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Chapter 1







 Blessed are the Hidden


 


It’s hard to conduct a funeral service for someone you don’t
know, especially on the first day in town. I looked around at the small group
of unenthusiastic old people gathered at the grave. They didn’t look like they
were expecting much.


 I glanced down at the Bible in my hand. The worn black
leather still gave off a whiff of Detroit air pollution, but it disappeared
quickly in the clear Oklahoma air.


 “My Father’s house has many mansions. If it were not so, I
would have told you.” The youngest person in the group by thirty years was not
a mourner, but the secretary for the Oak Valley Community Church. Stephanie was
the one who met me at the church door this morning with my marching orders. It
had been a short night. In fact, it was about one in the morning when the
unmarked FBI car parked in front of the parsonage, and the agent unlocked the
door to let me in. 


Stephanie said the funeral would start in half an hour, and
she hopped in the passenger seat of the car. “You’ll never find it on your own.
It’s outside of town.”


“God comforts us, so that we may comfort those who need it.” 


The widow cleared her throat. She didn’t seem very upset.
More like impatient. She kept exchanging surreptitious looks with a
septuagenarian in a fine, classically tailored suit. The same breeze that
caused her veil to flutter lifted the silk tie from his chest.


“Frank Clemson wasn’t what you’d call a faithful attender,”
Stephanie said on the way to the cemetery. “More like a grumpy old man who kept
to himself. He seemed to have money, but I don’t know what he did. His wife
will be there. She’s a good twenty years younger than he was. Whoever else is
there will probably be what I call the founding fathers, old folks who have run
the town forever.”


“So they know where the bodies are buried,” I said. 


She did not respond. She was cute enough in a wholesome, corn-fed
way, but she apparently didn’t have a sense of humor. We continued out of Oak
Valley, where I had not seen any oak trees and the flat plain was unbroken by
anything resembling a valley.


“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are
crushed in spirit.” I looked past the grievers who were not really grieving to
the wheat fields and the enormous azure sky. A far cry from the concrete jungle
and skyscraper canyons I was used to. “Let’s say the Lord’s Prayer together.”
Since we were in the buckle of the Bible belt, everyone knew the words.


In the car, Stephanie had said, “There must be some money
somewhere. Clara, my friend at the hospital, said right after he died out of
towners came out of the woodwork. All of them wanted to talk to the widow and
Vassel, the big shot lawyer. Clara said it would go from whispers to shouting
and back to whispers. It must have been pretty upsetting, considering how awful
the death was to begin with.”


That got my interest. “What do you mean?”


“A hit and run. The only time the old man would leave the
house was to walk to the post office every day. He could have had front porch
delivery for mail even though they lived a ways out of town, but he had
everything delivered to a P. O. box. Very close to the vest. Anyway, he was
almost home last Thursday when a car ran all the way over him. Then, it backed
up until it ran over him again. At least that’s what the sheriff said it looked
like.”


Clouds and cows slipped by the car windows for a while. 


“I guess he was messed up pretty bad. The wife had to
identify him when she got back to town.”


“Where was she?”


“She goes to Dallas all the time. Shopping, I guess. She’s
lived here longer than I’ve been alive, but she doesn’t fit in. Likes nice
things. Seems to think she’s a little too good for us Okies.”


“They weren’t from here originally?”


“Nope. Dad says he remembered when they came to town,
probably from somewhere back east.”


“Very mysterious,” I said.


 “And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. Amen.”
We all finished in unison. I closed my Bible and the casket was lowered into
the ground. The widow tossed a flower in, without so much as a sniffle. The
sharp dressed man, who I assumed was the lawyer, tossed in a handful of dirt. A
couple of the grey ghosts followed his example, but most turned and shambled to
the line of parked cars.


The lawyer brushed the dirt off his hands and approached me.
“I’m Clete Vassal.”


“Peter Andrews,” I said, and we shook on it.


“This is Vera Clemson.”


“Thank you for your kind words, Reverend,” she said.


“I’m sorry for your loss.” The next line of the ritual.


Vassal said, “And thank you for performing the service on
such short notice. You just got into town this morning?”


“Last night. Late.” 


“I’m not involved in the church as much as I once was, but I
was surprised they found a replacement for Pastor Bradley so fast. Considering
he left so unexpectedly.”


He was fishing for information I didn’t have. “I’m just happy
to be here, Mr. Vassal, and I hope to see you in church one Sunday soon.”


“You just might. In any case, we’re looking forward to having
you in our community.”


He offered his arm to the widow Clemson and they made their
way to the funeral parlor limo.


Stephanie and I were alone at the graveside. “No reason to
stay,” she said, “unless you want to watch the bulldozer shove the dirt back
in.”


I had seen that plenty of times already. “No, let’s go.”


We were almost to the car when the gentle rural breeze
carried the argument to us.


“I am looking!” Vera was standing at the open door of
the limo.


Vassal’s words were indistinguishable, but they seemed to
inflame her even more. 


“I know what he wants. I want it too. Give me more time!” She
got into the car, and the lawyer shut the door forcefully.


“I wonder what that was about,” I said.


“Very mysterious, indeed,” said Stephanie. 


 


I spent the rest of the afternoon at the church office,
feeling caged and avoiding my secretary’s questions. As a police chaplain in
Detroit, I didn’t log much office time. Instead, I counseled officers, went on
death notifications, coordinated community programs for at-risk kids, and was
usually on site during big operations and SWAT actions. Five years as an
officer on the street before getting my ordination gave me some cred with the
department. They let me on the front lines where most chaplains did not get to
go. 


Which led directly to being in the Witness Protection Program
in a rural community’s church. Not a good place for an adrenaline junkie.
Stephanie was not satisfied with the cover story provided to me, so she kept
coming in to the office and digging for details. By the end of the day she was
completely dissatisfied with my vague answers.


Dinner at the local diner was not much better. The local
pastor in a small town is a figure of much interest, I learned. 


I was eating with the leader of the church’s board of
deacons, John Gray, who had recently taken over the Ford dealership from his
deceased father, which automatically made him a mover and shaker in the town.
At 30, he was a couple of years younger than me, married to his high school
girlfriend, and starting a family. Deeper roots than I was likely to have for a
long time.


He knew everybody, and introduced me to whoever walked by.
The constant barrage of questions made it a challenge to keep my story
straight.


When we finished the catfish special, John paid with a Gray
Auto Sales credit card. “Cynthia and I want have you to the house for dinner
after you get settled. I need to give her a couple of days’ notice. The morning
sickness is lasting longer than just the morning, you know.”


I smiled. “That would be great.”


“Maybe Stephanie could join us. She graduated with Cynthia
and me.”


That plan had its plusses and minuses. “Sure.”


I drove home in the Kia Sportage that had been parked in the
garage when I arrived last night. Just the kind of car a city slicker might
drive into the land of Chevys, GMs, and of course Fords from Gray Auto Sales.


The house was a three-bedroom clapboard, perfect for a small
family, though I understood the previous pastor, Rev. Bradley, had been a
widower with grown children. The inside was decorated tastefully, if it was
1980. The TV was a huge box that probably took two men to lift. I dropped my
tie and suit jacket onto the chair in the bedroom. I had worn them to the
funeral, but had dispensed with them soon after. The agent last night had told
me, “If you wear a tie too much, the locals will think you’re DEA.”


The second bedroom had minimal furniture, good for a guest
room. The third room was more interesting. Bradley had used it as his home
office. A huge antique desk dominated the center of the room, and two walls
were covered floor to ceiling with bookcases. The Ladies Auxiliary chairperson
had introduced herself at the office earlier, and said her volunteers would
pack up this room when they got a forwarding address, but I had been looking
forward to looking at it more closely all day.


Many of the books were theology, but there were also scores
of biographies and a large selection of novels. Curiosity, an occupational
hazard for cops, led me to open the desk drawers. The right bottom drawer had
sermon files, and on the opposite side personal files, tax returns, insurance
information, etc.


I pulled on the thin lap drawer, but it only opened half way.
I reached my hand in and felt the spine of a hardback book. I took a wooden
ruler and wedged it between the book and the bottom of the desk. I could push
the book down enough to slide the drawer open.


I pulled the book out. The Fires of Summer by K. C.
Waters. Maybe the only book I was forced to read in high school that I enjoyed,
it was the story of a teenaged boy coming of age in a small town in the South,
whose fire chief father insisted on responding to fires in the black community
that had been set by an arsonist.


I opened to the back inside flap, but there was no author
photo. It simply said, “K. C. Waters lives in New York City. He is working on
his second novel.”


But there had been no second novel. I remembered the gigantic
success of Fires had driven the sensitive Waters into seclusion, the
subject of mysterious sightings and intense speculation for many years.


Why was this book in the drawer? I closed it and found its
place in the bookshelves. The books were compulsively divided by type then
sorted into alphabetical order. I had to get on my knees to get to the Ws in
the fiction section. Before I slid the book into place, I noticed an envelope
in its intended location. I placed the book and sat in the chair to open the
sealed envelope, addressed to Rev. Bob Bradley.


The letterhead was from the Princeton English department. It
read:


  Bob,


  Need you to put the pressure on. Kenneth not cooperating.
Too much at stake.


  E. J.


There was no date, but the crispness of the stationary told
me it was recent. I wondered if Bradley’s leaving so suddenly was tied to the
letter. Maybe he had to leave town to take care of something.


I probably should quit worrying about the old pastor, I told
myself, and start worrying about the new one. Me.


 


Hours later, restless and unable to sleep, I decided to go
for a walk. The first thing I noticed as I stepped off my porch was how dark it
was. It was never completely dark in Detroit; streetlights, adjacent buildings,
and car lights drenched the city in a stark, grainy light. In Oak Valley, the
illumination was further apart, leaving space for glimpses of the onyx sky with
more stars than I knew existed.


I walked out of the neighborhood and into downtown. The
parking spaces along the street were empty, and no buildings showed any sign of
life, until I turned the corner and saw a glow inside the church. It moved from
one window to another, like a carried flashlight.


I couldn’t help myself. I moved closer, pulling my keys out
of my pocket. Before I unlocked the front door, it occurred to me I could call
the police, but I didn’t even know if Oak Valley had a police force. I felt
sure they didn’t have 911. I knew I should lay low, but this was my church,
after all.


I slid the key in and turned it slowly. I opened the door
quietly to reveal the large, shadowy sanctuary. I heard muffled voices from
down the hall. I made my way toward them, my blood pressure rising with every
squeak of the floor.


They were in my office. “I don’t see it. It could be
anywhere.”


“Keep looking.”


Perhaps they were after any cash that might be there, but
surely they knew that any random convenience store would be more lucrative than
a small church. There was some sound equipment, but it was on the platform in
the sanctuary, and so ancient it couldn’t be of interest to anyone except possibly
Three Dog Night circa 1972.


It didn’t matter. They were up to no good. I almost stepped
into the office, but the walls shimmered and faded into a Detroit alleyway.


I had been on the force for less than a year, still very much
a rookie. My partner and I had responded to a Domestic Disturbance call. When
we knocked on the door, the woman said she was scared that her old man would
hurt her and her year-old baby when he returned. As we interviewed her, we
realized she was shacked up with a dealer we had been tracking for weeks.


We told her we would stay close and arrest him when he showed
up. She begged us to get her out of there, but we were sure we could protect
her and the kid and get the bad guy. We staked out the alley behind the
apartment building, but we were too far away when he came home. We heard the
screams and the yells, but by the time we got to the apartment it was too late.
The consolation prize was we could charge him with double homicide instead of
just possession with intent to distribute.


“What are you punks doing in here?” Our custodian’s voice
snapped me back to the present. I had met Roger earlier that afternoon. He was
too old for such a physical job, but he had been a fixture for decades. I
didn’t know what he was doing there so late.


I peeked around the corner. The intruders were older than I
first thought, maybe late 20s. They were both wearing dark hoodies with plain
ball caps pulled low over their faces.


“You need to get out of here, old man,” said one of them,
advancing toward Roger.


“You’re the ones that need to leave,” he said, his voice
shaking, “before I call the sheriff.”


“That would be a bad mistake,” said the first one. I noticed
the other had moved behind Roger. He had an aluminum softball bat in his hand,
and he raised it to strike.


“Stop! Police!” I yelled, from force of habit. I ran into the
office. The intruders were so surprised the second guy lowered the bat.


“You don’t look like the police,” said the first one. “You
look like another loose end to me.” He slipped a knife out of his belt. The
other one pulled the bat back over his shoulder, as if he were ready for a
pitch.


From the hallway, I heard a woman’s voice. “Roger? Is that
you?” 


“It’s getting too crowded. Let’s get out of here.” The two
ran out the door, almost knocking Stephanie down as she entered.


“Hey! What’s going on in here?” She watched the two run out
the back door, and turned to us. “Roger? Are you all right?”


Roger looked a little unsteady. Glaring at me, she helped him
into a seat.


“How could you let Roger face those thugs? Just look at him!”


“It’s OK, Stephanie,” Roger began. “The pastor…”


I caught his eye and shook my head. He got the hint and
stopped talking.


Stephanie didn’t stop talking, though. “And you just let
those guys get away! Did they take anything?”


“I don’t think so.”


“It’s a good thing I was driving by and saw the lights.
There’s no telling what they would have done to poor Roger.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, “I just froze.”


I watched her tend the custodian. The lying had begun.


 


The next morning did not find me any more inclined to stay in
the office. I had a sermon to prepare for Sunday and a couple of meetings
scheduled for the afternoon, the Building Committee and the Board of Deacons,
but I decided it would be a pastorly thing to do to walk downtown.


Stephanie looked at me disapprovingly as I left the building.
She knew how much I had to do. 


The Post Office was across the street. It looked like a
two-person operation inside, and I could see both of them. A lady with her grey
hair tied up in a bun was behind the counter, and a man in his mid-forties sat
at a desk with a Postmaster sign on it.


The lady looked up. Her “Can I help you?” combined mild
interest with the dread that she might have to do some work.


“I’m Reverend Andrews,” I said, holding out my hand. 


The Postmaster got up from his desk. “Good morning! What can
we do for you?”


I wanted to ask what kind of mail Frank Clemson got, but
instead I stuttered, “Is there any mail for the church?


“Not here,” said the lady. “Billy the carrier will bring it
to your office later this morning.”


“Great. You do have P. O. boxes, though?”


“Of course,” she said, probably wondering why I didn’t notice
the bank of them to my immediate left.


“You may know I conducted the service for Frank Clemson
yesterday. I heard he came in here every day.”


She paused. “I probably shouldn’t discuss that.”


“I understand. I was just curious, that’s all. Well, thank
you just the same.”


The postmaster said, “Marjorie, I’m going to take our deposit
to the bank.” He grabbed a currency bag out of his desk and walked out with me.


When the door closed behind us, he said, “Don’t mind her. She
takes the confidentiality thing a little too far. I’m Mike Miller, by the way.”


We shook hands.


“Fact is, Frank Clemson was an interesting customer.”


“How so?”


“Well, he was in here every day, but that’s not so strange.
No, it was what he received. There was correspondence with no return address,
but postmarked from New York, and at least once a month he got what looked like
checks. I could see “Pay To The Order Of” in the envelope window, but I could
never make out the name. I’m sure it wasn’t Frank Clemson, though.” He said the
last thing sheepishly. I could imagine him turning the envelope every which way
to see the contents. 


“Anyway,” he continued, “he always went to the bank after the
post office. Always carrying his leather satchel. Strange, but they never found
his satchel where he was hit.”


“You don’t say.”


“Nope. I guess his habits were one of those strange things
you get used to in a small town. You see it every day, you stop wondering. Here
we are at the bank. Come on in, I’ll introduce you.”


After last night at the diner with John Gray, I didn’t see
how there could be many people I hadn’t met yet, but I followed him inside. We
went to the first cashier, and Mike handed her his deposit. “Good morning, Sue.
Richard in?” He nodded toward the empty desk in the corner of the lobby.


“He’s with some customers in the safety deposit boxes,” she
said, and started to count the money from the bag.


A crash came from one of the back rooms. “There’s nothing
here!” a familiar woman’s voice shouted. “It’s empty!”


Vera Clemson swept into the lobby, Clete Vassel trailing in
her wake. A dazed man in a shirt and tie followed. Richard, I assumed.


“Listen, Vera, keep your voice down,” Vassel said. “You don’t
need everyone knowing your business.”


“Leave me alone,” she said. “Just go back to your office and
find something else to bill me for!” Her eyes met mine as she shoved the bank
door open. She got into a late model Lincoln Town Car and drove away.


 


After awkward introductions and apologies for the peace being
disturbed, I headed back to the church. As I turned onto the sidewalk, Vera
Clemson’s Town Car pulled up beside me. Her window slid down. “Get in, Preacher.”


Remember that curiosity thing? It was in full bloom. As I got
in, I saw Stephanie watching from an office window. She didn’t look happy, and
the Building Committee probably wouldn’t be happy either.


We pulled away from the curb. Vera’s eyes were red, but her
voice was steady. “You must have some questions. The incident in the bank, and
my argument with Clete.”


“All of that is your business, Mrs. Clemson.”


“No, I want you to know. My husband left behind certain
assets that we can’t find. Literary assets.”


“Oh?” 


“My husband was K. C. Waters. I’m sure you know the name.”


I managed, “Of course.”


“Then you know he made enough money off ‘Fires of Summer’ to
keep us living quite well. The educational sales alone have been generous every
year, but the movie residuals and now e-book sales…it seemed like the money
faucet couldn’t be turned off. You would think it would be enough.”


“It wasn’t?”


“It was for Frank and me. All he wanted to do was live in
this godforsaken backwater and write in secret.”


I was galvanized. “He kept writing?” The rumor was he
suffered from writer’s block, terrified that nothing he wrote could compare
with “Fires.”


“Oh, yes, every stupid, miserable day. Tap, tap, tap on that
cursed typewriter. And he never showed anything to anybody. I was his first
reader – almost a collaborator - on ‘Fires,’ but I never saw a word after we
moved here.”


We drove in silence. We left the city limits, which didn’t
take long, and turned onto County Road 1136, which doubled back along the outer
edges of town.


After a while, she said, “We had enough, but so many people
wanted more out of him. His publishing company was desperate for new work.
Academic ties he had from the past wanted to be the first to introduce anything
by him. Even some of the old leaders in town who knew his identity wanted him
to acknowledge he was Waters because the attention and tourism would help the
local economy. The pressure was enormous.”


“How did Frank handle it?”


“He was despondent, but he refused to give in. He was a perfectionist,
and he wouldn’t release anything that was not up to his standards. That was
part of what made ‘Fires’ great, but it became paralyzing. He kept promising me
he had something almost ready, but it never happened.”


“So where is everything?” I knew that was the million dollar
question.


“I don’t know! No one does. I was sure we would find it in
the safe deposit box, but there was nothing in there. He could have had some
stuff in his satchel, but there’s no way it could have been everything from the
last thirty years.”


“Did he have any friends he might have given his work to?”


“His closest friend was your predecessor, Reverend Bradley.
Even he seemed to be putting pressure on Frank in the last few weeks before he
disappeared.” 


I thought of the letter I had discovered.


“Then Frank found out he was after the new work like all the
rest, and stopped speaking to him.”


The tires crunched as they rolled over the gravel road.


“Why tell me?” I asked.


“Whoever is after Frank’s work might think it’s in your parsonage.
You might be in danger.”


“Danger?” I was thinking of the intruders in the church.


“I’m convinced Frank was murdered, and maybe Reverend
Bradley.”


“Why haven’t you gone to the police?”


“Sheriff Harris? He’s the only law we have around here. He’s
a good man, but not equipped to handle more than a drunk and disorderly and the
occasional drug bust. He’s one of the group that ran the town when we first
moved here, but he told me he thinks Frank’s death was an accident and Reverend
Bradley will give his forwarding address any day now.”


 


The church office was cold when I returned, but not because
of the air conditioner. Stephanie did not look up when she said, “Mr. Gray,” in
clipped syllables.


To his credit, Gray managed a smile when I entered. “Hello,
Pastor. Did you remember the 4:00 Deacon’s meeting?” I glanced at my
wristwatch. 4:45.


“I’m sorry. Something came up.”


“That’s what I told them. Settling in issues, and so on. They
were disappointed not to meet you, though, and we have some items that need your
attention.”


I slumped in the chair beside him. “I’m sorry, John. Time got
away. I was with Vera Clemson.”


“I know,” he said. Of course he did.


“She’s afraid for her safety, and she doesn’t think the
sheriff will protect her.”


“Wait a minute!” he whispered intently. He got up and shut
the door. My last glimpse of Stephanie was her indignant eyebrows arching.


Gray’s voice was quiet. “Peter, you’ve got to remember you’re
not an active duty police officer anymore. You need to let Sheriff Harris do
his job.”


I was shocked. “How…how did you know?”


“Your FBI handler filled me in. He didn’t tell me any
details, or your real name. He needed some eyes on the ground, and he thought I
could help. Don’t worry, I’m sworn to secrecy.”


“Are you with the Bureau?”


He laughed. “No, I’m just who I told you I was. But as
someone who cares about this community, I can’t let you do anything that will
bring unwanted attention to you or this town. My family is here.”


“I understand.”


“I hope so. From now on, you’re the pastor of this church, no
more and no less. Keep your office hours, show up at the meetings, and have a
sermon every Sunday. By the way, this Sunday is the biggest crowd you’re likely
to ever have, due to the novelty factor. You never get a second chance to make
a first impression.”


A sermon. It was 5:00 on a Friday afternoon.


I got John out of the office and decided to work at home.
Sitting in Reverend Bradley’s office there was distracting, though. I couldn’t
settle on a topic. My go-to theme in Detroit when I spoke was how faith could
rescue people from drug abuse and lives of crime, but that somehow didn’t seem
appropriate to rural Oklahoma. 


The truth was I had never spoken in a traditional church
setting. After I received my ordination, I moved right into chaplain work. 


The thought of preaching Sunday made me anxious. I left the
room and wandered into the kitchen, but I wasn’t hungry. I looked out the
window over the sink into the backyard. It was bare, with sandy spots peeking
through the patchy grass. The most unusual feature was a mound of dirt with a
revolving vent at the apex. A tornado shelter.


When I heard I was being shipped to Oklahoma, tornadoes were
the first thing I thought of, but I guess everywhere has something. The east
coast has hurricanes, California has earthquakes, and Detroit had gangland
executions. At least my part did.


I walked out into the yard. As I got closer to the shelter, I
saw the metal door. I opened it, and a cloud of dust swirled up. Steps went
down into the murky depths. Anything was more interesting than writing, so I
turned my phone’s flashlight app on and went in.


It was cobwebby and musty, but I suppose it was better than
being swept to Oz. As I turned to leave, I noticed the dirt on the floor had
been disturbed. There were footprints and a swath against the opposite wall,
like a door had been opened. I approached the wall and saw a small indention
that could serve as a handle. I pulled it open.


On the other side was another room with cinderblock walls and
free-standing metal shelves. On the shelves were three air tight file boxes
with year ranges written in black marker. “1985 – 1990,” “1991 – 2010,” and
“2011 –.” The ending date on the last was blank. I pulled it down to the floor,
and knelt beside it. I released the plastic clamps and removed the lid.


Inside were neatly labelled manila envelopes, some with a few
type-written pages, some full to bursting. I pulled one out. 


“Remembering Big Muddy” by K. C. Waters.


“Nocturnal Blooms” by K. C. Waters said the next. And on and
on, short stories, poems, and a couple of lengthy manuscripts that had to be
novels.


I heard a woman’s voice from outside the shelter. “Reverend
Andrews, are you down there?”


Stephanie.


“Are you alone?” I called.


“Yes. Sheriff Harris phoned for you.”


“Come down here.”


I heard her descend the steps. “Sheriff Harris called me. He
didn’t have your cell number, so he called mine.”


She appeared in the doorway. She had changed from the
business slacks and blouse she wore at the office into blue jeans, red sneakers,
and a Dire Straits tee shirt. Her eyes opened wide. “What is this place?”


“Take a look.” 


I handed her some folders. She opened one and read, closed it
and opened another. “Why are these here?’ she asked, then answered her own
question. “Mr. Clemson was K. C. Waters.”


“Exactly. What did the sheriff want?”


She put her hand over her mouth. “Vera Clemson is dead. Shot.
Do you think it was over this?”


A man’s voice interrupted, “Quite possibly.”


Clete Vassel, the lawyer, stood with a gun trained on us. He stepped
into the room and glanced down at the files. “There they are. I guess Vera was
telling the truth when she said they weren’t in the house. I always thought
Reverend Bradley knew more than he was letting on. I came back here to look one
more time.”


“Take them. They’re yours,” Stephanie said, her voice
quivering. She seemed on the verge of tears. 


“I’m sorry, dear, you know too much. Fortunately, your bodies
will be easier to hide than Bradley’s. All I have to do is close the door.”


He aimed his gun at me, and Stephanie backed toward the wall.
“Pete, duck!” she yelled. She grabbed the shelf and pulled it over onto Clete.


I jumped out of the way, and the gun skittered to my feet. A
.22 pistol, kept clean. I picked it up and pointed it at the lawyer. Pages from
the boxes floated down around us.


“That was a slick move,” I said.


“Three brothers,” she answered.


 


The sanctuary was full. I could see a wooden statistics board
with slots to change the numbers at the back of the room. Attendance last
Sunday had been 42, of which 36 attended Sunday School, and the offering had
been $514. Today there were at least 200, curious not only in a new preacher
but one who had inadvertently cracked the most famous literary mystery of the
last 40 years. I wondered what the stats board would say about today’s
offering.


I spotted John Gray, beside himself with excitement at the
crowd, next to his very expectant wife, Cynthia. In front of them was
Stephanie, beautiful in a navy blue dress.


The preliminaries were dealt with, the hymns, the choir’s
special music, and the announcements. Church picnic a week from Saturday,
sign-up sheet in the lobby. It was down to nut cutting time, as one of the
local ranchers might say.


“There are many ways we can hide,” I began. “The Bible tells
us we can hide from our enemies, we can hide in the shadow of His wings, and we
can even hide from God, like Adam and Eve tried to do. But probably most common
for us today is trying to hide from ourselves. Hide from who we are, what we
want, or from our purpose.”


I wondered if I would ever get used to this, a way of life
different from all I had ever known. Should I even try? I had to be ready to
move at a moment’s notice, and the fewer attachments I had when that time came
the better.


“Perhaps the remedy is to live in the moment, and engage in
it to its fullest. To not hold back, but instead to give, and receive in turn.”


My eyes found Stephanie again. She smiled.


      


 


      


      
















 


 


 


 


 


Chapter
2







 Blessed are the Seekers


 


My bloody hand slid down my chest to the soupy pool forming
on my stomach. You expect the red from the blood, but the yellow and brown
fluids can be alarming.


I was leaning against a tombstone in the cemetery. A few
yards away, I could see Stephanie. She wasn’t moving.


I called her name, but I don’t know if the sound ever came
out.


I had to get to her, but I couldn’t move. I wasn’t sure if I
would ever move again.






The baby cried in anger, but anyone would be mad if they
awoke to cold water splashed on their head.


“Behold, children are a gift of the Lord,” I intoned, trying
to be heard above the racket. The parents, John and Cynthia Gray, vacillated
between embarrassment at the noise and pride in their new little girl.


I looked around the 71-member congregation of Oak Valley
Community Church in rural Oklahoma, where I had been pastor for about ten days,
and saw smiles on almost every face. Babies will do that.


Not one of the faces knew that a month ago I was involved in
one of the most violent drug gang take-downs in Detroit’s history as a police
chaplain, and that their new pastor was here as a guest of the Federal Witness
Protection Program.


“Train up
a child in the way he should go, and even when he is old he will not depart
from it.” John Gray was chairman of the board of deacons for the church, about
my age, which is to say his early thirties, and firmly ensconced as the owner
of the town’s Ford dealership, inherited from his father few years ago.


John knew that I was in the WPP, but he did not know the
details of my story, or even what my real name was. He knew me as Peter
Andrews, and that the FBI had asked him to keep an eye on me.


I took the squalling baby from Cynthia, and it quieted. Who
would have thought I had a way with babies? I held her up so everyone could
see. “Brothers and Sisters, meet Crystal Renee Gray.”


The rest of the service settled into its normal rhythm until
Sheriff Harris entered the sanctuary. He had dressed quickly, missing one of
the crucial shirt buttons needed to completely cover his paunch. He looked over
the congregation, then approached John and whispered in his ear. John’s face
blanched white. He whispered to Cynthia, then followed the sheriff out.


I finished my sermon, gave the benediction, and distractedly
shook hands with parishioners as they filed out. Cynthia approached with her
baby, followed by Stephanie, the church secretary. Stephanie had increased in
my estimation since she pulled a metal shelf over onto a guy holding a gun on
us last week.


“There’s trouble at the dealership,” Stephanie said. “I’m
driving Cynthia over now.”


“I’ll lock up and be there as soon as I can.”


Gray Auto Sales was not far from the church.
Nothing in Oak Valley was far from the church. As I pulled into the parking lot, the swirling lights
on our only cop car reflected off the showroom windows. Except the one that was
shattered. I stepped through it to see John, Sheriff Harris, and a few random
onlookers wandering among the new vehicles parked inside. Each of the cars had
some kind of damage – windshields broken, mirrors ripped off, tires slashed. 


Stephanie was comforting Cynthia, so I approached the sheriff
and John. “Preacher,” the sheriff said by way of greeting. “Sorry to interrupt
your service.”


“What happened?” I asked.


“I thought it was kids when I first got here,” the sheriff said.
“But I think it was planned pretty carefully. I was here 20 minutes after the
alarm went off, and they were long gone. They did the maximum damage in the
minimum time.”


He turned to John. “I have everything I need for now. I’ll
have Eileen at the station e-mail you the pictures and the police report for
your insurance. I guess you can start cleaning up.”


Stephanie said, “I’ll take Cynthia and Crystal home then come
back and help.”


John and I watched the sheriff and the ladies leave, then he
turned and said, “Come look at this.”


We went to his office and he pulled his chair out. He lifted
a torn piece of paper from it. “I got this off my desk as fast as I could so
the sheriff wouldn’t see it.”


It was a page torn out of a Bible, from the book of Exodus. Circled
was the verse, “The Lord will visit the iniquities of the fathers on the
children, to the third and fourth generation.”


“Do you know what it means?” I asked. 


“I’m afraid I do.”


“Well?”


He sat down heavily. “I shouldn’t bother you with this.
You’re supposed to lay low, remember? You may have already blown it after you
took down old man Vassel and found those lost manuscripts last week.”


What he didn’t know was as a cop for five years and a police
chaplain for five more I couldn’t walk away from anyone in trouble. “John,
don’t worry about me. I can be more help than you think.”


“All right. If it was still just me, it might be different.
But now with Cynthia, and especially Crystal, I can’t put them in danger. Back
in 2008, when the economy tanked, people around here were barely able to keep
their homes. They sure weren’t buying new Fords. My dad owned this place then.
I was off at college. I was worried about the business, but then one day the
troubles seemed to go away. The oil jobs came back, the price of wheat and corn
rose, everything was better.


“Then Dad had his heart attack, and I got to put my business
degree to use. What I saw was a massive infusion of cash in January of ’09 to
the tune of $600,000. That money got him through the rough patch, but I never
found where it came from or if was paid back, at least not in a lump sum.”


“Loan shark?” I asked.


“Mob money, most likely. My grandad made his living by
running bootleg whiskey up to Chicago for Capone’s boys during Prohibition.
Let’s just say he was not a deacon in a church. Anyway, if Dad needed money, he
probably knew where to get it.”


“And now somebody wants it back.”


He nodded. “About a year ago I got a telephone call that ‘The
bank was closing,’ but when I asked what they meant or who they were, they hung
up. Then a couple of months back, I got a visit from some guy asking for the
owner, and he seemed surprised when I came out. We went into my office and he
told me about the loan, that with interest it was up to $750,000, and to call
him at the number on his card when I had it.”


He looked out his office window to the chaos of his showroom
floor. “I guess the time is up.”


I said, “Let me guess. You don’t have the money.”


He chuckled grimly. “Nope.”


“And Cynthia doesn’t know?”


He shook his head.


Stephanie walked into the office. Her blue dress had changed
to shorts, sneakers, and a Police tee shirt. Her brown hair was swept back in a
ponytail. “I called some kids from the youth group. They’re picking up brooms
and stuff from the church then they’ll be here to help. I’m so sorry, John.”


“Thanks. Me too.” She left, and he looked back at me. “Where
do we start?”


“Let me see that card.”


It read Frank McNeill, Financial Consultant, and gave a phone
number. No address.


“Let’s give it a call,” I said. I got up to close the office
door. The youth group had arrived, and Stephanie was assigning jobs. When she
saw me closing the door, she scowled and put her hands on her hips.


John punched in the number and put the phone on speaker.


“McNeill.”


“This is Peter Andrews, calling on behalf of Gray Auto
Sales.”


“Really? Are you by chance with law enforcement?”


“No, actually. I am Mr. Gray’s pastor.”


The snort on the other end was either laughter or disgust, I
couldn’t tell which. “What can I do for you, Reverend?”


“I wanted to mention that the debt in question is not Mr.
Gray’s, but his father’s, who is now deceased. So, we don’t think he has to
repay.” John was burying his face in his hands.


“I don’t see it that way.”


“Then we might have to take it up with the proper
authorities,” I said.


“I have mentioned to Mr. Gray that would be a bad idea. It
would be terrible if the next visit to Gray’s Auto Sales happened during
business hours, when customers and employees are there. Not that I had anything
to do with today’s incident.”


“Of course not. At the very least, we need more time to get
that much money together.”


McNeill was beginning to lose his cool. “The terms are not up
to me. I have to answer to my boss. My job is to collect, so that’s what I plan
to do. Call me Friday before noon with a drop point. I don’t want this to take
any longer than it has to.” 


He hung up.


“I think you made him mad,” John said.


“Do you think the bank will loan you the money?”


“I doubt it. The house has 75 in equity, I have about that in
other assets, and the net worth of the dealership wouldn’t make up the
difference.”


Stephanie opened the door without knocking. “We could use
some help out here, gentlemen.”


 


After finishing at the dealership, Stephanie and I were both
hungry, so we stopped at the local hamburger joint, Ed’s, the only place open
in Oak Valley on a Sunday evening.


“It wasn’t just kids, was it?” she asked, between sips of her
shake.


“Afraid not. Pros.”


“Extortion?”


I wondered how much to say, but I knew she would figure it
out anyway. “Loan sharks. Serious ones.”


She chewed her fries for a while. “So how are you going to
help him?”


“What makes you think I can help him?”


“I don’t think you’re an ordinary pastor. At least not any
that have been at our church in my lifetime.”


I knew I should change the subject. “What do you mean?” 


“You certainly kept your cool when old man Vassel had a gun
on us. And, you’re not very good at public speaking.”


Ouch. She had me there. As a police chaplain in Detroit, I
hadn’t ever given a traditional sermon.


She went on. “You seem more like a fix it guy. Have you ever
been a cop?”


“No. Just a garden variety seminary graduate. Sorry.”


She frowned. She knew I was lying.


 


“Jose,” answered the voice on the other end.


“Hello. Don’t use my real name.”


It was 7:00 Monday morning, Oklahoma time, and I knew Jose
was at his desk in Detroit.


“Copy that,” Jose said. “Are you OK?”


“Yeah. I need a favor. Ping a phone for me. Text me the
location at 11, your time, then I’ll get rid of this burner.” I gave him McNeill’s
number off his business card.


“Will do. Listen, we’re all worried about you. That was
really brave what you did back here. We just hope it doesn’t get you killed.”


“They have to find me first.” I ended the call and looked at
the log. 27 seconds. Not long enough for anyone to trace my location.


 


At 10:02 I was at my desk in the church office, thinking a
little about next week’s sermon. I pulled out the burner phone I bought for
$19.95 off a display at the general store the next town over. The screen flickered
on, and an electronic beep announced an incoming message.


“Phone location was latitude 36.057, longitude -97.635
at 8:37 A. M. CST. Looks like a backwater so rural Google Maps doesn’t even
show addresses for the area. Don’t know where you are, but I hope you aren’t
there. It looks like ‘The Wagon Broke So We Stayed, Oklahoma.’ Let me know if
you need anything else.”


I took the battery out and placed it in the left pocket of my
windbreaker and the rest of the phone in my right pocket. I entered the coordinates
in my office computer.


“Son of a bitch!” I exclaimed. Stephanie leaned back in her
chair in the outer office with her eyebrows raised. I couldn’t help it.
Sometimes the cop’s language won over the chaplain’s.


The coordinates were downtown Oak Valley. He was here.


I walked over to Stephanie’s desk. “Field trip.”


“That’s what I’m talking about,” she said, grabbing her
backpack.


We locked the church and headed toward the main street, which
was actually called Jackson Boulevard. The east/west streets were the
presidents in order of succession, but the city limits were so small the
northern boundary was Pierce Street.


I dropped the phone in a trash receptacle, and the battery in
another.


“I assume this has something to do with yesterday,” Stephanie
said.


It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer. “Tell me if you see
anything unusual or out of place.” She was raised here, so she was the expert.
It all looked alien to me.


“That car parked in front of the Moore Hotel,” she said
immediately.


It was a black Taurus. “It has Oklahoma plates,” I said. 


“It’s a rental. We have farm implement and feed salesmen come
through here all the time, but most have their own trucks or company cars.”


“Do you know who runs the hotel?”


“Duh.”


“Do you mind asking if they have any out of the ordinary
guests?”


“I’m on it.”


“I’ll be in the diner over here. I’ll get us a cup of
coffee,” I said.


“Slice of pecan pie.”


“And a slice of pecan pie.”


I sat facing the front window, where I could see the hotel
entrance. After twenty minutes, Stephanie strolled out of the building, looking
natural except for the cat that ate the canary look on her face. This stuff
agreed with her. She was glowing.


She slid into the booth. “Larry Foster checked in last
Friday. He had ID. The owner said he’s hardly been out of his room since. When
the cleaning lady goes in, he stays. She said he pretends to be working on his
computer, but seems to be keeping an eye on her. Is this our guy?”


“What do you mean, ‘our guy’?” I asked.


“Don’t get cagey with me, mister. The guy who wrecked the
dealership.”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“What are we gonna do?”


“I wish I could get a look in the room. This guy says he is
just the collector, so there must be a bigger fish up the chain. That’s who
John should be dealing with.”


“Might be time for a fire drill.”


“Not bad. That might give me time to search.”


“Or me,” she said.


“Absolutely not.”


“Work with me here. A young lady in a housekeeping uniform
wouldn’t attract any attention if he sees me.”


“Absolutely not.”


“I’m the one that knows the owners, remember.”


I paused. Maybe she was right. “We would have to be in
constant contact.”


“How about the Bluetooth receiver that came with my phone?”
Her eagerness was infectious.


She took my hesitation as consent. “Give me an hour to get my
Bluetooth and a uniform, and let the Moores know what is going on. His room
faces the alley, so be back there when I call you.”


I sighed. I hoped this wouldn’t go sideways. God knows I’d
had plans fall apart before.


 


“Can you hear me?” Stephanie’s voice whispered in my ear.


“Yes.” It seemed somehow unseemly for a minister to be
standing in the late morning shadows of an alley.


“I have the cleaning cart in the hallway on the second floor
outside McNeill’s room. Ready?”


“Yes.”


I got a double dose of the fire alarm, one from the building
and one from my earpiece. I heard doors opening and the murmur of people moving
down the hallway. “Move along,” I heard Stephanie say. “Go down the stairway
and meet out front. I’m sure it’s nothing.”


A few moments passed, then, “He’s out of the room. I’m
letting myself in. Wow, this guy is a pig. There are clothes and delivery food
wrappers everywhere. Oh. Don’t get me started on the bathroom. Do all men
revert to this with no female influence in their lives?”


“Do you mind focusing on the job?”


“Stick in the mud. It looks like he grabbed his phone, but
his laptop is here. It’s closed, so it probably needs…yeah, it wants a
password.”


“Look around for messages, or invoices, or a notebook.”


In the middle of my sentence, I saw McNeill come around the
corner into the alley. I don’t know how I knew it was him, but he just looked
like he didn’t belong. He was wearing jeans, but his shoes were black dress,
and his shirt was button-up. His jet black hair was pulled back into a tight
pony-tail. He leaned against the building and lit a cigarette. His eyes met
mine and then slid up to the window of his room.


He threw his smoke down and vanished around the corner.


“Stephanie, get out!” I hissed. “He’s coming up!”


Her face appeared at the window. She disappeared for a
second. Then she opened the window and threw the laptop out. I had to take a
couple of steps, but it was a great toss. It settled into my hands like it
belonged there.


“Jump!” I yelled.


She leaned out and shook her head. “It’s too far.”


She let one leg out the window, then the other. Facing the
building, she lowered herself until she was extended fully, hanging by her
fingertips.


I heard the door to the room open. “Hey!” I heard an East
coast voice yell.


“Drop,” I said, standing underneath her.


She let go, and we both tumbled to the ground. I had dreams
of catching her, but I didn’t do much more than soften her landing.


McNeill’s head jutted out the window. His eyes widened when
he saw his laptop. “Wait right there!”


Stephanie and I stared at the empty window for a full second,
then looked at each other. We picked ourselves up, I grabbed the laptop, and we
ran.


 


John Gray, Stephanie, and I sat around the small conference
table in my office. We were all looking at McNeill’s laptop.


“Tell me again how this helps us,” John said.


“It will help us if we can get to the person that ordered
McNeill to collect. Perhaps they will be more open to reason than he was,” I
said.


“It won’t do us any good if we can’t unlock it,” said
Stephanie, opening it up and turning on the power. 


“Try ‘password,’” said John.


Stephanie typed, waited, then said, “Really? You’d think a
criminal would be more security conscious.”


“Try his e-mail,” I offered.


Stephanie’s pretty brow furrowed. “It comes up, but it’s
empty.” She moved her finger on the mousepad. “His Deleted folder is empty,
too.”


“How about Skype?” John asked.


A few more clicks. “Here it is. He uses it. There’s only one
number in the history.”


“Dial it,” I said.


She entered the number, and there were clicking sounds and
beeps for a few seconds, then an office appeared. We could see mahogany
bookcases and tasteful curtains framing a window that looked to another
building several yards away. From a distance we could hear rumbling and
crashing. I thought it was a storm, but then I realized it was the sounds of a
bowling alley. The screen then jerked to the side, revealing a thin white man
with thick glasses and a dark brown suit. His garish purple tie was loosened, and
the top button of his dress shirt was open.


“Yeah, Mac?” he said, before he looked closer. “You’re not
Frank. Where’s McNeill?” His voice had the same eastern nasal quality as the
collector.


“Probably looking for his laptop,” I said.


“Frankie never was the sharpest crayon at the picnic.”


“We were hoping to speak to someone a little further up the
line of command about our issue.”


The man pulled a rolodex close to him and flipped through
until he found a specific card. He pulled it out, pulled his glasses down his
nose, and tilted his head back. “Let’s see, Frank is working as an independent
contractor to collect $750,000 from Gray’s Auto Sales in …Oklahoma.” He looked
over his glasses at us. “Is that the issue to which you are referring?”


A voice from off screen boomed, “Wait a minute? Is that Louie
the Okie?” 


The screen whirled around. Booming Voice was a large man with
a cloud of silver hair, thick and swept back. Where the first man’s suit was
conservative, this guy’s was a flamboyant powder blue. His chest looked like it
had been powerful once, but had settled around the mid-section. He reminded me
of a proud stag gone to seed. He peered at his screen. I realized he was
looking at John.


“It is you, Louie! How are you?”


John looked a little unsettled. “Louis was my father.”


The old man looked perplexed, then he smiled. “You can’t fool
Miles Herring. You’ll have to excuse my accountant, Luke. He’s all business.
What can I do for the Okie?” 


“Well, sir,” John began, “Apparently my father, Louis,
borrowed money from you and now this McNeill guy has come to collect, and I
don’t have the money. I don’t know how I’ll be able to get it.”


Miles said, “Your father is Louie? You look just like him.
Why am I not talking to him?”


“My father passed away from a heart attack recently. I’m
running the dealership now.”


“I see,” said Miles, his face clouding. “I knew your father
and grandfather, but I don’t know you. A debt is a debt, son.”


“A debt is a debt,” agreed Luke. “What are you able to give?”


John swallowed hard. “I can give you all my available cash,
about 50K, and a 50% partnership in the dealership.”


“How long until our share generated $700,000?” asked Luke.


John’s face fell. He was a numbers guy too. “About 5 years.”


Luke shook his head. “That will never do. It’s a matter of
precedent.”


“I think we’re done here,” said Miles. “Good luck with
Frankie.”


“Wait!” I said. “We might have something you would be
interested in.”


I looked at Stephanie. Ten days ago we discovered a treasure
trove of unpublished manuscripts by famed author K. C. Waters in the storm
shelter in my backyard. He had been living in Oak Valley for 30 years since his
sudden success had driven him into hiding. He and his wife had both been killed
for the new work. In fact, I performed his funeral on my first day in town. 


After Stephanie’s quick thinking saved both our lives, we
turned the manuscripts over to the University of Oklahoma, her alma mater. 


Except for one. My get away insurance.


I had kept possession of “Rains of Fall,” a sequel to his only
published novel. I knew that it was the most valuable of the documents, and if
I ever needed to leave the Witness Protection Plan in a hurry I could use the
money it would bring.


“Well?” said Miles.


“I have an unpublished manuscript by K. C. Waters.”


“So?”


“Wait a minute,” said Luke, and leaned over to whisper in
Miles’ ear.


“A book?” Miles said loudly in disbelief.


“Not just any book,” I said.


“How much is it worth?”


Luke said, “If we sold it on the collector’s black market, it
would probably satisfy the debt. But it might be even more lucrative to publish
it ourselves. We could divert our other revenue streams into a new publishing
company.”


He was talking about money laundering.


“Let’s go pick it up, then,” Miles said. “How long will it
take to get to Oklahoma?”


Luke’s eyebrows knit as he hit his computer keys.


“Your regular charter jet can have you there in about four
hours, with another hour by car service to…” Luke looked back at the screen,
“…Oak Valley.”


“You mean us,” Miles said. “You’re going too.”


“I was afraid of that,” Luke said, then turned to us. “Is
there a discrete place we could meet? Mr. Herring does not like to be out in
public very much.”


I’m sure he didn’t. Between cops and rival mob bosses, it
could be hazardous to his health. 


John said, “How about the cemetery north of town?”


“I’m sure we can find it,” Luke said. “We will be there about
6:00 this evening, your time.”


“The writer’s initials are K. C.?” Miles interrupted. “Makes
me hungry for barbeque from Kansas City. We’ll stop there on the way back, O.
K., kid?”


Luke reached to disconnect the session. “Wait,” I said. “Can
you call off McNeill?”


“I’ll call him,” said Luke. “He might not be happy about
losing his commission, though, so be careful.”


The screen went blue except for the words ‘Call Ended.’


John leaned back in relief. “Thank you, Peter! I don’t know
why you held onto that book, but I’m glad you did!”


Stephanie stood and left without a word. She knew why I kept
it.


John said he would be back at 5:30 to pick me up and left.


I went out to Stephanie’s desk. She was gathering her things
to leave.


“Please let me explain,” I said.


“That would be a welcome change. Except all you have to say
is you are either a thief or you needed a quick way to shake the dust of this
place off when you left town.”


“They’re both right, but there’s more to it than that.
Please, sit down.”


She did, but under protest.


I perched on a folding chair opposite her. The desk acted as
a demilitarized zone.


“My name isn’t Peter Andrews,” I began. “It’s Tony Stratton.
If you ever use that name, my life will be in grave danger. Until two weeks
ago, I was a chaplain for the Detroit police department. Before that, I was an
officer for five years.”


“I thought it was something like that,” she said softly.


“About six months ago, a detective on the force came to me in
confidence. He had taken money from the dominant gang in the city to ensure
there was no police around when a major coke deal went down. I was bound by
confidentiality, so I didn’t tell anyone, but the word got out anyway. It was a
huge deal, SWAT was there. They let me tag along, because they trusted me since
I had been a cop.


“It was a bloodbath. Most of the gang was decimated, and we
lost ten officers. The drugs were seized, but some of the gang’s leadership got
away, including the big boss, Carlos Ponty. The next day Carlos and some of his
guys caught up with my detective friend. Before he died from their torture, he
gave me up as the only person he’d told.


“So they got me out of town. I’ll be a key witness when
Carlos goes to trial. I ended up here. The WPP said they could place me as a
worker in a retail store or a car salesman – probably at John’s dealership, but
I couldn’t stand the thought of not helping people. So when the idea of being
pastor of the church came up, I jumped at it.”


I looked down. “I didn’t expect to get quite so involved. I
sure didn’t count on you.”


She was quiet for a while. When she spoke, she said, “I
understand, but I don’t know you. Why would I want to if you are always a split
second from leaving?”


A good point, I thought, as I watched her walk out the door.


 


I went home and retrieved the manuscript from the bottom of
the closet in the room my predecessor had used as an office. I placed it in an
old leather satchel that had belonged to him and walked back to the church.


At 5:30, John pulled up in his four-door white pickup. I was
waiting on the sidewalk, keeping an eye out for McNeill.


“Are you ready?” he said.


“Let’s do it.”


I got in, then one of the rear doors opened. I turned to see
Stephanie slide in and buckle the seat belt.


“You can’t come,” I said. “It’s too dangerous.”


“Steph, get out,” John pleaded.


She stared straight ahead, wordlessly, her arms crossed.


John looked at me and shrugged. He put the truck in drive and
we headed to the graveyard.


The cemetery was a couple of miles from town and it was
raining when we got there. I saw the fresh mounds covering the graves of K. C.
Waters and his wife Vera. The precipitation hit the dirt like bullets.


For a while we were the only vehicle there. After ten minutes
or so, a black shape pulled up behind us and disgorged a figure in a rain
poncho. As it approached, Stephanie suddenly sat upright. “It’s the black
Taurus from the hotel!”


The figure pulled a gun from under the poncho and fired
twice. Both rear tires hissed and the truck settled back like a dog on its
haunches. 


I could see in the rear-view mirror it was McNeill. He walked
to the passenger side where Stephanie and I were sitting and said, “Everybody
out of the truck.”


He took a step back to allow us to exit and still keep us
covered. We both left the doors open as we stepped into the rain.


“Didn’t you get a call from Herring?” I asked. “Your contract
is cancelled.”


“Oh, I got a call, all right, from his bookkeeper,” McNeill
said. “But nobody calls me and tells me to forget the commission on $750K. I
understand you have something of value to satisfy the debt. Give it to me and
no one gets hurt.”


John had not gotten out of the truck. Out of the corner of my
eye, I saw him pull the satchel off the floor. “Peter, I’m so sorry!” he said
as he flung the satchel out of the cab and gunned the truck’s engine. The bag
twirled though the rain until it hit McNeill in the chest. He dropped his gun.
I lunged for it as John threw the truck into gear and tore off down the
cemetery road, tread flying off the rear tires and sparks dancing with the
raindrops.


I came up with the gun, but McNeill had Stephanie pinned in
front of him, a six-inch knife pointed at her stomach. She stomped at his feet
and tried to bite his arm, but he held her firmly.


“Drop the gun,” he said.


I didn’t want to, but I did. The clatter it made as it hit
the asphalt was swallowed by the storm.


He backed toward his car, dragging Stephanie with him. She
wasn’t making it easy on him. “If you would be so kind as to bring that
briefcase over here.”


I picked it up and walked over to the car. “Put it on the
hood,” he said.


I lifted it onto the car, then swung it as hard as I could
toward him. Stephanie ducked her head and I connected with his face. The
satchel dropped to the ground. McNeill spun Stephanie away from him, slicing
her stomach as she lost her footing and fell to the road. 


I rushed to Stephanie. Blood was seeping across her
rain-soaked shirt. I called her name, then I felt my side explode with pain as
the blade entered. Through the searing heat, I was rolled off the road and
McNeill’s car sped away.


I came to rest against a tombstone. I pulled myself into a
sitting position. A few yards away, I could see Stephanie. She wasn’t moving.


I called her name, but I don’t know if the sound ever came
out. I had to get to her, but I couldn’t move. I wasn’t sure if I would ever
move again.


My mind flashed back to the operation against the Ponty gang.
I was no stranger to bloodshed, but I had never seen anything so horrific. I
remembered putting my hand on a shot cop’s chest to stem the flow but felt the
life leak out of him.


Through the rain, I saw shapes around Stephanie. There was
pointing and someone came toward me.


On that day, emergency workers had set up a triage to treat
the wounded, but there were just as many times where they zipped up the body
bags.


I heard Miles Herring’s voice say, as if from very far away,
“Luke, call for an ambulance, then we have to leave.” Through what seemed like
a curtain, I saw John tying McNeill to an adjacent gravestone. The collector’s
face was as bruised as the sky, and his left leg jutted at an odd angle.


I watched John as Herring’s voice seemed to float from above.
“Mr. Gray, are you able to stay until help arrives and not leave your friends –
again?”


He nodded as I blacked out for good.


 


I awoke to find Stephanie looking at me. “Hello, sleepyhead.”


I looked around at the hospital room. I had visited sick
church members at what passed for a hospital in Oak Valley, and I knew this
wasn’t it.


“You’re in Oklahoma City at Saint Anthony’s,” she said. She
saw me look at the flowers that filled the room. “All from your congregation.
Many said they were disappointed you wouldn’t feel up to preaching for a few
weeks. Makes me think you ought to give a sermon on lying when you come back.”


“John?” I asked weakly.


“Don’t think too badly of him. He feels terrible about trying
to ditch us. He panicked thinking about Cynthia and the baby. When the chips
were down he came back and stayed with us.”


I nodded. “How are you?”


She smiled. “Finally you ask the important question. I have
some stitches across my stomach and my bikini days may be over, but otherwise
I’m fine.”


“I think you would still look great in a bikini.” Maybe it
was the morphine drip talking, maybe it wasn’t.


“Why, Reverend. I am scandalized.”


I dropped my head back onto the pillow and closed my eyes.
“What about the manuscript?”


Her hesitation made me open them again.


“It’s gone. Herring has it, and he said John’s debt was
satisfied.” She turned her head away, watching my monitor. “I’m sorry I didn’t
understand about you keeping it for yourself. I don’t know what you’ve been
through, I just know you were willing to give it up to help someone else, and
you even used it to save me. If you hadn’t hit McNeill with it, I’m sure he
would have killed me.”


Her eyes filled with tears. “A brave, foolish thing to do.
Now look at you.”


I took her hand, trying to ignore the sharp pain I felt every
time I moved.


“I’ll be fine,” I said, and for the first time in an
eternity, I thought I would be.
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 Blessed
are the Pretenders


 


 


The 1st Kansas Colored
Infantry detached from General Blunt’s Union Army and advanced toward the depot
at Honey Springs in the Indian Territory. It was July 17th, so it
was hot, but rain had complicated the movements of both sides.


General Cooper thought he had the
numerical advantage, and could easily defend the Confederate supplies stored at
the wagon station. Unfortunately, his company of Native Americans and Texans
were armed with ancient flintlock rifles that allowed the rain to soak their
gunpowder.


In the face of the Union advance,
Cooper’s men retreated, abandoning the depot and the supplies, and made a last
stand at Elk Creek Bridge. At the end of the battle 134 killed and wounded lay
on the ground.


“Cut!” said the director, Marshall
West. “Re-set. We’ll go again after lunch.”


He turned to me. “Watch this, Preacher.
That was nothing compared to the advance on craft services.” Stephanie and I
watched as both armies made their way to the tables filled with sandwiches,
fruit, and cold drinks. The casualties got up and joined the end of the line.


All but one.


“Is he deaf?” West wondered aloud,
and walked to the figure still laying in the mud. We followed him.


“Hey, buddy, it’s lunch time.” West
nudged him with his foot, but the actor didn’t move. West knelt and turned him
over.


The bullet hole was real. His grey
uniform was soaked in blood.


Stephanie fell to her knees beside
the body. “It’s Benjamin Holbert!”


West said, “Who would want to shoot
our writer?”


I was on the set for two reasons. First,
as a kind of good luck charm. The production company wanted the support of
“community leaders” and as the newest pastor in the area, I drew the short
straw. Besides, the Lutheran’s guy was too old, and the Baptists were still
apparently upset about the outcome of the Civil War in general, so I was the
obvious choice.


Second was Stephanie’s participation.
She was a volunteer assistant to the group that had written the script for the
documentary re-enactment of the historic Civil War battle. The writers were
colleagues or past students of Professor Holbert, chairman of the history
department of the community college in Muskogee, the nearest large town to the
battlefield. 


Anyway, if Stephanie was anywhere, I
wanted to be there too. She was the secretary of Oak Valley Community Church in
the small town where I had been deposited by the Witness Protection Program
four months earlier, and the only person to whom I had confided the details of
my previous life as a chaplain on the Detroit Police force. Together we had
solved the mystery of famed author K. C. Water’s missing manuscripts and
thwarted a mob hit man sent to collect on a debt owed by one of our friends in
town. We’d also had a gun fired at us and I had been stabbed in the side,
Stephanie in the stomach. So much for quiet country living. 


I stood with her as we watched the
Emergency Medical Technicians load Holbert into the ambulance and drive away
slowly. We were joined by the remaining writers, two of whom were in uniform as
a perk for their behind the scenes work. Kevin Figueroa was in Confederate
grey. “That’s awful. A real loss to the Civil War academic community.” Kevin
had been a student of Holbert’s and now taught high school history up the
turnpike in Tulsa.


“Who would have done such a thing?”
said Anna Lambert, a writer-in-residence from Holbert’s college. She was in
business casual. Not many women soldiers in the Civil War.


William Martin said, “One of the prop
people didn’t know a gun was loaded, or something. Terrible.” A tall,
distinguished man with neatly groomed white hair, he looked like he belonged in
the Union Captain’s uniform he wore.


Stephanie looked up at him and said,
“Daddy, do you really think it was just an accident?”


“I’m sure,” he said, putting his arm
around her. He looked over her head at me, as if to ask why unpleasant things
always happened when I was around his daughter.


We were interrupted by West, the
director. “Good, you’re together. Listen, safety is shutting us down for the
afternoon while they and the law investigate. We have to change the shooting
schedule and do the depot scene so we have something inside to do tomorrow.”


“And?” asked William.


“I was hoping you guys could take
another pass at it and, you know, punch it up a little.”


The writers groaned as one.


“We’re a little upset, here,” said
Anna.


“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t
important,” said West. “Thanks. I knew I could count on you.” He was gone
before anyone could contradict him.


William seemed to be in charge. “I
guess we should head back to the city. We can work in my office.”


“All the way back there?” said
Figueroa. “We just have to come back early tomorrow.”


I saw the chance to make some points.
“You are all welcome to work at the church. It’s not too far from here.”


“That’s a great idea,” said
Stephanie. “We can set up a work space in the Fellowship Hall. There’s plenty
of room. Please, Daddy?”


Getting only shoulder shrugs from the
others, he agreed.


 


Within a few minutes of arriving at
the church, Stephanie had a work table set up and a screen to project from the
writers’ laptops. They took their seats and began to unpack their computers. Stephanie
changed into jeans and a U2 tee shirt and called the local diner for delivery
of coffee and dinner.


I settled at my desk and prepared to
get caught up on e-mails, etc.


Through my office door, I saw Anna
Lambert connect her laptop to the projector. “While Kevin drove, I took the
liberty of roughing out some ideas for the scene.” Her revisions showed on the screen.


“Thank you, Anna, but our normal
process is to work on this together,” said Stephanie’s father.


“Oh, William, we don’t have to do it
that way all the time,” she said. “Besides, who died and left you the boss?”


She immediately regretted saying it. More
quietly, she said, “I just thought we were all stressed out, and you might like
having some of the work done.”


“We all share the credit, and we all
share the responsibility,” said Figueroa.


“Please! You’re not even real
writers!” She stormed out, almost overturning the tray of coffee cups Stephanie
was carrying in.


Figueroa broke the awkward silence. “I
resent that a little bit.”


“She’s always been high strung,”
William said, “but there’s no denying she gives us a more…literary dimension.”


“Whatever,” Figueroa said, unplugging
Anna’s laptop from the projector and replacing it with his own. The screenplay
flickered on to the screen. He scrolled to 44. Int. Depot.


“I’m not sure what Marshall West
wants,” Figueroa said. “This looks good to me.”


“He texted me earlier,” said William.
“He wants us to play up the treasure angle.”


“The Confederate gold? That’s just a
myth. We can’t put that in a documentary.”


“Remember, it’s not exactly a
documentary. It’s a ‘re-enactment.’ That’s why they hired a Hollywood
director.”


“A washed-up has-been Hollywood
director,” Figueroa snorted. “He thinks this is his ticket back to the big
time. He needs to remember it’s for a 2nd rate cable TV channel.”


“Don’t forget, it’s an opportunity
for us as well. We agreed we would do what it takes to make this project
successful. You don’t want to teach high school forever. That’s why we brought
on a writer-in-residence.”


“Don’t remind me.” Figueroa pulled a
pipe from his jacket pocket. He packed the bowl and hovered the flame from a
disposable lighter over the tobacco. Probably the first time anybody had lit up
in the church building in its 90 years.


“Besides, we owe it to Ben. This
meant a lot to him.” William turned back to the screen. “Is there any real
research on this treasure?”


Figueroa pulled a thick notebook out
of his computer bag and turned some pages. Through clenched teeth, he said,
“Phillip Whitecloud, General Cooper’s liaison to the Cherokees, mentioned it in
a deathbed statement 30 years after the battle. His son writes that Whitecloud
was ordered to bury a cache of gold coins when it became clear the supplies at
the depot would have to be abandoned. He said he and a soldier named Littlebear
buried it during the retreat to Elk Creek. Littlebear was killed later that
day, which means Whitecloud was the only surviving witness.”


Anna came back into the room. “Sorry
about earlier, guys. Why didn’t this Whitecloud go back and get it?”


Figueroa continued. “He told his son
the gold was bad luck and better off buried. Whitecloud went on to fight with
the Confederates and was even a prisoner of war. I guess he knew about bad
luck.”


“Hasn’t anybody ever looked for it?”
William asked.


“Oh, yeah. Whitecloud’s son never
stopped. And when his son published his grandfather’s reminiscences in The
Chronicles of Oklahoma, it sparked a full-scale gold rush for a while. But
it was never found, and interest waned.”


Anna said, “The whole battlefield is
only a couple of square miles.”


“Exactly. That’s why most historians
think the treasure was a myth. Still, it’s Hollywood.”


“What do you mean?” Anna asked.


“Marshall West wants it in the scene
we are filming tomorrow,” William said.


This got the uproar started all over
again. Stephanie slipped into my office and closed the door.


“They’ll go at it for hours, but they
always get something good on paper.”


“That doesn’t seem like the best way
to write anything,” I said.


“It works for them. They had a rough
patch when Anna joined. The others thought she was trying to take over, but
they eventually settled down and got busy. Then the script attracted attention
at the American Wars Channel, and here we are.”


“Except for Holbert.”


“Yeah,” she said, “except for Ben.”


 


The temperature rose as the late
morning sun heated the stone roof of the depot. Honey Springs was a wagon stop
on the Texas Road, but when the Confederate Army set up camp, they built a log
hospital and a large tent village.


The scene we were filming was set
inside the depot, with General Cooper giving orders to Whitecloud to hide the
gold. Tempers were fraying, since the actors felt they did not have enough time
to memorize the script changes. After what seemed like the 47th time
the actor playing Cooper said “Gary the Bold” instead of “bury the gold,”
Marshall West called for a break.


He pulled his phone to check
messages, then hit a button to make a call. Stephanie and I were drinking iced
tea from the craft services table when he yelled, “You must be kidding! That
will kill us!”


He shoved the phone in his pocket and
looked our way. “The Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation has ruled Holbert’s
death a murder! They’re not allowing any more filming at the battle site until
their search is complete. I’m going to be over budget on a lousy TV movie! I’ll
never get a real job again.”


He pushed his way off the depot stage
and headed toward the van that served as his on-set headquarters. Nobody rated
a trailer, not even the director.


Figueroa passed him, then came over
to us. “Steph, your dad needs you. We think we’ve found something.” He looked
at me. “I guess you can come too.”


We found William Martin talking with
a Native American man of 40 years or so, looking a little uncomfortable in his
period costume.


“This is Connor Whitecloud,” William
said.


“Phillip was my great grandfather.”


“Connor, tell them what you told me.”


“There is a story in my family that
when Phillip told my grandfather about the gold, he said the tree spirits had
it. It still wasn’t enough for grandfather to find it, but you guys are the
second people to find it interesting this week.”


“Who else?” I asked.


“That poor guy that got killed in the
accident yesterday. He asked to interview me a couple of days ago, and he got
real excited when I mentioned it.”


“Have you looked for it?”


“Oh, yeah,” said Connor. “I have one
of the best metal detectors money can buy, and I set the discriminator as high
as it would go, but I haven’t had any luck. If you guys do, remember where you
got the tip.”


“Don’t be silly,” William said. “We’re
not interested in a treasure hunt.”


But the rest of us were looking at
the trees.


Later, when we were walking around
the largest stand of blackjack trees, Stephanie said, “These trees don’t look
old enough to have been here 150 years ago.”


I looked around at the grayish,
gnarled trunks twisted around each other, barely tall enough to emerge from the
grassy undergrowth. “Surely there were trees on this spot then,” I said.


She looked around and saw her father
was several yards away. Figueroa had gone into Muskogee to buy a metal detector
from a sporting goods store there. Anna was not on set today, but working at
her office at the college. Steph lowered her voice. “Bet this is different than
anything you ever did in Detroit.”


“You’ve got that right. Most of the
searches I was involved in weren’t for gold.” 


She didn’t answer, so I glanced her
way. She was looking at the tops of the tallest trees in the stand. Her father
noticed too, and walked over to her.


“What is it?” William asked.


“Those squirrels coming up out of the
tree trunk up there. It must be hollow.”


William and I considered the
significance of this. “That would be a lot quicker than burying,” I said.


“If we start climbing trees, we might
get noticed by the others,” William said drily.


“Or if we start waving a metal
detector in the air,” I said.


Stephanie said, “If we come back at
twilight, all the cast and crew will be gone, as well as any investigators from
the OSBI.”


We both nodded. “Good,” she said,
“I’ll call Figueroa.” She paused. “Should I call Anna?”


William appeared to consider his
words carefully. “Let’s not trouble her with this just yet.”


The rest of the day was passed
getting pick up shots at the depot set and having interviews with the
investigators. I got word from a production assistant that one of them wanted
to see me in the crew tent they had commandeered for their discussions.


When I entered, an agent in a dark
suit and conservative tie stood. The tie was not loosened, even though the
temperature was north of 90 degrees. Probably in his late thirties, his
sunglasses were pushed back on top of his close-cropped hair.


“Thank you for coming, Father, I’m
Agent Long.”


“The title is Reverend, but please
call me Peter.”


He sat and motioned for me to do the
same. “I’m Bill Long. Did you know the deceased?”


“Only as an acquaintance. We met on
the set here a few days ago.”


“Did he seem to have anybody mad at
him?”


I thought it best not to mention how
the writers argued like cats with their tails tied together. “Mr. Holbert
seemed respected by his colleagues. Do you have any reason to suspect it wasn’t
an accident?”


He didn’t answer the question. “Have
you seen any guns on set?” Before I yielded to the temptation to say something
sardonic, he clarified. “From this century, I mean?”


“No. But I thought he was killed by
an accidental live round in a prop gun.”


Long pinched the bridge of his nose
between his thumb and forefinger. “Nope. It was a .45. It appears Holbert was
targeted. If you hear anything that might be helpful, please call me.” He
passed over a business card.


That night found us back in the
woods, this time with flashlights and two metal detectors. We divided up,
William Martin and Kevin Figueroa on the west side of the stand of trees, and
Stephanie and I on the east side. I was holding the detector over my head to
pick up any readings from the upper trunks of the trees. On the few occasions
we got a hit, Stephanie held the flashlight to allow me to climb into the tree
and then passed the detector up to me.


After a couple of disappointing
hours, I was scratched up and my arms ached, and I had pulled two ticks off my
legs. “I think I could use a break,” I called from a branch about 15 feet off
the ground.


“Yeah,” Stephanie said. “Pass it to
me and come on down.”


We sat on a fallen log. We could see the
main area of the battlefield. The prairie grass that was brown in the light of
day glowed amber in the moonlight. Fireflies blinked on and off, and the night
breeze was cool on our skin.


I brushed a stray strand of milk
chocolate covered hair from Stephanie’s face. She smiled uncertainly.


“There’s no guarantee that these
trees were here 150 years ago. The trees that were here may have fallen, been
carried away by floods, anything.” I was trying to fill the silence.


She nodded. “Assuming our tree theory
is even correct,” she said, doing her part.


More quiet. Then, “Do you regret it?”


“What?” I said, forcing her to say it
out loud, hoping she wouldn’t.


“That you gave up your golden
parachute? That you’re stuck here?”


My first week in Oak Valley Stephanie
and I recovered unpublished manuscripts by famed author K. C. Waters, who had
been living under an assumed name in town for 30 years. I had secretly kept a
novel to sell in case I had to leave my Witness Protection Program identity
quickly, but had given it to some organized crime loan sharks to get a friend
out of trouble.


“No. I want to be stuck here. You’re
here.”


“That’s sweet, but I don’t know if I
can be with someone who wasn’t truthful with me. Who stole to help himself. You
pretended to be someone else. I get it, but you’re still pretending. What kind
of future is that?”


More silence, but this time it was
because I knew she was right and I didn’t know how to make it better. Being
forced to leave my old life in Detroit and looking over my shoulder since then,
it seemed wrong that I could find someone special and not be able to be with
her.


“Stephanie, if I had to leave
suddenly, would you go with me?”


She turned from my gaze and we looked
out at the road to the site. Two headlights appeared and grew larger. I looked
at my watch. 5 A. M. It was probably the director, Marshall West, arriving for
the day.


My heart was stuck in my throat
waiting on her reply, like I had pulled it out to show her then swallowed it.


She faced me. “If you had to leave…”


Her face lit up with a flash of light
the split second before the roar of the explosion reached us.


 


“It was a bomb in the road,” Agent
Long said. An ambulance had taken the bodies of Marshall West and his driver
away, but the twisted and smoking wreckage was still in the road.


“What’s going on?” William asked.


“I don’t know, but I’m going to find
out,” said Long as his cellphone rang. “I see,” he said and disconnected. “Gunpowder
is missing from the prop room.”


“Is someone trying to stop the
movie?” Figueroa asked.


“Perhaps you’re the best person to
answer that,” said Long. 


“I beg your pardon?”


“Mr. Figueroa, I need you to come
with me. There are some extenuating circumstances. Given your background, and
you being here so early this morning, let’s just say there are some questions
stacking up.”


Long took Figueroa by the arm and
guided him to the black SUV he and his fellow agents had arrived in.


“What was that about?” I asked as the
vehicle sped down the road, chased by a cloud of dust.


William shook his head. “Kevin has
some unfortunate things in his past, I’m afraid. He was an environmental
activist during his college years, and he was suspected of damaging some oil
and gas drilling equipment with explosives.”


“How did he ever get a teaching job?”
Stephanie asked.


“He was never convicted. I don’t know
what his motivation would be for all this.”


“Simple,” I said. “The treasure.”


William snorted. “Why would he kill
three people over something that might not exist?”


“Could he know something he hasn’t
shared yet?” I countered.


“Young man, I’ve known Kevin for many
years. He wouldn’t intentionally hurt anyone.”


I decided not to answer. I wasn’t
making very good progress on impressing my girlfriend’s father.


Stephanie said, “Dad, he didn’t mean
anything by it. Let’s go call Anna and fill her in.”


She led him away as he muttered,
“What does a preacher know about anything like this?”


I wandered over to the group of tents
that served as the production camp. Equipment trucks and cast busses were
pulling in. The plan was to resume the big battle scenes today, but the frantic
Assistant Director was telling people the day’s work was postponed. A short,
wiry lady with short blonde hair held back from her face with a bandana, she
looked like she was barely out of film school.


“Reverend Andrews,” she called when
she saw me. “Have you seen Mr. Martin?”


Yeah, I thought. I made him mad and
he took his daughter away. “He had a phone call to make. Do you need him?”


“Well, I need someone with more
gravitas than me to help wrangle the cast and crew. I guess you’ll do. We need
to reschedule everybody for this afternoon, at the earliest. Can you help?”


“Sure. I’ll work the outside.” Five
years as a Detroit police officer before I became a chaplain stood me in good
stead. Acting like you know what’s going on is half the battle. With both cops
and small town preachers.


Grateful to have a practical
assignment, I intercepted work trucks on the road and told them about the
rescheduling. The tow truck pulling Martin’s wreckage onto its bed was a useful
visual aid. After an hour or so, with the morning sun heating the field, I went
back to the main tent and found the AD popping the top on a Diet Coke. She
tossed me a can. “Thanks for the help, Rev.”


“You can call me Peter. You’re
welcome.” 


“Carlin.”


“Now what? Are you taking over?”


“Are you kidding? If you take my
salary and divide it by the 20 hour days, I’m making about half of minimum
wage. I’ll do that for a credit, but it’s getting dangerous out here. No, I’m
going back to Austin and working on some safe commercials.”


“This could be your chance at the big
chair,” I said. 


“No, the production company said they
would get William Martin to take over. No film experience, but they called him
a subject matter expert.”


Surely Stephanie’s father wouldn’t be
ruthless enough to…I felt ashamed to even think it. Speaking of which, I pulled
my phone out. There was a message from Stephanie. I hadn’t heard it over the
commotion.


“Peter, help! We are…”


Then nothing.


I called, but it went straight to
voicemail. It had been turned off, or destroyed. Same with William’s cell.


I felt the panic rising. I had no
idea where to look for them. I didn’t know what I would do if I couldn’t help
her. Then I remembered Agent Long’s business card. I retrieved it from my shirt
pocket and dialed the number.


“Say that again,” he said after I
explained. I could sense he was pinching the bridge of his nose again.


After I repeated myself he said,
“Well, that confirms that this Figueroa guy is not behind this. They went
missing after I had him in custody. He says you and the girl and the dad can
alibi him out. True?”


“We were with him most of the night.”


“Mind telling me what you were
doing?”


“Looking for treasure.” It sounded
silly to say it out loud.


“Also what he said. Give me the girl’s
phone number. I’ll get a trace started and head your way.”


I had nothing to do but wait for him
by the road. He arrived in good time, but it seemed to take forever. He stopped
in front of me and the dust swirled around the car.


“Buckle up,” he said when I got in. “We
have a location.” He didn’t even slow down when he got to the main road, just
glanced both ways and roared north.


“You have your keys on you?” he
asked.


“To what?”


“Your church.”


“The trace led to my church?”


“Oak Valley Community. That you?”


“Yes. And yes, I have the keys on me.
I’ll open the door when we get there.”


“Not a chance. You’ll give me the
keys and I’ll drop you off at the police station. The only reason you’re in the
car now is I didn’t want to have this argument before I was in motion.”


I fought the urge to say too much. “I
might be more help than you think. I have some law enforcement experience.”


He groaned. “Teaching the Ten
Commandments in Sunday School does not count as law enf…” He looked at me. “You’re
not the WPP guy from Detroit, are you?”


“Yeah,” I said, looking at the
prairie speeding by out the window. Someone else now knew the secret. I should
take out an ad in the Oak Valley Sentinel and get it over with.


“Someone needs to review the concept
of laying low with you. You smoked out that famous writer, and dealt with mob
loan sharks, and that’s just the stuff I know about.”


“Yeah,” I said again, for lack of a
better response.


Agent Long seemed to be thinking. He
dodged a turtle in the road, fishtailing his back tires but quickly regaining
control. “Look, what you did in Detroit was righteous, but I can’t let you
expose yourself more than you already have. If that gang from up north finds
out where you are on my watch, it’ll be double the paperwork.”


He screeched to a halt in front of
the police station, not more than a store front on Jackson Boulevard since our
only lawman was Sheriff Harris.


“Give me the keys,” he said, “and
stay safe. Trust me. I’ve got this.”


I put the keys in his outstretched
palm and got out. His tires squealed as he left me on the curb.


I looked around and did not see where
we had attracted undue attention. I stepped backwards for a few paces then
slipped into the alley between the police station and the hardware store. It
was a shortcut that would get me to the church far faster than Agent Long.


 I approached the back of the church
and went to the rear door of the Sunday School wing. At a meeting with the Building
Committee last week, Chairperson Sally Jeffers droned on and on about repairs
needed to the facility, and this back door being unable to lock securely
drifted through the somnambulistic fog. “Any hooligan from the neighborhood
could get in,” she said. And here I thought we were trying to get kids into
church.


I slipped in quietly. With me and
Stephanie on the set most of the week, it was doubtful anyone was there, but I
sidled along the hallway listening intently. No one in any of the classrooms. About
halfway down the hall, I heard muffled voices, and saw the basement door ajar.


I put my ear close to the crack and
heard Anna’s voice. “Daddy’s not looking so good. Are you sure you don’t want
to tell me what you know about the treasure?”


“I told you what I know,” said
Stephanie. “We looked all night. It’s not there. It probably isn’t even real. You
didn’t have to drug him!”


“I didn’t need him playing the hero.”


“You wouldn’t know a hero if you
wrote him yourself.” I think I loved her.


Where was Agent Long? I looked down
the hall. Through the shimmer of the ancient four-pane windows I saw his car
parked on the street. Surveillance? Waiting on backup?


Anna said, “I know that Whitefeather,
or Whitecloud, or whatever his name is told you where to look. If you don’t
want to share, I’m sure you will understand how I need you out of the way. It
looks like the valve on the gas furnace is about redlined.” 


I couldn’t wait for Long. Thanks to
my close attention to Mrs. Jeffers’ riveting discourse, I knew that the furnace
would not take as long to blow as Anna probably thought. I was about to charge
down the steps and overpower Anna, but I heard her say, “Kevin, are you ready
to get out of here?”


Kevin. Crap. I heard the furnace
valve start a high-pitched whistle.


I opened the door loudly and started
down the stairs with my hands up. Kevin was holding a gun. Stephanie was tied
to a chair with Anna standing over her, and William’s head was tilted at a
disturbing angle. Everyone but William looked surprised at my bull in a china
shop entrance. “You might as well tell her, Steph.”


Stephanie’s eyes narrowed. “Tell her
what?”


I looked at Anna. “We found it last
night. Whitecloud said it was $300,000 in bullion, worth about five mil by now.
We just have to go get it. It’s in a tree on the west end of the battlefield.”


“You’ve let the cat out of the bag
now,” Stephanie said, playing along. “Untie us and we’ll show you where it is.”


“OK,” said Anna. “Preacher, go back
up the stairs and Kevin will bring your girlfriend and her daddy.”


“Let them go first.”


She took Kevin’s gun. “No, we’ll do
it my way.” Kevin didn’t look too happy. The furnace was whining louder now. I
hoped he kept his end of the bargain. I started up the steps, Anna close behind
me. When I got to the ground floor, I would turn and get the gun from Anna. My
foot stepped into the hall and I prepared to pivot.


The butt of the gun crashed into my
skull, bringing with it the flood of oblivion.


 


I came to in the back seat of a car
driven by Figueroa. 


Anna was looking at the side view
mirror. “That’s a lot of smoke.”


“It was an old wooden building. It’ll
burn hot and leave nothing but ash.”


I heard fire engine sirens as I
slipped under again.


 


“Which one is it, Reverend?” Anna’s
voice scraped past the murkiness in my brain. She was shaking me as I tried to
sit up. It was going to be important to keep my stories straight.


“Not the tallest tree. The one next
to it,” I said through the throbbing. “That’s where the treasure is hidden.” I
got out of the car and stood unsteadily. Behind me I heard the crack of gunfire
and shouting. I looked back and saw the 1st Kansas giving the
Confederates hell. Off to the side I saw Carlin, the Assistant Director,
looking at a monitor and issuing instructions through her headset. I was seeing
either bravery or naked careerism.


Figueroa was digging in the trunk of
the car, and emerged with a small plastic container about the size of a pint
milk carton and some wires. He started for the stand of trees. “This ought to
do it.” As Anna watched him set the gunpowder charge at the base of the tree, I
shuffled back to the still open trunk. The fuses were all gone, but there were
two other packages of gunpowder, the explosion graphic clearly marked on the
orange labels. I slipped one of them into my pants pocket. 


The other I put under the car, below
the gas tank. 


I reached through the open passenger
side window and grabbed Figueroa’s disposable lighter. I glanced at them. He
was backing away from the tree, toward the car, unspooling the fuse wires as he
went. Anna was watching him carefully, probably to ensure he did it correctly.


The distant battle sounds wafted on
the wind, like they surely did 150 years ago.


I took a pocket knife and notched a
hole in the bottom corner of the container I pulled from my pocket. I started a
powder trail under the car and walked toward Anna and Figueroa, leaving a thin
line on the ground.


Anna noticed me. “Hold up, Preacher. That’s
close enough.” She pulled her gun out of her blazer pocket to emphasize her
point. Over her shoulder, she said, “Kevin, are we ready?”


“Yes. The charge is big enough that it
will bring the tree down, small enough that it shouldn’t be heard. If the gold
is where he says it is, we should be able to grab it and go. Too bad about the
parson is here, though.”


Anna looked at me. “Yes, it is. Preacher,
I need you to go stand by the tree. Hopefully, they will assume you set the
charge and won’t even know to look for us.”


She waved her gun. 


“Why do you think I will just walk
over there?” I asked.


“So courageous,” she said, “but you
know you don’t have much to live for since your girlfriend’s tragic death.”


She was wrong. I wanted to live at
least long enough to see her and Kevin blown to bits for what they did to
Stephanie. Ten years on the streets of Detroit, I knew how vengeance worked.


They went to the other side of the
car, the fuse in Figueroa’s hand. 


I walked slowly to toward the tree,
then paused and knelt. I flicked the wheel of the lighter and touched the flame
to the trail of gunpowder.


I stood and turned to face them. Cool
guys may not look at explosions in the movies, but I needed to see this one. Behind
Anna, Agent Long appeared, grabbing her gun.


“Long!” I yelled, waving my hands. “Get
away from the car!”


Long threw Anna to the ground and
rolled with her away from the car. Figueroa’s eyes were wide, and he
instinctively pressed the detonator. Then he disappeared in flames as first the
gunpowder then the gas tank exploded.


The concussion took the ground from
beneath my feet. As the impact vibrated through my body like I was hugging a
jackhammer, I felt rather than heard the crack from the base of the tree. Flat
on my back, I saw fire erupt from the top of the trunk. 


Colors danced before my eyes - green,
brown, and purple. As they hit my face, I realized they weren’t afterimages of
the explosions, but physical objects.


I pulled one off my face, and
Jefferson Davis was looking back at me.


I watched as the Confederate paper
money fluttered in the breeze, drifting across the field to rain down on the
Battle of Honey Springs.


 


Agent Long’s mouth moved like a
guppy’s at the edge of the fishbowl. It looked like he was saying, “Thanks for
the heads up!” but since I couldn’t hear anything, I couldn’t be sure. 


The silence soon changed to a shrill
ringing. We were making progress. Still, my field of vision kept liquefying,
like that Dali painting of the melting clocks.


Images floated past my eyes, as if
seen through a cracked window. Anna being helped into a black and white patrol
car. Two fire engines spraying what was left of the stand of trees. EMTs
gathering chunks of what used to be Kevin Figueroa. Scores of actors gathering
Confederate greenbacks off the ground. Agent Long giving orders. Two OSBI
agents looking at me, talking out of the corner of their mouths. Did they know
who I really was? How long before the gang in Detroit found me? Stephanie
getting out of a pickup.


Stephanie.


She ran toward me, followed by John
Gray, a deacon in my church and friend. Oddly, the closer she got, the clearer
my world became.


I was sitting in the back door of an
ambulance. She sat down and threw her arms around me. 


“I thought I lost you,” I said.


“I thought I had lost you,”
she said. “That was a crazy, idiotic, brave thing to do. I had it under
control.”


“I’m sure you did. How did you get
out?”


“Agent Long. He said he saw you being
pushed out of the church and came in to investigate. If he hadn’t showed up
when he did…”


I didn’t want to think about that,
anymore. It was all I had thought of since I got in Anna’s car.


“How’s your dad?”


“Grumpy and pissed off, but he will
be fine. They’re keeping him at the hospital overnight. When he realizes what
you did for us, you might finally have some goodwill there.” She grinned, and
it was beautiful.


“So,” I said. “Back to my question.”


Her eyebrows raised.


“If I had to leave, would you go with
me?”


She was quiet for several moments. Finally,
she said, “It’s about honesty. Not just that you lied to me, I guess I
understand that. But you still can’t be totally truthful in your life. If I’m
with you, do I have to lie too?”


 


“Today I want to say a few words about
the most human of all characteristics. Prevarication. Mendacity. Lying.”


On a hot Sunday morning, the
congregation of Oak Valley Community Church was sitting on folding chairs,
underneath the awning that protected the new vehicle inventory of Grey Auto
Sales from Oklahoma hailstorms every spring.


Around the corner was the charred
cinder that was all that remained of the church building. It seemed that every
time I met the eyes of Building Committee chairperson Mrs. Jeffers, her glare
was enough to reduce me to ashes.


“We’ve been doing it since Adam and
Eve. We don’t have to be taught to do it. The youngest child soon learns it is
a way to escape unpleasant consequences.”


I saw Stephanie, in a pale yellow
dress with her hair pulled back, sitting next to her father. I hoped with
everything in me that she could see past the falsehood and know me for my true
self. Whatever that was.


“But I believe that our best bet is
to be transparent, to each other and even ourselves. To somehow step beyond the
self-interest and the defense mechanisms that throw up barriers between us. I
look in the mirror as I say these words, because I know the truth is never
easy. If it was, we would all do it.”


So I stood in front of them, most
having no idea about my truth. I was in the present, but the past was swirling
around me. 


And the future was in front of me,
moving, picking up speed, sometimes getting closer, sometimes farther away.


 


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


 


Chapter
4







 Blessed are the Sleepers


 


  You don’t always know when it’s the last time you’re going
to do something. It can be because of changing circumstances, unforeseen
events, or hidden agendas. The last time I had dinner with Stephanie’s family,
it was because the old man was going to die.


Stephanie’s mother’s people were the Blazeks, from
Czechoslovakia, and representatives from three generations were sitting in the
cozy yellow dining room of the smallish post war cottage. We had finished the
cabbage soup, and the table seemed to groan under the main course, roast pork
with dumplings. Papa Damek, Steph’s grandfather, was lecturing.


“Gulas is different than goulash, which is just
Hungarian soup. My mother used to make a pot of gulas stew in the old
country and it would last for days. The only woman who could rival it was my
daughter, Vanda.” He looked at Stephanie. “God rest your mother’s soul.”


Steph’s grandmother, Teodora, made the sign of the cross. Her
Catholicism remained intact, but in the interest of assimilation Damek had
contributed heavily to the construction of Oak Valley Community Church in the
late 1960s. That was the church where Stephanie was the secretary and I was the
pastor for the past six months, since the Witness Protection Program had
deposited me in rural Oklahoma.


Martinek, Stephanie’s cousin, had been doing the sullen
teenager routine, and gulas seemed to rattle his cage. “Grandma’s
cooking is good, too! And it’s not days old, either.”


Grandma Teodora looked hurt. “Dat’s not what he meant,
Marty.”


“It’s just that he’s always going on about the old country,
and the old days. If it was so great, why did he come over here?” Marty stood
to leave the table.


His father, Lekso, stopped him. “Sit down, Martinek.
Schoolboys don’t have the right to show such disrespect.” There was a physical
threat implied in his tone. I wondered if Marty had felt the sting of Lekso’s
anger before.


He sat. “I’m eighteen,” he muttered.


“18!” Damek barked. “When I was 18, I was already running the
family farm, and I had married my gorgeous bride.” He stroked Teodora’s hair.
“I was a real man.”


Damek looked at me. “Don’t get me wrong, …” He couldn’t
remember my name.


“Peter,” said Stephanie, helpfully.


“Of course it’s Peter. I knew that.” Back to me. “Don’t get
me wrong, … Reverend. I love America. It has been very good to me and my
family. When they said they were sending Teo and I to America, we were so
pleased.”


Lekso was startled, his fork paused halfway to his mouth.
“Dad, be careful.”


“We had a successful business, plenty of food and clothing, and
two beautiful children.” He looked at Stephanie. “Vanda, you grew up with so
much more than I could have given you in Czechoslovakia.”


Stephanie said, “I’m not Mom, Grandpa. I’m Stephanie.”


“Aunt Vanda is dead,” said Marty.


Teodora, standing at the sink, slammed dishes down on the
counter. “Enough!” All eyes were on her. I don’t think she was used to that.
She fidgeted uncomfortably. “Lekso, take your father to bed. Make sure he takes
his medicine.”


Lekso shifted from the disciplinarian to obedient son. “Yes,
mother. Marty, give me some help.”


As they moved to help him from his chair, Damek focused on
me. “They never called us.”


“Dad, they don’t want to hear,” said Lekso, lifting him by
the arm.


As they led him out of the dining room, he said, “We were
never summoned. They never called us.”


We shared the awkward silence that followed, Stephanie and I
with cooling roast pork at the table, Teodora busying herself at the sink.


“He’s getting worse, Grandma,” Stephanie finally said. “I
know he can’t be left alone. How much longer can you care for him without
help?”


Teo sat down with us. She sighed wearily. “Don’t vorry,
Stephanie, I can still handle it. I don’t need an outsider to take care of my
husband.”


Stephanie raised her hands in surrender. “OK. Please let me
know what I can do.”


“Me, too,” I offered.


“Such a sweet boy. Stephanie has been too long without a
husband, you know. Are you going to fix this?”


Stephanie’s cheeks glowed red. “Grandma!”


“We’ll make sure you’re invited to the wedding,” I said, grinning.



“You’d better.”


Stephanie sunk into her chair. “Grandma, we should be going.”


The kidding over, Teodora said, “Perhaps it’s for ze best.”


“Can we help with dishes?”


“Absolutely not. Cleaning up afterwards is part of
hospitality.”


“All right, but I know you won’t get any help from Uncle Leks
and Marty.”


“You two run along.”


As we reached the door, Stephanie said, “Tell Aunt Sorina
hello.”


Lekso’s wife had never joined us for dinner. In fact, I
hadn’t even met her. She kept to herself.


“Of course, dear. Goodnight.” Teodora closed the door behind
us. As we stood on the porch in the fading daylight of a hot Oklahoma evening
in August, I saw the light go out in Damek’s bedroom.




   Stephanie’s small,
two-bedroom house was as far from her grandparent’s home as possible and still
be in Oak Valley city limits, which is to say about six blocks. Everything
downtown was closed, of course, but most porches were inhabited by iced tea
sipping citizens in rockers or porch swings. Many yards had children playing, but
not as many as there were at one time, I suspected. The population skewed
older, most of the younger generation discovering there were no jobs and little
to do. Marty would probably leave as soon after graduation as possible.


Stephanie did not resist as I took her hand, but she didn’t
entwine her fingers with mine. 


“I’m worried about Grandpa,” she said.


“I know you are, but he’s surrounded by people who love him.”
I chuckled. “He certainly has a rich fantasy life.”


She smiled. “I don’t know what that was all about! It was a
new story to me.”


A block passed in silence. The faint scent of honeysuckle
from a nearby garden reached us.


“Your Grandma Teo thinks I’m husband material.”


She did not meet my eyes. “If that were the only hurdle, we’d
be home free.”


I stopped walking and turned her to face me. “I know we’ve
only known each other for a few months, but I’ve never met anyone like you.
We’ve already been through a lot together.”


“You’re right about one thing. I don’t know you. You kept a
secret from me, and I don’t see how I can be a big part of your life.
Especially since you have two of them.” She started to walk again.


I followed her, lowering my voice. “I couldn’t tell you I was
in the WPP when I first met you. I only told you about being a police chaplain
in Detroit and the drug raid gone south when you insisted. I’m still afraid I
may have put you in danger. If anything happened to you…” My voice trailed off.
The consequences of being found by Carlos Ponty or what remained of his gang
were terrible to contemplate. I'd seen how they treated informants.


“Besides, you know me in every way that counts,” I said. My
big finish. Closing the sale.


We were at her house. “Do I?”


The sun was down now, and the gentle south breeze stirred her
chestnut brown hair. Her green eyes caught the light of the rising moon. I
wanted to gather her in my arms, kiss her, and protect her forever.


Instead, she presented her cheek, which I dutifully pecked,
and she went inside.




  I went back to the parsonage,
close to the charred remains of Oak Valley Community Church. The explosion a
couple of months ago had been an attempt to cover the tracks of a desperate
woman searching for a Civil War treasure, as well as remove the witnesses to
the murder she committed. Stephanie had barely escaped with her life.


Nothing on TV held my interest, nor did any books from the
library of the previous pastor. The images and words seemed to bounce off my
eyes, leaving no impact. I gave up and went to bed.


I awoke to a pounding on my bedroom window. I grabbed my cell
phone to get the time and saw eight missed calls.


The pounding continued. “Tony…I mean Peter! Wake up!”


It was Stephanie. She had changed to khaki shorts and a
Blondie tee shirt.


I opened the window. “What is it?”


“Grandpa’s dead. Will you go over with me?”




  We got in my KIA Sportage. If
the FBI wanted me to be inconspicuous in the land of the pickup truck, it
seemed like a strange choice.


When we pulled up, I was surprised to see the spinning red
light of Sheriff Harris’s police car in the driveway. As we got out of the car,
we heard the approaching ambulance siren.


The front door was open, so we went in. Teodora was sitting
on the couch, a lace handkerchief catching her sobs.


“Grandma!” Stephanie said, rushing to hug her. Martinek sat in
the recliner that was usually reserved for Damek, his eyes red.


“Lekso and Sorina are on their way over,” Teodora said.


Sheriff Harris came out of the back bedroom, a digital camera
swinging from a strap around his neck. “Oh, good,” he said, sarcasm dripping
from every word. “The preacher is here.”


It was hard to turn the other cheek. Fortunately, the EMTs
entered the house.


“Back there,” Harris said, cocking his thumb toward the back
bedroom. “No hurry.”


The old lady was tough. She barely sniffled as the gurney
with the covered body of her husband was wheeled though the house and out the
door. She stood, hobbled to the porch, and watched as the ambulance pulled
away, no lights or siren this time.


“They’re taking him to the hospital in Muskogee,” Harris said.



“Come on, Grandma, we’ll give you a ride.” Stephanie looked
at me, and I nodded. “You want to come with us, Marty?”


“Actually,” the sheriff said, “the boy is coming down to my
office to answer some questions.”


“Why?” asked Stephanie.


“Your grandfather’s nose was broken. It’s an injury we see
when people are suffocated with a pillow.” He grabbed Marty’s arm and stood him
up. I noticed the handcuffs for the first time.


I followed them out to the cruiser. Harris opened a back door
and slid Marty inside.


I said, “Sheriff, surely you don’t think he had anything to
do with this.”


He turned and faced me, his eyes red flashes of anger. “Look,
Reverend, what I think is that this was a quiet, law abiding community until
you got here. Since then, three people were murdered over some rare books, a
New York mobster loan shark slashed you and your pretty little girlfriend, then
she and her father almost die when your own church is blown up. Now some old
guy you had supper with is dead, probably murdered. You must be the worst kind
of luck. Why don’t you just go back where you came from?”


I couldn’t think of anything to say. I wished it were that
easy.


I looked at Martinek, forlorn and surly. “I’ll come help you
after I take care of your grandmother and Stephanie. Don’t answer any questions
without a lawyer.”


Harris snorted as he got into the driver’s seat and fired up
the engine. Unlike the ambulance, there were lights and a siren as he roared
away.






We went to the hospital, because that’s what you do. There
was no suspense in the outcome for Papa Damek, just bad coffee, uncomfortable
seats, and awkward silences. I had done my share of notifications with the
Detroit PD, both as an officer then as chaplain, but this was rough.
Stephanie’s heart was breaking, and Teodora was barely holding it together.


Dr. Singh, a young woman with her black hair pulled back in a
severe ponytail, came into the waiting room after we had been there an hour.
“I’m sorry, but we pronounced Mr. Blazek dead upon his arrival. Is there a
funeral home the hospital can contact for you?”


“Can I see him?” Teo asked.


“Again, I’m sorry, but his body has been taken to the medical
examiner’s office.”


“An autopsy?” I asked. “Weren't you able to determine a cause
of death?”


Dr. Singh shifted from foot to foot, as if she would rather
be anywhere but answering that question. To her credit, she put on her big girl
smock and said, “The cause of death was asphyxiation, but there is evidence
that it may not have been a natural event. We’ll know more after the autopsy.
There is nothing else you can do here, so please go home and get some rest.”


Instead of leaving, we all sat down again.


“Do you really think Marty could have done this?” Stephanie
asked.


“No,” Teo said. “He’s a good boy. A little glum and
depressed, but a good boy.”


The outside doors slid open, and Lekso entered with a woman
that must have been his wife.


“That’s Aunt Sorina,” Stephanie confirmed.


Sorina stood apart as Lekso apologized for being late. The
standard stuff followed: he got there as soon as he could, are you alright, and
what happened?


He was followed soon after by William Martin. 


“Daddy!” Stephanie said, running to embrace him. He had never
been fond of me, even before he was almost blown up with his daughter in my
church basement. He was happier recently writing the paper describing the lost
Confederate treasure of Honey Springs. Quite a coup for a history professor at
a community college in Muskogee, Oklahoma.


He held Steph with one arm and shook my hand with the other.
“Peter,” he said, by way of greeting. Was it my imagination or was he
physically putting himself between Stephanie and I?


He went through the same script as Lekso. When there was a
pause, I suggested we get Teodora home. As everyone gathered their things, I
saw Sorina touch William’s arm. They drifted away from the others. Sorina
whispered urgently, and William nodded his head, then shook it. He spoke and
shrugged his shoulders. Sorina looked furtively at the group and met my gaze
briefly before she dropped her eyes. Finished, they joined the rest of us, and
we left the hospital.






After I dropped Teodora and Stephanie off at Steph’s house, I
drove past the Sheriff’s office. It was in a storefront along the main street
since it was only a one-man operation. It was about 4:00 A. M., but the lights
were on.


Sheriff Harris was leaned back in his chair, his cowboy boots
on his desk, but he didn’t look comfortable. I doubted someone of his bulk was
ever very comfortable.


He sat up. “You’ll be happy to know our perp took your
advice. He’s tighter-lipped than an old maid getting her first kiss. The
soonest a public defender can get here is tomorrow morning, late. Until then,
here I am babysitting.”


It was clear he blamed me. “Can I talk to him, if he’s
awake?”


“Help yourself. In fact, I’m going to run to the house and
get a fresh shirt and a sandwich. I’d be pleased if you didn’t let the prisoner
escape.”


Just to be sure, he took the key ring from his desk and put
it in his pocket.


I went to the back room, which contained a cell straight out
of Mayberry. I had visited here before. The church’s handyman had a
predilection for overindulging in adult beverages, and if he got into his
battered pickup when the He’s Not Here Saloon closed, Harris escorted him here
for overnight accommodations.


Our handyman was usually happy to see me, giddy in fact,
which was more than I could say for Martinek. His eyes raised from the floor,
he said, “Oh, it’s you,” and his eyes fell again.


“The sheriff is gone for a while. Do you want to tell me what
happened?”


“I wasn’t even in the house. After Dad and I got Grandpa into
bed, we went home. We argued all the way.”


“Over what?”


“About college, mostly. It’s in his plan for my life, but not
really in mine. Anyway, when he went to get ready for bed, I took the car keys
and left.”


“To go where?”


“Sometimes I go to Steph’s when I need to cool off, but I
thought you might be there.”


“Just so you know, not much chance of that.”


He squinted. “Too bad. She’s into you, don’t know why. I went
to Grandma’s, but all the lights were off. I sat in the car in the driveway and
fell asleep. I didn’t wake up until I heard Grandma scream and all the lights
came on. I ran in, but Grandpa was already dead. I could tell. And there was a
pillow on his face. I thought Grandma was gonna lose it. I’m even the one who
called 911. Then that hick cop arrests me.”


“If you didn’t do it, who did? Teodora doesn’t seem strong
enough.”


His voice grew quiet. “Are you sure Barney Fife is gone?”


“It’s just us.”


“You heard what Grandpa said earlier. About being sent. What
do you think that meant?”


“I think it meant he was a confused old man. What else could
it be?”


“There’s some kind of secret in my family. I don’t know what
it is, but I know my mom won’t even be around Grandma and Grandpa, if she can
help it. Somebody wanted him dead.” He laid down on the cot.


That’s the moment Sheriff Harris chose to return. “OK,
Preacher, the professionals are back. Time to stop harassing the prisoner and
go home.”


I looked back at Marty. I could tell he was done talking.






I knew it was no use trying to sleep, so I drove over to the
Blazek’s house. Since Grandma Teo was at Stephanie’s, the house was dark. I didn’t
know what I was looking for, but I got out of the car and climbed the stairs to
the porch, the flashlight from my glove compartment in my hand. 


The door was locked, which was unusual. In Detroit, people
barricaded themselves in, but in Oak Valley, locked houses or cars were rare. I
tried the back door. Also locked. I took a crack at the windows, and found one
ajar. Papa Damek’s bedroom.


I looked around the neighborhood. I didn’t want to get caught
head in, butt out of the window. No need to give Sheriff Harris any undue
pleasure arresting me for B and E. 


But no one was watching, so I slithered through the window.
Standing upright, the room didn’t look like it held any secrets. In fact, it
smelled like old man. I turned the flashlight on.


I had been in the kitchen, dining room, and living room
earlier so I knew I wouldn’t find anything new there. I went into the second
bedroom, which was an office. There was a roll-top desk, open, that was piled
high with bills, bank statements, and advertising flyers. In the corner was a
computer desk with a laptop on it. The screen was up, but dark. I hit the enter
button, and four views of the yard surrounding the house appeared. A video
security system.


It wasn’t new. I recognized it from my cop days years ago.
Since it wasn’t even password protected, I could manipulate the feeds. The
first camera was trained on the front yard, the other three on the remaining
sides.


I started with the front yard camera angle. I hit “control R”
which gave me a menu of how far back I wanted the replay to start. Stephanie
and I had left around 9:00, six hours before, so I clicked on the timeline and
drug it back. There was Steph and I stepping off the porch and exiting out of
frame. I set the playback at 6X, which gave all the movement a jerky silent
movie feel.


At 9:30, Lekso and Martinek got in their car and left. About
10:40, the car pulled back into the driveway and sat there. No one got out.
11:00. 11:30. At 11:54, the bedroom light then the living room light came on,
like the yellow eyes of an awakening monster. Marty got out of the car and ran
into the house.


I switched to the side view where I had found the open
window, and played from 9:30 to 11:54. No matter how I enlarged or adjusted the
direction, I could not get a clear line of sight on the window. But, I didn’t
see signs of any intruders.


Same with the other two feeds.


I saved the playback to the laptop’s hard drive. Its desktop
was free of all but the factory installed icons. The Blazeks weren’t using it
for anything but a security system. Typical for an elderly couple.


I slid the beam of the flashlight across the wall and stopped
on a four-drawer file cabinet. As I opened the top drawer, I caught the smell
of smoke and the crackle of flames. I saw the figure dressed in black standing
behind the file cabinet too late to react.


The figure shoved the file cabinet toward me, and I fell
backwards. The drawers disgorged decades of yellowing paper on me. The figure
ran past me, kicking my flashlight into the living room, leaving me plunged
into darkness. As I extricated myself I heard the back door open and slam shut.
I stood and turned on the room light.


I ran to the back door, but was too late to see anyone. I
didn’t hear a car, though, so they must have left on foot. 


I went into the living room, where I saw fire flickering
behind the closed grate of the wood-burning stove. Being August, it hadn’t been
used for several months, so smoke was pouring from it. I knelt on the brick
platform where it rested and used a small area rug to open the hot iron handle.
Inside was what remained of a leather-bound ledger. I grabbed the poker from
beside the stove and tried to leverage it out of the fire, but it
disintegrated.


I closed the grate to contain the fire, which was already
ebbing.


Stepping over the file cabinet, I went back to the security
computer and watched the feed on the back yard. I saw the figure, dressed in
black jeans and black hoodie, exit and run off, but there was no way to
identify them.


I was trying to decide what to do next when the adrenaline
rush left me. After being so long without sleep, I felt exhausted. I should go
home and rest. I felt sure Sheriff Harris would not be interested in hearing
from me again so soon. I closed the laptop, unplugged it, and carried it to my
car.






I pulled into my garage, left the keys in the car, and
staggered into my house before the garage door completely closed. I numbly made
it most of the way through the kitchen before it registered the living room
lamp was on.


In my favorite reading chair was Dion Wilder, looking more
immaculate in his dark slacks, tailored white shirt, and muted plaid tie than
anyone had a right to look at 5:30 in the morning.


“Agent Wilder.” I dropped wearily onto the couch.


“Reverend Andrews,” he said, laying the book he was reading
onto the end table beside him. The Fires of Summer by K. C. Waters. “You
have been the most visible witness I have ever had the pleasure of protecting
in the WPP. I find myself wondering if I didn’t make the rules clear.”


I started to protest, then gave up.


“The idea is to lay low, and not draw attention to yourself,”
he continued.


“You guys are the ones who put me in this community, and this
church. I can’t turn my back on them if they’re in trouble.”


“Helping is one thing, putting yourself and others in danger
is something else. It’s crossing the line. For example, what were you doing
tonight? After you dropped your girlfriend and her grandmother off at her
place, I mean.”


“You know about that?”


“I know everything. That’s how I protect you. But you have to
do your part.”


“Stephanie’s grandfather was murdered. Her cousin is being
blamed, but I have evidence he didn’t do it.”


Wilder shifted in the chair, and his voice took on a harder
edge. “What I need you to understand is that is not your concern. If you aren’t
healthy enough to testify when the time comes, one of the worst drug kingpins
in Detroit will get off, free to damage countless more lives.”


“But a man has been murdered!”


“Again, not your business, but Damek Blazek was a third level
Soviet sleeper agent, who enjoyed the privileges of living in this country for
almost 60 years, all the while willing to do this nation harm if he was asked
to.”


I was stunned. The old man’s rantings weren’t so crazy, after
all.


“But what about Martinek? He’s just a kid, accused of a
murder he didn’t commit.”


Wilder leaned forward. “It. Doesn’t. Matter. If someone went
around and executed all the doddering old sleeper agents left high and dry
after we won the Cold War, your government wouldn’t care one bit that it
happened or who did it. And neither should you.”


He pulled out his phone. “My ride is here,” he said,
standing. “It won’t be long before we have a trial date for Ponty. After that,
your life will be your own, but you shouldn’t come back here. You need a clean
break with your Detroit life and your Oak Valley life. So, just to be clear. No
spy games. No treasure hunts. No contacting mafia bosses to renegotiate loans.
No discovering reclusive authors. Just marry and bury, and preach every
Sunday.”


“They tell me I’m not very good at the preaching.”


“They’re right,” he said, closing the door behind him.






After about 4 hours of fitful sleep, I put on my robe and
lurched to the front room to answer the doorbell. It was Stephanie, Lekso, and
Grandma Teodora.


“I thought we had an appointment to discuss the funeral
service,” Stephanie said.


“Of course. Come in.” I opened the door and stood aside as
they filed in, Stephanie last. She gave me a “what’s wrong with you?” glance as
she passed me. Since the explosion and fire destroyed the church building, the
parsonage had been the de facto office. 


“Please have a seat. I’ll make some coffee,” I said.


Stephanie said, “I’ll handle the coffee. You put on pants.”


“Good idea.”


Fifteen minutes later, I entered the living room fully
clothed. “I apologize for not being presentable.”


“Not at all,” Lekso said. “Martinek told me you were with him
early this morning.”


“How is he?”


“As well as can be expected. We expect to meet with his
lawyer about 1:00.”


Teodora spoke up. “Tell him, Stephanie.”


“When we went to Grandma’s house this morning, there had been
an intruder,” Steph said.


“You don’t say.”


She raised her eyebrows. “Files were all over the floor,
there’d been a fire in the stove, and some things were missing.”


Lekso said, “Like a laptop.”


“A laptop?” I stammered. “Actually, I may know something
about that.”


“Lekso!” Teo wailed. “He vas in my house!”


It was no use protesting. “I’m sorry.”


“You had no right to break in!” Lekso said. “What were you
looking for?”


“Evidence to help Marty,” I said. “And I found it. I took the
computer to the sheriff this morning,” I fibbed. “He wasn’t even in the house…”


“We don’t need your help!”


“And, there was someone else in the house with me last night.
They burned a ledger or something in the wood-burning stove.”


Lekso stood and held up his hands. “Enough! We’ve had enough
of your lies. My son made a terrible mistake, and he will have to pay for it.”


“You don’t understand. This could help your son.”


He offered his arm to help his mother up. “I don’t think he
is the best person to conduct Papa’s funeral.”


“I should say not,” she said, getting slowly to her feet. “Ve
will bury him in Prague, like I wanted.”


They shuffled out the door, leaving Stephanie looking
shocked.


“Prague?” I asked.


“Yeah,” she said absently. “It’s a small community near here
settled by Czech immigrants over a hundred years ago. They have the National
Shrine of Infant Jesus. Great place for a Catholic funeral. You still have the
laptop, don’t you?”


“Yeah, it’s in the car. Are you mad at me?” I asked. 


She met my gaze. “Of course not. I just wonder what Uncle
Lekso is hiding.”


I looked out the window. Lekso and Teodora were talking with
someone else standing by their car. “Isn’t that your dad?”


She stood beside me. “Yes, it is.” She started to go meet
him, but I stopped her. 


“Wait a second. Let’s watch.”


They weren’t yelling, but all three seemed tense. Teo lifted
her face in a dismissive gesture and got in the car. Lekso circled around to
the driver side. Before he got in, he pointed at Stephanie’s father and mouthed
what appeared to be a threat. After they drove away, he came up the front walk.


Stephanie opened the door. “Dad, what are you doing here?”


“I heard this was the temporary office for your church. I
came to check on you. Peter,” he said, shaking my hand.


“William,” I said, trying to out serious him but failing.


“Listen, Honey, I have something to tell you. Can we talk?”


“Sure. Come in.”


“In private?”


“You can say anything in front of Peter. He’s in this up to
his neck already.”


He looked at me. “Why am I not surprised?” He entered the
house and sat down on the couch. Stephanie sat beside him. 


“Your grandparents are not what they seem. Damek was sent to
this country by the Communist government in Czechoslovakia. He was a rising
officer in the NKVD, or People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs. Lekso
knows, of course, and so did your mother. I tried to keep it from you and your
brothers so it wouldn’t color your opinion of them. After the changes in the
USSR and Eastern Europe, they seemed harmless enough. Your Aunt Sorina could
never let it go, though.”


“I wondered why she was never around.”


“Why Oklahoma?” I asked.


“Oklahoma has four major military bases. We’re close to the
ICBM missile silos that were in Kansas. And, it’s only a half day’s drive to
the Port of Houston.”


“That’s a lot of opportunity to do some damage,” I said.


Stephanie looked shell-shocked. “I can’t believe it. How
could you keep this a secret from me?”


“We all thought they were out of the woods after the fall of
the Soviet Union, but with Damek slipping mentally, someone thought it best to
silence him. Please, be careful.”


“I will, Dad, but who did it?”


“Stephanie, that’s not important. Please just tell me you’ll
stay out of it.”


“But Marty didn’t do it.”


“Maybe he did. Maybe it was Lekso. Maybe it was a foreign
agent. I just need you to be safe. If they feel there is no more threat, maybe
this will be the end of it.” He looked at me reluctantly, as if he was giving
Jesse James the key to the bank. “Can you please keep her from doing anything
foolish?”


“I’ll do my best.”


“I do not feel reassured. Stephie, if anything happened to you,
I couldn’t bear it. Losing your mother, then almost losing you when you got
stabbed, then again when we were trapped in the church basement…”


“Dad, I’ll be fine, I promise. Don’t worry.”


“It’s what I do,” he said, standing. “Anybody want some lunch
before I go back for my afternoon class?”






I told Steph and her father I would join them at the diner
downtown. First, I went to the Sheriff’s office. When I got out of my car, I
noticed a non-descript late model sedan parked beside me. On a hunch, I left the
laptop in the car, under the back seat.


Sheriff Harris met me at the door. “Preacher, I don’t have
time for you today. Marty’s lawyer and family will be here any minute, and I
even have an FBI agent here for the interview.”


“FBI?” I looked past him. Agent Wilder was at Harris’s desk,
using his phone, staring right at me. 


“Yeah, you’re busy. I’ll come back.”


“No hurry,” he said, letting the door close.


I walked across the street to the diner and sat at the table
with Stephanie and William.


“Do you think that’s him?” she asked.


I followed her gaze to a youngish African American man
sitting at the counter, a briefcase at his side. His inexpensive suitcoat was
folded neatly on the chair beside him, and his paisley tie was loosened in the
August heat.


“Marty’s lawyer,” I said. I almost got up to talk to him, but
William’s stare pinned me down. 


 I decided I had to get the evidence to him anyway, but
before I could stand, Lekso entered. He sniffed disdainfully as he passed our
table on the way to the counter.


“Mr. Lewis?” he asked.


The lawyer replied, “Yes. Mr. Blazek?”


They shook hands, and Lewis gathered his jacket and
briefcase, and followed Lekso out the door.


Stephanie stood. “Where are you going?” William asked.


“To the meeting with the lawyer,” she said. “After all, I’m
the only person at this table they’re not mad at.”


“She really is stubborn,” I said after she left.


“She got it from her mother,” William said, picking up the
menu. “Now, what’s good here?”






After William left, I went to my house and tried to do some
work, but I got more distracted as the hours slipped away. As 5:00 came and
went, my short night caught up with me and I dozed at my desk.


The phone woke me up as the long evening shadows drifted
across the room. It was the house’s land line, not my cell.


“Reverend Andrews,” I said, rubbing my right eye with the
heel of my hand.


The voice on the other end was deep and distorted. “If you
want to see your pretty little girlfriend again, bring the laptop to the Blazek
house. Come alone.”


The click was as final as a nail driven into a coffin.






I made sure the laptop was still under the seat and drove as
fast as I could to the Blazek house. Stephanie’s little pickup was parked in
the driveway. I braked hard and was out of the car before it stopped rocking.
Computer in hand, I ran up the porch steps and through the doorway. I skidded
to a stop in the living room, where Stephanie and Teodora were sipping from
teacups.


“Dear me,” said Teo.


“Who else is here?” I demanded.


“No one,” said Stephanie.


“Then someone is coming. I got a phone call. You’re both in
danger.”


“No,” said Teo, letting the shawl on her lap drop to the
floor, revealing a small handgun. “You two are in danger.”


“Grandma?” asked Stephanie.


“I couldn’t let that doddering old fool ruin 50 years of
preparation by shooting off his mouth.” All trace of her accent was gone. “He
was always the weak one. As his commanding officer, I had to clean up the mess.
Now give me the computer, young man.”


She stood, and at full height she was much taller than when
stooped over the sink. Her hand was steady as she pointed the gun at me.


I opened the laptop and prepared to rip it into two pieces.
“Why do you need this?”


She laughed. “Go ahead and tear it. I just need to make sure
Martinek gets the blame for Damek’s death.”


“Your own grandson?” Stephanie said.


“Living here all his life made him soft. This is something he
can do to repay the motherland. It was supposed to be cut and dry, but you two
just wouldn’t leave it alone. I had to break into my own house to destroy
evidence. Now there has to be two more murders and a missing old lady.”


She cocked the hammer with her thumb. I’m sure it was my
imagination, but I thought I could see the tip of the bullet in its chamber.


“What about Uncle Lekso?” Stephanie said, her voice cracking.


“He’s also weak. At least he kept that dishrag of a wife in
line.” She braced the hand holding the gun with her other hand. The recoil
could be bad for older bones, I presumed. 


She fired, then fell backward over her chair, landing in a
pile on the floor.


I wasn’t hit. I looked at Stephanie, who shook her head.


“A dishrag? The old bitch.” We both looked at Aunt Sorina,
standing in the doorway with her gun pointing to the ground. 


She advanced to Teo. Lekso ran into the room. “Sorina, don’t!”


Sorina stood over Teo, and fired again. Grandma Teodora’s
body twitched with the impact, and then was still.


Lekso took the gun from her. “Now what do we do?”


“Simple. Take the computer and get our son out of jail.”






I was alone in the front pew of the beautiful and ornate
sanctuary of the National Shrine of Infant Jesus, looking at two coffins. What
do you say at the funeral of two Cold War spies?


Stephanie sat down in the pew behind me.


“Aren’t you supposed to be with the family?”


“I am,” she said. I turned to look at her.


“Look,” she went on, “I was so high and mighty about you not
being truthful with me, and here my family was hiding something much worse. At
least everything you’ve done, you’ve done to help others.”


“My situation hasn’t changed. I can’t offer you anything but
uncertainty and deceit.”


“If that’s the hand we’re dealt, let’s play it together.” She
put her hand on my shoulder. “Grandma Teo was right about one thing. We make a
good match.”


The funeral director touched Steph’s shoulder. “Miss, if you
will join the family, we are ready to seat the mourners.” She followed him to
the family room, and I took my place on the platform. 


After everyone was seated, the family came in. Stephanie was
beautiful in a black dress. She sat with her father. Lekso and Martinek sat
beside them. Sorina was being held without bail.


Three priests officiated, in robes of black, white, and
violet. There was a hymn, a reading from the Gospel of Luke, the Lord’s Prayer,
and the Liturgy of the Eucharist, where everyone received the body and the
blood in the form of wine and a wafer. All in the congregation except me knew
when to stand and sit. Then it was time for the Words of Remembrance.


As I stood and looked over the congregation, I saw Agent
Wilder slip in and sit on the back row. He caught my eye, and shook his head
slowly, as if he couldn’t believe I would disregard his advice to not get
involved so utterly.


I started with the basic facts of Damek and Teo’s lives, my
tongue twisting over the names of their hometowns in Czechoslovakia. Their
birthdays were two years apart – Teo was older. The dates of death were
separated by one day.


“Most here today don’t know the real facts of their lives and
deaths. I submit that we can never know the essential truth of another’s life,
without dedicating our lives to do so. And I will leave it to wiser people than
me, perhaps some in this room, to know what it means to leave one’s home and
move to another world, first as an outsider, then, hopefully, as an inhabitant
of the new place, the dweller in a new home.


“There is a way in which we are all strangers in an unknown
land, trying to find what home means. It’s better if we find someone to make
the journey with us, so that we can search together.”


I stood with the priests at the back of the sanctuary as the
family filed out. Stephanie shook the hands of the priests then took her place
beside me.


Everyone else was dismissed, from the front rows to the back.
One of the last to exit was Agent Wilder.


He did not shake my hand, but stopped directly in front of
me.


“We have a trial date,” he said. “Go home and pack. I’ll pick
you up in three hours.”


 
















Chapter 5







 Blessed are the Returned


 


My best friend from my new life was helping
me pack so I could go back to my old one.


John Gray owned the car dealership in
Oak Valley, the small town in rural Oklahoma where the FBI had stashed me as
part of the Witness Protection Program. He was also a deacon in the church
where I pastored while waiting for my past to catch up with me.


“When will Agent Wilder be here?” he
asked.


“Any minute now.” It was hard to know
how to pack not knowing when, or even if, I would be back.


“Hurry back when you are done
testifying. You know you’ll always have a place here.”


I turned to him. “I don’t know how
this will play out. The FBI told me to go someplace new when the trial is over.
It’ll be safer for me and everybody else.”


“You’ve been such a help to me and my
family, I can’t stand the thought of not seeing you again. And you know
Stephanie feels that way. Where is she, anyway?”


Stephanie was the secretary of Oak
Valley Community Church. We had grown very close in the months I had been in
town. 


“She’s probably with her family,” I
said. Three hours earlier, I had officiated at the double funeral of her
grandparents. She was standing with me when Agent Wilder told me to pack to
return to Detroit. I yearned to see her before I left, but in many ways it
would be easier if I didn’t.


No such luck. I heard her small
pickup pull into the driveway. I looked out the window as she got out. At the
funeral she wore a black knee length dress, but she had changed into denim
shorts and a Bruce Springsteen tee shirt. Her brown ponytail bobbed as she
reached into the back of her truck and grabbed a suitcase.


“Uh oh,” said John, looking over my
shoulder.


I met her on the porch. 


“Is Wilder here, yet?” she asked,
setting the suitcase down.


“No,” I said. “What are you doing?”


“I’m going with you.”


“I don’t think you can. It might be
dangerous.”


“That’s why I’m going. We talked
about being in this together. Besides, I’m not sure you would last a day
without me to watch out for you.”


“She has a point there,” said John,
watching from the doorway.


I summoned up all my courage, and
said, “Steph, you can’t come. So much could go wrong. Carlos Ponty and his gang
are vicious. They will do anything to keep me from testifying. I’ll come back
as soon as I can, I promise.”


I braced myself for the storm, but it
was interrupted by two black SUVs coming to a stop along the street. Two FBI
agents got out of each, scanning every detail of the neighborhood through their
dark sunglasses. After a moment, one of them took his glasses off and walked
toward us. It was Agent Wilder.


“You packed?”


Another agent entered the house and
came out with my suitcase and travelling bag. Wilder looked at Stephanie and
her bag. “Housesitting?”


“I’m coming with you.”


“Afraid not.” An agent grabbed my arm
with one hand and put his other around my shoulder, ushering me into the back
seat of one of the vehicles.


“Stephanie!” I called as the door
closed. She pressed her hand against the window just as our car took off.


I’ll never forget her pretty face
twisted with shock and anger as she got smaller and smaller in the rear window.


We made the Oklahoma City airport in
record time. Agent Wilder and one other agent escorted me onto a commercial jet
immediately before take-off and occupied the seats on either side of me.
Neither was much for small talk during the non-stop flight to Detroit
Metropolitan Wayne County Airport.


We disembarked down a special
staircase to a waiting SUV on the tarmac. As we exited the airport complex,
another SUV fell into place behind us. Only then did Wilder seem to relax a
little. 


“After you left Detroit, Ponty was
held on $1-million-dollar bail, which he posted, no problem. He then
disappeared, which is impressive since his organization was in tatters after
the raid. We got intel that he was rebuilding, but couldn’t find him. Then, at
the court appearance to set the trial date, he shows up. He retained some high
priced legal out of New York, and they apparently convinced him it was in his
best interest to face the charges.”


“Really?”


“I’m sure they took one look at our
case and saw how weak it was. They think they can beat it and he’ll walk.”
Wilder glanced at me. “They’ve been looking for you.”


We rolled into the underground
parking of the Patrick V. McNamara Building off Michigan and 1st. We
took a secure elevator to the 26th floor, the home in the clouds for
the FBI field office. We cops used to call it the Ivory Tower, but any of us
would have taken a job there in a heartbeat.


I was ushered past the receptionist’s
desk and through the bullpen, an open area of 20 desks or so, each with a
computer and phone, and staffed with mostly white guys who had been to the same
barber and bought their suits at the same store. I was conscious of all eyes on
me like I was the last, best hope. Behind me was a stream of whispers.


I was sequestered in a conference
room between the bullpen and a wall of windows. Wilder seated me in one of the
black leather chairs and shook my hand. It was more like he was washing his
hands of me. There I sat for the next hour, interrupted only by the
receptionist asking me if I needed anything. 


The mid-day sun was directly over
Detroit’s skyline when two men entered the room. One could have been any of the
generic agents from the bullpen, but the other was more impressive. His name
tag read SAIC Hernandez. The Special Agent in Charge. Not overly tall, his
powerful build filled out his tailored suit. His jet-black hair and dark skin
framed piercing brown eyes. I stood and offered my hand.


“Officer Stratton,” he said. “I am
Luis Hernandez, and this is Agent Oliver. Please sit down.”


Hernandez had come in empty-handed,
but Oliver’s briefcase disgorged legal pads, pens, and folders onto the table.


“Tony…can I call you Tony?” Hernandez
began.


“Of course.” I didn’t ask if I could
call him Luis. 


“Tony, our trial against Carlos Ponty
on murder and drug trafficking charges, as well as conspiracy to commit murder,
starts Thursday, three days from now. Today, we want to briefly go over your
story, then Oliver here will help you prepare your testimony. Understood?”


I nodded.


“Great. Now briefly tell the story of
your involvement with the Ponty gang.”


“All right. Back in March, Nick
Stafford, a detective on the Detroit police force, approached me.”


“In your capacity as Police
Chaplain?”


“Yes. He’d been taking money under
the table from Carlos Ponty for information and tips, but Ponty had just asked
him to ensure there would be no police presence in the West Chicago Street and
Livernois Avenue area on the night of March 23rd. Ponty was receiving a major
shipment of coke and meth from an out of state supplier. Stafford’s conscience
was getting the better of him, and he wanted my advice as to what he should
do.”


“Which was?”


“I encouraged him to come clean with
the department and tell what he knew. I told him information that valuable
might go a long way toward reducing any prosecution for corruption charges.”


“What did he intend to do?”


“He didn’t say. I assumed he took my
advice, because the PD mounted a large operation to intercept the drug deal. I
was allowed to accompany the team because of my experience with the department.
Nick was also there, so I figured he told the Captain.”


“Did you tell anyone?”


“Of course not. We don’t call it the
confidentiality of the confessional like my Catholic friends, but it’s
basically the same thing.”


“I see.” Hernandez exchanged glances
with Oliver. “Tell us what happened the night of March 23rd.”


“The deal went down at midnight, like
Stafford said. The police caught both gangs off guard, but they were armed like
the 45th Infantry. We reached a stalemate, and the out of towners
got out of there, taking most of their product with them. The task force
rounded up most of Ponty’s gang, including Carlos himself. A couple of his
lieutenants escaped.”


Oliver nodded. “That’s the general
story we have.”


Hernandez said, “Then what?”


“A couple of days later, Stafford was
captured by the remaining gang members, and he said the only person he’d told
was me. A police informant notified the PD, they called you guys, and I ended
up in the WPP in Oklahoma. I understand Stafford wasn’t so lucky.”


“Essentially correct,” Hernandez
said. “Are you able to testify that Stafford told you the about the deal and
implicated Carlos Ponty, giving Ponty motive to kill Detective Nick Stafford?”


“Yes.”


“And can Carlos Ponty identify you?”


“Yes. In my capacity as police
chaplain, I organized many programs for at-risk youth in Ponty’s territory.
I’ve actually met Carlos on a couple of occasions.”


“Did he see you on the night of the
23rd?”


I remembered the chaos of that night.
I was the only unarmed member of the force, so every detail was etched on my
mind. The officers falling to my right, gang members scrambling for cover, the
billowing clouds from the smoke grenades.


And Ponty backing toward his SUV, the
fire from his Taurus Millennium gun lighting his face like a strobe light. As
he ejected a spent clip, he looked my way. The night was oversaturated with
yellow and orange as our eyes met. Then he got into the back of his vehicle and
his driver floored it, but they didn’t get far. A black and white cruiser
stopped in front of them and took the full force of the impact. Ponty was
pinned inside by police fire until the conflagration died down, then he was
arrested.


“Yeah, he saw me.”


“That’s why you will need to remain
in the WPP, even after the trial. Detroit is not safe for you anymore. And
through your own actions, Oklahoma is too hot, as well.”


I nodded. Stephanie and I had been in
the papers a few times, solving the mystery of author K. C. Waters’ true
identity, helping recover a Confederate treasure, and most recently revealing
her grandparents as Soviet sleeper agents. I had intended to lay low, I really
did.


Hernandez looked at Oliver. “Do you
have everything you need for now?”


Oliver started stuffing things back
in his briefcase. “Yes. You’ll be staying in a secure hotel room under high
security. We will spend tomorrow prepping your testimony.”


They stood. Hernandez said, “Before
that, you have some visitors.” He opened the door, and motioned my parents into
the room.


“Mom! Dad!” I hugged them both.
Hernandez and Oliver left the room.


I hadn’t seen them in six months.
They seemed older as they sat at the conference table. Was it the worry I had
put them through?


“How are you, Tony?” my dad asked.


“I’m better now. I’m sorry I haven’t
been in touch.”


“Your precinct captain told us what
happened,” Mom said. “We understand.”


Dad said, “I know you can’t tell us
where you were, but were you OK?”


“Yeah. I even met someone. She’s very
special. I hope I can introduce you sometime.”


“The agent who picked us up today
said you might have to go away again after the trial,” Mom said. “That we might
only see you once a year, by special arrangement. Is that true?”


“I’m afraid so. It’s for your safety
as well as mine.”


“How is that going to work with your
young lady?” Dad asked. He had a talent for getting to the heart of the matter.


“I haven’t worked that out, yet. Last
time I saw her, she was angry that I left without her.”


There was a knock at the door, and
Oliver entered without waiting for an invitation. “I apologize, but the detail
is ready to take you to the room.”


My dad stood. “Please give us another
moment, agent.”


Oliver closed the door behind him.


When he was gone, my Dad said, “I
thought we would have more time.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out
an envelope. “This was in our front door this morning.” I put it in the front
pocket of my jeans. I hoped Oliver hadn’t noticed; whatever it was, it was none
of his business.


Oliver said, “We really have to
move.” A hug from each of my parents, and they were gone.


Oliver ushered me to the elevator.
Waiting was another agent, in standard issue suit and haircut. “Agent Korman
will escort you to your hotel room. Wait there until you hear from us. It will
probably be a couple of days.”


I followed Korman into the elevator
and turned to watch the door close. After a couple of floors, he said, “How’s
it hanging, Rev?”


I pivoted. The clean-shaven face
seemed to morph into an acne-ridden teenager with long hair and a bad attitude.
“Frankie?


“Francisco, if you please. It’s been
a long time since the Community Center, hasn’t it?”


“I lost track of you years ago! I was
afraid you’d come to no good. You’re with the FBI?”


“I had a good example on the Detroit
PD. A chaplain, I think he was. Probably saved my life. When I heard you were
back to testify, I pulled some strings to get this duty.”


I hugged him as the door chimed its
arrival to the ground floor. He pulled back and straightened his jacket. “Hey,
I’ve got a reputation to maintain.”


He led me outside to a waiting sedan.
I noticed his eyes continually scanned the area, and his right hand was never
far from the holster on his hip. Little Frankie meant business.


He opened the back door. “I’ll ride
in the front,” I said.


“Please get in the back, sir.”


I complied, and saw my luggage was
already there. He closed the door and slid into the front seat. He merged into
the flow of traffic; after a few minutes, his eyes met mine in the rear-view
mirror. “What’s in the envelope?”


“How do you know about the envelope?”
I asked.


“I was approached by a former
lieutenant in Ponty’s gang to deliver it to your parents. If they know you’re
back in town, that’s trouble.”


I agreed. I opened the envelope. 


  “Dear Reverend Peter Andrews (my
WitPro alias),


We have Stephanie. She is safe unless
you testify.”


The color bleached from the world.
“Frankie, stop the car and give me your cell phone.”


Something in my voice made him do as
I asked. I dialed a number from Oak Valley.


John answered on the first ring. “Who
is this?” he asked, his tone fraught with tension.


“It’s Peter.”


“Thank God! I didn’t know how to get
ahold of you. Steph is missing!”


“Have you called the police?”


“I got a phone call yesterday that
said no police. I thought this might be a ransom call, but I’m glad it’s you.
We’re all worried sick.”


“A gang has her to prevent me from
testifying against their leader.”


“So that’s why you were in the WPP.”


“Listen, I’m coming back there. I’ll
call you when I get another phone.” I hung up. 


Frankie twisted in the front seat,
his hand reaching out. “Give me the letter.” He read it. “And Stephanie is…?”


“My girlfriend…I mean fiancé. Maybe.
It’s complicated."


“And what, exactly, are you planning
to do?”


“I’m not sure yet, but the less you
know the better.” I tried the door, but it was locked. “Unlock the door. Tell
them I escaped and you don’t know why.”


“What do you think you can do? You
really need to let the Bureau handle this.”


I shook my head. “I can’t risk it.
Let me go, please!”


Frankie looked offended. “I’ve never
lost anyone on my watch. And I’m sure not letting you do this alone. I’m going
to take you to your room, and I need you to wait for me there. I won’t let you
down. Trust me.”


I nodded glumly. I didn’t have a
choice. He was the one with the gun.


 


I paced my room like a captured
panther, the hours flying by. It looked like Frankie had done a number on me.
The guard in the hall was more to keep me in than anyone else out.


About 8:00, I heard a scraping sound
at the window. Frankie was on the ledge. His glass cutter traced a square, and
some suction cups kept the glass from falling. I extended my hand to help him
in. As I pulled him past me, I looked down. 27 stories to the street.


He disconnected a safety line from
the harness he was wearing. He looked at my uneaten supper. “Good, they don’t
have any reason to come in until morning. We’re gonna get you out of here, and
I have a car waiting. It’s a beat-up Chevy that belongs to a friend, so they’ll
never associate it with you. A plane would be too risky. We’ll be out of the
state by midnight.”


“We?”


“I said you weren’t doing it alone. I
have the next couple of days off, so the Bureau won’t miss me.”


“What about my testimony?”


“I want more than anything for Ponty
to go away for life – he ruined a lot of lives in my neighborhood. But we take
care of our own first.”


I could see I wasn’t going to change
his mind. “OK. What’s the plan?”


He reattached the safety line. “I go
back to the roof and throw the harness back down. You put it on and I pull you
up. From the roof, we take the service elevator down.” He looked at me
strangely. “Is there a problem?”


“I’m hung up on the part where I
dangle almost three hundred feet from certain death.”


Frankie grinned. “Come on, Rev,
aren’t you prayed up?”


I swallowed and watched him disappear
out the window. I stuck my head out and looked up. He was walking up the side
of the building like Batman in the old TV series. He vanished as he made it to
the roof. A moment later, he lowered the empty harness.


I put it on and climbed onto the
ledge. I felt the line tighten and my feet lift off the concrete window sill.
If I looked down or up the world swirled around me, so I focused on the wall
inches from my face.


Soon the wall gave way to Frankie’s
face, as he used a mountain climber’s wench to pull me over the side. He took
the harness off. “See? Nothing to it.” He stuffed the equipment into a back
pack as I let the vertigo drain away.


“Frankie?”


“Yeah?”


“If things go south later, I just
want you to know I appreciate what you’re doing for me. And I’m very impressed
with the plan so far.”


He grinned again. “Well, I had a
misspent youth, you know.”


 


We didn’t talk much on the drive. We
alternated driving and sleeping, stopping only for short breaks and fuel. About
hour 14 I started awake. It was late morning, and the skyline of a big city
hugged the far horizon.


“Tulsa,” Frankie said.


“How long…?”


“You’ve been out for four hours or
so. I thought I’d let you get some rest. You might need it.”


“Can I...?”


“It’s on the dash. Help yourself.”


I reached for his personal cell and
dialed John.


“Peter?” he answered. He sounded very
alert for this early in the morning.


“What do we know?”


“After you left, Stephanie said she
was going back to her house to work. I Cynthia called her later to see how she
was, but it went straight to voicemail. We called around but couldn’t find her.
I went to the station. Sheriff Harris got a call on a green truck that left
town yesterday. He tracked them going north out of town. He put a BOLO on the
vehicle that raised a lot of attention. His last report to Eileen, the
dispatcher at the station, was several law enforcement officers had them pinned
in at Ingalls, an abandoned town south of Stillwater. Where are you?”


“Close.”


“You might want to stay clear and let
the cops do their job. They’re considered armed and dangerous.”


“You’re right, John. I’ll do that.”


“Such a liar. Especially for a man of
the cloth.”


The phone vibrated in my hand. I
looked at the screen. 


Wilder.


I showed it to Frankie. He shrugged.


“John, I’ll call you back.” I handed
the phone over.


“Korman,” Frankie answered. Wilder’s
voice was so loud I didn’t need the phone on speaker to hear him.


“I’m gonna go out on a limb here and
say you’re not the only idiot in the car.”


“I don’t know what you’re
insinuating. I’m just taking a leisurely drive, enjoying my time off.”


“Yeah. Your orders are to turn that
car around and get Stratton back here on the double. You might make it by trial
time. If you don’t, Ponty walks, and that will not be good for your career.”


“Not to mention his clientele,” I
murmured.


He heard me. “Look, Tony, I know you
think his people have your girlfriend, but they’re bluffing. We have the boss
locked down so tight there’s no way he’s running his operation, and we don’t
think what’s left of his gang is smart enough to plan this on their own.”


“I can’t take the chance. If they
don’t have her, where is she?”


“Probably at a friend’s, hiding out
from the guy who broke her heart. Your responsibility is back here.”


Wilder had a point. Even if I could
swoop in and save the day, would she even want to see me?


Frankie saw me waver. “The reception
isn’t very good out here, Agent Wilder. We’ll call you later.” He hung up.


“What now?” I asked.


He tapped the GPS screen on his dash.
“I-44 to 51, then west to Ingalls, OK. Nobody tells me how to spend my
vacation.”


 


West on Highway 51 put us in the
middle of nowhere. The passing power poles stood watch over a flat, desolate
landscape. 


We turned south on a county road, the
tires crackling on the gravel ribbon between grazing land. John had said
Ingalls was abandoned, and it looked like it had been uninhabited for a hundred
years. There were a few ramshackle wood buildings, several connected to the
largest structure, maybe an old hotel, which had the distinction of being the
only structure with any kind of roof – broken red terra cotta tiles. There was
a dark green Nissan Armada parked outside the building, covered with a layer of
dust from its drive in.


The decrepit gathering of buildings
was surrounded by Sheriff’s vehicles from the surrounding counties: names like
Payne, Noble, Lincoln, and Pawnee. Frankie’s car crunched to a stop next to a
faded historical marker that read, “Site of the Battle of Ingalls, September 1,
1893. A shootout between U. S. Marshalls and the Doolin-Dalton Gang.”


“Cool,” said Frankie, reading out the
passenger side window.


Our arrival caused a stir among the
flock of officers. They turned to examine us, many with their hands on their
guns.


Sheriff Harris recognized me as I got
out of the car, slowly. Frankie held up his badge so the others could see.


Harris approached me. “What in the
devil’s blazes are you doing here?”


“Is Stephanie in there?”


“We haven’t seen her, but they say
they have her. Frankly, I hoped she was with you. You both disappeared from
town about the same time.”


“You know she’s with them or you
wouldn’t be out here.”


“Maybe you’d better tell me what you
know about all this.”


Frankie interrupted. “I’m afraid it’s
confidential FBI business, Sheriff.”


Before Harris could shoot Frankie,
the sheriff’s cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his shirt pocket. 


“Yeah?”


“Who’s the new guest?” the tinny
voice said. It was familiar.


“Why don’t you come out here and I’ll
introduce you?” Harris must have missed Hostage Negotiating 101 at the academy.


“It looks like Tony Stratton,” the
phone said.


“I don’t know who that is,” the
sheriff said. I grabbed the phone out of his hand.


“You’re right, this is Stratton.”
Harris scowled at the unfamiliar name. “Do you have Stephanie?”


“Yes, I believe I do.” 


My blood froze. I put it together.
“Ponty?”


I saw Frankie get on his phone.


“Nice to see you again, Reverend,” he
said coldly. “You’ve saved me a lot of trouble by coming all the way out here.”


“What do you want?”


“Well, in the unlikely event I get
caught again, I need to know you won’t be available to testify against me.”


“You’ve got my word. Just let
Stephanie go!”


“It’s not quite that easy. I need to
make very sure.”


I knew what he meant. “Let me talk to
her.”


There was some rustling. Then,
“Peter? Is that you?”


“It’s me.”


“Don’t come in here!” She yelled.
“Stay…”


She was interrupted by a slapping
sound. I heard her seethe, “I’ll get you for that.” Someone had just plowed up
more snakes than they could kill.


Ponty was back on. “I don’t have any
interest in hurting Little Miss here. You come inside, and your friends back
off, I let her go.”


“OK,” I said, but Harris snatched the
phone back. 


“Son, he’s not going anywhere. You
send the girl out, then come out yourselves, and this can all end the right
way.”


“You don’t understand, Sheriff,”
Ponty said, “we don’t have anything to lose. Play it our way or we’ll take a
lot of you with us. Kind of like the Doolin-Dalton gang, I guess.”


“Boy, the Doolin-Dalton gang wouldn’t
let you punks shovel their horse crap.” Harris hung up.


Frankie looked at me and said, “Henry
Kissinger, he’s not.” He put his own phone back in his pocket. “It’s Ponty, all
right. I called back to Detroit, and he escaped his cell early yesterday.
They’re keeping it quiet, and until now they didn’t have any idea where he was.
They’re on their way, and they’re mobilizing agents from Oklahoma City, but
it’ll be hours before anyone gets here.”


“I’m going in,” I said. “It’s the
only way.”


“You’re a fool,” Harris said. “I
can’t say I care much what happens to you, but we’re all pretty fond of
Stephanie back in Oak Valley. I’m afraid she won’t mean much to them once they
have you.”


“He’s right,” Frankie said. “You
should wait.”


They both looked at me, then at each
other. The sheriff said, “I don’t think we made any impression at all.”


Frankie opened his trunk and pulled
out a bullet-proof vest. “At least put this on.”


“The letters F. B. I. in bright
yellow will make a real convenient target for them,” said Harris.


Frankie slipped it over my shoulders
and fastened the front, like a squire girding his knight for battle. But I
didn’t feel like a knight so much as a lamb led to the slaughter. I knew this
was going to end badly, but I had to try. I was tired of running from Ponty. 


Harris got on his walkie-talkie. “All
right, men, let’s give the Reverend some cover.” He glanced at me. “You are a
Reverend, aren’t you?”


“Something like that,” I said.


“It’s a long story,” Frankie agreed.


Sun glinted off the drawn weapons as
I left the circle of vehicles. I raised my hands and started across the 50
yards or so to the old hotel. About 15 steps from the porch, I saw movement
through the glassless windows.


Then I saw the gun barrel and the
flash.


The impact to my chest spun me around
and sent me to the ground. The pain was excruciating. 


I heard the bark of rifles and
pistols as the lawmen returned fire.


Fighting to keep conscious, I rolled
to a pile of scrap wood close to the hotel. Automatic weapons fire whistled
over my head. Boards started to fly off the pile and dance in the air. I knew I
couldn’t stay there.


The hotel was closer than retreating
to the circle of vehicles. Struggling to breathe, I got to my feet, then dashed
across the dirt to the porch. There’s no way that it could hurt more to get
shot without a vest.


I considered my options, which were
bleak. Getting into the old hotel would be easy enough, just pull a board off
the wall and step through, but it meant instant death. Yet Stephanie was in
there.


The building was rattled by a muffled
explosion. I peeked around the corner in time to see the Armada disappear in a
fireball. A stray shot must have hit the gas tank. The wind carried the flames
to the hotel. The dry timber wall smoked, then ignited.


From the back of the building I
heard, “FBI! Put your weapons down!” Frankie.


At least half the gang’s gunfire
flipped toward him.


It was now or never. I yanked a plank
off the side of the building and crept inside.


The large room was beginning to fill
with smoke. Sun entering through the gaps in the wall cast strips of light that
obscured more than they revealed. The gunfire was deafening. I made out four
figures, but not Stephanie.


Out of my peripheral vision I saw
Frankie. He had taken cover behind a table turned on its side, but it wouldn’t
absorb the onslaught of bullets for long before it disintegrated. He caught my
eye and nodded toward the staircase.


Upstairs was a balcony with a railing
that looked over the room below. On one of the posts I saw two tied hands. They
jerked as the person coughed. Stephanie’s voice.


Rounds were still ripping into the
building from the outside, but the gunfire inside had lessened. “I’m out of
ammo!” I heard one of them say.


“We’ve gotta get out of here,” said
another.


“The boss’ll kill us if we do.”


“Better than burning alive!”


I ran across the room to the stairs,
a stabbing pain in my chest from the impact of the bullet on my vest. I was
sure a rib had broken.


I made it halfway up the stairs
before I was overcome with a coughing fit. The smoke stung my eyes and burned
my lungs.


I pressed on. When I reached the
landing, Stephanie looked up and saw me.


“Tony!” She used my real name.


I knelt beside her and reached for
the rope binding her hands. The knot was loose. A few more minutes and she
would have been free…if she didn’t burn to death.


I fumbled with the knot, but my eyes
were blinded by the cutting smoke. She looked over my shoulder. “Tony! Look
out!”


My head exploded in pain. I fell hard
against the floor, which began to sway as if in an earthquake. The balcony,
weakened by the fire, gave way. Whoever hit me, Stephanie, and I all tumbled
into hell, and then everything went mercifully black.


 


I awoke looking up at blue skies, the
wispy clouds mingling with the gray smoke. I turned my head to the left. The
buildings of Ingalls were steaming rubble.


I turned to the left and Stephanie’s
beautiful, singed, smudged face filled my world.


“I came to rescue you,” I said
weakly.


“Yeah, well, I don’t do damsel,” she
said. 


She helped me sit up. Frankie was
crouched in front of me. “After the gang ran out of the building, I saw Ponty
hit you with a board,” he said. “I was going to go up the stairs and help, but
the whole thing crashed in front of me. I was able to subdue Ponty, and
Stephanie dragged you out before the whole building collapsed.” 


I looked around the scene. More cop
cars had appeared. News copters circled overhead, and two marked “FBI” were on
the ground. Ponty was being shepherded into one of them.


Frankie said, “Agent Wilder wants to
know if you’re able to travel. One of these helicopters can get you the airport
in Oklahoma City and onto a jet for Detroit. Ponty is going to make his court
date after all. It would be great if the star witness could be there, too.”


“You’ve got it,” I said, and he
helped me stand. We made our way slowly toward the helicopter. After several
steps, I stopped, and turned to Stephanie.


“Are you coming?”


“Do you want me to?”


“I never want to be anywhere without
you again.”


Frankie interrupted. “We can’t fly a
civilian on an FBI transport without authorization.”


“Since when do you need authorization
for anything, Francisco? She’s coming with us.”


 


The Sunday sun was shining on Oak
Valley Community Church as Stephanie and I greeted congregation members leaving
the worship service. We were on the steps of the brand-new building that
replaced the old one damaged in an explosion a lifetime ago.


I shook hands with John Gray. “Your
sermons get better and better,” he said. “I remember when you started, they
were terrible.”


“Practice, practice,” I replied.


His wife, Cynthia, said, “Are you two
still coming for lunch? Roast with all the fixings.”


Stephanie said, “We’ll be there. I’ll
help set it out, and the guys can clean up.”


“Perfect,” she said, and they moved
on.


I noticed Sheriff Harris exit the
police station across the street in a rush. He set his coffee cup on the roof
of his cruiser and unlocked his door.


Before he could slide in, Stephanie
and I approached the car. 


“Anything wrong, Sheriff? You seem to
be in a hurry for a Sunday morning.”


“There’s been a break-in at the
cleaners over on 2nd. The only thing missing was whatever was in a
floor safe the current owners didn’t even know existed. And there was some kind
of note.”


“Do you need any help?” I asked.


“Don’t even think about it!” he
growled, and sped off, siren blaring.


I smiled at Stephanie, and she smiled
back.
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Chapter 1 


 


The anxious lump in Lianne Ortega's throat grew as the
smuggler's boat got closer. In the darkness of the humid Tulsa night, the
distant engine left a wake that trailed behind the powerful motorboat. It moved
slowly on the Verdigris River but could reach speeds of 200 mph on
the open Arkansas or Mississippi Rivers on its way to or from New Orleans. 


Lianne’s presence there was out of the ordinary for
a customs collector in so many ways: the late night, the cargo, and the fact
that she was taking a bribe. A big one. 


Unlike the barges that came and went every day at the
Port of Catoosa, this shipment was a problem the Tulsa metro area didn't have
yet – enough heroin to turn a boutique drug business into a big enterprise with
a widespread customer base. 


The $50,000 Ortega expected to receive was for ensuring
the dock was clear and the security cameras were aimed elsewhere. 


She stood at the edge of the concrete abutment, under the
enormous crane that spanned the river. Behind her the 3-story administration
structure was dark.  


She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and
went through the steps in her head.  There were procedures to follow, even
if the operation was illegal. She guided a truck as it backed onto the loading
platform.  She signaled for it to stop 3 feet from the edge.  Safety
first. 


She turned to monitor the progress of the boat, then
looked downriver. Her eyes drifted to the end of the iron railing that led down
sloping grass to the water's edge.  She squinted. There were two people
sitting on a blanket, fishing.  She lifted her binoculars. Two boys,
barely teenagers by the look of them. It was clearly posted that fishing was
against the law. Why couldn't people just follow the rules? 


"Hey!" she shouted, "You kids down there
need to get out of here!" 


She thought they hadn't heard her until one of them gave
her the universal symbol to mind her own business. 


She didn't have time to go warn them.  The boat
thrummed to a stop at the dock, and Paul jumped out and approached her. 
Paul probably wasn't his real name, but it was the one he had given when he
came into Lianne's office a week ago in a tailored business suit and shoes
shined to a reflective sheen. 


Now he was in cargo shorts, sandals, and a sweat-drenched
tee shirt.  A pistol was stuck in the front of his belt. The wild look in
his eye was far different than the smooth charm he'd exuded when he talked her
into the bribe. 


"Let's get this loaded!" he barked at the men
in the truck.  The two who were in the boat with him begin lifting boxes
and setting them up on the dock. He faced Lianne. "Your money is
coming..." He looked over her shoulder.  "Who is that?" He
had seen the boys fishing. He glared at Lianne.  "You had one job. 
Now I've got to take care of it." 


"Wait!" Lianne said. 


"Shut up or you're next," he growled, pulling
his gun. 


She reached inside her windbreaker and pulled out her
service weapon. She spread her feet and supported her gun wrist with her other
hand. "Stop! Police!" 


Everyone on the boat and from the truck pulled out guns
and pointed them at her. 


Paul smiled.  "Too bad you didn't get your
money first. It would have paid for a nice funeral." 


Behind Lianne, the administration center lit up. 
Searchlights on the roof illuminated the entire dock. A voice over a
loudspeaker said, "Police. Drop Your weapons." 


Paul snarled, "You stupid b..." 


Lianne took advantage of the blinding light and kicked
the gun from his hand.  As he scrambled for it, she sprinted for cover
behind a shipping container.   


The smugglers fired toward the lights. The police
unleashed a barrage of bullets, and the men from the truck dropped to the
ground.  


Paul dashed for the boat. He jumped from the dock,
landing in the craft as it roared away. It seemed to barely touch the water as
it picked up speed. 


Lianne glanced at the boys on the grass.  They were
standing, pointing at the boat, and she heard them say "Awesome!" and
"Cool!" across the distance. 


A squad of officers was on the concrete dock, securing
weapons and checking the truck.  Two lone boxes of product sat at the edge
where the boat had been. 


"What were you thinking, Ortega?" Her captain
was standing next to her. 


"Civilians, sir." 


"We could see the civilians.  They were
covered. You singlehandedly blew a 6-month operation.  We have nothing to
show for it.  Why didn't you follow the plan?" 


She opened her mouth to respond, but no words came. 


"That's what I thought. Get back to the
station.  We have so much paperwork to do." 
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