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%Aw, come on, Herdcase. How often do | ask you

=*Shuttup, wili ya; i*m counting.”

iar his hrea¥h.
snough, howsever, ,udging by the sudden, fierce giars throw

McCormick gave Hardcastle his bast lop=sided grin. “Yaah,

cencaded

You kndw The weaning of the word, kidde

o 10 4 r:gnT.” McCoraick shruggeds A iot, then.
iittia favor {or ma, | won't ask you for snother thing.

Hardcastis snorted at the younger man’s soiemn.
) o .
Yyt

"Cute, Judge, Very cute.®

‘or a favor, huh? UHeii

-
ey
]

i+ hagn’t been sacken auive softiy

s ki3 way. . Declding to change tactics.
okay, so i've ssked for a2 few," he

dea??

But 1f you'll just do this one teensy

Net ever. And that®s a promise. Cross

sincere features. "You've heard the

Hardcastie smirked. ®*it's what i‘m .aivays: teiiin® ya, Ride™

course again, opt
ank la

anx 19,

oL
“at

"Why?? Because you'‘re ciumsy as a horse with five iegsi~

Seiid

Arkansas muie-

Sut, S e

“iLike heii vou‘re noti®

%No, reaily. That!s what 1im here for, right?
and. in my spare time. Take a tumble for the Grest White

ob ject to break your faiis Nameiy, me.

To frim the hedges, take ocut the trash,

®You're gonna itake another one in & minute it you don®T shuddupi®™ Hardcastle warned,

waving 8 threatening fist in McCormick®s dicectlion.

®You'd hit an injured, dejenseiess menl™

[
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Mark®s biue eyes rounded in shocked horror,



ey

eet.

With pieasure,® agroed Hardcastie, rislag gquickly ¥o his

*You'rs a hard man, Judge,”® McCormick pronounced, shaking his head as he, Too, sfooe
up, aibeit

think you're going?™ Hardcastie demanded 23 the siim

_| g vy e = AT £

"Don't be sn idict. You canid

E ) . H ~ 3 Bma  on e [N x

"as, | can. | ot Srippisd, ye kacw.”®

S iooking both stubborn and sheepish In squa! proportion, McCormick turned around and
] > hia, cf i 1t does stiil hurt a bit. iT's jusT

e: § s : : et hospitai bed, recovering
from my concussion, | dreamt of having a Stetano's special. it!s gotta be Stefano's, or nothing.”

S0h for chrissske. . -All righti !°11 get vou vour damn plzzas. But iT°s gonna cost
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irs. %*Found them,™ he announced
nick standing In the foyer,

Greati Er, whille you're out, could you get some beer too? He're aimost out.”

“What, againi Tou're gonne get a3 belly thers i+ ¥ou don't wetch cutl® Hardeastis
warned, poking McCormick in the stomach, none—toco-gent!y.
“Cui it out,% Mark complalned, pushlag Hard astie’s hand awav. ®ing ! om RoTI"

"The old donkey. | thought he'd naver teave,” Mclormick muttersd +o himsaif a3 ho
imped back inio the den and headed for the dssk. "if he'g sat In that chalr another ten
‘ve started taking root +herel He's been hovering over mo !lke a hen with one

g me sleap hera, na+ letting me outta his sight. [*m a grown man; | don®t haovets
.

[

¥ McCormick rolled hls 8yes et ths celling as

i il
d Jeckasz. . .Ch, hetig. No, not voul Who's +his

- o
®

* ¥ %

"50 that's i+,w Hardcastie nodd‘ed to himselt, pnaélng la at the ciosed window. ™Dp-

L34
outta +he hosplta! +hree days,. and alreedy ha's Itehin! in his britches.”
He was tempted to head back into the house and watch the klg sguirm, but changed his

mind. 1% would be much more fun to walt and catch MoCormicik in the agt, as It vers. Taach
aim not to go Inviting some giri over when he was suppoted 4o be recupsrating. Veah.

e ——nrt TN

"Thet's great. Yesh, K. Soe you Saturday.”

-+
=

Merk replaced the handsst iin its cradie, then leaned back in ths chair,, stretching -
The kinks out of his back and neck. He hadn't been sieeping too well since his *acclident?,
and It wes starting to teil on him. Maybe he was a tlay bl out of shape. o .nah, i

pertectly fit. The jJudge was Just tryin® vo rattie him.

4

Lif+ing his stveaﬁhiri’, McCormlck peerad down ad kiz abdomen and naiiad |+ gentiy.
*Bear beiiy, 1?7 Mo way. Can't even pinch an inch here, he thought smugiv. S
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Uith a muftlod nath_ he aased hia Veg off the desk and-got gingeriy to:his ieet.
His Dack atiii ached, and ne wished he couid Take & iong, hoT shoser. Sathing #ith one isg

n a slde of the tub was detfinitely not his ldea of a relaxling experience. But

n The bandsaes came off on Thursday morning. and not before. Thres
ite

Dn:?!esg $rom eo manv dave of entarcad Inactivity., McCormick paced siowiv round The
hrobbing beneath the *cast™ becawme Too painfuil. He feit hot as weii, and
fgured he must st!i] be running a iow temperature, the result of the chill and subsequent cold
v 1 Immobile in +that damp ceilar.” |+ was:oniv by sheer juck That

R

the scene had been in time to prevent double pnesumonia, oF &ven

Pulilng the sweatshirt up over nis head, ¥cCormick tossed it om The back of +h
and aimost Immediately began to shiver. Decliding a bath wouldn't be so bad after aii
a+ his watch and flqgurad he'd have time for a aquick soek. And at iaas+»Hs couidn®t hurt himseif

That ways Lite with oid Miiton these isst six wonths hada’t o8

ha'd 've been better off going back to prison after all. This cusfody fhlng was - Iikely to finish
film 0¢f hatora s vear had nassed. And he so wanted to see nis thirtieth birthdave « » Taik
about being caugnt between a rock and a hard piscsi

iiy snsconced

Hardcastle quietly let himseif Into the house by the back way, depositing the beer and
Izza on the countertop before making his steaithy way Towards the dens’
teli—Taie scunds of giggiing of smooching, he paus
round the corner. To his surprise, the room was empty.

i)

uas*én%hg for any

\

Humphe Spying Hclormigk®s gro B R i
annoyance. Why the hel! did the kid=always ieave nis dirty clothes: everywhers except
Hot that he had to wonder, reaiiv, i

L g

n This case. McCormick had been In too much of &
+o start having funm, cbviousiy. M

Heading unerrinaiv: for fhe auesi—room. ﬂarucas?.e was 3urp
standing wide cpen. ‘Shameiess, ih =
did, or who miqh+ see fhem dolng it+.?

Merching
the perfectiy made-u
disapprovai. 'ho ii

factTicse « .F e

are yout®
Thaere was a crash, 2 shout of pain, Thea 5 siris =
Rushing towards their source - the bathroom - Hardcastie flung the door open, oniy to be

by another grunt of pain as the door connected with Tihe naked body iying on the fioor behind iT.

"McCormick] What the hall ar2 you dolng down there?™
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stood tThers,
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vanting about."



Why'd he -have To

goss again,
Just look at him.

‘Thera he
i'm not a kld!

Jeez, It's e-barrass!ng.‘

of other people.
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3 whatever was going on. Mayhe 1f he got the kid oti-guard. - -
*You been Keeping ths welght offa that?™ he begsn, pointing to
"You didntt answer mec®
- MY¥ss, Judge.” 4
*Huhl? No, what?® ‘leez, but the old guy could drive a
"No, that's not all | wanted,™ Hardcast!s ciarlfled, as If
tixed.?®

bR

- But he was determined:acnethaiess +o gat

a2 peraon Yo diatraction.®

McCormlckis bars foot.

t

Mark sat down.




SThet's =ore iiks 14 Yhy vou have to ¢ight =» on avary {ittias thing 1'11 never
ndtra‘and- Anywsy,™ he contlnued betfcro McCormlck could meke 2 retert 'ilke i sald, i‘ve
hia pockat. Hardeastie puiied out an snveieae and fossad

Long fingers reached intc the envelope and withdrew two tlckets. Then McCormick's
¥s rose as he whistiad !n amazemsnt. ®The Sunrise Fisstal But that's a - 8 crujse shiptn

"Yep. At least you can read," Hardcastle sald approvingly.
fgnering the sarc

as
to him. "°Flive days and four

2 aA_

tic tone, McCormick Took the brochure The OoTher man was now¥ handing
nights - enJoy fine dining and festive dancing, with all the
f— _
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[ T 37N e mmman P oamrea mamas
[ i ann | versar ';a

"Thick as a two by four, that's what vou are.” The white head shook graveiy.

ﬁjudiﬁs s ¥

"Er, about six months ago.”

“Right. And you’re stiii here. | fiqured you’d be back in The can by ow, i you
wanna know the truth. The fact you‘re not rates a ceiebration. And, weii, we’ve been rather
busy slnce you got hers. Ue dessrve & break.”

"When did you get Thesei®

HardcasTie shrugged. “Coupia monins.ago. #Wasn’t aure we'd be abie 7o make iT, The
last week or so, but the doc sald It wouid be UK and—hey, whereire you going?®
=To check Through my stufi. | may haveia do scwe shoppings Wenna e abis 7o imprass
all those senoritas, know what | mean?® McCormick winkad outragsocusiy, whiie grinning from ear
o  awaman .
" CEl ¢

"Forget it, McCormick. TYou're not gonna have time to shop.®

l..—l
[y
N




*what’'s that suppossd %o msan?”

=

“i+ means, kiddo, that we leave tomorrow- morning.”

STomorrowli® Helormick®s voice rose s {fuii octavas

"But - §{ -~ that is - tomorrow Is~——*%

"Taturday.”

cCormick, what the heil's wrong:-with youl®

Ritis just that = § = ub = nad pians for Tomorrow.”

2

L

Yes you can, 3he’ii kees for {lve days, you Rnow.”
3Your datei®
*Hy whati®

Hardcastle threw him 2 disgusted look. ®You know, kid, | think that concussion
sfjected that pea brals of yours more thas Dr. Springer realizeds You'd better sit back down.®
+o

"Then what’s the-problemi®. -

=i

ust hava. . .oier planse”

what

het slans?™ Hardcastle exploded.

*{ can't teli you."

et

+? TYou've got 2 poker game lined up

*You don’t have to. (15 3 poker game, Isa'?
with some of your ex—con buddles. That's why ycu wanted more beer," Hardcastle accused.

"No -~ i+°s act that.”

"|'m sorrTy, Judge, but i can't teii you. it's a - & secret. Can't we just exchange
the tickats tor 2 |ater +ime?™

s LA - -4

"No, we canncti® Herdcastie shouted angriiy. ®i shouida known betier than to try and



you can do as you

nand, stuiisd them back info his ococket. gné atormed out of
shaken McCormick staring miserably after him.

"Judg@."
“Go away, McCormick. 1 don't want to taik to you rlght now.®
*But Judgsd. . .M

"You need a hearing ald?® Hardcastie's voice boomed from behind his hedroom door.
"'m packin? hers, and Thea !'m aclng to bad.¥

"You want me to heip yal"

"NOe "

"There's a reason for that. 1'm not hungrye«

But § - | fixad you something.”

McCormick !{ooked down at the trav of food he'd carr!sd upstales, then back up at the
closed door. ls opensd his mouth i Bamin Hardosedd

enough for ten mules, and nothing
teelings had been hurt, and since
¥a: stalsmate time. Mavbs in tha

ghtness In his throet, McCoramlick turned away and tagan tc maks

&y
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%§ toid you you didn‘t hove to drive mei™ Hardeastla snapped peavishiy.

“And | told you ! vanted to.” McCorzick returnsd auietiv.

"It wasn't necessary. | could've drlven myseif."

"Yeah. But then you'd 've had To pay the parking fee.”

"Since when do vou <ars how | ospend sy monsvi®  Hardesstis o said ungracisusiv.
Mark clamped down on the retort he'd been sbout +o make. Ne?i ing he coul d say or do
&5 going to appease Hardosstlals a8g#0. He'd msde eno § 4 a :
T ]

(=]
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o Crt - -
Thay drovs on In

W

young man's taut Jawl ine.
ds window instead.

McCormick fook a deep. steadving braath before ciimblng back In bah!nd the whee!.

3
s
-
19
4
b
-
A
is
0
+
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®i don*t know if 1+ is important - probably won't be to you, anyway. But l4's my
birthday today, do you know +hat?v T ER TR

apparent iy not ha
fuss abhout

-

toget shouid've checked with you




WILL YOU SHUT UP FOR ONE SECONDI | SAID i KNOW iT°S OUR

4]

ISTHOAY, YOU

....... i

"Close your acuth, Hardcase. You're gonna catch tiles that wey." McCormick's mouth
i_u_l_fgpad at :i-'n; nonpiusesd axprass!aisg; the cracgy iace.

*Thera aren't any fifes in Februaryi*®
"it's & flgure of spesch, Judge."

“Never mind thati You sald you Knewm?®

Mark clucked his tengue sympathetically. "The hearing’s one of the tirst ?h,lng_s:.i_.-.‘.";_:&_

g0, 30 they teii me.% ‘
"McCormick1®

“Yes, Judga?™ he repilsd In a swastly lnnocent tone.

"{ notleced. You do +hat rsal weli, Judge.®

EmitTing a iow growi, Hardcastle reached out and grabbed hold ot the younger man's.:
JackeT, pulting him round on the seat +o face hime How?® was +he only +hing he said.

®Judge, what does It matter?"®

iT watters; vhat’s aii you have to know."

*0K. OK. |, ar, found somathing.”
"What?® The iight biue eyes narrowsd accusingly.
TNow don’t ook iike Thate i wasn®T sncopin® or anything. | wee clasaing cut the

aivic, ilke you toid me fo. Right after I polished the siiver, remember? ‘And |, | found
somathing. A card. [t was dated."

*i see.® Hordcastie lot McCormick go, and rudbbed a tlinger over his upper 11p. "From
Nancy? She aiways did date everythlpg.® ‘ '

"Yos.®

- They sat in slience jor a iong momenT, Hardcastle apperently los+ In memorles, and
l‘lcCoru!_ék_ ‘espaciing That fact. thn ﬂng older man suddeniy sSnapped his flngers, McCormick
lly jumped in his ses+. R

“Shat is it, Judgei”®

»-..l
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)]

|




"You said vou k ¥ lso said soaafhigeg sbout Mw{ng’ plans for today. What plans?®

e -

O

avent him from

eave, and ! wanna know what,

s
house to come back +o, for one

"SURPRISEIS" several valces chorused loudly as +he door swun



STartied, Herdcastie Took 8 step backwards, coillding inte an siready cff—halisnce
McCormick. Mark's Injured foot came- down on the forgotten sultcase, twlsting awkwardiy In the

- o - i1 2 an - [ -

procese.  The aext thing he 4new, he wes sprawisd in the CoTTiGoT, supporTing 8 225 pound weigh
on his stomach.

=

- SCY S0 e EHICS he gasped, pushing
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ineifectuaiiy at the soi
"McCoralck, what's golng on hers?

"A party, what elsel™ Mlke Delaney's delighted voice announced. Reaehlng down a hand,
: ke

halpad Herdcastis 4o his h Te
“Hey, what about me?™ came a plaintive cry from the ficor.

“Nah, ieave nim, HMike,* narucastie advised as his friend leansd over or agalin.
kid's so ciumsy, heii Just end up back down there anyway.”

HcCormick spiutiered, nigniy outraged. “Tou pushed mel™
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stand un.

“Happy birthday, Miit,” one oi Hardcastle's fellow Jurists greeted, appearing in the
doorway .

"$h, Thanks, Pete.

“Riit, ieT me Kiss the birthday boy.* another friend.said, rushing up.

"Ooff1" Herdcastle pantad, afss golng round +he lady ciinging V6 him. =Uh, i1's nice
7O 3%@ you, Heien,” he said when she finaiiy broke the kise.

"Umm." she replled. winklng at Mark., "Wory nlos.®

McCormick winked back over Hardcastie’s shoulder, smirking as the oider man sh!fted
uncomfortably from one foot to the othar. Ha loved |+ when Hardcass got embarrassed or rufflsd;
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T wads il Seem OI'e human, not S0 intaiiibie.

wother Judge, George W!!loughby, callsd. "We don’t Have wuch time; come

: ook, Hardcasﬂe uar.u over
A round ot cneers went up, ana someone handed the Judco 2 knife.
nno s nogglng The cnampagne?“ "What dld you wish for?® Everyone

When The czke had been cut and handed around, Hardcasf!e reached down for his own plece.

A long=fingared hand darted out and sratchad +he paper plste sway, !lahtnlng=guick.
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ney
back simuitanecusiy. He used 2 blt mors force than he®d

MeCarmick

long +imel

=

McCormicki” roared Hardcasiie, drawing sveryone’s atiention.

"Ges, Judge, i'm just doin? you a favor.® McCormlck sald, sweetiy solicitous. =You
nead To go on a diat. Bejieva me, | knowi® iie issued a heartieit sigh, rubbing his tender
stomachs

The isughter doubls

'iy amid a chofus otvgigg}os. Then he cuifed McCormick on
E 4 in i
eyes scant inches apar?

intensity 25 the two men stared sach

no both ==n on the

*Come on, youU Twes Xissz and make up,~ i
t tn "ouches® rang out as

and Hardcastia’s noses banged Together.

"This is greati” B1ii Glies gasped between guffaws. "Best party {'ve been to in a
Don*t aven mind your jate niaght caii, Mark.®

nose gingeriy.

s, Kilt. We were supposed to have this iitiie shindlg &t your place. Unti! you

goT ditten by the fravei bug, inet is.”

*You mean——*=
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he got haii of us up out of a

sound sleep last ﬁngh+ ca

he denandeo, soundin

Marik puiied
surprise perty, Judge. How was
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This-remori siicited - another round: of raucous izughtse, heiped asiong by the rapid
N

consumption of beer and champagne, and the general air of good cheer. When the steward came by
8 few ninufes iater. he was hard-pressed to get the smaii crowd’s atiention.

"Everybody who's going ashorei® he c¢aiied again in & louder volce. "Five minutes,

iadies and gentiemen.”

i
friends and former col

cheek., "Don't. go wearing yourseit out. Remember, !1°ii be waltln or you.™

More hoots 35 someone shouted: "Where? | don®t see any gentlemen herej®

aoagb+ o himeei? in bemussment, weichin
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you behave yourseif,” Helen Haliingford warned, ;‘ nting 2 kiss on Hardoastis's
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Hardcastia on the

*Weil, Hardcase, i'd.better be going toe. That wes the last whistle.”

Judge, what are you teikin

*What's this?" Mark asked, taking the silp of paper.

"i{'=s bagiaaslag to
Remember now? ?qu saw T on

"But | thought—"

i doubt it,* Herdcastie cut in. ™hRot with that pes brain of vours.? The Judgs's

grin robbed-hls words of any-possible:sting.

You moan - but | figured you'd *ve tora This up.”

"Now why'd | want to dc that? Can't use 1T 1f I+'s torn up.®

A knowlag ook suddeniy appearad In the ax-con’s eyes. "So That’s why vou so
‘graciocusly! ailowed me to drive you."

The brosd shouiders shrugged.

*And what 17 | hadn’t offered, huh? Would you have shanshalod me?®

"Nah, * 1'd 've jJust turned it In, and gotten my money back.™

A long moment went by. Then McCormick: sald, very quietly, "You reaily wanted me along?
After. . .weil, after yesterdsy?”

"Sure. Where the Lore Ranger goes, Toqto goes. Thought you knew that by now.”
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one of vour cases.

ut this Isp’t

HardecastTio TGO 3 desp breath, then iet it out slowily. fListen, xiddo. | +oid you
once that you're Iwportant to me. | don't say things ITke that easiiy, or offen, or unisss |

ao8n ite Unders¥vand?®

Dark blue Syes rose hesitantiy to meet the oider man’s. *Yeah,” McCormick sald soffiy-
ing me straight.” i

"That's what |'m here for." Hardcastie punched McCormick in +he arm, then reached
down for a paper piate. FHere, kid. Have another plece of cake.®

Brown curis bounced as McCormlick shook his head. "Nah, that's OK."

You dop*tT want snv more? Yoy feeiln’ oKIiT

McCormick puijed a face. “Gf course i'm feeiing OK. | just don't want any more cake.®

"Then you ‘can't be-tealing all right." Hardcastle persisted.

®Ysah. Apd it u33 dsiicicus.®
*Has? You m@an you ate the whole thing?®

McCorzmick had the gracs to look shespish. ™Ws!l, most of 1+. But you were going away.

I didn*¥ want it to'ge to waste.”

"Haste, or walst?" Hardcastls admonished, plnching McCormick®s midri¢f with both
Randse

"ludgei™ McCormlck sgquenked, belng very +ick!lsh Just theras.

“You kesp vhis up, you'ii never Tind any ciothss To fif.°

"R

“Clothes. At our port of cal! tomorrow. Or ars you plannlan® on wearing the same
rags the whole 4ris?"

“Rage!® McCormick was Indignant. Then he sald: "But | don'+t have any monayi®



. "That's OK. ¢ do.*
"You'd do that for me?™
“Sure. You can work It off when we gat home.”
McCormick moaned, and sat down heavlly. ™You're a prince, Judge. you know that?¥

Hardcastle winked a2t him. "Now yer cookin’,” he.pronounced, then began to open his
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