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Praise for The Christmas Heist

Lawyers and tax collectors, can there be any more

hard hearted people on the planet?  Yet, this lovely

Christmas tale by Landis Wade may restore your

faith in a humanity that believes and cares. A

modern day court battle pits wrong against right with

Christmas in the balance. And how do they keep that

“naughty and nice” list?  I will never pass by a

Salvation Army bell ringer again without wondering

if they have some Christmas secret to tell. Be sure

to add this story to your Christmas traditions.

Major Larry Broome, 

Area Commander, The Salvation Army

The Christmas Heist: A Courtroom Adventure

brings the magic of Miracle on 34th Street into the

modern day. The twists and turns of this courtroom

drama surprise and delight and have the reader

believing all over again!

J.D. DuPuy

author of Poetic Justice, Legal Humor in Verse

Give yourself a present this Christmas. Forget

Rudolph reruns and skip the DVD of It’s a Wonderful

Life. Renew your spirit instead with this laughable,

lawyerly look at the case of Santa Claus vs. the

internet. It’s a win-win.

Mary Ann Claud, author of The Dancin’ Man

and Whirlygig: The Dancin’ Man’s Daughter

(coming spring, 2016)



Even our favorite North Pole resident and his helpers

have gone digital and they’re not immune to glitches.

When it all ends up in a courtroom two days before

Christmas, we’re into a fine holiday tale. Landis

Wade gives us a fast-paced story in the lineage of

Miracle on 34th Street and the Grinch, fun to read and

just right for the season. Sit back, pour the eggnog,

and enjoy.

Joyce Allen,

author of Hannah’s House and the Threads trilogy

Anyone who has spent any time in the justice system

will recognize the courtroom and its players in Landis

Wade’s opening scene. The judge, prosecuting

attorney, defense counsel, defendant, and prose-

cuting witness live in Anywhere, USA–until the

witnesses transport us to unfamiliar places where we

are very willing to go. Landis Wade writes a script

somewhere between the screenplays for My Cousin

Vinny and Miracle on 34th Street, and that’s a

wonderful place to be.

Suzanne Reynolds, Dean,

Wake Forest University School of Law

I found this book creative. Mysterious. Imaginative.

Funny. Fun. The descriptions of people and places

are so vivid that it feels like I'm there with the char-

acters. And the story is told in a magical way. When

I let my imagination loose, I was flooded with

memories of Christmas.

Jeffrey J. Davis, author of Beliefs and Choices
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Really, for a man who had been out of practice

for so many years, it was a splendid laugh, a

most illustrious laugh. The father of a long, long

line of brilliant laughs!

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol





10:30 a.m.

The county courthouse was opening for business

two hours late. Early morning sleet and ice were the

cause of the delay, but the streets were improving

and the halls of justice were just beginning to heat

up. For many who graced the halls that Monday

morning, it was a bad place to spend a December

day, but to optimists, and those who had faith, it was

tolerable, because it was one day closer to Christmas

than the day before.

People of all shapes, sizes and colors were in the

security line at the front entrance, and the metal

detectors were ringing, but the sound was not in
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synch with the tune of the pending holiday. Instead,

it was the sound of clanging shiny things like loose

change, pens, keys and every now and then a knife

that some unfortunate entrant forgot was in his

back pocket.

A large white man wearing a red flannel shirt

shuffled along as the line moved forward. He was

Henry Edmonds. He must have been close to 6 feet

6 inches tall, and likely tipped the scales at around

275 pounds. His face, covered with salt-and-pepper

stubble, was interesting, but his eyes were sad,

downcast. His age was indeterminate, but not less

than sixty-five years.

When he pulled his tight wool cap off at the

conveyor belt, white hair fell loose, down to his

shoulders. He stuffed his hat in his Carhartt work

coat and shed the coat for the conveyor belt that

passed through the weapon detector under the

watchful eyes of a sheriff’s deputy. The only other

thing in his coat pocket was the key to the 20-year-

old Ford pickup truck he had driven to the

courthouse that morning. He had nothing else with

him because his lawyer made it clear he needed to

travel light, and bring nothing but himself to court.

Judy Robertson was also in that line, ten people

back from Mr. Edmonds. She wore black shoes with
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two-inch square heels, and a black knee-length coat

that covered a gray pinstriped pantsuit. Her hat sat

atop auburn hair clipped close to her neck and ears.

Her eyes were firmly fixed on the large man with

the white hair.

This day had a purpose for the woman. She

needed something and she planned to get it. Henry

Edmonds would not get in her way. In fact, he was

the reason she was here. According to the official

record, she was the victim, and he was the perpe-

trator. They were both headed to the same place, a

criminal courtroom on the third floor.
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11:00 a.m.

Thirty minutes later, in that third-floor

courtroom, a bailiff stood quickly, dropping his

magazine in the process. He looked to be about 5

feet 4 inches in all directions, but what he lacked in

physical fitness, he made up for with his acute sense

of timing. Just as he stood, a door to his left opened

and a tall figure in a black robe emerged.

“All rise!” the bailiff bellowed, with as much

bellow as his round frame could muster.

Everyone in sight did just that. And then they

listened carefully for the next set of instructions.
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“Oyez, oyez, oyez, this honorable court of this

great State is now in session, the honorable

Augustus Langhorne Stark, judge, presiding. Be

seated and come to order!”

And with that, the judge walked purposely up the

three steps to the bench he would call home for the

next few days. And he sat down.

Judge Stark had a stoic expression on his face.

His pursed lips and drawn features did not convey

kindness, nor anger, but rather, a seriousness of

purpose that had become his calling card. Some in

the courtroom who saw him take his seat on the

bench that morning thought he looked indifferent,

while others thought he was about to strike a legal

blow at somebody. Others could not be sure. But one

thing was for certain: Neither Judge Stark, nor his

serious look, went unnoticed by the attorneys and

their clients who were waiting to appear before him.

Judge Stark usually presided over felony

criminal cases and large-dollar civil disputes, but the

legislators in the capital city, believing they under-

stood better than the judiciary how to run the court

system, had decided that judges should be required

to hear all kinds of cases, including misdemeanor

criminal matters. This was just one of the many

reasons Judge Stark was planning to retire.
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Judge Stark’s rotation for the week placed him

in criminal misdemeanor Courtroom 3150, the

courtroom he liked least of all. He had a reputation

of being a person who wanted things to run

smoothly, a man of order, a man of structure and a

man who believed that people should be on time and

get to the point. Truth be told, this was the one

courtroom where his hoped-for order, structure and

getting to the point tended to be the exception, not

the rule.

Courtroom 3150 went by the nickname “the

People’s Court,” because it was regularly flooded

with regular people committing regular crimes and

getting regularly convicted. On the other hand, there

was nothing regularly truthful about the stories told

in the People’s Court. The defendants, often short

on education, were long on creativity when it came

to telling their stories. Alibis were like poetry.

Defenses like good prose. Only, on this day, Judge

Stark would write the endings of each little tale.

Getting right to work, the first case he ordered

for trial was captioned: The State v. Henry Edmonds.

Jason Peabody was the assistant district attorney

on the case against Mr. Edmonds. If it was unusual

to find Judge Stark in Courtroom 3150, it was

equally strange to see Peabody there. Peabody had
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ten years of experience as a prosecutor and was good

at his craft. On any given day in the People’s Court,

one would find a younger, less experienced prose-

cutor representing the interests of the State. The

fact that Peabody was here and not trying a felony

case in another courtroom was a small mystery.

In the People’s Court, there is no jury. When you

lose your case in Courtroom 3150, you can appeal

and get your jury trial. But in this court, and on this

day, Mr. Edmonds’ fate was in the legal hands of the

not-so-friendly-looking man on the bench.

“Mr. Peabody,” Judge Stark said, “I understand

this is a case charging assault and petty larceny of

some kind, is that right?”

“Yes, your honor. Mr. Edmonds is charged, in the

first count, with assault, to wit: pushing the victim

to the ground and causing her pain and suffering;

and in the second count, larceny, to wit: stealing a

flash drive from the victim. Mr. Edmonds has

pleaded not guilty. The State plans to prove his guilt

beyond a reasonable doubt.”

Judge Stark seemed bored already. “Call your

first witness, Mr. Peabody.”

The first witness for the State was a white

woman in her mid-twenties, not unattractive, but a

bit unkempt and tired looking. She was thin and
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wore her long straight brown hair parted in the

middle. She wore blue jeans, work boots and a sweat-

shirt with a high-school logo.

After being sworn in by the bailiff, she turned in

her seat to face the assistant district attorney.

“Ma’am,” Peabody said, “please state your name

for the record.”

“Shelley,” she answered.

Judge Stark, who had been looking down at some

papers on the bench, and wondering how long this

case was going to last, raised his head and eyebrows

to look in the direction of the woman.

“Your full name, please,” Peabody said, aware of

the watchful eyes of Judge Stark.

“Shelley Barker,” she responded, without

realizing her infraction.

“Now, Ms. Barker, where were you on the night

of November 20th of this year?”

“I was minding my own business, that’s for sure.”

“Of course you were,” Peabody said, looking

down for a moment and trying to act composed.

Looking up again, and looking directly at his

witness, he asked Miss Congeniality if she could tell

the Court exactly where she was that night.

“I told you before you had a deputy drag me

down here today, I was over at the Tipsy Tavern, on

9th Street.”
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“We certainly do appreciate your cooperation,

Ms. Barker,” Peabody said, trying as hard as he could

not to let the sarcasm he felt creep into his tone.

“But it would certainly aid the Court if you could tell

us what you were doing at the Tipsy Tavern on 9th

Street.”

“I wasn’t drunk, if that is what you’re trying to

find out.”

Judge Stark looked at Peabody as if to ask, where

did you find such a bright and stellar lead-off

witness? Peabody quickly continued.

“I wasn’t trying to find out anything, Ms. Barker,

other than why you were at the Tipsy Tavern.”

“If you must know,” she said, “I went there to

have one drink,” with her emphasis on the word

“one.”

“So, did you have more than one drink, Ms.

Barker?” asked the assistant district attorney.

“I certainly did not,” she said with emphasis, as

if to make it abundantly clear that she was an honest

person.

At that, Judge Stark looked at his watch, leaned

back in his black leather chair and sighed. Every

witness who appeared in his courtroom, particularly

the defendants, had the superb willpower to stop

consuming alcohol after one drink. The sheer coin-
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cidence of this fact, which showed up in practically

all Judge Stark’s criminal cases, was not lost on him.

Today, it was just one drink at the Tipsy Tavern.

Peabody pressed on. “And was the tavern

crowded that night?”

“It was a pretty good crowd.” She looked straight

at him, pleased with her direct response, except that

it was too direct. Peabody simply looked at her, as if

to say: “What else, you idiot?” And she took the hint.

“There were a few people at the bar, half a dozen

on the dance floor and a handful around the pool

table,” she explained.

“And what time were you there?”

She began to wonder if court was always this

slow. She decided to tell it her way and get the thing

over with. “I got there at around 7:30, and I stayed

until that woman over there,” pointing with her

right forefinger to Ms. Robertson, “starting shouting

and carrying on like her pants were on fire, and

then—”

“Objection,” the lawyer at the other table said,

in matter-of-fact tone.

He was the defense lawyer, Thad Raker, a well-

respected young lawyer with a solo law practice.

Raker had been practicing almost as long as

Peabody, which made the significance of their
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presence in this case even more curious. The defen-

dants in this courtroom were usually represented by

the public defender.

When Raker objected, Ms. Barker looked at him,

contempt written on her face, but before she could

tell him how rude it had been to interrupt her, she

heard a deep, firm voice to her left say, “Sustained.”

She turned to take on her new adversary, but was

jolted back to reality when she found herself looking

directly into the unfriendly eyes of Judge Augustus

Langhorne Stark.

The courtroom got quiet.

“Ms. Barker, is it?” Judge Stark asked.

“Yes,” she said, more like a question than an

answer.

“Let me explain to you how this is going to work

today. The man over there is the assistant district

attorney. He is going to ask you questions. Your job

is to answer the questions he asks. You may recall

that he asked you a question about the time you

were at the tavern. He did not ask you what you saw,

or when you saw it, or whose pants were on fire. I

suspect he will ask you about that in a moment. But

in the meantime, pay attention to his questions and

answer those questions and only those questions.

The man over there, who made the objection, has a
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job to do, and his job is to object if he thinks you

don’t follow this rule, and it is my job if he does

object, and that objection is appropriate, to make

sure you behave. If I say ‘sustained,’ you need to pay

close attention, because that means you didn’t

follow the rules. Are we clear?” he asked.

Ms. Barker looked at him in disbelief, probably

thinking to herself: What kind of crazy rules of law

do we have in this country? If I say too little, the DA

treats me like a moron, and if I say too much, the

judge “sustains” me. No wonder the criminals go free.

But looking at Judge Stark, she just nodded in

response, having the good sense to keep her

thoughts to herself. She turned back toward

Peabody, and said, “I came at around 7:30 that night

and left around 9:00.”

“Ms. Barker,” Peabody said, “please take a look

at the defendant seated at the table to my right. He

is wearing a red flannel shirt, and he is sitting next

to his lawyer who is wearing a brown suit. Have you

ever seen him before?”

“Which one, the lawyer or the defendant?” she

asked.

Judge Stark’s chair creaked as it made a turning

motion toward the witness, which she heard just in

time to correct herself.
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“I never saw the man in the brown suit,” she

said, “but I have seen the other man, the defendant,

just once, on that night at the Tipsy Tavern.”

“On November 20th?”

“Yes.”

Before the next question was asked, the main

door to the courtroom opened and a man entered.

To those who saw him, he stood out, because he was

the shortest man in the room, not more than 3 feet

tall. Though small in stature, he had good posture

and held his head high. His black suit was well-

tailored and his shoes shone bright. His tie had a

firm knot and the design on the tie fit the holiday

season, small green trees on a red background. After

coming through the door, he stopped in the aisle

separating the two sides of the courtroom and

looked around. Edmonds sensed the little man

before he saw him and turned to face the door. The

two found each other and locked eyes. After a

moment, the little man took a seat in a pew on

defendant’s side of the courtroom. He opened the

briefcase he was carrying, took out a computer and

blended into the proceeding.

Assistant District Attorney Peabody paused to

look at his notes, thinking about where to go next

with the iffy Ms. Barker, when Judge Stark inter-

rupted his thoughts.
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“Mr. Peabody,” interjected Judge Stark, “it is

December 23rd, and if we are to finish this short trial

in time for Christmas, we need to move it along.

Understood?”

Peabody, being duly prodded, got right back to

work. “Ms. Barker, would you tell the Court what the

defendant was doing when you first saw him that

night?”

“He was sitting at the bar.”

“And how long were you at the tavern after you

first saw him?”

“Long enough to see the fireworks—” She

corrected herself, “I mean, I was there for about an

hour after I first saw him.”

“Did you speak with him?”

“No.”

“What made you notice him?”

“Don’t know for sure,” she said. “I guess it was

because he was in a tavern, sitting at the bar

drinking milk, and also because he seemed out of

place.”

“How do you mean?”

Rather than answer the question, she said, “I

didn’t even know they kept milk in a bar.”

Judge Stark’s chair squeaked as it turned toward

the witness and Barker quickly got back on track.
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“Anyway,” she said, “he wasn’t a regular, and he

was a little old for the usual crowd. He just sat there.

Drinking his milk.”

Peabody pressed on. “Ms. Barker, please tell us

whether you observed anything happen that night

involving the defendant.”

She thought, finally, I can tell the judge what

happened and get out of here. So she began.

“Everything started shortly after that woman,”

pointing to Judy Robertson, “walked in the front

door, went to the bar, and took a seat beside

that man,” pointing again, this time to Henry

Edmonds.

“Why did you take notice of them sitting

together?” Peabody asked.

“Because she was way out of his league. He was

old, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, the same red

shirt he has on today, and she looked like she

belonged on the cover of some magazine for fancy

women’s clothes.”

“What happened next?” Peabody asked.

“They were talking to each other, and I heard her

say in a loud voice—”

“Objection, hearsay,” Raker said.

“Dang right, it was hearsay,” she said, “I heard it

all the way from the other end of the bar.”
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As the gavel slammed onto Judge Stark’s bench,

just a few feet from where the witness was sitting,

she realized her mistake.

“Ms. Barker.” Judge Stark held the gavel like a

hammer and pointed it toward her. “Have you ever

heard the phrase ‘contempt of court’?” Without

pausing for an answer, he continued. “First, there

will be no swearing in my courtroom, and second,

you will not criticize the lawyers. That is my job, not

yours. If you behave this way again, you will need a

toothbrush, because you will be spending the night

in one of our fine publicly owned facilities known as

a jail. Is that how you would like to spend your

Christmas?”

She shook her head in the negative.

“Well, then, I suggest you take my advice.”

She nodded in the affirmative and kept quiet.

“Good.” Judge Stark then turned to face the

lawyers and said, “Counsel, approach the bench.”

He placed his hand over the microphone in front

of him as the two lawyers made their way in his

direction. When they were assembled in front of

him, he spoke in a soft but firm voice.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “I don’t know why the two

of you are in this courtroom for this two-bit trial, but

since you are here, let me make one thing clear. This
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will not be the trial of the century, and we need to

move this case along. Peabody, get to the point, and

make sure the witnesses you call do the same.

Raker, we are all proud of how well you know the

rules of criminal procedure, but if you make a

hearsay objection every time one comes up, this trial

will last a week. You need to swallow those objec-

tions and trust the fact that this Court will consider

only competent evidence in rendering its verdict. If

you don’t like the result, you can ask for a jury trial.

It won’t hurt my feelings one bit, because if this trial

ever ends, I will be retired. Are we clear?”

They both said “yes, your honor,” and then

turned and went back to their respective tables to

continue the battle.

Peabody buttoned his coat, pressed it down in

front of him and resumed his questioning.

“Ms. Barker, the Court would like to hear in your

own words, exactly what you saw happen that night

at the Tipsy Tavern.”

Ms. Barker thought she had won the lottery. She

looked over at Judge Stark approvingly. She had

heard his little lecture to the lawyers and thought

he was on her side now.

“So, here’s the deal,” she said. “The defendant

and the woman got into an argument. It was
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pretty obvious she wanted something from him

because—”

“Ms. Barker,” Peabody said, interrupting her as

politely as he could. “We need to be careful not to

speculate about the state of mind of the victim,”

with the emphasis on the word victim.

“I am not specu—, that is, I am not making this

up,” she said. “She wanted something from him, and

at first, she tried reasoning with him, but when that

didn’t work, she started complimenting him, saying

how nice he looked in that red shirt. I mean, really?

The shirt was as silly looking then as it is today.”

There was muffled laughter in the courtroom,

but no outburst and no admonishment from Judge

Stark, just a muted smile on his face. Peabody was

getting what he deserved with this witness. She had

been on the stand for fewer than fifteen minutes,

had said nothing specific about what had happened

and had raised huge doubt about whether Peabody

even had a victim. By saying nothing at all, Judge

Stark was saying, let the chips fall where they may.

But Peabody was good. He didn’t let this slow

start get to him and he didn’t break stride. If

anything, it ramped up his game.

“Ms. Barker, it may help the Court if I orient

you.”
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“You’re going to do what to me?”

“Never mind,” he said. “Did you see the victim,

the woman behind me, fall down that night?”

“Yes, she fell down. In fact, she hit the floor hard

on her back, and her knees rolled up like the drum-

sticks on a Thanksgiving turkey.”

There were smiles in the courtroom but Peabody

seemed unfazed. “What was she doing immediately

before she fell?”

“She was standing face to face with the

defendant. Both of them had gotten off their bar

stools and they were having words.”

“So he was close to her?”

“Yep,” she said with a bit of frustration, as if

Peabody hadn’t heard her. For good measure, she

added, “It looked to me like they was bosom

buddies.”

Peabody shifted gears. “What did you see as she

was falling? Was the defendant near her then, too?”

“It looked that way to me. He was kind of leaning

toward and over her.”

“Kind of like he had just pushed her?” Peabody

asked.

“Objection, your honor.” Raker seemed to have

gone missing in action since the attorney confer-

ence at the bench.
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“Sustained,” Judge Stark said.

“I will withdraw the question.” Peabody turned

back to the witness.

“Ms. Barker,” Peabody asked, “can you tell the

Court what happened next?”

“Sure. It was like the Friday Night SmackDown.

After the victim, as you call her, fell down, she

starting making noise like her …”

Barker caught herself, remembering the last

time she was rebuked for her “pants on fire”

analogy. “Well, anyway,” she went on, “given the

noise she was making, you would have thought she

had fallen out of a two-story window. Two good

Samaritans at the bar came to her rescue. One of

them went to comfort her. The other one grabbed

the defendant and wouldn’t let him leave. The

bartender called 911, and in about five minutes, the

cops showed up. That was pretty much it, except

for the constant screaming and shouting of your

victim, as you call her. She kept shouting ‘I need it

back.’ ”

“Did she appear to have any injuries?” Peabody

asked, trying to get his witness back on track.

Ms. Barker thought about this for a moment,

and then said, “I do remember that she was holding

the back of her head after it was all over, and it
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looked like she had scraped the side of her face. Of

course, it was hard to tell, because her face was

bright red and her hair looked like she had stuck her

finger in a socket.”

“What did you do next?” Peabody asked.

“I made the mistake of telling a police officer

what I saw.”

“No further questions, your honor,” Peabody said

to Judge Stark.

“Cross-examination, Mr. Raker?” Judge Stark

asked.

“Thank you, your honor. I have just a few

questions. Ms. Barker, I want to thank you for

coming down here today. I know it must have been

inconvenient of the State to make you do so. I will

not keep you here very long. Did you see my client,

Henry Edmonds, who is seated next to me, actually

hit the woman who is seated behind Mr. Peabody?”

“Nope,” Barker said, “I did not.”

“Did you see him raise his hand or fist toward

her in any way?”

“Nope.” Barker was warming up to Raker’s style

of questioning, short and to the point.

“I have just one last question, Ms. Barker. Is it

true that you did not see my client push her?”

“True. I didn’t see that either,” Barker said.
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“Thank you, Ms. Baker. You have been a

wonderful witness. Those are all the questions I

have.”

“Ms. Barker,” Judge Stark said, “you may step

down.” Turning back to Peabody, he said, “How

many more witnesses do you have in this precedent-

setting case of yours, Mr. Peabody?”

“Just two more witnesses, your honor. We plan

to call the police officer and then finish our case

with the victim, Ms. Judy Robertson.” Looking

around the courtroom and then back at Judge Stark,

he added, “The officer should have been here by

now.”

Judge Stark did not look happy with Peabody. He

glanced at the clock on the wall and said, “We are

going to take our lunch break early to give Mr.

Peabody the opportunity to search for the State’s

next witness. Bailiff …”

The bailiff, who was hard at work on a crossword

puzzle, was startled by the judge’s directive.

Standing, he said, “All rise,” and once again,

everyone did just that. In the most official voice he

could command, the bailiff said: “This Court will be

in recess until 2:00 p.m.”
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Lunch break

Once the recess was announced, Peabody texted

the police officer to make sure he knew when and

where to show up after lunch. He wasted no time

waiting on a reply, picking up his file and escorting

Judy Robertson to an adjacent room to discuss her

upcoming testimony.

Raker checked his smartphone for messages,

spoke briefly with Edmonds and left by a side door.

Edmonds grabbed his coat, but as he turned to leave,

he accidentally made eye contact with the little man

in the black suit. What Edmonds felt when he
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looked into those coal-black eyes made him stop

walking, because the anger those eyes projected

operated like a force field holding Edmonds in

place. Seconds passed, and the little man dismis-

sively broke eye contact, finished typing something

on his computer, closed it, grabbed his briefcase and

walked down the aisle and out the courtroom door.

Edmonds waited briefly, and followed in his path.

Other than the little man in the black suit, there

were only a few spectators in the courtroom when

the bailiff announced the lunch break. At the start

of the trial, a number of attorneys with cases on the

docket had been present but when it appeared that

the trial might last until Christmas, they had drifted

out. Those attorneys still in the courtroom either

had business with the clerk or orders to be signed.

There was just one other spectator, a person named

Austin Land.

For many years, Austin Land had been a prac-

ticing attorney, but after thirty years in battle as a

civil trial lawyer, he decided to try something

different. Because he liked writing, he took a job

with the local newspaper, investigating and writing

about legal disputes. As he explained it to himself,

rather than continuing to swim around in a legal

fishbowl, he would dry off and write about the fish.
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With a seasoned judge and two overqualified lawyers

on hand, Courtroom 3150 looked like the appro-

priate fishbowl to peer into for the day.

When Judge Stark left the courtroom, Land

grabbed his laptop and headed to the corridor to do

quick Internet research. He didn’t understand why

the State was wasting taxpayer money and the

Court’s time on this case. He wanted to know

more.

Peabody had said there were only going to be two

other witnesses for the State, the police officer and

the victim, but the police weren’t present when the

crime went down. Given the dubious testimony of

the lead-off witness, this left the State’s victim as

the only possible eyewitness to the alleged assault.

Land knew from experience that when the only

witness who can place blame on the defendant is the

victim, the State has an uphill battle. It becomes the

old “he said, she said” quagmire.

If this was Peabody’s decision to prosecute, he

was slipping, Land thought. Mr. Edmonds must have

done something to cause the victim to press

charges, but it didn’t look like assault. And the

alleged victim, Ms. Robertson, must have had some

real pull to get the D.A. to prosecute a guy in what

was shaping up to be a losing effort.
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Land found a place down the hall to plug in his

laptop. The bench seat attached to the wall was too

far away from the plug, so turning his back to the

wall, he simply slid down to the marble floor and

flipped open the computer lid. He quickly powered

up, and in a few minutes, he was searching away.

It didn’t take him long to find information about

Judy Robertson. She worked for the county tax

department as director of revaluation, a title she

received only a year earlier. Just before she got the

position, the tax office had been in the news. The

previous director had botched the county’s effort to

revalue all the real estate in the county. As a result,

heads rolled, and Robertson’s predecessor was out

of a job. For the last year, she had been supervising

a large staff of employees and an even larger group

of contracted appraisers. But none of this answered

the question on Land’s mind, which was: Why had

she gone to the Tipsy Tavern on 9th Street on

November 20th?

Land dug around some more and found that she

had an undergraduate degree in computer program-

ming, finishing top in her class, and a graduate

degree in business, with an emphasis in municipal

government. Besides her successful career,
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Robertson served on several non-profit boards. She

seemed like an up-and-coming star in both local

government and the non-profit world, which didn’t

match the personality of someone who frequents

the Tipsy Tavern.

A few minutes later, Land found her name in an

online newspaper article, trumpeting her volunteer

work with the local Salvation Army’s kettle

campaign. That campaign requires a slew of people

to stand by red kettles and ring bells for Christmas

charity, but in recent years, kettle helpers were

getting harder and harder to recruit. Robertson

came up with an idea as to how to put more kettles

on the street while at the same time helping people

who had lost their jobs. She persuaded the business

community to hire and pay unemployed adults to

staff the kettles for the Salvation Army.

So, Land thought, during the day, Judy

Robertson was out arranging work for the unem-

ployed and raising money for a good cause, and at

night, she was going to a bar on the seedy side of

town, only to get knocked around by an old man in

a red flannel shirt. Something didn’t add up.

Just then, Land noticed, or rather felt, a shadow

over him. Looking up from his seat on the floor, he
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saw a little girl sitting on the marble bench next to

him, swinging her legs forward and back and smiling

at him.

“You are looking in the wrong place,” she said.

“Who are you, young lady, and why are you

looking over my shoulder?” Land asked.

“It is not who I am that matters, now is it?

Rather,” she said, “I believe the better questions are,

who is Mr. Edmonds and why he is being prosecuted.

Don’t you agree?”

Land eyed the young girl warily and then

noticed, upon further reflection, that while she did

have the qualities of youth and was small in stature,

she had a maturity about her. He also noticed

something else, something strange. Her ears had an

odd, pointed shape to them, or so he thought. She

had long blond hair that flowed wispily over her

ears, so maybe he was imagining things. And yet, if

he didn’t know better, particularly given her green

tights, curved-toe shoes, lacy top and felt hat, she

could have been an elf who had just come from

helping Santa Claus at the local mall.

Just then, the well-dressed little man walked by

and looked in Land’s direction. His expression was

unfriendly, which didn’t bother Land. He was used

to that “mind your own business” look often given
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to reporters, but he did wonder why the man was

there.

Land turned back to speak with the girl, but just

like that, she was gone. He got up and looked

around. Where did she go? And what did she mean

by him looking in the wrong direction? Scratching

his head, he asked himself another question: Why

were a young girl who looked like an elf, a little man

with a killer stare, the county’s director of revalua-

tion and the best assistant district attorney in the

D.A.’s office, all interested in an old man in a worn

red flannel shirt?

Land was perplexed. But he was also very inter-

ested. When a reporter who also happens to be a

former lawyer gets interested in a case, chances are

the riddle will be solved. Land felt he was the guy to

do it.

Meanwhile, Assistant District Attorney Jason

Peabody and Judy Robertson were talking strategy

while eating sandwiches ordered from the court-

house deli. The room they were in was decorated in

old courthouse fashion, meaning it was pretty

nondescript, with a table, four chairs and no

windows, but it served its purpose.

“Judy,” Peabody said, “you still haven’t told me

why this case is so important to you, and I am
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beginning to have my doubts that Judge Stark will

think much of our evidence. You have to give me

more to go on. What else can you tell me?”

Robertson sighed. “Jason, I really appreciate you

taking on this case for me, but there are certain

things that are too hard to explain. I can tell you this:

The information on that flash drive belongs to the

county and we must get it back. You are a good lawyer

and I know you will figure out a way to do just that.”

“But why go to all this trouble, with a criminal

case, and why make this so public? Why not just

offer the guy some beer money for the thing? From

the looks of him, I doubt he will turn you down.”

Robertson paused, dabbed at the corner of her

mouth with her napkin and put her sandwich down.

“Jason, you don’t know him like I do. He may look

like a homeless man in search of his next drink, but

he is something entirely different.”

“OK,” Peabody responded, “whatever you say,

but can you at least tell me enough so I can cross-

examine the guy? Otherwise, Judge Stark is going to

find him not guilty and let him keep the flash drive.”

Robertson answered Peabody’s question with a

question. “Where is the flash drive now?”

Peabody was a bit frustrated by her change of

course. “It’s evidence. The officer took the device off
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Edmonds at the scene and will bring it with him

when he testifies. It will be our job to prove it

belongs to the county.”

She was silent for a moment, and Peabody broke

in on her train of thought. “So what will it be, Judy?”

Peabody asked. “Do I have to make this case up as I

go along, or are you going to give me at least a hint

about the facts?”

She thought to herself, made a decision and then

told Peabody what she hoped would be enough to

appease him.

When she was finished, he said, “You have got to

be kidding.”

Meanwhile, a few blocks down the street, Thad

Raker was in his law office looking at an envelope

that had been hand-delivered to his office. It was

thin and had no return address. He slipped a letter

opener along the top of the envelope and found a

short letter addressed to Thad Raker, Esquire, with

a reference caption that read: “The Edmonds trial.”

The letter read:

Dear Mr. Raker:

By now, additional funds have been deposited

in your firm’s trust account sufficient to cover

your fee in the case. Because we doubt that

Mr. Edmonds will be much help to you in his
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defense, enclosed is a list of questions that

you may find useful in examining Ms.

Robertson and Mr. Edmonds. We want the

flash drive more than we want the truth,

primarily because few people will believe the

truth. We thank you for your continued discre-

tion in the handling of this matter.

This was the second letter that had been hand-

delivered to Raker in the last three days, and, like

the first letter, it was unsigned.

He sat back in his desk chair, looked out the

window and thought to himself. It had only been

seven days since he received the call about repre-

senting Mr. Edmonds and when he got the call, he

was a little uncertain about taking the case, because

the caller was not the defendant, and because the

caller refused to identify himself. Thus, Raker had

asked for a high fee, along with the requirement of

a significant deposit, thinking that the caller would

go elsewhere. But he didn’t. Instead, Raker received

the deposit with the first letter, and now, looking at

the latest letter in his hand, he had more than

enough money to cover the time he would spend on

the case.

Nonetheless, Raker felt uncomfortable. Mr.

Edmonds was tight-lipped about the facts and Mr.
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Edmonds’ anonymous benefactor appeared to have

a goal that might not be the same as his client’s. It

was a highly unorthodox way to litigate a case, and

Raker would not have taken it but for his pressing

financial situation.

Raker took a look at the two-page list of

questions that came with the letter and after doing

so, he thought to himself that this was a strange

case indeed.

Henry Edmonds, meanwhile, was sitting in his

Ford pickup truck in a parking lot near the court-

house, looking out the driver’s side window and

thinking about the mess he had gotten himself into,

when he suddenly felt the presence of someone else.

Turning his head to the right, he saw the same little

girl who had engaged Austin Land in conversation.

“Hello, Henry,” she said, smiling.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said. “This is my

problem, not yours, and if they think you are mixed

up in this, it could affect your career.”

“Oh, Henry, you know that I can’t turn my back

on a friend, and a true friend you are indeed. You

have been so good to me over the years and I would

like to help you,” she said.

“I am beyond help, and you know it,” Edmonds

said. “What I did is contrary to the rules of the
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Collection Code and unless I can fix this problem,

the county jail will be the least of my problems.”

“You let your heart get the better of you and

things simply got out of control. Some of those rules,

especially the new ones, are just silly.”

“That is not how the task force will see it,”

Edmonds replied. “I took an oath to do this job

according to its requirements, including any amend-

ments to the rules, and all they care about is the

flash drive. They plan to cut me loose.”

“I will not leave you alone and all is not lost. We

will figure a way to solve this problem, help you keep

your job and maybe even convince the boss that the

recent changes were ill-conceived.” She put her

hand on his arm. “You do want to keep your job,

don’t you?”

Henry Edmonds looked down and was quiet for

a moment. He then turned and looked at his

companion. “I wouldn’t know what to do if I couldn’t

continue this work,” he said.

“Then it’s settled. You will not pout any longer,

you will allow me to help you and you will begin

helping yourself. You can start by getting back to the

courtroom on time so they don’t send the sheriff’s

deputy out to arrest you.”

With that, Edmonds looked at his watch, and

saw that he needed to get moving. When he turned
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to say goodbye to the little girl, he saw nothing but

an empty seat.

Edmonds smiled. And then he gathered himself,

and headed back to court.

Along the way, Henry Edmonds was met in the

hallway by a stranger. “My name is Austin Land,”

the man said. “May I have a moment of your time?”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t be late to court.”

“Look,” Land said, not to be avoided, “I am an

investigative reporter. Maybe I can help you with

your case, if you just tell me why you and Ms.

Robertson were meeting in a bar on 9th Street.”

Edmonds laughed. “The location of our meeting

is not what this case is about, and there is nothing a

newspaper reporter can do that will help me in this

case.”

Not to be outflanked, Land said, “Come now, Mr.

Edmonds, you know what they say about the power

of the pen!”

“Yep, I do, but this is not a fight that can be won

with a pen.” Edmonds started to walk away.

“Wait,” Land pressed, “at least tell me why I

can’t find anything out about you. You don’t have a

permanent job, you don’t have a criminal record,

you don’t have a family, you don’t have a home; in

fact,” Land remarked, rather incredulously, “it’s as
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if you don’t even exist, and that can’t be, because I

am looking right at you. Who are you, really?”

“That’s easy, sir,” Edmonds said, “I am the

defendant and I have to get back to court.”

Land followed him close behind.

Farther down the hallway, the little man was

watching Land and Edmonds. When they separated,

he too headed back to the courtroom.
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