


Bad Ben 

 1 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One 
Not Bad for a Sheriff’s Sale 

 
“Congratulations Mr. Riley,” the title clerk, a small, 

elfish looking woman said extending her hand. In a 
swift motion, Tom wiped his sweaty palm on his pant 
leg then reached out, his hand awkwardly wrapping 
around hers. He then realized she was merely 
handing him a house key, not attempting to shake 
hands.  

“Thank you Miss Barnes,” he said taking the key 
from her. He stared at the single, gold key with a 
blank tag attached. “This is all I get for $180,000?” he 
asked, trying to be funny. She smiled a courteous 
smile but said nothing as she pulled the settlement file 
up tight against her chest.  

Suddenly a loud clap of thunder could be heard and 
the whole building shook causing Tom to turn and look 
out the window. “Wasn’t it was supposed to be sunny 
today?” he asked and turned back into the room 
realizing he was now alone. It was as if she couldn’t 
get away from him fast enough. 
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The ride to the home he just purchased after the 
winning bid at a Sherriff’s Sale was a short one made 
longer by the unexpected downpour. He was both 
excited and nervous. At fifty years old, this was the 
first home he ever purchased, and he spent nearly 
every cent he had on it. He barely had enough money 
left to make his next car payment. 

His plan was not to live there, however, but to make 
any necessary repairs and hopefully flip it for a quick 
profit. From the research he did using nearby 
comparable real estate transactions on similar homes, 
he was getting the house for a steal at one-third 
market value. Hopefully it wouldn’t require too much 
work. 

He hadn’t even seen the inside of the house. When 
you buy a house at a Sherriff’s Sale, you can walk 
around the exterior, but you cannot enter it. 
Individuals take a risk not knowing what they will find 
inside. In many cases, a bank owned home was in 
poor condition as the previous owner that couldn’t pay 
the mortgage had long since stopped caring for it. 

The exterior of the home was spectacular. It was 
large with a two-car attached garage. The siding and 
roof were in good condition. The bank had maintained 
the lawn and to anyone driving by it looked like any 
other house once the Bank Owned for sale sign was 
removed. 

 
When he was laid off last year, Tom faced the reality 

that starting over at his age was not easy. Any 
company hiring with a comparable salary to what he 
was making, wasn’t interested in him. The only 
opportunities that offered him the chance to make 
close to what he was making were in sales, and he 
had no sales experience. When he applied at several 
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car dealerships, the owner of one of them told it to 
him straight.  

“No one wants to buy a car from a bald, overweight, 
middle-aged guy.” This from a guy ten years older 
than him with a fake tan and hair plugs dyed jet black. 

Fuck him, Tom thought as he walked back to his 
mini-van and drove off.  

 
Having worked since he was sixteen years old and 

saving as much as he could, Tom made a decision 
when he lost his job. He would take control of his own 
destiny and never again work for anyone but himself. 
He would use his savings plus the small severance 
package he got to invest in real estate. He had seen 
enough infomercials on the topic during his many 
sleepless nights to think he had what it took to do 
it…if he could find the right place to start. 

352 Steelmanville Road in Egg Harbor Township, 
New Jersey was the right place, or so he believed. A 
suburb of Atlantic City, this house was in a desirable 
area on the outskirts of town. It sat on a heavily 
wooded lot far from the nearest neighbor on either 
side. If he thought he could afford it, he would 
probably stay there instead of selling it. 

 
He recorded himself on his phone as he pulled into 

the driveway and exclaimed out loud, “not bad for a 
Sheriff’s sale.” He felt a sense of accomplishment and 
pride in that moment, a feeling foreign to him. 
Perhaps if he had ever married and had children, he 
would have felt this way many times at the various 
milestones that occur when you have a family, but he 
couldn’t turn back the clock. 

The rain has subsided and the freshly cut front lawn 
was bright green. It was a good sign, and it instilled in 
him a sense of confidence. He exited his vehicle and 
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headed up the walkway towards the front door. The 
calming smell of a fresh spring rain doing little to ease 
his nerves. 

When he stepped up onto the covered front porch, 
he saw a stack of newspapers. Apparently, no one 
ever cancelled their delivery. He tended to over think 
things and stared at the pile trying to remember the 
last time he actually read a printed newspaper. 

 
It was the moment of truth. He was about to enter 

the house for the first time. His heart raced, not 
knowing what he would find inside. He didn’t have 
high hopes, but he hoped it would not be in bad 
shape. 

He unlocked the front door and stepped inside. The 
air was stale but there was no scent of mildew. He 
immediately tried the light switch next to the entryway, 
but no light came on and he figured the power had 
long ago been shut off. Unfamiliar with the interior of 
the home and what controlled what, he tried several 
more light switches and nothing turned on. 

He knew he’d have to deal with this sooner than 
later as well as the gas, water, and whatever other 
utilities the house had.  It was a bit overwhelming. 
Before starting to make calls, however, he wanted to 
look around a bit. He pressed onward into the living 
room. 

He was surprised to see that the house was fully 
furnished. It looked as if it was still lived in, like the 
owner was about to appear and ask him why he was 
there. It was neat and tidy. Certainly more organized 
than any home he ever lived in. 

The furniture was in great condition and there was 
an upright piano against the far wall of the living room. 
A large, flat screen, television sat atop the fireplace. 
He knew times were tough, but why would someone 
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just walk out and leave all this stuff behind? If they 
couldn’t pay their mortgage, why wouldn’t they sell the 
thousands of dollars of furnishings left behind. There 
could have been many reasons but for some reason, 
the stuff was left behind, and he considered it a 
bonus. 

On the wall of the entryway hung a framed copy of 
the Lord’s Prayer and a large, wooden cross. 
“Obviously, a religious bunch,” he said aloud. He then 
discovered a large Bible on the living room coffee 
table. It was the oldest looking Bible he had ever 
seen, not one you would carry to church but one of 
those Family Bibles. Why they would leave that 
behind was another mystery. 

There was a lot more of the house to explore but 
since it was getting late on a Friday, he prioritized and 
started calling around to get the utilities turned on. 
Fortunately, the gas and water were still working and 
all that was required was a copy of some of his 
settlement documents to transfer the utilities to his 
name. He was able to snap a photo with his phone 
and email them. Simple. 

Atlantic City Electric needed the same information, 
and he was pleasantly surprised to be told the power 
would be restored in a few hours. The most frustrating 
step in the process was the cable company, Xfinity. 
He called them and faced a series of never-ending 
automated phone prompts until he finally got through 
to an actual person and he was told it would take ten 
days. He didn’t care about the cable since he really 
didn’t watch television. It was Wi-Fi he needed as 
soon as possible. 

He was hungry and figured rather than wait there, he 
would go grab a bite to eat and hopefully return to a 
house with lights. As he headed for the front door, he 
grabbed the Bible, Lord’s Prayer, and cross, believing 
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that leaving them here could offend any potential 
buyers. Once on the front porch, he picked up the 
stack of left behind newspapers and together with the 
religious items, carried them all with him to the trash. 
As he threw the items in the large trash bin by the 
garage, he felt a bit of remorse seeing the Bible fall 
apart as it landed inside. 

“Sorry,” he said aloud. “But that’s the day and age 
we live in.” He justified his actions believing that if a 
potential buyer that was not a Christian saw the items 
in the house, it might be a turn-off. If they were a 
Christian, they wouldn’t know he threw them out and it 
wouldn’t matter. Either way, since the items seemed 
to be of little or no value to anyone besides those that 
had put them there, removing them was a wise 
business decision. 

 
After eating, Tom began the drive back to the 

property on Steelmanville Road. He always thought of 
it as the property and not his home because he didn’t 
consider it his home. He was not going to live there, 
he was going to sell it for a profit, hopefully a 
significant profit. Even though he had only walked a 
small portion of the property, what he saw was 
beautiful, but he again put the thought of staying there 
out of his head knowing he would not be able to afford 
it. 

 
When Tom lost his job, he stressed over trying to 

find a way to make a living. When he decided to try 
investing in real estate and flipping houses, he 
stressed over finding the right property. When he 
found Steelmanville Road, he stressed over making 
the right bid. When he learned he had the winning bid, 
he stressed over the fact that all his savings were 
going into the purchase. 
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 Now that he settled on the property, he was 
stressed about flipping it. So much of his life, even 
when steadily employed, was stressful. No matter 
what obstacle he stressed about and overcame in life, 
there was always something new to stress about. 
Now, on his ride back to the property, he stressed 
wondering whether the electric was on or not. 

The constant stress in his life was the number one 
reason he never married for he would always stress 
about his spouse being unfaithful or that they would 
lose interest in him. He hadn’t been on a date in two 
decades and had long since stopped thinking about it. 
He did, however, worry about growing old alone but if 
he succeeded in this new endeavor, he could hire a 
caregiver like his mother had.  

His mind constantly worried about things like this 
and he couldn’t focus on anything else. If someone 
asked him what he just ate for dinner, he’d have to 
think about it for a moment to remember…this was 
the effect stress had on him. He pondered seeing a 
psychologist but the thought of pouring out his soul to 
a stranger only added to his anxiety. He would 
continue to push forward, past obstacles, none of 
which were significant enough to make him feel 
accomplished. 

 
As he winded his way through the last two curves 

leading up to the property, he thought he saw some 
lights through the trees. “I think I see light,” he said 
aloud. “I think my friends at Atlantic City Electric did 
me a solid.” He hoped that was the case but calling 
them friends was a stretch because Tom had no 
friends. 

He was relieved when he pulled into the driveway for 
the second time that day and saw the lights lining the 
concrete walkway illuminated. Immediately he 
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wondered if maybe they were solar powered and the 
electricity wasn’t turned back on, but that concern 
faded when he could see a few interior lights on in 
various rooms through the windows. 

As he parked the van in the driveway, he spoke out 
loud saying, “I’m gonna make a fortune flipping this 
place.” It didn’t register to him how out of character 
that optimistic thought was for him. Maybe, even at 
fifty years old, he was changing. Had he thought 
about it, he would have dismissed it for something 
negative. 

Tom used his phone to record his return. “Let’s take 
a look at what we got,” he said as he exited his van 
and headed up the front walk. In and of itself, that was 
an odd statement. He had just said I’m going to make 
a fortune flipping this place followed by let’s take a 
look at what we got. He switched between first and 
third person in referring to himself, particularly odd 
since he was alone and talking out loud. 

This switching between first and third person was 
not that unusual. Some psychologists associate it with 
self-promotion or narcissism. Specifically, when it 
came to speaking in the third person. This was not in 
alignment with how Tom saw himself or how others 
saw him, but it still happened.  

 As he approached the front door the foyer lights 
came on, the result of him tripping a motion sensor he 
didn’t know was there. It startled him seeing the light 
come on, but even more alarming was the fact that 
the front door was open a few inches. 

“What the fuck, did I leave that open?” he asked 
himself. The fact that he was always speaking his 
thoughts out loud never registered as odd to him, but 
it was odd, nonetheless. Had he ever actually gone to 
a psychologist, they might be able to explain to him 
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why he did this. The fact was, he rarely noticed he 
was talking to himself, so it caused him no concern. 

His heart began pounding as he pushed the door 
open and saw the foyer in disarray, nothing like he left 
it earlier. A ladder and an artificial tree laid side by 
side immediately in front of him. Behind that, he could 
see chairs moved into a position blocking the living 
room doorway. He stepped over the ladder and 
moved forward. 

Just beyond the foyer, two upholstered chairs rested 
on their sides a short distance from the entrance to 
the living room. He stepped forward and looked left 
seeing that the piano was away from the wall and one 
of the end table lamps was now lying on the couch. 
Any normal person would have called the police 
immediately, but the way his mind worked, he worried 
that doing so would create a negative public record 
that could affect selling the house.  

He also believed whoever was responsible for this 
mess was no longer in the house, otherwise he would 
have moved more quietly. His footsteps were heavy 
and he moved the chairs without regard for alerting an 
intruder to his presence. He could now see that the 
upended chairs blocked passage to the open door 
leading to basement stairwell. The fact that the 
stairwell lights were on offered no comfort considering 
the basement itself was dark. 

Now standing at the top of the basement stairs, he 
could hear something moving down there. This was 
no longer an investigation post break in. This was now 
him catching the intruder in the act. His stomach was 
in knots but there was a bit of a distance between him 
and whoever was down there. 

The sound he heard was metallic, like a cart being 
wheeled around or a can rolling on the floor. He 
checked the doorknob seeing the lock was on his side 
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and in that instant, he figured he could throw one of 
the chairs down the stairs if someone started coming 
up and then he could lock the door. That would give 
him enough time to get out of there and call the 
police. It wasn’t a great plan. 

“Hello,” Tom called out. After a few seconds, there 
was a loud crashing sound and his plan to throw a 
chair down the stairs and lock the door went 
unexecuted. Instead, he ran for the front door into the 
night. Running was not his strong suit, but he did his 
best to quickly reach the van and hop inside. 

He started the engine and threw the vehicle in 
reverse, turning around quickly in the y-shaped 
driveway. He now faced the road in a position to make 
a quick exit but sat there with the car in gear and his 
foot on the brake. He looked back at the front door to 
see if anyone came out of the house and he dialed 9-
1-1. It no longer mattered to him how doing so would 
be perceived. 

 
It only took five minutes for a police car to arrive and 

pull into the driveway, its lights flashing. Immediately 
Tom regretted calling them. Tom started to open the 
car door to get out of his van not realizing the car was 
still in gear. It began to roll. He awkwardly hopped 
back in and pressed on the brake then put the car in 
park. He then exited the vehicle. 

“Hello, I think there’s…” he started to blurt out but 
was quickly cut off by a female police officer shouting, 
“turn off the vehicle,” as she placed her hand on her 
sidearm and shined her flashlight in his face. Tom had 
never so much as ever gotten a parking ticket yet 
here he was about to get shot, or so he thought. The 
reality was a cop showed up, saw someone in a 
running vehicle acting strange, and she followed 
protocol. She had no idea who he was. 
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Tom’s lack of familiarity with dealing with law 
enforcement caused him to panic. His heart raced 
and he did the only thing he could think of, he raised 
his arms high over his head, dropped to his knees 
(which hurt like hell on the asphalt) and fell face 
down. 

“I own this place,” he shouted, his voice cracking. “I 
do now, I mean. Someone broke in.” He was shaking 
uncontrollably. 

“Sir,” the police officer said. “Do you have ID?” 
“I have my driver’s license,” he answered. “It’s in my 

wallet.” Just then a second police car pulled into the 
driveway. The officer in that car, a man that looked 
close to retirement age and sporting multiple stripes 
on his sleeve, exited the vehicle. 

“I didn’t tell him to lay down,” the female officer said 
to her superior. “He panicked and dropped down. I 
asked him for ID, and he said it’s in his wallet.” The 
senior officer nodded and took over. 

“Sir, where’s your wallet?” 
“In my back pocket,” Tom replied. 
“Get it, please,” he was told. Tom then reached for 

his wallet and his anxiety skyrocketed when he 
couldn’t find it. 

“It’s not here,” he said. “It’s probably in my van.” 
The senior officer motioned to the junior with his 

head towards the van. She walked over and found the 
wallet in the center console. She opened it and found 
his driver’s license. 

“What’s your name?” She asked. 
“Tom Riley.” 
“Mr. Riley, this says your address is in Pleasantville.” 
“I just bought this house today at a Sheriff’s Sale,” 

Tom explained. 
“Do you have any proof of that?” The senior officer 

asked. 
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“Yes,” Tom replied. “But it’s in the house in the 
kitchen.” 

The senior officer leaned over to the junior officer 
and spoke in a whisper, “this house was up for bank 
sale since an incident here a few months back.” 

“Get to your feet, sir,” the senior officer instructed. 
Tom did as he was told. 

“I called you because someone is in there. I was 
waiting here for you to arrive and…” Tom paused. “I 
really need to go to the bathroom.” The officers led 
Tom to the house, the senior officer entering first 
followed by Tom then the junior officer. 

For the first time he could see their name badges. 
The female officer was Arnell, the male officer, Scott. 
He had no knowledge of what their rank meant and 
didn’t know how to address them. That was until the 
male officer referred to her as Patrolman Arnell and 
she referred to him as Sergeant Scott. 

“See, they ransacked the place,” Tom said 
referencing the strewn about items and overturned 
furniture. “It wasn’t like this when I left for dinner.” Tom 
led them to the kitchen where the settlement folder 
was and began removing documents to prove 
ownership. While this was happening, Sergeant Scott 
sent Patrolman Arnell to search the house. 

It only took a minute for Tom to prove he was telling 
the truth.  He was now the owner of 352 Steelmanville 
Road. Sergeant Scott was satisfied.  Arnell then 
reappeared. 

“All clear,” she said. 
“If anyone was in here,” Sergeant Scott said, “it was 

probably kids knowing the house was empty and you 
surprised them.” 

“If?” Tom asked, a bit offended that it was being 
suggested there might not have been anyone in there 
and he was imagining it. 
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“There’s no one here now,” Scott said. He then 
handed Tom his business card and both he and Arnell 
headed out. They left Tom with the impression they 
were bothered by the whole ordeal. 

Tom, however, wasn’t reassured by their quick 
determination that whoever had been in the house 
was gone. The house was big with many places to 
hide. Arnell’s quick sweep of the house seemed a bit 
too hurried. And, although he didn’t mention it to 
them, he heard the whispering about an incident that 
happened here a few months ago? He would 
research that on his own, later.  For now, he watched 
as both officers left and drove off. 

Once they were gone, Tom contemplated leaving to 
go stay the night in a hotel, but he didn’t want to 
spend the money. So, after grabbing a hammer he 
found and checking all the possible places a person 
could hide in the master bedroom, he decided to 
settle down in there. He propped a chair against the 
door and laid on the bed. It would be a restless night, 
and he doubted he would get any sleep. 
 


