dark blue uniform looked as if he had been sitting on the chair all night. I normally use an alias, but I had used my feminine identity to convince Benton to retain me. “You did a fine job,” I complimented him.


  He nodded, and then looked up and down my figure before settling on my cleavage. At least I had his attention.


  “I want to know what you said to the customer in the parking lot that made her change her mind and come back into the store.”


  “It was easy,” his eyes never left my chest. “I told her if I was wrong, that she would have a great lawsuit against F & B Department Stores.”


  Part of me wanted to kiss him. The other part could hardly believe what I had heard. I couldn’t contain my smirk. With an attitude like that, Benton would be pleading for me to return and I would be able to finance my fledgling writing career for the foreseeable future.


  “Did I say something wrong?” he asked.


  “Mr. Benton hasn’t authorized me to train you, but I suggest you tell him what you said, and then have him call me. Tell him that I have a couple of other details that I want to discuss. He has my number.” I added the last in a tone that warned Arnie that I would not volunteer my personal number to him. I hoped that I had firmly set the hook, and that it would not take long to reel Benton in.


  I left the F & B Department Store, contemplating whether I wanted to delete Widow Smithers’ message when I returned to my office. Well, actually, my two-bedroom apartment in central San Diego that doubled as my office for H & S Investigations.


  The drive home allowed me time to reflect on the previous night’s assignment, which was the only other paying job I had had for over two weeks. The assignment which led to me meet the now late Bob Smithers had blossomed into a fiasco, possibly due to my actions. Such a bad scene that I had already accepted that I probably wouldn’t be paid for my services, and that I should consider myself lucky that I escaped with my life and some minor damage—okay, a whole lot of damage - to my car.


  Whether Christina Jenner or Christopher Jenson, my masculine identity, would expand security services to include murder investigations remained to be seen. But rent was due in a week. My car’s wobbly steering wheel jarred my hands as if trying to shake currency loose from the fictional money tree. My waning financial circumstances left me little choice but to at least consider Mrs. Smithers’ plight.


  Chapter 3


  Mrs. Smithers’ haunting message replayed over and over as I sped down the San Diego freeway in chamber of commerce sunshine. The fact that I had met the late Bob Smithers under unusual circumstances the previous evening compounded my curiosity. I wondered if my harrowing escape had somehow led to Bob’s demise.


  Sometimes I had accepted projects that didn’t require the services of a loss prevention investigator. But how do you explain to a prospective client that you don’t do a particular type of work, and you don’t know who does? Especially when the client doesn’t bat an eye at a higher than normal rate, plus expenses.


  I had agreed to last night’s project which required a strategically placed video camera to record the event, and an outside eye to personally observe and analyze it. Since it would only take a couple of hours of time on site and I needed the work, I had agreed to a flat fee of two hundred and fifty dollars. Plus expenses. And some of my expenses can be questionable and exorbitant.


  The thing about expenses is that they can be easily fudged in several ways. Like buying an encrusted salmon fillet and baked potato dinner accompanied by a glass of fine Pinot Grigio on an evening stake-out when a burger, fries and a soda from the closest fast food purveyor would suffice. I considered it a fringe benefit, and there aren’t many of them for the self-employed. After all, I could have cheap fast food on the days when I couldn’t pass the meal off as an expense.


  The night before, I was a man dressed in a loose-fitting black and white striped shirt that made me look frumpy and black pants that were two sizes too big. I had been retained by the Brooks North School Board to operate undercover as a high school basketball referee. Originally, I met the board to present a proposal to upgrade the security for the offices, complete with a keycard system to track everyone’s entries and exits.


  I’d been called for a follow-up meeting, which had me salivating that I’d made a huge sale. Instead, I’d been asked if I could help observe a basketball game. An odd request, but the board claimed that there had been some minor disturbances after the last few games ever since one the players had caught the eyes of some college talent scouts. The members offered to pay for my time and expenses, and without a sale, I accepted.


  I had purchased the shirt and pants from a local sporting goods chain and dutifully noted it as an expense. Of course, the shirt and pants would be dry cleaned, another expense. Then I would return them for a full refund. After all, they weren’t the right size. No credit to the client for the return.


  I considered it a wash since it required my valuable time, which I did not charge to the client, to buy the items, to have them cleaned, and to return them. Plus, technically I have advanced funds to the client without charging interest. Talk about easily fudged.


  I had arrived at the Brooks North High School shortly after sunset, dressed in my referee outfit. The campus was located in the north central area of San Diego County, amid brightly lit shopping centers that seemed to run on into one another, fronted by fattening fast food offerings. Countless subdivisions of ridiculously priced new and old tract homes and aging condominium complexes hid in the shadows of the shopping centers.


  I almost passed the school because the sign didn’t have lights. The school still had the old-style concrete monument sign with the school’s name carved into its face like a huge gravestone.


  The parking lot looked full, so I felt lucky when I found a space in the far corner of the lot, away from the overhead lot lights that had come on with a hazy orange glow. Several small cliques of students had gathered around in various places in the parking lot, joking and laughing. Many couples sauntered aimlessly arm-in-arm as if they had melded into a single person. Others streamed towards the gymnasium’s entrance, which consisted of three sets of metal-framed glass double doors.


  A line of fifty or so fans snaked towards two open sets of the entry doors. A security guard monitored the third set of doors, which was closed. I joined the line. Most of the attendees in line appeared to be parents, some toting children obviously too young to be high school students.


  The uniformed security guard approached me when I was within ten feet of the entrance. “Follow me, sir,” he offered in a firm voice, apparently recognizing the authority exuded by my black and white attire. “You should’ve come up to me earlier so you wouldn’t have to wait in line.”


  He led me to the third set of doors and guided me through with a fatherly hand on my shoulder. I found myself in a large lobby with high ceilings. A strand of thick burgundy velvet rope stretched between chrome stanchions separated me from the common folks. A majority of the crowd milled about in the cavernous area. Their excited voices echoed as if thousands of people had gathered, even though there weren’t more than a couple hundred. Others slowly funneled into an arched opening leading to the scene of the evening’s battle.


  “Through that door,” the guard motioned towards a gray painted wooden doorway. “You’ll see the two other referees in a room to the left about half-way down the hall.”


  I had purposefully arrived late because I didn’t want the other referees to scrutinize me too closely, particularly since I was wearing extra padding in strategic locations so that I’d appear more muscular. I found an open door down the narrow corridor just as the guard had indicated, and entered.


  The cramped room reeked of musky sweat and stale cigarettes. A lot of good the ‘No Smoking’ signs posted on the walls did.


  “Henry O’Hare,” I introduced myself to the other referees who sat on opposite ends of a long wooden bench like two kids separated by their parents for fighting. “That’s ‘O’Hare,’ like the airport in Chicago. You can call me Hank.” I didn’t want to use ‘Christopher Jenson’ as represented to the school board for privacy reasons.


  “Bob Smithers,” the older man stood and extended his hand towards me, giving me a firm handshake. His bushy gray eyebrows curled over the top of his black frame glasses, contrasting with his balding head. I guessed him to be close to sixty years old, but he looked fit and trim.


  “Tom Mason. Pleased to meet you,” the remaining referee said with a gruff. He offered a handshake without standing, eyeing me warily up and down as if my five and half foot height and youthful appearance disqualified me from being a basketball referee. Or maybe he was still thinking about my name.


  His yellow teeth harbored the telltale sign of a life-long cigarette smoker. His pendulous belly strained against the vertical stripes of his shirt like a prisoner trying to force his way between clay prison bars. Not good for someone who looked to be in his late thirties. If I had to bet, my money would be on Tom to suffer a heart attack years before Bob. I hoped he didn’t expect mouth-to-mouth from me if it happened during the game.


  “Pleased to meet both of you,” I nodded. “Where do you want me for the first half? Center, home team, or the visitors?” I asked Tom, trying to sound experienced.


  “It’s between you and Bob,” Tom responded. “I’m mid-court for the whole night.” He stood and did a couple of deep knee bends, or for him, mid-knee bends. His face turned beet red from the effort.


  I sat down between both men to retie my high-top shoes. Bob stood and twisted his body from side to side to loosen up, sweeping his elbows in wide arcs as if fending off invisible foes. “I’ll take the home end for the first half,” Bob offered. “We’ll switch at half time. We’ve got a handful of college scouts attending tonight. Let’s try to keep them clean out there,” Bob mumbled as he headed out of the room towards the hardwood floor.


  “Yeah, right,” Tom snorted as he followed Bob into the hallway.


  Not a friendly bunch. I trailed Tom to the basketball court. The game would be starting in eleven minutes according to the large clock suspended on the north wall near the metal rafters. Fans occupied about a quarter of the bleacher seats in the arched roof structure. Both teams huddled around their respective coaches, hunched over like distraught patients at a bad back convention. I stole a quick glance into the rafters where I had stashed a video camera on a timer.


  I stood around trying to look official while Bob and Tom conferred with the line of gentlemen sitting at the scorer’s table that separated the teams on the sideline. The gymnasium looked larger with fans in the seats than I recalled from when I installed the camera, designed to hold a couple of thousand people. A large section of bleacher seats reached towards the rafters on the west side, and served the home team. A similar section that had maybe a third as many seats lined the east side of the basketball court for the visitors’ support, stopping at a tall beige wall that sported a painted mural of a charging charcoal-colored horse.


  Several brightly colored handmade signs were tacked to the wall near the horse, announcing team spirit slogans such as ‘Go Broncs!’ and ‘Win, Broncos, Win!’ The largest sign, a professionally printed sign with large neon blue block letters, proclaimed ‘Brooks North Broncs Are The Champs!’


  I was looking for different types of signs: signs of trouble. My assignment for the evening was to identify the source, or sources, of after-game brawls that had plagued the last four Broncos’ home games. Teachers, staff members and parents present at the games refused to point fingers at who had instigated the fights.


  The board members had attended prior games, but couldn’t pinpoint the problem. The school board had reviewed poorly directed home videos in an unsuccessful effort to determine why the skirmishes had occurred. A board member had volunteered to record the game, but the board wanted someone without any bias.


  The board also wanted me on the basketball court so that I’d be on the floor for a better vantage point. Being a referee became my cover because I would also have a reason to move up and down the floor, unlike a photographer or scorekeeper.


  Fortunately, the frays had not resulted in serious injuries yet. Still, the school board contemplated that it would only be a matter of time before a student’s parents, fronted by a three-piece-suited attorney, would claim that the school’s lack of control caused the son or daughter to suffer millions of dollars of emotional distress. Since the board had notice of the ‘control issues,’ as the board president identified them in a politically correct fashion, it concluded that outside assistance from a neutral observer could help.


  A blaring horn announced the start of the game’s opening festivities, interrupting my observations. A skinny girl with long straight brown hair dressed in a long white gown sang the national anthem to the less than enthusiastic group. Then cheerleaders for each team pranced through their routines in front of the sparsely filled stands trying to invigorate the fans.


  Moments later, the starting squads for each team gathered at center court. The home team sported white uniforms with royal blue trim. The white looked reflective silver under the bright overhead spotlights. The visiting team wore emerald green uniforms trimmed with dark green, almost black, piping.


  Tom exercised his controlling manner by ordering the players to beware both the physical fouls and the foul language. Then the game was on. Both teams started slowly, but it was obvious that the home team’s speed and height outclassed the visitors. Tom’s feet appeared to have been nailed to the wooden floor. He rarely strayed from his mid-court position in front of the scorer’s bench.


  Having the officiating split between three referees thankfully kept me from getting winded since refereeing while observing the crowd required a lot of concentration. I frequently scanned the stands for evidence of brewing trouble. Maybe this job was not going to be as easy as I thought.


  For the most part, the fans acted just as I recalled from my high school days. They cheered each time the home team scored. They booed fouls called in favor of the visitors, and raised the roof with jeers whenever a visiting team member shot a free throw. The boys attentively stared at the short-skirted cheerleaders in their tight white sweaters. Nothing to indicate other than a normal evening of family-rated entertainment.


  Before I realized it, the blaring horn announced that the half was over. The Broncos had secured a six point lead.


  Tom, red-faced despite the lack of physical effort, exercised his dominance by stepping between the two teams on the court as the half ended. He ordered them to their locker rooms. I glanced towards the bleachers as Bob and I headed towards the door leading to the referees’ closet, noting that nearly half of the seats were empty. More than half of the fans stood or filed towards the aisles for the fifteen-minute intermission. No suspicious activity. ‘The calm before the storm?’ I wondered.


  Bob was hardly breathing as we walked down the hallway. Tom wheezed deeply as he caught up with us. Bob turned around towards Tom as we reached the door to the locker room, “You look beat. Need a little help?” he offered with a sneer.


  Tom wiped beads of sweat from his glistening forehead. “Up yours.”


  Using my heightened observation techniques, I concluded that Bob and Tom were not buddies. But why?


  “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” I interjected brazenly, maintaining my position between them as we entered the locker room.


  A middle-aged lady dressed in dark gray slacks and a light gray blouse like a janitor waited inside with a small tray bearing one large and two small bottles of a yellow-green sports drink. To me, it looked like a peace offering and her timing couldn’t have been better. “Bob. Tom. Let’s drink something and cool off.” I didn’t explain my dual meaning. Not that it would have mattered as they continued to stare each other down.


  The lady handed the large bottle to Bob, who offered a congenial nod, and then held the tray out so that Tom and I could take the remaining drinks. Tom snatched his and returned her generosity with a glare that may as well have conveyed, ‘Get the hell out of here!’


  I started to say ‘thank you,’ both for the drink and for breaking the stare down between Bob and Tom. However, all I saw was her stringy black hair as she fled the room, presumably before Tom launched a verbal tirade at her for interrupting.


  What the hell was going on between Bob and Tom? I wondered if the school board’s problem was the referees and not the crowd.


  “Calm down. Take a drink. Cool off,” I suggested again. Bob graciously complied with a sip. Tom squeezed his bottle so hard that the sports drink gurgled out and ran onto the floor. “We’ve still got another half of basketball to play.”


  Bob took a seat on the wooden bench and took a long drink. I sat next to him. Tom remained standing, refusing to sit while eyeing Bob warily as if he expected him to launch a surprise assault.


  “How about I take mid-court for the second half to keep you two separated?” I suggested as I tipped my bottle and swallowed a large gulp of cooling refreshment.


  “No!” Tom responded emphatically. “Mid-court is mine!”


  “I get the visitors’ end for the second half,” Bob announced. “You can’t make me referee the home team’s goal.” I was sorry that I said anything.


  The next few moments passed with tense silence. I realized that I was in essence being paid two hundred and fifty bucks to baby-sit a couple of adults who should know better. I leaned back against the metal locker so that they could look at each other, but both refused.


  “Hank, you’re doing a fair job,” Tom said, still facing away from me. I’m sure my forehead wrinkled because I thought I was doing better than a ‘fair’ job.


  “Bob,” Tom continued as he massaged the dripping bottle, “you aren’t calling enough fouls. You’re letting the Broncos mug the visitors. Hank, you call them during the second half if Bob doesn’t. Make sure you call them.” I realized Tom, in his own way, had actually complimented me by allowing me to override Bob’s decisions on the far end of the court.


  “I’ll try to do better,” Bob responded meekly as he sat on the wooden bench. It seemed that weak Tom had suddenly stolen strong Bob’s energy. I maintained my ground between them, serving as the referee of the referees.


  Tom took a swig of his sports drink, his damp hair plastered to his forehead, darkened sweat baloney-shaped circles spreading from his armpits and crescent-shaped stains under his man boobs. He looked thoroughly exhausted and disgusting. I wondered if he would survive the second half without collapsing. I actually debated on searching the room for an emergency medical kit. Instead, I changed the subject.


  “How many games have you refereed at Brooks North, Tom?”


  “Seven this year,” he said between breaths as he leaned against the locker, clutching his drink tightly in both hands like a baby.


  “How about you, Bob?”


  “All twelve home games,” he sat up as if proud of his accomplishment.


  “My first one here,” I offered. “Heard you guys were having difficulty locating referees. Looks pretty tame out there to me.” I paused, hoping to generate some leads. Any helpful information. Just silence from both of them.


  “Are the Broncos really that good?” I asked. They couldn’t just sit there and ignore me.


  “They’re usually quiet in the first half,” Bob offered. “The visitors always seem to get crushed in the second half, and the Broncos win by a blowout.”


  “Can’t understand why,” Tom shot Bob a heated look.


  “What do you mean by that?” Bob retorted.


  “You know,” Tom grumbled, then nodded towards me as if to warn Bob to watch what he was saying. Now I was getting somewhere. But where?


  Chapter 4


  The brief, heated exchange between Tom and Bob stuck in my mind as the mental reel of memories rolled. Was Tom irate because of something Bob planned to do in the second half? I decided to closely monitor Bob’s actions.


  One particular player had caught my attention in the first half. He wore Number Five, and practiced lay-ups for the hometown Broncos as the halftime break wound down. He was tall, but all the players were tall compared to me. He was more stocky and muscular than the other players, as if he had evolved from a family tree of professional wrestlers. Even his silvery white with royal blue trim uniform seemed strained at its seams to hold his muscular chest in place.


  His glossy black hair grew straight and stringy, hanging down the sides of his face to the bottom of his square jaw and covering his ears. Sweat from his physical efforts gave his hair the consistency of wet rope netting like the kind draped on San Diego’s idle tuna boats along the waterfront.
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