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    Lady Justice and the Mysterious Box 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Los Angeles, California 
 
      
 
        Harley Simpson looked up and down the alley and, seeing no one, quietly lifted the lid on the dumpster. This particular dumpster behind the Burger Bar was one of his favorites. He could always find half-eaten burgers, cold fries, and once in a while, a few onion rings. 
 
        He was about to reach for a promising bag when he heard angry shouting down the alley. Harley gently closed the lid. He could come back for the bag later.  
 
        He moved silently down the alley toward the sound of the voices, ducking behind dumpsters, careful not to reveal his presence. 
 
        He peered around a corner and saw two men in a deserted parking lot. He was close enough to hear their argument. 
 
        “Just give it to me,” one of the men said. “It’s not worth losing your life.” 
 
        “Never!” the other replied, stubbornly. “I’ll die before I let it fall into your hands.” 
 
        It appeared to Harley that the men were fighting over a cardboard box on the ground a few feet away. 
 
        “Then so be it!” the first one said, pulling a switchblade from his pocket. 
 
        The blade flew open and the man lunged, burying the sharp steel to the hilt in the other man’s stomach. 
 
        The wounded man staggered back, clutching the handle of the knife with one hand while pulling a revolver from his waistband with the other. 
 
        He pulled the trigger hitting his adversary in the chest. Both men fell to the pavement, their lives ebbing away. 
 
        Harley’s mouth dropped open as watched the deadly exchange. He waited several minutes and when neither of them stirred, he moved quickly to the bodies. 
 
        He looked closely and when he was satisfied that both men were dead, he picked up the box and opened the lid. He was hoping the box contained money or jewels --- something valuable enough that it cost two men their lives, but when he peered inside, he was perplexed. He had no idea what he was looking at.  
 
        No matter, he thought. It must be worth something or the two men on the ground wouldn’t have been fighting over it. 
 
        He knew somebody who might know what it was and what it was worth.  
 
        He put the lid back on the box, looked around, and seeing no one, slipped quietly out of the parking lot. 
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        The man behind the counter at Pete’s Pawn Shop looked up as the bell over the door tinkled announcing Harley’s arrival. 
 
        “Mornin’, Pete,” Harley said enthusiastically. “I’ve got a doozey for you today.” 
 
        Pete grimaced as the old man approached. “Jesus Harley! You’re ripe. Been dumpster diving again?” 
 
        “Mebbe, mebbe not. Don’t matter one way or the other,” he replied, holding up the box. “I got somethin’ special here.” 
 
        “Yeah, I’ll bet,” Pete replied, dubiously. “Let’s give it a look.” 
 
        Harley handed the box to Pete. He carefully lifted the lid. Pete had been in the pawn business thirty years and had seen just about everything, but he’d never seen anything like this. 
 
        “Where did you get this?” 
 
        “Found it in a parking lot,” he replied. It was a partial truth. 
 
        “Sure you did. Any idea what it is?” 
 
        “Not a clue, but it’s got to be worth a few bucks. Whadda you say?” 
 
        Pete thought for a moment. “I’ll give you twenty-five just to get you out of my shop.” 
 
        “Twenty-five!” Harley roared. “That thing’s gotta be worth a lot more. Give it back. I’ll take it to Sparky’s pawn. I’ll bet he’ll do better.” 
 
        “Just keep your britches on,” Pete replied, taking a closer look at the contents of the box. “I’m taking a chance since I don’t know what we have here, but I’ll give you forty.” 
 
        Harley thought for a moment. “Deal!” 
 
        Harley smiled as Pete handed him two twenties. He hadn’t seen that much cash in months. 
 
        As soon as the old man left the shop, Pete grabbed a can of deodorizer and sprayed liberally. 
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        Randall Stokes and Brian Steele entered the dry cleaning establishment and walked up to the counter. 
 
        “Homeland Security. We need to see the security camera footage for your parking lot,” Stokes said, holding up a badge. 
 
        “I don’t know,” the proprietor replied, “don’t you need a warrant or something?” 
 
        “We could shut your place down for the day while we get one. Is that what you’d like?” 
 
        The proprietor thought for a moment. “No, that won’t be necessary. Follow me.” 
 
        He led them into a back-room office. “There,” he said, pointing, “I’ll boot it up for you.” 
 
        “Not necessary. We’ll take care of it from here. You go back up front.” 
 
        “But ---!” 
 
        “Trust me.” Stokes said. “You’ll be much better off up front.” 
 
        Understanding the veiled threat, the proprietor left the two men alone. 
 
        “Glad we got that mess out back cleaned up before the store opened,” Steele said, pulling up the footage on the security cam. “Here we go. Let’s see what happened to our box.” 
 
        They watched as the two men fought and perished. A few minutes later, an old bum appeared. After examining the two bodies, he picked up the box, opened it, then slinked away. 
 
        “Great! Just great! That old geezer has no idea what he’s gotten himself into. We have to find him.” 
 
        “And eliminate him, I suppose.” 
 
        “You heard what Scarborough said, ‘Anyone who sees the contents of that box is a threat.’” 
 
        “But he’s just an old homeless guy. How’s he going to be a threat?” 
 
        “That’s not our call. We just follow orders. Let’s go find him.” 
 
        “That shouldn’t be too hard. From the looks of him, he spends a lot of time in the alley behind the shops. We’ll watch. He’ll show up.” 
 
        They pulled the disk from the recorder, thanked the proprietor for his cooperation, and went off in search of their quarry. 
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        Harley couldn’t believe his good fortune. Forty bucks! He might even be able to get a cheap room for a few nights. It would be great to sleep in a real bed for a change. 
 
        Then he thought about the bag in the dumpster behind the Burger Bar. He was hungry and he figured the contents of the bag would be enough to get him by. No need to spend his forty on food. 
 
        He had just lifted the dumpster lid when he heard footsteps and saw two men approaching. 
 
        “Damn!” he muttered. “Busted!” 
 
        He was about to take off when one of the men called to him. “Don’t run. We just want to talk for a minute. Then you can get back to whatever you were doing.” 
 
        That certainly didn’t sound threatening. Harley waited as the men approached. 
 
        “We don’t mean to frighten you,” one of them said. “We just want some information.” 
 
        “What kind of information?” Harley asked. 
 
        “We know you were in the parking lot this morning. We saw you on the security camera’s footage.” 
 
        Now Harley was really alarmed. “Hey, I didn’t have nothin’ to do with what happened to those two guys. They offed each another.” 
 
       “We know that. You’re not in trouble. We just want to know what happened to the box they were fighting over. We know you took it.” 
 
        “Well yeah. I figured with both of ‘em dead they wouldn’t be needing it no more.” 
 
        “And you were right. We just need to know what you did with it.” 
 
        “I don’t have it no more.” 
 
        The two men looked at one another. “What did you do with it?” 
 
        Harley thought for a moment. “What’s it worth for me to tell you?” 
 
        One of the men opened his wallet. “How’s fifty sound?” 
 
        Harley couldn’t believe his good fortune. “Works for me,” he replied, grabbing the bill. “I took it to Pete’s Pawn Shop a few blocks over.” 
 
        “That’s all we need to know,” the man said, pulling an automatic with a suppressor from his holster. 
 
        There was a quiet ‘pop’ and Harley slumped to the ground. 
 
        A few minutes later Harley’s body was in the dumpster on top of a bag with a half-eaten burger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
        Pete was examining his recent purchase when he heard the door tinkle again. It was a frequent customer, Oliver McDermont. 
 
        “Hey, Ollie, what’s up?” 
 
        “I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d drop in and see if you’d picked up anything interesting.” 
 
        “Actually, I did,” Pete replied, pointing to the box. “Take a look and tell me what you think I have here.” 
 
        “You don’t know? That’s hard to believe.” 
 
        “Tell me about it.” He shoved the box across the counter. “Have you ever seen anything like this?” 
 
        Oliver looked, and took a sharp breath. He hadn’t seen anything exactly like it before, but he knew it was something very important. 
 
        “Where did you get this?” 
 
        “From Harley Simpson, the old dumpster diver. He claimed he found it in a parking lot. Likely story. Do you know what it is?” 
 
        “Don’t have a clue,” he replied, nonchalantly. “Can’t be worth much.” 
 
        “Too bad,” Pete replied. “I gave Harley forty bucks for it.” 
 
        “Tell you what,” Oliver said, trying not to sound too enthusiastic, “I’ll give you eighty. How’s that for turning a quick profit?” 
 
        Pete looked at him questioningly. “You must know something you’re not telling me. Otherwise you wouldn’t be so eager.” 
 
        “Not really,” Oliver replied. “I’m just bored. Trying to figure this out will give me something to do.” 
 
        Pete seemed satisfied. “Well, as my grandpa used to say, ‘Never look a gift horse in the mouth.’ Hand over the eighty and it’s all yours.” 
 
        Oliver pulled the bills from his wallet. Put the lid on the box and headed out the door. 
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        There’s a sucker born every day, Pete thought as he slipped the four twenties into his cash box. He was relishing his quick profit when the door tinkled again as two men in black suits entered the shop. 
 
        “Can I help you gents?” 
 
        “I certainly hope so,” one of them replied. “I understand that you purchased an item from a homeless man this morning.” 
 
        “I did. What’s your interest?” 
 
        “We were hoping we could take it off your hands --- for a profit, of course.” 
 
        “I’d love to accommodate you, but I’m afraid you’re too late. I sold the box not ten minutes ago.” 
 
        The man grimaced. “That’s too bad. Who is the new owner?” 
 
        “I’m sorry, guys,” Pete replied. “I wouldn’t be in the pawn business long if I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Every transaction is confidential.” 
 
        The second man nudged the first and pointed to a security camera. 
 
        “Well that’s very unfortunate for you,” the first man said, pulling a gun from its holster. There was a quiet report and Pete slumped to the floor. 
 
        They dragged Pete’s lifeless body into the back room and found the security camera feed. 
 
        They watched as a man entered, chatted, looked at the contents of the box, then paid and left. 
 
        “Christ!” Stokes muttered. “Is that who I think it is?” 
 
        “It’s Oliver McDermont for sure. If he doesn’t already know what’s in that box, he’ll figure it out sooner or later, and when he does, he’ll sell it to the highest bidder. We have to find him and get that box!” 
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        Back in his room, Oliver opened the box and examined the contents more closely. His pulse quickened as he began to realize what had fallen unexpectantly into his hands. He though he knew, but he had to be sure. 
 
        He picked up his cell phone and dialed a trusted accomplice. After describing the contents of the box, he listened carefully, then hung up.  
 
        His accomplice confirmed his suspicions. He had gotten himself involved in something far more dangerous than anything he had experienced before, and he was terrified. 
 
        He knew that if the wrong people discovered the box was in his possession, his life wouldn’t be worth spit. 
 
        Nervously, he went to the window, pushed the curtain aside, and peered into the street. His heart leaped into his throat as he saw two men in black suits climb out of an SUV. 
 
        Somehow they knew and had found him. 
 
        Quickly, he threw a few of his possessions into a travel bag along with the box. After taking a quick look around the room, he slipped out the door, locked it, and headed to the fire escape. 
 
        His feet had just hit the ground when he heard a crash and wood splintering as the two men breached his room. 
 
        He had to get out of town ---fast. 
 
        He put the bag in the trunk, climbed into his car, and headed east to Kansas City. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
        My name is Walt Williams and I’m not a party kind of guy. 
 
        It’s not that I hate parties, I’m just not a big fan.  
 
        Nevertheless, here I am --- at a party --- and not just any party. It’s the celebration of my dad’s ninety-fifth birthday. 
 
        A few weeks ago, I had my seventy-fifth. I begged off having a big bash, so now all my friends and family are making up for it by having a big wing-ding for my pop. 
 
        The whole gang is here. Ox, my partner during the five years I was in the Kansas City Police Department, and his wife, Judy, also a cop. Kevin, my brother-in-law and my partner in Walt Williams Investigations, and his wife Veronica. Mary Murphy, the housemother at my Three Trails Hotel. Willie, my friend and maintenance man who lives in the basement studio of our three-story apartment building. The Professor, my long-time tenant on the first floor. Bernice, Dad’s girlfriend who lives across the hall from him on the second floor, and of course, Maggie, my wife. And last, but certainly not least at any social gathering, Jerry the Joker, my other first floor tenant. 
 
        The party had gone pretty much as I expected it would. It was pot luck. Someone brought little cocktail weenies in barbeque sauce and, much to Judy’s dismay, Ox dribbled sauce down the front of his shirt. Bernice had made snickerdoodles and insisted on everyone having at least two. Then there was the birthday cake. Given Dad’s longevity, it had enough candles to set off the smoke alarms. Naturally it was Devil’s Food cake, befitting my father’s devilish personality. 
 
        Then there were the gifts, highlighted by Bernice’s offering. Although both in their nineties, Dad and Bernice have a torrid romance that would be the envy of couples half their age. They keep their romance stoked by regular purchases from Pricilla’s Adult Novelty store. Bernice’s gift was a pair of tassels like strippers wear on their nipples (or so I’ve heard).  
 
        After Dad opened the gift, he turned to Bernice. “Aren’t you afraid if you put these on they’ll tickle your knees?” 
 
        Right on cue, Bernice punched him in the arm. There was no doubt in my mind that Dad would have a good old time with his gift after we all left. 
 
        Jerry, of course, was the master of ceremonies. Fancying himself the second coming of Rodney Dangerfield, he had regaled our little group with a string of old people jokes.  
 
        Besides being the resident comic, Jerry was also our poet laureate. On several occasions, he had penned poems memorializing the event at hand. Today was no exception. 
 
        He called our little group together. 
 
        “I’d like to share a little ditty I wrote for our birthday boy. I call it Ode to a Horny Toad.” 
 
      
 
        This is the story of a feisty old guy. 
 
        He’s not very bashful and he’s not really shy. 
 
        In fact, some might say he’s a horny old toad, 
 
        Who spent his whole life driving over the road. 
 
      
 
        He sired his son, Walt, at a very young age, 
 
        Then hit the road and turned a new page. 
 
        He thought of himself as a very good sport, 
 
        Like the sailors of old with a girl in each port. 
 
      
 
        He met a young lass while driving out West. 
 
        He wooed her and charmed her and gave her his best. 
 
        Unknown to young John, the lass was knocked up. 
 
        He found out years later he had sired a new pup. 
 
      
 
        Jerry was referring to my half-brother, Mark Davenport, who showed up unexpectedly at my door several years ago. Dad’s route to western Kansas was suddenly changed and he had no idea he had fathered another child. His lover never told him. At that time, Mark was an agent with the FBI, but has since moved to the Department of Homeland Security. Mark and I have actually worked several cases together. 
 
        Jerry continued. 
 
      
 
        He was headed up north and carrying a load, 
 
        When he found a young girl by the side of the road. 
 
        After saving the damsel he found in distress, 
 
        They found a motel and promptly undressed. 
 
      
 
        As one might expect from a one night of lovin’ 
 
        Young John took off leaving a bun in the oven. 
 
        Again, years later, John was informed, 
 
        That he’d fathered a daughter that night in the storm. 
 
      
 
        That daughter turned out to be Dr. Elizabeth Crane. She had recently found out that the man her mother had married was not her biological father and had come to my door hoping to meet the man who had spent one stormy night with her mother and left her pregnant. 
 
        This was a real break for me. I had just learned I had a heart condition and, as luck would have it, Dr. Crane and her husband were both cardiologists at the Mid America Heart Institute. They performed a successful operation to repair a leaky mitral valve and here I am, as fit as a fiddle. 
 
        Unfortunately, every time I hear an unexpected knock on the door, I wonder if it might be another half-sibling, the fruit of my father’s loins. 
 
        Jerry pushed on. 
 
      
 
        Walt hadn’t heard from his father in years, 
 
        Which was okay with him. He had shed no tears. 
 
        Then one fine day from out of the blue, 
 
        Old John called Walt asking ‘What should I do?’ 
 
      
 
        The place he was staying was kicking him out, 
 
        Saying old John was a lascivious lout. 
 
        Though Walt was incensed, he gave John a home. 
 
        The old guy settled in and no more would roam. 
 
      
 
        It worked out quite well for Walt and his dad. 
 
        The found a great bond they’d never had. 
 
      
 
        I remember well the day the retirement home called, saying Dad was being booted. They said his behavior was detrimental to the reputation of the institution. Apparently he had bedded most of the ambulatory females and had formed a club he called the ‘Viagra Poppers’ to encourage the other male residents to do the same. 
 
        My first inclination was to tell the old goat to get lost, but Maggie persuaded me to take the old guy in. That turned out to be the best advice I’d ever been given. Since his arrival, I finally found the dad I always wanted, but never had. And thankfully, in several difficult cases, it was Dad who pulled my fat out the fire. 
 
        Jerry continued. 
 
      
 
        Though John settled down, he still was quite randy. 
 
        He found a new love which was really quite dandy. 
 
        Now he and Bernice are living in bliss. 
 
        Sharing their love with a hug and a kiss. 
 
      
 
        I’m thankful Dad found someone. He and Bernice personify the old saying, ‘There may be snow on the roof but there’s fire in the furnace.’ I just hope Maggie and I have as much passion when we’re their age. 
 
        Finally, Jerry concluded. 
 
      
 
        The moral of this little ditty, 
 
        Is that old John doesn’t need our pity. 
 
        Though Father Time is marching on, 
 
        Our dear old John is far from gone! 
 
      
 
        “Happy birthday, John!”  
 
      
 
        Everyone stood and cheered as Dad took a bow. 
 
        I suppose the party wasn’t so bad after all. 
 
        We were in the process of wrapping things up when there was a knock on the door. I was the closest so I answered it. 
 
        I was surprised to see two men in dark suits. Both held up badges, and one of them said, “We’re agents Stokes and Steele, Homeland Security. We’re looking for Bernice Crenshaw.” 
 
        That certainly took me by surprise. “What does Homeland Security want with Bernice?” 
 
        He gave me a condescending look. “Is she here or not?” 
 
        “I’m Bernice,” she said meekly from across the room. 
 
        “Great! We have to speak to you. May we come in?” 
 
        The guy didn’t wait for an answer. He and his partner pushed past me. 
 
        He approached Bernice. “Is there somewhere we can talk privately?” 
 
        Dad stepped between them. “Nobody’s going anywhere. Anything you have to say, you can say in front of us all.” He pointed to Ox and Judy. “These two are Kansas City Police officers.” Then he pointed to Kevin and me. “These two are private investigators. Now what’s so all-fired important for the suits in Washington to send you boys out here in the sticks?” 
 
        Stokes shrugged. “Have it your way. Ms. Crenshaw, we’re looking for Oliver McDermont.” 
 
        I’d never heard of the guy, but from the startled look on her face, Bernice certainly did. 
 
        “Ollie?” she muttered. “I haven’t thought about him in years.” 
 
        “Who’s Ollie?” Dad asked, obviously as curious as the rest of us. 
 
        “He’s --- he’s my brother. My younger brother.” 
 
        She took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. “Ollie was one of those surprise babies. He came along when my parents were in their forties. I was already gone from the house when he was born. We never were close. Ollie was always in some kind of trouble. He left home when he turned eighteen. We connected a few times over the years, but I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him in probably twenty years.” 
 
        “I’m a bit confused,” I said, butting in. “Why are you looking for this McDermont character, and what does Bernice have to do with all this?” 
 
        “We have McDermont’s DNA. We ran it through a DNA database looking for relatives and found Ms. Crenshaw.” 
 
        “But how ---?” Then it struck me. Ancestry.com. A few years ago, the King Tut exhibit came to Kansas City. Our whole gang toured the exhibit. Bernice was so enthralled with it all, she sent a vial of spit to Ancestry.com to see if she had any Egyptian blood. She didn’t, but that didn’t discourage her from wearing the Queen Nefertiti earrings Dad bought for her at the exhibit. One day I stepped into the hall just in time to see her scooting from her apartment to Dad’s wearing nothing but those earrings and a thong. It was one of those things you try to unsee but just can’t.  
 
        “Okay,” I said, “you found Bernice through Ancestry.com. Back to my original question. Why are you looking for this guy and why here?” 
 
        He gave me a snarky look. “Why we’re looking for him is none of your concern. As for the second part of your question, the last we saw of McDermont, he was heading east. He’s on the run. We thought he might be coming here to hide out with family.” 
 
        “Well, he’s not!” Dad replied, belligerently. 
 
        Stokes took a step closer to Bernice. “Is that true? You haven’t heard from him?” 
 
        Bernice shrunk back. “No --- not a word.” 
 
        He handed Bernice his card. “If you hear from him, give me a call. I’d hate to have to haul you in for harboring a fugitive. Understand?” 
 
        Bernice gave a little shudder and nodded. 
 
         “Good!” He looked around the room. “That goes for the rest of you, too!” Then he turned to his partner. “Let’s get out of this dump.” 
 
        Without another word, they turned and walked out the door. 
 
        “Those boys could take some lessons in manners from Officer Friendly,” Kevin quipped. 
 
        Dad turned to Bernice. “See! I told you not to send your spit to those people. Look what that got us!” 
 
        “Well, she’s certainly not alone,” the Professor said. “Ancestry.com is the world’s largest DNA testing conglomerate. Since 2012, they have lured over 5 million people into their database.” 
 
        “I don’t get it,” Kevin said, shaking his head. “Why would someone willingly give away their most sensitive individual identifier? It’s like giving a total stranger your Social Security number. It’s pretty obvious from our recent visit that law enforcement is getting access to all this information.” 
 
        “You’re absolutely right,” Ox affirmed. “We had a briefing about this at our squad meeting a while back. There was a guy in California called the ‘Golden State Killer.’ He killed twelve people and raped forty-five women across California between 1976 and 1986. They had the guy’s DNA but he wasn’t in the FBI’s national DNA database. 
 
        “They finally tracked the guy down through his family tree. One of his relatives had submitted their DNA to GEDmatch. This distant relative instantly shrunk the pool of suspects from millions to a single family. Then, using traditional investigative techniques, like the two bozos who just left, they arrested Joseph DeAngelo, a former police officer who lived within a few miles of many of the attacks. This DNA stuff is definitely on the cutting edge in law enforcement.” 
 
        “Back to the matter at hand,” Kevin said, turning to Bernice. “Is there any chance this long-lost relative might turn up on our doorstep?” 
 
        “I doubt he even knows I still exist,” she replied. “For all he knows, I’m dead and buried. Not that many people live into their mid-nineties.” 
 
        “You’re probably right,” Kevin said, “but don’t open your door to strangers.” 
 
        With that piece of advice, our little party disbanded. 
 
        Back in my apartment, I couldn’t stop thinking about the visit from the two agents. Since they claimed to be from Homeland Security, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to give Mark Davenport, my half-brother, a call. 
 
        He picked up on the second ring. “Davenport. How may I help you?” 
 
        “Hi, Mark. Walt here. How’s everything in Washington?” 
 
        “Are you kidding me? With this new administration, it’s a friggin’ zoo. What can I do for you?” 
 
        “We just had a visit from two men claiming to be from your agency. They said they were looking for some guy named Oliver McDermont. Apparently Bernice is his older sister. They tracked her down through a DNA match. Do you know anything about this?” 
 
        A long pause. “I might.” 
 
        “Well, what gives? Why are they looking for this guy?” 
 
        “Sorry, I can’t tell you that. All I can say is that it’s a matter of National Security.” 
 
        “Seriously? You’re telling me that Bernice’s little brother is a terrorist?” 
 
        “I never said he was a terrorist.” 
 
        “Then why are you guys hot on his trail?” 
 
        “He has something he’s not supposed to have and we need to get it back.” 
 
        “And just what might that be?” 
 
        “I can’t tell you that either. It’s classified. Do you think it’s possible that McDermont might show up there?” 
 
        “Bernice doesn’t think so. She hasn’t heard from him in twenty years. What do you know about the guy?” 
 
        “He’s a con man. Pretty slick from what I’ve heard. He’s been involved in corporate espionage, selling secrets, that kind of thing. He has the reputation of being a procurer. If somebody wants something they’re not supposed to have, they give Ollie a call.” 
 
        “Whatever he has must be important. And by the way, the two goons you sent, Stokes and Steele, could use some manners. They were quite rude.” 
 
        “Those weren’t my guys. They were from a different department. Garret Scarborough sent them. Just a word of caution --- don’t get on their bad side. They’re ruthless. That’s why they were assigned to this case.” 
 
        “Wonderful!” 
 
        “Take care, Walt, and stay out of this. It’s for your own good.” 
 
        And with that dire warning, he was gone. 
 
        Dad’s birthday had suddenly taken a sinister turn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
        Jiao Chen and Fan Li were on I-70, several car-lengths behind the old Ford. 
 
        “Do you think we’re ahead of the Homeland Security agents?” Jiao asked. 
 
        “I believe we are,” Fan replied. “According to our sources, the agents boarded a flight to Kansas City. They believe McDermont may be heading there to connect with some relative who can find him a safe place to hide.” 
 
        “I hope that’s true. I believe McDermont will spend the night in Denver before continuing his journey. If he does, we’ll take him there. The Americans will never know we have the box.” 
 
        Fan smiled. “If we are successful, our government will be very pleased. They will reward us well. We must not fail.” 
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        Oliver McDermont had gone through Las Vegas, then headed north on I-15 to I-70. His eyes were drooping and he had swerved to the side of the road several times. He hoped he could make it to Denver. He would spend the night there before continuing on to Kansas City. 
 
        He was confident he had eluded the two men in the SUV. If they knew where he was they would have taken him long ago. 
 
        On the outskirts of Denver, he spotted a sputtering neon sign. Beauty Rest Motel – Hourly rates. 
 
        He was accustomed to accommodations a bit more elegant, but this was just what he was looking for. He needed a place where he could pay cash and where the proprietor didn’t ask too many questions. 
 
        He pulled into the parking lot and headed to the office where he found a slovenly, unshaven man behind a desk reading a girly magazine. 
 
        “Yeah?” he mumbled, barely looking up. 
 
        “I need a room for the night.” 
 
        “Well, this is a motel. Looks like you’re in luck. Thirty-nine bucks.” 
 
        “By any chance do you have two adjoining rooms?” 
 
        “Why? You plannin’ a party? I don’t cotton to rowdies.” 
 
        “No, nothing like that. I have a business partner who may be coming later,” he lied. 
 
        “Yeah, right. #29 and #30. That’ll be a hundred bucks.” 
 
        “I thought you said each room was thirty-nine dollars.” 
 
        “That’s for our regular rooms. Those are our deluxe suites.” 
 
        “Fine, I’ll take them.” 
 
        Oliver paid the man and registered with a fictitious name. 
 
        “Be out by ten in the morning,” the man said as Oliver walked out the door. “That’s when the maid comes.” 
 
        Oliver opened the door to #29. He shook his head. If this was the deluxe suite, he was glad he hadn’t rented a regular room. 
 
        He stowed his bag containing the box under the bed and checked out #30 through the adjoining door. 
 
        He had learned from past experience, when on the run, not to get boxed in. It was a trick he had learned from a colleague, now deceased, and it had served him well. 
 
        Satisfied that everything was in order, he thought about turning in, but suddenly realized he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. 
 
        He had noticed a drive-in burger joint on the highway next to the motel. Better grab a bite while I can, he thought. 
 
        Before exiting the room, he peeked through the blinds just to make sure nothing was amiss. In his line of work, such precautions were second nature. 
 
        His pulse quickened when he saw two men alight from a car parked next to his Ford. He could tell right away that the men were Asian, most likely Chinese or Korean. There was only one reason well-dressed men such as these would be at a seedy motel --- they were after the box and they had found him! 
 
        Quickly, he doused the light, grabbed his bag from under the bed, and slipped into the adjoining room. He stood by the door, quietly waiting and listening. He knew one of the men would be circling around the building to watch the back. As soon as he was in place, the one in front would hit the door to #29. As soon as he heard the crash, he would leave #30 and run like hell. 
 
        A few moments later, he heard the crash. He quietly slipped out, raced across the parking lot, and disappeared into an alley. 
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        Jiao Chen and Fan Li had watched McDermont check into the motel, then make his way to #29. 
 
        “We got him!” Chen said, slapping the steering wheel. “As soon as he gets settled in, you go around back. We don’t want him slipping out a window. As soon as I hear you’re in place, I’ll hit the door.” 
 
        “Sounds like a plan,” Fan replied. “I’ll text you when I’m ready.” 
 
        Several minutes later, Chen’s phone chirped. Fan was all set. 
 
        He took a deep breath, then kicked the door with all his strength. Wood splintered and he stepped inside waving his gun. “It’s over McDermont. Give us the box!” 
 
        Hearing nothing, he flipped on the light. The room was empty. He called Fan. “Get in here. Somehow he got away.” 
 
        Fan couldn’t believe it. “But we saw him go in!” 
 
        Then they spotted the door to the adjoining room. 
 
        “Damn!” Chen muttered, slamming his fist into the wall. 
 
        “He’s clever,” Fan said. “We underestimated him. We won’t do that again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
        Oliver ran until he collapsed, putting as much distance between himself and motel as possible. He found a secluded doorway in an alley and crouched there through the night like as homeless vagrant. 
 
        He slept fitfully and was awakened the next morning by the clatter of a trash truck emptying the dumpsters along the alley. 
 
        In the harsh light of day, he took stock of his situation. He couldn’t go back to the hotel to get his car. His assailants knew it and had obviously been following him. He could get another car. He had plenty of money, but he would have to be more careful and look for tails in his rear-view mirror. He was now being pursued by agents of two governments. 
 
        He looked at the bag and cursed the box inside. He wished he had never set foot in Pete’s Pawn Shop. He’d spent eighty bucks on a mysterious box and his life would never be the same again. He thought about just chucking it in a dumpster, but he knew that wouldn’t solve his problem. He had seen what was inside, and that had sealed his fate. 
 
        He climbed out of the doorway, stretched, picked up his bag, and headed down the alley. 
 
        In the next few hours he had breakfast at a truck stop diner, hitched a ride into Denver, and purchased 2001 Chevy Impala from a used car lot. By noon, he was back on I-70 heading to Kansas City. 
 
        By nightfall, he had made it to Topeka, Kansas. Bone-weary, he found another sleazy motel and spent the night without incident. 
 
        It was just a few hours until he reached Kansas City. His goal was to connect with his older sister. He had done some research and discovered she lived somewhere in midtown. He was hoping to bunk with her while he made contact with the one man who might be able to help him disappear, Carmine Marchetti, the head of the Kansas City mafia. He had done some work for the don who owed him a favor. It was time to collect. 
 
        He exited the freeway in downtown Kansas City and headed south on Broadway. He needed to find someplace to stay while he located his sister.  
 
        He had turned onto Linwood and driven a few blocks when he spotted a sign in front of a ram-shackle building. The inscription above the door said the place was the Three Trails Hotel, and the sign in the yard read, ‘Sleeping room. $40.00 per week.’ It sounded perfect.  
 
        He parked, climbed the steps onto the front porch, and knocked on the door labeled ‘Manager.’ 
 
        A robust elderly woman answered. “Yeah, whadda you want?” 
 
        Oliver pointed to the sign in the yard. “I’d like to rent your sleeping room.” 
 
        The woman looked him over. “You running from the law?” 
 
        “No, Ma’am. I just got into town.” 
 
        The woman obviously liked the ‘Ma’am.’ “Polite! I like that. It’s forty bucks --- cash. I’m Mary. What’s your name?” 
 
        “Roger,” Oliver lied. “Roger Wilson.” 
 
        “Okay, Roger. Here are the rules. No cooking in your room, no overnight guests, and no loud music. There’s twenty rooms up there and four bathrooms. If you take a shower or a crap, clean the place up. Got it?” 
 
        “Yes, Ma’am,” he replied, handing her two twenties. 
 
        She handed him a key. “#9, upstairs and to the right. If you want to stay another week, put your money in an envelope with your name and room number on it and poke it through the slot.” 
 
        “Yes, Ma’am.” Oliver could sense it would be wise to stay on this woman’s good side. 
 
        He climbed the stairs, then taking a right turn, almost collided with an old gent. 
 
        “Sorry,” Oliver said, apologetically. 
 
        “Nothin’ to be sorry for,” the old gent replied. “Nobody’s hurt. My name’s Feeney. You rent #9?” 
 
        “Yes,” Oliver replied. “I’m Roger.” 
 
        “Glad to met you. A word of warning. You might want to avoid the #2 crapper for about twenty minutes. Give it some time to air out.” 
 
        “Thanks, I will.” 
 
        Oliver opened the door to room #9. I doubt I’ll be staying another week, he thought after surveying the twin bed, dresser and chair. It’ll do for now. 
 
        He was drained from the long drive from Los Angeles and the close encounter with the Asian agents. He stowed his bag under the bed, collapsed, and fell into a deep sleep. 
 
        The sun was casting shadows on the wall when he awoke the next morning. Rested, he thought about his plans for the day. He would shower, find a place to get a good breakfast, then give Carmine Marchetti a call. 
 
        He grabbed a towel from his bag and stepped into the hall almost running into Feeney again. 
 
        “We gotta stop meeting like this,” Feeney said, grinning. “People are gonna start talking.” 
 
        Oliver liked the old man. He was funny. 
 
        “I’m new in town. Where’s a good place to get breakfast?” 
 
        “Mel’s Diner over on Broadway,” Feeney replied without hesitation. “His biscuits an’ gravy are the best in town. It’s not far. You could walk if you were a mind to.” 
 
        “Thanks. Sounds perfect.” 
 
        Oliver showered, dressed, and headed to Mel’s Diner. A walk in the fresh morning air was just what he needed. 
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        Ivan Kozlov and Alexi Ivanov, parked across from the Three Trails, saw Oliver leave the building. 
 
        “Looks like our source was right,” Ivan said. “That’s McDermont.” 
 
        “What’s our plan?” Alexi asked. 
 
        “We can’t just snatch him off the street. No doubt he has the box stowed in his room.” 
 
        “Yeah, but which room?” 
 
        “Let’s go in and see what we can find out. If we know which room is his, we can wait until he returns, then take him there.” 
 
        “If we find out which room, why not just break in and take the box?” 
 
        “Because he knows what’s in it. Our orders are to get the box and eliminate anyone who has seen its contents.” 
 
        When Oliver was out of sight, the two Russians entered the building and headed up the stairs where they encountered an old man in the hall. 
 
        “Mornin’ gents. Can I help you with something?” 
 
        “Uhhh, maybe,” Ivan replied. “A friend of ours moved in yesterday. We wanted to surprise him.” 
 
        “That’d be Roger,” the old man replied. 
 
        “Uhhh, yes. Roger. That’s him.” Ivan figured that McDermont wouldn’t use his real name. 
 
        “Number 9,” the man said, “but you just missed him. Said he was going to breakfast.” 
 
        “Thanks for your help. We’ll come back later. Oh, yes, if you see him, don’t tell him we were here. We want it to be a surprise.” 
 
        The old man made a zipper movement along his lips. “Mums the word.” 
 
        The Russians returned to their car and waited for Oliver’s return. 
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        Mr. Feeney was right, Oliver thought as he headed back to the Three Trails. Those were definitely the best biscuits and gravy he had ever eaten. 
 
        As he entered the hotel, he didn’t notice the two men watching from the car across the street. 
 
        He unlocked his room, retrieved his bag from under the bed, and pulled a slip of paper with a phone number from a pouch on the side. It was time to call Carmine Marchetti. 
 
        He grabbed his cell phone and was about to dial when he heard the sound of two car doors shutting. He casually glanced out the window. Panic seized him as he saw two men walking to the hotel entrance. It wasn’t the Asians who had accosted him before, but he instinctively knew they were after him and the box. 
 
        There was no way he was going to get past them out the front, and he hadn’t been in the hotel long enough to know if there was a way out the back. He only had a few minutes and he had to act fast. The important thing was to make sure they would not get the box. 
 
        He pulled the box from his bag and opened the door just as Mr. Feeney was coming down the hall. 
 
        “Mr. Feeney! Come quick!” 
 
        “I can’t dawdle,” Feeney replied. “I’m on my way to the crapper and it’s kinda urgent.” 
 
        “Please!” 
 
        The tone in Oliver’s voice made Feeney hesitate. “What’s so important?” 
 
        Oliver shoved the box into Feeney’s hands. “Take this and hide it. Two men will be here any moment. Don’t let them find the box. It’s a matter of life and death. Do you understand?” 
 
        Feeney was shocked. “Uhhh --- sure. I’ll hide it, but what then?” 
 
        “I don’t know yet. Just hide it --- and one more thing --- promise me you won’t look inside the box.” 
 
         “Sure, whatever you say.” 
 
        Feeney had just slipped into the bathroom when the two men turned down the hall and spotted Oliver.  
 
         “Mr. McDermont,” Ivan said, brandishing a gun, “going somewhere?” 
 
        Ivan and Alexi pushed Oliver inside his room and threw him on the bed. 
 
        “Where is it? You know what we’ve come for.” 
 
        “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Oliver muttered through clenched teeth. 
 
        Ivan pointed to the bag. “Check it out, Alexi.” 
 
        The Russian emptied the contents of the bag on the floor. “Nothing here.” 
 
        “Check the dresser and under the bed.” 
 
        “Nope, not here either.” 
 
        “One more chance, McDermont,” Ivan said, pressing the barrel of the gun against his forehead. “Where is the box?” 
 
         “Why should I tell you anything? You’re just going to kill me anyway.” 
 
        “You got that right,” Ivan replied, and pulled the trigger. 
 
        “What now?” Alexi asked. “It’s obviously not in this room. Maybe he left it in his car.” 
 
        “Not likely,” Ivan replied. “I don’t think he would let it out of his sight.” 
 
        “And I doubt he would give it to anyone else. What should we do?” 
 
        “Someone might have heard the shot. Let’s get out of here. We’ll report to our handler and go from there.” 
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        Feeney had his ear to the bathroom door and heard the gunshot and subsequent conversation. He held his breath as he heard the two assassins walk by and head down the steps. He waited ten minutes to be sure they had gone, then retrieved the box from behind the commode where he had stashed it. 
 
        He took the box to his room, slid it under the bed, then returned to Oliver’s room. 
 
        “Holy crap!” he muttered, seeing Oliver’s body and the gaping hole in his head. “I gotta tell Mary,” he mumbled, racing down the hall. 
 
        He banged on Mary’s door. “Mary! Mary! Open up! We got a real problem!” 
 
        Mary opened the door and seeing Feeney, rolled her eyes. “Please don’t tell me you stopped up the crapper again.” 
 
        “I wish that was it. You know the new guy --- the one in #9?” 
 
        Mary nodded. 
 
        “Well, he’s deader than a doornail. Two guys come in and shot him dead.” 
 
        “Look Feeney, I’m in no mood for jokes.” 
 
        “Ain’t no joke. I swear!” 
 
        Mary could see he was dead serious. “I better call Mr. Walt.” 
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        I was at my desk paying bills when the phone rang. It was Mary and I could tell right away that something was wrong. 
 
        “Mr. Walt, you better get over here fast! Feeney just told me one of our tenants was shot upstairs.” 
 
        Great! Just what I needed.  
 
        “Call 911. I’m on my way.” 
 
        I grabbed Willie from his basement apartment and headed out. I arrived first, but I heard sirens in the distance. Mary and Mr. Feeney were on the front porch. 
 
        “Tell me what happened. Who got shot?” 
 
        Mary spoke first. “It was a new guy, Roger Wilson. He just moved in yesterday. I can’t believe it. He was so polite.” 
 
        At that moment, two squad cars pulled up to the curb. Detective Derek Blaylock with the Homicide Division stepped out of one. 
 
        “Walt Williams and The Three Trails Hotel. Why am I not surprised?” 
 
        Unfortunately, my little hotel had garnered quite a reputation over the years. 
 
        “Well, what’s the scoop?” he asked. 
 
        “Looks like we have a shooting on the second floor,” I replied. 
 
        “Any witnesses?” 
 
        Feeney raised his hand. “Me --- sort of.” 
 
        “What do you mean, sort of?” 
 
        “I was in the crapper when it happened, but I heard everything. Two men came upstairs, saw Mr. Wilson, and shoved him in his room. They argued, and then I heard a shot fired. I waited until I was sure they were gone, then checked on Mr. Wilson. He was dead.” 
 
        “Did you touch anything?” 
 
        “No, Sir.” 
 
        “Did you ever actually see the two men?” 
 
        “Nope, I just heard their voices. They talked funny --- with some kind of accent.” 
 
        “Accent?” 
 
        “Yeah, you know, like the bad guys in a James Bond movie.” 
 
        “Maybe Russian,” I suggested. 
 
        “You said you heard their conversation. What did they say?” 
 
        “I only heard what they said out in the hall. I couldn’t hear what they said in Mr. Wilson’s room.” 
 
        “Great! So we have no idea what they were arguing about. What’s this guy’s name?” 
 
        “Roger Wilson,” Mary replied. “He just moved in yesterday. He seemed so nice.” 
 
        “Well, somebody didn’t think so,” Blaylock replied. “Let’s go take a look.” He turned to Feeney, Willie, and Mary. “You three stay here. I don’t need people messing up my crime scene. Walt, you’re with me.” 
 
        We climbed the stairs to room #9. Roger Wilson was lying on the bed in a pool of blood. His things were scattered on the floor. 
 
        “Jesus!” Blaylock muttered, surveying the scene. “Looks like whoever popped him was looking for something.” 
 
        Just then, the crime scene guys and the Medical Examiner arrived. 
 
        “Go through this place with a fine-toothed comb,” Blaylock ordered. “Fingerprints, the works.” 
 
        Then he turned to me. “Let’s go back down. I need to get statements from everyone.” 
 
        Two hours later, the lab guys had finished processing the room and Wilson’s body had been hauled to the morgue. 
 
        Blaylock handed out cards to everyone. “If you think of anything else or those two men show up again, give me a call.” 
 
        When everyone was gone, Willie and I headed upstairs. 
 
        “Damn!” Willie said, looking at the crime scene. “I got me a real mess to clean up.” 
 
        He pointed to the blood-soaked mattress. “Wot should I do wit dat?” 
 
        “Toss it in the dumpster. I’ll get a new one at the Salvation Army Thrift Store.” 
 
        “Dis is gonna take a while to clean up,” he said. “You go on an’ I’ll give you a call when I’m done.” 
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        I had just gotten home when the phone rang. It was Detective Blaylock. 
 
        “Got a news flash for you, Walt. We ran the prints on the dead guy and guess what? His name’s not Roger Wilson. It’s Oliver McDermont, and the guy has a rap sheet as long as your arm. Nothing serious, but the guy’s definitely been a busy boy over the years. He must have gotten into something over his head and paid the price.” 
 
        Oliver McDermont! I’d heard that name before, but I couldn’t remember where. Then it came to me. 
 
        “Uhh, Derek, you’re not going to believe this. Oliver McDermont is Bernice Crenshaw’s younger brother.” 
 
        “Holy crap! You mean the old lady who lives in your building? The one who has the hots for your dad? This just gets weirder and weirder.” 
 
        I told him about the visit from the Homeland Security agents who thought McDermont might be heading to Kansas City to reconnect with Bernice. 
 
        “Oliver was much younger than Bernice, the black sheep of the family, so to speak. She said she hadn’t heard from him in nearly twenty years.” 
 
        “Nevertheless,” he replied, “she’s probably his next of kin. Do you think you can get her down here to identify the body?” 
 
        “I’m sure I can, but she probably won’t recognize him. I’s been so many years.” 
 
        “I understand, but we have to follow procedure.” 
 
        “I’ll get her there.” 
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        I hated what I had to do next. I knocked on Bernice’s door. Thankfully, Dad was there. 
 
        “Bernice, I have some bad news. You’d better sit down.” 
 
        Bernice was confused. Dad was curious. “What’s going on, Son?” 
 
        I took Bernice’s hand. “There was a death at the Three Trails today. I’m sorry to tell you that it was your brother, Oliver.” 
 
        I could see she didn’t quite comprehend. The lights were on, but nobody was home. 
 
        “Oliver? At the Three Trails? What was he doing there?” 
 
        “We don’t know. He just got into town yesterday.” 
 
        “And he’s --- dead?” 
 
        “I’m afraid so.” 
 
        “Oh, my! What happened to him?” 
 
        “Two men accosted him in his room. He was shot.” 
 
        “Oh, dear! Can I see him?” 
 
        “That’s another reason I’m here. Detective Blaylock would like you to go downtown and identify the body. Are you up to it?” 
 
        She nodded. “Let me get my purse.” 
 
        “I’m coming too,” Dad said. “Let me get some pants on.” 
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        The morgue is my second least favorite place, right after hospitals. It always smells funny and nothing pleasant ever takes place there. 
 
        Detective Blaylock met us there. After introductions, he motioned to the attendant. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
        Oliver’s body was laid out on a slab and covered with a sheet. We gathered round and the attendant pulled back the sheet. 
 
        “I know this is difficult, Ms. Crenshaw,” Blaylock said. “Is this your brother?” 
 
        Bernice had been hanging onto Dad for dear life. She stepped forward and looked at the man she hadn’t seen for two decades. 
 
        “That’s Oliver, all right. He’s the spittin’ image of my dad.” 
 
        A single tear rolled down her cheek. “Can I go now?” 
 
        “Certainly,” Blaylock replied. “What would you like done with the body after we process it?” 
 
        I saw the blank look on Bernice’s face. “This has been quite a shock. Can we get back to you on that?” 
 
        “Of course.” 
 
        It’s hard to imagine, but Bernice looked a few years older as Dad led her away. 
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        On the way back home, my cell phone buzzed. 
 
        “Mr. Walt, I’se done cleanin’. Can you pick me up?” 
 
        “Sure. As soon as I drop off Dad and Bernice, I’ll be right over.” 
 
        Willie was waiting for me on the front porch. 
 
        “Come on up,” he said. “I got it as respectable as I could.” 
 
        We climbed the stairs to room #9. Willie had done a fine job. 
 
        “Oh, yeah,” he said, pulling a scrap of paper from his pocket. “I found dis under de bed. I guess de crime scene guys missed it. Thought it might be important.” 
 
        A phone number was scribbled on the scrap of paper. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 
 
        At that moment, Mr. Feeney poked his head in the door. “Mr. Walt, we need to talk.” 
 
        “What about?” 
 
        “About what happened to poor Mr. Wilson.” 
 
        I didn’t bother to correct him about the name. “What about it?” 
 
        “I shoulda said something when the cops were here, but with everything going on, I just forgot.” 
 
        “Forgot what?” 
 
        “Just before those guys took Mr. Wilson, he gave me a box and told me to hide it and not let anyone see it. He even told me not to look inside.” 
 
        “So where’s the box?” 
 
        “In my room.” 
 
        I followed Feeney to his room. He pulled a box from under his bed and handed it to me. “I did just as he said. I didn’t even look inside.” 
 
        I was dumfounded. Whatever was in this box was undoubtedly what the two men were after and why Oliver was killed. 
 
        “Thank you, Mr. Feeney. You did good. Can I ask you to do something else?” 
 
        “Sure, Mr. Walt. Anything.”  
 
        “Good. I want you to promise me you won’t tell another living soul about this box. In fact, I want you to forget you ever saw it. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
        He gave me a big grin. “What box?” 
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        Ivan Kozlov and Alexi Ivanov were parked across the street when the two old men came out of the hotel. 
 
        “That’s our box,” Ivan said. “The white one has it under his arm. How could we have missed it?” 
 
        “No matter,” Alexi replied, “now we know where it is. Follow them!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
        “Wot do you suppose is in dat box?” Willie asked as we headed home. 
 
        “No idea, but it must be something important.” 
 
        “You gonna give it to de cops?” 
 
        “Not right away. Remember those two goons who crashed Dad’s birthday party?” 
 
        Willie nodded. 
 
        “My brother at Homeland Security said they were looking for Oliver because he had something he wasn’t suppose to have and they wanted it back. That means that not only our government agents, but possibly Russian agents as well are looking for this thing. I need to know more before I give it to anyone.” 
 
        Once inside my apartment, I went into my office, placed the box on my desk, and carefully lifted the lid. I had no idea what I was looking at, but it did look important. I put the lid back on and locked the box in my safe. 
 
        Then I remembered the slip of paper Willie had given me. With all the excitement surrounding the box, I had completely forgotten about it. 
 
        I looked at the number again. It was definitely familiar, but I just couldn’t put my finger on it. I picked up the phone and dialed. A sweet young voice answered. “Marchetti Enterprises. How may I direct your call?” 
 
        The phone number was that of Carmine Marchetti, the head of Kansas City’s mafia! The question in my mind was why Oliver McDermont had the number and what was his connection to the crime boss? 
 
        I figured it was time to pay Carmine a visit. 
 
        Marchetti and I have a very complicated relationship. Fate has had us crossing paths on numerous occasions. I have actually saved his life twice, and he mine three times, the last one being just a few weeks ago when a Columbian drug lord was about to pop a cap on yours truly. The evil deed was to take place on the count of three. The Columbian had gotten to two when Carmine beat him to the punch with a well-placed shot. 
 
        It was just past noon, so I figured I’d catch Carmine at his favorite eatery, Antonelli’s on Baltimore. 
 
        Carmine was there, and after going through the customary pat down, I was escorted into his majesty’s presence. 
 
        “Well, well,” he said with a big grin, “Walt Williams. Who’s after your hide today?” 
 
        “No one, I hope.” 
 
        “Then why are you interrupting my lunch?” 
 
        “Oliver McDermont. Do you know him?” 
 
        “I might,” he replied, coyly. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
        “Because he’s dead and he had a slip of paper with your phone number on it.” 
 
        “Oliver dead?” He shook his head. “Too bad. Oliver was an okay guy.” 
 
        “So you do know him?” 
 
        “Yeah, Oliver did some stuff for me a while back. I appreciated his good work and told him if ever needed anything to give me a call. So, I get a call a few days ago. Oliver said he needed to disappear --- fast, and wanted to know if I could help him. I told him I could and to give me a call when he got into town. Looks like he didn’t disappear fast enough. Who iced the poor guy?” 
 
        “Two men shot him in his room. From the sound of their voices, they may have been Russian.” 
 
        “Damn commies!” 
 
        “I think they were looking for something that Oliver had in his possession. Did he say anything about that to you?” 
 
        “Nope. He just said that he was being hunted and needed to disappear. How come you’re involved in this thing?” 
 
        “Two reasons. First, he was killed in my Three Trails hotel, and second, Oliver was my friend, Bernice’s, brother.” 
 
         There was actually a third reason. Federal agents were looking for him, but I didn’t think Carmine needed to know that. 
 
        “Bernice! Isn’t she the old broad who lives in your building?” 
 
        “That’s her.” 
 
        “Damn! Small world! Who woulda thought that old Ollie had a sweet old lady like that for a sister? I liked Ollie. What can I do to help?” 
 
        “Nothing I know of right now. I appreciate your offer. If you happen to hear anything, give me a call.” 
 
        “I’ll ask around,” he said. “If there’s a couple of Russian commies in town, somebody will know something.” 
 
        I thanked the Don and headed home. 
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        I was in a quandary. 
 
        In my safe was a mysterious box that had cost the life of Oliver McDermont. Agents from Homeland Security and probably Russia wanted that box. Undoubtedly Derek Blaylock would want the box too. It was evidence in a homicide investigation. 
 
        What should I do? Call my brother in Washington and tell him I have the box, or call Blaylock and turn it over to the cops? 
 
        I was considering both possibilities when the phone rang. 
 
        “Mr. Williams?” 
 
        “Yes.” 
 
        “It is my understanding you are in possession of a box that is being sought by multiple parties?” 
 
        I nearly dropped the phone. As far as I knew, the only people beside myself who knew I had the box were Willie and Mr. Feeney. 
 
        “Who is this?” 
 
        “Call me Ishmael.” 
 
        For a moment, I thought I was reading the first chapter of Moby Dick. 
 
        “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
        “I assure you, Mr. Williams, I am not kidding. You have something in your possession that could change the course of history and it must not fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
        “Change the course of history? That thing in the box? If you know so much, tell me what it is.” 
 
        “Trust me, Mr. Williams, that is something you don’t want to know. It is definitely not in your best interests.” 
 
        “Oh, so this is one of those, ‘I’d tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,’ kind of things?” 
 
        “I sense your cavalier attitude, but you are closer to the truth than you might think.” 
 
        I certainly didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
        “You said the box shouldn’t fall into the wrong hands. I was just contemplating the idea of calling my brother, Mark Davenport, at Homeland Security and telling him I have the box.” 
 
        “That wouldn’t be wise. Your brother is not in charge of this operation. It is run by a man named Scarborough. His black ops agents have already killed two men trying to secure the box.” 
 
        “But still, they’re part of our government. Surely --- ” 
 
        “Please, Mr. Williams! I shouldn’t have to tell you that our government doesn’t always have the best interests of its citizens in mind. The information you have gathered on the chemtrails should tell you that.” 
 
        Now I was really baffled. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
        “That is for another time. It is the contents of that box that is our immediate concern. I repeat, it must not fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
        “I don’t get it. Are you some kind of Deep Throat like in the movie, All the President’s Men?” 
 
        “Something like that.” 
 
        “Well, I’m no Bob Woodward. I didn’t ask to get involved in this thing, and I for sure don’t want anything to do with that damned box.” 
 
        “I’m afraid you are already involved whether you like it or not. For some reason fate has chosen you to safeguard the contents of that box.” 
 
        “But I don’t want to be chosen! If you’re so damned omniscient, why don’t I just give the box to you?” 
 
        “Unfortunately, I have limitations that preclude my handling of this affair.” 
 
        “What kind of limitations?” 
 
        “That is none of your concern. While I may not be able to physically possess the box, I can provide you with information that will be beneficial to you in maintaining its integrity.” 
 
        “Information? Like what?” 
 
        “Like who is trying to get their hands on it. You already know about the agents from Homeland Security, and you have correctly guessed the involvement of Russian operatives. There are also agents from the Republic of China after the box. Oliver McDermont barely escaped them on his trip to Kansas City. There may even be others when word spreads that the box is in play.” 
 
        I couldn’t believe what a mess I had stumbled into.  
 
        “Black ops, Russians, Chinese? I’m no James Bond! I’m just a seventy-five-year-old retired guy! How am I supposed to protect that damned box from trained professionals?” 
 
        “I am confident you will find a way. The box didn’t fall into your hands by accident.” 
 
        There was that ‘fate’ thing again. 
 
        “So, what exactly am I expected to do?” 
 
        “Be vigilant. Keep the secret of the box. You will know more as time passes. I will contact you when I have more information.” 
 
        “What if I need to contact you?” 
 
        “Tape an ‘X’ on your front window. You will hear from me within twenty-four hours.” 
 
        “Oh, just great! Now I’m supposed to be Fox Mulder!” 
 
        “I don’t see the problem. That method worked when you were communicating with the Black Widow.” 
 
        “Holy crap! You know about that too?” 
 
        “You would be surprised what I know, Mr. Williams.” 
 
        “Maybe I should just put the box in a gunny sack with some rocks and pitch it into the Missouri River. That way it wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
        “That would not be wise. You still don’t seem to understand. What’s in that box is not evil. It’s what can happen if it falls into the hands of evil men. Take nuclear energy for example. Used properly, it can provide electricity to millions of people, but shaped into a bomb, it can destroy the lives of millions of people.” 
 
        “Please don’t tell me you are comparing what’s in that box to nuclear energy!” 
 
        “Not at all. What I’m saying is that the contents of that box may be either a blessing or a curse to mankind depending on who possesses it. Take care. I will be in touch.” 
 
        The line went dead. 
 
        I sat for the longest time in a daze. 
 
        I had just been contacted by someone who knew things about me I hadn’t told my wife, my partner, or my best friend, and to make matters worse, I learned that I now possessed a box sought after by trained assassins and I was supposed to keep it safe. 
 
        How do I get myself into these things! 
 
        I knew one thing for sure --- I needed answers, and I figured if anyone could make some sense of this mess it was Nicholas Thatcher and Arnie Goldblume. 
 
        I ran into them several years ago when working on a joint operation with Homeland Security. Arnie and Nick both had fathers who had died taking the drug, Vioxx, and met when they were both part of the $4.85 billion lawsuit settlement with Merck Pharmaceuticals. Since the drug had been approved by the Food and Drug Administration, they were skeptical of anything involving the government, and using the money from the settlement, formed a group known as the Watchers. 
 
        The Watchers evolved into a watchdog organization, keeping tabs on multiple government programs. Some of their surveillance came under the scrutiny of Homeland Security.  
 
        Using a set of coded emails, they exposed a program called Echelon which the government had previously denied existed. The program involved five countries which created a global system for the interception of private and commercial communications. 
 
        Needless to say, since its inception, the Watchers have been a thorn in the government’s side. 
 
        I picked up the phone and dialed. 
 
        “Arne Goldblume here. How may I help you?” 
 
        “Hi Arne. Walt Williams. If you and Nick are available, I’d like to stop by for a chat.” 
 
        “Sure, come on over. We’d love to see you and catch up.” 
 
        I hung up the phone, opened my safe, grabbed the damnable box, and headed to the Watchers’ office on Rockhill Road. 
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        Ivan Kozlov and Alexi Ivanov were sitting a block down the street when Walt left his building. 
 
        “There!” Ivan said, “it is the old man, and he has our box. Follow him” 
 
        Alexi grinned. “This may be our chance. We must not fail!” 
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        Arne welcomed me at the door. “Come in, Walt. Nick’s waiting in the office.” 
 
        Once in the office, Nick shook my hand. “We’ve been curious since your call. You only come to see us when you’re facing some kind of crisis. What’s going on?” 
 
        I sat the box on the table and opened the lid. “Have either of you ever seen anything like this before?” 
 
        They both peered into the box. 
 
        Arne shook his head. “Nope. How about you, Nick?” 
 
        Nick shook his head as well. “I’ve never seen anything like it. What is it?” 
 
        I sighed. “I was hoping you could tell me.” 
 
        Arne took another look. “Where did you get it?” 
 
        I took a deep breath. “That’s a long story.” I proceeded to tell them everything I knew about the box and about the death of Oliver McDermont, whose passing left me holding the box. 
 
        They were both dumfounded. “So you’re telling us that agents from three governments are after this thing?” 
 
        “Three that I know of so far. There may be others on the way.” 
 
        “How could you know that?” 
 
        “That’s the other incredible part of this saga,” I replied. “I got a call from a guy who called himself Ishmael.” 
 
        The moment I said ‘Ishmael,’ their eyes grew wide. 
 
        “Did you just say Ishmael?” Arne asked. 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        They looked at one another. “We’ve heard rumors about Ishmael,” Nick said, “but we’ve never had anything to back it up until now.” 
 
        “So who is this guy?” 
 
        “It’s not so much a ‘who’ as it is a ‘what,’” Arne said. “It’s supposed to be a super high-teck surveillance program that makes Echelon look like child’s play.” 
 
        “I can certainly believe that,” I replied. “I couldn’t believe how much the guy knew about my life and what I’d been doing. He even knew about the chemtrails.” 
 
        “If what we’ve heard is true,” Nick said, “he probably knows what kind of toilet paper you use.” 
 
        “How can this possibly be?” I asked, perplexed. “I thought after the Snowden thing with the NSA, the government snooping was under control.” 
 
        Arne shook his head. “All that did was drive it deeper underground. Do you really think the spooks would willingly stop poking their noses in our business? National security, you know. That trumps everything.” 
 
        “Back to the box. What do you think I should do with it?” 
 
        “What did Ishmael tell you to do with it?” 
 
        “He just said that at this moment, I can’t turn it over to anyone, including our own government, and that I had to make sure it was kept safe. He said whatever this is could be a blessing to mankind in the right hands or a curse if it fell into the hands of the wrong people.” 
 
        “Jesus!” Arne muttered. “Right now I’m glad I’m not you.” 
 
       “Gee, thanks! Listen, I probably shouldn’t have even shown you this thing. Please don’t tell a soul.” 
 
        Nick held up his hands. “Not to worry. Actually, I wish we’d never seen it. Sometimes people who know things they’re not supposed to know disappear.” 
 
        I put the lid back on the box. “I never was here.” 
 
        “Easy for you to say,” Arne replied. “I would be willing to bet that Ishmael knows, and that scares me to death.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
        I had parked about a block from the Watchers office and was heading to my car when a man stepped from behind a hedge and pressed something against my back. 
 
        “Move along quietly and head to that grey sedan. If you do not do exactly as I say, I will drop you where you stand.” 
 
        I nodded and he shoved me down the street. I could tell from his accent that he was Russian. 
 
        When we reached the sedan, he opened the back door. “I’ll take that box.” I handed him the box and he shoved me inside. “Get in!” 
 
        Once inside, the driver started the engine and we pulled into traffic. The man with the gun didn’t ask me to buckle up which I took as a bad sign. 
 
        Neither of them spoke, so I figured I might as well start a conversation. “I suppose you’re the guys who killed Oliver McDermont.” 
 
        The one with the gun shrugged. “What if we were?” 
 
        “I was just wondering what’s in that box that’s worth killing for. Do you boys have any idea?” 
 
        The guy driving spoke for the first time. “That’s above our pay grade. We just follow orders. Get the box and erase anyone who has seen it. Now I’m curious. How did McDermont get the box to you?” 
 
        I wasn’t about to implicate Mr. Feeney. For all I knew, they would deal with me then go after him. “Uhhh, I own the hotel where he was staying. He hid it before you guys showed up. I just happened to find it after the cops left.” 
 
        The driver chuckled. “Too bad for you. So, you actually own that dump?” 
 
        “Yeah, guilty.” 
 
        “Well, very soon it will be someone else’s problem.” 
 
        I took that statement as confirmation that I was going to be the next person they would erase. It really galled me knowing I would die without knowing what I was dying for. 
 
        “So, you really don’t know what’s in that box?” 
 
        “Not a clue,” the man with the gun replied, “and we don’t want to know. Sometimes people who know things they’re not supposed to know, disappear.” 
 
        Those were Nick’s words exactly. I still had no idea what was in the box, but it was beginning to look like I’d be disappearing sooner than later. 
 
        We drove to a secluded spot in the West Bottoms. The driver parked in an alley between two abandoned warehouses. 
 
        “End of the road,” my seatmate said. “Get out of the car.” 
 
        I had wracked my brain trying to figure a way out of this mess, but I had come up blank. It was beginning to look like the end of my road for sure. 
 
        “On your knees!” 
 
        I took a deep breath. Given my line of work, I had often thought about how I might depart this life. This certainly wasn’t one of the things I’d envisioned. 
 
        I dropped to my knees, closed my eyes, and awaited the inevitable. 
 
        I heard two ‘pops’ and was surprised. I figured it would hurt just a little, but I didn’t feel a thing. 
 
        I opened one eye and saw the two Russians sprawled on the pavement, bleeding. Then I opened the other eye and saw Vito, Carmine Marchetti’s right hand man, putting his gun away. 
 
        Carmine was standing behind him. 
 
        This was the second time in a month that Marchetti had saved my life at the last minute. 
 
        “Carmine! How ---?” 
 
        “Your little visit got me to thinking,” he replied. “The Russian mafia has been trying to weasel their way into my city for a long time. I just can’t let that happen. When you said two Russians offed poor Oliver, I had to do something. I figured since he was iced at your hotel and he was a relative of your friend, Bernice, the best way to find them was to follow you. I’ve had Vito on your tail since you left my office. Oliver was a friend and they killed him. I wasn’t about to let them kill another friend. Why do you suppose they were after you?” 
 
        I had to think fast. Marchetti knew nothing about the box and I wasn’t about to get him involved. 
 
        “Uhhh, you said when Oliver called, he had to get away because he had something the Russians wanted. They must not have found what they were looking for and figured I had it. Obviously I didn’t, but that didn’t matter to them.” 
 
        “Well, they won’t be bothering you no more.” He pointed to the bodies. “Vito, clean up this mess.” Then he turned to me. “Let’s get you back to your car.” 
 
        “One moment,” I replied, and retrieved the box from the back seat of the Russian’s car. 
 
        “What’s in the box?” Carmine asked, obviously curious. 
 
        Again, I had to think quickly. “Uhhh, I was meeting with some potential clients back there on Rockhill Road. They hired me for a job and this is the paperwork to get me started.” 
 
        I hated to lie to the man who had just saved my life, but there was no way I wanted Carmine to know about the mysterious box. So far, everyone but me who had come in contact with the cursed box was dead. 
 
        My explanation seemed to satisfy him. “Then let’s get going so you can get started on your new case. You’re a damn good gumshoe. I like that. I gotta keep you alive. Who knows? Someday I might need a guy like you. By the way, you owe me two.” 
 
        While I was certainly grateful that Carmine had saved my bacon, I had to remember his motives were also self-serving. He thought the Russians were trying to move in on his territory and it was just a good business decision to eliminate the competition. He also figured it was in his best interests to keep me alive just in case I could be of assistance sometime in the future. 
 
        While I wasn’t excited about being deeper in debt to the boss of the Kansas City mafia, under the circumstances, it was better than the alternative. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        I had just returned home when the phone rang. 
 
        “Mr. Williams, that was a foolish mistake.” 
 
        It was Ishmael. 
 
        “How could you possibly ---?” 
 
        “Do you realize that you put the lives of your friends, Arnie and Nick, in danger by showing them the contents of the box? Fortunately for you and them, the only people who knew of your transgression, the Russians, are dead, thanks to the intervention of your mobster friend. Your friends are safe, for now.” 
 
        “Yes, but you know about my visit, and by the way, Carmine knows nothing about the box.” 
 
        “Your friends are in no danger from me. My concern is the safety of that box. Your foolish action put that in jeopardy.” 
 
        I was starting to get a bit peeved. “Sorry about that, but somehow I’ve gotten mixed up in something that was not my choosing, and frankly, you haven’t been exactly forthcoming in what the hell is going on. If I’m to be involved in this, I need answers. I thought maybe Arnie and Nick could give me some since you weren’t.” 
 
        “And how did that work out for you?” 
 
        “They had no idea what was in the box.” 
 
        “And that’s as it should be. The fewer people who know, the better. I would tell you more, but I must remind you again, it is not in your best interests. Please trust me.” 
 
        “So, what am I supposed to do?” 
 
        “Put the box back in your safe, stay vigilant, and go about your normal routine. I will be in touch.” 
 
        The line went dead. 
 
        Somehow, Ishmael knew about my visit with Arnie and Nick and my close call with the Russians. I was almost reluctant to take a poop, wondering if this guy was watching. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
        The next day, Bernice received a call from Detective Blaylock telling her that they were through processing Oliver’s body and asked her how she wanted to proceed. 
 
        Bernice and Dad came to our apartment to discuss her options. 
 
        “The first question I asked,” Dad said, “was what happens if no one claims the body? After all, the guy was a total stranger. Bernice hadn’t heard from him in twenty years. 
 
        “Blaylock said that, by law, they have to offer the corpse to approved medical teaching facilities. They use the cadavers to train new medics and surgeons. If, for some reason, the medical facilities aren’t interested, they ship the remains to a crematorium where the body is cremated and paid for by the state. Of course, Bernice, the old softy, wouldn’t hear of it.” 
 
        “I may not have known him,” Bernice said, sniffing, “but he was my kin. He was family. I just couldn’t think of his body being dissected in a classroom. It’s just not right.” 
 
        “So, what are you thinking?” I asked. 
 
        Bernice wiped a tear away. “I have a burial plot in Mount Washington Cemetery in Independence. It’s right next to Mom and Dad’s. They wanted the three of us to be buried together. Oliver was out of the picture and none of us knew if we’d ever see him again. 
 
        “Anyway, I won’t be needing that plot anymore. Your dad and I have other plans, so I thought it would be fitting to have Oliver laid to rest beside his mom and dad.” 
 
        “That’s very thoughtful,” I replied. “I’m curious about your plans with Dad. You’ve never said anything.” 
 
        “We didn’t think it was anybody’s business until one of us kicked,” Dad replied, “but I figured you’d ask.” 
 
        He pulled a brochure out of his pocket. It was from a place called Spirit Pieces. 
 
        “What they do,” he said, proudly, “is take a person’s ashes and make an art sculpture out of it. If I go first, Bernice will have me made into one of these.” He opened the brochure and pointed to a picture. “It’s a lightning bolt!” 
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        “If Bernice goes first, I’ll have her made into this beautiful heart.” 
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        “That way, one of us will always have the other close by. Now that you know what we want, when the last of us kicks, you’ll know what to do with our ashes. What do you think?” 
 
        Needless to say, I was somewhat surprised. “Well --- uhhh --- I guess if that’s what you want.” 
 
        Maggie was a bit more enthusiastic. “I think that’s adorable. Those sculptures are absolutely beautiful. A perfect way to preserve the one you love.” 
 
        “Back to the matter at hand,” I said. “What about Oliver?” 
 
        “We’re having a small graveside service,” Bernice replied. “Nothing fancy, just John and me and anybody else who wants to come.” 
 
        “I have a buddy,” Dad said, “a retired trucker. He got a preacher’s license online. He’s gonna do the service for us free.” 
 
        “I’m sure he’ll do a fine job,” I replied. I didn’t mean it, but I had to say it. 
 
        “And we’ll be there, of course,” Maggie said. “Won’t we, Walt?” 
 
        “Wouldn’t miss it for the world!” 
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        I don’t know why, but I think it’s rained at every funeral I have ever attended. The funeral for Oliver McDermont was no exception. It was a grey day with a constant drizzle. 
 
        Even though none of us knew the dearly departed, the whole gang showed up to support our dear friend, Bernice. 
 
        We parked and sloshed through the wet grass to the gravesite. 
 
        True to his word, Dad had talked his old buddy, Rocky, trucker-turned-preacher, into officiating the service. Rocky was the spitting image of Buddy Ebsen, aka Jed Clampet of the old TV show, Beverly Hillbillies. I halfway expected to hear someone singing, “Come and listen to my story ‘bout a man named Jed, a poor mountaineer barely kept his family fed.” 
 
        Once we were all gathered around the casket, Rocky cleared his throat and opened a spiral notebook. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the sight of God and these witnesses to join --- Oops! Hold on. That’s my wedding sermon.” He flipped a few pages and started again. “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” 
 
        Rocky was doing the service for free and Dad was certainly getting his money’s worth. 
 
        At the conclusion of Rocky’s monologue, he asked if anyone wanted to say a few words. 
 
        Bernice raised her hand. “I never really knew my brother and I guess he did some bad stuff during his life, but he didn’t deserve to die like this. I hope he rests in peace.” 
 
        I desperately wanted to tell her that the men who killed her brother were probably at the bottom of the Missouri River thanks to Carmine Marchetti, but I couldn’t open that can of worms and answer the questions it would raise. 
 
        On the way back to our cars, Jerry said, “Wow, it’s really raining cats and dogs. You know how I know that?” 
 
        “No, Jerry, tell us.” 
 
        “Because I just stepped in a poodle.” 
 
        Normally I cringe at Jerry’s corny jokes, but after a morbid service on a grim day, it was just what I needed to cut through the gloom. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Jiao Chen and Fan Li were watching the little procession file from the gravesite to their cars. 
 
        “Our handler says the Russians killed McDermont but didn’t get the box,” Jiao said. “Where do you think it might be?” 
 
        “McDermont was coming to Kansas City to connect with a relative,” Fan replied. “When the police processed the crime scene, they would have collected everything in the room. They might have picked up the box. Even if they looked inside, they would have had no idea what they were looking at. When they released the body, it would have been common to release McDermont’s personal possessions to the next of kin. It’s possible the old woman has the box.” 
 
        “Then I suppose our next move is to pay a visit to the old woman.” 
 
        “Yes, but we must be very careful. She and the old man are inseparable. We may have to confront them both.” 
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        Jiao and Fan were parked across the street, a half-block away from the apartment building on Armour Boulevard. 
 
        “If we can get in the apartment and take a look around,” Jiao said, “we may not have to confront the old people. It would be better to just take the box than to leave more bodies to attract attention.” 
 
        “Then this may be our chance,” Fan replied, pointing. 
 
        The old couple had just left the building and were walking hand-in-hand toward Broadway. 
 
        When they were out of sight, Jiao said, “Let’s get this done before they return.” 
 
        They entered the foyer and looked at the mailboxes. “Second floor,” Fan said. 
 
        They climbed the stairs, and seeing no one, Jiao pulled out his lock pics and they were quickly inside. 
 
        “You take the bedroom,” Jiao said. “I’ll look around out here.” 
 
        A few minutes later, Jiao heard Fan mutter, “Holy crap!” 
 
        “Did you find the box?” Jiao said, joining Fan in the bedroom. 
 
        “No,” Fan replied, “but take a look at this.” He started pulling things out of a dresser drawer. “Two thongs, one leopard, one leather. Strawberry massage jell, crotchless panties, and look! Titty tassels and a feather boa! The old woman must be at least ninety!” 
 
        Jiao shook his head. “It’s a new world, Fan. That little blue pill has given old guys something to live for.” 
 
        They continued their search, but the box wasn’t there. 
 
        “Let’s get out of here before they return,” Jiao said. 
 
        They had just slipped out the door when a man came out of the apartment on the first floor. 
 
        “Quickly!” Jiao whispered, “pull the door closed.” 
 
        Fan quietly shut the door and they headed down the stairs. 
 
        “Good morning,” the man said. “I’m Jerry. Who are you guys?” 
 
        Jiao had to think quickly. “Uhhh, we’re Jehovah’s Witnesses, out spreading the Word. Do you read from the Good Book?” 
 
        “I read lots of good books,” Jerry replied. Then, seeing they were Asian, he couldn’t help sharing a couple of jokes. 
 
        “Are you guys Chinese? I recently read a book by a Chinese author. It was called The Ruptured Chinaman by One Hung Lo. I enjoyed it so much I read another, The Constipated Chinaman by Hung Chow.” 
 
        Jiao and Fan looked at one another in disbelief. Then Fan spotted the two old people returning. 
 
        “Uhhh, we must be on our way. Lots of lost souls out there needing guidance. Have a blessed day.” 
 
        They passed the two old folks on the sidewalk. 
 
        “Who were those guys?” John asked, seeing Jerry on the front stoop. 
 
        “Jehovah’s Witnesses, spreading the Word,” Jerry replied. 
 
        “Huh!” John said, scratching his chin. “Chinese Jehovah’s Witnesses. That’s a new one.” 
 
        Then he patted Bernice on the fanny. “Wanna go upstairs and fool around?” 
 
        Bernice winked. “Sure, why not?” 
 
        “Later, Jerry,” John said as they headed up the stairs. 
 
        “Hey, Bernice,” John said, “you left your door unlocked again.” 
 
        “Did not! I may be old, but I’m not stupid. I distinctly remember locking it,” she replied, holding up her keys. 
 
        “Oh, well,” John replied, “let’s not fuss about it. We’ve got more important things to do.” 
 
        Bernice grinned. “I’ll go put on something special for you.” 
 
        “That’s my girl.” 
 
        A few minutes later, John heard Bernice. “Somebody’s been in my stuff!” 
 
        “How do you know?” John asked, joining her in the bedroom. 
 
        She pointed to the feather boa. “I take special care of that. I don’t want the feathers crushed --- and look at it! Somebody just wadded it up!” 
 
        John thought for a moment. “The Chinese guys! I thought something was fishy about them.” 
 
        They headed out the door and down the stairs. 
 
        “Jerry! Those guys weren’t Jehovah’s Witnesses! Did you see where they went?” 
 
        Jerry pointed. “They’re in that van down the street.” 
 
        Bernice pulled the little .32 from her ankle holster. “Come on John. Let’s get ‘em.” 
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        “That was a close one,” Fan said, once they were inside the van, “but what was all that stuff the little guy was saying about Chinese authors?” 
 
        Before he could reply, Jiao looked in the rear-view mirror. “Jesus! It’s the old woman! She has a gun! Let’s get out of here!” 
 
        Jiao put the van in gear and stepped on the gas. He heard two shots and felt the impact as the .32 slugs bit into the back-door panel. 
 
        Safely away, Fan let out a deep breath. “That old woman is something else! Any idea what we should do now?” 
 
        Jiao thought for a moment. “The sister doesn’t have the box. He may not have even made contact with her before the Russians iced him. They got him in that rat-trap hotel over on Linwood. Maybe the box is still there.” 
 
        “But surely the cops would have found it,” Fan said. “Undoubtedly they cleaned the place out.” 
 
        “But the cops didn’t know Oliver had the box in his possession. I doubt he would have just left it in plain sight. I think it’s worth another look.” 
 
        “Whatever you say.” 
 
        They pulled up in front of the Three Trails Hotel, then knocked on the door marked, ‘Manager.’ 
 
        A hefty older woman opened the door. 
 
        “Good morning, Ma’am,” Jiao said, quickly flashing his open wallet. “We’re from homicide, following up on the murder of Oliver McDermont. We need to take another look inside his room.” 
 
        “Don’t know why,” the woman said. “The cops cleaned it out, then our custodian cleaned up what was left.” 
 
        “Just the same, we need to take another look.” 
 
        “Whatever,” she said, returning with a key. “Number 9, upstairs and to the right.” 
 
        They climbed the stairs, unlocked the room, and took a quick look around.  
 
        “The old woman was right,” Fan said. “There’s nothing left here and no place to hide anything.” 
 
        “Yeah,” Jiao replied, “but look at this old dump. There must be a dozen little cubbyholes throughout the building where he could have hidden it.” 
 
        “Could be, but where would we start? If we go poking around, we’ll draw suspicion.” 
 
        At that moment, an old man stepped into the hall. “Mornin’ gents.” 
 
        “We’re from the police,” Jiao said. “Did you know the man who was recently murdered in this room?” 
 
        “Met him. Didn’t really know him. He was only here one day.” 
 
        “By any chance did you ever see him with a cardboard box?” 
 
        The question caught Mr. Feeney by surprise, but then he remembered Walt’s admonition. “Uhhh, no. Never saw him with nothin’ but the travel bag he came in with.” 
 
        “Hmmm, too bad. The manager said that the custodian cleaned out the room. Is he in the building?” 
 
        “No, that’s Willie. He lives over on Armour Boulevard.” 
 
        “Okay, thanks. We’ll be on our way.” 
 
        Mr. Feeney waited until the two men were out of sight, then headed downstairs and knocked on Mary’s door. 
 
        “What!”  
 
        “I need to borrow your phone and call Mr. Walt.” 
 
        “Why?” 
 
        “Those two men who were just here. They said they were cops, but they weren’t. I think they had something to do with poor Roger.” 
 
        “Damn!” Mary said, grabbing her bat. “I’m tired of people taking advantage of my good nature.” 
 
        She ran down the front steps toward the van. 
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        “Another dead end” Fan said. “What now?” 
 
        Jiao was about to reply when he looked in the rear-view mirror. The hefty manager was heading their way brandishing a bat. 
 
        “Damn!” Jiao muttered, throwing the van in gear and fishtailing into the street, “These old people are dangerous!” 
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        I had just returned home when Dad and Bernice cornered me. 
 
        “Walt!” Dad said, obviously agitated, “Two Chinese guys were here this morning posing as Jehovah’s Witnesses. I’m sure they were in Bernice’s apartment while we were away. They drove off like a bat out hell, but Bernice got off a couple of shots. I think there’s a couple of bullet holes in the back of their van.” 
 
        I remembered Ishmael saying that Chinese agents were after the box. They must have discovered that Bernice was his sister and figured she might have it. Of course I couldn’t say anything about that to Dad and Bernice. 
 
        “Uhh, yeah, I heard that there are a couple of con men posing as missionaries to get into people’s homes. I’ll give Ox a call.” 
 
        That seemed to satisfy them for the moment. 
 
        I had just entered my apartment when the phone rang. 
 
        “Walt, it’s Mary. Two Chinese guys just left here. They said they were cops. They wanted to look in Oliver’s room. I let ‘em in and when they left, Mr. Feeney came down and said they weren’t cops at all. I chased ‘em with my bat but they got away. What should I do?” 
 
        “Nothing. They won’t be back. I’ll take care of it from here.” 
 
        After hanging up, I thought about it. The Chinese agents were getting close and it worried me. Sooner or later they might figure that the box was somewhere in our building, and I had no doubt they would do most anything to get their hands on it. 
 
        It was time to have a conversation with Ishmael. 
 
        I taped an X on my window and waited for his call. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
        The next morning, the phone rang. 
 
        “This is Ishmael.” 
 
        “We need to talk.” 
 
        I told him about the Chinese agents breaking into Bernice’s apartment and their visit to Oliver’s room at the Three Trails. 
 
        There was a long silence. “I feared it might come to this. The Chinese are relentless. If they think the box may be somewhere in your building, none of you will be safe.” 
 
        “That’s what I was thinking. What about the Homeland Security agents? Are they still after this thing?” 
 
        “They are, but they are not as close. They lost track of McDermont when he escaped them in California. They just arrived in Kansas City. We need to get the box out of your hands before they catch up.”  
 
        “What should we do?” 
 
        “It’s time for me to send for the box.” 
 
        I was confused. “If you can take it now, why didn’t you do it the first time we talked?” 
 
        “My mission is to see that the box is safe and doesn’t fall into the wrong hands. I thought it was as safe as anywhere in your possession. Now all that has changed. I will send someone to pick it up.” 
 
        I decided to play the devil’s advocate. “If that box is so important, why should I turn it over to you? It seems I still have other options, Mark Davenport, Detective Blaylock.” 
 
        “First of all, neither of those men would have any idea what they possessed and because of that, it would eventually fall into the wrong hands. And second, if I wanted to take the box, I could have done so at any time. Do you see what I’m saying?” 
 
        “Okay, okay. I was just testing you. How will this work?” 
 
        “I will send a man this afternoon. He will say, ‘It’s been unseasonably warm.’ That’s how you’ll know I sent him. You will reply, ‘Yes, but it’s better than two feet of snow.’ That’s how he’ll know he’s got the right man. Once you have made contact, give him the box and you will be done with this. And remember, not a word of this to anyone. You never saw that box. Do you understand?” 
 
        “I do.” 
 
        “Good.” 
 
        The line went dead. 
 
        Actually, I was relieved that the damnable box would be out of my life. 
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        Randall Stokes pointed to the van a few car lengths ahead. “There they are. That’s Chen and Li.” 
 
       “Good,” Brian Steele replied. “Now we’re back in the game.” 
 
        “Scarborough got it right,” Stokes said. “The Chinese tracked McDermont to Kansas City and iced him but didn’t get the box. They’ve been following leads for several days. Our best bet is to follow them and hope they lead us to the box. Look, they’re pulling to the curb.” 
 
        “I see them,” Stokes replied, pulling to the curb. “We’ll just wait and watch.” 
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        Jiao Chen looked at the three-story apartment building. “It has to be in there somewhere. The sister lives there. The maintenance man who cleaned out McDermont’s room lives there, and the guy who owns that crappy Three Trails Hotel lives there. Everything points to that building.” 
 
        “So what should we do? We can’t just charge in, guns blazing, and kill them all.” 
 
        “Of course not. We’ll wait, and watch, and see what happens.” 
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        I was glad Maggie was at the real estate office. She knew nothing about the box that had been sequestered in my safe. It would have been difficult to explain a stranger showing up at our door and me handing over the box. 
 
        At three o’clock, I heard a knock. 
 
        I opened the door to a man I’d never seen before. He didn’t waste any time.  
 
        “It’s been unseasonably warm.” 
 
        “Yes, but it’s better than two feet of snow,” I replied. I felt like I was in a James Bond movie. 
 
        He nodded and stepped inside. “Do you have the box?” 
 
        “I’ll be right back. Wait here.” 
 
        I retrieved the box from my safe and handed it to the guy. He placed it in some kind of canvass bag, then turned to leave. 
 
        “That’s it?” I asked. “No thank you card. No gift certificate? Nothing?” 
 
        He looked at me like I was an idiot. “You have your orders.” 
 
        And with that, he left. 
 
        I went to the window and watched him head toward a sedan a half-block away. Then I saw two men jump out of a van across the street. I took a closer look. They were definitely Asian. They grabbed the courier and shoved him into the van. The Chinese had the box! 
 
        I quickly found my gun and my car keys and headed down the steps. I had no intention of confronting two armed assassins, but I could follow them, then report back to Ishmael. It would be his problem then. 
 
        I had just reached my car and started to pull into traffic when I saw a second car pull away from the curb behind the van. I got a quick look at the driver and passenger. It was Stokes and Steele, the Homeland Security agents who had crashed Dad’s party. 
 
        So, the Chinese had nabbed the courier and the box. The American agents were following the Chinese, and I was following them both. I thought about the lyrics to the old C.W. McCall song, “Looks like we’ve got us a convoy!” 
 
        The Chinese agents drove east on Armour, then entered Bruce Watkins Drive and headed south. Stokes and Steele were two car-lengths behind them, and I was two car-lengths behind the Homeland Security agents. 
 
        They exited the freeway on 51st and headed south on Park Avenue. They started slowing down when they reached 59th. In the next block was the old Pershing elementary school. It had been shut down for years. 
 
        The Kansas City School District, experiencing declining enrollment in the inner city, had closed dozens of school buildings. Some had been sold and repurposed as apartments or neighborhood centers. Some, finding no bidders, had been demolished. Pershing was probably on the list of schools waiting for demolition. Weeds had grown up through the asphalt, windows were either broken or boarded up. Several homes around the school were also board-ups. It was the kind of neighborhood where people minded their own business and didn’t ask any questions. It was the perfect place for a couple of black ops agents to hang out. 
 
        As I suspected, the Chinese pulled into the parking lot. One got out carrying the box, the other pulled the courier out and pushed him toward the school. 
 
        Stokes and Steele watched until the three were inside, then made their way to the door and waited. 
 
        A few minutes later, a shot rang out from inside the school. Unfortunately, that most likely signaled the demise of Ishmael’s courier. 
 
        As soon as Stokes and Steele heard the shot, they slipped inside. 
 
        I got out of my car, tip-toed to the school door, and listened. Hearing nothing, I entered. 
 
        I could barely see. The only light was what came through the broken windows. I heard footsteps ahead and followed the sound. I looked around a corner and saw Stokes and Steele sneaking up on what had probably been the principal’s office. 
 
        Suddenly there was shouting, followed by gunfire. I flattened myself out on the floor as bullets came whizzing down the hall. 
 
        Two figures, probably the Chinese, exited from the office farther down the hall, turning and firing at their pursuers. They took off with the American agents hot on their trail. 
 
        As soon as they were all out of sight, I made my way into the office. The courier’s body was on the floor. I felt for a pulse, but there was none. Then, on the counter, I spotted the box. I grabbed it and sprinted out of the office and back to my car. 
 
        I threw the box in the passenger seat, revved up the engine, and high-tailed it out of there hoping no one had seen me leave. I didn’t relax until I was back on the freeway heading home. I kept checking the rear-view mirror, hoping I wouldn’t see one of the cars I had followed to the school. 
 
        I made it back to my building without incident. Safely inside, I placed the box in my safe.  
 
        I collapsed in my recliner wondering what I should do next. It was obvious that I should call Ishmael and report the aborted transfer of the box and the death of his courier. 
 
        The thing that worried me most was what the survivors of the school gun battle would think when they returned to the office and found the box missing. Some kid from the neighborhood, hearing the commotion, could have sneaked in and taken it, but that wasn’t likely. They might even canvass the houses around the school, asking if anyone had seen somebody leaving with a box. If that was the case, it would be me they were describing. Even without something like that, the most likely suspect would be somebody who had witnessed the abduction of the courier and followed. Again, that would lead them right back to our building. There was no doubt in my mind that the patience of whoever won the gun battle was growing thin. My fear was that they would breach the front door of our building, guns drawn, and search every apartment until one of us coughed up the box. No one in the building would be safe. 
 
        I wished I had Ishmael’s number so I could call him directly, but that wasn’t how it worked. I had to put a stupid X on the window and wait for his call. I just hoped he would get back to men in time to avert a disaster. 
 
        Fearing the worst, I got both my handguns ready and dug an old twelve-gauge shotgun out of the closet. I wasn’t going down without a fight. 
 
        Then I realized I had another problem. Not another soul in our building, including my wife, had any idea I had the damnable box and that we might be under siege. 
 
        When Maggie got home, how was I to explain why our apartment looked like the Alamo awaiting the attack of the Mexicans? 
 
        I put the guns out of sight, but where I could get to them quickly. Then, to avert suspicion, I decided to make my signature dish, tuna casserole, and chill a bottle of Arbor Mist. I didn’t want Maggie to think there was anything out of the ordinary. 
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        “My, something smells good,” Maggie said, putting away her briefcase. “What’s the occasion?” 
 
        “Oh, nothing really,” I lied. “I just knew my sweetie had worked hard all day and I wanted to do something special for her.” 
 
        She gave me a big smooch. “That’s so sweet. Maybe later on I’ll do something special for you.” 
 
        Maggie chatted through dinner, telling me about her day. That was fine with me. I found it hard to exchange idle chatter wondering if, at any moment, black ops agents would break through our door. 
 
        Periodically, throughout the evening, I would go to the window and check the street, but there was no one there. 
 
        I was about to turn on the TV to take my mind off things, but Maggie took the remote, then took my hand. 
 
        “Okay,” she said with a seductive smile. “I promised you something special and I’m ready to deliver.” 
 
        She led me into the bedroom and sat me on the bed. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.” 
 
        While she was gone, I thought I heard a noise in the hall. I grabbed a gun and took a quick look. Nothing. 
 
        I stowed the gun and got back in the bedroom just as Maggie returned in my favorite teddy. 
 
        “Ready for some action?” she asked. 
 
        Normally, I would be all a dither when confronted by my lover, but this wasn’t a normal night. All I could think of was being attacked while bare-assed. It was definitely a distraction. 
 
        “Uhhh, is there any chance we could take a rain check?” 
 
        Needless to say, she was somewhat perplexed. “Really? You’re always hot to trot. Walt, what’s going on?” 
 
        I couldn’t tell her the truth. “I’m just a bit distracted with a new case. Lots of stuff mushing around in my mind. It has nothing to do with you. You’re beautiful. I’m --- just not with it tonight.” 
 
        “Well, okay,” she said, heading back to the bathroom. “You have no idea what you’re missing.” 
 
        Actually, I did know what I was missing and it pissed me off that the damn box in my safe had taken away a night of romance. 
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        Randall Stokes and Brian Steele sat in their car down the street from the apartment building on Armour. 
 
        “It has to be in that building,” Stokes said. “That’s where the courier picked it up. I’d be willing to bet that old P.I. had it. He must have seen the Chinese nab the courier and followed us. He probably sneaked in and took it while we were icing the Chinese guys.” 
 
        “So what should we do?” Steele asked. 
 
        “We wait for instructions from Scarborough. He’s calling the shots.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
        The call came early the next morning. 
 
        “This is Ishmael.” 
 
        “I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but your courier is dead.” 
 
        Silence on the other end. 
 
        “When I didn’t hear from him, I thought that might be the case,” he finally said. “Do you know what happened? Where is the box?” 
 
        I was a bit surprised. “You being the super snoop, I figured you know all that.” 
 
        “I try to keep informed, but even I have my limits. Now tell me, what happened and where is the box?” 
 
        “Your courier picked it up just like we planned. I watched him leave out my front window. The Chinese must have been on his trail. They nabbed him as soon as he hit the street. I figured I should follow. When I reached my car, I saw Stokes and Steele, the Homeland Security agents, take off after them. 
 
        “I followed them both to an abandoned school building. The Chinese guys took your man and the box inside. Then there was the shot that killed your courier. Stokes and Steele went inside. As soon as I figured it was safe, I followed.  
 
        “A battle ensued between the Americans and the Chinese. While they were distracted, I grabbed the box and ran. The box is back in my safe. I have no idea who won the gun battle.” 
 
        A long pause. “You did well. As far as who won the battle, I have no doubt that Stokes and Steele were victorious. Scarborough’s black ops agents are ruthless.” 
 
        “That’s what I’ve heard and it scares me to death. When they discovered the box was gone, surely they were smart enough to figure out I took it. After all, they watched your guy carry it out of my building. That puts everyone in this building in danger.” 
 
        “I’m afraid you’re right. The best thing for everyone is to get that box out of there and somewhere safe.” 
 
        “I agree. Are you going to send another courier?” 
 
        “No, you will be my courier.” 
 
        I didn’t like the sound of that. I had seen what happened to the last one. 
 
        “Hold on a minute! Why me? I didn’t sign up for any of this!” 
 
        “It only makes sense. You have the box. Undoubtedly, Stokes and Steele are watching the building for another courier. It is your home turf. You know more about it than anyone. I’m sure you can figure a way to get the box out of there and elude them.” 
 
        “You’re a lot more confident than I am. Even if I get the box out, how does that get my friends off the hook? They’ll think it’s still here.” 
 
        “Once you’re safely away, I’ll leak the word that it’s no longer there. Once Scarborough gets the information, he’ll direct his men elsewhere.” 
 
        “I see one flaw in your plan. They might still come after me to tell them where I delivered the box.” 
 
        “I will let it be known where you delivered the box and that you had no idea where it was to go after that. They’ll have no further use for you.” 
 
        “So where would I take the thing?” 
 
        “To Springfield, Missouri. I have a safe house there. A man will be waiting.” 
 
        “Springfield! That’s a four-hour drive from here.” 
 
        “That’s correct, so you’d best not waste any time. I’ll text the address to you.” 
 
        The line went dead. 
 
        How did I get myself involved in this mess? I wondered, awaiting the address to come to my phone. Maybe there was a light at the end of the tunnel. If I could pass the wretched box off to someone else four hours away, maybe this nightmare would come to an end. 
 
        The message came and now I had another obstacle to face --- how to tell Maggie that I was going to be on an eight-hour round trip. 
 
        She was in the kitchen spooning a carton of yogurt. 
 
        “Who was that on the phone?” she asked, looking up. 
 
        I wanted to be as truthful as possible. “Uhhh, that was the new client I was telling you about last night. He needs me to make a trip to Springfield, so I’ll be gone about eight hours. Don’t wait supper for me. I’ll get something on the way home.” 
 
        “Springfield! Exactly what are you doing for him?” 
 
        “Delivering some sensitive documents to a business partner. He didn’t trust the mail.” That was also a partial truth. 
 
        “Well, at least that doesn’t sound dangerous like so many of your cases.” 
 
        If she only knew! 
 
        I gave her a smooch. “Have a good day.” 
 
        “Drive carefully. There’s a lot of idiots on the road.” 
 
        It wasn’t the idiots I was worried about. It was the assassins! 
 
        I got the box from the safe, went downstairs, set the box aside, and pretended I was getting the morning paper. While there, I looked for strange cars parked up and down the street. Seeing none, I retrieved the box, climbed into my car, and headed south. 
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        Brian Steele and Randall Stokes were in their car a block away. They had been watching the building through binoculars. 
 
        “There he goes,” Stokes said, “and he’s got the box. Scarborough was right. Now, all we have to do is follow him, pick our spot, ice the old guy, and get that box.” 
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        I took Armour to the I-49 freeway, then headed south. My route would take me through Grandview, Belton, and Peculiar. At Harrisonville, I would take 7 Highway east to Clinton, then south on Highway 13 to Springfield. 
 
        I had an uneasy feeling and continually checked my rear-view mirror looking for a tail. When I turned onto the freeway, I noticed a blue sedan that was following several car-lengths back. I kept looking, hoping the sedan would take one of the exits and disappear, but it didn’t. 
 
        At Peculiar, I pulled off and stopped at a gas station to fill up. There was no sign of the blue sedan. I breathed a sigh of relief. The driver was probably just another dude headed somewhere and whizzed on by. 
 
        I pulled back on the freeway, and a few miles later the sedan was back on my tail. I had a sinking feeling. There was no doubt that I was being followed --- probably by Stokes and Steele. If I didn’t lose them, I’d most likely wind up as dead as the two Chinese and the box would be lost. 
 
        I ran a number of scenarios through my mind, but they all ended the same way --- being caught by two assassins. 
 
        Then, I had another thought. Highway 13 would lead me through the little village of Osceola, and I had a friend there, Dan the Catfish Man. 
 
        I had met him there several years ago. I was pumping gas and he pulled up beside me. I heard a thumping in his boat and discovered it was the biggest fish I had ever seen outside of an aquarium. We struck up a conversation and I learned he was a fishing guide among other things. I also learned he had lived in St. Clair County all his life and knew pretty much everything that was going on in the little Ozark community.  
 
        That proved to be beneficial when three different cases led us to St Clair County. I solicited his help in each one. The last was especially memorable. He helped lead us to a cache of gold coins that had been buried in a fishing camp for seventy years. 
 
        At Harrisonville, I pulled into an Arby’s restaurant and ordered a sandwich. While waiting for my order, I called Dan. 
 
        “Howdy! How can I hep ya?” 
 
        “Dan, this is Walt Williams.” 
 
        “Hey, city slicker. What’s cookin’?” 
 
        “If you’re available, I need your help.” 
 
        “Again? My goodness, you city boys sure get in a heap o’ trouble. I was just goin’ to the creek to catch some blue gill to bait up my trot line, but that can wait. Whatcha need?” 
 
        “I’ve got a couple of really bad guys on my tail. I need to lose them. Any ideas?” 
 
        “I jest might. Meet me at Osceola Cheese. I’ll have my pickup out back. You park in front and come on in. I know the guy who runs the place. We’ll get you out the back door and you can take my truck. They’ll be waitin’ for hours for you to come out and you’ll be long gone.” 
 
        “If I have your truck, how will you get around?” 
 
        “Don’t you worry none about that. I’ll have a buddy pick me up.” 
 
        “Thanks, Dan. You have no idea how much this means to me. I’ll see you in an hour.” 
 
        I left Arby’s, and sure enough, the blue sedan was on my tail. 
 
        An hour later, I pulled into the Osceola Cheese parking lot, grabbed the box, and went inside. Dan was waiting for me.  
 
        “It’s the old green Ford,” he said. “the keys are in it. I got it all gassed up for you.” 
 
        I gave him a hug. “Thanks again. I’ll give you a call when I’m heading back this way.” 
 
        “Be safe,” he said, as he walked me out the back door. 
 
        I climbed into the truck. Dan had left an old straw hat on the seat. I put it on and looked in the rear-view mirror. If the assassins were watching, I’d just be another old rube heading to the feed store in my pickup. 
 
        As I pulled back on Highway 13, I spotted the blue sedan in the parking lot of a gas station across from the cheese store. They were watching the entrance intently. I wondered how long they would wait before realizing I had given them the slip. 
 
        It was another hour and a half to Springfield. I thoroughly enjoyed the trip through the country side. It was the first time I had relaxed since I left home. I looked at the box in the seat beside me. Soon it would be out of my life forever. 
 
        When I reached Springfield, I pulled to the side of the road to get my bearings. I had pulled up directions on Mapquest before I left. The address was just a few blocks off of Highway 13 about a mile past I-44. 
 
        I found the street and started looking at house numbers. It was just a few blocks farther. 
 
        I went another block and saw flashing red lights. Cop cars had cordoned off the street and crime scene tape fluttered around the porch of a small bungalow. 
 
        I looked at the number on the house, and to my horror, discovered it was the address where I was to deliver the box. 
 
        I stashed the box behind the seat and approached an officer. 
 
        “What happened.” 
 
        The officer glanced my way. “A neighbor heard a shot and called 911. Officers arrived and found a man shot to death. That’s all I know.” 
 
        I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Ishmael’s safe house was anything but. Someone had sniffed it out and killed the man who was supposed to take the box off my hands. Two of Ishmael’s men had been killed in the last two days. I was beginning to think he wasn’t as omnipotent as he let on. 
 
        I backed quickly away. The killer might have known about the delivery and was waiting for me to show up. I glanced around the crowd that had gathered, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to me. 
 
        I climbed back in the truck and got out of Springfield as fast as I could without exceeding any speed limits. 
 
        A half hour out of Osceola, I called Dan. 
 
        “I’m heading back. I’ll meet you at Osceola Cheese in thirty minutes.” 
 
        “I’ll be there.” 
 
        I parked the truck in back where I had found it and entered the store. Dan was waiting for me. 
 
        “Everything go okay?” he asked. 
 
        “Just great!” I lied. “Thank you again. I gassed it up for you. How much do I owe you?” 
 
        “Nothin’” he replied. “Just glad I could help a friend.” 
 
        I knew he would probably say that, so I left a hundred-dollar bill in the driver’s seat. 
 
       It was a two-hour drive back to the city, and I spent every miserable minute wondering what I was going to do with the dreadful box sitting in the seat beside me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
        On the way back to Kansas City, I pondered several questions. Stokes and Steele knew I had given them the slip. Ishmael was supposed to have spread the word that I’d delivered the box to a safe house. Did they believe I had done so and were out of my life or was it one of their agents who had taken out the man I was to meet?  
 
        If it was one of their agents, they would know I still had the box, meaning everyone in my building was still in danger. 
 
        On the other hand, if it wasn’t one of their agents, that meant some other entity was after the box. 
 
        Neither of those scenarios gave me any comfort. After all, I still had the box and at least one agency, and maybe others would be coming after it. 
 
        I had to get rid of it once and for all. I needed to talk to Ishmael. 
 
        Before returning to my apartment building, I stopped at a grocery store and bought some stuff which I had the checker pack into two large paper bags. In my car. I put all the groceries in one and the box in the other. I hoped that if Stokes and Steele were watching they would think I had just bought groceries. 
 
        I cruised the street a few blocks in each direction before parking. I didn’t see the blue sedan but that didn’t mean that the two agents weren’t close by. 
 
        It was after seven o’clock when I entered my apartment. I hurriedly stashed the box and went to greet Maggie. 
 
        “Hi Sweetie. I’m home.” 
 
        She gave me a big smooch. “I just got home too. Did you stop and get supper on the way home?” 
 
        I had been so busy mulling over my predicament that I forgot to eat. “Actually, no I didn’t.” 
 
        “Well, neither have I. How about ordering a pizza?” 
 
        “Works for me.” 
 
        I stripped off and took a long hot shower while we waited for the pizza. I had just poured two glasses of Arbor Mist when it arrived. 
 
        After we had polished off the last crumb, Maggie snuggled up to me. “Last night you asked for a rain check. Are you ready to cash it in?” 
 
        For the second night in a row, I begged off, saying I was just dog tired from my long road trip. Maggie didn’t press the issue, but I could see she was surprised. In all of our years together, I had never turned down such an opportunity even once, let alone twice! 
 
        Before turning in, I pasted a big X on the window. 
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        In each of the two times I had placed the X on the window, Ishmael had called early the next day. When he hadn’t called by noon, I was starting to worry. By three o’clock, I was frantic. I needed him to tell me how to get out of this mess. 
 
        I was really pissed that he had never given me his number. Every time he called, my caller-id read, ‘Blocked call.’ 
 
        I wondered if there was a way around the blocked call thing. I knew who would have the answer to that, Nicholas Thatcher. He was a computer guru and the real technical brains behind the Watchers. 
 
        I wanted to give him a call, but with all the cloak and dagger stuff going on, I wondered if my phone had been bugged. The last thing I wanted to do was get my friends in trouble. 
 
        Then I had an idea. 
 
        I called Willie. 
 
        “Hey, Mr. Walt. What’s up?” 
 
        “I need your help.” 
 
        “Sho nuff. What you want?” 
 
        “I need you to get in your car, drive around the block, and park on the street behind our building. Then come in the back door. I’ll meet you there. I need to borrow your car for about an hour and I don’t want anyone to know.” 
 
        “Dat’s kinda weird, but you got it. I’ll go right now.” 
 
        I met Willie at the back door. He handed me his keys. “Anything else?” 
 
        “No, I appreciate your help. Don’t say a word about this to anyone.” 
 
        I slipped between the two buildings right behind ours, climbed in Willie’s car, and headed to the Watcher headquarters on Rockhill Road. 
 
        Naturally, they were surprised to see me. I had never gone there without calling first. 
 
        “Walt,” Arne said, somewhat apprehensively, “this is a surprise. Please tell me you’re not here because of the contents of that box.” 
 
        “Actually, that’s exactly why I’m here, but you needn’t worry. I took precautions. I wasn’t followed. No one knows I’m here.” 
 
        “I hope you’re right,” Nick replied. “We can’t afford to get on the wrong side of Homeland Security assassins. Why are you here?” 
 
        “I desperately need to talk to Ishmael. I put the X on my window but he hasn’t responded. Every time he calls, I get a ‘Blocked call’ on my caller-id. I figured if there was any way around that, you’d know.” 
 
        “Let me see your phone,” he replied. “There just might be.” 
 
        He took my phone, fiddled with it, then attached it to his computer with some kind of cord. He punched some keys and a moment later, “I got it. It’s a Washington D.C. area code.” 
 
        He wrote the number on a piece of paper and handed it to me along with my phone. 
 
        “I can’t believe it,” Arnie gushed. “We’d heard about Ishmael, but I never dreamed someone would actually be calling him right from our office!” 
 
        “Well, here goes,” I said, punching in the numbers. 
 
        A man answered. “Who is this?” 
 
        “This is Walt Williams. I need to speak to Ishmael.” 
 
        “How did you get this number?” 
 
        “That’s not important. I left an X on my window and he hasn’t returned my calls. I’m getting desperate.” 
 
        There was a long silence. “You won’t be getting any more calls. Ishmael is dead. In fact, if you had called an hour later, this number would have been disconnected.” 
 
        I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Dead! That can’t be true. I need his help to get rid of this damn box.” 
 
        “I’m sorry, Mr. Williams, I’m afraid you’re on your own. Just remember this, you must protect the box at all costs. If it falls into the wrong hands --- well, it just can’t. The events that would follow would be catastrophic.” 
 
        I had to think quickly. “Wait a minute. You’re in Washington. I put an X on my window in Kansas City. That must mean that you have someone here who is relaying the message. Who is it? Maybe they can help me.” 
 
        Another long silence. “I don’t know if she is even still alive. Her name is Alexandra Dupree. I’ll give you her cell number, but I haven’t been able to communicate with her for two days.” 
 
        I copied the number as he dictated it. 
 
        “One more thing before you go. I know Stokes and Steele are after the box. I assume the Russians and Chinese are currently out of the picture. Is there anyone else I should know about?” 
 
        “We have heard that Kim Jong-un has heard that the box is in play. He may have sent a team to secure it.” 
 
        “North Korea! You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
        “I wish I was. Good luck, Mr. Williams, and God Speed.” 
 
        The line went dead. 
 
        Both Nick and Arnie were just standing there with their mouths open. “Holy crap!” Nick muttered. “Ishmael dead! Walt, this is serious business.” 
 
        “No kidding,” I replied, trying to keep my cool. “I’m going to leave now. There’s no way I want the two of you to get involved in this mess.” 
 
        “We appreciate that,” Arnie replied, “but if there’s anything we can do --- without the spooks finding out --- please let us know.” 
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        I drove home in a daze.  
 
        I was in possession of a box, the contents of which, according to the now-deceased Ishmael, could change the course of history, and it was being sought by several groups of very bad people. The thing that worried me the most was that there didn’t seem to be any good guys on my side. The one I thought could help was dead. I had no idea what to do next. 
 
        I parked the car where Willie had left it, slipped between the two houses, and entered through the back door.  
 
        I knocked on Willie’s door and handed him his keys. “Thanks, I appreciate your help.” 
 
        He must have noticed I was upset. “Mr. Walt, you don’t look so good. Wot’s goin’ on?” 
 
        “Nothing, Willie. I’m just beat. I’ll be upstairs if you need me.” 
 
        When I opened my door, I was surprised to see my partner, Kevin, sitting in my living room. 
 
        “What are you doing here? Do we have a new case?” 
 
        “I don’t know,” he replied. “You tell me.” 
 
        “What are you talking about? There’s no new case.” 
 
        “Oh, really? That’s not what Maggie thinks.” 
 
        “Maggie called you?” 
 
        “Yeah, she did. She said you’d been acting weird the past few days, weirder than usual anyway. She said you’d been moping around. Then you took off and were gone a whole day. She said she found that old twelve gauge of yours in the office. You haven’t had that old blunderbuss out of the closet in years. She’s not blind. She saw the tape you’ve been putting on the front window. And most important, you’ve passed on two straight nights of sweet lovin’ from my beautiful sister. What gives?” 
 
        I was torn. The last thing I wanted to do was get more people involved in this mess, but I had to face the fact that I was totally alone and I needed help. 
 
        I took a deep breath. “Okay, here goes, but you may be sorry.” 
 
        I told him the whole story from the moment Mr. Feeney shoved that box in my hands right up to the moment when I discovered that Ishmael was dead. 
 
        When I finished, he just sat there stunned. It was the first time I had ever seen Kevin speechless. 
 
        Finally, he muttered, “Good Lord!” 
 
        “Yeah, my sentiments exactly. Any thoughts?” 
 
        “So you have no idea what’s in that box?” 
 
        “I’ve looked at it, but I don’t know what it is, and everyone who seems to know says I’m better off not knowing.” 
 
        “May I see it?” 
 
        We’d gone this far, I saw no reason why he shouldn’t. I retrieved the box from my safe, placed it on the desk, and opened the lid. “Does this mean anything to you?” 
 
        He studied it for a few minutes. “No, I have no idea what I’m looking at, but it does look important.” 
 
        I put the lid back on and locked it in the safe. 
 
        “Where do we go from here?” I asked. “We know for sure some rogue Homeland Security agents are after it, and now, maybe the North Koreans. As good as we are, we just don’t have the juice to tackle black ops assassins.” 
 
        “You’re right,” he replied, “but we know someone who does, Nightshade!” 
 
        He was referring to his wife’s mother who had been an agent in a clandestine CIA operation called Consular Ops for forty years. She had given up her daughter and never contacted her in all that time until she found herself out of favor with her agency and on the run. Figuring her days were numbered, she wanted to see her daughter one last time before she was terminated. 
 
        Through an unusual series of events, she helped take out a rogue agent who was moonlighting, killing holistic doctors for a large pharmaceutical company. This bought her some goodwill with her former agency and they let her retire. 
 
        Her real name was Sara Savage, code name, Nightshade. A condition of her retirement was to change her name to Martha Miller and take a job in a local flower shop. 
 
        She was spotted, identified, and captured by a terrorist cell. Ultimately, she was instrumental in exposing that cell and averting a disaster. Since she had been identified, it was necessary to reinvent herself again. Now she is Helen Hunter and works in a pet store in Waldo. 
 
        “Helen?” I asked. “Do you really think we should get her involved in this mess?” 
 
        “Who do you know that knows more about how these spooks operate? And remember how she took out that rogue agent. That old gal’s got some skills.” 
 
        I thought about it for a moment. “I can’t think of anything better. Let’s pay her a visit.” 
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        I had Kevin give her a call and set up a meeting. I still had my suspicions that both my cell phone and home phone were bugged. 
 
        Remembering that the front of my building was probably being watched, I had him drive around to the street behind. 
 
        We met Helen at her little rented bungalow. 
 
        “What’s up, boys? Why the urgent meeting?” 
 
        I repeated everything I had told Kevin earlier. As I shared my story, I saw her demeanor change from sweet and demure to steely and hard. 
 
        When I finished, she just shook her head. “You boys are in way over your heads. Whatever is in that box is obviously important enough to kill for, and you’re up against some pros. Randall Stokes and Brian Steele. I know those two. They work for Garret Scarborough. None of them are to be trusted. No telling what they would do if they got their hands on that box. Probably sell it to the highest bidder.” 
 
        “That’s what Ishmael and Mark Davenport said. They didn’t trust them either. How can people like that be a part of the agency that’s supposed to be protecting our country?” 
 
        “Powerful connections for one. No telling where their loyalties lie. They might also have compromising information about people in high places. There is so much corruption in our government. People just don’t understand how far-reaching it is.” 
 
        “And even if they did know,” I added, “what could they do about it? Frankly, I don’t think people really care. They’d rather look the other way than get involved. To be honest, I wish I’d never set eyes on that box. We’re involved and look where we are.” 
 
        “Back to the subject at hand,” Kevin said. “Any ideas? Can you help?” 
 
        She thought for a moment. “Maybe, but we’re going to need all the help we can get. I’m wondering about Alexandra Dupree, Ishmael’s contact here in Kansas City. He must have trusted her. Even though Ishmael’s dead, maybe she’s still in play. I think we should try to contact her.” 
 
        “The guy in Washington couldn’t get in touch with her. He wasn’t even sure she was still alive.” 
 
        “I guess we won’t know until we try,” Helen replied. “You said you have her phone number.” 
 
        “I do.” 
 
        “Good! Then give your old buddy, Ox, a call and have his tech guys ping her phone.” 
 
        Helen may have been retired, but she certainly wasn’t out to pasture. 
 
        “Good idea. Kevin, give me your phone. Mine may be bugged.” 
 
        Kevin handed me his phone and I dialed Ox’s cell. 
 
        “Kevin,” he answered, “what’s up?” 
 
        “This is Walt. I’m using Kevin’s phone. I need a favor.” 
 
        “Sure, buddy. Name it.” 
 
         “I’ll give you a cell phone number. I’d like you to have your tech guys ping it and give us a location.” 
 
        “Oh, is that all? I’m sticking my neck out you know. You guys have a new case?” 
 
        “Something like that. This is really important. Can you do it?” 
 
        “Give me the number. I’m at the precinct. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.” 
 
        Fifteen minutes later, he called back.  
 
        “You’re not going to believe this. The cell phone we pinged is across the street and down a half-block from your building. What’s going on, Walt?” 
 
        “I can’t tell you right now. Maybe later. Thanks, I gotta go.” 
 
        I turned to Helen and Kevin. “She’s right across the street in a rental unit. Ishmael must have placed her there to keep an eye on things and let him know when I placed an X on the window. I guess the good news is that I haven’t seen any cops over there in the past few days, so there must not have been any dead bodies.” 
 
        “Then let’s pay our mysterious friend a visit,” Helen said. 
 
        Figuring my building was probably being watched, we parked on the block behind and entered her building from the rear. 
 
        “Third floor,” I said, “apartment 3-A.” 
 
        “Let me do this,” Helen said. “Undoubtedly she knows her boss is dead and she may be expecting them to come after her.” 
 
        We climbed the three flights of stairs and found 3-A. 
 
        Helen knocked softly. “Alexandra, my name is Helen. I’m here with Walt Williams and his partner. We need to talk.” 
 
        No response. 
 
        She knocked again. “Alexandra, we know Ishmael is dead. Someone at his number gave us your number. You must be scared to death. We need to work together so we can all get out of this alive.” 
 
        We heard footsteps inside and saw a shadow on the peephole. She was checking us out. 
 
        A moment later, the door opened. Alexandra Dupree looked like a young Meg Ryan, late twenties, early thirties. She looked past us, up and down the hall. 
 
        “Come in.” She quickly shut the door and bolted it tight. “I hope you weren’t seen coming into the building.” 
 
        “No,” Helen replied, “we parked on the block in back and came in through the rear entrance.” 
 
        “I know these two,” she said. “Walt and his partner, Kevin. Who are you?” 
 
        We had decided if we wanted her help we should be upfront with her.  
 
        “My name right now is Helen Hunt. I used to be Sara Savage. My code name was Nightshade when I was an agent with Consular Ops.” 
 
        Alexandra’s eyes grew wide. “Nightshade! We studied some of your cases at Langley. You’re kind of a legend there. How did you get involved in this mess?” 
 
        Helen nodded to Kevin. “This bozo’s my son-in-law.” 
 
        I saw the confusion on her face. “But he looks older than you. A lot older.” 
 
        “It’s a long story,” Helen replied. “We need to talk about our current predicament. What can you tell us about Ishmael?” 
 
        I saw tears well up in her eyes. “He was a brilliant man. He developed a surveillance system that made the NSA’s snooping look like kid’s stuff. Naturally, it had to be kept under wraps. After all, no one wants the government poking around in our private affairs. 
 
        “In the short time it was being used, he uncovered dozens of terrorist plots that were thwarted before they could be carried out. Unfortunately, the public never hears about that. They only hear about our government snooping on our private conversations.” 
 
        “I don’t understand,” I said. “If this system was so great, why is the guy dead?” 
 
        “Not only did Ishmael uncover terrorist plots, he also uncovered things that people in high places didn’t want exposed, congressmen taking payoffs to support special interest legislation, the FDA taking payoffs from large pharmaceutical companies, Defense Department officials taking payoffs from weapons manufacturers. That kind of thing. He had information that would shake the very foundation of our political structure.” 
 
        I shook my head. “So he had to be eliminated --- for the good of the country, I suppose. What a shame.” 
 
        “Back to our current situation,” Kevin said. “As you well know, Walt has a box locked in his safe, and some very bad people are trying to get their hands on it. What the hell is in that box?” 
 
        She shook her head. “Ishmael would never tell me. He said it was better for me if I didn’t know, but that I should protect it with my life.” 
 
        I sighed. “That’s exactly what he told me.”    
 
        “So, we’re right back where we started,” Kevin said. 
 
        “No, we’re not,” I replied. “A few hours ago, Alexandra and I both thought we were all alone in this thing. Now there’s four of us. Much better odds.” 
 
        “Speaking of that,” Helen said, “before he signed off, your man in Washington said the North Koreans might be dipping their toes in the water. Have you heard anything about that?” 
 
        Alexandra nodded. “That was the last information I received from Ishmael before he --- before he was killed. He had intel that two North Korean agents had arrived in Kansas City, and that it wouldn’t be long before they were onto our location. They may very well be out there right now.” 
 
        “Swell,” Kevin said. “Two Americans and two Koreans. Well, at least it’s four against four.” 
 
        “Maybe not,” Helen said. “I think it might be time for the Shanghai Bait and Wait.” 
 
        “The what?” 
 
        “I know what that is!” Alexandra said, enthusiastically. “We studied it at Langley. If I remember correctly, you had a thumb drive that had a list of our operatives inside China. Naturally, the Chinese wanted it, but so did the Russians. You let the Russians get a fake drive with bogus information. When the Chinese found out, they went after the Russians and you made your escape while they were battling it out.” 
 
        “You were a good student, Alexandra. That could work for us too. So far, the Kansas City mafia took out the Russians and the Americans took out the Chinese. If we can get the Americans and the North Koreans at each other’s throats, maybe we can make those odds four to two.” 
 
        “I’m in!” Alexandra said, “and by the way, you can just call me Alex.” 
 
        So there we were, two old dudes in their mid-seventies, a retired CIA operative, and new agent, still wet behind the ears, plotting against four trained assassins. 
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        “Scarborough was really pissed that we lost Williams in Osceola,” Stokes said as they sat in their car a block from the apartment building. “He must have called ahead for help.” 
 
        “He’s leading a charmed life for sure,” Steele replied. “At least our guy took out Ishmael’s man in Springfield before Williams could deliver the box.” 
 
        “That means it must be back in that apartment building somewhere.” 
 
        “What were Scarborough’s orders? Is he ready for us to storm the place and get this over with?” 
 
        “Not yet. Apparently Williams has a half-brother in the agency, Mark Davenport. He’s afraid if we ice Williams and the other old-timers in the building, Davenport will get bent out of shape and come snooping. He said to sit tight and await his orders.” 
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        Juwon Rhee and Kim Chung pulled to the curb after circling the block. 
 
        “The American agents are in that car,” Rhee said, pointing to the blue sedan, “and that’s the building where the box is being held a block ahead.” 
 
        “So how are we to proceed?” Chung asked. “If we try to take the building, the Americans will see.” 
 
        “Our orders are to watch the Americans. They have been on this since the beginning. They have a much better chance of acquiring the box. Once they have it in their possession we will make our move. They may not know of our presence and we can take them by surprise.” 
 
        “If we succeed,” Chung said, smiling, “Kim Jong-un will reward us with great riches.” 
 
        “But if we fail,” Rhee said, grimly, “he will have our heads.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
        The first thing we needed for operation Bait and Wait was a box identical to the one hidden in my safe. That wasn’t a difficult task. It was just an ordinary box with a lid. It was what was inside that made it special. I snuck out the back of my building, made a trip to Office Depot, and found just the box I was looking for. I figured while I was there I might as well get several of them. They just might come in handy in the future. 
 
        The next part of our operation was trickier. We had to involve one of my tenants, Bernice. We discussed the notion of telling her the truth, but we feared that if we told her armed assassins were watching our building from across the street, she would pull the little .32 from her ankle holster and storm the car. 
 
        I hated to lie to my old friend, but in the final analysis, we decided it was the best course of action. 
 
        I knocked on her door, and much to my dismay, she was sporting the titty tassels she had given Dad for his birthday. 
 
        I quickly averted my eyes. “Bernice, could you possibly put on a robe? We need to talk.” 
 
        “Be right back,” she replied, obviously not a bit embarrassed. 
 
        Dad stepped into the room pulling up his pants. “Son, your timing sucks.” 
 
        “Sorry about that,” I replied, trying my best not to snicker. “I need to borrow Bernice for a few hours.” 
 
        At that moment, Bernice returned. She had taken my advice literally and was just closing a fluffy pink robe, but not before both Dad and I got another look at his dangly birthday presents. 
 
        “You wouldn’t believe how fast she can twirl those things,” he whispered. 
 
        An image flashed into my mind that I would have to try to forget. 
 
        “Okay, Son,” Dad said, “What’s so all-fired important that you have to interrupt our little tête-à-tête?” 
 
        “I’d like Bernice to bake a batch of her scrumptious snickerdoodles.” 
 
        “You interrupted us for cookies?” Dad asked incredulously. “What on earth for?” 
 
        “A gift,” I replied, “for some very special guys.” 
 
        Now I’d captured Bernice’s interest. “What kind of guys?” 
 
        “Courageous men who’ve volunteered for Neighborhood Watch. There have been reports of strange men lurking around the neighborhood, so two of our Neighborhood Watch guys have been sitting in their car all day protecting us. I just thought a batch of your warm snickerdoodles would be a great way to show our thanks and appreciation for their service to our community.” 
 
        Apparently I had pushed Bernice’s patriotic button. 
 
        She stood ram-rod straight and threw her head back. “I’d be honored to bake those fine men a batch of cookies.” Then she turned to Dad. “Do you want to give me a hand?” 
 
        “I don’t believe it! I’m all hot and bothered and you’ve got my squeeze baking cookies?” He looked at Bernice. “Sorry, Babe. I’m heading home for a cold shower. Let me know when you’re through being Betty Crocker.” 
 
        Dad’s not the epitome of tact. 
 
        After Dad had stomped out the door, Bernice said, “I’ll get started right now.” 
 
        “Thanks, Bernice. Let me know when you have a batch ready to go.” 
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        Forty-five minutes later, Bernice knocked on my door. 
 
        “The first batch is out of the oven,” she announced proudly. 
 
        “Great! Hang on a minute and we’ll box them up.” 
 
        I grabbed one of the empty boxes and we headed to her apartment. The place was filled with the scent of the fresh-baked cookies. 
 
        “These smell just wonderful,” I said. “I’m sure the men outside will love them.” 
 
        We packed a dozen of them in the box and closed the lid. 
 
        “Since you baked them,” I said, “I think you should be the one to deliver them.” 
 
        Then I noticed she was still in her pink robe. “Maybe you should put something else on.” 
 
        “Not gonna do it,” she replied with a wink. “If those boys have spent their whole day protecting us, they deserve a special treat. I’m gonna deliver the cookies and maybe even give them a quick peek.” 
 
        Heaven help us! I thought. 
 
        Bernice grabbed the box of cookies and headed out the door.  
 
        “It’s the two men sitting in the blue sedan about a half-block down the street.” 
 
        She had seen the two agents at Dad’s birthday party, but with her Alzheimer’s, I was hoping she wouldn’t remember them. 
 
        I went to the window, parted the curtain, and crossed my fingers as I watched as Bernice cross the street, her pink robe fluttering in the breeze. 
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        “What the hell?” Stokes said, as he saw the pink apparition heading their way. “Isn’t that Oliver McDermont’s sister?” 
 
        “Sure is,” Steele replied. “Jesus! What’s she got in her hands? It looks like the box!” 
 
        “It is the box! Surely she hasn’t had it all this time.” 
 
        At that moment, Bernice arrived and tapped on the window. 
 
        Stokes rolled it down a few inches. “What are you doing here?” 
 
        “I brought you some cookies,” she replied proudly, holding up the box. 
 
        “Cookies! Why on earth would you bring us cookies?” 
 
        “You boys have been sitting out here all day and I just thought you deserved a special treat. Here, take them. They’re still warm.” 
 
        Stokes rolled the window the rest of the way and accepted the box. “Uhhh --- thank you, I think.” 
 
        Bernice stood at attention and gave them a smart salute. “Thank you both for your service.” 
 
        The two agents were speechless. 
 
        Then Bernice leaned closer. “During World War II, the servicemen kept a picture of Marilyn Monroe to remind them of what they were fighting for. I ain’t no Marilyn Monroe, but I’m willing to do my part for my country.” 
 
        And with that, she threw open her robe and gave her tassels a twirl. 
 
        “You boys keep your powder dry,” she said, closing her robe. 
 
        Once again, the agents were speechless as they watched her walk away. 
 
        “Jesus!” Steele muttered. “Did all that just happen or was I having some kind of nightmare?” 
 
        “It must have happened,” Stokes replied. “We have the cookies to prove it.” 
 
        “They do smell good,” Steele said. “Might as well try one.” 
 
        Stokes took the lid off the box and they both grabbed a cookie. 
 
        “Damn!” Steele said, licking his lips. “These are good. I’ll have another.” 
 
        Stokes handed him the box and looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. Let’s call it a day.” 
 
        “I’m for that,” Steele replied, his mouth full of snickerdoodle. “We’ll get a good night’s sleep and be fresh in the morning.” 
 
        Stokes started the engine and pulled into traffic. 
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        Juwon Rhee and Kim Chung were three cars behind the blue sedan when an old woman came out of the apartment carrying a box. 
 
        “Kim look!” Juwon said. “Isn’t that our box the old woman is carrying?” 
 
        Kim looked at a photo. “It’s exactly like the one in this picture. Why would the old one just give it to the Americans?” 
 
        “Who knows? Maybe the agents put the fear of God in them and they made a deal. What matters is that the Americans have it, but not for long. We will follow them and take it at the first opportunity.” 
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        I watched Bernice deliver the cookies and chuckled when she threw open her robe. I would love to have been a little mouse in the backseat of that car after she left. 
 
        As soon as she was inside, I thanked her, then hurried out the back of the building, circled the block, and climbed into the car where Helen, Kevin and Alex were waiting. 
 
        We were parked a half-block behind the North Koreans. 
 
        “How’d it go?” Kevin asked. 
 
        “Like clockwork,” I replied, “and Bernice even gave them a bonus. She flashed them wearing her titty tassels.” 
 
        “She did what?” Alex asked, not quite sure she had heard correctly. 
 
        “You’d have to know the old gal,” I replied, and I gave her a quick synopsis of Bernice’s idiosyncrasies. 
 
        “You people lead an interesting life,” she said after I’d finished. 
 
        “You have no idea.” 
 
        At that moment the blue sedan pulled into traffic. The Koreans followed them a moment later. 
 
        “Looks like we’re in business,” Helen said. 
 
        Kevin pulled into traffic and stayed several car-lengths behind the Koreans. They turned south onto Main Street toward the Country Club Plaza. At 45th Street, the blue sedan pulled into the parking lot of the Holiday Inn. 
 
        We pulled to the curb and watched Stokes and Steele exit their car. Steele had our phony box under his arm. 
 
        The Koreans, obviously hoping to take the agents by surprise, screeched into the parking lot, threw open their doors, and ran toward the agents, guns blazing. 
 
        Stokes and Steele, sensing the attack, crouched behind their open car doors, and were soon returning fire. 
 
        The Koreans ducked behind parked cars and a raging gun battle ensued. 
 
        “Time to call in reinforcements,” Helen said. 
 
        “I’ll do it,” Alex said. “I’ve got a burner.” 
 
        She dialed 911. “Please hurry! Men are shooting at each other in the Holiday Inn parking lot on the Plaza.” 
 
        Minutes later, we heard sirens. Soon, the Kansas City Tactical Squad had the parking lot surrounded. Seeing they were sorely outgunned, the four combatants threw down their guns and raised their hands. 
 
        “Perfect!” Helen gushed. “As soon as they get things sorted out, Stokes and Steele will show their Homeland Security credentials and be off scot free, but the Koreans, in the country illegally, will be behind bars for a long, long time.” 
 
        “Looks like the odds are back in our favor,” Alex said. “Four against two.” 
 
        “Don’t you mean five against two,” I replied. “Don’t forget about Bernice!” 
 
        Operation Bait and Wait had gone off without a hitch. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
        While planning Operation Bait and Wait, we decided it was time to go on the offensive. Up till now, being alone in this mess, I had simply been reacting to the various situations as they developed, but now that I had reinforcements, it was time to turn the tables. 
 
        Helen had shadowed Stokes and Steele the day before and discovered they were staying in the Plaza Holiday Inn. Following discretely, she located their room, #218. 
 
        When they left their room to continue their vigil outside my building, Kevin broke into their room using his electronic key card gizmo and planted a bug supplied by Alex. 
 
        After the police had hauled off the North Koreans and cleared the parking lot, we found a spot and tuned in figuring Stokes and Steele would return to their room.  
 
        We heard the door open and shut. 
 
        “Jesus! What a freaking mess!” 
 
        “You got that right. Koreans! Where did they come from and why didn’t Scarborough let us know we had competition?” 
 
        “Damned if I know. Even more important, why were they coming after us? They had to be here for the box.” 
 
        Then one of them must have put two and two together. 
 
        “Holy crap! We were set up!” 
 
        “Set up? How?” 
 
        “The old woman and her cookies. The box was identical to the one we’re after. The Koreans must have been watching and saw her give it to us. They must have figured it was the box. They followed, planning to take it away.” 
 
        “If that’s the case, then Williams must have known that the Koreans were out there. Damn! He has better intelligence than we do.” 
 
        “Williams set a trap and we fell right into it.” 
 
        “So, where do we go from here?” 
 
        “No more pussyfootin’ around. I’m tired of sitting in the car all day hoping Williams will make a mistake. We have to get inside that building. Inside his apartment. If he’s not home, we’ll tear the place apart. If he is, we’ll just squeeze him till he talks. One way or the other, we’re getting that box.” 
 
        “But Scarborough said ---!” 
 
        “I don’t give a damn what Scarborough said. He’s not the one sitting in that car for hours on end. We gotta end this one way or another. My hemorrhoids are killing me!” 
 
        “Good thing you planted that bug,” Helen said. “Now we know they’re upping their game. Pretty bold, planning to come right in. Now we can prepare.” 
 
        “I’m all for that,” I replied, “but we’ve got another problem. No one in the building has any idea what’s going on. We can prepare all we want, but if Jerry or the Professor or Bernice unexpectantly runs into them, no telling what those two creeps might do. We have to get everyone out of the building.” 
 
        “How do you propose we do that?” Kevin asked. 
 
        “You and Veronica are going to throw a party. They all love parties.” 
 
        “A party? What kind of party?” 
 
        “I don’t know --- yes I do. You’re having a surprise party for Veronica’s birthday.” 
 
        “But Veronica’s birthday isn’t until next month.” 
 
        “Nobody knows that but you, Buccko.” 
 
        “Veronica knows.” 
 
        “Hmmm, that is a problem.” 
 
        “How about a surprise party for my birthday,” Helen said. “Nobody knows the correct date but me.” 
 
        “Perfect! Let’s get home and put this thing together.” 
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        On the way home, we stopped at the International House of Pancakes. They have a separate meeting room for informal gatherings. It was the only place we could think of at the last minute. We reserved the room for nine o’clock the next morning. 
 
        I called ahead and had Maggie gather everyone in our apartment. Kevin called Veronica and had her meet us there. 
 
        Back at my building, Alex and Helen went to Alex’s apartment. Kevin and I were to meet them later to formulate our plan. 
 
        When everyone had gathered in my living room, Kevin made the announcement. 
 
        “I just learned today that Helen, Veronica’s mother, is having a birthday tomorrow. I thought it might be nice to have a little surprise party for her. After all, she’s part of our extended family now.” 
 
        I saw the look of surprise on Veronica’s face. “How did you know ---?” 
 
        Kevin cut her off. “Remember, I’m a private investigator. It’s my job to know these things. Anyway, I called and told her that Veronica and I would like to take her out for breakfast for her birthday. We’re to meet her at IHOP in the morning at nine. Boy, will she be surprised when she shows up and sees all of us there. Is everybody in?”  
 
        Bernice was having trouble following. “Where are we going and who’s Helen?” 
 
        “Helen is Veronica’s mother,” Dad replied, “and we’re going to have pancakes with her tomorrow.” 
 
        Bernice clapped her hands. “Oh goody! I love pancakes.” 
 
        So everything was set. When Stokes and Steele made their move, the building would be empty. 
 
        Well, almost empty. 
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        The next morning at eight-forty-five, we all gathered on the front steps. Somehow, Jerry had managed to come up with party hats, little horns, and those goofy things you blow into and they unroll. 
 
        Jerry insisted we put on the hats before leaving so we’d be ready to go as soon as we hit the restaurant. 
 
        There was a lot of grumbling, and eventually everyone complied except Willie. 
 
        “I ain’t puttin’ on one o’ dose stupid hats!” 
 
        That, of course, encouraged Jerry to break into song. “Every party needs a pooper, that’s why we invited you. Party poooooper! Party poooooper!” 
 
        Once everyone had donned their headgear and received their horns and blow-outs, we were ready to go. 
 
        We were headed to our cars when my cell phone rang. It was Alex watching from her apartment across the street. We had made arrangements for her to call just as we were leaving. 
 
        I answered, made up a fake conversation, then tapped Maggie on the arm. “That was Ox. He needs to visit with me about an old case we worked together. He said it was urgent. He’s coming right over. You ride with Dad and Bernice. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
        I hated lying to my wife, but I rationalized that it was for her own good. 
 
        After everyone had driven away, I climbed in my car still wearing my party hat, drove around the block and parked, then entered our building through the back door. 
 
        Now it was time to prepare our little surprise. 
 
        We figured Stokes and Steele would come straight to my apartment and pick the lock. Having seen us all leave the building, they wouldn’t waste any time. 
 
        I started putting together a trick I had learned from Benny Berkowitz. Benny was an old guy who, along with two buddies, decided to become private investigators. Needless to say, they were in trouble from the get-go.  
 
        We had been locked in a room waiting for a drug dealer to arrive to deal with us harshly. It was Benny, a retired electrician, who had saved the day with the little trick I was preparing. 
 
        I had taken the cord from an old lamp I found in the basement, stripped the ends exposing bare wires, then split the chord down the middle. 
 
        One of the bare wires I wrapped around the inside door knob. The other I placed under a welcome mat from the front entrance. 
 
        Everything in place, I took a spray bottle and soaked the welcome mat until it was wet but not soggy. 
 
        I closed the door, locked it, then inserted the plug into an electrical socket. 
 
        When Stokes or Steele stepped on the wet mat, then touched the door knob, the circuit would be complete and I should have French-fried agent. 
 
        I grabbed my old twelve gauge, sat down in a chair facing the door, and waited. 
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        “What the hell?” Stokes said as people started pouring out of the building. 
 
        They watched in amazement as one of them produced party hats and other gizmos. Everyone except an old black guy put on a hat. 
 
        Steele started counting. “There’s the old woman who brought us cookies. There’s Williams and his wife. I think that’s everyone, and they’re all leaving!” 
 
        “Perfect,” Stokes said, as the last car pulled away. “Let’s get this done before they get back.” 
 
        The two agents left their car and climbed the steps to the third-floor apartment. 
 
        Stokes got out his lock pics. “This should be a piece of cake.” 
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        I heard footsteps on the stairs, then one of them spoke. “This should be a piece of cake.” 
 
        I held my breath, and a moment later, I saw a flash, heard a ‘ZAP’ and then a scream, “AIEEEEE.’ 
 
        I heard a body hit the floor. “Holy crap! Randall! Are you okay?” 
 
        No answer, then a low moan. 
 
        “That’s it!” the other man said. “I’m tired of all this shit. I’m gonna kick the door down and tear this place apart.” 
 
        I was ready. If they breached the door, they would be looking down the barrel of my shotgun. They might be Federal agents, but they were breaking into my domain without a warrant. The castle law would protect me if I had to blow them away. 
 
        “No, no!” Randall said. “There may be more booby traps. If they did this, no telling what might be inside. Just get me out of here.” 
 
        I took a deep breath as I heard footsteps retreating down the stairs. 
 
        Another round going to the good guys, but I had to wonder what was coming next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
        While the Homeland Security agents were in my building getting zapped, Alex slipped down to their car, popped it open with a slim jim, and planted another bug. 
 
        When I was sure the agents were gone, I headed to the IHOP. As soon as I entered, I got questioning looks from Helen and Kevin. They both broke into big smiles when I gave them a ‘thumbs up.’ I knew they were busting a gut to hear the details. 
 
        I wished Helen a fake happy birthday, ate a couple of birthday pancakes, and listened to a couple of Jerry’s corny jokes. At last, the festivities were over and we headed home. I was anxious to meet with Alex, Kevin, and Helen to see what had transpired after the agents left my building. 
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        “Whatever you did to Stokes up there really took the starch out of his shorts,” Alex said, grinning. Steele had to practically carry him back to their car. I made a tape of their conversation. I knew you’d want to hear it.” 
 
        She pushed the ‘play’ button. “Jesus, Randall! Your hand! There’s black stuff and it’s starting to swell.” 
 
        “Just get me back to the hotel so I can get some ice on it. That damned Williams! He’s gonna pay for this!” 
 
        “I hear ya. We’ve obviously underestimated the old goat. We’ll be more careful from here on out. I think we’d better give Scarborough a call as soon as we get back. He’ll know what to do next.” 
 
        “Okay, but we can’t tell him about this screw up. We weren’t supposed to go inside the building without his okay.” 
 
        Alex hit the ‘stop’ button. “That was all until they reached their hotel room. I followed them and recorded what went on in there.” 
 
        She hit ‘play’ again. “Ice! Get me all the ice you can find! My hand is killing me!” 
 
        “Here you go, Randall. I hope that helps.” 
 
        “Ahhhhh! You give Scarborough a call while I let this soak.” 
 
        “Thankfully, Steele put the call on speaker phone so Stokes could hear,” Alex said. 
 
        “Mr. Scarborough, this is Brian Steele.” 
 
        “Steele! What’s going on out there? Do you have the box?” 
 
        “Uhhh, not exactly.” 
 
        “So, no! What have you two been doing?” 
 
        “Well, for one thing, we damn near got blown away by two North Korean agents. Why didn’t you tell us they were here?” 
 
        “I didn’t know they were even in the country until I got the report about your little shoot-out.” 
 
        “Williams knew, and he set us up. How come he knows and you don’t? Who’s helping him? Ishmael?” 
 
        “It can’t be Ishmael. He’s dead.” 
 
        “Jesus! I knew you took out his man in Springfield, but you got the big guy too?” 
 
        “I did, so there’s no excuse for you not getting that box. What’s your next move?” 
 
        “Uhhh, actually, that’s why we were calling. Short of bustin’ into the place, guns blazin’, we’re not sure what to do next.” 
 
        “Unbelievable! I send my two best men to take one box from an old man and he’s beat you at every turn. I suppose there’s only one thing left to do. I’m coming out there myself and finish this mess. I’ll catch the next flight to Kansas City. I’ll text you my flight and arrival time. Meet me at the airport.” 
 
        “Wow!” Helen said, as Alex stopped the recording. “Garret Scarborough himself coming to the rescue! Whatever’s in that box must really be important for him to take charge personally. This should get interesting.” 
 
        I had heard several people describe Garret Scarborough. He wasn’t a nice man and ‘interesting’ wasn’t the word I would have used. 
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        The next day, we followed Stokes and Steele to the airport. In order to stay a step ahead, we had to hear everything said between Scarborough and his minions. 
 
        Once his luggage was loaded into the trunk, Scarborough slipped into the front passenger seat. 
 
        “Good Lord, Stokes. What happened to your hand?” 
 
        “Oh that. It’s nothin’. Some dumb waitress poured hot coffee on it.” 
 
        “I hope they comped your meal.” 
 
        “Yeah, they did. Brian’s too.” 
 
        Stokes could lie with the best of them. 
 
        “The box,” Scarborough said. “Are you sure Williams has it?” 
 
        “He has to. Somehow Oliver McDermont got it to him before the Russians took him out. We never did figure out what happened to the Russians. They just disappeared. Then Ishmael sent a courier to pick up the box. We saw the Chinese grab the courier and the box. We followed them to an old school where they iced the courier. Williams must have followed us both, and while we were battling it out, he grabbed the box and ran. The next thing we knew, Williams was taking the box to Ishmael’s man in Springfield, but somehow we lost him along the way. We heard you took care of the Springfield connection, so Williams must have brought the box back to Kansas City. We’ve been watching the building every day and there’s been no other activity, so --- yes, we’re pretty sure Williams has the box in his apartment.” 
 
        “Do you hear yourself?” Scarborough asked with disgust. “You’re two highly trained agents, and one old man has eluded you three times. There has to be something else going on.” 
 
        “Yeah, boss, but what?” 
 
        The car was quiet during the rest of the trip back to their hotel. 
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        We watched them unload at the Holiday Inn and picked up their conversation inside their room. 
 
        “I’ve been thinking,” Scarborough said, “Williams has been one step ahead of you. There has to be an explanation.” 
 
        We heard a suitcase unzip. 
 
        “What’s that thing, boss?” 
 
        “It’s a Scantron, a radiofrequency detector. You may have been bugged.” 
 
        “Oh, oh!” Alex said. 
 
        Silence, then, “Well, I’ll be damned. There it is. You bozos let Williams or someone he’s working with bug your room. No wonder you’ve got squat. Jesus! I thought you two knew what you were doing.” 
 
        More silence. “I don’t like the looks of this. This is high-teck equipment. As good as anything we have. Williams is definitely getting help from somewhere.” 
 
        We heard a rustling. “Williams, if you’re listening, hear this! You’ve got something I want, and I’m coming after it!” 
 
        Then there was a ‘crunch.’ 
 
        “Well, so much for our bug,” Helen said, “and I have no doubt he’ll find the one in the car as well. He’s a pro.” 
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        There was nothing else we could do at that point, so we all headed back to our homes. 
 
        I had been home about a half-hour when I received a call. 
 
        “Walt Williams?” 
 
        “Yes, this is Walt Williams.” 
 
        “Garret Scarborough. We need to talk about the box.” 
 
        “I’m listening.” 
 
        “Let me put it to you plain and simple. That box and its contents belong to the U.S. government. You need to turn it over to me immediately.” 
 
        “That’s strange,” I replied. “I’ve examined the box and its contents and I haven’t seen anything with the words, ‘Property of the U.S. Government.’ I know for a fact that the Russians, Chinese, and North Koreans have been after the box as well. I’m sure each of them would have said the same thing, ‘The box belongs to my government.’” 
 
        “Mr. Williams, I’m losing my patience. The contents of that box are vital to our national security. I must have it.” 
 
         “How about this. Tell me what’s in the box that’s so important. Maybe if I understood, I would be more willing to cooperate.” 
 
        “I’m sorry, I can’t do that. It’s classified.” 
 
        “Of course. More government bull shit! That’s the stock answer when you bureaucrats want to hide something. If you can’t tell me what it is, tell me this. If I give it to you, who do you give it to? The Defense Department? The NSA? The FDA?” 
 
        “That’s classified as well. Look, we’ve tried to resolve this peacefully ---.” 
 
        “Peacefully! Ishmael and his contact in Springfield are dead and I have little doubt that was your doing. On top of that, you sent two of your goons to intimidate and follow me and then you had them attempt to break into my apartment. By the way, I’d like to see the warrant authorizing the search of my apartment.” 
 
        “I never authorized them to enter your apartment.” 
 
        “Then you’ve got a couple of rogue agents acting on their own. They were here all right. And for your information, the injury to Stokes hand had nothing to do with hot coffee. You might want to ask him about that again.” 
 
        “Ah, yes, the bugs you planted. Very clever. You’re obviously getting help from somewhere. Who might that be?” 
 
        “I’m sorry, that’s classified.” 
 
        “So that’s how we’re going to play this? I had hoped we could come to an understanding.” 
 
        “No, you hoped I’d just hand over the box without any explanation. That’s not going to happen.” 
 
        “Very well, Mr. Williams. Have it your way, but understand, there will be consequences to your stubbornness.” 
 
        The line went dead. After the call, I wondered if I’d overplayed my hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
        “Stokes, tell me again what happened to your hand,” Scarborough said. 
 
        “We were in this restaurant and ---.” 
 
        Scarborough slapped him across the face. “That’s for lying to me!” He slapped him again. “That’s for entering that building without my authorization! What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
        “Sorry, boss,” Stokes replied, rubbing his cheek. “We hadn’t made any progress and we just wanted to make something happen so you wouldn’t be pissed.” 
 
        “Well, you’ve succeeded in accomplishing just the opposite. You made me look like a fool in front of Williams. It can’t happen again or I might have to replace the both of you if you get my drift.” 
 
        Stokes understood all right. Other agents who had displeased Scarborough had mysteriously disappeared. 
 
        “It won’t happen again. We won’t do anything without your okay. We promise.” 
 
        “Very well then. Williams is being obstinate. It’s time to initiate the next phase of my plan.” 
 
        “What do you want us to do, boss?” 
 
        “I want you to watch his building, and when his wife leaves, follow her. Then let me know her whereabouts. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
        “Yes, boss. We’re on it.” 
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        “Well, that was different,” Maggie said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been to a birthday party at an IHOP.” 
 
        “Something new every day,” I replied, my mind still occupied with my conversation with Scarborough. “Do you have plans for the rest of the day?” 
 
        “Actually, I do,” Maggie replied. “I’m holding open my listing on Cherry Street. I should be home by five.” 
 
       “I’ve got nothing pressing,” I said. “How about this? I’ll put together my tuna casserole, chill a bottle of Arbor Mist, and have a nice dinner ready for my hard-working wife. Then after supper, I’ll give you a foot rub and we’ll see where we go from there. How does that sound?” 
 
        “Sounds fabulous!” she replied, giving me a peck on the cheek. “See you at five.”  
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        “Isn’t that the wife?” Steele asked, as an attractive redhead exited the building. 
 
        “That’s her all right. Pretty hot for a gal her age.” 
 
        They watched her get into her car.  
 
        “Don’t lose her, Brian. If we screw this up, we’ll both be toast.” 
 
        They followed her to a house on Cherry Street where she parked, then put an ‘Open house’ sign in the yard. 
 
        “Perfect!” Stokes said. “The boss is gonna love this. Give him a call.” 
 
        Twenty minutes later, Scarborough arrived and pulled in behind Stokes and Steele. 
 
        “She’s in there,” Stokes said, pointing. 
 
        “Is she alone?” 
 
        “As far as we know. No one else has gone in or come out.” 
 
        “Good. You two wait out here. I’m going in after her. No one goes in or comes out except me with the woman. Understand?” 
 
        “Got it, boss.” 
 
        Scarborough knocked, then entered the open house. 
 
        “Good afternoon. I’m Maggie Williams. I’m the listing agent. Thank you for stopping by. May I show you through the house?” 
 
        “That won’t be necessary, Mrs. Williams,” Scarborough said, pulling an automatic from his shoulder holster. “I have other plans for us.” 
 
        Maggie didn’t hesitate. She reached for a can of pepper spray she had concealed under some brochures and sent a stream directly into Scarborough’s face. 
 
        “Jesus!” Scarborough screamed, rubbing his eyes. 
 
        Maggie grabbed her purse, bolted for the door and headed to her car. 
 
        Stokes and Steele saw her heading their way. 
 
        “Something’s not right. Where’s Scarborough?” 
 
        “I don’t know, but we can’t let her get away. The boss will have our hides.” 
 
        Stokes and Steele bolted from their car and grabbed Maggie just as she reached her car. 
 
        “Let go of me you big apes!” Maggie screamed, struggling to get free. 
 
        “Calm down, lady. We don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
        Realizing there was no way she could overpower her attackers, Maggie quit struggling. 
 
        “What do you want with me? If it’s money, I’ve got about fifty bucks in my purse. It’s all yours. Just let me go.” 
 
        “We don’t want your money. Just get in the car.” 
 
        At that moment, Scarborough emerged rubbing his face with a towel. 
 
        “You’re quite a little spitfire, aren’t you? I’d teach you a thing or two but I need you for something far more important.” 
 
        “Why do you need me?” 
 
        “Because your husband has something I want and we’re going to make a trade.” He turned to Stokes. “Take her to the boat and wait for my orders.” 
 
        “Yes, boss.” 
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        True to my word, I had my casserole in the oven at four-thirty. I pulled it out at five o’clock and unscrewed the lid on the bottle of Arbor Mist. I poured two glasses, assuming that Maggie would be walking in the door at any time. 
 
        At five-fifteen, I had polished off the first glass and poured a second. 
 
        At five-thirty the casserole was getting cold, her Arbor Mist was getting warm, and I was getting worried. 
 
        I hesitated to call, thinking she might have gotten tied up with a buyer interested in the house, but at five-forty-five, I called her cell. The call went straight to voice mail. 
 
        At six o’clock, I was just heading out the door to go by her listing on Cherry when the phone rang. 
 
        “Maggie! Where in the world are you?” 
 
        But it wasn’t Maggie. 
 
        “Mr. Williams, Garret Scarborough here. You’re probably wondering why your lovely wife is late coming home. The answer is quite simple. I have her.” 
 
        I was shocked, totally speechless. 
 
        “I’m so sorry it had to come to this,” he continued, “but your resistance to my request left me with no other choice. Here’s the bottom line. I want that box, and if you want to see your wife alive again, you’ll give it to me. A simple trade, your wife for the box. What do you say?” 
 
        My blood was boiling. “Here’s what I have to say, you scumbag. If you harm my wife in any way, I’ll hunt you down and cut your heart out. Do you hear me?” 
 
        “Now, now, Mr. Williams. That’s no way to negotiate. I have no desire to hurt your wife. All I want is the box. Whether she gets hurt is up to you. I’ll give you a few hours to think about it. I’m sure, after you cool off, you’ll see the wisdom in cooperating with me. I’ll call you later to arrange for the exchange.” 
 
        The line went dead. 
 
        I sat, stunned, trying to think. My sweet wife was being held by a black ops assassin. I had to get her back, but how? 
 
        I quickly realized I couldn’t do this alone. I needed help. 
 
        My first call was to Mark Davenport. 
 
        “Mark, this is Walt. Do you have any influence over Garrett Scarborough?” 
 
        “Not really. We’re both section chiefs with our own crews. Why do you ask?” 
 
        “Because Scarborough and his crew are in Kansas City and they have Maggie.” 
 
        “Scarborough’s in Kansas City? Why in the world would he have Maggie?” 
 
        “Because I have the box and he wants it. Maggie for the box.” 
 
        “You have the box? Jesus, Walt! How did that happen?” 
 
        “It’s a long story. Oliver McDermont was killed in my hotel. Before he died, he got the box to me. Since then, agents from four countries, Russia, China, North Korea, and the U.S. in the person of Scarborough, have been after it. All of them are out of the picture except Scarborough. Now he’s taken Maggie to get the box.” 
 
        “Walt, you absolutely can’t let Scarborough get his hands on that box!” 
 
        “Oh, really? What’s so special about that damned box that I’d risk my wife’s life? Maybe if you told me what it is I could make a rational decision about how to proceed.” 
 
        A long silence. “I can’t do that. You just have to trust me.” 
 
        “Listen to me, Mark. Scarborough’s exact words were, ‘If you want to see your wife alive again, you’ll give it to me.’ As far as I’m concerned, Maggie’s life is worth far more to me than whatever’s in that box. I’ll do whatever I have to do to get her back safely.” 
 
        “Walt, if that box falls in the wrong hands it may not matter if you get her back or not. I’m getting on the first plane to Kansas City. Please don’t do anything until I get there.” 
 
        “Then you’d better hurry because I’m not making any promises.” 
 
        I hung up and my next calls were to Kevin, Helen and Alex. I asked them to come over as soon as possible. 
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        After everyone arrived, I told them what had transpired. They were stunned. 
 
        Kevin was furious. “The S.O.B. has taken my sister. Now this is personal.” 
 
        I turned to Helen. “Any ideas?” 
 
        At that moment, there was a knock on the door. It was Ox. 
 
        “What brings you by, my friend?” 
 
        “I hadn’t seen much of you the past few days. Something seemed off so I just stopped by to see if you were okay.” 
 
        He looked around the room. “Helen, Kevin, and a woman I don’t know are having a powwow. It sure looks like something is going on.” 
 
        “You might as well tell him,” Kevin said. “He might be able to help us get Maggie back.” 
 
        Ox was astonished. “Maggie! Back from what?” 
 
        “Have a seat,” I said. “A lot has happened since the last time we talked.” 
 
        I told him the whole sordid tale from Oliver’s death to Maggie’s abduction. 
 
        “I don’t believe it!” he finally said. “Why haven’t I been part of this from the beginning? I thought we were friends.” 
 
        “That’s exactly why I didn’t want to get you involved. Just about everyone who’s come in contact with the box winds up dead. I didn’t want that to happen to you. Kevin and Helen have only been involved for a couple of days.” 
 
        “And who is this?” he asked, pointing to Alex. 
 
        “This is Alex. It was her phone you pinged for us. She’s a government agent who was working with the Ishmael I was telling you about. She’s been a big help.” 
 
        “Okay,” Kevin said. “Now that everyone’s caught up, let’s get back to business. How are we going to get my sister back?” 
 
        “How’s this for a start,” Alex said. “You found me by pinging my phone. Why not ping Maggie’s?” 
 
        I turned to Ox. “How about it?” 
 
        “I’m on it,” he said, dialing a number at the precinct. 
 
        “I have another idea,” Alex said. “We know they were at the Plaza Holiday Inn. It’s a long shot, but maybe they took her there. I’ll call and see if they’re still registered.” 
 
        “Good idea.” Helen replied. 
 
        We listened as she made the call. 
 
        “Would you please ring Randall Stokes room for me please?” 
 
        She listened, nodded, then hung up. “Stokes checked out yesterday. I’m really not surprised since they knew we had bugged his room.” 
 
        A few minutes later, Ox’s phone chirped. He answered, then hung up. “They’ve got a location on Maggie’s phone. It’s an address on Broadway.” 
 
        “Broadway? Those are all businesses. That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
        “Still,” Kevin said, “if her phone is there, we have to check it out.” 
 
        “Okay,” I replied, “let’s go.” 
 
        “No,” Helen said. “You stay here. You have to be here when Scarborough calls back. We’ll go.” 
 
        That made sense. I watched them go hoping they’d find my wife. 
 
        They had been gone about fifteen minutes when the phone rang. 
 
        “Mr. Williams, I hope I’ve given you enough time to assess your situation. Hopefully, you’ve decided to cooperate and bring this unfortunate problem to an end.” 
 
        “Okay, Scarborough. I’ll play ball. I just want my wife back. How do we play this?” 
 
        “Splendid! Tomorrow morning, you will bring the box to the riverfront. I will text you the exact location at eight o’clock. You should be there by nine-forty-five. Here is why. I have a rather nice yacht tied up at the dock. Your wife is aboard the yacht and so is an explosive device that is set to go off precisely at nine. If you show up with the box, I will have my men disarm the bomb and you may leave with your lovely wife. If you do not show, my men will cast off, let the yacht with your wife aboard drift into the current and, well, you get the picture. I will meet you in the parking lot adjacent to the dock. Do you understand?” 
 
        “I’ll be there.” 
 
        A few minutes later, everyone returned. 
 
        “Dead end,” Kevin said. “We found her phone in a dumpster behind a convenience store. Have you heard from Scarborough?” 
 
        I nodded and told them about the call. 
 
        “Damn!” Kevin muttered. “Eight o’clock! That gives us less than two hours to figure out a plan.” 
 
        “Not necessarily,” Helen said. “They checked out of their hotel. They may be staying on the yacht. Walt, check your caller-id. See if you have Scarborough’s number.” 
 
        I looked and smiled. “Got it!” 
 
        “Scarborough just made his first mistake,” Helen said, grinning. “Ox, have your boys ping that number and give us a location. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
        Ox made the call and ten minutes later we had the location of a dock on the Missouri River. 
 
        “Let’s go!” Kevin said, and we headed to Ox’s SUV. 
 
        We found the dock and spotted the yacht tied up alongside. 
 
        “Do you think we can take it,” Kevin asked. 
 
        “Too dangerous,” Helen replied. “There are three armed assassins on that boat. If we go in hot, someone’s going to get hurt. There must be a better way.” 
 
        My heart ached. Maggie was so close and there was nothing I could do. Scarborough had taken the most precious thing in my life. I vowed I’d find a way to make him pay.   
 
        “I might have an idea,” Alex ventured. “If Scarborough is to meet you in the parking lot, undoubtedly Maggie and his two goons will be in the cabin below deck. See the porthole on the side? The light is shining through it.” 
 
        We nodded. 
 
        “Well, a KO gas tossed into the cabin would put Maggie and the two goons to sleep.” 
 
        “KO gas? What’s that?” 
 
        “Surely you’ve seen it on spy movies. It’s a knockout gas called Flothane. It renders people unconscious on contact.” 
 
        “And you’ve got that stuff?” 
 
        “I do. Ishmael made sure his operatives had an arsenal of supplies.” 
 
        “Okay, “Kevin said. “How do you plan to get the gas on board without being seen?” 
 
        “I’m a certified open water scuba diver. I’ll bring it aboard from the river side where I won’t be seen.” 
 
        “Good Lord!” Kevin muttered. 
 
        “But,” Alex added, “we’re going to need something else. Maggie will be out too. We need another boat to pull up along side the yacht and get Maggie and me off the boat. They will need to have gas masks.” 
 
        “I can handle that,” Ox said. “I know some guys in the river search and rescue. They have a boat, and I can get the masks.” 
 
        “Then it looks like we have a plan,” Helen said. “Let’s get busy!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
        The next morning as the sun broke over the horizon, Garrett Scarborough was making final preparations for securing his coveted box. 
 
        “Good morning, Mrs. Williams. I hope you slept well.” 
 
        “Of course, I always get a good night’s sleep with my hands and feet bound.” 
 
        “Spunky! I like that. Be patient, my dear. It won’t be long until you’re reunited with your husband. Too bad it will be a brief reunion.” 
 
        “Go ahead! Make your plans, but you have no idea how resourceful my husband can be.” 
 
        “So you’ve said. Only in this little game, I’m holding all the cards.” 
 
        He turned to Stokes and Steele. “I will be meeting Williams in the parking lot at a quarter till ten. Make sure the woman’s mouth is taped shut so she can’t warn the old man. As soon as I secure the box, I’ll send him to you. He’ll be thinking you’ll release his wife. Instead, you’ll subdue him and tie him up. Then, leave the yacht, cast off, and let the boat drift away in the current. You’ll have to act quickly, as the bomb will detonate at exactly ten o’clock.” 
 
        Stokes looked wistfully at the elegant yacht. “You’re really going to blow up this beauty?” 
 
        “Randall, this yacht is nothing compared to what we will have once we have acquired the box. Just make sure you follow my orders to the letter. Do you understand?” 
 
        “Got it, boss.” 
 
        He turned to Maggie. “Good day, my dear. I’m so sorry it has come to this. If only your husband wasn’t so stubborn.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        It had taken us well into the night to get together everything we needed to pull off our rescue mission. 
 
        At nine o’clock, we gathered at a dock a half-mile downstream from Scarborough. 
 
        Ox introduced us to a crusty old guy puffing on a big cigar. “This is Gabby. He’s with the search and rescue team. He’ll be our chauffer this morning. I’ve worked with him before. He knows how to keep his mouth shut.” 
 
        After shaking hands all around, I said, “Do we have everything we need?” 
 
        Alex raised her hand. “I’ve got my scuba gear and the gas cannister. I’m ready to go.” 
 
        Ox held up the gas masks. “One for Kevin and one for me. As soon as we see Alex toss the can, we’ll be inside to get Maggie out. Alex will cast off the lines and then we’ll all jump into Gabby’s boat and get the hell out of Dodge before the boat blows.” 
 
        “Sounds like we’re ready,” I replied. “Be safe and I’ll see you on the other side.” 
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        It was exactly nine-forty-five when I pulled into the parking lot adjacent to the dock. Scarborough was there in the blue sedan I had seen so many times. I pulled up next to him and we were finally eyeball to eyeball. Thankfully, his back was to the dock. We both rolled down our windows. 
 
        “Right on time, Mr. Williams. I like that. Your wife is on the boat tied up to the dock. As soon as you hand over the box you may take her home.” 
 
        I needed to stall a few minutes. “I’m sure your two goons are in the boat with her. How do I know you won’t have them take me? How about you have your boys bring Maggie up here and then we’ll make the trade?” 
 
        Scarborough shook his head. “Sorry, Mr. Williams, that’s just not going to happen.” He looked at his watch. “You’ve already wasted five precious minutes. If I were you I wouldn’t waste any more.” 
 
        At that moment, I saw Alex toss the cannister, and smoke came billowing from the cabin of the yacht. 
 
        “Maybe you should take a look down there yourself,” I replied. “I don’t think things are going exactly as you planned.” 
 
        Scarborough turned and saw Kevin and Ox carrying Maggie out of the cabin. He watched in disbelief as Alex cast off the lines holding the yacht to the dock. As the yacht was pulled into the swift current, our little rescue boat with all aboard sped down the river to safety. 
 
        I looked at my watch. “Looks like your time is up, Scarborough.” 
 
        A moment later, there was an explosion and the yacht burst into flames. 
 
        Scarborough turned and the look in his eye was pure evil. “This isn’t over, Williams. Not by a long shot.” 
 
        I put my car in gear. “Have a nice day, Garrett.” 
 
        I sped away and met my friends on the search and rescue dock. 
 
        Maggie was just coming around when I arrived. I grabbed her and held her close. “I’m so sorry you got pulled into this.” 
 
        She looked into my eyes. “I knew you’d come. I just knew it!” 
 
        After congratulatory hugs all around, I thanked everyone and took my wife home. 
 
        That evening, over a glass of Arbor Mist, I told Maggie the whole story from start to finish. 
 
        “The thing I don’t understand,” she said, “is why you just didn’t get rid of the darned thing and avoid all the trouble.” 
 
        “In retrospect, I probably should have, but two people I respected, Mark and Ishmael, told me how important it was and that it just couldn’t land in the wrong hands. I thought I could figure out the right thing to do, but I was wrong and it almost got you killed.” 
 
        “So, what are you going to do now?” 
 
        “Tomorrow, this ends --- once and for all.” 
 
        At that moment, the phone rang. “Walt, it’s Mark. I’m at the airport. I’ll be at your place in an hour.” 
 
        “That won’t be necessary,” I replied. “I’ve got Maggie. She’s safe.” 
 
        “But how ---?” 
 
        “Not now. I’ll tell you tomorrow. For tonight, get a hotel room. Then tomorrow morning I want you to meet me down by the Missouri River. I’ll text you the address. Be there at ten.” 
 
        I hung up and dialed Scarborough. “This is Walt Williams. I want to put an end to this madness once and for all. I’m going to be at the dock where you had your yacht moored tomorrow morning at ten and I’ll have the box with me. If you’re interested, be there.” 
 
        I hung up, hoping that by this time tomorrow night, this nightmare would be over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
        I was on the dock a little before ten the next morning.  
 
        Mark arrived first and spotted the box on the dock beside me. He started to come onto the dock but I stopped him. 
 
        “Stop right there, Mark. We need to have a chat.” 
 
        “Walt, what in the world’s going on here?” 
 
        At that moment, a second car arrived and Garrett Scarborough stepped out. I don’t know who was more surprised, Mark or Scarborough. 
 
        Scarborough’s eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here Davenport?” 
 
        “I could ask you the same question, Garrett. It seems you’ve been involved in some off-the-book shenanigans. Does the agency know what you’ve been up to?” 
 
        “Now that’s the million dollar question, isn’t it, Davenport. Do you really think the agency isn’t interested in the box?’ Then he turned to me. “You said you’d bring the box.” 
 
        I pointed to the box at my feet. “It’s right here.” 
 
        “Then let’s end this. Give it to me and you can walk away.” 
 
        “Don’t do it, Walt!” Mark said. “Give the box to me. I’ll see it gets in the proper hands.” 
 
        “How about this,” I said. “I’ve been hearing for weeks about how important this is and yet nobody will tell me why. I’ll give the box to the first one of you who will tell me what the hell is inside.” 
 
        Mark and Scarborough looked at one another and both shook their heads. “Sorry, Walt. We can’t do that. Either one of us. We’ll have to settle it some other way.” 
 
        I nodded. “I thought that might be the case.” I picked up the box. “This is supposed to be so important, but so many men have died trying to obtain it, and it almost cost my wife her life. I’ve been told that whatever is in here could either be a blessing or a curse to mankind depending on who possesses it. Frankly, I’m not sure who the right person would be. The world has been getting along just fine without it, so I think the best thing to do is make sure no one gets it.” 
 
        I took a step to the edge of the dock. 
 
        Scarborough pulled a gun from his shoulder holster. “Take one more step and I’ll drop you where you stand.” 
 
        Mark pulled his at the same time. “Put the gun away, Garrett.” 
 
        “Sorry, Mark. I can’t do that.” 
 
        I took another step and Scarborough took aim, but Mark fired before Scarborough could get off his shot.  
 
        Scarborough slumped to the ground. 
 
        I heaved a big sigh of relief. “Thanks, Mark. I was hoping you’d come through.” 
 
        “Well, I did, so let’s get out of here. I’ll take that box off your hands.” 
 
        “Actually, you won’t,” I said, taking another step toward the river. “I meant what I said.” 
 
        “Walt! Surely you wouldn’t ---!” 
 
        “Tell me this, Mark. If I give the box to you, you’ll just turn it over to whoever is above you, and no telling where it will go from there. Scarborough said it himself, are you sure the agency wasn’t interested in the box? Are you sure the agency didn’t send him and tell him to get the damned thing no matter the cost?” 
 
        He didn’t reply right away. 
 
        “That’s what I thought,” I said, and I flung the box as far as I could into the muddy Missouri River. 
 
        Mark just stood there stunned as the box sunk into the murky depths. 
 
        “Jesus, Walt! What have you done? What will I tell my superiors back in Washington?” 
 
        “How about this. Tell them that Scarborough got the box and as he was making his getaway on the yacht, something went wrong with the bomb he had planted to kill me and Maggie. Scarborough, his two goons, and the box got blown away.” 
 
        He pointed to the body on the ground. “What about this?” 
 
        “Hey, you’re Homeland Security, after all. I’m sure you can think of something. Nice seeing you again, Bro.” 
 
        I walked away and at last, the nightmare was over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
        Not wanting to be a total poop, we invited Mark to dinner before his return trip to Washington. 
 
        I told him everything that had happened since the mysterious box fell into my hands. 
 
        We introduced him to Alex who was technically out of a job with the death of Ishmael. After learning of her contributions to our endeavors, he said he could use someone with her skill set and invited her to join his crew at Homeland Security. 
 
        After hearing how the yacht had been blown to pieces by Scarborough’s bomb, Mark decided the scenario I had suggested to explain the death of Scarborough’s crew and the loss of the box was the way to go. 
 
        Although he never said as much, I figured Scarborough’s body was now on the bottom of the Missouri River. 
 
        At last he would be united with the box he had sought to possess. 
 
        If that was the case, Scarborough was in for a big surprise. The box in the muddy depths was definitely a box, but not the box. 
 
        The real box is locked away in my safe. 
 
        As I contemplated how to end this nightmare once and for all, I realized that everyone, including Mark, had to believe the box was gone forever. 
 
        When I purchased the box for Bernice’s cookies at the Office Depot, I bought an extra, just in case, and I was so glad I did. 
 
        The box at the bottom of the river contains two cans of beets, a jar of pickles, and a two pair of old socks with holes in the toes I was planning to discard. I don’t like beets or pickles and the socks had seen better days. 
 
        I had actually thought about tossing the real box, but then I remembered the words of Ishmael, that what was in it could be a blessing to mankind, and it wasn’t my call to destroy something that might, in the right hands, make our lives a little better. 
 
        I am seventy-five years old, and the changes that have taken place during my brief sojourn in this life are remarkable. 
 
        I was five years old when my grandparents finally got indoor plumbing. There was a porcelain chamber pot with a lid at the end of the bed, and a two-hole outhouse in the corner of the chicken yard. 
 
        And speaking of chickens, my grandmother would say, “Walt, go get me a hen.” I had a wire rod about three feet long with a hook in one end. I would select a hen then chase it around the yard until I hooked its leg. I would drag the poor bird to my grandpa who would lop off its head with a hatchet. Then we would dunk it in a pot of boiling water heated by a wood fire. After plucking the feathers, grandpa would dress the hen and give it to grandma who would fry it in lard. In the end, we would have a fine meal of crispy fried chicken. The whole process would take a half day. All that may seem brutal in this day and age, but back then, it was just life on the farm in the 1940’s. 
 
        Today, we can pull into most any fast-food restaurant, and in five minutes have an order of chicken strips, fries, and a soft drink. For a few cents more, you can even super-size it! 
 
        I remember our first TV. It was black and white and we could get three channels on a good day. If we twisted the rabbit-ears antenna on the top of the set just right, we could watch The Ed Sullivan Show or I Love Lucy. Today we have a bazillion channels in high definition living color on a 60-inch screen with surround sound. 
 
        When I was a kid, everyone got a smallpox vaccination and that was it. People my age still sport the little round scar on their arm. Eventually, all of us got the measles and chicken pox. It was a rite of passage. You got to skip a week of school and when it was over we didn’t have to worry about getting it again. Today, the average kid has 26 doses of nine vaccines by their first birthday, 48 doses of 14 vaccines by age six, and 70 doses of 16 vaccines by age eighteen. Progress? Hmmmm! I wonder. 
 
        When I started selling real estate in 1978, there were no computers, no cell phones, and no fax machines. We learned about the houses for sale when the two-inch thick MLS book was published every two weeks. Our contracts were hand-written on forms using carbon paper. Today, the entire process of buying a house can be done online electronically. 
 
        The cell phones every high school kid carries around have more computing capabilities than the first computers that occupied a whole room. 
 
        All of this and more in my lifetime. 
 
        Given the possibility that the mysterious box contained something that could make our lives any better, I couldn’t destroy it. 
 
        But I also remembered Ishmael’s admonition that the contents of the box, in the wrong hands, could be a curse on mankind. 
 
        But whose hands are the right hands? 
 
        That was my dilemma. 
 
        I trusted Mark, of course, but he would have to surrender the box to someone else, and I didn’t feel comfortable not knowing who that might be. 
 
        Maybe someday, I’ll find the right person to possess the box, but until then, it will remain in my safe, along with all of the evidence collected to expose the government’s covert chemtrail program. 
 
        My name is Walt Williams, and if the wrong people ever discovered I had either of those things in my safe, my life wouldn’t be worth spit! 
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    Walt and the Kansas City Police are baffled by the cunning of this vicious killer and fear that he has indeed committed the perfect crime. Or did he? 
 
    Walt and his wacky senior cohorts prove, once again, that life goes on in spite of the carnage around them. 
 
    The perfect blend of murder, mayhem and merriment. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1aWGg3K 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    CRUISE SHIP MURDERS 
 
      
 
    [image: #11 Cruise cover 300 dpi crp copy] 
 
      
 
    Best New Mystery Novel – Summer 2013 
 
      
 
                             [image: ] 
 
      
 
    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
                   Ox and Judy are off to Alaska on a honeymoon cruise and invite Walt and Maggie to tag along. 
 
    Their peaceful plans are soon shipwrecked by the murder of two fellow passengers. 
 
    The murders appear to be linked to a century-old legend involving a cache of gold stolen from a prospector and buried by two thieves. 
 
    Their seven-day cruise is spent hunting for the gold and eluding the modern day thieves intent on possessing it at any cost. 
 
    Another nail-biting mystery that will have you on the edge of your seat one minute and laughing out loud the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/16VjURw 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    CLASS REUNION 
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                For most people, a 50th class reunion is a time to party and renew old acquaintances, but Walt Williams isn't an ordinary guy --- he's a cop, and trouble seems to follow him everywhere he goes. 
 
    The Mexican drug cartel is recruiting young Latino girls as drug mules and the Kansas City Police have hit a brick wall until Walt is given a lead by an old classmate. 
 
    Even then, it takes three unlikely heroes from the Whispering Hills Retirement Village to help Walt and Ox end the cartel's reign of terror. 
 
    Join Walt in a class reunion filled with mystery, intrigue, jealousy and a belly-full of laughs! 
 
    http://amzn.to/17S9YE0 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE ASSASSIN 
 
      
 
    [image: _13 Final front cover sm] 
 
      
 
    Two radical groups have joined together for a common purpose --- to kill the President of the United States, and they're looking for the perfect person to do the job. 
 
    Not a cold-blooded killer or a vicious assassin, but a model citizen, far removed from the watchful eyes of Homeland Security. 
 
    When the president comes to Kansas City, the unlikely trio of Walt, Willie and Louie the Lip find themselves knee-deep in the planned assassination. 
 
    Join our heroes for another suspenseful mystery and lots of laughs!  
 
    http://amzn.to/1bDdrKJ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE LOTTERY 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Two septuagenarians win the lottery's biggest prize, dragging Walt and Ox into the most bizarre cases of their career. 
 
    The two 'oldies' are determined to use their new found wealth to re-create the past but instead propel Walt into the future where he must use drones and Star Trek phasers to balance the scales of justice. 
 
    When an extortion plot turns into kidnapping, Walt must boldly go where no cop has gone before to save himself and the millionaire. 
 
    Come along for another hilarious ride with the world's oldest and most lovable cop! 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1exhji6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE VET 
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    Best New Mystery Novel – Spring 2014 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    Ben Singleton, a Marine veteran, had returned from a tour of duty in Afghanistan and was having difficulty adjusting to civilian life. 
 
    Fate, coincidence, or something else thrust him right into the heart of some of Walt and Ox’s most difficult cases. 
 
    Our heroes find themselves knee-deep in trouble as they go undercover in a nursing home to smoke out practitioners of Medicaid fraud, meanwhile, Islamic terrorists with ties to the Taliban are plotting to attack one of Kansas City’s most cherished institutions. 
 
    Join Walt and his band of senior sidekicks on another emotional roller coaster ride that will have you shedding tears of laughter one minute and sorrow the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/17GyE3n 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    ORGAN TRADERS 
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    A badly burned body with a fresh incision and a missing kidney leads Walt into the clandestine world of an organ trader ring that has set up shop in Kansas City. 
 
    Walt is determined to bring to justice the bootleggers, who purchase body parts from the disadvantaged and sell them to people with means, until a relative from Maggie’s past turns up needing a kidney to survive. 
 
    Once again, Walt discovers that very little in his world is black and white. 
 
      
 
                   amzn.to/1jmde5S 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
                     LADY JUSTICE 
 
                          AND THE 
 
                 PHARAOH’S CURSE 
 
      
 
                      [image: ] 
 
      
 
                An artifact is stolen from the King Tut exhibit, setting in motion a string of bizarre murders that baffle the Kansas City Police Department. 
 
    A local author simultaneously releases his novel, The Curse of the Pharaohs, attributing the deaths to an ancient prophesy, ‘Death shall come on swift wings to him who disturbs the peace of the King.’ 
 
    Are the deaths the result of an ancient curse or modern day mayhem? 
 
    Follow the clues with Walt and decide for yourself!  
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1yHlnGE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    IN THE EYE OF THE STORM 
 
      
 
    [image: Eye - sm] 
 
      
 
         With the death of a young black man, Walt and Ox are dragged into the eye of a storm as Kansas City erupts in violence and demonstrations. 
 
         Fearing for their lives, Captain Short sends them on assignment to Cabo San Lucas where they find themselves in the eye of a very different and even more dangerous storm --- Hurricane Odile. 
 
        Surviving these ordeals pushes both men beyond the limits of anything they have experienced, and leaves Walt facing one of the most important decisions of his life. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/1w6CthZ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE ON THE DARK SIDE 
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        After five years on the police force, a bullet in the kiester from a vengeful gangbanger convinces Walt that it’s time to turn in his badge. 
 
        Walt realizes once again that retirement just isn’t his cup of tea, and with a little urging from his brother-in-law, decides to become a private investigator. 
 
        For five years he had served the Lady Justice wearing a white robe and a blindfold and followed the rules, but he soon discovered that the P.I. business was leading him across the line into the dark side and a completely different set of rules. 
 
        When Walt comes face to face with the Lady Justice on the dark side, dressed in a tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels, he is faced with decisions that will change the course of his life. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/1LFIDyS 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE BROKEN HEARTS 
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        Walt goes under the knife for a heart operation and while in the hospital, stumbles upon a series of mysterious deaths that are certainly not from natural causes. 
 
        He solves that mystery only to discover that people on the transplant waiting list are suddenly dying as well. 
 
        Then, information about a terrorist plot is found on a heart attack victim who has been rushed to the ICU. 
 
        Throughout it all, Walt discovers that there are many ways that a person may die of a broken heart. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1I1xTIW 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY 
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        Are we being poisoned?     
 
        Those fluffy white trails crisscrossing the sky --- some say they are simply water vapor frozen into crystals. Others say they are deadly chemicals, some of which are for military defense, and others to control the weather and the world’s food supply. 
 
        Are the chemtrails really part of a clandestine government conspiracy? Four people believe so, and claim they have proof, but each of their lives comes to a tragic and mysterious end before they can offer their proof to the world. 
 
        Join Private Investigator, Walt Williams, as he searches for the truth and looks for clues to explain the untimely deaths. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1Ms5KLR 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY TRIAL 
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        Investigative reporter, Jack Carson, has been murdered, but by whom? 
 
        Police arrest mob boss Carmine Marchetti, but Walt is convinced that it was the work of government assassins, sent to silence the reporter before he could expose a clandestine program that for decades had been spraying deadly chemicals into the atmosphere for weather control and defense. 
 
        Will justice prevail or will the government’s dirty little secret remain hidden? 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/23vfry5 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOSTLY TREASURE 
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        Is there really a spirit world? And if there is, can those disembodied souls communicate with the living? 
 
        Can departed love ones speak to family from beyond the grave? 
 
        These are questions Walt must ponder when a bizarre series of paranormal events lead his friend, Mary, to a treasure hidden away for seventy years, and a family she never knew existed. 
 
        Walt’s ultimate answer lies in the words of the Professor, “There are still many things beyond the comprehension of mortal man.” 
 
        A light-hearted look at things that go ‘bump’ in the night.  
 
    http://amzn.to/235rVO9 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOST WHISPERER 
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        What do a Confederate soldier who died on the field of battle, a woman who was driven from her home by the ravages of the Civil War, and a man who perished in a turn-of-the-century asylum have in common? 
 
        They all contact private investigator, Walt Williams.  
 
        A bizarre series of events surrounding these paranormal visits culminate in the discovery of a terrorist plot to detonate bombs at a crowded festival. 
 
        Once again, Lady Justice pairs Walt with forces from beyond the veil to solve mysteries hidden for decades and bring evil-doers to justice. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/2cwzNU6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice and the Spy 
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        Walt and his senior sidekicks match wits with a killer clown, and an assassin hired by Big Pharma to murder a holistic physician working on a cure for cancer. 
 
        Things were going bad when a mysterious government spy appeared to save the day, but this spy had an ulterior motive, and it involved a member of Walt’s entourage.  
 
        Chemtrails, conspiracies, and clowns are a recipe for disaster, but Walt and Lady Justice prevail. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/2llIyWc 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    and the Cat 
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        A treasure hunter is murdered and his discovery is stolen. 
 
        Members of a terrorist cell who have plans for a devastating attack, recognize Sara Savage, a retired CIA operative, kidnap her, and hold her for ransom. 
 
        And who does Lady Justice send to help private investigator Walt Williams save the day? 
 
        Clarence the Cat! 
 
        Walt forms an uneasy alliance with the feline crime fighter to solve the mysteries and bring the bad guys to justice. 
 
        It’s a laugh a minute as Walt spars with his new furry partner and the forces of evil. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2trBnii 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    and the 
 
    Geriatric Gumshoes 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Inspired by their hero, Walt Williams, three retirees decide to give Lady Justice a helping hand.
Although their intentions are good, these septuagenarian sleuths get crossways with the Kansas City mafia, dangerous drug dealers, and the Russian mob.
    Walt must come to their rescue, putting himself in harm’s way to pull their eager, but aging, fannies out of the fire.
    Follow the action as Walt and the geriatric gumshoes prove once again that good guys can triumph over evil, no matter how old they are. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2eWNkM3 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice  
 
    And The  
 
    Sixth Sense 
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        A ten-year-old boy has a bike accident and suffers a concussion. A neural connection is made that gives him the ability to have insight into future events. 
 
        This young boy, with his new sixth sense, joins forces with Walt to exonerate a man who has been unjustly accused of murder, and thwart a plot to assassinate the President of the United States. 
 
        Once again Lady Justice prevails, this time thanks to the unlikely collaboration of a young savant and a seventy-four-year-old private investigator. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2DCdQFj 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice  
 
    And The 
 
    Magic Dragon 
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        Three children, a boy eight, and two six-year-old girls, see violence so terrifying that they retreat into the magical, make-believe world of Puff the Magic Dragon where they feel safe and secure. 
 
        P.I. Walt Williams teams up with Lady Justice and Puff to protect the kids from vicious muggers, an abusive husband, and a sexual predator. 
 
        Once again, justice is served when Walt and his senior sidekicks come to the rescue. 
 
        A story filled with fears, tears, laughter, and hope. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2FRJ5te 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    And The Black Widow 
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        Throughout history, men have used their wealth, power, and prestige to harass, manipulate, and coerce women to fulfill their sexual desires. 
 
        Fed up with the ‘good ole boy’ status quo, the Black Widow appears in Kansas City to avenge the women who have fallen victim to their male predators. 
 
        Fate throws P.I Walt Williams into the path of the Widow as she exacts her vengeance on the guilty. 
 
        Is the Black Widow a new cult heroine or a cold-blooded killer? 
 
        Decide for yourself! 
 
    https://amzn.to/2Juo2lz 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    And The Devil’s Breath 
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        Devil’s Breath is called the most dangerous drug in the world, and it’s come to Kansas City. It is said that it takes away a person’s free will, and minions of a Columbian drug lord are using it to rob, steal, kidnap, and even commit murder.
    Fate throws Walt and his geriatric sidekicks into the path of the purveyors of Devil’s Breath endangering their lives and the lives of those around them.
    Once again, Walt finds himself face-to-face with the Grim Reaper. Will he survive to continue serving Lady Justice, or will the Devil’s Breath take his last breath away? 
 
    https://amzn.to/2Nxw5fJ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    WOLVES IN SHEEP’S CLOTHING 
 
      
 
    [image: WISC6x9CoverFront] 
 
      
 
    In August of 2011, I completed the fifth novel in the Lady Justice mystery/comedy series, Lady Justice and the Sting. 
 
    As I always do, I sent copies of the completed manuscript to several friends and acquaintances for their feedback and comments before sending the manuscript to the publisher. 
 
    Since the plot involved a holistic physician, I sent a copy to Dr. Edward Pearson in Florida. 
 
    Dr. Pearson loved the premise of the book and the style of writing, particularly as it related to alternative healthcare, natural products and Walt's transformation into a healthier lifestyle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    In subsequent conversations, Dr. Pearson shared that he had been looking for a book that he could share with his patients, colleagues and peers that would spread his message in a format that would capture their imagination and their hearts. 
 
    The Sting was very close to what he had been looking for and he made the suggestion that maybe we could work together to produce just the right book. 
 
    As I reflected on this idea, I realized that Walt's skirmishes with pharmaceutical companies, corrupt politicians, doctors, nurses, hospitals, bodily afflictions and a healthier lifestyle were not confined to just The Sting, but were scattered throughout all six of the Lady Justice mystery/comedy novels. 
 
    Using The Sting as the basis of the new book, I went through the manuscripts of the other five Lady Justice novels and pulled out chapters and vignettes that fleshed out the story of Walt's medical adventures. 
 
    Thus, Wolves In Sheep's Clothing was born. 
 
    Dr. Pearson is currently using Wolves in conjunction with his New Medicine Foundation to help spread the word about healthcare alternatives. 
 
    [image: NMF_Logo_49x491] 
 
    New Medicine Foundation 
 
    Dr. Edward W. Pearson, MD, ABIHM 
 
    http://newmedicinefoundation.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    RAINBOW ROAD 
 
    CHAPTER BOOKS FOR CHILDREN 
 
    AGES 5 – 10 
 
      
 
    [image: Flyer 7 jpg best crop] 
 
      
 
    Super Secrets of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Super Powers of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
          Hawaiian Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Patriotic Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Sports Heroes of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Ghosts and Goblins of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Christmas Crooks of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    For more information, 
 
    Go to http://BooksByBob.com    
 
      
 
  
  
 images/00071.jpeg





images/00070.jpeg





images/00073.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE
J

AND THE
BROKEN HEARTS

ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00072.jpeg
_—
LADY JUSTICE

i

ON THE
DARK SIDE

ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00075.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

AND THE

MYSTERY
COMEDY

WILLIAMS NOVEL

ROBERT
THORNHILL





images/00074.jpeg
LADYCJUSTICE

ANENTHE
CONERLEY

b
ROBERT THORNHILL






images/00077.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

i "o
ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00076.jpeg
e N
UADY% 10ST,

i ) y

gzl\w i H





images/00079.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

®

AND THE CAT

ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00078.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE
AND
THE SPY |

—
SJ

A WALT WILLIAMS
MYSTERY/COMEDY NOVEL

ROBERT THORNHILL





cover.jpeg
A WALT WILLTAMS MYSTERY/COMEDY NOVEL

ROBERT %RNHILL





images/00060.jpeg
LaDY JusTICE






images/00062.jpeg





images/00061.jpeg
Pinnacle
 Book Achievement.
. Award






images/00064.jpeg
ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00063.jpeg





images/00066.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

AND
THE LOTTERY

£ g

|

ROEERT THORNHILL

=





images/00065.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE
)

/ J

AND
THE ASSASSIN

ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00068.jpeg
.

Pinnacle Book
Achieve
h ward






images/00067.jpeg





images/00069.jpeg
ROBERT\ NHILL





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00080.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

@

AND THE
GERIATRIC
GUMSHOES

£ KA

ROBERT THORNHILL






images/00082.jpeg
7
ROBERTATHORNHILIS





images/00081.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

@

AND THE
SIXTH SENSE

ey camesy

ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00084.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

AND THE
DEVIL'S BREATH

A WALT WILLIAMS NYSTERY/COMEDY NOVEL

ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00083.jpeg
LADY JUS e

%

AND THE






images/00086.jpeg





images/00085.jpeg





images/00087.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
A WALT WILLIAMS MVSTERWCDMEDY NOVEL

ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg





images/00036.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg
Ll |
; '7\
&N

\_\/





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00051.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE






images/00050.jpeg





images/00053.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE





images/00052.jpeg





images/00055.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

AND THE
VIGILANTE






images/00054.jpeg





images/00057.jpeg





images/00056.jpeg





images/00059.jpeg





images/00058.jpeg
DY JUSTICE





images/00049.jpeg
LARY JUSTICE

N
WI' /
‘ 'r‘

_ﬁ;’-ROBERT THORNHILL





images/00040.jpeg





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg





images/00044.jpeg





images/00043.jpeg





images/00046.jpeg





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg
LADY JUSTICE

AND THE
LOST TAPE






images/00047.jpeg
’ R’!LBERTTHORNHILL
-





images/00039.jpeg





images/00038.jpeg





