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Chapter One

 


Stretched out on his executive desk chair
with his sturdy arms clasped behind his thick neck and his feet
resting atop the sill of a picture window, Angelo DiGiacomo might
have been mistaken for a Middle-Eastern potentate, surveying his
kingdom, rather than a New York crime boss, enjoying the sweeping
view of his landscaped grounds and savoring the fragrance of its
freshly mown grass. When suddenly he caught his reflection in the
glass of the open window, he recoiled in disgust. Not only was his
hair streaked with gray but, in spots, it was in full retreat.
Unless he was mistaken, those folds of flesh, hanging beneath his
chin, were jowls. Last but not least, that paunch of his stood out
like a towering mountain on a grassy plain.

 


His days as the “Italian Stallion” had long
since passed and now, more often than not, friends and associates
referred to him as the “Willin’ Sicilian.” Reluctantly, he had come
to accept that nickname because it was given out of respect for his
readiness to help them in times of trouble. Respect was, and always
would be, important to him.

 


Unfortunately, his reflection upon the
transience of life and the importance of respect was about to be
short-lived; for at that instant two of his henchmen burst through
the door of the bright, airy study with a young man sandwiched
between them. Angelo, who, lightning-like, had swiveled around on
his chair, took one look at the youth and, unable to conceal his
contempt, slammed a fist down onto the top of his desk. “Where’d
you guys run across him?” he snarled.

 


“In the parking lot of the airport,” the
taller of the two replied.

 


“Nice work, Rocco,” he said, smirking at
their quarry.

 


His hirelings couldn’t have been more
different. Rocco was as tall, spare, and agile as Moe was short,
fat, and clumsy. A crop of thick, wiry, dark hair capped the sharp
eyes, Roman nose, and angular jaw of the former’s face. Moe, on the
other hand, didn’t have a hair on his head and the beads of sweat
which often shone on it in hot weather earned him the nickname
“Chrome Dome.” His face, with its big eyes, broad nose, and crooked
smile, bore a remarkable resemblance to a Halloween Pumpkin.

 


Angelo quickly turned his attention back to
the captive. “To what do we owe the pleasure of yet another one of
your visits?” he asked, his mouth thinning with displeasure.

 


“I’ve never been here before and believe me,”
he replied, glaring at his two captors, “it’s no pleasure being
here now.” His unruly blond hair, baby-blue eyes, sun-bronzed
features, and lanky build gave him the air of a California beach
boy. It would’ve been hard to view him as a threat to
anybody--least of all to a crime boss.

 


“Let go of him,” Angelo said, waving them
off. When they did as they were told, their hostage gave them
another dirty look, straightened out the sleeves of his suit coat,
and said nothing. “You’re living dangerously, Bruno,” he scolded.
“I told you what would happen if you ever came near my Maria
again.”

 


“Look, Mr. Whatever-Your-Name-Is, you’ve
obviously got me confused with somebody else,” he said, trying not
to lose his cool. “This is the first and, I hope, last time you and
I’ll meet and, as for this Maria of yours--although I’m sure she’s
a very nice person--I can assure you I’ve never before set eyes on
her. I’ll swear to it on a stack of Bibles.”

 


“If you’re trying to win an Oscar for best
actor of the year, Bruno,” he said with a hollow laugh, “forget
it.”

 


“My name’s not Bruno; it’s Jasper. Jasper
Kilroy and I’m in New York on business.”

 


“Oh, sure, you are,” he mocked. “Monkey
business.”

 


“If you don’t believe me, you can call Rufus
Fenstermacher,” Jasper persisted. “He’ll vouch for me.”

 


“Fenstermacher?” Isn’t he the guy who peddles
those mile-long hot dogs in Brooklyn?” the portly one asked.

 


“Rufus doesn’t sell frankfurters,” Jasper
replied indignantly.

 


“What business is he in?” Moe demanded.

 


“Are you familiar with Rubik’s Cube?”

 


“Oh, I eat there all the time,” Moe replied
with his usual blissful ignorance.

 


“You’re thinking of Reuben’s Cafe, Chrome
Dome,” his partner said with a guffaw. “Rubik’s Cube is a
mechanical puzzle.”

 


Jasper nodded, saying, “And Rufus
Fenstermacher’s working on something similar. He calls it Rufus’s
Rhomboid.”

 


“Rhomboid? Isn’t that a--”

 


No, it’s not a dance,” his friend interrupted
clairvoyantly. “You’re thinking of the rumba.”

 


“Whatever.” Moe shrugged.

 


“Enough of this nonsense,” Angelo blurted
out. “If nothing else, I guess we can at least say Kilroy’s been
here.”

 


When their laughter subsided, the roly-poly
one joked, “Maybe I should go and write his name on the bathroom
wall.”

 


“That won’t be necessary Moe, because soon
it’ll be appearing in the obituaries,” the boss said, looking
sternly at his captive. “I’m going to teach him once and for all
not to mess with my Maria.”

 


Jasper heaved a heavy sigh. “Look, Mr.
Whatever-Your-Name-Is,” he replied with as reasonable a voice as he
could muster, “as I’ve already said, I’m sure Maria’s a wonderful
person but I have absolutely no interest in her. Nor she in me,
I’ll bet. Besides, I have a fiancée waiting for me back in
Boston.”

 


“I’m afraid she’s going to be waiting a long
time,” Angelo muttered.

 


“I was on my way back there when these two
thugs accosted me in the airport garage and forced me into their
car,” he persisted. “That’s the truth. And I’ve got identification
here in my wallet.”

 


As he reached into his pocket, Rocco grabbed
him and shouted, “Oh, no you don’t.” Then, turning to Angelo, he
said, “We frisked him back at the airport and he wasn’t packing a
rod but I don’t want to take any chances. They don’t call him the
Barbarian, for nothing.”

 


Angelo started to chuckle and Moe, who never
missed a chance to share in a good laugh, was puzzled. “What’s so
funny, Boss?” he asked.

 


“Do you know how he got that nickname?” He
had all he could do to keep a straight face.

 


“Because he’s one tough cookie,” the chubby
henchman retorted, “that’s why.”

 


“You’re wrong,” he said, a broad grin
spreading across his face. “He’s a ladies’ man and the girls he
dated gave him the name.”

 


“You’re kidding?” Moe offered with as much
skepticism showing on his face as in his tone.

 


Angelo shook his head. “Do you know why?”

 


“Hey, what is this?” Rocco asked impatiently.
“A game of Twenty Questions?”

 


“They call him the Barbarian because he’s a
nose picker,” Angelo explained, “and because he--” He had to pause
and take a deep breath to keep himself from bursting out laughing.
As his two hirelings began chortling, he raised his hands as a
signal for them to stop. “Wait,” he said, covering his mouth lest a
smidgen of mirth escape from it, “I’m not finished yet.”

 


“Come on, Angelo,” Rocco quipped, “don’t keep
us in suspense. And because he what?”

 


“Because he suffers from flatulence, too,” he
blurted out.

 


“Frankincense?” Moe asked with his usual
bewildered look. “Isn’t that what they spray around in
churches?”

 


“He said flatulence, not frankincense, Chrome
Dome,” Rocco said, rolling his eyes at his friend’s ignorance, “and
you can bet your bottom dollar they’re not going to be using it in
any church.”

 


Unperturbed, Moe asked, “What’s
flatulence?”

 


“Farting,” Angelo replied like a comic,
delivering a punch line.

 


With that one word everybody, except Jasper,
burst into uproarious laughter. When, at last, their hilarity
subsided, he took the opportunity to proclaim his innocence once
again. “Since I don’t pick my nose and the only time I become
flatulent is when I have stewed prunes for dessert, I’m obviously
not the man you’re looking for,” he said matter-of-factly. “Here’s
my license to prove it.” Again he tried to reach into his pocket
and again Rocco prevented him. “Get your hands off me,” he
exclaimed, tussling with him.

 


Again Angelo waved his henchman off. “Fake
IDs are a dime a dozen.”

 


“I can assure you mine’s no fake.”

 


Angelo lit a cigar, got up, and sauntered
over to him. “Do you know what I do to people who cause me
problems?” he asked, sticking his nose into his face.

 


“No,” he replied with a look of pained
tolerance, “but whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not pleasant.”

 


“I give them a warning first time,” he went
on, blowing smoke into his face. “After that it’s cement shoes or
worse.”

 


“You’re making a terrible mistake.”

 


“No, you’re the one who made the mistake by
returning to the scene of the crime.”

 


“What crime?”

 


“Trying to elope with my daughter,” he
replied, blowing more smoke into his face.

 


“Now just one minute,” Jasper snapped, as
much in frustration as irritation, “I did no such thing.”

 


For some strange reason Moe chose that moment
to mock him by pretending to play a violin.

 


Content to give the pseudo-violinist a dirty
look, Jasper went on talking to his boss, “At the risk of sounding
like a broken record, I’m going to say one more time that I’m sure
your daughter’s a very nice person but I’ve never met her.”

 


“Tell me another sea story.” To emphasize his
displeasure he took a deep puff on his cigar and blew a cloud of
smoke into his face.

 


Jasper tried to wave away the smoke, wafting
all around him. “Would you mind not doing that?” he asked,
coughing.

 


“Oh, the smoke bothers you, does it?” Angelo
needled, all the while puffing like a steam engine.

 


“No, not the smoke,” the younger man replied,
making a face. “You have bad breath.”

 


Rocco and Moe burst out laughing but Angelo
quickly silenced them with a withering look. “You’re not only a
lover boy but a wise ass, too,” he growled, turning his attention
back to Jasper. “As I was saying before I was so rudely
interrupted--” He paused to cast another scorching glance at his
henchmen. “You’ll rue the day you showed your kisser back here,” he
continued.

 


At that instant the door burst open and in
barged a young, buxom, Mediterranean beauty, wearing a pair of blue
denim jeans rolled up at the ankles, a charcoal jersey, and a
white, twilled sweater. Whether it was the sensual way her long,
black hair caressed her shoulders, the sparkle in her big, brown
eyes, or the warmth of her smile that held Jasper spellbound, he
wasn’t sure. But spellbound he was.

 


“Pa, I need to talk with you about--”
Catching sight of Jasper, whom the two hirelings had grabbed hold
of again, she stopped in mid-sentence and froze in shock. Then,
quickly recovering, she ran across the room, pushed his captors
aside, and began smothering him with kisses. After what seemed an
eternity she came up for air and stepped back from him. “Oh,
Bruno,” she cooed, “you’ve come back for me. I knew you would.”

 


Jasper, who had broken out of the first spell
her sudden entrance had cast upon him, now, as a result of her
kisses, had fallen under a second one. So much so he remained
utterly speechless.

 


As his two captors tried to grab hold of him
again, she lunged at them, shouting, “Get your hands off him, you
two goons.” They backed off, looking to her father for further
instruction. She, too, turned to him. “Pa, what are you doing to
him?” she demanded.

 


He shrugged. “We were just having a little
chat.”

 


Suddenly Jasper came out of his trance. “I--I
told your father I came here to--”

 


“To marry me,” she interrupted, kissing him
on the cheek.

 


“No, that’s--that’s not exactly what I said,”
he replied, fighting off her allure and glancing warily at Angelo.
“Besides, I--I don’t think your father’d be too thrilled about
that.”

 


“Why not, Pa?”

 


“I--I get the feeling that for some reason he
doesn’t think I’m good enough for you,” Jasper offered.

 


“What gave you the first clue?” Angelo
muttered.

 


“Oh, but you’re wonderful and I love you with
all my heart,” she cooed, gazing up at him with her compelling,
magnetic eyes. “I always have and always will.”

 


As she tried to embrace him again, he
reluctantly avoided her grasp. “That’s the nicest thing anybody’s
said to me all day,” he replied, choosing his words with care,
“but--but I’m afraid I’m not worthy of someone like you.”

 


“Of course you are,” she said, taking his
hand in hers and giving it squeeze. “You’re not afraid of my
father, are you?”

 


“If--if you want to know the truth,” he said,
pausing and taking a deep breath, “he scares the bejabbers out of
me.”

 


“He’s been keeping you away from me, hasn’t
he?”

 


“Eh--eh--no, not really,” he stammered,
pulling his hand free.

 


“Stop covering up for him. He didn’t care for
you then and he doesn’t care for you now.” With her arms crossed
atop her ample bosom she glared at her father. “He’d never approve
of anybody I wanted to marry.”

 


“Oh, no?” he snapped. “Why don’t you try me
sometime by dating a real man?”

 


“How dare you talk about Bruno like that,”
she shot back.

 


“Maria, I--I don’t want to come between you
and your father,” Jasper offered, anxious not to alienate either
one of them. “Frankly, I just want to get out of here in one
piece.”

 


“Oh, I don’t blame you, Bruno.” She planted
another kiss on his cheek and again took his hand. “Right now
you’re coming with me; we have a lot to talk about.”

 


“We do?” He gave her father another wary
glance and, then, opting to throw his lot in with his daughter and
try to get out of there as quickly as possible, said more
resolutely, “Yes, of course we do.”

 


As she turned to leave, dragging him along
behind her, Rocco and Moe blocked their path. “Get out of our way!”
she shouted. When they didn’t budge, she turned and glowered at her
father, demanding, “Pa, can’t Bruno and I at least have a few
minutes of privacy together?”

 


Her father yielded. “Hey, Rocco, you and Moe
go outside and wait by the door until I call you back inside.”

 


“Whatever you say, Angelo.” He shrugged and
beckoned to his chubby pal.

 


When they had gone out and closed the door
behind them, she continued to give her father the evil eye. “Some
privacy the two of us have with you here,” she complained.

 


“Mama mia,” he exclaimed, throwing up his
hands in frustration. “You want privacy; then privacy you’ll have.
Five minutes alone with lover boy and that’s it.” He held up the
five fingers of his right hand to emphasize the point. “Do you
understand?”

 


Her answer was a surly “Yes.”

 


“After that you and I’ll both kiss him
good-bye forever. Only mine’ll be the kiss of death.” With those
threatening words he blew Jasper a kiss and left the study,
muttering something unintelligible in Italian and slamming the door
behind him.

 


“Whew,” Jasper said, wiping his brow. “I know
he’s your father but he scares the dickens out of me.”

 


“Relax,” she replied in a firm but calming
way. “His bark is worse than his bite.”

 


“You could’ve fooled me.” Breaking the
awkward pause that followed, he continued, “Hey, look, I really
appreciate what you just did for me but I have a confession to
make.”

 


“Oh?” Her brown eyes caught and held his blue
ones.

 


“I’m not Bruno “the Barbarian” Ba--Ba--” he
stammered, unable to remember the man’s last name.

 


“You sound more like a lamb than a
barbarian,” she said, laughing. “His name’s Barbosa--Bruno
Barbosa.”

 


“Whatever.” He shrugged. “The important thing
is I’m not him. My name’s Jasper Kilroy and I’m here in New York
City on business.”

 


“Although you’re a dead ringer for him, I
know you’re not him.”

 


It wasn’t what she said as much as the
nonchalant way in which she said it that shocked him. “You do?” he
exclaimed.

 


“Yes.” She nodded. “You wear after-shave
lotion, he doesn’t; you’re soft-spoken, he’s loud; you’re a good
kisser and he’s--he’s--” She paused, unable to find the right
words. “Let’s just say he’s a barbarian.”

 


“But--but why didn’t you tell your father?”
he persisted, gesturing with his hands. “I could’ve just been
killed.”

 


“I saw Rocco and Moe drag you out of the car
and would never have let that happen.” She paused and, then, with
that bewitching smile of hers, said, “You see, I need your
help.”

 


“My help?”

 


“Yes.” She nodded.

 


“For what?”

 


“Getting out of here,” she confessed. “I have
no intention of living with my father any longer.”

 


Taken aback, he replied haltingly,
“Don’t--don’t you think you should talk it over with him?”

 


“Surely by now you must know that my father
doesn’t talk with you,” she replied with a hint of irritation in
her tone, “he talks at you.”

 


“You’re right about that,” he agreed with a
wag of his head.

 


“I’m sick and tired of him trying to run my
life,” she complained. “Can you believe he still thinks he can tell
me at my age what to wear, where to work, and whom to date?”

 


“Oh, I can believe it, all right.” He
hesitated a moment before asking, “What’s your mother think about
all this?”

 


She heaved a sigh. “Although I love her very
much, she’s from the old school, believing a woman’s place is in
the kitchen with a baking pan in one hand and a dust cloth in the
other.” She paused and shook her head in disapproval. “Besides,
when she’s there, she doesn’t have to referee the battles between
him and me.”

 


“I can’t blame her for that,” he replied,
suddenly feeling sympathy for her mother. “If you ask me, I get the
impression both you and he are very stubborn.”

 


“I didn’t ask you,” she snapped with hurt
pride.

 


“Hey, no offense,” he replied, waving his
hands, “I was just making an observation.” After an awkward lull he
went on, “You’re from the new school, I take it?”

 


She nodded. “Although I like to cook, there
are other things I like to do, too.” She paused and, almost as an
afterthought, said, “One thing for sure, I refuse to let him run my
life anymore.”

 


“But--but where’ll you go and what’ll you
do?” he asked, his voice rising with concern.

 


Once again that captivating smile flickered
across her face. “I don’t know but I’ll soon find out, won’t
I?”

 


“But you can’t just go anywhere.”

 


“You’re beginning to sound just like him,”
she accused.

 


“Hey,” he protested, “you really know how to
hurt a guy.”

 


“Well, don’t worry about me,” she assured
him. “As long as I have my freedom, I can survive anywhere if I
have to.” She broke the silence that followed, asking, “What’s it
like in Boston?”

 


“You’ve never been there?”

 


“Are you kidding?” she replied with a laugh.
“My father’d never allow that. He’d be afraid I’d get hooked up
with the likes of what’s left of Whitey Bulger’s Winter Hill
Gang.”

 


“Better to get hooked up with them than with
John Connolly and the FBI,” he quipped,

 


She shared a laugh with him, saying, “Yes, so
I’ve heard.”

 


“But in answer to your question,” he said,
turning more serious again, “I consider Boston to be a smaller,
kinder, gentler version of New York City.”

 


“It sounds good.”

 


“I like living there,” he enthused.

 


Again she broke the awkward silence between
them, asking, “Do you mind if I go there with you?”

 


“Are you serious?” he asked in disbelief.

 


“I’ve never been more serious about anything
in my life.” The resolve in her tone shook him and she picked up on
it right away, saying, “Of course, if it’s going to make you
uncomfortable, I’ll try someplace else.”

 


“No, I’m not uncomfortable,” he lied, “I’m
surprised.” Regaining his composure, he asked, “And what about you
and your boyfriend, that Barbarian character?”

 


She shrugged and, at that moment, he watched
in envy as her long black hair caressed her shoulders. “He’s just a
guy I went out with a couple of times.”

 


“Well, in case you haven’t noticed,” he said
dryly, “your father hates his guts.”

 


“That’s why I went out with him.”

 


Once again he found himself looking at her
incredulously. “You mean to tell me you dated a guy just to
irritate your father?”

 


“I most certainly did.” Her brown eyes smiled
wryly across at his blue ones.

 


“Well, from the way he just greeted me,” he
replied, pushing some errant strands of blond hair away from his
forehead, “I’d have to say you’ve succeeded beyond your wildest
dreams.”

 


“Now I have a favor to ask of you?”

 


“Oh?” he replied, a hint of suspicion in his
tone. “What’s that?”

 


“Hopefully, I have enough money to tide me
over.” She pointed to the pouch on her waist belt. “One thing for
sure,” she said, her voice rising in anger, “I’m not about to ask
him for one red cent.” She paused and, when she had calmed down,
asked, “So, if I should need some, I hope you’ll be kind enough to
lend it to me?”

 


“Of course.”

 


“I’ll pay you back,” she assured him with a
firm nod, “you can count on it.”

 


“Pay me back? Are you kidding?” he replied,
waving her off with his hands. “You’ve just saved my life. What do
you charge for doing that?” Again she tantalized him with her
smile. “I’m going to show my thanks right now by buying you an
airplane ticket,” he continued. “It’s the least thing I can do and,
even at that, I’m getting off very cheaply.”

 


“Forget about flying. The airport’s the first
place where he’ll be looking for us.”

 


“Then we’ll go by train.”

 


She shook her head. “That’s the second place
they’ll search. We’ll go by bus, Fung Wah.”

 


“What did you call me?” he asked with a look
of surprise.

 


“I didn’t call you anything,” she replied,
her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Fung Wah’s the name of a
Chinese company that operates busses between here and Boston.”

 


“Oh, of course, both Lucky Star and Fung Wah
are economy-class bus lines,” he replied, slapping himself on the
head. “I apologize for jumping to conclusions. Whatever means of
transportation you pick is okay with me but I insist on paying for
the tickets. As I’ve said, that’s the least I can do for you.”

 


“Whatever,” she replied resignedly.

 


“If you don’t know anybody in Boston,” he
said, momentarily lost in thought, “how will you support yourself
there?”

 


“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” Her
face glowed with boundless optimism.

 


For a long time he studied her before asking,
“The receptionist where I work is leaving. Would you consider
taking that job until you get on your feet and find something
better?”

 


“Oh, Jasper, I’d love that,” she
enthused.

 


“The only other problem is where you’ll
stay.”

 


Suddenly there was a knock on the door and
her father’s voice rang out, “Another minute and we’re coming in
there.”

 


“That one we’ll have to solve later,” she
whispered to him, locking the door from the inside. “Right now we
have to get out of here.”

 


“But--but how?” Suddenly he realized their
plans would be nothing but pipe dreams unless they were able to
escape. “Frick and Frack are outside the door along with your
father.”

 


“Just follow me.” With those words she
removed one of screens on the picture window and started to climb
out.

 


“Oh, Maria?” Jasper, who all the while was
watching her in stunned silence, asked.

 


As she was about to slip from view she
stopped and looked up at him. “Yes,” she replied with tolerant
impatience.

 


“You never did tell me what your last name
is.”

 


“DiGiacomo. Maria DiGiacomo.”

 


For some strange reason, despite the present
danger, he found himself smiling down at her and saying, “I like
the sound of that.”

 


“Well, hurry up and follow me. My father sure
as heck doesn’t like the sound of yours.” With that caveat she
disappeared from sight and he scrambled down after her.

 


No sooner had they slithered out the window
onto a potting table on the lawn below than Angelo and his two
hirelings burst into the study. Going to the open window and
throwing up his hands in frustration, he lamented, “Quella
signorina e una tigre.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Outside the house Jasper was trying his best
to keep up with Maria who was sprinting across the back yard.
“Where are we going?” he asked, keeping one eye on her and looking
over his shoulder with the other to see if they were being
pursued.

 


“Just stay with me,” she said curtly.

 


“In case you haven’t noticed,” he replied,
his eyebrows arching more with anxiety than amusement, “I’m a
natural-born follower.”

 


Quickly, she made her way along a stockade
fence to a tool shed. In a single motion she opened the door, went
inside, and came out, wheeling a bicycle. “There’s another one in
there for you,” she said, motioning with her hand. “Hurry up and
get it.”

 


He went inside and came out with it faster
than she had done with hers. “Private Kilroy, reporting for duty,
General,” he quipped with a snappy salute.

 


They shared a fleeting smile before she said,
“Then, follow me.” With that order she pushed her bike along the
fence until she came to a small gate, which she promptly opened.
When she turned around, looking for him, to her surprise, he was
right beside her. So close were they to one another that their lips
almost touched. “Oh, there you are,” she said awkwardly.

 


“Since I’m counting on you to get me safely
out of here, I’m going to stick closer to you than your shadow,” he
replied with a feeling of quiet foreboding. “I’d hate to think what
would happen if your father were to get hold of me again.”

 


“Don’t worry,” she said, giving him a
conspiratorial wink, “I won’t let him hurt you.” While he was
pondering what she had just said, she waved him through and hurried
after him. “I hope you know how to ride a bike?” she asked, closing
the gate.

 


“It’s one of the few things I do well,” he
retorted.

 


She mounted her bike and, pointing to the
hot-top beneath them, said, “This is a twenty-mile bicycle
path.”

 


“I trust you have our escape route all mapped
out?” he asked, climbing on his.

 


“We’ll soon find out, won’t we?” With that
rhetorical question she took off faster than a school girl, being
pursued by a swarm of bees.

 


“Hey, wait for me,” he hollered, setting out
after her.

 


He was about to learn just how skillful a
bicyclist she was. For the first few miles he kept up with her but
soon after began to fall farther and farther behind. Despite being
spurred on by her backward glances and his fear of being bested by
a member of the weaker sex, he couldn’t close the gap between
them.

 


They had covered about five miles when he
heard the sound of a motor behind him. He looked over his shoulder
and caught sight of a motorcycle bearing down on him. Since he had
passed several signs saying that motorized vehicles of any kind
were forbidden to operate on the bicycle path, it irked him that
anyone would even think of doing such a thing.

 


“The nerve of him,” he muttered, pulling over
to the right to give him room to pass.

 


As the motorcyclist roared past, he reached
out and gave Jasper a shove, sending him careening off the path
into a clump of trees. More by sheer luck than skillful maneuvering
did he avoid hitting them.

 


“Moe!” That shout at the top of his lungs was
more of a warning to Maria than an expression of shock at seeing
his former captor.

 


By the time he had steered his bike out of
the woods and back onto the path, Moe had caught up to her and the
two of them were locked in combat. Although Jasper could see that
she was holding her own, he knew it was only a matter of time
before the hired hoodlum would overpower her. So, he leaped onto
his bike and took off after them. Hunched over the handlebars and
pedaling furiously, he might have been mistaken for a streaking
cruise missile.

 


When he reached his target, he hit the brakes
and jumped off the bike in a single motion. “Unhand her,” he
demanded with a flourish, “or suffer the consequences.”

 


Moe, who now had her on the ground with her
hands behind her back, paid about as much attention to him as a
housewife would to a fruit fly, buzzing around a bunch of bananas.
“This is your lucky day, Bruno,” he replied without even turning
around, “because right now all Angelo wants me to do is bring his
daughter back to him. So, if I were you, I’d get out of here while
the getting’s good.”

 


“I know kung fu and karate,” Jasper
persisted.

 


Moe shrugged him off. “I have Chinese friends
who know how to play rough, too.”

 


“These hands of mine are lethal weapons.”

 


“So’s my breath,” the portly henchman replied
with a guffaw.

 


Suddenly Jasper grabbed him by the neck,
yanked him off her, and hurled him to the ground.

 


Stunned and furious, Moe struggled to his
feet, muttering, “You’re going to pay for this.”

 


Jasper shrugged. “Well, don’t say I didn’t
warn you.”

 


With those words he assumed a karate stance
and waited patiently for the roly-poly one, who was plodding toward
him, his pumpkin-like face glowing with rage. When they stood an
arm’s length from one another, Jasper, lightning-like, caught him
beneath the nose with his first karate chop and in the stomach with
the second, sending him reeling backwards, gasping for air. By the
time he got his second wind Moe was so enraged that, like a wounded
hippo, he lowered his head and charged.

 


Once again Jasper played the waiting game.
Then, with the accuracy of a professional football punter, suddenly
he let go with a kick that caught Moe in the groin. He clutched his
abdomen, toppled over, and lay, sprawled across the path, writhing
in pain.

 


Confident he no longer posed a threat to
their safety, Jasper immediately turned his attention to Maria,
who, having gotten up, was dusting herself off. Rushing over to her
side, he swept her into his arms and smothered her with kisses,
which, to his surprise, she returned in kind. “Thank heavens you’re
okay,” he murmured, coming up for air.

 


She broke the awkward silence between them,
saying, “I didn’t expect that.”

 


“Hey, look, I’m sorry,” he replied, stepping
back and putting a more discreet distance between them. “I--I know
I had no right taking such liberties with you but--”

 


“I wasn’t talking about you,” she
interrupted, her big brown eyes sparkling with amused wonder. “I
was referring to Moe and his motorcycle. He’s never been able to
get the darn thing running until now.”

 


Before he could react to what she had just
said, Moe caught his attention. So wildly was he thrashing around
that Jasper became concerned and ran over to check on him. “Are you
okay?” he asked, stooping over him. In answer to the question all
the roly-poly one could do was moan. “If you had heeded my
warning,” Jasper chided, “this wouldn’t have happened.”

 


Soon she came over and joined him. “He’s been
on the ground shaking and rattling for a long time,” he said,
pointing at Moe’s prostrate form. “I think we’d better call an
ambulance.”

 


If looks could’ve killed, at that moment hers
would’ve vaporized him. “Are you crazy? He should be lying under
the ground, not on it.” she replied between clenched teeth.
“Believe me; I’d like nothing better than to put him out of his
misery right here and now.”

 


He heaved a heavy sigh. “I believe you.”

 


“Now, come on,” she snapped, mounting her
bike, “let’s get out of here.”

 


Quickly, he did as she asked.

 


Talking back and forth, they hadn’t realized
that a small group of onlookers was gathering around them. “Aren’t
you at least going to call an ambulance for him?” That question
came from a stout, middle-aged man with thick eyebrows and a
stubbly chin, who was wearing a pair of Bermuda shorts, over which
his big stomach hung precariously, and a tee shirt, emblazoned with
the words, Save the Planet, Become a Vegan.

 


“You’ll do us all a favor by calling the
police,” Maria answered calmly, “and telling them that there’s an
armed and dangerous criminal, lying here, who had an accident while
driving his motorcycle on a bicycle path.”

 


“Armed and dangerous, you say?” Suddenly the
stranger’s tone changed as he pulled out his cell phone.

 


“Yes, if you lift up the trousers on his
right leg, you’ll find a holster with a gun,” she replied, pointing
to the spot where it was strapped.

 


He did as she said and recoiled in fright.
“Oh, my heavens,” he exclaimed, “you’re right.”

 


She beckoned to Jasper. “Now let’s get out of
here.” As she was pedaling off with him following closely behind,
the stranger was on the phone, talking with the police.

 


When they had ridden another five miles, she
suddenly stopped, got off her bike, and waited for Jasper, ever the
laggard. As he, out of breath, pulled up beside her and eased
himself off his bike, he asked, “What’s up?”

 


“Just follow me.”

 


With that command she pushed her bike down a
beaten path among a grove of maple trees. Only when they came out
onto a clearing did he realize that they were at the rear of a
large shopping mall. She hid her bike between the building and a
dumpster. “Put yours there, too,” she said, motioning with her
hand. “Hopefully, some needy kids’ll find them and get to have some
fun.”

 


When that chore was done, she took a deep
breath and clapped her hands with relief. “Right now I could use a
good cup of coffee,” she enthused. “How about you?”

 


“I’m a green-tea man myself.”

 


“I should’ve known,” she said, a faint smile
toying at the corners of her mouth. “There’s a coffee shop in the
mall, we can wait for the bus there.”

 


“The bus stops here?” She nodded and he,
matching her smile with one of his own, said, “You really did have
everything figured out, didn’t you?”

 


“So far so good,” she replied, holding up two
crossed fingers.

 


With a small counter and a few colorful
tables with matching chairs, all squeezed together in front of a
plate-glass window, the place was more like an office cubicle than
a coffee shop. She ordered a coffee and a cranberry muffin and,
turning to him, asked, “What are you going to have?”

 


“The same thing.”

 


She raised an eyebrow, quipping, “What about
that favorite drink of yours, green tea?”

 


“In case you’ve forgotten,” he replied with a
grin, “I’m a natural-born follower.”

 


“Yes, so I’ve heard.” Wearing a smile, she
led the way to a table with a good view of the parking lot. When
they had sat down, she pointed outside and said, “The bus stops
over there by the entrance to the supermarket.” She paused and
glanced at her watch before adding, “Unless I’m mistaken, it should
be here in fifteen minutes.”

 


For a long time they sat opposite one another
in silence, alternately sipping at their coffee and munching on
their muffins, before she asked, “Where’d you learn that
stuff?”

 


“What stuff?” he asked, dabbing at his chin
with a napkin.

 


“The martial arts.”

 


He leaned back on his chair and stroked his
chin thoughtfully. “Oh, when I was a young kid, I was one of those
ninety-pound weaklings, whom the beach bullies threw sand on,” he
said matter-of-factly. “Finally I had enough of their torment and
decided to learn how to defend myself.” He paused and took a sip of
coffee before saying, “I think by now you know that I’m not by
nature an aggressive, much less a violent, person.”

 


“Oh, I know that only too well,” she replied
with a trace of laughter in her voice. “Had I not interfered, you
would’ve applied mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to Moe back
there.”

 


“Did anyone ever tell you that you’ve got a
great imagination?” he said, matching her sarcasm with some of his
own.

 


“Yes, my seventh-grade English teacher,” she
retorted, tongue in cheek, “when I wrote a story about the summer I
spent on Mars.”

 


“Yes,” he agreed with a wag of his head, “and
I bet you first wanted to spend it on the Sun before you found out
it was too hot there.” When their laughter subsided, he glanced at
her and, enjoying their verbal sparring as much as did she, put the
needle in a little deeper before telling her why he became
interested in the martial arts. “As I was saying before you so
cruelly decided to ridicule me, because karate and kung fu, which
are forms of unarmed fighting, emphasize virtues such as
discipline, humility, and respect, it was only natural that sooner
or latter I’d become interested them.”

 


“As I understand it,” she offered, “they’re
both based on the art of self-defense.” He nodded and she asked,
“What’s the difference between them?”

 


“Not much,” he answered with a shrug. “Kung
fu, which in Chinese means `human achievement,’ was the original
form, using a variety of techniques. Karate, which in Japanese
means, `empty hand,’ came along later and perfected the kung-fu
techniques.”

 


“Obviously you were a good student.”

 


The hidden meaning in her words didn’t go
unnoticed. “I did my homework if that’s what you mean.”

 


“Since you’re not the type who goes around
looking for trouble,” she said with an approving glance, “those two
forms of the martial arts are ideal for you.”

 


He nodded in agreement, saying, “But when it
does come looking for me, at least now I’m ready, willing, and able
to deal with it.”

 


“When it comes to fighting, Moe’s no slouch
and doesn’t play by anybody’s rules but his own,” she replied,
stirring uneasily on her chair. “He could’ve pulled out that gun
and killed you.”

 


He shrugged. “But he didn’t.”

 


She studied him long and hard before asking,
“Why didn’t you put up a fight at the airport parking lot?”

 


“Because there were two of them and they
approached me with guns drawn.” He thought a minute before saying,
“More importantly, I wasn’t Bruno, the man they were looking for,
and felt confident the truth would set me free.”

 


“You know something?” she said, studying him
over her raised cup.

 


“What’s that?” he asked, sipping at his
coffee.

 


“You’re really naïve.”

 


“I’ve been called worse things,” he said, his
blue eyes meeting her brown ones.

 


The arrival of the bus cut short their
conversation.

 


“Come on,” she exclaimed, setting her cup
down with a thud and jumping up, “unless you want to miss the
bus.”

 


“No way.” Now he, too, was on his feet and,
after a final gulp of his coffee, once again was following closely
on her heels.

 


The two of them rushed out of the shop,
hopped aboard the bus, and soon were Boston bound.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Later that evening, in Boston, Jasper and
Maria entered the living room of his apartment. To say that the
place was messy would be an understatement. Clothes were strewn all
over and, to the left, through an open door leading to the
kitchenette, a mound of dishes could be seen rising above the
sink.

 


She didn’t dwell on the soiled clothes or the
dirty dishes; those, she knew, could be easily washed and dried.
What caught her attention were the sliding glass panel at the other
end of the room, which opened onto a small balcony, the two open
doors on the right that lead to separate bedrooms and the Spartan
furnishings. “It’s practical and quaint,” she said, giving the
place her stamp of approval.

 


Jasper, snatching a pair of his underwear off
the sofa, confessed, “Unfortunately, I’m not the neatest person in
the world.”

 


“Yes, so I notice,” she agreed, a smile
toying with her lips.

 


“I have a cleaning woman come in once a
week.” He straightened out a lamp on one of the two end tables that
flanked the sofa. “She’s Brazilian,” he said with a nervous laugh,
“they’re the best housecleaners. Unfortunately she won’t be here
until next Monday.”

 


“From the looks of the place I’d say she
works hard for her money.”

 


The hidden meaning in her words didn’t go
unnoticed and they shared a smile.

 


Disappearing into the kitchenette, he could
be heard opening and closing the door of the refrigerator. “Would
you like something to eat?” he shouted out to her.

 


“No, thank you,” she hollered back.

 


“It’s just as well,” he said, coming back
into the living room. “Except for a couple of soft tomatoes and
rubbery eggplants the pickings are slim and the milk’s gone sour.”
Embarrassed, he felt compelled to add, “I eat out a lot.” As they
stood awkwardly across from each other, he confessed, “Well, more
than a lot. Most of the time.” Glancing at his watch, he exclaimed,
“Oh, gosh, it’s getting late. We’d better go and find you a hotel
room.” As an afterthought he added, “And I insist on paying for
it.”

 


She answered with a firm “No.”

 


“You saved my life,” he reminded her, “and,
as I’ve said before, you can’t put a price on that.”

 


“And you saved mine back there on the bicycle
path,” she retorted, “so that makes us even-Steven.”

 


“Well, master Jasper doesn’t believe we’re
even-Steven,” he said, more than happy to join her in a play on
words. “I don’t think Moe would’ve dared to hurt you. I’d hate to
think what your father’d do to him if he ever were foolhardy enough
to do such a thing.” He paused and drew his lips in thoughtfully.
“No matter how angry you are at him, I can’t help but feel he loves
you dearly.”

 


“Whatever.” She shrugged and, anxious to get
off the topic of her father, replied, “The point is I feel bad
enough imposing on you for the cost of the bus ticket without doing
so for the price of a hotel room.”

 


He chuckled. “Hey, it cost me more to tip a
cabbie in New York City than it did to pay for your bus
ticket.”

 


“I don’t care,” she replied with firm
resolve, “it’s a matter of principle.”

 


“Okay, if it makes you feel better,” he
relented, “consider what I pay for your hotel accommodations a
loan.” He shrugged. “You can pay me back when you’re working.”

 


“No,” she replied, shaking her head, “I just
wouldn’t feel right about taking your money.”

 


Her persistence surprised him. “I--I don’t
know what else to suggest,” he said with a shrug.

 


Her dark eyes wandered around the room before
coming back and alighting on him again. “What about me staying here
until I get my first week’s pay?”

 


“Oh, heavens, no,” he replied with a firm wag
of his head “that’s out of the question.”

 


“Why? You have a spare bedroom back there,
don’t you?” She pointed toward the open doors.

 


He nodded that he did. “It--it wouldn’t look
right,” he stammered.

 


“But we’d have separate bedrooms,” she
persisted. “I’ve come to trust you and I hope that you trust
me.”

 


“Oh, I do,” he said gesturing with his hands,
“but it’s not a matter of trust. I just wouldn’t feel right about
it.”

 


“I’d clean house and cook the meals.”

 


“But I told you,” he said, a trace of
impatience in his tone. “I have a maid come in and I eat out.”

 


“That’s expensive.”

 


“I can afford it.”

 


A scowl replaced her smile. “You don’t want
me here, do you?” she said petulantly.

 


“Yes, of course I do but--I mean--I mean--”
Suddenly he found himself flustered.

 


“Just what do you mean?” she demanded. “Do
you want me here or not?”

 


“I enjoy your company but I’m--I’m--”

 


“Come on, Jasper, spit it out. You’re
what?”

 


Taking a deep breath, he blurted out, “I’m
engaged to be married.”

 


“Oh,” she replied, unable to hide her
disappointment, “now I understand.” Pointing to the bedrooms, she
said, “One of those is hers.”

 


Suddenly he found himself on the defensive.
“No, it’s not,” he assured her.

 


“You and she haven’t been intimate?”

 


“Eh--no, of course not,” he replied with
righteous indignation. “What--what kind of question is that?”

 


“It’s just that if the two of you were and I
were to sleep over here,” she said matter-of-factly, “I’d want to
change the sheets.”

 


“She--she wouldn’t like it if she knew there
was another woman staying here.” He ran a hand nervously through
his thatch of blond hair.

 


“If that’s the way you feel about it, let’s
go then.” With those words she was already at the door.

 


“All right, you can sleep over tonight,” he
said with a sigh of resignation, “but tomorrow I’ll leave work
early and help you to find a place of your own.”

 


“Whatever.” She shrugged.

 


“Now I think we both ought to get a good
night’s sleep,” he said, stifling a yawn.

 


Apparently it was contagious; for she, too,
put her hand to her mouth, replying, “I won’t argue with you about
that.”

 


Just then the telephone, which was lying on
an end table, rang. He leaned over and picked it up, saying,
“Hello….Oh, it’s you, Prudence….Of course, I’m happy you called.
Why wouldn’t I be?…If I don’t sound too enthused, frankly it’s
because I just this minute got in and I’m tired….No, I could never
be too tired to call you….And I love you, too….Yes, I swear I do….I
couldn’t find time to call you from New York because I didn’t have
my cell phone….Oh, it’s a long story that I’d rather not go into
right now….Well, if you insist, I’ll tell you. The truth is two
hoodlums accosted me in the airport parking lot….No, I’m fine but
they took my cell phone….Why didn’t they take my money? That’s a
good question. I don’t know, you’d have to ask them….No, I’m not
being flip….”

 


At that moment Maria, who, all the while, had
been listening intently to the gist of his telephone conversation
burst out laughing.

 


“What do you mean who’s with me?” With the
receiver cradled under his chin, he signaled Maria to be quiet with
one hand and made a slitting motion to his throat with the other.
“What noise?” he said into the receiver. “Someone laughing? Don’t
be silly….Right now I’m the one laughing, Prudence, because I think
you’re beginning to imagine things….Prudence, please don’t--” He
let out a heavy sigh and, turned to Maria. “In case you didn’t
know,” he said with thinly veiled sarcasm, “that was my fiancée,
Prudence.”

 


“Oh, I knew it all right,” she assured
him.

 


“She hung up on me.”

 


“I could hear the sound of her slamming down
the phone from here.”

 


“You didn’t help matters any, you know?” he
chided, setting the phone back down onto its cradle.

 


“Look, I’m sorry but I just couldn’t help
myself.” Again she burst out laughing.

 


He crossed his arms and scolded her with his
eyes. “Would you mind telling me what’s so funny?”

 


“It’s just that all the time you were talking
to her,” she said, turning more serious, “it was as if you were
walking on eggshells.”

 


“So what’s your point?”

 


“You and she are planning to become husband
and wife, aren’t you?” She immediately regretted having asked such
a stupid question.

 


“Yes, of course, we are.” Although the
response itself was what she expected, the rapidity and firmness
with which he said it caught her by surprise.

 


“Then, they’ll be times when the two of
you’ll have differences.”

 


“Naturally,” he agreed with a wag of his
head.

 


“If you have respect, trust, and confidence
in one another, you’ll discuss them openly and frankly,” she said,
keenly aware of his scrutiny. “It follows that through a process of
give and take you should be able to resolve them.” She paused and,
then, with light bitterness, said, “What neither of you should do
is walk on egg shells, avoid touchy subjects, and skirt minefields.
If you handle your problems that way, your marriage is doomed.”

 


He glanced at his watch and, with a straight
face, asked, “Excuse me, Miss, but what time does this lecture
end?”

 


A blush like a shadow ran over her cheeks.
“Oh, I’m--I’m sorry for babbling on like that,” she apologized.
“Some--sometimes, in case you haven’t noticed, I get carried
away.”

 


“Oh, I’ve noticed all right,” he replied, his
blue eyes twinkling with amusement.

 


“Now if you’ll point me in the right
direction,” she said, avoiding his gaze, “I’ll stop boring you and
let the both of us get a good night’s sleep.”

 


His expression stilled and grew serious. “You
could never bore me,” he replied, his voice trailing off to a
hushed whisper, “that’s for sure.”

 


She could barely control a gasp of surprise
at the words he had just uttered.

 


“The first bedroom’s mine,” he said,
gesturing in a sweeping motion with his arm, “the second one’s
yours.”

 


“Thanks,” she said, quickly moving toward it.
“I’ll see you in the morning.”

 


As she was about to disappear from view, he
said, “Oh, Maria!”

 


“Yes?” she said, stopping abruptly and
turning toward him.

 


“Trust me,” he said wryly, “you don’t have to
change the sheets.”

 


“Knowing that, I’ll sleep soundly tonight,”
she replied, wiping her forehead in a mock show of relief, “that’s
for sure.” With that quip she matched his smile with one of her own
and vanished into the bedroom.

 


* * *

 


When, after work the next day, Jasper entered
his apartment, he couldn’t believe his eyes. The living room was
vacuumed; the soiled clothes picked up and washed; the dirty dishes
cleaned and put away. On the balcony stood a folding table covered
with a tablecloth and neatly set with napkins and place settings
for two. Hearing Maria moving about in the kitchenette, he
hollered, “Hey, am I in the right apartment?”

 


“You’d better be or we’re both in trouble.”
Beaming and wearing an apron, she passed through the living room,
carrying a steaming plate of eggplant Parmesan, which she quickly
set atop the table on the balcony.

 


As hungry as he was, it wasn’t the aroma of
the food that aroused him but rather her change of clothing. She
was wearing a pair of white slacks, that clung snugly to the
contours of her shapely figure, and a pink jersey with heart-shaped
sequins, which couldn’t completely conceal her ample bosom,
straining sensually against its fabric.

 


“I see you went shopping today,” he murmured,
unable to take his eyes off her.

 


“Yes,” she replied with a playful pirouette,
“do you like what I picked out?”

 


“Oh, I sure do,” he said in what had to be
the understatement of the year. “Where’d you buy them? At
Appleseed’s?” She shook her head and he continued with the guessing
game. “Talbot’s?”

 


“No,” she teased, “but you’re getting
warm.”

 


“Not Kmart?” he persisted.

 


“Would you believe I got them at the
Salvation Army Family Thrift Store for a song?” she enthused.

 


“You’re kidding?”

 


“I kid you not.” Her big brown eyes twinkled
across at his baby blue ones.

 


He broke the stillness that followed, saying,
“But then again, on you, even rags would take on a regal look.”

 


While she was turning crimson over his
compliment, he excused himself and hurried into the bathroom as
much to cool off his passion as to wash up for supper. When he
returned, she was standing by a chair out on the balcony and
motioning for him to come out and sit down.

 


“I--I still can’t believe it,” he said,
taking a seat.

 


“Believe what?” she asked, sitting down
opposite him.

 


“How you’ve transformed this place,” he
replied, gesturing toward the living room.

 


She picked up the casserole dish of eggplant
Parmesan and held it while he put a generous portion onto his
plate. He, in turn, held it while she took some.

 


As she was about to taste it, he stopped her,
saying, “Wait a minute, I always say Grace before the supper
meal.”

 


“Really,” she replied, surprised by his
sudden religious fervor.

 


“Yes.” He bowed his head and, scarcely able
to keep from laughing, said the word, “Grace.”

 


“Very funny.” She shook her head in mock
disapproval and, then, with that enchanting smile of hers said, “Do
you know my mother wanted to name me Grace?”

 


“Really?”

 


She nodded. “But my father had the prudence
to call me Maria.”

 


With her emphasis on the word, prudence, in a
not so subtle way she had once again turned the tables on him and
gotten the last laugh. Since the last thing, at that moment, he
wanted was to discuss his fiancée, he sampled the Parmesan and
smacked his lips. “It’s delicious,” he exclaimed.

 


The compliment, which was genuine, had the
desired effect of changing the subject. “Just make sure you leave
room for the homemade pizza I’ve just put in the oven,” she
replied, rewarding him with a smile.

 


“I’ve never had eggplant Parmesan this
good.”

 


“I’m glad you like it,” she said, dabbing her
chin with a napkin. “I hope you don’t mind eating out here?”

 


“No, not at all.”

 


“The kitchenette gives me claustrophobia and,
besides,” she enthused, gesturing with her hands, “the view from
here’s awesome.”

 


He set his fork down and leaned back on his
chair. “Yes, it is,” he said, his gaze all the while riveted on
her, “but, frankly, if the food and the company are as good as they
are at this moment, it wouldn’t matter whether I was sitting at a
table in the cellar or at one on the roof.”

 


Embarrassed, she replied, “You’re too
kind.”

 


“It’s the truth.”

 


Breaking the long silence that followed, she
asked, “Any news about that job?”

 


Sporting a facial expression not unlike that
of the proverbial cat that swallowed the canary, he said, “Yes, as
a matter of fact there is.”

 


“Well, what is it?” she replied, unable to
hide her impatience.

 


“You, Maria DiGiacomo,” he said with a broad
grin, “are about to become the next receptionist at Foster’s Fun
and Games Incorporated.”

 


“Oh, I’m so happy,” she exclaimed. “So much
so I could kiss you.” She paused momentarily and, then, added, “As
a matter of fact I will.” Wasting no time in fulfilling her
promise; she leaned across the table and kissed him on the
cheek.

 


“Eh--eh, Maria, eh--” Yet again, at the touch
of her lips, he found himself flustered and stammering.

 


“Come on, Jasper,” she coaxed, “don’t keep me
in suspense.”

 


“When--when do you want to start?” The
aftereffects of her kiss lingered.

 


“The sooner, the better,” she enthused. “How
about tomorrow?”

 


“Fine,” he said, regaining his composure.
“You’ll spend the rest of the week with Sally Moran getting the
hang of things. After that she leaves and you’ll be on your
own.”

 


“Just exactly what does Foster’s Fun and
Games Incorporated do?” she asked, her dark eyes narrowing with
curiosity.

 


“They develop and manufacture riddles,
puzzles, and games for use in kindergarten through high
school.”

 


“Games?” she exclaimed. “Oh, I’ll like
working there.”

 


“Are you sure?”

 


“Positive,” she replied with a firm nod of
her head. “As a young girl I loved playing with my Barbie
doll.”

 


“I meant games of an educational
nature--mostly board games,” he clarified, “not toys.”

 


“Oh, I learned a lot about biology from
Barbie,” she said, smiling across at him.

 


“I don’t doubt it.” He shrugged.

 


“Oh, Jasper,” she said mischievously, “I’ve
got an idea you can make into a new board game.”

 


“What is it?” he asked, dazzled by the sheen
of the sequins on her jersey.

 


“Both G.I. Joe and Ken fall in love with
Barbie and end up fighting each other for her love.”

 


He burst out laughing. “No, Maria, I don’t
think so.”

 


“Why not?” she asked, somehow managing to
keep a straight face.

 


Now his expression, too, became more serious.
“Because, unless I’m mistaken, I believe there’s already a game on
the market similar to that.”

 


“Oh, there is?” He nodded and, falling into
the trap he had set for her, she asked, “What’s the name of
it?”

 


The fingers of his right hand tapped the side
of his head as if racking his brain to remember it. When, at last,
he found what he was looking for, he exclaimed, “Rock’em Sock’em
Robots.”

 


Both of them broke out into laughter and,
when it subsided, she confessed, “You got the better of me this
time.”

 


Although he took great pride in the art of
the retort, he had to admit that in their verbal sparring, more
often than not, she usually got the last word and the last laugh.
So he basked for a brief time in his rare victory.

 


“As a reward for all your kindness,” she
said, breaking the silence and getting up, “I’m going to finish off
this farewell supper with that pizza I promised you.”

 


“Farewell supper?” he asked, perplexed.

 


“When we finish eating, you and I are going
out to look for a place for me to stay. Now that I have a job, I
can afford to spend what money I have with me on rent,” she
explained with new-found confidence. “Remember what you said last
night?”

 


As she started for the kitchenette, he waved
his hands dismissively. “Oh, I’m having second thoughts about
that.”

 


She stopped abruptly and turned to face him,
her brow crinkling with surprise. “You are?”

 


He nodded. “I don’t see any harm in your
staying here until you get your first pay check.”

 


“Are you sure it’s okay?” Her dark eyes
studied him intently.

 


“Positive.”

 


“I wouldn’t want to create any problems
between you and your fiancée.”

 


“For that reason I’d prefer that you not tell
anybody that we’re living together--” He paused, took a deep
breath, and corrected his poor choice of words. “I mean sharing an
apartment.”

 


“My lips are sealed.” She drew a finger
across them for emphasis.

 


“Were my fiancée to get wind of it,” he said
warily, “all hell would break loose.”

 


“I can imagine.”

 


“I could even lose my job,” he said, a
warning cloud hovering over his sun-bronzed features.

 


“Lose your job?” she asked, her voice a blend
of concern and surprise.

 


“Yes,” he replied with a wag of his head,
“her father owns the company.”

 


“Foster’s Fun and Games Incorporated?” she
queried in disbelief.

 


“Throckmorton Foster’s his name but everyone
in the company calls him Morty.”

 


“Oh, my heavens,” she said, still taken
aback, “I--I had no idea.”

 


Breaking the silence that followed, he said,
“So, for that reason, since the company’s just a stone’s throw
away, it would be better if we weren’t seen walking to and from
work together.”

 


“I understand.” She hesitated for a moment
and, then, almost as if talking to herself, murmured, “The last
thing I want to do is to cause you any problems.”

 


“If we’re discreet, there shouldn’t be
any.”

 


“Yes,” she said with a sigh, “more often than
not discretion is the better part of valor.”

 


“What did you say?” he asked with a puzzled
look.

 


She shrugged. “Oh, I sometimes can be
brutally frank,” she confessed. “So, I’ll just have to learn to
rein it in.” She caught a glint of amusement in his eyes and
reacted to it without hesitation. “Why are you looking so smug?”
she demanded.

 


“Oh, I was just thinking,” he replied, both
surprised and impressed by her keen insight.

 


“About what”

 


“Nothing important.”

 


“I’d like to hear it,” she persisted.

 


For a moment he studied her intently. “Are
you sure?”

 


“Positive,” she replied, her brown eyes
meeting and defeating his blue ones in combat.

 


“Well, speaking of being brutally frank,” he
said with a shrug of resignation, “your father impresses me as
being that way, too.”

 


“Oh, no,” she replied, shaking her head in
anger, “not him again.”

 


“Hey, you wanted the truth and I gave it to
you,” he protested. “Now are we going to argue over that?”

 


“No, that’s the last thing I want us to do.”
The serenity in her voice surprised him. “You’re right,” she
admitted. “Both he and I are stubborn and brutally frank. As for
the latter flaw, I’ll just have to train my tiny brain to control
my big mouth.”

 


Suddenly he found himself coming to her
defense. “Hey, look, I wasn’t criticizing you,” he explained,
pushing aside some strands of hair for a better view of her, “I was
just making an observation.” He paused and a look of faint
amusement overspread his face. “Besides, I wouldn’t want you to
change too much because frankly I like you just the way you
are.”

 


Magically, his words of support and the smile
that went with them dispelled her somber mood more quickly than
rays of the sun could disperse a summer squall. “Now, are you ready
for the second course--the pizza?” she asked, beaming across at
him.

 


“Wait until I take my belt out another
notch,” he replied, meeting her smile with one of his own.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Angelo, in his favorite pose, was staring out
the window of his study when his wife, Rosa, in a single motion,
strode in, set down a tray, and wiped a speck of dust off the
window sill. Despite her gray hair, baggy eyes, and matronly figure
traces of an earlier allure lingered. The twinkle in her eyes, the
lilt in her voice, and the coy smile, all of which had long since
tamed Angelo, the “Italian stallion,” were as potent now as they
were then. “I’ve brought you a couple of rhubarb turnovers, hot out
of the oven, and some tea,” she said, tapping him on the back.

 


“You really know how to get on my good side,
don’t you?” he replied, turning around on his chair and snatching
one.

 


“Unfortunately, these days you don’t have a
good side,” she said, going over and straightening out the drapes
on the window.

 


“Oh, here we go again,” he grumbled, nibbling
on the turnover and sensing what was to come.

 


“Angelo, why can’t you eat in the kitchen for
a change,” she chided, leaning over and cleaning the exposed top of
his desk with a dust cloth, “that’s what they’re made for, you
know?”

 


He peered at her over his raised tea cup and
shook his head. “Because I know it’s impossible for you to come in
here without a dust cloth in your hand, I put up with it,” he
complained. “But I draw the line at your wisecracks.”

 


“Hey, I don’t like her running off the way
she did any more than you do but staying in here all day and
brooding about it doesn’t do any good,” she said, shrugging him
off.

 


“So you’re a mind reader now, are you?” he
said with grudging respect for her ability to fathom his
thoughts.

 


“I’ve lived with you long enough to be that
and a lot more,” she snapped.

 


“First my daughter turns on me and now my
wife,” he replied, shaking his head in self-pity. “I didn’t think
that I was all that bad.”

 


“Did I ever say you were?” she
challenged.

 


“Even though you may not say it,” he said,
his voice trailing off to a hushed whisper, “I sometimes can feel
it in your tone of voice.”

 


She broke the silence that followed.
“Although, as I’ve said, I’m concerned about the way she ran off,”
she declared, “unlike you, I’m not worried about her marrying
Bruno.”

 


“Oh, no,” he replied, his anger once again
coming to the surface, “well, I sure as hell am.”

 


“You’re worrying yourself over nothing.”

 


“Then, tell me why she took one look at him,
threw her arms around his neck, and started smothering him with
kisses.” She stood across from him with hands on her hips and shook
her head. “Are you telling me that’s not love?” he asked
testily.

 


“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m telling you,”
she said, taking a deep breath. “The fact is she dislikes him
almost as much as you do.”

 


“For a while I felt that way, too,” he
replied, his voice softening. “But if what you say is true, why’d
she run off with him?”

 


“That’s what bothers me, too?” She broke the
silence that followed, asking, “Are you sure it was Bruno she ran
off with?”

 


“Although the trickster put on a good act,
trying to convince me it wasn’t him,” he said, recalling their
encounter, “I’m positive it was. But--but--” He stopped and stroked
his chin thoughtfully.

 


“But what?” she asked, dusting off his
bookcase.

 


“I can’t believe he’d dare show his face in
this city again after I told him what I do to him if he ever did.”
He shook his head in disbelief. “If he knows nothing else, he knows
I’m a man of my word.”

 


Once again she broke the silence between
them. “What are you going to do now?”

 


“I’ve sent Rocco and Moe to his stomping
grounds.”

 


“Philadelphia?”

 


He nodded. “For the time being I just want
them to keep an eye on Romeo and Juliet,” he said with thinly
veiled disdain.

 


“I hope you haven’t sent them on a fool’s
errand.”

 


“Only time will tell.”

 


She picked up a lamp and dusted off the top
of an end table. “One thing for sure,” she said, setting it down,
“you need a change of scenery even if it just means eating in the
kitchen.”

 


“I like the view from here.” To emphasize his
point he swung around on his chair and glanced out at the plush
green expanse of lawn.

 


“Besides, you’re getting to be hermit,” she
complained, “and I’m becoming a waitress.”

 


As he turned around to face her again, a
smile played at the corners of his mouth. “What better way to keep
your girlish figure?”

 


She chuckled. “My girlish figure and your Mr.
America body are gone forever,” she said, going over and giving him
a pat on his paunch.

 


“Don’t remind me,” he muttered. “That’s why I
don’t look in the mirror anymore.”

 


“Afraid you’ll break it?” she teased.

 


“No, every time I look at myself, I see my
father’s face,” he replied, grimacing.

 


“What’s wrong with that?” she asked, clearing
away some cobwebs in a corner. “He was a good-looking man well into
his seventies.”

 


“In case you’ve forgotten he and I never got
along.”

 


“Oh, I haven’t forgotten,” she replied,
rolling her eyes. “That problem seems to run in the DiGiacomo
family.”

 


He threw up his hands, complaining, “Hey, if
you can’t say anything good about my family, don’t say
anything.”

 


“Didn’t I just tell you how good-looking your
father was?” she protested, wiping the front of his television
set.

 


He shrugged. “So you did,” he replied in a
calmer voice.

 


He watched in silence as she dusted and
cleaned everything in sight except him, himself. Finally, when he
could stand it no longer, he said, “Why don’t you let me have the
Maid Brigade come in and clean house for you?”

 


“Over my dead body,” she snapped, opening the
door.

 


“Ah, that’s exactly why I want to hire them,”
he said, seizing upon her last words. “I’m sick and tired of
watching you kill yourself around here.”

 


“Well, instead of just watching,” she said
matter-of-factly, “why don’t you pick up the dry mop in your closet
and help out once in while.”

 


Before he could respond, she had hurried out
and closed the door behind her.

 


* * *

 


At that same moment, two hundred and twenty
five miles away in Boston, Maria stopped by Mr. Foster’s office to
pick up some company brochures and annual reports, which, as a
receptionist, she would often hand out to clients and visitors. As
she was about to leave and take them back to the reception desk,
she paused to admire samples of the company’s most successful
products, which adorned the walls. Among them were Where in the
World is Whitey Bulger?, a clever game used to increase a student’s
knowledge of geography; Polly’s Parallelogram, the company’s
competitor to Rubik’s Cube; and, of course, that recent best
seller, Congressional Follies, a board game in which players, under
the guise of being United States’ senators and representatives, try
to guess who will be the next one of them to end up in prison.

 


While she was examining them--particularly,
the ones Jasper had developed--a short, stocky young man, passing
by in the hall outside, caught sight of her, stopped abruptly, and
entered the office. Although a pock-marked face, bent nose, and
some missing teeth might humble others, in his case they made an
already big ego even bigger. “Wait,” he exclaimed with dramatic
flair, “haven’t we met before?”

 


Taken by surprise, she whirled around and
studied him intently. “No, I don’t think so,” she said at last.

 


“It was at a restaurant in Paris--L’Amour de
Ma Vie; I’m sure of it,” he persisted.

 


“No, I’m afraid you’re mistaken.”

 


“I’d never forget somebody as beautiful as
you.” He tapped his temple as if trying to remember where they had
met. Apparently it worked; for he soon exclaimed, “Now I know. It
was at Die Schone Frau in Berlin.”

 


Smiling, she shook her head. “Wrong
again.”

 


“How about at Cinderella’s Glass Slipper in
New York City?” he offered.

 


“Well, at least you’re on this continent,”
she replied dryly.

 


“Then,” he said, delivering his punch line,
“it had to be at McDonald’s right here in downtown Boston.”

 


After they shared a laugh, he extended his
hand, saying, “I’m Reggie Brewster. And you?”

 


Taking it like a present she didn’t know what
to do with, she replied, “Maria DiGiacomo.”

 


“Ah, so you’re the new receptionist?” he
said, surveying her from top to bottom.

 


“Yes,” she replied, reclaiming her hand,
which he released with great reluctance.

 


“You’re doing more to brighten up this place
than the lights on the annual Christmas tree,” he said, unable to
take his eyes off her. “Had I known you were here, I wouldn’t have
stayed on the road so long.” She laughed and he took one of the
brochures she was carrying.

 


“How beautiful, alluring, and tantalizing,”
he said, pretending to study it and running his hand over its
glossy cover. It arouses such a passion within me that all I want
is to open it up, plunge inside, and lose myself in the ecstasy of
it.”

 


“You must really be devoted to the company?”
she offered

 


“Who’s talking about the company?” he replied
with a laugh. “I’m talking about you.”

 


Embarrassed, she said, “You’re a salesman
here, aren’t you?”

 


“The best in the business,” he boasted. “So
good I’m going to persuade you to go out to supper with me this
evening.”

 


“No, I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she
retorted in a firm but polite tone.

 


“Then we’ll make it for tomorrow,” he
persisted like a rooster in pursuit of a hen.

 


“No, that’s impossible,” she replied, trying
to go around him.

 


He backed up until he stood in the doorway
and prevented her from leaving. “I realize that a woman as
attractive as you has lots of beaus” he said, putting his charm
offensive into high gear, “but I guarantee you that after one date
with me they’ll all become ancient history.”

 


She couldn’t stifle a laugh. “You’re as
confident as you are persistent.”

 


“Is that a yes or a no?” he asked, leering at
her.

 


“I’ll have to give it some thought,” she
said, more out of a desire to get back to the reception desk than
any interest in his advances.

 


“Just name a time and place and I’ll be there
to meet you with bells on,” he enthused.

 


Their conversation came to an abrupt halt as
he came tumbling back into the office, landing in a heap on the
floor.

 


“Why don’t you take your bells and ring them
someplace else, Santa Claus.” That greeting came from Jasper, who
happened to be walking down the hall and, upon hearing what Reggie
had just said, shoved him from behind. “Surely you have more to do
than hang around here like a dog in heat?”

 


“Shame on you, Jasper,” he replied, getting
up and brushing himself off. “Here you are practically married to
the boss’s daughter and you’re jealous of a good-looking, eligible
bachelor like me talking with one of the most beautiful women in
the company.” He paused long enough to wink at her and, at the same
time, incense Jasper “Nice meeting you, Maria, and remember that
I’ll be waiting by the phone with bated breath.” With a bow to her
and a scowl at Jasper he left.

 


“Bated breath?” Jasper shouted after him.
“Bad breath would be more like it.” When he turned around and found
her laughing at him, he asked, “What’s so funny?”

 


“You,” she said, sensing his discomfit and
taking advantage of it. “Unless I’m mistaken, I get the impression
you don’t like him?”

 


“Oh, you’re not mistaken, believe me” he
replied, unable to rein in his hostility.

 


“But why?” she persisted.

 


“Because he thinks he’s God’s gift to women.”
He paused and took a deep breath before asking, “Was he bothering
you?”

 


“Not really,” she replied coyly. “He just
wants me to go out with him.”

 


“I should’ve known why he was hanging around
here,” he muttered.

 


“You’re getting upset over nothing, Jasper,”
she said, surprised by his reaction. “He was only here for a few
minutes.”

 


“I hope you didn’t demean yourself by
agreeing to go out on a date with him?” he asked, his eyes
narrowing with curiosity.

 


“No, I didn’t.”

 


Relieved, he felt a need to compliment her.
“Well, that was smart thinking on your part.”

 


“But I did tell him I’d give it some
thought,” she admitted.

 


“You what?” he demanded.

 


“I said I’d give it some thought in the
future. After all I wouldn’t want him calling your place now and
finding out that we’re--we’re--” She stammered, searching for the
right words.

 


Jasper came to her rescue. “Sharing an
apartment together?” he offered.

 


“Yes,” she replied with a nod, “Prudence
wouldn’t like it if she were to find out and I’d never forgive
myself if you were to lose your job.” She paused before adding in a
petulant voice, “That’s why I want to get a place of my own.”

 


“But you’re not making enough money to pay
for your own apartment.”

 


She sighed. “Then I’ll have to settle for
renting a room.”

 


“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he
replied, shaking his head.

 


“I’ve been sharing your apartment for almost
a month now.”

 


“So?” He shrugged. “You’ve also been sharing
the expenses.”

 


“For somebody who, not long ago, was anxious
to get me out and into a place of my own,” she said, chiding him
with her eyes as well as her voice, “you now seem to be doing
everything possible to prevent me from moving out.”

 


Suddenly he found himself on the defensive.
“I--I feel an obligation to look out for you.”

 


“I’m a big girl now.”

 


“Not when it comes to dealing with that
Gigolo--Reggie Brewster.”

 


“Believe me,” she said with a playful smile,
“handling him’s nothing compared to handling Bruno `the Barbarian’
Barbosa.”

 


“But you said you only went out with him a
couple of times.”

 


She nodded. “Twice to be exact.” Breaking the
silence that followed, she said, “You know, I think Reggie’s right
about you.”

 


“Right about what?”

 


Knowing she had him on the defensive, she
stuck the needle in deeper. “You being jealous.”

 


Now he was flummoxed. “I--I just think you
can do better than him,” he sputtered.

 


“Now you’re beginning to sound just like my
father.”

 


“With all due respect, I certainly hope
not.”

 


“Oops, I’ve got to get back to the reception
desk,” she said, glancing at her watch. “But before I go, let me
fix your tie.” With those words she reached across with her free
hand and straightened it out. “There. Now you look handsome and
spiffy for your meeting with Mr. Foster.”

 


“Where is he?” he asked, glancing around. “Do
you know?”

 


She shrugged. “Apparently he hasn’t come back
from the bank yet.”

 


“Well, I’ll go to the men’s room and freshen
up.”

 


“Don’t be such a nervous wreck, you have
nothing to fear from him,” she said, shaking her head as she
watched him hurry out. “The company couldn’t survive without
you.”

 


No sooner had he left than Prudence, Mr.
Foster’s daughter appeared.

 


A pointed nose, made for sticking into other
people’s business, which, more often than not, she was prone to do;
a glib tongue, used to lash out at others--Maria among them; and a
long face that never wore a smile were her most unpleasant
features. But if one could get beyond those flaws--in her case,
that would be no easy task--one would have to admit that her
ringlets of flaming red hair, darting green eyes, and supple curves
lent her an austere kind of allure.

 


“Oh, hi,” Maria said, trying her best to be
polite.

 


Ignoring the greeting, the other woman asked,
“Was that Mr. Kilroy I just saw leaving here.”

 


“Yes.”

 


“Lately he seems to be spending a lot of time
with you?” It was more an accusation than a question.

 


“I really hadn’t noticed,” Maria replied,
biting her tongue.

 


“Well, I sure as heck have.” Her green eyes
narrowed with suspicion.

 


“Jasper--” Hoping to dispel any hint of
familiarity with him she quickly corrected herself. “--I mean Mr.
Kilroy--is likeable and pleasant. Every day as he enters the
building and passes the reception desk on his way to his office, he
says, `Good morning’ to everyone in his path.”

 


“So it’s Jasper, is it?” she replied, seizing
on the other woman’s slip of the tongue.

 


“I’m afraid I misspoke.”

 


“It looks to me as if he’s saying a lot more
than `Good Morning’ to you.”

 


“You’re reading much too much into this,” she
replied, her patience beginning to wear thin. “Right now I believe
Jasper--I mean Mr. Kilroy--has an appointment here with your
father, who’s running a little behind schedule. Apparently he’s
still at the bank and Mr. Kilroy’s just stepped out for a minute to
go to the men’s room.”

 


“Do you always have such a potent effect on
the plumbing of the men you meet?” she said in a voice dripping
with sarcasm.

 


“I don’t know what you’re trying to imply.”
Only because of her promise to Jasper was she able to keep her cool
in the face of such nastiness.

 


With arms akimbo and her chin thrust
menacingly forward, Prudence continued to spew out a steady stream
of innuendoes. “Well, let me be more specific. I just saw Reggie
Brewster leave here with a smile on his face that was wider than
that on a Halloween pumpkin. I suppose you find him to be likeable
and pleasant, too?”

 


“I--I wouldn’t go that far,” she
stammered.

 


Breaking the poignant pause that followed,
the redhead snarled, “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

 


“Yes.”

 


“Do you know who I am?”

 


“Mr. Foster’s daughter, I believe,” she
replied, choosing her words with care.

 


“I assume you enjoy your job.”

 


The arrogance of the woman was becoming
unbearable and only with the greatest effort was Maria able to keep
her cool. “Very much so,” she replied with a pretense of
nonchalance.

 


“Well, if you want to keep it, I’d suggest
that you stop flirting with Jasper and Reggie.” With those words of
warning she whirled around and, with eyes aflame and chin raised,
marched out.

 


Maria breathed a sigh of relief and took a
minute to compose herself. “What could Jasper possibly see in the
likes of her?” she murmured, thinking out loud and shaking her head
in disapproval at his choice of a soul mate. “I guess love,
sometimes, really is blind.”

 


Not long after she had left Mr. Foster
entered. With his neat crop of gray hair, piercing dark eyes,
finely manicured goatee, and regal bearing the owner of Foster’s
Fun and Games, Throckmorton Foster, had a distinguished and
professional air about him. His penchant for bow ties and
suspenders--more often than not in the color red--only added to
that aura. He sat down at his desk and began working on some
contracts. Soon Jasper appeared by the open door and at his knock
on it, he looked up. “Oh, Jasper, it’s you,” he enthused.

 


“You wanted to see me, sir.”

 


“Yes, please come in,” he said, getting up
and motioning him to the armchair next to his desk.

 


When he sat down again, the two of them
stared at one another awkwardly. Breaking the silence, the younger
man asked, “What’s on your mind, sir?”

 


He leaned across the desk and, in a hoarse
whisper, replied, “You know I’m very fond of you, Jasper.”

 


“As am I of you.”

 


“There’s not a harder, more creative worker
in the company.”

 


Jasper returned the compliment, saying, “I
consider it an honor, sir, to be working here.”

 


“And there’s nobody I’d rather see my
daughter marry.” He snapped his suspenders as if to emphasize the
point.

 


Although the younger man was uncomfortable
with the praise being heaped upon him and was beginning to fidget,
he again met his kind words with some of his own. “I can only hope
that I’m worthy of her.”

 


Mr. Foster leaned back in his chair and
studied him for what, to Jasper, seemed like an eternity. “Are you
having second thoughts about marrying her?” he asked at last.

 


“No, of course not,” he replied with
righteous indignation.

 


“I find that reassuring,” he said, the
fingertips of his two hands touching one another to form a
steeple.

 


“Why do you have any doubts, sir?”

 


His finger steeple collapsed as he set his
hands down upon his chest. “Because of that new girl.”

 


“New girl?”

 


“Yes, the receptionist. What’s her name?” he
asked, tapping the side of his head in a vain attempt to recall it.
“Geronimo,” he said, hazarding a guess.

 


“DiGiacomo,” Jasper corrected. “Maria
DiGiacomo.”

 


“Yes, she’s the one.”

 


“But, sir,” he said, moving forward on his
chair, “she comes to us highly recommended.”

 


“The quality of her work is excellent,” the
older man replied, nodding in agreement.

 


He breathed a sigh of relief and settled back
on his chair. “That’s good to know, sir.”

 


“What concerns me is your relationship with
her,” he said, tugging on his goatee.

 


Suddenly Jasper found himself at a loss for
words. “But--but--”

 


“Frankly you seem to be spending a lot of
time hovering about her,” Mr. Foster interrupted.

 


“Hovering?”

 


“Yes,” he said with a nod, “and, now, if
you’ll allow me, I’d like to cut to the quick.”

 


“Please do,” Jasper replied, gesturing with
his hands.

 


“Are you and she having an affair?” he
blurted out.

 


He had cut to the quick faster and far more
deeply than Jasper could ever have imagined. “Oh, Mr. Foster,” he
asked with a pained expression, “how could you even think such a
thing?”

 


“Then why are you--eh—eh--constantly--” Now
he was the one who was doing the stammering.

 


Coming to his aid, Jasper offered,
“Hovering?”

 


Mr. Foster seized upon the word, saying,
“Yes. Hovering over her?”

 


Jasper, who wasn’t a good liar, took a deep
breath and crossed his fingers. “It’s--it’s because her father and
mine were close,” he faltered.

 


“Oh?” the older man said, surprised.

 


“Yes, they worked together.” Jasper was
pushing his luck and he knew it.

 


“Doing what?”

 


“Eh--eh--they were--eh--firemen,” he said,
weaving the tall tale as he was going along. “When--when my father
fell through the roof of a burning apartment building, Mr.
DiGiacomo went in after him.”

 


“Saved his life, did he?” Mr. Foster peered
at him over his bifocals.

 


“That and more.” Suddenly, at that moment,
pangs of guilt overwhelmed him. So much so he knew he must end the
charade. “Brought him back to life with mouth to mouth
resuscitation, took him to the hospital, and, then, even donated
blood for the surgery on his ruptured spleen,” he blurted out.

 


“I’m surprised he didn’t operate on him,” Mr.
Foster said dryly.

 


“So, through that ordeal they became blood
brothers,” Jasper continued in a somber voice. “When her father
died, my father, who has since passed away, too, made me promise
always to take care of his only child, a daughter.”

 


“Maria Geronimo,” Mr. Foster murmured.

 


“DiGiacomo,” Jasper corrected.

 


“That’s what I said.”

 


“Whatever?” He shrugged. “So, the truth of
the matter is that since she was in need of a job, I, true to my
word, got her one here.” Pleased that the fable was at an end and
that at least the job part of it was true, he paused and let out a
sigh of relief.

 


“Now that you’ve explained the situation,
Jasper,” he said, his face lighting up, “I feel better about it.”
With those words he got up and extended his hand.

 


Jasper, who also arose, took it as a dinner
guest might take a hot platter he didn’t know what to do with. “And
let me assure you, sir,” he blurted out, “that my relationship with
her is now, and always will be, strictly platonic.”

 


As he left Mr. Foster’s office, he wondered
whatever had possessed him to utter that last sentence. For he knew
only too well that for a relationship to be platonic it had to be
free from sensual desire. Although Maria and he had met purely by
chance, they enjoyed one another’s company and quickly became
friends. That friendship, he sensed, was in a state of flux and, if
it hadn’t yet blossomed into love, it certainly was anything but
purely spiritual.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Friday evening of that same week he and Maria
were sitting on the sofa in the living room of the apartment.
Stifling a yawn, she put down the magazine she had been reading and
leaned over to see what he was working on. “Oh, you’re doing one of
those Japanese sudoku puzzles,” she remarked.

 


He looked up and smiled. “It’s true that
sudoku’s a puzzle--a number puzzle, in which the digits from one to
nine are placed in grid cells so--” Because she burst out laughing,
he stopped in mid-sentence.

 


“Okay, professor, I get it now,” she teased.
“It’s a Japanese number puzzle.”

 


“An American architect by the name of Howard
Garns invented it,” he explained, “but, as in the case of so many
other things that Americans have invented like the automobile,
foreigners end up taking over their ideas and perfecting--”
Suddenly he broke off. “Now I’m the boring one, aren’t I?” he
asked, recalling their recent conversation on that subject.

 


“In the words of a dear friend, whose name
I’m not at liberty to divulge,” she teased, “you could never bore
me; that’s for sure.”

 


They shared a smile and, when it had vanished
as quickly as it had appeared, he reluctantly went back to working
on the sudoku. But what she had said and the way in which she had
said it--not to mention that beguiling smile of hers--weighed on
his mind. Soon, because he was having trouble concentrating, he put
the puzzle aside. Looking like an amalgam of Buddha and the
Thinker, he just sat there, lost in thought. Meanwhile she had
picked up the magazine and was reading it. When she glanced up and
caught him staring out into space, she became concerned. “Is
something wrong?” she asked.

 


“No, not really.” He sighed. “I was just
thinking.”

 


“About what?” she probed.

 


“You.” If she was pleased at what he had just
said, she was as quickly displeased by what he added. “And your
father.”

 


“Oh, please,” she snapped, “don’t ruin my
day.”

 


The last thing he wanted was to appear to be
playing the role of a shrink, which she had accused him of doing
earlier. “Although I’m not sure what the problem between the two of
you is,” he said, choosing his words with care, “one thing’s for
sure; he loves you.”

 


“He has a funny way of showing it,” she
murmured.

 


He broke the awkward silence that followed,
saying, “It’s only a matter of time before he shows up here, you
know?”

 


She shrugged it off. “Right now he’s too busy
trying to find Bruno.”

 


“I feel bad about him being blamed for
something he didn’t do,” he replied, suffering a twinge of
guilt.

 


“You’re honest but naive,” she chided.
“Believe me; he can take care of himself.”

 


“All the same I wouldn’t want to be in his
shoes when your father catches up with him,” he said, his brow
furrowing. “Your dad doesn’t like people messing with his
property.”

 


“You got that right,” she exclaimed, jumping
upon his last word, “all I am to him is a piece of his property.”
Satisfied that she had made her point, she said in a softer voice,
“Now would you mind if we talk about something else besides my
father?”

 


“I just have one more thing to say about
him,” he insisted.

 


“Well, make it snappy,” she demanded, rolling
her eyes.

 


“I gave him my full name as well as the names
of the city where I live and the company at which I work.” The
concern in the look on his face was even greater than that in the
sound of his voice. “Sooner or later he’s going to put two and two
together and realize Bruno’s not the culprit and that I was telling
the truth.”

 


She shrugged. “I’ll cross that bridge when I
get to it.”

 


At that moment a knock on the door brought
their conversation to an abrupt end and the two of them to their
feet. As soon as she disappeared into her bedroom, closing the door
after her, he went to the other one. It was a drill they had
practiced countless times to avoid giving anyone who came calling
any reason to suspect him of hanky-panky. When he opened the door,
to his dismay, Prudence came bounding into the living room.

 


“What took you so long to answer the door?”
she asked, her eyes suspiciously surveying the place.

 


Struggling to keep his cool, he said,
“What--what are you doing here?”

 


“In case you’ve forgotten, I’m your fiancée,”
she replied, handing him her coat. “Do I need an invitation to come
over and see you?”

 


“No--eh--no, of course not,” he stammered.
“It’s--it’s just that I wasn’t expecting you.”

 


Making herself right at home, she kicked off
her shoes and curled up on his sofa. “It’s been so long since I’ve
seen you, I decided to surprise you,” she said, looking up at him.
“What’s that saying? If the mountain will not come to Mohammed,
Mohammed will go to the mountain.”

 


“Whatever.” He shrugged. “I’ve been busy
working on ways to adapt our products for use with college
students.”

 


“Forget about it,” she said, with a
dismissive wave of her hand.

 


“I can’t do that,” he protested. “Colleges
could be a big market for the company.”

 


She cackled. “My father owns the business,
remember? You don’t have to impress him; you have to impress me.”
Patting the cushion next to her, she beckoned him to sit down. “And
I’m easily impressed,” she said in a whisper. “Now come over
here.”

 


“What--what are you doing?” He glanced
nervously at Maria’s bedroom door.

 


“I’m going to make you the happiest man in
the world,” she cooed, reaching across for his hand.

 


“But you already have,” he insisted, avoiding
her grasp. “With the engagement, I mean.”

 


“I’m about to make you even more so.” With
each word her voice was becoming more seductive. “I’m going to
spend the weekend with you.”

 


“Oh, you can’t do that,” he retorted in a
panic.

 


“Why not?”

 


“It--it wouldn’t be right.”

 


“Since we’re engaged, I thought it was time
to try on the shoes to see if they fit before we tie the final
knot.” She sat up and began to unbutton her blouse, all the while
eyeing him sensually. “Do you get my drift?”

 


Turning away and motioning her to stop, he
stammered, “I get your midriff--I mean drift--all right but I won’t
be a party to it.”

 


“What?” she demanded.

 


“I--I refuse to take advantage of you.”

 


“I’m the one taking advantage of you, silly
boy.” She reached up, seized his arm, and pulled him down next to
her.

 


“I couldn’t live with myself if I consummated
our marriage before I even took the vows,” he replied, fighting off
her advances.

 


“I, in turn, couldn’t live with myself if we
didn’t,” she persisted, throwing her arms around him and pulling
him closer.

 


At that moment he was saved by a noise from
the bedroom.

 


“What’s that?” she asked, her green eyes
narrowing with suspicion.

 


He played dumb. “What’s what?”

 


“The noise in the spare bedroom,” she said,
pointing.

 


“I didn’t hear anything.”

 


“Well, I sure as heck did and I’m going to
take a look in there.” While he was trying to come up with a
response, she leaped to her feet and started walking toward the
bedroom.

 


Alarmed, he sprang to his feet, too. “I--I
wouldn’t go in there if I were you,” he warned.

 


She stopped abruptly and turned around. “Why
not?”

 


“Eh--eh--it’s--it’s cold in there,” he
mumbled.

 


“Are you sure you’re not hiding someone in
there?” she demanded in a shrill voice.

 


“Don’t be silly,” he replied with a wave of
his hand. “Who could I possibly be hiding?”

 


“Somebody like that new receptionist,” she
accused, folding her arms across her chest.

 


“I--I hardly know her.”

 


“She sure as heck knows you.” With that
response she ended the exchange of words, turned, and marched into
the bedroom.

 


Soon he could hear her opening the closet
door. “Oh, no,” he moaned, preparing for the worst.

 


After what seemed like an eternity, during
which he kept nervously pacing back and forth, all the while
expecting all hell to break loose, she came back into the living
room. “You were right,” she said meekly.

 


He stopped pacing and looked at her in
disbelief. “I was?” Then, regaining a semblance of calm, he
corrected himself, saying, “I mean of course I was.”

 


“There’s nobody in the room and it’s cold in
there.”

 


“Thank heavens!” He heaved a sigh of
relief.

 


“What did you say?”

 


“It’s past seven,” he said, pretending to
look at his watch.

 


She shrugged. “Who cares? We’ve got all
weekend to be together.”

 


“I’m really hurt,” he said petulantly.

 


“What are you talking about?”

 


“Your lack of trust in me.” He nodded toward
the bedroom.

 


“So I made a mistake. Big deal,” she replied,
sloughing it off. “Besides, can you blame me? Lately you’ve been
colder to me than Frosty, the Snowman.” Then, with a suggestive
wink she began moving slowly toward him. “But I’ll warm you up
tonight,” she whispered, toying sensually with a ringlet of her red
hair, “that’s for sure.”

 


Matching each one of her forward steps with a
backward one of his own, he held firm. “I’m afraid bribery can’t
restore that trust,” he said with a firmness that surprised
her.

 


Losing patience, she replied, “Why must you
make a mountain out of a molehill?”

 


“Because I’m upset. So much so,” he
confessed, “I couldn’t get myself up for it tonight even if I
wanted to.”

 


“I’ll help you,” she cooed, caressing his
cheek.

 


He took her hand away and shook his head. “It
wouldn’t work.”

 


“Why not?” she asked, her voice rising in
anger.

 


“Because I’ve set such high standards for
myself.”

 


“What standards?” she replied with a hollow
laugh.

 


“Chastity before marriage for one.”

 


She shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t
believe we’re having this conversation.”

 


“Neither can I,” he said with a wag of his
head, “but you asked me a question and I gave you an answer.”

 


She had long since stopped moving toward him
and now stood rigid, glaring at him. “Do you know what I think?”
she said at last.

 


“Unfortunately,” he replied with a shrug,
“I’m not a mind reader.”

 


“I think you’re impotent,” she blurted
out.

 


“That’s--that’s--” So flustered was he by
that remark that he became incoherent.

 


Meanwhile she slipped into her shoes and
picked up her coat. “That’s--that’s not true,” he said, regaining
his composure. “I’ll prove it to you the night of our
marriage.”

 


“That’s if there is a marriage.”

 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” he
demanded.

 


She thumbed her nose at him and strode to the
door. “I’m afraid your performance the night of the wedding would
be too little too late,” she replied, opening the door and turning
toward him.

 


Suddenly he found himself having second
thoughts about what had happened. “But what about our future
together?” he asked. “You can’t just toss it aside like an empty
Coke can.”

 


“Oh, can’t I?” With those words she stormed
out, slamming the door behind her.

 


He ran and tore it open. “Prudence,” he
hollered after her, “if we’ve come to a parting of the ways, let’s
part as friends.”

 


Throwing his hands up in exasperation, he
closed the door and leaned against it. When he regained his calm,
he hurried over to the door of the spare bedroom to check on the
other woman in his life. “Maria, it’s safe to come out now;” he
said, poking his head inside, “Prudence is gone.” When she didn’t
answer, he called in a louder voice, “Maria, where are you?”

 


Again there was no answer and, so, he entered
the bedroom. Upon looking under the bed and glancing at the open
closet, he realized she wasn’t there. Suddenly he noticed that the
window was open and panic set in. “Oh, my God,” he gasped, “she’s
fallen out the window or committed suicide.” In his mind he quickly
dismissed the second premise; for his self-esteem was such that he
couldn’t perceive any circumstances under which a woman would take
her life over him.

 


Terrified, he dashed back into the living
room and grabbed the telephone, dropping it onto the floor in his
haste. He picked it up and started dialing frantically. As he was
waiting for what seemed an eternity for somebody to answer on the
other end, he heard a tapping on the sliding door leading to the
balcony. To his relief he saw Maria’s face pressed against the
glass. Slamming down the phone, he rushed across the room and threw
open the slider. As soon as she slipped safely back inside, he
hugged and kissed her with abandon. To his pleasant surprise she
responded in kind. Suddenly realizing what he was doing, he tore
himself away and stepped back.

 


“Thank heavens that’s over,” she said with a
sigh.

 


Jasper turned scarlet with embarrassment.
“I’m sorry;” he apologized, “I had no right to do that.”

 


She burst out laughing. “I’m not referring to
you; I’m talking about Prudence’s sudden visit.”

 


“Oh, that,” he replied, sharing both her
relief and laughter.

 


Turning more serious, she suddenly blurted
out, “You know, Jasper, this is the second time this has happened
between us. Perhaps, it’s time we stopped looking for excuses.”

 


Taken aback by her frankness, he found
himself stammering, “I’m--I’m just glad you’re okay.”

 


Fearing she may have been too bold, she chose
not to pursue the issue with him. “Why shouldn’t I be?”

 


“I thought you had fallen out the
window.”

 


“Surely, by now, you know I’d never give
Prudence the satisfaction of doing something like that,” she
replied with a frown. “Since I didn’t want her to see me in one of
your bedrooms of all places, I climbed out the window and made my
way over to the balcony.”

 


“You could’ve been killed,” he chided.

 


“Fortunately I come from a long line of
trapeze artists in Italy,” she explained. “Heights don’t scare
me.”

 


“Well, they sure as heck scare me.” He
shuddered as if to prove his point.

 


“She did surprise me, though,” she
confessed.

 


“In what way?”

 


“She’s certainly not the Prudence--I mean
prude--I thought she was,” she replied, enchanting him with her
smile.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


With his bloodshot eyes, pug nose, and puffy
cheeks Carmen “the Cheese Man” Zambello bore a remarkable
resemblance to a bull dog--albeit a friendly one because of his
perpetual smile. So wide was his girth that he had difficulty
finding a belt the proper size to hold up his trousers and the
chairs on which he sat often could be heard groaning under his
heavy weight. “I brought you a little gift,” he said, setting a
small round, wrapped in cellophane, onto his desk.

 


“Oh, some cheese,” Angelo offered
blandly.

 


“Not just any cheese,” he replied, chiding
him with his index finger, “This one’s made with Buffalo milk.”

 


“Of course, Buffalo Mozzarella Cheese,”
Angelo replied with sudden insight.

 


“You got it,” Carmen said with a broad
grin.

 


“Where’d you get it from? Vermont?”

 


“Most certainly not, it’s from Italy,” he
replied, offended. “They have the world’s best dairy water
buffaloes.”

 


“I appreciate the gift, Carmen, but I’m sure
you didn’t come here to give me a lesson on the art of making
Buffalo Mozzarella Cheese,” Angelo said, strumming his fingers on
the top of his desk. “Now, what’s on your mind?”

 


“Oh, have I got a proposition for you.” He
laughed so heartily that the layers of fat around his stomach rose
and fell like the incoming waves of the ocean during a
hurricane.

 


“I’m all ears,” Angelo replied, more with
sarcasm than enthusiasm.

 


“You know those car dealerships you own?”

 


“What about them?”

 


He shifted his weight on the chair and, for
an instant, Angelo thought it might collapse beneath him. “You’re
finally making money on them, aren’t you?”

 


Angelo nodded. “Thanks to the government’s
Cash for Clunkers Program, customers have been flocking to our
showrooms.”

 


Using a cane for support, he leaned forward.
“America’s a great country, isn’t it?” he said wryly.

 


“I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else,”
Angelo agreed with a wag of his head, “not even in Italy.”

 


“Well, I wouldn’t go that far.” Once again
his body quivered with laughter.

 


Angelo glanced at his watch. “Would you mind
cutting to the chase of this proposition of yours?” he said with
growing impatience.

 


“Of course,” Carmen replied, leaning back on
his chair and turning more serious. “You know how the clunkers are
gotten rid of under that government program, don’t you?”

 


“Some kind of silicate is used to disable the
engine, which is removed and carted to a landfill; the rest of the
car is taken to the salvage yard where the parts are recycled,” he
explained. “It’s simple enough.”

 


“Almost too simple and easy.” A smile lit up
the Cheese Man’s bulbous face as he asked, “Do you know how
desperate the poor people of Africa are for good, cheap, used
cars?”

 


Angelo shrugged. “Very desperate, I would
imagine.”

 


He nodded. “Now if you and I were to take
those clunkers down to the docks and ship them over there, we’d be
helping those poor people and getting a tidy profit in return.” For
a long time his bloodshot eyes studied the other man intently,
trying to gauge his reaction. “So, are you interested?”

 


Angelo’s response was both swift and concise.
“No.”

 


“What did you say?” he asked in
disbelief.

 


“I’m not interested in your proposition.”

 


“But why?” Carmen persisted.

 


“The government’s responsible for the droves
of customers showing up in my dealerships,” he explained,
gesturing. “Why would I want to bite the hand that feeds me?”

 


The Cheese Man sighed. “You know what I
think, Angelo?”

 


“I’m good at a lot of things but
unfortunately reading minds isn’t one of them,” he said, his voice
heavy with sarcasm.

 


“You’re getting soft in your old age.”

 


“Probably,” he agreed with a wag of his head,
“but I’m also becoming wiser and more honest.”

 


“I can see that I’ve come on a fool’s
errand,” he said with a sigh of resignation. “So I won’t take
anymore of your time.”

 


Taking his cane and putting the tip of it on
the floor between his legs, he pushed down on it and forced himself
to his feet. Then, without another word, he waddled on out of the
study.

 


No sooner had he left than Rosa entered.
“What did he want?” she scoffed.

 


“Who?”

 


If he thought by playing dumb he could end
her interrogation, he was mistaken. “You know who I mean,” she
persisted.

 


“Oh, the Cheese Man,” he replied with a
pretense of sudden insight.

 


She let out a hollow laugh. “He eats more
cheese than he sells in that so-called shop of his,” she
mocked.

 


“Hey, Rosa, give the guy a break,” he
complained, “he’s got a problem with his metabolism.”

 


“That’s not the only problem he’s got,” she
snapped. “In case you’ve forgotten he’s got some with the law,
too.”

 


“Who hasn’t?” he muttered.

 


“I thought you told me you were in legitimate
businesses now?” she said, her eyes widening with suspicion.

 


“Don’t get all bent out of shape over
nothing,” he replied, motioning for her to calm down. “As I’ve said
before, everything I do and own is now aboveboard.”

 


“Well, it darn well better be.”

 


Reacting to her skepticism, he felt compelled
to offer a further explanation. “As you know the economy hasn’t
been this bad since the great depression.”

 


She shrugged. “Tell me about it.”

 


“Every day more people are losing their jobs,
businesses are going under, and houses are being foreclosed on.
Even the banks are in trouble.” He paused and, then, with a certain
smugness, said, “Fortunately, I’ve had the good sense to put some
money away for a rainy day.”

 


“It’s not raining out there,” she remarked,
showing concern for the less fortunate, “it’s pouring.”

 


Exactly,” he replied, leaning back on his
chair, “but, as bad as it is, there are bargains galore, too.”

 


“One person’s loss is another’s gain,” she
said with a sigh.

 


He nodded. “So, because I’ve got cash on
hand, I’ve been able to buy some profitable businesses at
bargain-basement prices.”

 


“What kind of businesses?” she asked,
squinting at him from beneath her baggy eyes.

 


Car dealerships, office buildings,
Laundromats, and pizza parlors,” he retorted with a wave of his
hand, “among others.”

 


“You still haven’t told me what the Cheese
Man wanted with you,” she persisted.

 


“Oh, he wanted me to join him in some
cockamamie scheme to ship clunkers from my dealerships to Africa,”
he confessed. “I told him I wanted no part of it.”

 


“Maybe my father was wrong about you after
all,” she needled.

 


“Oh,” he groaned, waving her off, “please,
let’s not go there.”

 


“Okay,” she agreed with a nod, ‘but stay away
from the Cheese Man. He’s nothing but trouble.”

 


“That’s exactly what I’ve been doing but what
choice do I have when he shows up at my door, uninvited?” he asked
in frustration. “I can’t very well refuse to see him.”

 


“I suppose,” she replied with a sigh of
resignation.

 


For a long time he stared across at her, a
wry smile slowly turning into a broad grin.

 


“What so funny?” she demanded.

 


“Do you realize this is the first time that
you’ve ever come in here without a dust cloth or a dry mop in your
hand?”

 


“Don’t count your chickens before they’ve
hatched,” she retorted, pulling a cloth out of her pocket.

 


“I should’ve known it was too good to be
true,” he said, throwing his hands up.

 


“Well, somebody has to keep the place clean
before the Board of Health pays us a visit.” He laughed and she
murmured, “But you’d probably pay them off, too.”

 


“You’ve never before had to be reminded about
a dust cloth,” he said, thinking out loud. “So that means you’ve
got something else on your mind.”

 


“How would you know how I feel about
anything?”

 


“Hey, what’s good for the goose is good for
the gander.” Then, hurling her earlier words back at her, he said,
“I’ve been married to you long enough to know when something’s
bothering you.”

 


“Then why don’t you stop smoking those darn
cigars of yours?” she snapped.

 


Ignoring her question, he replied, “You’re
worried about Maria, aren’t you?”

 


“All right, so I am,” she confessed. “She’s
my only child and, unlike you, I haven’t disowned her.” Her words
hit home and, biting his tongue, he held his fire. “You are, after
all, my husband,” she continued in a pleading tone, “and with you
being holed up in here like a hermit, I have nobody I can talk
with. Do the phrases `for better for worse and in sickness and in
health’ ring a bell?”

 


Fearful that she was going to start crying,
he threw his hands up in a sign of surrender. As rough and tough as
he was, the one thing he had no defense against was a woman’s
tears. “All right,” he exclaimed, “let’s talk about it.”

 


“She’s been gone now for well over a month,”
she said, picking up a photo of Maria that lay on an end table and
wiping it clean, “and we haven’t heard a word from her.”

 


“As I recall, you were the one who told me
not to worry,” he reminded her.

 


“If you’re going to quote me, at least do so
correctly,” she said, gazing wistfully at the picture of her
daughter. “At the time I said I wasn’t concerned about her marrying
Bruno. Even now that’s the least of my worries.”

 


“Well, it isn’t the least of mine,” he fired
back.

 


“Rocco and Moe haven’t been any help in
finding her, either,” she said petulantly.

 


“Tell me about it,” he growled. “They’ll be
here shortly to answer for it and answer they will.”

 


“Oops, I think I just heard the doorbell,”
she exclaimed, setting the photo down.

 


He glanced at his watch. “Speaking of the
devils, that must be them now.”

 


“I’ll show them in,” she said, turning and
hurrying off.

 


“I can hardly wait,” he muttered.

 


Soon his two underlings appeared at the open
door and, with a wave of his hand, he motioned for them to come in.
“Who are you two bozos?” he mocked.

 


“Oh, come on, now, Boss,” Moe said with a
nervous Halloween smile.

 


“It’s been so long since I’ve seen the two of
you I’ve forgotten what you look like,” he persisted.

 


“You may not believe it Angelo,” Rocco said,
feeling a need to defend Moe and himself, “but we’ve been working
hard.”

 


“You could’ve fooled me,” he snorted. “All I
know is the two of you have been costing me a bundle and what have
I got to show for it?” He paused and made a big zero with his thumb
and forefinger before answering his own question with the word,
“Zilch.”

 


“That’s not fair, Angelo,” Rocco
protested.

 


Like the lull before the storm he lowered his
voice. “The truth of the matter is that I’m disappointed in the two
of you, Rocco, and frankly my patience is wearing thin.”

 


“But--”

 


“You said that all we had to do was to find
`the Barbarian’ and we’d find Maria, too,” he interrupted. “Did you
or didn’t you say that?”

 


“Yes, but--”

 


Again Angelo cut him off. “Well, where the
hell are they?” he demanded, pounding his fist on the desk.

 


“Look, Angelo,” he said, speaking quickly
lest he be cut off again, “it’s turned out to be harder than I--I
mean we--we first thought.”

 


“We?” he asked, propelling himself forward on
his chair with such force that he slammed into his desk.

 


Rocco nodded. “We all were mistaken.”

 


“What the hell are you talking about?” Angelo
exploded.

 


During the recent exchange of words Moe had
been content to let his partner do the talking and take the heat.
When Rocco glanced at him for support, he finally broke his
silence. “We know where `the Barbarian’ is, Boss,” he offered.

 


“Well, get the bastard and bring him to me,”
he demanded, leaping to his feet and waving his arms like a
windmill gone amok.

 


“He’s in Italy.” Rocco had lowered his voice,
hoping to calm Angelo whose face had turned red--so red that he was
afraid he might have a heart attack.

 


“Oh, no,” Angelo moaned, plopping back down
onto his chair, “you mean my bambina’s in Europe?”

 


“No,” Rocco said with a nod, “she’s
definitely not there.”

 


“Now, let me get this straight.” He leaned
back in his chair, took a deep breath and, to the relief of his two
hirelings, lowered his voice. “Bruno took off from this very room
with my Maria. He ends up in Italy but she doesn’t?” He paused
thoughtfully before asking, “Am I missing something here?”

 


Moe came to his pal’s aid for a second time.
“We don’t think it was Bruno who took off with her.”

 


“Are you crazy? I saw him with my own eyes.
Of course it was him.” He jumped to his feet, his arms flailing and
his tongue spewing forth words like shrapnel. “The guy’s a schemer.
Not only does he want my daughter but he also wants my business.
Don’t you understand? I order you--”

 


“Look, Angelo,” Rocco interrupted, “I don’t
like the guy any better than you do but I refuse to let that hate
blind me to the truth.”

 


“The truth?” his boss replied, his voice a
mix of sarcasm and confusion.

 


He nodded. “You see, Angelo, Bruno’s been in
Sicily now for over two months.”

 


He settled back down onto his chair and kept
his silence for what his two henchmen thought was an eternity. At
last, in a hushed whisper, he asked, “For over two months you
say?”

 


Rocco nodded. “Yes.”

 


Thinking out loud, Angelo began putting the
pieces of the puzzle together. “Well, if he’s been there that long,
he couldn’t possibly have been in this study last month, could
he?”

 


“Not unless he could be in two places at the
same time,” Moe quipped, that Halloween-pumpkin smile of his
glowing more brightly.

 


Rocco gave him a dirty look and, turning to
his boss, said, “No, Angelo, he couldn’t have.”

 


“So he didn’t run off with my Maria?”

 


His two henchmen nodded.

 


“Then that fellow, who was a dead ringer for
him,” he continued, “was telling us the truth?”

 


“You got it, Angelo.” Rocco was showing more
confidence now that his boss had calmed down.

 


“Let’s see now, what was his name?” Angelo
asked, his brow furrowing as he tried to recall it.

 


“I think it was Jethro,” Moe offered.

 


Rocco couldn’t stifle a laugh. “You’ve been
watching too many reruns of the Beverly Hillbillies, Chrome
Dome.”

 


“No, Jarret was more like it,” their boss
suggested.

 


“You’re both wrong,” Rocco said with a
knowing smile, “it was Jasper.”

 


“Yes, you’re right,” Angelo exclaimed.

 


“And because of the toilet jokes,” Moe said
with a guffaw, “I know his last name was Kilroy.”

 


“Now you guys are cooking with gas.” Suddenly
his spirits were soaring.

 


“And if he was telling the truth--and I think
he was--he and Maria are somewhere in Boston,” Rocco said, folding
his arms across his chest as if to emphasize his certainty.

 


“He said he worked for some gaming company,”
Angelo replied, racking his brains.

 


“No, it was some Fun and Games Company,”
Rocco corrected. “Fogarty’s, I think.”

 


“No, Farty’s,” his pal begged to differ.

 


“Fogarty’s, Farty’s, or Flaherty’s--who
cares?” Angelo said with a sly smile. “We know he works for a Fun
and Games Company somewhere in Boston. There can’t be many of them
there.”

 


Rocco shrugged. “I can check it out on the
internet, Boss.”

 


“You do that right away,” he ordered, “and
then I want the two of you on the road to Boston by nightfall. Do
you understand?”

 


“We got it, Boss.” With those words Rocco was
already out the door with Moe following closely on his heels.

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Monday morning of the next week Jasper
knocked on Mr. Foster’s open door. The latter, who was talking on
the telephone, motioned him to come in and sit down on the chair
next to his desk. “You have to get rid of her right away,” he said
in a firm voice to the person on the other end of the line. “I
won’t put up with that kind of thing around here.” He plunked the
receiver back onto its cradle with a thud as if to emphasize his
displeasure. Then, in one fluid motion he got up, closed the door,
and sat down again. For a long time he peered at Jasper over his
bifocals--so long that the latter turned uneasily on his chair and
was about to excuse himself to go to the men’s room. “You know,
Jasper,” he said at last, “you really ought to switch from neckties
to bowties.”

 


“Why?” he replied, looking perplexed.
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