Of the People
Of The People
- by Richard F. West
“A patriot is ready to defend his country against its government.”
- author unknown
On the desk stood the wedding picture of a dark-haired man and a strikingly beautiful blonde woman. In front of the picture lay a sympathy card on top of an opened Express Mail envelope. The card read: You have my deepest sympathy on the loss of your Mother. Next to the card lay a 9 millimeter automatic pistol.
A computer was to the left, the monitor lit, the light blinking on the CD burner in the tower. A cigarette burned in the ashtray crammed with cigarette butts. The man in the wedding picture, now in a short-sleeved blue shirt and brown pants, sat at the computer.
“Damn thing takes so long to cut a CD,” he said. He stuffed a CD into a plastic sleeve and handed it to the blonde woman standing next to him.
She put it in her large brown shoulder bag. She was in a short-sleeved tan blouse and tan slacks.
He picked up the cigarette from the ashtray and took a drag. “As soon as it finishes cutting one for me we’ll get out of here.”
“Too bad he didn’t send us an email, instead of the card. The mail comes so late here.”
“Something must have stopped him from doing that. They could have cut off his communications. Maybe he figured the card was innocent enough and might get through.”
“We should have been assigned nearer to him where he could have come directly to us.”
“Mother thought the distance would make his communications with us look innocent - friends far away just staying in touch. Handlers would be close.” He shrugged. “Seemed logical at the time.”
He took another hard drag of the cigarette and exhaled the smoke quickly. “You have your gun?”
She nodded and pointed to her shoulder bag. That was the fourth time he’d asked her. She smiled, anticipating his next question. “And our bags are in the car.”
“Sorry.” He returned the smile. “Just a little tense, I guess.”
“Wonder how he found out about Mother?”
He shrugged. “I can only guess he found out something big that couldn’t wait for the weekly summary, and tried to make contact directly.” He frowned and nodded at the sympathy card. “Something really big.”
Things were happening too quickly for her to be afraid. But she knew the fear was there waiting in the shadows. “Have any idea what we’re going to do?”
He sighed in frustration, and shook his head. “With Mother gone I don’t have a clue. I don’t know who we can trust.” He looked back at her. “Once we’re out of the line of fire, we’ll figure something out.”
He stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray. “Remember, if we should get split up, you have all the information we’ve collected from him on that CD….”
“And I’m on my own,” she interrupted and smiled.
He sighed. “I’m doing it again.”
She nodded, still smiling, “You’re tense.”
He gave her a weary grin. Then he lit up another cigarette, and looked at the monitor. The writer program noted that the CD was 70% complete.
The two men approached the lighted area at the front door of the house. They looked around to make sure there was no one outside the houses nearby or on the street. The houses were quiet, the street dark. The man in the blue windbreaker stepped to one side of the door, extracted the gun from inside his jacket and held it up against his chest out of view from anyone on the street. The man in the black jacket stood where he and the gold detective’s shield pinned to his jacket would be visible in the peephole of the door.
“We have to be sure we have the right guy,” the man in the blue jacket said softly.
The other man nodded. He reached over and rang the bell.
Inside the man and woman jumped at the sound. They looked at each other, the questions clearly written in the sudden hard fear on their faces. A long moment followed where they just stared at each other.
Then the man stood, reached over and picked up the gun. “At this hour it’s not the Avon lady. Get in the car. If you hear a shot, get the hell out of here. I’ll hold them as long as I can.”
The woman removed the gun from her shoulder bag. It was a compact automatic. She turned off the safety, struggling to keep her hands from shaking. She could feel her heart pounding.
“If everything’s okay, I’ll join you in a few minutes.” He checked his gun to make sure there was a round in the chamber, and its safety was also off. “There will probably be some of them around back to make sure we don’t slip out that way. So, when you head for the garage, don’t go past the sliding doors leading to the lanai. They’ll see your shadow on the blinds and know you’re here.”
She nodded that she understood.
The doorbell rang again.
“I’ll give you time to get to the car.”
They came out of the back room together. The man stopped and waited as the woman sidled along the wall to the laundry room to avoid throwing a shadow on the blinds of the lanai doors. The laundry room connected to the garage by another door.
Once she had moved into the laundry room, he started across the living room. The doorbell sounded again.
“I’m coming! I’m coming!” he hollered.
Two men standing in the dark out back by the lanai heard him, and watched his shadow on the blinds move away. One of the men held up a penknife, and with a couple of swipes, slit the screen. They drew their guns, and stepped through the opening in the screen onto the lanai. Cautiously, they moved to the sliding glass doors, and leaned toward them to listen, waiting for their cue.
The woman stepped into the garage, not bothering to close the door behind her. She had opened the garage door earlier making preparations for their escape. Now she saw a car parked in the driveway blocking the front of the garage. Bastards! The adrenaline was pumping now, a flood of surging hot energy.
Keeping the gun down at her side, she walked quietly to the car, looking around for anyone waiting for her. She eased the car door open, and the dome light went on. Damn! she cursed herself. Why hadn’t I thought of that?
She got in the driver’s seat as quietly as she could and pulled the door carefully to close with a small click, turning off the dome light. She placed her bag and the gun on the seat beside her and waited, her body tensing and pulsing and poised to act. The key was in the ignition, ready for a quick flight.
Inside, the man stepped to the front door, and peered through the peephole. He saw the man and the detective’s gold shield pinned on his black jacket. He also saw the blue shoulder of another man off to the side. He stepped back away from the peephole.
“Who is it?” he said through the door.
“I’m Detective Wilson of the Fort Meyers Sheriff’s Department,” the man in the black jacket said. “Sorry to disturb you at this time, sir. But we must speak to Mr. Alan Saxon.”
“What about?” the man said.
“I am not I’m at liberty to tell you, sir. Are you Alan Saxon?”
Alan stepped to the side of the door. “Yes. What is this about?” Sudden loud explosions from outside the door ripped bullet holes through the door where Alan had been standing before he had moved to the side.
There was a loud crash of glass behind him. He turned to see two men pushing through the vertical blinds by the lanai. He raised his gun, carefully aimed at the two men coming from the lanai, and fired.
Listening so hard, she jumped at the first gunshot. Then tears filled her eyes, and she bit back the sobs. “Oh God,” she sighed. Tears ran down her face, as she leaned forward in her seat.
It was up to her, now. Her heart was a tight hard lump in her throat. Determined, she jammed her jaw tight, turned the key, and started the car.
She didn’t turn on the headlights, but shifted into first gear and let the car move slowly forward. She pointed it between the car blocking the driveway and the edge of the garage doorway. The car could not block the full width of the two-car garage. There was some space, and some hope. When her car was nearly touching the end of the bumper of the car in the driveway, she slammed her foot down on the accelerator.
The car lurched forward, a racehorse out of the gate, and slammed into the left side of the bumper of the car in the driveway. There was a crunch of metal and breaking glass as the cars struggled with each other. First gear sent brute force to the wheels, the tires clawing desperately for leverage on the concrete surface of the garage. Everything held still, tight and hard, the battle of wills between the automobiles even. The engine strained in anger, unable to move the car forward.
“Move, damn it! Move!” she hissed through gritted teeth, adding the power of her own will to the effort of her car.
The struggle was a stand off, the other car not giving ground. “C’mon, c’mon! Damn it, c’mon!” she pleaded. Desperately she pounded on the steering wheel, and rocked her body as if that would make the other car back down.
Suddenly, there was a giving motion, the other car’s determination softening. Then with a growl of success, her car shoved the other car aside, and she squeezed through, the right side of her car screeching as it scraped chunks out of the stucco along the edge of the garage opening. The stucco wall ripped off the side-view mirror.
“Yesss!” she shouted, threw it into drive, slammed the gas pedal flat to the floor, and the car dug up grass as it bolted over the lawn toward the street. There was shouting behind her she did not hear, all her senses focused solidly on getting out of there. With a bang she took out the mailbox and knocked aside a garbage can, spewing garbage over the lawn. When the car reached the street, she snapped on the headlights. Gunshots followed her, and with a snap, a hole with the rays of a star appeared in the windshield. She didn’t dare look back, but aimed the car up the street, tires squealing, the engine giving its all.
Chapter 2
On this morning, Kenneth Baldwin, “Ken” to his friends, woke up dead. He was not physically dead, but that was only one small inconvenient step from where he was. The last bit of life’s colors had drained away leaving a gray cast that sucked the wonder and excitement from everything. With the gray came an increasingly unbearable weight that pressed him down mind and body, growing heavier each day, making simple movement more and more difficult, simple decisions too much a burden to handle.
It had been happening for a little more than two years. Each day something else in his life receded further from the light, drifting unnoticed, to disappear into the shadows. This morning the last of it had disappeared, and it took with it what little hope, what little purpose remained in his existence.
He lay in bed looking through the sliding glass doors to the sunny Florida day outside, and he saw none of it. The bright colors never reached him. It was all a dismal, joyless gray. He let out a sigh that left his spirit feeling hollow, as if his very life was seeping out with his breath. He sluggishly searched his mind for some way out of this fog, but as they always did, his thoughts wandered helplessly and confused, finding only paths of intense longing for the past, for the time when his life held meaning. He ached in his heart for that time.
“You don’t get up soon, you’re going to hit the heavy traffic.” The words rose in a sleepy murmur from the woman’s head buried in the pillow next to him.
He let out another heavy sigh, and reached deep within himself for the strength of will to move. It took a while to find what little was left and gather it all together. Reluctantly he tossed off the sheet. Then throwing his legs over the side of the bed, he pulled himself up against the gray weight on his soul. Elbows propped on his knees, he buried his face in his hands, and sighed once more. He just didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to face another day. He stayed like that, his head feeling as if it were jammed tight, his thoughts weighted down with concrete.
He felt the woman stir.
“Ken, you all right?” The words slurred and heavy with sleep.
He gave an all-consuming yawn into his hands, while getting out a blurry form of the word “Yeah.” Blinking back the tears from the yawn, he took his hands from his face, and put them on his knees. “Yeah,” he said more clearly.
It was a lie. It was easier to lie than try to explain what he couldn’t explain. He didn’t know what was wrong with him.
With another grunt of effort, he forced himself to stand up.
He stretched his sleepy muscles, and rubbed at an ache in his neck. All the while his mind said, Don’t do this. It doesn’t mean anything. Nothing means anything. Go back to bed and hide. It’s where you want to be. Warm and pleasant. No problems. One day soon, he knew, he would no longer be able to resist that urging. He’d slip back into the bed and never get out.
He walked to the bathroom, and switched on the light. The glare of the track lighting bounced off the large mirrors and stabbed at his eyes, forcing him to squint. What he saw in those mirrors only depressed him more. The man looking back at him was getting old. Fifty-eight, damn it. Hair going heavily to white and in some places just going, face going to baggy wrinkles, and flab pushing out around his middle.
He used to be in great shape. Took pride in that. Worked out regularly, fiercely. Liz and Adrienne liked showing him off to the boyfriends they’d bring home. Both girls were married, within three months of each other a little more than two years ago. One moved to Tallahassee, the other to Jacksonville, hours away out of his life. After that he continued to workout, but the ferocity waned. That went on for four months before he stopped going to the gym. There seemed no point in it.
Now there seemed no point in anything. Even his relationship with Muriel had slipped to gray. When the girls married and left home they took something right out of the middle of the relationship, leaving a huge chasm between Muriel and him. A chasm that only the cannon fire of anger could bridge. Lately even that had trouble bridging the gap. Instead of jumping into a fight, he would curl up and retreat into the soft gray of the depression. To him, Muriel and he were stuck with each other, trapped in the course of their lives, because at their age there was no place to go.
He was a dead man just going through the motions of everyday. He wondered how many other dead men were out there walking around?
At that moment the only thing he regretted, he smirked into the mirror, was that he used an electric razor to shave. It’s tough to slit one’s throat with an electric razor.
Like a sleepwalker, he moved through the process of getting ready for the day, the individual tasks an ordered checklist in his mind. The checklist was how he got through the day. Any deviation from that list from day to day, anything that required a decision, no matter how small, brought the anger of his frustration to the surface.
He dressed in a dark gray suit. In the kitchen he poured a large cup of coffee from the pot made last night, fixed it with milk and sugar, nuked it in the microwave, and poured it into a thermos mug for the drive to Tampa.
Muriel used to get up in the morning and make him breakfast. That stopped many months back after a night of ferocious fighting. He could no longer remember what the fight was about, but he was sure Muriel would one day remind him. He’d been re-fighting battles with her that were over twenty years old.
It was too much trouble for him to make his own breakfast. So, after that incident he’d take a cup of coffee in the car, pick up a buttered roll on the way to work, and eat on the drive.
He grabbed the thermos mug and his briefcase, and walked through to the garage. The BMW roadster stood there like a fierce silver animal ready to do battle. Muriel had the Cadillac Seville. The BMW was his toy.
September before last he’d bought the car. It was irresistible in the showroom - a “must have.” For almost three weeks of touring around in his BMW the colors of the world had brightened for him. He could taste life once more. Then, the colors began to once again slip away.
Though he had tried to find them, there were no more toys to buy that would brighten his world if only for a few moments. He even joined the Bradenton Boat Club, and tried his hand at boating. He learned all about boats, but never got any real joy from them.
In short, he had everything he’d ever wanted: a big stately Florida house - fully equipped with swimming pool and all the latest gadgets, his silver BMW, and a job working with computers that he’d once found exciting and that paid him $180,000 a year. He was on the top of his game and the game had lost all meaning. What could be worse than that, he hadn’t a clue.
He opened the driver’s door, and put his things in the car. It was supposed to be another beautiful sunny day in Florida. No rain this time of year. There was a time when he would have thought about putting the top down on the car. But now, even such mundane decisions were too much to deal with.
He climbed into the car, pressed the garage-door opener on the visor, and started the car.
Acoustic Alchemy sent out soothing soft jazz from the CD in the player. Life is like the movies with no background music. Someone had said that. Music, once a pleasant massage for his soul, no longer got his attention. It was just another background sound, like road noise. The same CD had been in the player for months.
He backed the car out of the garage into the light of the morning. He pressed the garage door opener to close the door, then drove off down the street.
“I found the car.” The deputy, Mike Evans, spoke into a cell-phone. “Nobody in it.” He stood next to his patrol car parked by a section of road thick with woods. He looked at the car that had tracked off the road and was jammed partially into the woods unable to fully penetrate the underbrush. A bullet hole in the rear window, one in the windshield, one in the trunk, and a mean scrape along the passenger’s side. “Engine’s still pretty hot. She can’t have gotten far on foot.”
“Where are you?” There was anger in the voice at the other end.
“33rd Street East, just south of 53rd Avenue in Bradenton.”
“I’ve got people moving up and down Interstate 75. And there are a couple of cars on 41. I’ll send them your way.”
“You want me to wait for them?”
“God damn it, no!”
The deputy winced at the shout from the man at the other end.
“Find her! Like you said, she can’t have gotten far. Jesus.” The last word came out in a hiss of frustration.
The deputy could picture the man shaking his head. “Where am I to look? There are housing developments all around here.”
He could hear the man sigh, as if gathering strength to hold his anger. The man then spoke in a more even controlled tone. “She’s not gonna go into a development where she’ll stand out in the empty streets. Check the nearest shopping strips, gas stations, restaurants, whatever, where there’ll be people to hide in.”
“I don’t know what she looks like.”
“Damn it, you got the description!”
“Tall, nice figure, long blonde hair, green eyes. Sounds like a lot of people.”
“You just grab everyone that fits that description. We’ll sort it out later.”
The deputy made an annoyed face and nodded at the cell-phone.
“Don’t fuck this up. We’ve come too far to have some bitch screw it all up.” And the man hung up.
“Fuck.” The deputy snapped the phone closed, and put it in his shirt pocket. He didn’t like being shit on like that. It really pissed him off. Made his stomach into a knot, put a hard frown on his face, and brought up the urge to hit someone. Preferably the someone shitting on him. In face-to-face confrontations the only thing that kept him from following through on that urge was the promise he’d made to himself - that someday he’d be the person doing the shitting, instead of the one catching it. The shitter instead of the shittee. There was hope that day would come soon. It couldn’t come fast enough for him.
He looked up and down the road. Fifty-third Avenue seemed his best bet. He knew that up there were two strip malls, two gas stations, a supermarket, a McDonalds, and a short way down was a 24-hour Wal-Mart. Plenty of places to hide in a crowd. At this early hour, the stores in the strip malls would be closed. His best bet would be the gas stations, McDonalds, and the Wal-Mart. He got in the car, slammed the door, and drove off.
Ken pulled into the Circle K on 53rd Avenue, and slipped into a parking space by the building. There were a lot of cars moving in and out of the parking spaces by the building, and the eight gas pumps were busy. All this was usual at that time of day. Commuters stocking up.
He turned off the car, got out, and went inside. People were lined up at the counter where Myrl, a cheerful senior citizen, was ringing them up, taking their money as fast as she could, and wishing each of them a pleasant day. Others searched the aisles of food.
He wondered how many of them wandered around in the same gray world as he? It was not easy to tell. Only those closest to the walking dead knew they had a problem. The walking dead reacted normally with others - smiled, joked, conversed without raising a suspicion. But, though they gave the impression they were communicating, there was always a large gray mass that stood dead center between them and the world. All talk went around that mass, the mass giving everything coming by a coat of insignificance, the clue for the memory to discard what was headed its way. There were days Ken remembered little of what went on.
He walked to the sandwich counter at the back, picked up a buttered roll already wrapped in paper, walked back to Myrl, fished two dollars out of his pocket and dropped them on the counter. This was something he did everyday, another task in the list of routine. He gave her a small wave as he headed out the door. Myrl nodded a smile back at him.
He opened the car door, slid into the driver’s seat, and placed the roll on the center console. He reached for the key in the ignition. Just then the passenger door opened and a beautiful blonde woman got in, smiled at him, and closed the door.
“What the…?” He was able to get that much out of his mouth and put a frown on his face before she slipped the gun out of her shoulder bag and pointed it at him. No more smile from her.
“Just keep doing what you were doing. Start the car, and let’s get out of here.”
He looked around. For what, he wasn’t sure.
“You hard of hearing? I’ll use this and take the car myself. Now get us out of here.”
One look at her face, and he knew she would do just that. He also saw the reaction of the guy walking by her side of the car on the way to the store. He couldn’t see the man’s face, but he did see him suddenly step back. Then the man broke into a run.
At that moment she glanced over her shoulder to see what Ken had been looking at. He knew it wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why the guy was running. She turned back to him, desperation and fear on her face.
“Get us the hell out of here. Now!” Punctuating the “Now!” with a prod from the gun.
He started the car, rammed it into reverse, and trounced on the gas pedal. The car jumped out of the parking spot, throwing her forward to grab the dashboard, then back against the seat as he hit the brake. Slamming it into drive and flooring the gas pedal, he sent the car like a shot across the lot of the Circle K to the turn onto 53rd Avenue, pinning her into the seat. He gave a quick look for traffic without slowing down, then sent the BMW flying off down 53rd Avenue.
“Is that ‘Now’ enough?” He glanced over at her. She was putting on her seatbelt, trying clumsily to keep the gun on him. She ignored his remark. He checked the rearview mirror, and as the Circle K retreated rapidly behind him, he saw a police car pull into the Circle K parking lot.
“Put your seatbelt on,” she said. “Don’t want a cop stopping us because you’re not wearing your seatbelt.”
He did as he was told. Remarkably, he wasn’t frightened at all. The depressing gray fog put him at a distance from reality. He was calmly watching his life from the rear of the balcony.
“And stay within the speed limit. Same reason.”
“Needle’s right on 55.” The speed limit was 45 on this road, but he was keeping up with the rush hour traffic. He looked at her momentarily. “So, where am I taking you?”
She looked over her shoulder at the road behind them. He knew she was worried about that guy at the Circle K. “Right now, north on 75.”
He nodded. “That’ll take us to Michigan.” He twisted the car through the traffic. “It’s terribly cold there this time of year.”
She frowned at him. “Listen, could you just shut up and drive?” There was a moment’s pause. Then she said, “Turn off the radio.”
He realized the Acoustic Alchemy CD was still playing. “It’s a CD.”
“Look,” she snapped, “Just cut the shit and turn it off, or I’ll turn it off with a bullet.” She pointed the gun at the radio.
He pressed the eject button. The CD slid partway out, and the radio began playing. He turned it off. All the sounds now in the car were road noises.
It took a little less than five minutes to get to the interchange with I75. During that time, the woman kept looking behind them, and he kept glancing in the rearview mirror. But no police car was coming after them.
The entrance to I75 was on the opposite side of the road, and required him to cut across oncoming traffic. He pulled the car into the crossover lane, and stopped at the red light. They both looked back once again. Off in the distance they could see the flashing rack lights of a police car weaving violently through the traffic toward them.
“Shit,” she said. Then to Ken, “Get us out of here!” She waved the gun at him.
Ken pointed questioningly at the red light and the stream of traffic on the other side.
“Now!” she shouted.
He shrugged, and hit the gas pedal. The wheels screamed a stream of smoking rubber on the road, and, throwing them back into their seats, the car jumped across the oncoming traffic.
It took a second to cross the two lanes of traffic, and for many of the drivers in those lanes, it was the longest second of their lives. Frantic cars went every which way to avoid hitting them and each other. Tires screeched and smoked along the road surface as brakes locked. Cars went on the grassy shoulder, into the center divide, skidded to straddle across lanes, and some, unsuccessful in avoiding each other, rammed together in crunching metal - hoods popping and glass shattering. By the time the last car shuddered to a stop, Ken had the BMW roaring halfway up the curving ramp onto I75 North.
At the top of the ramp, Ken slowed down just enough to check the traffic, which was thickening with rush hour cars, then bolted into a narrow space between two cars. Interestingly, the cars did not slow down to give him room. Rush hour drivers were different. The traffic cruised at 75 mph.
Ken let out a breath, not sure how long he’d been holding it. It was only then that he realized he was gripping the steering wheel tight enough to leave permanent finger marks. Despite his depression, his heart was a tight lump in his chest. The fear that had momentarily dashed into his mind was being overwhelmed by surprise. Excited surprise at what he had done, and that he had succeeded. “God Damn,” he grinned. “God damn.” He had moved from the rear of the balcony to its first row.
“Get us some distance,” she said calmly.
He looked over at her. She had her eyes on the traffic behind them. No excitement in her face. She looked calm and cold. Must have nerves of damn steel, he thought. He maneuvered the car into the far-left lane and pushed the speedometer up to 85 to keep pace with the other cars in the lane.
“You don’t get excited easily,” he said.
“Too tired to get excited.”
“Too tired to be scared?”
“No.” She sighed. “Not too tired to be scared.” Then she turned to him. “We’re not going to make any distance if you just keep up with the traffic.”
He nodded that he understood, and trounced the gas pedal. He slipped into the center lane leaving the driver he cut off visibly swearing at him. He moved into the right lane, leaving another driver pissed at him, then moved up and cut back into the center lane. Not the sort of driving he was used to.
“That better?”
“Just keep it up.”
He glanced over at her. She was once again looking behind. “In fact, you’ll have to get better at it. That cop is moving up.”
He looked in the rearview mirror. “I don’t see him.”
“He doesn’t have his lights flashing, but he’s coming up on the right side.”
Ken saw him then far back but moving up fast, racing up along the right shoulder. Ken looked front. The traffic had opened up a bit, but he didn’t see how weaving through traffic was going to out run the cop. He hit the gas pedal, and the speedometer needle approached 95.
He looked at the southbound traffic on the other side of the grass median. Maybe he could swing across the median before the cop could get across the traffic and pick up the pursuit. He saw a state trooper shoot by on the southbound side, then in his side view mirror, saw the car swing onto the grassy median and cut across to pick up the chase.
“I think a state trooper has joined the race.”
She looked where he pointed over his shoulder.
He glanced at her. He could visibly see her mind racing desperately with options.
“Why don’t we just call this whole thing off?” he said. “I could pull over. I’m sure they won’t shoot you, whatever you’ve done.” He was rapidly coming up on three cars running parallel, giving him no way to get around them. “Did you kill somebody?”
“Will you shut up!”
He winced at her shouting. “Is this important enough for you to get killed?”
“It’s a matter of life and death that you get us out of here.” He heard the click of the hammer on her gun. “Your life, especially.”
He could care less if she killed him. Probably do him a favor. Better really dead, than walking dead. He shrugged. “You want to shoot me, go ahead. Nothing left for me. I was thinking about you.”
The car in his lane moved ahead of the one in the center lane. He pushed the gas pedal, the BMW rapidly accelerating, and swung into that lane. Passing the car, he swung back into the left lane.
“You’re worried about me then get us the hell out of here. Because they will kill me.”
Oh boy. A nutcase, he thought. Far ahead he saw another state trooper cut across the median and stop across the left lane of traffic. Two cars in the left lane swung around the stopped trooper. Then the trooper got out and flagged the center and right lanes to a stop, giving Ken no where to go except forward in the left lane.
“Looks like they’re going to get their chance,” Ken said pointing in front.
“Go around him on the grass!” she said, and rolled down her window. The air from her window blasted around the interior of the car rapping him in the back of the head, blowing his hair in all directions. With it came the roar of the wind and the road noises.
He saw the trooper behind the patrol car lean over the trunk in a position he’d seen many times on television. It was a shooting position!
Chapter 3
Shit! he thought. Then, still in the balcony, he shrugged. In for a penny, as they say. He pushed the gas pedal to the floor. The heart of the silver animal snarled with joy. The wind noise blocked all other sound.
The scene out front came at him fast. When he was almost four car lengths from the trooper Ken swerved the car to the left onto the grass median. The tires threw up dirt and grass, and the car jounced over the ground. The scene through the windshield jiggled around like a videotape that wasn’t tracking right.
He heard the gunshots over the wind noise. He’d heard gunshots before, but tempered by the wind noise, these didn’t seem to be loud enough.
The car whooshed past the rear of the trooper’s car, and Ken ran the BMW back onto the roadway. He looked over and saw the woman shooting out the window at the trooper. Damn! He saw the trooper go down grabbing at his leg. Then the scene rapidly retreated in the rearview mirror.
“Jesus!” he shouted. “You shot him! Are you fucking crazy!”
She shouted over the wind noise back at him. “He won’t die, if that’s what you’re worried about, but he’ll be missed at the hoe-down.” There was raw bitterness in her voice. She pressed the button to roll up the window. The mechanism pushed up a glut of glass pieces, then stopped, and refused to go up any further.
The road was wide open before him because the trooper had stopped the traffic behind them. But in the rearview mirror he could see the police car and the other trooper breaking out of the traffic. He floored the gas pedal and the speedometer needle climbed. He knew the silver animal could out run them on a straight track. However, there was nowhere to hide on this road, and there were sure to be other troopers up ahead bearing down on them.
Exit 220 was coming up fast. He slipped across the empty lanes, then shot off the exit, hitting the brakes before the car spun out of control on the curving lane. The exit lane merged with Route 64 going east. He moved smoothly onto 64. The center divide ended a few yards up. There he hit the brakes and spun the wheel, turning the car around in a squealing skid into the westbound lane. Then he floored it and took off.
“Where did you learn to drive like that?” she asked. She talked loud to make herself heard over the wind noise. She had removed the clip from the gun, and was inserting a full one.
“Nowhere. I’m picking it up as I go along.” He turned to her. “Can you roll up that window.”
She shook her head. “Windows busted.”
He shrugged. “Okay. Where are we going?”
“Hopefully someplace where we won’t be shot at. You should have picked someone with an ordinary car. This one stands out like a dandelion on a putting green.” He figured he had just a few minutes before the cops realized he hadn’t gone east on 64. The road east curved a couple of times before settling into a straightaway where they could then see he wasn’t up ahead. For those few minutes he stayed on 64 West looking for a place to turn into a maze of streets, all the while glancing in the rearview mirror. There were no police behind him.
“I’ll know better next time,” she said.
“You do this often?”
“Only when my car’s in the shop.”
He pulled into the center turn lane to make a left into the historic district, and stopped to wait for a break in the traffic. The historic district presented just the sort of maze in which he could lose the police.
Once more he looked in the rearview mirror. Damn! There they were. Far back, but coming on strong, their rack lights going, plowing through the traffic that moved out of their way. Now he could hear their sirens
“God damn!” he said, and hit the gas, shooting back into the left lane, cutting off a van. He pushed his way across to the right lane as they approached Manatee Memorial Hospital. There the traffic was backed up at the light. He threw the car onto the sidewalk, scaring the bejesus out of two old ladies coming out of one of the buildings. At the corner before the traffic light he made a right and slammed the gas to the floor, the car running like a desperate creature.
He knew these streets, knew that this one would be empty of traffic because it was not a commuter road. It headed straight for the Manatee River. There it curved under Route 41.
He took that curve in the road more in skids and slides than in controlled driving. He was too busy to look back to see if they were being followed. All his concentration was on the driving.
Once under Route 41 he followed the road around. Then turned right, and raced through back streets, finally slamming on his brakes to stop at the stop sign. The cross street was the Bus 41 road, heavy with commuter traffic. He didn’t wait long before he muscled his way across the four lanes, to the horns and curses of the other motorists.
Once across he turned right and headed back the two blocks to the river. At the end of the street on the water was the Bradenton Boat club. This was all familiar territory. As he approached the end of the street, he realized he’d made a mistake, because he was racing past the Bradenton police station – part of the new Bradenton Municipal Building.
There were a number of patrol cars in the parking lot, but no one came out, or raced after him. He turned left and passed in front of the Municipal Building. Though there was parking on both sides of the street, at this hour there were only a couple of parked cars. He knew the street ended a short way down in a jog that opened a warren of small residential streets to him. Hopefully, some place he could hide.
He reached the front of the library, one street from the end, when two cars came out from the street beside the library and blocked his path. He hit the brake and spun the wheel. The car skidded around to face the way he had come. But before he could hit the gas, the patrol car and the state trooper’s car came up screeching to a halt, blocking his escape.
“So much for getting away,” he said, and looked over at the woman.
The woman didn’t say anything. She looked out at the cars in the street, the gun still in her hand.
Oh shit! Here it comes! Black fear rose like glass shards in his mind. He had moved to the orchestra front row. Not a good place to be at a time like this.
Two men in short-sleeved shirts and slacks got out of the pedestrian automobiles.
Deputy Mike Evans in the patrol car had the cell phone to his ear. “We got them,” he said and dropped the phone on the seat, not waiting for a reply. He opened the door, pulled his gun and got out of the patrol car.
Ken watched the trooper and the others get out of their cars. Each of the four men had a gun in hand.
Just then a Bradenton patrol car pulled up and stopped behind the trooper’s car. Everyone froze and watched the police officer get out, hand on his holstered gun. The four men looked at the police officer.
“What seems to be the trouble here?” the Bradenton officer said, looking at the trooper.
The four men exchanged looks, and then the trooper put three shots into the Bradenton police officer. The gunshots were shattering explosions on the quiet street. As the officer fell to the ground, the woman raised her gun out the window and fired directly at Deputy Mike Evans.
Police shooting police! Holy shit! What the hell was going on! It was like a powerful jolt of electric shock! Gotta get the hell out of here! his mind screamed! Thoughts, options raced and tumbled about in a wild panic like a fire drill in a fun house.
Mike Evans slumped against his patrol car, and slid down to sit on the road. He last conscious thought was that he would never be the shitter.
Ken hit the gas pedal and swerved the car, gunshots snapping and bullets flying. The BMW jumped the curb. The rearview mirror on the windshield exploded in a spray of glass bits. The BMW dashed around Mike Evans’s patrol car, and bounced back onto the road. Gunshots all around him sounding like fireworks.
Flooring the gas pedal he made it to the near corner by the Municipal Building, and turned right before the others had a chance to start after him. Shortly after the right turn, he turned left into the large parking lot behind the Municipal Building and the police station.
The lot was almost filled. He drove up the middle of a line of parked cars. There he squeezed the car into a spot next to a van, and shut off the engine.
He put his head back against the headrest and sighed with relief. His heart was beating like a drunken tap dancer, and his hands trembled with the hot energy of adrenaline. Sweat covered his face and soaked into his clothes. “If this doesn’t work, we’re dead,” he said, more to himself than to the woman.
Then, coming to a decision, he turned, reached behind her seat and pulled out his jacket and his briefcase. “Look. I’m through here. Take the car and go where you will. I’ve had enough excitement for one morning.” He finger-combed his hair, and straightened his tie. “I’m going to call a cab, go home, and report the car was stolen.”
“You can’t go.” She shook her head, and pointed the gun at him.
“You going to shoot me? Big deal. Then I’m no use to you anyway.” He turned his head away from her, and reached for the door handle. He didn’t want to see in her face what decision she’d come to.
She put her hand on his arm to restrain him. “No, it’s not that. Now they’ll be after you, too.”
He frowned, turned, and gave her a ‘what the hell you talking about?’ look.
“I’m sure they already know who you are. Shouldn’t be hard for the police to identify who owns this car.” She gave him a look of contrition. “I’m sorry I got you into this. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way – the police chasing us like that.” Her look changed momentarily to a grimace. The expression went as quickly as it came, a reaction to a spark of pain. “I was going to have you take me away from this area. We’d have been long gone before they realized I wasn’t in the area. I would have been scot-free, and you wouldn’t have been involved in this.”
He shook his head. “You don’t have to worry about me. There’s nothing they can really do to me. I’ll have a bunch of lawyers protecting me from any prosecution for aiding you, if it should come to that.”
She sighed in frustration. “You don’t understand. They will kill you. And anyone else you may come in contact with.”
He sighed. “Lady, you are paranoid beyond belief.”
“You saw them shoot that policeman. What do you think that meant? That’s not paranoia.”
No, it wasn’t paranoia, and he didn’t know what to think of it. But he did know that he wanted no part of any of it. And he was getting out while he had the chance.
The pain once again made itself known in her face. She reached and touched her right side. Her hand came away smeared with blood. She looked at her hand.
Damn! he thought.
Her hardness, her resolve, her determination disappeared, exposing a woman who had reached an insurmountable crisis. Her eyes filled with silent tears that spilled down her face. “No,” she whispered, pleading. “No. I can’t be shot. I can’t be.”
It would be difficult to explain the emotions that asserted themselves in Ken. The realization that she was hurt, the sight of her blood was bad enough. But her tears – damn. Her tears tore at his heart. He couldn’t be mad or stern with a woman who was crying. All he wanted to do was comfort her.
It brought to the surface years of manly heroic dreams, of helping the beautiful damsel in distress – and she was beautiful, of beating the bad guys and saving the world. The lust for adventure that he could suddenly taste more strongly than the memory of a favorite food. All of that was encased in the crisp reality of his awareness of life. He was front row orchestra, and the world was filled with color. It had been a very long time since he’d felt so alive.
Then he shook his head and smiled inwardly. This was so crazy! But what the hell else did he have in his life? Just that morning he was ready to throw it all in. He’d have cut his own throat if he’d had a sharp razor. So, now he walks away from this to what? To curl up in a depressing gray world? Screw it, he shrugged. He’d help her. And when he had made that decision it was like he had a new sense of freedom, like he had broken out of a cage and was running wild and free.
“We have to get you to a hospital.”
She shook her head, panic and desperation on her face. “No, no! Not here! They’ll find me.”
“All right, all right.” He took a clean handkerchief from his pocket, and handed it to her. “Here. Press this on the wound.”
She did as he said.
“Can you walk?”
She nodded weakly. “I think so.”
He took the gun from her, and dropped it in her bag. She didn’t resist. Then he took the bag and shortened the straps. “If you put this on your shoulder and with your arm press it tight against you, it should hold the handkerchief in place. The bag is big enough to hide the wound.”
She took the bag and slipped it on her shoulder.
“Let’s go. Time to get out of here. It won’t take those guys long to figure out what happened, and they’ll be back.”
He opened the door, got out of the car, and put on his suit jacket. Then he picked up his briefcase and went around to her side of the car to help her out. She winced as she stood.
“You’re going to have to try to hold that. We are a businessman and his mistress. Got it? We are going on a little getaway on the spur of the moment. So hold on and bite back that pain, if you can.” He held out his arm for her to take. She laced her arm in his, clutching the shoulder bag tight to her side.
He guided her around the police headquarters to the street. “Now, you have to look excited and happy. By the way, what is your name? I don’t want to say ‘hey you’ to get your attention.”
“Jeanette Corliss.” She bit on the pain that accompanied the words as she stepped down off the curb.
“Ken Baldwin,” he said, then smirked. “But I can’t say it’s a pleasure meeting you.”
She managed a weak grin.
Ken guided her across the street and into the Bradenton Boat Club. The club opened at seven to accommodate the fishermen members. It was cool and dark inside, most of the light coming from the wall of windows opposite the entrance. The windows looked out on the swimming pool. No people out there at that hour.
Ken released her arm, and smiled. “Wait here, Jeanette.” He didn’t want her getting too close to the man behind the desk where he might see she was injured.
Ken stepped to the counter. It had been more than five months since he’d been in this place. Five months ago was when his interest in boats slipped away into the shadows.
The man behind the counter was young and well built with a dark even tan. Ken noticed the suspicious look the man gave him. A man in a suit and carrying a briefcase was not the sort of person he was used to seeing in the club.
Ken put down his briefcase, took his wallet out, extracted the membership card, and handed it to the man. The man took it, and looked at the name.
“Mr. Baldwin. Yes. I didn’t recognize you.” He glanced at Jeanette.
Ken checked the man’s nametag and smiled. “I get that a lot when I’m dressed like this, Andy.”
“Good to see you. It’s been awhile.”
“You have something I can take out now?”
The man checked his clipboard on the counter. “We only have two available. Both sixteen footers.” He gave a small shrug of resignation. “It’s the season.”
“Yep. The snowbirds clog the restaurants and everything else. Okay, I’ll take one of them. Doesn’t make any difference which one.”
Andy looked at the clipboard, then wrote Ken’s name next to a boat. “The Ray is nice and clean,” Andy said. He handed Ken the key to the boat. “The gate code today is 34283.” Then he gave Ken a funny look. “You’re going to ruin your suit.”
Ken smiled. “Got a change of clothes in my briefcase.”
Andy nodded, as if giving his approval. “Enjoy your day, Mr. Baldwin.”
“Thanks.” He picked up his briefcase, and went to Jeanette. “Hang on,” he whispered, and offered her his free arm. She was sweating, and he could feel her shivering through her arm in his. He knew what was happening to her. The adrenaline from all the excitement had worn off and she was slipping into shock. He got her outside and guided her to the tall gate by the dock.
She leaned more heavily on his arm for support, as he punched the code into the keypad unlocking the gate. He opened the gate, and they walked through together. He looked back as the gate closed, and saw the trooper’s car and the two automobiles coming down the street toward the Boat Club.
“Jesus.” It came out as a hiss through his teeth.
The Ray was in slip 18, which was one from the end. The dock stretched out before him like the last mile. He could feel that Jeanette was fast losing strength. He released her arm, and put his arm around her waist to hold her up. His hand went under her shoulder bag and he felt the warm wet blood soaking her shirt.
They moved forward, he practically dragging her, but the dock seemed to be getting longer, slip 18 moving further away.
He heard the cars brake to a stop, and doors open, but he didn’t look back. He had to get to the boat. Somewhere he’d read that most police shootings took place within four feet, and the majority of the time they missed. He prayed to God they hadn’t sharpened their skills since he’d read that.
They started shooting, and bullets chipped the dock and punched holes in the other boats. One jolted the briefcase in his hand. He knew it was harder to hit a moving target. But the way he and Jeanette were moving they might as well be standing still.
Then the shooting stopped. He looked back and saw the state trooper climbing the tall gate. Damn! One of the other men was running toward the clubhouse.
It was then that Jeanette slumped in his arm. He instinctively grabbed her tighter to keep her up, and she cried with the pain. He was pressing on her wound. He felt terrible about that, but the pain got her moving again.
“What the hell is going on here!” It was Andy’s voice back by the gate area.
They reached the boat. Ken tossed the briefcase into the boat, and stepped aboard, supporting Jeanette as he did so. Then he let her fall into his arms, but she slipped from them, tearing the key from his hand as she fell. The key skittered across the deck.
As he scrambled on all fours to get the key he heard running footsteps on the dock. He found the key, but when he tried to pick it up the key slipped from his fingers oily with Jeanette’s blood. It took two desperate tries before he had the key in hand.
He got up, dashed to the back of the boat, and threw off the lines that tied the boat to the dock. He then ran to the front and jumped into the driver’s seat. His hands were shaking so badly he couldn’t fit the key into ignition. Then he heard the shots! Close! Real close! Explosions in his ears! He was all out of options.
He jerked around in time to see the trooper, three holes in his chest, collapse to his knees then fall off the dock. With a thud the trooper hit the boat tied up next to Ken’s, then slipped into the water. Jeanette, lying on the deck, held her gun in her hand still pointing it where the trooper had stood. Then her arm dropped like the life had gone from it.
The other two men were running along the dock toward them. Andy stood by the opened gate. They fired their guns as they came.
Ken started the engine just as they reached the rear of the boat. He hit the throttle, and the boat shot off, but not before one of the men had jumped aboard.
Ken spun the wheel sharply to the right as the man aimed his gun. The boat swung around throwing the man off balance. His shot went wild as he stumbled in an effort to hold his balance. Ken swung the wheel hard to the left, sending the man stumbling the other way. The man hit the edge of the boat and, with a shout, fell into the water.
The man who was still on the dock, fired repeatedly at the boat as Ken raced it out into the open water of the river.
Chapter 4
Once out of sight of the shooter, Ken pulled the boat to the shore under cover of mangroves near De Soto National Park. He cut the engine and went to see about Jeanette.
He could tell she was in a bad way. She no longer shivered, but her breathing was shallow and she was unconscious. Blood still oozed from the hole in her side.
“Hang on, Jeanette,” he whispered close to her ear. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be all right.” He wasn’t sure he believed that.
First thing was to stop the bleeding. He broke out the first-aid kit on the boat, lifted the side of her shirt, and taped a thick gauze pad over the wound. That was all he could do for her.
It was obvious she was in a bad way. He had to get her medical attention quickly. But how to admit her to a hospital without them identifying her? As soon as he had the thought an idea came to him.
He leaned over the side and washed the blood off his hands. Then he picked up his briefcase. There was a bullet hole in one side, but the bullet hadn’t come out anywhere. He opened the briefcase.
The bullet was lodged in his laptop computer. Oh well. He tossed the laptop computer into the water. He removed his cell phone - thank God, that hadn’t been damaged, put it in his pocket, and tossed the papers from the briefcase onto the ground among the mangrove roots. Then he emptied the contents of her shoulder bag into the briefcase, and threw the bag onto the shore. He searched her to make sure there was nothing on her person. Finally he picked up her gun, dropped it in the briefcase and snapped the case shut.
Now to get her help.
He got in the driver’s seat, started the engine and throttled the boat back into the river, then pushed it hard toward the Gulf of Mexico. Just before the Gulf he turned left into the bay. As he steered the boat he dialed his cell phone, and called a cab to pick him up at the Seafood Shack restaurant. Then he dialed 911 and told them about an injured woman in a boat at the marina by the Seafood Shack. A few minutes later he pulled the boat into the marina, tied up the boat, grabbed his briefcase, climbed out, and left.
The cab was waiting for him in front of the restaurant. As the cab drove away, it passed the ambulance coming to the restaurant.
This way he knew that without identification they - the infamous ‘they’ wouldn’t be able to find her. She would be admitted to the hospital as a Jane Doe. He’d give the doctors a chance to do their stuff and then he’d check on her a little later.
The cab took him to a Hertz lot where he rented a light blue Taurus, something that would not stand out like the silver BMW in a crowd of automobiles on the road. He drove the Taurus to the Clock Restaurant on Cortez Road where he settled into a big breakfast. He was hungrier than he’d ever been.
And he felt great! He was alive! Life was suddenly the adventure he’d always hoped it would be, the adventure he had hoped to find when as a young man he’d joined the Marines. Best of all, he felt all-powerful, felt he could handle anything that came his way. He was the hero. He was James Bond. God, what a feeling!
And surprise, surprise – no more gray world. Brilliant, exciting colors filled the world again. He shook his head and smiled to himself. Some therapy for depression. The therapist saying take two gun battles and see me next Tuesday.
Then he chuckled to himself. How the hell was he going to tell all this to Muriel? Add this crazy yarn to how weird he had been acting the past two years, and she’d definitely think he’d gone over the edge. Time for the rubber room. But there was the BMW. When she saw the condition of the car she just might believe some of the story. He smiled. It’s going to be an interesting afternoon explaining all this to her.
And he was looking forward to it, looking forward to seeing Muriel, now that he tasted life once again. He didn’t know how long it would last, but he’d make the best of it while it lasted. It was better than the gray world.
A bit past ten-thirty, well fed and feeling good about himself, he parked the car in the lot by the emergency entrance of Blake Hospital. He still had Jeanette’s things in his briefcase. If she were okay and able to have visitors, he’d return her things, and say goodbye to this little adventure. Though, deep down, he didn’t really want to say goodbye to it. It had returned purpose to his life, it had brought color back into his world, and he was reluctant to let it go.
The broad glass doors opened before Ken reached them, and a uniformed guard stepped through. He was pulling a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. Ken smiled and nodded ‘hello’ at him. The man returned the smile and nod. Ken stepped inside and glanced around. There were a half-dozen people seated in the chairs. None looked injured or suffering. He assumed they had brought people in and were waiting for the results.
The emergency room was large and done in calm pastels. Stuffed comfortable chairs arranged in rows, and large plants scattered about. Broad windows let the sun in. Three women in white smocks busied themselves behind the counter at the far wall. Next to the counter were double doors through which the injured were admitted to the mysterious bowels of the hospital.
He stepped up to the counter, and leaned his elbows on it. The woman, seated in front of him, looked up from tapping the keyboard of her computer. She had bleached frizzy hair, and a mean look.
“Can I help you?” she asked in a tone hard with authority. The room was quiet and open, so everyone heard what was being said.
“Yes.” He tried to sound like he was sincerely holding back his emotions. “There was a woman admitted earlier with a gunshot injury. And my niece never showed up for work this morning. We are all very worried. I was wondering if it could be her?”
The woman looked questioningly to the other two women, one of whom stood before a file cabinet with a folder in her hands. The file cabinet woman turned.
“Yes,” she said. “That would be Laurie Aubry. Came in a couple of hours ago.”
Laurie Aubry? “A pretty girl in her thirties with long blonde hair and green eyes?”
“Yes. That’s her.”
“You’ve identified her?” That didn’t make sense. “When I called earlier (he lied), I was told she was unidentified.”
“Well, her brother showed up a little while ago and identified her.”
Her brother!
“Mr. Baldwin.”
He heard the man’s voice near him at the same time he sensed that two men had come close to him, one on each side. Surprised, he turned around to face a dark-haired, stocky man in a short-sleeved shirt hanging outside his pants. He had a face that looked as if it had been beaten into shape. The other man was a young blonde with an athletic build and military haircut. Before Ken could say anything, they each put a hand on his upper arms.
“Would you come with us, please?” the stocky man said. The option offered by the man’s words were those offered by the police - if you don’t want to come, we’ll make you.
What happened in Ken’s mind at that moment could only be described as being transported back in time, back almost forty years, back to another world - a dark and dangerous world. It was a place he had long ago hidden away behind locked doors in his mind. A place he feared. In an instant he had been thrown back to the bush in Vietnam, back to the black terrors of raw survival. And his mind’s thoughts were a sudden violent storm of lightning and thunder, anger and fear.
“What is this about?” Ken’s voice was shaky. Tense energy consumed his body, and pumped primordial power into his muscles. He knew what this was about. Jeanette had warned him, and, damn it, he hadn’t listened.
“We’d like to talk with you a moment, if you don’t mind.” There was no question in the tone of the man’s voice. And both hands tightened on his upper arms encouraging him to move forward.
“Talk about what?” He took a step forward, not offering any resistance to their urging.
“It would be best if we went somewhere more private.”
Ken took another step. “Where would that be?”
The man opened his mouth to reply, but Ken didn’t give him a chance. As Ken brought his right foot forward in the motion of taking another step, his leg muscles went to iron and he swung the foot wide, knocking out the legs of the man on his right. A surprised look on his face, the blonde man fell to the floor, losing his grip on Ken’s arm.
The stocky man was already swinging his body around toward Ken, when Ken threw his left arm up and over the stocky man’s arm, grabbed his shoulder and dragged him further into the turn. He kicked the man’s legs out as he passed by, and the stocky man fell face down tripping over the legs of the blonde man on the floor. The stocky man tried to hang onto Ken’s arm, but his body’s reflex action of trying to break a fall on his face, forced him to release his hold. Ken continued into the turn, and with his left leg, kicked the blonde man in the head as he tried to rise. The man’s head snapped back and bounced off the floor.
It was then Ken heard the sounds of chaos around him, the screams of the women and shouts from two old men sitting nearby.
The stocky man rolled off the blonde man and up on one elbow, his right arm reaching for the gun at the small of his back beneath the shirt.
Ken stepped over the blonde man and kicked the stocky man in the face as hard as he could, blood spraying from the contact. He crouched down over the unconscious man and took the gun from his hand. Then still crouched, he whirled around and pointed the gun at the guard who was just coming in from outside. The guard was armed only with a cell phone.
“No dead heroes,” Ken said shaking his head. “Now move aside.” He encouraged him with a small wave of the gun.
The guard stepped aside, giving Ken a wide berth, his eyes never leaving Ken’s face.
Ken dashed through the doorway, and then he ran for all he was worth. As he ran, he pulled the car keys from his pocket and pressed the button to unlock the driver’s door. He jammed the gun in his pocket, pulled open the car door, jumped into the driver’s seat, and rammed the key into the ignition.
He was panting like the marathon runner. So much for not working out at the gym. As he started the car, he looked up. In the doorway of the emergency room was the blonde man, aiming a gun at Ken. The guard, his cell phone to his ear, appeared in the doorway behind the man. Yanking the car door shut, Ken hit the gas, and raced the car out of the parking space. He could hear shots being fired, but he didn’t look back.
He passed the side of the hospital, and as soon as he was out of sight of the Emergency area, swung the car into the hospital parking lot. He figured they’d quickly be on the chase, and the last place they’d look was in the parking lot. The lot was jammed with cars, most of them looking as indistinct as his. He patrolled with other cars looking for a space, then slipped into one, and shut the engine off.
His hands shook. Hell, his whole body was shaking and soaked in sweat. His mind was a whirlpool of fear.
The early incident with Jeanette had not been frightening to him. Everything had happened too fast, and had grown from the complacency of his depression, a place where nothing was feared.
Now his senses were alive. His life once again was something of value, something to cherish and hold onto.
He was frightened and alone. And he didn’t know what the hell was he supposed to do now! Didn’t know what had he become involved in! Didn’t know who to turn to for help.
His cell phone started ringing. One look at the number and his troubles were compounded. It was his home phone number. Muriel! Damn. After what had just happened at the emergency room - how quickly they were onto him, he was sure he knew what this meant.
He didn't dare answer it. He knew they couldn’t trace the call exactly to his location, but they could tell what towers he was using, and know he was still in the area. Also, he was afraid they’d threaten him with Muriel’s life. After what had happened that was a reasonable assumption.
Muriel was now in this, as well.
He turned the phone off. He wasn’t going to give them a chance to use Muriel against him. Until he could figure out what to do, he would turn the phone on only when he absolutely needed to use it.
They must know that he hadn’t contacted her since he left the house that morning. So, she didn’t know anything, and there was a good chance they wouldn’t hurt her. Unless they could contact him, and use her as a hostage. In which case they were both dead.
It was all up to him to get them out of this. But he had not idea what ‘this’ was.
He had to think, had to figure a way out of this. And he had to come up with something quick! These people moved fast. They wouldn’t give him much time to think and plan.
Focus, damn it! Focus!
He was a problem solver by profession. The computer problems he solved were the result of errors in logic, and they did not contain the heightened emotion this problem did. But, the key to solving them was to not be distracted. All energy had to be focused on the problem.
Right then he wished he still smoked. He really needed something to calm him down, something to help him think.
He opened the briefcase. Hopefully there was something among Jeanette’s things to tell him what was going on.
He searched through Jeanette’s things. He picked up her gun and checked to see how many bullets were left. Three. He raised the armrest and wedged it between the two seats, then lowered the armrest to hide it. The two extra clips he slipped into his pants’ pocket. The gun he got from the stocky man he slipped into the glove compartment. He was developing a sidearm collection and it wasn’t even noon.
The wallet and the address book appeared to be the normal stuff. He riffled through the address book, but no telephone numbers jumped out at him. He’d have to go through the numbers more thoroughly later. The only peculiar item he found was the CD in a plastic case. Because it was a peculiar item to find in a woman’s purse, the CD seemed the likely place to start.
But first he had to get out of this suit. He needed clothes to blend in with the retired Floridians who occupied the day. He took off his jacket and tie, and tossed them on the passenger’s seat next to him. Then started the car and drove sedately out of the parking lot using the exit on the other side of the Hospital. He took a right onto 59th Street, then a left onto Cortez. A short way down on Cortez he turned into the Wal-Mart parking lot.
Inside the Wal-Mart, he bought a pair of tan chinos, a brown belt, two short-sleeved shirts - one blue and one brown, underwear, white sneakers and socks, and a white windbreaker. He added a pair of reflector sunglasses. His were still in the BMW. After paying at the register, he went into the men’s room and changed his clothes, putting the clothes he’d removed into the Wal-Mart bag. Now he looked like the majority of men in Florida - gray-haired, a paunch, and badly dressed.
Outside he put the bag in the trunk along with the suit jacket and tie from the front seat.
Now for the CD.
Back in the car, he headed south to the Gateway store on Route 41.
There were five cars in the parking area in front of the store. Inside, the store was bright and airy and filled with that silence reserved for places of worship. Four people quietly wandered around looking at the computer equipment. The store had two workstations set up for hourly rental. The young techie/salesman ran Ken’s credit card and showed him to one of the computers.
Ken settled into the chair and slipped the CD into the computer’s drive. Then he pulled down the selections under My Computer, highlighted Explore, and clicked the mouse button. He pointed the mouse to the CD Drive and clicked. The CD contained three folders labeled “mail,” “summaries,” and “M.” He opened the one marked “summaries.” There were forty-seven files with dates as file names. He opened the most recent one, which was dated four days before.
David Copperfield is worried. Something is happening and he thinks he is being purposely excluded from the information. He has no details, but feels it is very important, very big, and very soon. I am concerned because he feels he is being excluded. Could they suspect him? Have notified Mother, and requested consideration on pulling him out if this worry bears fruit.
What the hell have I gotten into? he thought.
Chapter 5
It was close to two-thirty when he finished reading the other summaries. They were just as brief and cryptic. They read like someone who was keeping a journal to protect his ass someday, but sparse on the nitty-gritty details.
Other than repeated references to Mother, there were only a few names mentioned, people with whom David Copperfield had made contact. Ken took a piece of paper from the printer, and wrote them down. There was a man named Elmer Goodpenny, Aston Kenny and William Robert Benton. He called them ‘lower rungs on the ladder.’ There were references to the “Top Dog,” but David Copperfield didn’t supply a name.
Ken didn’t like the sound of all this. It came across as spy stuff of some kind, something definitely out of his league.
There was the mention of a woman this David Copperfield befriended, a Betty Sue Lawton. The summary simply said that Mother had checked her out, and she was okay.
He added Betty Sue’s name to the list.
The summaries raised more questions than they answered. For one, was Jeanette trying to get this CD to someone to expose whatever was going on? If so, who would that be – FBI, CIA, or one of the other three-letter government organizations? Or was she protecting it from people who wanted to expose what was happening? That seemed more likely since she was being chased by the police. Except, he remembered them shooting that Bradenton police officer. That didn’t fit that premise.
The real question he needed answered was how the hell he was going to get out of the middle of this? When he had gone to the emergency room to give Jeanette her things, he had secretly wished the adventure would continue. It had been the first bright spot in his dull pointless life.
He smirked to himself. His mother had warned him to be careful what he wished for. Now he understood too well what that warning meant.
His mind was weary from the intense concentration on the summaries. He leaned back in the chair, yawned, and rubbed his hands over his face. How the hell was he going to get out of this!
Ken removed the CD from the computer and slipped it in his shirt pocket. Then he got up from the chair and walked to the front counter. The young techie looked up.
“Yes?”
Ken would have guessed the kid’s age at twelve. “I need a break from the computer. Where can I get a good cup of coffee around here?”
“The Burger King next door.” He shrugged, “The coffee’s not bad.”
Which Ken took to mean the coffee was bad. “I’ll be back,” he said. “You want me to bring you a cup?”
The techie smiled, appreciating the thoughtfulness. “No. Thanks.”
When Ken went outside, the day was beautiful – temperature in the seventies, blue sky, soft breeze. He saw none of it, his thoughts focused inward, churning over the things he had read, and the precarious situation he was chin deep in. During the time it had taken him to buy the coffee and walk back to the Gateway store his mind had sifted repeatedly through the information he had, and came up with a tiny light of hope. A plan of action, or more precisely the scent of a plan of action.
If he could find this David Copperfield, maybe he could help Ken get out of the middle of all this? He was the only one on Ken’s list who knew what was going on, who knew what this was all about. So, he would most likely be the only one to help him or point Ken to someone who could help. It was a straw, a thin straw, but it was the only straw he had. Other than the names mentioned in the summaries, David Copperfield was the only one in the center of this. There was no mention of the person who wrote the summaries, and no mention of Jeanette Corliss, which could be one and the same. Though he didn’t think so. There was a male feel about the way the summaries were written.
But, and this was an important ‘but’, there was no mention anywhere in the summaries of a place where David Copperfield or any of the other names were located. Without that he had nothing. God let there be something in the emails.
And there was Muriel. He had to get word to her somehow that he was all right. But he didn’t know how to do that without giving away where he was, and without endangering her. “They will kill you. And anyone else you may come in contact with.” Those were Jeanette’s words, and after what had happened to Jeanette, he took them very seriously.
When he got back inside the Gateway store, he sat at the computer, put the CD back in the computer, and brought up Outlook Express, the email program. The computer wasn’t hooked up to the web, but the program would read the mail from the CD. He decided to try the oldest email first, figuring it would be more likely that Copperfield would mention his location early in the communications. He opened the first email and got his first surprise.
Hey, Alan. Just wanted to touch base with you. I’m settled in. Truly, Tennessee hasn’t changed a bit. Same old sleepy friendly place I left 12 years ago.
Let’s not be strangers. Keep in touch.
Jimmy Durrett
Clearly the email was not from David Copperfield. It was signed Jimmy Durrett. He checked the list of emails. All of them were from Jim Durrett, and they all had attachments. So, where the hell was this David Copperfield referred to in the summaries? Shaking his head in frustration, he added Jim Durrett to his name list, and wrote ‘Tennessee’ next to it.
He opened the attachment. It was a picture of a small house on a sleepy street. Beneath the picture was a string of meaningless numbers.
He got his second surprise when he tasted the coffee. It was good! He turned his chair around to face the counter up front where the techie was operating a computer. “The coffee is great. Thanks,” he said, loud but not shouting.
The techie turned around.
Ken held the cup up in a toast, and smiled.
The techie returned the smile and nodded his head, then he turned his attention back to his computer.
A short way beyond the counter was the front door and the large glass windows overlooking the parking area. Ken saw a beat up truck pull into the parking space next to his car. “A-1 Roofing” it said on the door of the truck. Very original, he thought sarcastically. Two hard, wiry men, burnt by the sun, their clothing stained with tar, got out of the truck. Black beat-up ball caps on their heads, hair poking out in all directions. Ken shook his head in wonder. Not too many years ago the computer was a mysterious and exclusive tool. Now almost everyone was a computer owner.
He was about to turn back to his computer when he noticed the two men looking at the license plate on his car, then at each other. He was in the act of shrugging it off when silent alarms went off in his mind. Remember! You are not paranoid. People really are out to get you.
But these didn’t look like the type that had chased him so far. Maybe they were some sort of police auxiliary. Whatever they were, they certainly took an interest in his license plate. Considering the resourcefulness his chasers had shown so far, they probably traced his credit card transaction for renting the car, and got the license number from the rental agency. In any event, he could not take any chances. And in the future, he’d have to remember about the credit card.
His heart started pounding nervously as he glanced around the store. There were three other men in the place, and he was the only one with gray hair. If they were looking for him, they’d approach him before they went to anyone else.
That glance around also told him there was no way he could quickly slip out of the store before they came in. There was a table of computer equipment between him and the entrance to the back room.
He was sorry he hadn’t put Jeanette’s gun in his pocket. If he got out of this, that wouldn’t happen again.
The two men entered the store, and the techie behind the counter said, “Can I help you?”
“No,” one of them said, not even looking at the techie. The man who spoke had broad shoulders and was taller than the other man.
Ken turned back to his computer, turned down the brightness of the monitor until it clearly reflected the store behind him, and adjusted the angle of the monitor to reflect the store windows and the silhouettes of the two men. He watched their silhouettes as they both looked around the store then started toward Ken. They swaggered with that strut that said they were tough and unbeatable, and nobody better mess with them, especially some old man.
Keep calm. Keep calm.
Ken moved his chair back enough from the table to give his legs room so he could get up easily. He removed the lid from his coffee. He leaned forward to peer at the monitor, and took a sip of the hot coffee as he watched the men approach. With each step the men took, the hot fear grew in Ken’s mind, burning its way through his thoughts and setting them to a roaring fire.
Fear is what we want! his drill sergeant had shouted at them long years ago in boot camp. A fearless soldier is dangerous to himself and his friends, and an asset to the enemy! Because he’ll do fucking stupid reckless things! You have to be afraid! Only fear will save your fucking asses! With fear comes superhuman strength, superhuman power! Channel that fear! Use that power to save your ass and make the fucking enemy lose his!
Well, Ken certainly was afraid.
He sat leaning forward, peering at the monitor, and feeling the hot energy seeping into his limbs. The hand holding the coffee cup started trembling, and his pulse pounded in his head. His thoughts tumbled around like wild electricity, like a crowd on the verge of panic. It was an enormous effort to hold back the power and energy of that electricity, of that panic.
The silhouettes of the men loomed in the monitor, blocking out the light from the front windows.
Suddenly a man’s hand leaned on the table in front of him next to the keyboard. The hand was callused and dirty. He could feel the man looming over him, the man’s breath close to his ear. In that instant Ken’s muscles went to steel, and the raw energy he’d been holding in check flooded his body. He dumped the hot coffee on the back of the man’s hand.
The broad shouldered man pulled his hand back with a yelp. Ken pushed hard against the floor with his left foot, twirling the chair around. His right foot snaked out and pulled the man’s legs out from under him. The man uselessly reached out for the edge of the table as he fell to the floor, an astonished look on his face.
Ken was up and on the other man before the man could react. He gave him a mighty shove, sending him stumbling back into the table holding an array of computers. The table gave way, the equipment crashing down on and around the man.
Then Ken turned back to the broad-shouldered man who was up on one knee, getting to his feet. He grabbed the man’s shirt at the shoulder and his belt at the rear, pulling the man up and running him around. He smashed the man’s head into the glass tube of a monitor, the glass cracking with the impact. He released the man, who dropped barely conscious to the floor.
He turned back to the smaller man who was pushing aside the computer equipment that had fallen on him. Seeing Ken move toward him, the man reached into his pocket and pulled out a switchblade knife, the blade snapping open.
“I’ll cut your fucking guts out!” the man said. He was still sitting on the floor, waving the knife as he struggled to get to his feet.
Ken grabbed the chair he had been sitting in, raised it off the floor, and swung it at the man, hitting him in the chest and sending him down on his back. Then Ken raised the chair and brought it down hard on the man’s chest, knocking the fight out of him, and Ken thought, breaking a few ribs as well.
The man lay there unmoving, the chair wheels and frame on his chest. He was moaning, “Fuck…fuck…fuck,” over and over.
Ken stamped on the hand that held the knife, and the man cried out in pain. He feebly raised his hand, dropping the knife. Ken picked it up, folded it, and put it in his own pocket.
The techie was on the phone, obviously to the police. Ken had to get out of there quick! He went to retrieve the CD from the computer. The damn computer was off. No power. He couldn’t get the CD out of the drive. Shit! He had no time. He grabbed the paper he had written the names on, then ran out of the place. No one tried to stop him.
He got in the car, started it, backed around, then shot into the heavy traffic onto Route 41 heading south.
He always cursed the snowbirds who swarmed to Florida to escape winter up north, but now he thanked them for clogging the roads with traffic, helping him to blend in with all the other cars.
Who the hell were these people after him! Damn cops and roofers! It didn’t make any sense.
There had to be a place he could hunker down and do some thinking about all this.
But even as he drove he mind was a storm of thinking. From that thinking weak threads of a plan were developing.
He pulled into an auto supply store, bought a small can of white reflective paint, a small paintbrush and a combination screwdriver set. Then he stopped at a Walgreens, and picked up men’s hair dye. The ATM at the Bank Of America was next where he withdrew $300 from his checking account. No more credit card, no more electronic transactions for awhile. Only cash. He put the bags with the paint and things, and the bag with men’s hair dye, in the trunk.
His next stop was just south of the Sarasota-Bradenton airport - The Flamingo Colony Motel. There was a long pink stucco wall near the sidewalk. The wall hid the swimming pool from the passing cars, and blocked the view of the motel units from the street. Ken pulled into the driveway at the end of the wall and parked next to the little glass-enclosed booth that was the office. Inside he could see the gray head of a man sitting behind the high counter looking at a tiny television.
Ken got out of the car and went inside. The man stood up. He was tall and lanky with a friendly face.
“I assume you want a room, son?” he said. His voice was soft and had a gentle rolling drawl.
“Just for the night.”
“Well, you are lucky ‘cause I only have two vacancies, and they won’t be vacant tomorrow night. The Season, you know.” He nodded as if he had uttered something profound. Then he smiled and extended his hand. “My name is Cornelius.”
Ken smiled and shook his hand. “Ken Baldwin. Good to meet you Cornelius.”
“Yeah, I know. The name. My mother wanted me to develop a thick skin. But I fooled her. I learned how to fight, instead.” He chuckled.
Then he dug out a room key from under the counter. “That’ll be $60 a night.”
“C’mon, Cornelius, you can do better than that. I’m a Florida resident. Must be some break on the price even in the Season?”
Cornelius nodded. “I can give you a room for $29,” he said, looking Ken in the eye. “In July.”
Ken sighed. “How about I give you $50 in cash? Just between you and me, and we leave out the IRS.”
“Well,” he said, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “I’d hate to start a precedent. Word gets out I give discounts and I’d lose a lot of money. But, if I was doing a favor for a friend, now that’s different.” Then he smiled and nodded his head. “So, Ken Baldwin, I’m very happy to have you as a new friend.”
Ken grinned, and laid out two twenties and a ten on the counter.
Cornelius put the key on the counter, and scooped up the money. “Room 9 in the back. Go out that way toward the Mel-O-Dee diner, make a right, then another right. Brings you behind this building opposite. That’s where I live. You need anything, don’t be bashful about knocking on the door.”
“I’ll be leaving real early in the morning. Where should I drop the key?”
“Just drop it in the mailbox by my door.”
“Thanks,” Ken smiled.
“Have a good night’s sleep, my friend. You look like you could use it.”
Ken nodded, left the booth, and got back in the car. That should make sure he remembers me, Ken thought with satisfaction. And he was sure Cornelius had written down his license number as any good motel manager would do. Cornelius was right about him needing sleep. Ken felt as if he had worked twenty-four hours straight on one of those computer systems problems that tested the mind to breaking. Well, he sighed. I’ll be getting some sleep soon. Then he added as an after thought, I hope.
Ken drove out of the parking lot, turned right, and right again into a tiny narrow street. And, as Cornelius had said, there were the units, along with number 9. He turned the car around and backed into the space in front of the door.
He got out of the car and looked around. Nobody, and no traffic. Good. He opened the trunk, took out the paint can, and pried off the lid with the screwdriver.
Then he knelt down, took the paintbrush in hand and peered at the license plate. Florida required only one plate, that on the back of the car.
Q48-BR4, green numbers on a white reflective background. He dipped the brush into the white reflective paint and carefully blotted out parts of the numbers and letters. Then he stepped back and looked at his handiwork. C43-PR4. It wouldn’t stand close inspection, but from another moving car they wouldn’t be able to tell it had been doctored. Cool.
He put the lid back on the paint can, and put the paint, brush and screwdriver back in the plastic bag, and back in the trunk. Next came the hair. He picked up the bag with the hair dye, took the tan shirt, closed the trunk, and unlocked the door to unit 9. Inside he turned on the lights, closed the door, and pulled the drapes shut.
He went to the sink, broke open the box with the hair dye, read the instructions, then put on the plastic gloves and applied the dye. He had to wait for a while before washing out the dye, so he sat on the bed and turned the television on with the remote. With a little searching, he brought up the local station and the news.
There was a shot of the Capitol building in Washington, a section of scaffolding crawling up one side to the roof. A light snow was falling. The young woman in an overcoat, holding a microphone in her hand, was talking to a shivering workman.
“…too cold for roofing.”
“Naw,” the workman said. “The cold ain’t no problem. But that.” He pointed to the sky. “That’s a problem. Can’t do repair on a roof covered with snow. We’ll just have to wait for a break in the weather before we go ahead.”
“Thank you,” she smiled at the workman. Then she turned to the camera. “Lisa Mars reporting from Washington, D. C.”
The scene switched to the studio and a blonde man looking directly at the camera. “Thank you Lisa.
“Now, a recap on the gunshot victim admitted to Blake Hospital early this morning, and later identified as Laurie Aubry, the sister of Detective Frank Aubry of the Manatee County Sheriff’s department. Laurie Aubry has died of her wounds.”
“Damn.” He felt as if someone had hit him in the chest. Why the hell hadn’t he listened to her! Why had he been so stupid! His arrogance had cost her her life. “Son of a bitch!” Angry at himself, he wanted to hit something, somebody.
Ken’s picture from his driver’s license filled the screen, and stopped him cold.
“The police are looking to question this man. His name is Kenneth Baldwin, a resident of Bradenton. He has not been seen nor heard from since he left his residence early this morning. The police do believe he was somehow involved in the shooting of Laurie Aubry.
“If you have any information about this man please…”
Jesus Christ! The first image in his mind was Muriel seeing this on the television. What must she be thinking!
Then he thought of Cornelius out there in his little office also looking at the television, and seeing Ken’s face on the screen. Ken had to move fast. He quickly went to the sink and started rinsing the dye from his hair.
A few minutes later he emerged from Unit 9. His hair was a dark brown, he was wearing the tan shirt and his eyes were covered with the reflector sunglasses. He carried the debris from the hair coloring in the bag and the blue shirt over his arm. He had hurriedly cleaned up the sink area and bagged all the paraphernalia from the coloring kit, leaving no sign of what he had done.
He left the lights on inside and the television going, tossed the key onto the bed, and closed the door. Then he opened the trunk, put the bag and the shirt inside, removed the windbreaker and quickly put it on.
Earlier he’d figured when they didn’t spot him trying to leave the area, they’d soon get around to checking the motels. When they hit this one, his friend Cornelius would definitely remember him.
That would keep them busy for awhile surrounding his room and storming the door. And finding him not there, stake out the place waiting for him to return.
Now, with his face all over the TV, his friend Cornelius was definitely on the phone to the police. In a few minutes they’d be all over this place.
He got in the car, started it, and took a right down the small narrow street. The street curved around the back of the motel to Route 41. Before he reached that corner he heard the sirens. Police were coming from both directions. His heart was in his throat as he approached the intersection. He hadn’t anticipated them using the television public to get him. This was going to be cutting it really close.
He pulled to a stop at the Stop sign, took a deep breath and pressed gently on the gas pedal. No suspicious moves. No hysterical driving, no racing away.
Surprised suddenly, he jammed on the brake. A police car had turned into the street and screeched to a stop head-to-head with his car. His heart froze.
Shit!
Chapter 6
It was dusk when the convoy of two jeeps and a large 18-wheeler came over the rise on the Interstate. There was nothing but wilderness on either side of the road. It had been that way for more than an hour, and would be like that for at least three more. There were the exits, with their eateries and gas stations, but they were few, the exits far apart.
The cab and trailer of the truck were white, with the words “A2Z Movers” in large red letters edged in black on the sides and rear of the trailer and on the cab doors. The jeeps, both dark brown with no markings, were stationed in front and behind the truck. On the rear of the trailing jeep was a sign in yellow and black that read “SLOW MOVING VEHICLE.” The convoy moved along in the right lane at 40 mph.
Their headlights were on, the truck lights illuminating the front jeep as if it were on stage. The windows were open in the truck, the side panels off on the jeeps. It was a warm day. Two young men were in each jeep, and two men in the truck cab. Each of the men carried a sidearm in a holster on his belt.
They just about had the road to themselves. In his rearview mirror the truck driver could see headlights of one vehicle in the far distance, moving rapidly toward them. At the crawl they were doing, cars had been shooting by them for the past two days.
The convoy moved into a gentle lazy curve, made more lazy by how slow they were moving. Once out of the curve, their headlights reflected off barricades closing the left lane and lit up a state patrol car and two troopers in cowboy hats. Mounted on the barricade was a large stop sign.
One of the troopers, with his right hand raised, stepped into their lane.
The convoy came to a stop. The trooper walked slowly to the lead jeep. The truck driver stuck his head out of the window to hear what the trooper had to say.
The trooper, his hand on the top of the jeep, leaned down to speak with the driver. “Sorry to delay you, son. We’ve got some construction goin’ on up ahead aways. I’ll check ‘n see all’s clear, if you could hang on here a moment. Don’t want some big dump truck makin’ you roadkill.”
The driver of the jeep shrugged and nodded that he understood and would wait. Like he had any choice.
The trooper straightened, pulled a cell phone from his shirt pocket, opened it, and dialed a number. All his movements were slow and deliberate. “Yep,” he said into the phone. “Two jeeps and a truck.” He listened. “All’s ready?” He listened again. “Okay.” He closed the phone. Then he stepped aside and waved the convoy on.
The lead jeep started moving.
The truck driver shifted into gear, and out of habit looked into his rearview mirror. Pulling to a stop behind the rear jeep was a car. He assumed it was the one he had seen in the distance coming up behind him.
He guided the truck past the barricades. The truck driver again looked in the mirror and saw the trooper stop the car from coming through. Peculiar. he thought.
They moved into a left curve, and the trucker again looked back. The car was still at the barricades. He shrugged. Strange. But then the world was filled with too much strange for him to deal with all of it not directly related to his life. The barricades disappeared behind the curve.
The convoy drove on for almost a mile before the road curved again. Once around this curve the headlights picked up a barricade across the entire road. There were trucks and a trooper’s car behind the barricade. In front of the barricade was a line of men dressed in soldier’s fatigues. There were also two more troopers in cowboy hats.
One of the troopers raised his hand for the convoy to stop.
Now what? the truck driver thought, annoyed. He pulled to a stop close to the rear of the lead jeep. He was tired from driving most of the day, and just wanted to turn over the driving to the guy sitting next to him, then crawl into the back and get some sleep.
The two troopers moved toward the vehicles. The truck driver watched the one trooper approach the jeep in front, as the second trooper ambled toward the truck driver. It was when he moved his head to look at the trooper approaching him that the truck driver’s eyes moved over the rearview mirror mounted on the side of the cab. In the light reflected from the rear jeep’s headlights off the white rear of the truck he saw a man in fatigues moving out of the darkness, an M16 in his hands pointing at the jeep!
“Shit!” he shouted as he threw the truck in reverse and hit the gas. The cab bucked, then the truck moved backward, and rammed the jeep.
“What the fuck?” the man next to him said.
For a moment it was as if the scene outside the cab froze. The driver threw it into first gear, and slammed the gas pedal to the floor and spun the wheel before anyone reacted. The cab bucked, and bucked again before it started pulling the weight of the trailer. By that time, everyone was in action, and the world exploded in gunfire.
The two men in the first jeep had looked back when the truck hit the rear jeep. When they looked forward again, the trooper near them had his gun out, and fired into the jeep hitting the driver repeatedly. The driver slumped forward, held away from the steering wheel by the shoulder belt.
The man next to him, confused, raised his hands defensively to the trooper.
“Wait!” he said. Then a bullet struck him in the head, and he sagged to one side.
The men in the rear jeep were sprayed with bullets from the M16 before they could react.
The truck driver pushed the truck out toward the left lane, and directly at the trooper who had been walking toward the cab. The trooper had his gun out and fired one quick shot at the driver, the bullet going wild. Then he jumped out of the way of the truck.
“Son of a bitch!” the man next to the driver shouted. He had his gun out and fired out the window.
The driver heard the “dunk dunk” of bullets hitting the truck. He pointed the truck at the barricades. The men standing there ran out of the way, and the truck tossed the barricades aside like toys. The right front of the cab slammed into the rear of the patrol car that was straddling the left lane behind the barricades, and threw it violently to one side with a loud crash of metal and sprays of shattered glass. And he was through!
He kept tramping the gas pedal to the floor, frantically shifting gears. The speedometer needle climbed. The truck raced down the road like a roaring dinosaur.
They had instructed him not to exceed 40 mph because of the precious cargo he carried in back in the trailer. But right then he was concerned more about the precious cargo he carried in front – himself.
“Hank!” he hollered over the wind noise to the man next to him. “Get on the phone and get us some help!”
When there was no response, he looked over. Hank’s arm hung out the window, his head hung limp, lifeless.
“Jesus, Jesus, Jesus,” he muttered to himself, and wondered what the hell he was going to do now?
He got his answer almost immediately. The truck’s headlights picked up a state trooper’s car in the distance coming across the grass median from barricades on the eastbound side of the road. The car came up on the road, straddled the two lanes in front of him, and stopped. Two troopers hurriedly got out, popped the trunk, and removed weapons.
“Here we go again!” the truck driver shouted. “Shotguns this time, you bastards! What’ll be next, rocket launchers!”
He saw the troopers take up firing positions by the trunk of the car.
The truck was passing 70 mph and still speeding up. He decided to try the right side of the road. Hit the car in the front end. See if he could knock it aside like he’d done back at the barricades. And the troopers were at the rear of the car, a little further away. Better odds they’d miss him.
He smirked. “Yeah, sure,” he said aloud. But he was all out of choices. It was time to cross his fingers and charge ahead.
The troopers opened fire with the shotguns, shooting low. “What the…?” and then he understood. “Shit! The tires!” He grabbed the wheel hard, and shouted defiantly, “Fuck the tires! Who needs tires! This baby’ll fly on the damn rims! Look out fuckers, I’m coming through!”
From where the troopers stood, they could see the left front tire collapse, then in a few turns of the wheel shred off the rim. When the tire collapsed, that end of the front of the truck cab dropped, pulling it to the left. Straight for the center of the patrol car!
They jumped out of the way to the ground on the grassy median as the truck slammed into the car with a sound like an explosion, crushing the side, sending bits of metal and glass into the air. The truck pushed the remains of the car along the road, sparks spraying from dragging metal parts of the car, and the exposed rim of the truck wheel.
The cab of the truck was leaning badly toward that rim, and at that speed, would have tipped over if the wreckage of the car wedged against its front end were not supporting it.
The sparks found what they’d been searching for – something volatile, and the car exploded in a fireball that engulfed the cab of the truck as well as the car. The force of the explosion slammed the air and trembled the ground, and sent pieces of car flying. The cab twisted more to the left, and the trailer came swinging around until it nearly straddled the road. The whole rig slammed down on its side, the cab rolling over the fiery car, the rear doors of the trailer popping open, and sparks dragged along as the truck slid over the road surface. The metal scrapped over the road with a terrible screeching that set teeth to hurting.
By the light of the burning car, the sliding truck was hemorrhaging large heavy bombs from the rear doors to bounce over the road. The bombs hit the road with that hard bonk metal sound which, considering what was making them, had the two troopers on the ground covering their heads. Even though they knew that it was a useless protection should one of those bombs go off.
Chapter 7
Ken sat there frozen for a moment, staring at the policeman in the car in front of him. Then, trying to look calm, he pulled up the armrest and, with a trembling hand, picked up Jeanette’s gun. He held the gun in his lap. His heart was slamming against his ribs, and he could feel sweat forming on his face. He was breathing as if there wasn’t enough air to satisfy his lungs.
Thoughts ran in frantic circles in his mind. But no plan of action bubbled up from all that activity. He’d run out of sensible options.
There were too many questions and no answers. The lack of answers, the doubts, softened his determination and added to his confusion. He held the gun in his hand, but didn’t know if he’d use it. He still didn’t know what was going on. Was he defending a criminal conspiracy? Or doing something noble?
He sighed, hopelessly. It didn’t make much difference. There was no way he was going to get out of this now.
The cop leaned out the window and anxiously waved him back.
Ken released his grip on the gun in his lap, and shifted the car into reverse. He returned his hand to his lap, and grabbed the gun. Then he slowly backed up, keeping his eyes on the rearview mirror, not daring to turn his head away from the police car. He was conscious of his hand gripping the gun too tightly, of the sweat moistening his palm, of the hard pounding of his pulse inside his head.
The patrol car began to move forward. He held his breath, and braced himself. There was no telling what was going to happen next. But whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good. And he truthfully didn’t know what his reaction would be. Would he use the gun? Would he be shot? Killed? Then the patrol car swung into the lane next to him, and shot off down the street toward the back of the motel!
If shock meant Ken’s mouth dropping open, staring around in disbelief, not remembering to breathe, then Ken was in shock. He couldn’t believe they went on by! Couldn’t believe it!
He exhaled a breath noisy with relief, and at that moment wanted to get out of there as fast as he could. But he knew he had to restrain that impulse. Racing off would only draw attention to him. Not something good at that point. He shifted the car into drive and moved up to the stop sign. He waited patiently and nervously for a break in the traffic. Any moment he expected the police to come back for him.
It was forever before the traffic light on University Parkway turned red. The break in the traffic crept down Route 41 toward him. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the opening in the traffic came to him. He pressed the gas pedal and, as innocently as he could, moved into the center turn lane, then eased into the traffic heading north. The tension in restraining himself from racing away had his body tight and trembling. At University Parkway he made a right, and, with a sigh of indescribable relief, The Flamingo Colony Motel disappeared from view.
“You lost him.” The man’s voice at the other end of the phone did not shout or become overly excited. He was the sort of man who always spoke in even tones, but those tones never masked his feelings. In this case, he was clearly disappointed, and angry.
“Yes, sir. It appears that way.” The Man Behind The Desk, still in his shirt and tie, tried to say that as gently as he could as if that would take the sting out of what it meant. “I still have men watching the motel, but I think it is futile.” He never liked the Old Man, and having to tell him this was giving him ulcer pains.
There was a heavy sigh at the other end of the phone. “Mighty disappointing. One man causing so much trouble doesn’t bode well for the future.”
The Man Behind The Desk added his own sigh. He knew when he was getting dumped on. And he was old enough to know that no matter how high you go on the ladder, there’s always someone above to dump on you. Even General MacArthur had that haberdasher, Truman.
“Well, our immediate goal must be to find him again.” There was a hesitation, then Old Man added, “We’ve been years setting this up. We can’t blow it all at the last minute.”
The Man Behind The Desk was not fooled by the second “we.” He knew it meant “you,” and he knew all the blame would fall hard on his own head. Not an idea he liked. “We don’t really know if he is a danger. We did reclaim the CD.”
“But you have no idea what he learned from the CD before you got it back.” Annoyance came across in his soft tone. “With all that’s at stake, it sounds like you want to take the chance that he isn’t a danger.”
There was quiet while the man at the other end waited for an answer. The Man Behind The Desk did not like being put in the position of having to answer such a rhetorical question. It made him feel like a child. He decided to ignore the question. “He’s got at least a four hour head start. Possibly, more than that.”
“He could he have gotten out of the state.”
“Why would he go out of the state? I mean, where would he go?”
“Again, it sounds as if you are willing to take another chance.”
The Man Behind The Desk sighed in frustration. He’d done it again. Said the wrong thing. The old foot-in-mouth disease. “General, we have his picture. I’ll alert everyone in Florida and the neighboring states. See if I can get it on their TV stations, too. Make it difficult for him to hide from us.”
“Give them a description of the car, as well.”
“He could be driving another car.” Why did he say that? It was a stupid thing to say, but it came out of his mouth before he could stop it. Was he just trying to show up the old man somehow? Question his logic, maybe? Whatever the reason, he was doing a poor job of it.
“Have you received any indication of his using his credit card, or a query for a credit card check? He couldn’t rent a car just with cash. If you use cash the rental agencies still take your credit card and do a credit check.”
Damn it, that doesn’t mean he isn’t driving a different car! he thought, but dared not say. “I’ll include all the information we have on him.”
“Good. Since he’s been loose for awhile, it would be nice if we take him alive. That would give us the opportunity to find out if he told anyone else about what he knows.” He hesitated before continuing. “When you volunteered to handle the Florida end of this, I accepted your help. Don’t make me regret that decision.”
The Man Behind The Desk sighed, frustrated. “We took care of the man at the FBI running the operation. Our intelligence did not reveal there were two FBI contact agents in the Florida house.” He knew that failing was not his. He also knew that would not prevent him catching all the blame for this screw up. “We had no idea the woman was there. All the emails sent there were addressed to an Alan, which did not raise our suspicions that there might be another agent involved.”
“You were responsible for handling the problem in Florida. It was up to you to verify the intelligence before you acted. It’s now up to you to correct that failing.” The Old Man hung up without saying ‘goodbye’.
The Man Behind The Desk slammed down the phone.
Ken lay on the bed exhausted. Every muscle in his body made itself known by a cry for attention. The last time he remembered being this tired was in the Marines. There they’d worked him hard. But not as hard as he’d been worked today. If he’d known such a day would face him, he’d have continued his workouts at the gym.
When he finally stripped off his clothes and flopped on the bed, he felt he’d sleep for a month. But after an hour he was still awake. Tired as hell, but awake.
The events of the day churned around restlessly in his mind. The shootings, the killings, unbelievable things that he had thought only happened in the movies. And he didn’t know why they had happened? He also didn’t know what he was going to do? He was hunted, somebody’s prey. It was all a mistake and he had no idea how to get out of the middle of whatever it was.
And there was Muriel. God, what she must be going through. She’s got to be worried sick. By now she not only knew that her husband was missing, but that he was wanted for murder no less. The way he had been acting lately – distant, closed up, inside himself - she might very well believe he had done something so foolish. Maybe even that he had been having an affair, and it turned sour, and he killed the woman.
He wanted desperately to tell her what had happened, to explain all this to her. But there was no way. Jesus. He’d thought about chancing a telephone call to her. He wanted to hear her voice. But he couldn’t take that chance with her life. Whoever these people were, they were deadly.
And, now, after lying awake for an hour he was also worried that he’d sleep late tomorrow. He’d told the motel owner he’d be out early, and had paid the man cash in advance. He didn’t want to stay too long in any place until he felt safe. Ocala wasn’t far enough away for that. The only reason he’d stopped was because he was too damn tired to go on. He needed rest and time to think about what to do.
Well, he wasn’t getting any rest and he hadn’t the slightest idea what to do. And with all the stress, the Big Mac and fries were letting him know they were still there in an indigestible lump in his stomach.
He took a deep breath to gather strength and forced himself to sit up. Then he took the alarm clock and set it for seven. Hopefully the alarm worked, and hopefully he’d hear it. He rubbed his hands over his face trying to clear his mind. All he had to go on were the notes he made from that CD. That wasn’t much.
But hell, problem solving was his specialty, wasn’t it? It was what he did for a living. And he was damn good at it. Able to look at a problem from a different angle, give it a different twist. Then find those tiny odd bits that most people overlooked, and worry them into a solution.
He pulled his pants off the other bed and extracted the crumpled paper from his pant’s pocket. David Copperfield, Elmer Goodpenny, Aston Kenny, William Robert Kenton…Billy Bob, Ken thought and chuckled…Mother, Betty Sue Lawton, and Jim Durrett (Tennessee). That was it. No idea where these people were, except they were probably in Tennessee with Jim Durrett.
He snorted at the absurdity of it. How the hell many people were there in Tennessee? How many cities and towns? He could spend weeks with phone books and never find them. Especially if they were in one of the small towns…with handwritten phonebooks, he thought and chuckled again. He smiled and shook his head. I’m getting punchy. But his mind refused to surrender. Towns with good old hometown names like Lily’s Valley, Patience, Felicity, Intercourse, Shirley, and then he went silly – chuckling to himself, Baby’s Bottom, Pencil Point, Needle In, Walk This Way, Bloody Mary, Sincerely Sinful... and then it happened, as it does sometimes when the mind was given free reign to roam at will around the dark corridors of stored thoughts …Truly Tawdry. The running thoughts braked to a stop. He sat up straight, his eyes wide with sudden revelation. That’s it! Jim Durrett wasn’t stating a truth about Tennessee! That was the name of the town – Truly! Truly, Tennessee!
He grinned, and threw his arms up in the air. “Yes!” He now knew where he was going. And that felt great!
He threw himself back on the bed, looking at the ceiling, arms outstretched. “Thank you, Lord. Thank you.” Now there was a chance he could get himself out of this craziness. Tomorrow I have to get a map of Tennessee and find out where Truly is. No. Should get out of Florida as fast as I can. Could probably wait until I get near Tennessee to pick up a map. Stand a better chance of finding… Those were his last thoughts. Sleep hit him like a truck.
He woke a little past six, stiff and hurting, with a groan on his lips. Sleeping on the bed with his feet on the floor had tightened the muscles of his lower back, which sent off sparks of sharp pain. Exhaustion still filled his mind like a dark cloud, and his head hurt. His aching muscles had interfered with his getting a deep sleep. Consequently, he felt as if he had had no sleep at all. Not a good way to start the day.
It was a struggle to get moving. Cold water on his face did little to clear his mind. He slipped on his clothes, tossed the McDonalds’s debris from last night into the wastebasket, and ran a comb through his hair. There was nothing he could do about the stubble on his chin. Then he thought it might be wise to let it grow. He’d look scruffy, but a beard would change his appearance.
He drove out of the motel parking lot, onto Route 75 North, and hoped there were no other sleepy drivers like him on the road. Fortunately, there were few cars on the highway. At the next exit he got off, pulled into a Waffle House and packed in some eggs, bacon and lots of coffee. He kept his reflector sunglasses on all the while. He was taking no chances that someone would recognize him even with the dark hair.
He was back on Route 75 North a little after seven o’clock feeling more energized. Four cups of coffee will do that. He’d brought a fifth cup with him in a Styrofoam container. He would need all the energizing he could get.
Sustained driving was exhausting. Sustained fear was exhausting. Couple those with how tired he was to begin with, and Ken drove along the road on automatic pilot. The hours slipped by in a mind-numbing haze of sameness. Trees, sky, road, traffic were indistinguishable from one point to another. A few state trooper vehicles passed him along the ride. When he saw them, he perked up, then relaxed when they continued on their way not taking notice of him. Each time that happened he gained new confidence in the altered license plate and his dark hair.
It was nearing noon when the car started dinging that it was hungry. He wasn’t sure how much gas was in reserve. The next exit coming up was 181 in Georgia, just a bit north of Macon. The signs said there was gas and food available.
Bobby Joe Laten was parked in his truck at Billings gas station on the northbound side of exit 181. At seven that morning he’d taken over the watch from Elmer who’d been there through the night. By now, besides his tool box on the floor, there was the morning newspaper, wrappers from his breakfast and wrappers from his snacks, and three empty coffee containers. One thing Bobby Joe could do was eat. “And never gained an ounce,” he proudly told everyone.
With the window open, he sat in the driver’s seat leaning his head back, his soiled John Deere cap pulled down near his eyes, and watched the cars coming off the interstate. Every one of them stopped at Billings gas station to fill up and get on their way to wherever they were headed.
He was surprised at how much business Billings did. He was also surprised at how many damn blue Taurus’s there were on the road. Each time one came off the interstate, Bobby Joe would sit up in his seat and check the license plate as it pulled in for gas. Most of them were Georgia plates.
Each time he hoped with all his heart it was a Florida plate and it was their man. Then he’d pick up the picture on the seat next to him, and check it against the faces of the drivers. The picture was from the man’s driver’s license, which wasn’t a good shot.
But, after five hours of this, he was getting weary. What he wanted now was to go someplace, down a few brews, and slip into the routine of everyday. He wondered how those city cops did it – sit in a car all day watching? Had to be the most boring, tiring thing.
He reached over, opened the glove compartment, and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. Making it a little inconvenient to get at the cigarettes, was Bobby Joe’s way of trying to cut down. In a normal day it worked. But sitting there doing absolutely nothing all morning was going to give him lung cancer. He lit the cigarette and took a drag. They were starting to taste dry and nasty.
The cell phone on the seat next to him rang. He picked it up, anxious for some distraction.
“Yeah?” he said.
“Hey, Bobby Joe, how’s it going?” Harley Grayman had a voice like gravel rolling down a metal chute, which meant he never had to introduce himself over the phone. Everyone knew who it was as soon as he opened his mouth. And he opened his mouth wide. So wide Bobby Joe had to hold the cell phone away from his ear.
“’bout as excitin as watchin hay rot.”
Grayman laughed at the other end. “That’s what I like about you, Bobby Joe. You got that keen sense a humor. Don’t you ever lose it, now, ya hear?”
Bobby Joe smiled to himself. It was always nice getting a compliment, especially from Harley Grayman. Even if it was for something as dumb as his sense of humor.
“Guess you ain’t seen nothin, then?”
“Nope. Saw lots of blue Taurus’s. Too damn many, but not what we’re lookin for.”
“Well, you keep them sharp eyes of yours peeled. You got the best eyes in the county. Huntin eyes, that don’t miss a trick. If he comes by, you’ll see him, I’m sure.”
“Well, I sure hope he comes by. Not takin to the idea of sitting here all day fer nothin.”
A blue Taurus pulled up to the gas pump. Billings only had one tank in the ground with three pumps over it. The Taurus pulled through to the last pump. But Bobby Joe saw the Florida license plate before it was hidden by the nearest pump.
“Hold on, Harley. A Taurus just pulled in. Florida plate.”
“Our man?”
“Can’t see the plate number. Have to get out and check. You stay there.”
Bobby Joe put the cell phone on the seat. He put the cigarette out in the ashtray, and watched the man get out of the car and start filling the gas tank. Dark hair, reflector sunglasses and the distance made it hard for Bobby Joe to really see the man’s features. The dark hair didn’t bother him. Hell, if he was on the run, that would be the first thing he’d do – dye his hair. And the reflector sunglasses would be the second thing.
The man finished filling the tank, hung the hose on the hook, and went inside to pay for the gas.
Bobby Joe got out of the truck and walked over to where he could see the license plate. He squinted at the plate. C43-PR4. Nope. Not the plate number. But something caught his eye. Something about the license plate. On the white background there were shadows where there shouldn’t have been. Shadows like the ghosts of numbers. He took four steps closer, and he saw what he’d been wanting to see all morning. The numbers had been painted over! Because the numbers were raised from the background, the paint couldn’t hide the shadows. He could make out the Q48-BR4 as clear as day.
He walked nice and easy back to the truck, hoping the guy didn’t see him from inside the gas station and get suspicious. As Bobby Joe climbed into the truck, the man came out of the building holding a sandwich wrapped in plastic foil and a coke, and got in his car. Bobby Joe picked up the cell phone.
“Harley, you still there?”
“Yep.”
“It’s him.” He wanted to shout it, shout that he found the bastard, but that wouldn’t make him look good in Harley’s eyes. He had to act professional. “Numbers on the plate have been painted over. Can only tell from up close. The numbers now look like C43-PR4.”
“Good boy!” Bobby Joe could feel the excitement in Harley’s voice.
“He’s dyed his hair dark, and he’s wearing reflector sunglasses.” He watched the blue Taurus pull out onto the road and take the turn back on the interstate. “He’s headin north again on the Interstate.”
“Okay. Take after him. I’ll get the traffic stopped. We’ll catch up.”
Bobby Joe turned off the phone, tossed it on the seat, and reached for the seatbelt. Then stopped. When you’re in action you don’t use the belt. Can’t get out the truck quick enough. That’s what they all had learned. He smiled, and started the truck. His heart was doing a little dance. Action, at long last! he thought. Excited, he threw the truck in gear and, humming the “Battle Hymn Of The Republic,” headed off after the Taurus.
Chapter 8
Ken had downed half the bottle of coke as soon as he got the car back on the interstate. He needed the caffeine to keep awake. Then, while trying to keep the car on the road, he clumsily peeled back the plastic wrap and started on the sandwich. Ham and cheese on rye. Nothing special, but, he shrugged, it could have used more mustard.
Traffic was still light. He drove in the right lane with the cruise set on 65 even though the speed limit was 70. 65 seemed to be the limit at which he could relax behind the wheel. 70 required him to be more alert. His head wasn’t clear enough for that. He was just too tired. As much from lack of sleep as from constant stress.
Slowly, and sometimes quickly, cars and trucks passed him. They didn’t come on him in packs like hunting wolves, but individually, each on its own mission.
A pickup truck came barreling down on him. It was beat up, and there was no shine left on the dark paint. Spots of red primer were on the fenders, and one end of the rusting bumper vibrated as if it were loosely attached. The truck came up close behind, then whipped around him and returned to the right lane in front of him. There it stayed six car-lengths ahead, slowing to keep the pace of Ken’s car.
Ken ate the rest of the sandwich, and tossed the crumpled plastic wrap on the floor by the front passenger’s seat. He picked up the bottle of coke, drank what remained in one long gulp then dropped the bottle on the floor by the plastic wrap.
A few minutes later two other vehicles joined their twosome. An old Mercury Marquis that looked worn and tired, its vinyl roof missing patches like it was diseased, pulled up next to the pickup ahead and matched the speed of the pickup. A hard working white van moved in next to Ken. The green lettering on the side read “Cal’s Plumbing - let Cal take care of your drips.”
Ken didn’t mind traveling in a group. He felt less exposed to anyone scrutinizing cars looking for him. He kept with the group holding the car at a steady sixty-five while his mind continued to churn.
It was still hard to believe that the life he had before yesterday morning was gone, that his entire existence had become a desperate struggle to survive. He had stepped through the looking glass into another world, another reality. A reality that was black and insane. A reality he wanted no part of. He wanted his former life back - now! He never thought he would say that, never thought he would yearn for the staid existence he’d been living. But, God, it was better than this, better than being chased and shot at.
Ken needed to get to this David Copperfield and have him get him the hell out of this … this … whatever the hell this was!
The insane events of yesterday ran around and around in his mind like a film loop playing the same sequence over and over again. For hours his thoughts had been locked in this loop, unable to break free for even a moment, unable to find a moment’s peace.
On top of all the craziness there was Muriel and his family, his friends. What they must be going through. No one knew where he was, and everyone had to be thinking he had something to do with the death of that woman. And, damn it, he couldn’t call them, had no way to tell them the truth.
He wanted it all to go away. He wanted to lay his weary body on the bed in his home and get a peaceful night’s sleep. God, he was so tired. To sleep and let this whole damn thing drain from his mind, put all this insanity behind him, banish it all from his life as if it had never been.
The group of cars approached the next exit. As they crested the overpass Ken could see two vehicles waiting at the top of the on ramp to enter the roadway. He also saw that the on ramp was blocked further down by two trucks, cars lining up behind them.
Tiny antenna in his brain started buzzing. Something wasn’t quite right here. The two vehicles waiting to enter the roadway had more than enough time to get on before Ken and the other cars reached them. Why did they wait? Why was the other traffic being blocked from getting on the roadway?
As Ken’s group of cars passed, the two vehicles - one a shiny red Jeep, the other an older sports car, slipped onto the road behind them. Ken watched in his rearview mirror. The two vehicles quickly pulled up close behind the group, the Jeep in the left lane, the sports car behind Ken. Boxing him in! The realization was like a sledgehammer to the head. Damn!
As if to confirm his suspicions, Cal’s Plumbing van slipped a few feet back in the left lane, its door opposite the rear door of Ken’s Taurus, and he saw in the side view mirror the muzzle of a shotgun poke out of the van’s passenger window to rest on the door. The gun was pointed directly at Ken!
Fear shook Ken’s brain like the ground before a volcanic eruption. He frantically looked around, trying to get a handle on his situation. There was a wide shoulder on the right, followed by a grassy drop into a stream. He couldn’t run around them without ending up in that stream. Hell, even if he could, what would he do then? Out run them all the way to Truly, Tennessee? That’s a laugh. And what lay ahead on the road? What plans were in motion up front? Why didn’t they just take him now? Maybe they were moving him toward a place where there was no shoulder on the road, no possibility of him getting away. Maybe a bridge over a stream somewhere up ahead.
He was trapped! A fish in the God damned net, with no way out. The fear grew in his mind like a black wave threatening to swallow him, to take away whatever he was and hide him whimpering in its blackness. Then, without warning, the volcano exploded, and the fear disappeared, engulfed and overwhelmed by a bright heat of anger that knew no limits. A raging anger thick with hate, an anger more powerful than anything the body could produce. An anger that would overcome any desperation, any fear.
The rage he was in blinded Ken to all reason. No second-guessing, no analysis of options. All that was offered was the strength of brute force.
“Sons of bitches!” he screamed. Then, without another thought, Ken reached over, popped open the glove compartment and pulled out the 9 mm pistol. He straightened and pressed the brake, quickly slowing the Taurus down. His door drew opposite the door of the van before the driver of the van could react. Keeping the car steady with his left hand, Ken pointed the gun at the window of the van and fired, fired, fired, fired, fired.
Inside the van the bullets flew. The man in the passenger seat holding the shotgun took one in the chest, another in the neck. The shotgun resting on the door went off aimlessly in the convulsions of the man struggling to hold onto his life. The driver caught one in the head and died instantly, his body collapsing over the steering wheel, turning it sharply to the right towards Ken.
Ken hit the gas pedal and steered onto the shoulder to avoid the van. The front bumper of the van caught the rear of Ken’s car sending it fishtailing along the road. Ken struggled frantically with the steering wheel to keep the car on the road. Had the van continued into the turn it would have pushed Ken’s Taurus off into the drop to stream. But the van couldn’t make that sharp a turn at that speed. The forward momentum heeled the van over onto its side, skidding over the roadway with a spray of sparks.
The driver of the jeep was too close to stop before hitting the overturned van that straddled the two lanes of the road. He hit the gas and turned into the right lane toward the shoulder to get around the van.
It was a moment of frantic decision. He’d seen that the sports car in the right lane had hit the brakes, and felt he could squeeze through in front of it. He was wrong.
The rear wheel well of the jeep hit the front wheel of the sports car sending the sports car off the road to nose-dive down to the stream. The sports car did a crunching cartwheel once along the streambed before stopping on its side, the driver lifeless, his bloodied head partway through the windshield.
The jeep did a 360-degree spin from the impact with the sports car and slammed into the undercarriage of the van. The fireball explosions of gasoline, first the van then the jeep, ripped the air and engulfed the two vehicles in flames.
Ken hadn’t seen any of this. After he skirted the front end of the van and brought the car under control, he leaned over the steering wheel and slammed the gas pedal to the floor. The Taurus jumped forward toward the two vehicles in front, an animal on the kill.
“Bastards!” he screamed. He knew the Taurus would do little damage to the pickup directly in front of him. But he had an idea.
It had barely been a few seconds since all this started. The two vehicles in front hadn’t yet reacted to the bumper dance going on behind them. Ken swerved from behind the pickup truck and slammed full speed into the left rear of the Mercury.
Instantly the air bag blew up in Ken’s face. The rear of the Taurus skidded around to the left. The wheels caught the grass on the wide median, gouged out a long strip of turf before they dug in. The Taurus rolled over twice. It landed upright with a severe jouncing stop on the grass just short of the tree line running down the middle of the median.
The impact of the Taurus on the Mercury sent the rear end of the Mercury to the left, then the spinning wheels grabbed the road and the Mercury shot at an angle into the lane directly in front of the pickup.
Bobby Joe trounced on the brakes, but that didn’t stop his pickup from smashing into the passenger door of the Mercury. The impact threw Bobby Joe against the steering wheel so fiercely it knocked the wind out of him, and snapped off the bottom arc of the steering wheel.
The pickup and the Mercury, locked together, skidded to a stop.
Ken unbuckled his seatbelt and pushed open the door. The door caught partway. “Fucking shit!” he shouted, and violently kicked open the door, adrenaline coursing like liquid fire through his veins. He grabbed the gun from the floor and Jeanette’s gun – still tucked between the seats. Then he got out of the car, stomped across the roadway toward the pickup and the crumpled Mercury.
A man pushed open the driver’s door of the Mercury, got out, and struggled to pull a rifle from the car. Ken aimed both guns and started firing. Bullets kicked off the road, punctured the metal body of the car, smashed out two windows and punched three holes in the man before he could get off a shot. The man collapsed to the road.
His mind in a roaring rage, Ken kept walking and firing until both guns clicked empty.
Suddenly all was silent, as if someone muted the sound. Ken stood there a moment, the boiling rage slipping away like water down a drain, as he looked around at what had happened. In its place there was a cold calm. Then he heard the creak of the door opening on the pick up. He looked over as the struggling Bobby Joe fell out of the driver’s seat to the ground, a gun in his hand.
Ken walked toward Bobby Joe. Ken threw the other gun away and kept Jeanette’s. He removed the empty clip, letting it drop to the ground, and replaced it with a full clip from his pocket. All the while he watched Bobby Joe on the ground grabbing at his gut, struggling to get air, his face twisted in agony, and trying desperately to muster the control to aim his gun at Ken. Ken pulled back the slide putting a round in the chamber of the gun, then aimed it at Bobby Joe.
But he thought better of it, and didn’t pull the trigger. Instead he stepped up to Bobby Joe, leaned down, and, in a backhanded swing, rapped him on the side of the head with Jeanette’s gun, opening a slash that immediately ran blood. Bobby Joe lay unable to moan or cry out, gasping to get enough air to just live.
Ken took the gun from Bobby Joe’s hand, then stepped over him, grabbed him by the back of the shirt collar, and yanked him to his feet. “Do your best or I’ll leave you here dead.” Then Ken stepped backwards up into the cab of the truck dragging Bobby Joe after him. Still holding his ribs, Bobby Joe did his best, and managed to get in the truck.
He sat there behind the wheel, his gasps getting more even, air finding its way in, blood running in a stream from the head wound down into his collar, his face unable to hide the pain.
Ken said, “From the looks of the busted steering wheel, you must have broken a few ribs.”
Bobby Joe said nothing.
“Now, just so you know how this is going to work. You give me any trouble, and I dump you on the side of the road. I’m trying to decide whether I’ll shoot you dead, or blow your balls off and let you miss out on all the fun for the rest of your life. Now put your seat belt on.”
Bobby struggled to comply. He winced as the belt tightened over his chest. Every breath he took was cut short by the pain.
Once Bobby Joe was buckled in, Ken reached over for his own seat belt, trying to get his feet around the toolbox and debris on the floor. He squirmed. He was sitting on something. He reached under him and pulled out a cell phone. The phone was still on. With a shrug, he opened the window, and threw it out on the side of the road. He buckled up.
“What’s your name?” he said.
“Bobby Joe.” His voice was low, trying to not breathe too deeply.
“Okay, Bobby Joe, get us out of here.”
Bobby Joe started the truck. A rattling noise came from the engine. Ken looked questioningly at Bobby Joe.
“Sounds like the fan’s hitting the radiator.”
Ken nodded that he understood. “Let’s go.”
Bobby Joe backed away from the Mercury. The front bumper of the truck clattered to the ground. Ken looked but didn’t see any fluids on the ground in front of the truck. At least it wasn’t leaking anything, he thought.
“Drive up further. At the end of the tree line in the median, cross to the southbound side of the road. I’m counting on you to avoid bumping into your boys.” Ken showed him the gun. “Remember, you’ll be the first to go.”
At the end of the tree line, Bobby Joe turned the truck across the median, wincing in pain with every jounce of the truck over the grass-covered ground. Once on the other side, he got the truck up to speed.
“Where we going?”
“Truly, Tennessee, Bobby Joe.”
Bobby Joe’s facial reaction gave him away.
“You know Truly, Tennessee?”
Bobby Joe did not answer.
“Well, then you know the way to avoid your friends.”
Chapter 9
“I find this incredible,” the Old Man said at the other end of the phone. He spoke evenly, but his anger was definitely evident. “One man, and we can’t catch him. This man is not James Bond.” There was a deep sigh of frustration.
“Maybe he is,” the Man Behind The Desk said into the phone. “Maybe he has had special training or something.” He felt he was once again putting his foot in his mouth.
The Old Man snorted at the absurdity of the remark. “It makes little difference. He bleeds and dies from bullet wounds like anyone else.”
“But you said you wanted him alive? You wanted to find out who else he’s talked to?”
“And that hasn’t been done. Now, we don’t even know where he is. He is once again loose.”
“Well, one man is still unaccounted for – Bobby Joe Laten. We can only guess he’s with him.”
“Who is this Bobby Joe Laten? What sort of man is he?”
“Met him once with that guy with the gravel voice – Harley Grayman. Don’t know much about him, though. But Grayman says he’s a good man. Devoted. And smart. If he gets the chance he’ll contact us. And we have everyone looking for Bobby Joe’s truck. Hopefully, we’ll hear something soon.”
“Any indication of where they were going?”
“No. But, we’re sure they got off the highway. Probably sticking to the back roads after the fiasco on Route 75.”
“Well, we’d better be ready this time. No more stupidity. We must swoop in and grab him. Hurt him, just don’t kill him until we know for sure what he knows and who he may have told.”
The Old Man hung up.
The Man Behind The Desk once again knew that the Old Man’s “we” simply referred to the Man Behind The Desk. All the responsibility for failure would rest on his shoulders. His stomach was acting up from the stress. He picked up an opened pack of Tums, tore the wrapper further, pulled one out and threw it in his mouth. He leaned back in the chair, chewing, and tried not to think of the consequences he might face.
Elmer Fitzroy was a tall dark man, lean as a pole, with hard gray eyes, and a tough look. On his head was a blue ball cap with ‘Bubba’s” written in white script across the front. He owned ‘Bubba’s Pork Products,’ a meat packing and distribution company. He thought ‘Bubba’s Pork Products’ sounded a lot better in Tennessee than ‘Fitzroy’s Pork Products.’
He’d been up most of the night and was still going strong. Tired as he was, it didn’t show. He looked as fresh and alert as if he’d just gotten up from a good night’s sleep.
“How many more we got?” he said.
The short well-built man standing next to him said, “Fifteen, is all.”
They were standing in the parking lot outside a large metal building with a red sign mounted on the top that said, ‘Bubba’s Pork Products.’ Over the doorway leading into the building was blue lettering that read, ‘Maintenance Shop.’ In the parking lot were fifteen small rental trucks, the names of the rental companies in bright paint on their sides.
“Should be finished tonight,” the man said.
“Couldn’t be soon enough.”
They watched as a truck emerged from the large bay near the rear of the building. The truck was white with “Pigs R Us” written in large red letters across its sides, and ‘Bubba’s Pork Products’ along with the address printed in blue just above the bottom edge.
The driver parked the truck, got out, and walked over to one of the rental trucks. He got in, started it up, and drove the rental into the opened bay. Once inside, the bay door rattled down, closing off the bay.
A man seated on a bench near the bay door, stood up, walked over to the ‘Pigs R Us’ truck that had just been driven out of the bay. He got in, started the truck, and drove it past Elmer and the man.
As he passed, the driver waved. Elmer and the man returned the wave.
“Hope we don’t run out of paint,” Elmer said, watching the truck move through the gate and turn into the street.
“Hell,” the man said. “We wouldn’t run out of paint if we had to paint an aircraft carrier.”
Ken and Bobby Joe had been driving over four hours, without one word of conversation passing between them. Ken could see that Bobby Joe was in pain, but the man never said anything. Each question Ken asked got the same response – nothing. Being tough about it, he thought. Ken just hoped there was no internal bleeding going on. He didn’t want Bobby Joe dying on him. Though he had to admit, he didn’t much care one way or the other about Bobby Joe dying, since the man had been out to kill him. Except, Ken needed him to get through the gauntlet to Truly.
The quiet drive gave Ken time to think. But time wasn’t what he needed. Answers were what he needed.
He had a degree in electrical engineering, and had worked in engineering and then in computer programming and design much of his working career. He was a problem solver. And he was damn good at it. But all those problems, whether computer problems or electrical engineering problems, had solutions. Sometimes many solutions. The problem he had now didn’t have a visible solution, only the prayer of one.
It was urgent he find a solution soon. He was into some scary shit with some scary people. And he couldn’t keep avoiding them forever. He’d been damn lucky to this point. That luck couldn’t hold indefinitely.
The coloring of the sky before the sun set caught his attention. God, it looked beautiful. It was as if he were seeing it for the first time.
“Ever spend time watching the sunset, Bobby Joe?”
Bobby Joe did not answer.
“For a long time now I’d look at the sunsets – Florida has spectacular sunset, but never really see them.” He shrugged. “My head was fucked up,” he said in explanation.
“But there was a time when Muriel – that’s my wife, Bobby Joe - and I used to make it a point to watch the sunsets. That was when I really saw them, and felt them. When life had a sparkle to it.
“Something about looking at that vast sky, about watching the sky change colors and the sun slowly slip down behind the horizon that made all the bullshit of everyday life small and insignificant. It always brought Muriel and me a little closer together.”
Would he get the chance to watch another sunset with Muriel?
Damn, he missed that time. But that time seemed so long ago. It was like a dream world, so alien to the world he had been living in for two days. God, it was hard to believe it had been only two days.
Ken glanced at the gas gauge and saw they would soon have to stop for gas. He reached down, pushed aside the paper debris, and opened the tool box on the floor at his feet. Besides the usual array of tools he found the handyman’s friend – two rolls of duct tape. Someone once told him that you only needed two tools – WD40 and duct tape. If it’s supposed to move and doesn’t, you use the WD40. If it moves and shouldn’t, you use the duct tape.
Ken extracted the duct tape. He had something that moved and shouldn’t. He tore off a long strip, then reached over and taped Bobby Joe’s left hand to the steering wheel, keeping the right hand free to shift gears.
“What the hell?” Bobby Joe said.
“Just keep driving. And stop at the first gas station you see.”
A short way down the road, Bobby Joe pulled the truck into a gas station and parked by the pumps. Ken taped Bobby Joe’s right hand to the steering wheel, then reached over and rolled up the driver’s window. Didn’t want Bobby Joe hollering to anyone. He took the keys out of the ignition. Leave nothing to chance, he thought.
Ken got out of the truck. He shivered and zipped up the windbreaker. He was further north and it was getting colder. Then he filled the tank, went inside, and paid the clerk cash. Next, he got the key and went to the restroom. He returned the key and got back in the truck.
“What the hell about me?” Bobby Joe said. “Am I supposed to piss my pants?”
“We’ll stop up ahead by the side of the road. You can take care of that there.” Ken removed the tape from Bobby’s right hand, so he could shift the gears. “Let’s go.”
They stopped further on, and Bobby Joe, his left hand still taped to the wheel, stood outside the driver’s door and relieved himself on the ground. Zipped up, he got back in the truck, trying to hide the pain he felt in his chest with every move. Bobby Joe reached over himself and closed the door with his right hand, a move that sent a stab of pain in his ribs, and took his breath away.
“We get anything to eat on this job?” Bobby Joe said.
“No.” Ken didn’t want to delay his getting to Truly. Food could wait. Ken leaned over to Bobby Joe, grabbed the seat belt, pulled it down and buckled him in. “Don’t want you thinking about running off on me.”
Ken leaned back. “Let’s go.”
Bobby Joe put the truck in gear and pulled back on the road.
“So, who the hell are you people anyway?”
Bobby Joe did not respond.
“I guess you’re not going to tell me what’s going on, then?”
“Mister, if you are not in this on purpose, then you got the worse fucking luck in the world. And if you don’t know what’s going on, then telling you ain’t going to help you any. You are one dead man.”
“That last part I already knew. And, I have the worse fucking luck in the world. You may be right about knowing what’s going on won’t help me, but I’d sure feel better about knowing.”
“The only thing I can tell you is run away and hide someplace ‘til this is all over. Though I don’t know where you could hide they wouldn’t find you.”
Ken frowned. “Until all what is over?”
Bobby Joe clamped his mouth shut, and turned his full attention to the road in front of him.
“They’ve been spotted.” The Man Behind The Desk tried to maintain his composure, but he wanted to shout for joy.
“Where?” the Old Man said.
“Just south of Fort Payne in Alabama. One of our people saw the truck pull into his gas station. He recognized Mr. Baldwin when he came in to pay for the gas. Said he’d dyed his hair. From the location it seems they’re moving along the back roads. Makes it hard for us to cover. We’ve alerted all in that area of command to watch out for the truck.”
“Any idea where he’s heading?”
He was afraid the Old Man would ask him that, and he didn’t want to say. “I’m not sure I can venture a guess right now.” Bad news is tied forever to the messenger.
“We have dealt with each other too long for you to start lying to me,” the Old Man said.
The Man Behind The Desk hesitated, then spoke carefully, fearfully, the words coming out slowly as if each were a bomb. “It looks like they’re going to Truly.” Once the words were out, he held his breath waiting for the Old Man’s reply.
There was a long silence. The Man Behind The Desk thought they might have been cut off. Then the Old Man spoke.
“Let us hope that is true. It would make things a lot simpler, him coming to us rather than we searching for him.”
The Man Behind The Desk let out a long sigh of relief. “Let me know when you pick him up so I can pass on the word. Everybody’s getting worried.”
“I’ll see to it that this time he won’t get away.”
That was a definite stab at the Man Behind The Desk, and the Man Behind The Desk knew it. He frowned annoyed.
“We’ll let him come into the town. Then close it up so he can’t get out.”
“Good. I like that.”
“I’m glad you are pleased.” The Old Man’s voice was thick with sarcasm. “I’ll keep you posted,” he said, then hung up.
When Ken and Bobby Joe rolled into Truly it was after seven and it was dark. The temperature had dropped to near forty degrees. No longer the warm south. The cold penetrated the cab of the truck. The heater made sounds but did not put out anything useful in the way of heat.
“Never needed it much in south Georgia,” was Bobby Joe’s response.
Bobby Joe had pushed the truck as hard as he could trying to make time on the secondary roads. Ken had expected a welcoming committee, and was surprised when there wasn’t any sign of one.
“Looks like you did a good job of avoiding your friends,” Ken said, relieved. “Stop at that gas station with the convenience store. They should have a phone book.”
As Bobby Joe drove into the station, Ken pointed off to the side. “Pull it over there. Don’t want you sitting out under the bright lights where you can be seen.” Though the lights weren’t very bright. This was an old gas station
Bobby Joe did as he was told. Ken taped Bobby Joe’s right hand to the steering wheel, then, for good measure put a piece of tape over his mouth. He took the keys from the ignition, and left the truck. “Be good, now,” he said as he closed the door.
The store had no customers. The clerk behind the counter was a woman in her fifties with breasts like watermelons, hair dyed the color of old straw to match the way it looked, three teeth in her mouth, and a weary look in her eyes. The pattern on the house dress she wore had almost faded away. She was wiping the counter.
“Excuse me,” he said. “Do you have a local telephone book?”
She stopped, looked up, and pointed to the rear of the store. “Back by the phone.” Then she returned to wiping the counter.
“Thanks.”
The phone hung on the rear wall off in the corner. Hanging beneath it was a slim telephone book. Ken pulled up the phone book, opened it, and took the paper with the names on it from his pocket.
He was excited. Soon, God let it be soon, he would be out of the middle of whatever this was, and this hell would be over. He wanted his boring life back. Right now it looked like the gold at the end of the rainbow.
He couldn’t find any listing for a Copperfield. He scanned the page twice, thinking he missed it. Damn. He sighed, frustrated, a sour feeling in his heart. Nothing is ever easy. Well, David Copperfield may be too new to the town to have his number listed in the book.
He went over the list of names. Most of them were not who he would trust: Goodpenny, Aston Kenny, and good old Billy Bob Benton. There were only two that were involved directly with this. Well, one really. Jim Durrett had written the emails from Truly. The other, Betty Sue Lawton, had befriended David Copperfield.
He searched for Jim Durrett. It was the only one listed. “52 Stonewall Jackson Road.” Hmm. No doubting this town’s loyalties in the Civil War. He wrote down the address and phone number on the paper. Then looked up Betty Sue Lawton. There were three Lawtons listed. None with Elizabeth, Lizbeth, or Betty, either full name or initials. He wrote down the three numbers, and their addresses.
He closed up the phone book, and went back to the front of the store. The clerk was opening cartons of cigarettes and slipping the packs into the rack above the cash register.
“Excuse me,” he said. “Could you tell me how to get to Stonewall Jackson Road?”
She stopped what she was doing and pointed in the direction they had been travelling. “Two streets down. It crosses Robert E. Lee Blvd. That’s the road right out front here. What house number?”
Ken glanced down at the paper. “Fifty-two.”
When he looked up he saw the expression on her face had changed from indifferent to genuine concern. She hesitated a moment. “Was Mr. Durrett a friend of yours?”
Was? His heart tightened. He shook his head. “A friend of mine said I should look up Mr. Durrett when I was down this way.”
It was her turn to shake her head. “Well, I’m afraid I got some bad news for you. Three nights ago, Mr. Durrett died in a fire in his house. The place burned to the ground. Nothing but charred wood and ashes. They found Mr. Durrett’s body burned bad. Could hardly identify him. Said he must have been asleep when the fire broke out. Never knew what hit him.”
Oh God. It was like being hit by a forty-ton train. Inside, his spirit evaporated. All the strength, all the anger, all the determination disappeared, leaving him nothing. Suddenly he was very tired. Tired of running and fighting for his life. No, tired was the wrong word. Weary was what he was. Weary to the bone. He wanted to curl up in a corner and let whatever happened happen. He couldn’t go on anymore. There’s just so much a man can take, and he had reached his limit.
The clerk saw his reaction, and interpreted it wrong. “I’m really sorry. Mr. Durrett was a really nice man. Came in here a lot, and always was cheerful to me.”
“Thanks,” Ken said just above a whisper.
“Is there anything I can do?”
Ken shook his head. “No. I appreciate your telling me.”
Then he had a thought, a glimmer of hope. “Have you ever met a man by the name of Copperfield? David Copperfield? He was a friend of Mr. Durrett.”
She frowned, thinking. “No.”
Simple as that. A “no” and he was at the end. No place else to go.
Chapter 10
“He’s in town. Came by here just now.” The man was standing in the dark of the trees, the cell phone to his ear, a rifle slung over his shoulder. With the dark clothing and blackened face he was invisible in the shadows. A car passing on the road a few feet from where he stood would not see him. And Ken, passing in the truck, did not see him even though he was looking for just such a man who would try to prevent him from entering the town.
“Good,” the Old Man said on the other end of the call. “Seal up the town. He’s in, and he is not to leave. Shoot him if he tries. Though, try not to kill him.”
“What about the driver? I hear he’s one of us.”
“If he interferes with your mission, if Mr. Baldwin tries to use him as a hostage or a shield, then he becomes expendable.”
“Yes, sir.”
The Old Man cut off the call.
The man folded the cell phone and slipped it into one of the many pockets in his dark clothing. Then he turned toward the black woods behind him.
“Okay! Let’s close it up!”
Others, dressed and armed as he, emerged from the darkness.
Ken came out of the convenience store with two bottles of beer. He climbed into the passenger’s seat of the truck, and put the beers on the floor. Then he undid the tape over Bobby Joe’s mouth, and the tape around Bobby Joe’s right hand.
“Now what?” Bobby Joe said, looking at the bottles of beer.
“A little Red Dog to celebrate,” Ken said, twisting off the cap and handing a bottle to Bobby Joe. He twisted off the cap of the second bottle. “Here’s to your friends’ victory.” He raised the bottle in a toast, then threw down a large slug of beer. The cold brew rasped pleasantly over his throat.
Bobby Joe took a hesitant drink of his beer, giving Ken a suspicious look.
“I’ve run out of options, Bobby Joe.” He again raised the beer in a toast. “You guys have won. No place else for me to go. So, as a dead man, I toast you and your friends.” He took another long swallow of the beer. It felt good going down.
He sighed in satisfaction. “I’m tired. Been through a hell the last two days that I still have trouble believing really happened.” He leaned his head back on the headrest, and closed his eyes.
“You know, Bobby Joe, all I ever wanted in life was to be left alone. Just raise my kids and deal with simple problems that had clear answers. So, I got my degree in electrical engineering and moved into computers. Suited me just fine. I’m no good with people. People are a pain in the ass. I figured I was paying the politicians to worry about that sort of stuff.”
Ken took another sip of his beer. “My father was a cop in Brooklyn. He used to say the world would be a great place if it weren’t for the people in it.”
“He got that right,” Bobby Joe said.
“Yeah. I wanted to be a cop like him. He told me to join the Marines. He said there the bad guy is clear, and how you handle him is clear.”
“Guess he didn’t like his job.” Bobby Joe took a swig of his beer.
“Felt he was shoveling shit against the tide, was how he put it. No matter how many he put away, there never seemed to be a shortage of criminals.”
“So, you’re in the Marines. That’s why you’ve been hard to catch. You’ve had all that training.”
“No cigar for you, Bobby Joe. I put in my four years a long time ago and got out. In Vietnam the Marines taught me how to stay alive. They also taught me that I didn’t like taking orders from assholes. Especially ones who could get me killed. I figured as a civilian I could choose the assholes I had to take orders from.”
Bobby Joe nodded. “Plenty of them around to choose from.”
“Yeah.” Ken sighed. “God, I could use a cigarette. I haven’t had one in twenty years, but I still remember how they taste. Especially with a bottle of beer.”
Bobby Joe pointed the bottle at the glove compartment. “Got a pack in there.”
Ken opened the glove compartment and took out the pack of cigarettes. “Well, Bobby Joe, thank you.” He removed a cigarette, and put it in his mouth.
He held the pack up to Bobby Joe. “You want one?”
Bobby Joe nodded. “Yeah. Could use one.” He smirked. “It’s been a rough day.”
Ken nodded in agreement. “Yeah.”
Ken took a cigarette from the pack and put it in Bobby Joe’s mouth. Then he took the cigarette lighter from the glove compartment, and lit Bobby Joe’s cigarette and his own. “The condemned man gets a final smoke.” He took a long drag and exhaled slowly, savoring the experience.
“You know, Bobby Joe, a couple of days ago I didn’t give a shit whether I lived or died. In fact, death seemed the better choice. Funny how quickly my attitude changed when death suddenly stood there before me.”
“Maybe you really didn’t want to die, just didn’t want to live the life you were living.”
Ken nodded. “Maybe so.” Then he sighed. “Bobby Joe, I don’t know if you have any say in what happens, but I’d appreciate it if you left my wife out of this.”
Bobby Joe maneuvered the cigarette to the corner of his mouth. “Can’t make any promises. I’ll do what I can.” He took a sip of beer. “How’d you get into this?”
Ken snorted. “I was drafted.” He took another long drag on the cigarette, and exhaled the smoke. “Pretty blonde recruiter.” He took a drink of the beer. “Since then I’ve been trying to get discharged. No luck.” He took the paper with the names on it from his pocket. “Been looking for the guys to get me out of this.” He looked at the paper. “Seems one’s dead, and the other is unknown. Nothing else for me to do.”
Then he frowned. There were the three addresses of the Lawtons in the phone book. One of the addresses was two doors down from Durrett’s on Stonewall Jackson Road. Number 48.
“Okay,” the Old Man said. “He’s in Truly.”
“You need any help from this end?” the Man Behind The Desk said.
“No. We’ll take care of it. Once we have him, I’ll let you know if the trail ends with him."
“Yes sir.”
“So far this has played out like an episode of the Keystone cops. It’s been a very disappointing performance.”
The Man Behind The Desk wanted to say something in his defense, but he knew there was nothing he could say that would change the General’s view of him. The foul ups were stuck to him, and would never be removed.
“Yes sir,” he said.
The Old Man sighed heavily - a frustrated, resigned sigh. “You pass the word that he’s here, and that this loose end will be tied up before the night’s over.” Then he hung up.
The street was dimly illuminated by a few old street lights. The kind with the flared metal shade and a light bulb. The dog started barking as Ken stepped into the driveway of the house at 48 Stonewall Jackson Road. He had left Bobby Joe taped up in the truck in the driveway of number 52, which was nothing more than a burnt out shell. Some charred timbers, and part of a brick chimney were all that was left of Durrett’s house. The acrid odor from the fire and the charred wood was still heavy in the air.
The Lawton house was a large white colonial with a broad front porch. Lights were lit on the first floor and one room on the second. And the porch light was on. The driveway was gravel and disappeared into the darkness behind the house.
The cold was getting to his thin Florida blood. He’d zipped up his jacket tight at the neck, but it did little to warm him. The shivering and the exhaustion didn’t help his thinking much.
He had no idea what he was going to say to these people. No idea how this was going to turn out. Exhausted, tired of running, he was ready to accept whatever happened.
He walked up the porch steps, and could hear someone telling the dog to be quiet. The front doors were inset with long panels of glass backed by white curtains. As he approached the doors one of the curtains parted. An attractive woman with brown hair looked out at him.
“Yes?” she said, through the door.
“Hi. I’m a friend of Jim Durrett. I was wondering if I could speak with you?” There was a shiver of cold in his voice.
“What about?” She clearly was suspicious.
“Well, I just arrived in town, and found out what happened. Are you Betty Sue?”
He relaxed when he saw the suspicion leave her face.
She unlocked the door and opened it, one hand holding the collar of a large yellow dog with questionable pedigree. “God, I hate that name. Sounds like I should have straw in my hair, and a lot of empty space in my head. Jim used to tease me about it all the time. Please, come in. And my name is Beth.”
He smiled, politely. “Ken Baldwin.” He stepped past her into the large living room. There was a cozy country feel about the room with its colonial furniture, and a fire sparking in the fireplace. He unzipped his jacket and savored the warmth in the room.
She closed the door behind him, then brought the dog to him. The dog sniffed his leg. “Okay, Emy Lou.” The dog looked at him suspiciously, and accepted him reluctantly. “She’ll be all right now.” She smiled. “If you pet her, she’ll be your friend forever.”
Ken reached down and petted the dog, scratching her under the chin. The dog leaned into the petting with that look of pleasurable abandon. He smiled. He had made a friend forever.
“Enough, Emy Lou. Go.” She pointed into the living room. The dog didn’t want to leave the petting, but she obeyed, and went to lie by the sofa.
Now that he was inside, he didn’t know where to go with this. His only choice was to play it out and see where it went. “So, what happened to Jim? I just can’t believe what they tell me, that he died in his sleep while the house burned down. Unbelievable.”
“Yes. It was tragic.” She gestured to the sofa. “Please sit down. Is there something I can get you – coffee, tea?”
“Coffee would be fine. Cream and two sugars.” He sat on the sofa. Emy Lou crawled close to his feet.
Beth gave the dog a stern look, and pointed her finger. “Now, Emy Lou, you leave him alone. You hear?”
The dog gave her a pitiful pleading look.
Ken smiled. “It’s okay.” He reached down and stroked the dog. In the midst of the insanity that had surrounded him, petting the dog was an act of normalcy that made him feel better.
With all that had been happening, it was comforting to pet the dog.
Beth shrugged at Ken. “You asked for it,” she said, and left the room.
“Who was at the door?” The old man had come into the room and stopped short with surprise when he saw Ken. “Sorry, son, but I don’t know you, do I?” He shrugged, and grinned. “At my age I can’t always tell.”
Ken didn’t buy that. The old man’s blue eyes were alert, and his step confident. The man had a full head of white hair, and looked to be in his sixties, fit and solid, and tan. He wore jeans, a plaid shirt, and sneakers, all of which seemed to accent his fitness.
Ken stood and extended his hand. “Ken Baldwin.”
The old man shook his hand. “Jeremy Lawton. I’m Betty Sue’s father. Good to meet you Ken. Please, sit down.” Ken sat back down. “You here to see Betty Sue?”
Ken grinned. “I thought she didn’t like to be called that?”
It was Jeremy’s turn to grin. “I’m her father and will call her what pleases me.” He lowered his voice and leaned forward. “Just between you and me, I do it because it annoys her.”
Beth came in the room with three cups of coffee on a tray, and set it down on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “Figured you’d be here, Daddy. I brought a cup for you.”
“Thank you, Betty Sue,” the old man said, and winked at Ken.
Beth ignored Jeremy. She refused to get riled because she knew he was taunting her by calling her ‘Betty Sue.’ “Mr. Baldwin was a friend of Jim’s. He just found out the bad news.”
Jeremy’s face showed concern. “Oh my. That must have been a shock. It was a terrible tragedy. Terrible.”
They fixed their coffees and sat down, Beth next to Ken on the sofa, and Jeremy in the armchair. Emy Lou crept close to Ken and laid her chin on his foot. Ken took a swallow of coffee. Its warmth felt good going down.
“How long did you know Jim?” Beth said.
“Jim spoke a lot about you.” Ken said, avoiding the question.
Beth lowered her eyes. “I hope it was all good?”
Ken smiled. “Jim was very chivalrous.”
Beth grinned.
Jeremy was not so easily put off. “Where did you say you knew Jim from?”
Ken gave out a deep sigh. This was it – the moment of truth. Everything that was left of his life depended on what happened from here. The one last tiny straw that he gripped with the grip of death could break off in his hand, and he would fall into the abyss.
He leaned forward, and placed the cup on the coffee table. Then he looked at them. “I must be honest with you. I did not know Jim Durett.”
The looks they gave him were filled with suspicion and wariness. Especially Jeremy.
“Please hear me out. I need help. And what I am about to tell you sounds so crazy I wouldn’t believe it if it were told to me.” And then he told them, told them everything. From the hijacking at gun point by Jeanette, Jeanette’s death, through the terrible things that happened after that, to Bobby Joe sitting in the truck two doors down.
They sat patiently, asking no questions, but Ken had no way to know if they were listening, or thinking what they could do to get this crazy man out of their house.
“…And that’s where I am right now, at a dead end.” He glanced from one to the other. He could see their minds racing.
Expressionless, Jeremy got up and walked from the room.
Beth just looked at Ken, not knowing what to make of the fanciful tale he’d just told them.
“Did Jim ever speak of David Copperfield?” Ken said. One last attempt.
Beth straightened, suddenly warming to him. “Yes. Yes, he did. Many times.”
Ken couldn’t believe his ears. Finally, the elusive David Copperfield has surfaced.
Beth stood. “I’ll be right back.”
“Now, just stay where you are, mister. I’ve called the sheriff. Should be here in a minute.” Jeremy had come back into the room, and was pointing a revolver at Ken.
Chapter 11
Looking down the barrel of Jeremy’s revolver Ken’s resolve collapsed, his soul sunk to black. It was over. The emotional roller coaster of the last two days had worn him thin, and there was no fight left in him. Bobby Joe had said, he was a dead man. At that moment he felt like one.
“Daddy,” Beth said. “Put that silly gun away. That man is here for our help, and I believe all he’s told us. Weren’t you listening? There’s something strange going on, and we can’t turn our backs to it. Jim was undoubtedly involved. Maybe that fire was no accident. Maybe he was murdered in his house. Now, you go call the sheriff back and tell him whatever you have to to get him to stay away.”
“But…”
“Besides, Jim left something for this man. And I’m going to give it to him, and I’m going to help him.”
Jeremy frowned, and lowered the gun. “Left something for him?”
“Go. Call the sheriff back.”
Jeremy turned and left the room. Beth also left the room.
Left something for me? Ken thought.
Beth returned with a book in hand. “Jim gave this to me the night he died.”
Ken was puzzled.
Jeremy came back in the room, the revolver tucked in his pants. He frowned at Beth. “What? He was here that night? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Had nothing to do with you,” she said. Then to Ken. “Must have been after eight in the evening when he came to the back door. He told me that he’d got back from the meeting early, and his phone was out. It was a meeting of the Truly Men’s Club.”
“Yes,” Jeremy said. “He did leave early. I’m president of the club. I remember he suddenly got up and walked out. Wondered why?”
“Anyway, he said that, a short while later, the electricity went out. He gave me a sympathy card and asked me to mail it express the next morning. His friend’s mother had died, and he didn’t think he’d be able to mail the card himself. With all the problems he was having at the house he’d probably be all day waiting for service people.
“He also gave me this book, asked me to hold it for him. That seemed strange. It was his favorite. Was always reading and taking notes from it. I think he had one of them premonitions that something was going to happen. Only thing I could think of for him to do that.”
She handed the book to Ken. “I didn’t think any more of it until you mentioned David Copperfield. Then I figured it might be more than just a book.”
Ken took the book from her and looked at it. ‘David Copperfield’ by Charles Dickens. What the hell? He flipped through the pages of the book. And there it was! A computer CD taped to one of the pages near the middle.
“What’s that?” Jeremy said.
“Maybe the answer to what’s going on,” Ken said.
It was then Ken noticed Emy Lou suddenly stand up and walk over to the front door. Ken’s heart jumped to a tight lump in his throat. He looked from Jeremy to Beth. “You expecting any one?”
Beth had also looked at Emy Lou when Ken had. Then she shook her head, and looked accusingly at Jeremy.
Jeremy shook his head. “I called the sheriff back. No one’s coming.”
Damn. Ken sighed. “I’m afraid my coming here has gotten you into this. I’m sorry.” He glanced from one to the other. “I think you are all in real danger here. Whatever this is about, they leave a trail of dead people.”
Beth looked back at Emy Lou. She was standing at the door in an alert posture. “She reacts like that when there’s people on the street. They step on the property and she barks.”
Then Beth looked at Jeremy and Ken. “Don’t think we ought to wait ‘til then. The truck’s out back. I think we’d best be on our way before whoever is outside finds their way back there.”
“I think you’re overreacting, here.” Jeremy said.
Beth looked up at the stairs. “Diana! Come on down! Get your coat! We’re going out!” Then to Jeremy. “Daddy, just don’t stand there. We’re going to need J.J. to figure what’s on that CD. So, get a coat, and one for Ken. And let’s get to the truck.”
There was a pounding on the stairs that descended from the second floor. A girl, wearing coveralls and a blouse, came running down, her blonde pigtails flopping about. She was about nine. “Where’re we going?”
“Uncle J.J.’s,” Beth said.
Ken looked at Diana. This was a twist he didn’t like. It was one thing to get adults involved in something this dangerous. Putting a child in such harm’s way was quite different. He’d seen too many children in Vietnam killed or maimed and it had punched holes in his soul. At that moment he was sorry he had walked through the front door of this family. It would have been better if he’d let the people after him catch him than put that little girl in such danger.
“Probably just a music CD,” Jeremy said.
“Daddy, don’t fight me on this,” Beth said. She headed toward the back of the house.
Jeremy sighed in surrender and went after her.
Ken followed along as they gathered warm coats. Jeremy grabbed a camouflage hunting jacket, and tossed a heavy fleece-lined leather jacket to Ken. Ken struggled into it, but did not close it up. He wanted access to the gun in the pocket of his windbreaker. He tucked the book in one of the large pockets of the jacket.
They stopped at the back door. The dog was still standing at the front door.
Beth pulled aside the curtain on the back door, and peered out. There was only a weak light outside the back door. Just enough illumination to show the truck, but not enough to show people back in the darkness.
“Don’t see anybody. We’ll just have to take the chance. Let’s go!” She opened the door and they all ran down the steps to the truck.
“I still think you’re making a big deal of this,” Jeremy said to Beth.
“Humor me, Daddy,” she said.
No redneck special this truck, Ken thought. It was a shiny red and well kept, and had two rows of seats. Ken slipped into the rear seat with Diana.
As they piled into the seats, Beth jumped onto the truck bed and removed a shotgun from the rack on the back window. She jumped down, and climbed into the driver's seat, handing the shotgun to her father. Then, she leaned out of the window, and whistled.
A moment later Emy Lou came on the run through the doggie door cut into the kitchen door. She leaped onto the truck bed.
Inside the truck, Ken could feel the tension filling the space around them like they were all under water. He put his hand in the pocket of the windbreaker and wrapped his fingers around Jeanette’s gun.
Beth started the truck and guided it around the side of the house. She threw on the hi-beams in the driveway to catch someone in the sudden light. There was no one in the driveway.
As the truck left the driveway and entered the street, they saw two patrol cars parked near Jim Durrett’s burnt out house. Four deputies were by the truck talking to Bobby Joe. One of the men was putting a coat over Bobby Joe’s shoulders.
“Oh yeah,” Jeremy said. “I forgot to tell you. I did tell the sheriff about the truck in Durrett’s driveway. Sorry.”
Beth gave him a look.
When they were down near the end of the street, Ken turned and looked out the back window. The patrol cars had not moved. No one appeared interested in them.
“No one’s coming after us,” Ken said. “Guess I overreacted.”
“Better safe than sorry,” Beth said.
Even though no one was following them, Ken felt the tension inside the truck had not changed. Only Diana seemed relaxed. The innocent trust of children, Ken thought. She’s safe so long as her family was there. Adults knew what they were doing.
No one spoke further. Beth had taken charge and there were no objections.
She drove through the dark streets with a confident knowledge of the area. Ken kept checking out the back window, looking for signs they were being followed. Nothing. The streets were empty.
A short while later a sign appeared in the headlights. “Truly City Limits,” it read. They drove past and into the darkness. Only a few houses were scattered on either side of the road.
Ken finally relaxed. As much as he hated getting these people involved in this, it felt good to have them on his side. The last days it had been him against everyone. Now, he had company. And hope.
He looked at Diana and felt sad regret. If only the kid had not been involved.
In the woods by the ‘Truly City Limits’ sign. A dark SUV slipped out of the blackness onto the road, and turned to follow the red truck.
They had been driving for more than fifteen minutes with no one saying anything. Beth was focused on the road. Jeremy’s attention was someplace else. Diana had fallen asleep crouched in the seat against the door. Ken had his head back against the seat, his eyes closed.
With the constant drone of the tires on the road, Ken was inches from sleeping. There was no steam left in him. His body was as limp as a wet rag. The tensions of the day had sucked all the energy he had. God, what he’d give for a peaceful night’s sleep, for all this to be over. He wanted his dull life back, where the only problem he’d faced was whether or not to put the top down on the Beemer.
In Vietnam he’d never been this drained. The fighting there was never this sustained. They were helicoptered into the field, fought for an hour or so, and were lifted back to a safe place.
He wondered how soldiers did it – fight all day and night, and keep going? What reserves of energy did they draw on? He knew there were no reserves left in him. Not one ounce. For once he could identify with those lifeless stares of the soldiers in photographs from World War II. The soul, the mind were gone. Life had boiled down to breathing for the next few minutes. He felt like that.
“I’m sure J.J.’s gonna be happy to see us,” Jeremy said sarcastically.
“You got a better idea? Be happy to hear it, Daddy.”
“Let’s stop and dump this guy out of the car, and go home. We don’t know him, and we don’t need his problems.”
“Daddy!”
“It’s okay. It’s okay. He’s sleeping. He and Diana.”
Ken kept his eyes closed.
“Well, dumping Ken on the side of the road may not solve our problems. You heard what he said. People he contacts don’t live long.”
“You believe him, huh?”
“Yes. Especially, after he opened that book and there was that CD. Means Jim was into this somehow, and he’s dead. Probably for what’s on that CD. This has Government and spying written all over it. And those people take no prisoners.”
“I think you’ve been seeing too many of those spy movies. I told you, it’s probably a music CD that Jim put in there. Maybe a favorite CD he liked to hear a lot.”
“You having trouble facing this?”
“I don’t want to see you and Diana getting hurt for some nutcase comes knocking on our door.”
“Yeah. Me neither. Just don’t think he’s a nutcase. And I do think we’re in this whether we want to or not. I don’t want to take the chance he may be right, and we leave him, and we end up dead. You want to take that chance?”
Ken could hear Jeremy let out a deep sigh of frustration.
“Maybe J.J.’s got some ideas,” Jeremy said.
Ken did sleep for a little while, but there was no peace in it. It was a sleep filled with a tangled mass of twisting struggling things that he didn’t remember when he woke up. It just made him wake up with a frown and a headache.
“You awake?”
Beth’s face filled his vision. She was nudging him. It took a moment for his mind to catch up with where he was, and what was going on.
“Yeah,” he said in a voice muffled with sleep. He straightened up in the seat. He was in the back seat of the truck. Diana and Jeremy were not in the truck. “Yeah. I’m awake. Where are we?”
“My brother’s house. Thought I’d let you sleep a bit while we talked to him.”
He ran his hand over his face, trying to clear the sleep from his thoughts. “You’re brother’s house?”
She nodded.
“This is not good. I’m putting too many people at risk.”
“Shut up, and come on in the house with me.”
He felt for the book in his jacket pocket. It was gone!
“It’s all right. I brought the book inside so J.J. could take a look at the CD. Now come on.” She put her hand on his shoulder, and tried to help him.
He got out of the truck, and patted his jacket for the gun. It was still in the pocket of his windbreaker. He followed Beth toward the house. His mind was moving like it was knee-deep in wet cotton. A short nap was worse than going without sleep.
In front of him was a small farm house that, even in the dim light of the small lamp on the post in the yard, he could see needed work. And a coat of paint would heal the cancerous spots scattered over the outside.
They mounted the steps leading to the rocker porch, one of the steps mushy under his weight. When Beth opened the front door, Emy Lou came running over to greet him. Ken smiled, and petted the dog.
Inside Ken could see where J.J. spent his money. The living room was dominated by a large flat-screen TV and various other electronics. One end of the room had four computers on a long table, with tangled cables and other equipment. Quite a set up, Ken thought. This guy’s no slouch.
Seated among those computers was a chubby man with a large bald spot. His skin was white, as if it hadn’t seen the sun in a long time. Next to him was a large ashtray crammed with cigarette butts. A lit cigarette, perched on the lip of the ashtray, emitted a gentle stream of smoke into the air.
“J.J. works with computers,’ Beth said, as if that explained all this equipment.
The chubby man spoke over his shoulder, his eyes on the computer screen in front of him. “I do not work with computers. I work computers. Make them dance, sing, jump through hoops. You tell me what you want them to do, and I make them do it.” He turned around to face Ken. He gave a little wave. “Hi. I’m J.J., which is short for Jeremy Junior. Hear you’ve been through some ‘difficulties’.”
Ken smiled. “As good a word as any.”
Ken noticed that Jeremy was sitting on the sofa, his attention in another place. They were from two opposite worlds – Jeremy fit and active, J.J. a couch potato staring at computer monitors. Ken could feel the emotional distance between the two men.
Diana was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the big screen television watching a cartoon movie. Emy Lou had gone over and laid next to her on the floor.
“Anyone for coffee, or something to eat?” Beth said.
“I’ve been looking at your CD. Interesting.”
Ken walked up to J.J.. “How interesting?”
“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’ all around,” Beth said to no one, since no one was listening, and left the room.
J.J. turned back to the computer screen and pointed at the display. It was a screen filled with numbers. “It’s in code.”
“You sure it’s not a music CD?”
“Dad asked the same question. It’s not a music CD. Simple as that.”
“Any idea what sort of code?”
“Yep. Plain as the nose on your face.” He pointed to the book – David Copperfield, lying on the table next to the computer.
A truck was parked off the road up from J.J.’s house. There were two men seated in the front of the truck. Inside the body of the truck were three men, and much electronic equipment. One of the men wore headphones, and was listening intently.
From the headphones came J.J.’s voice - “A book code. The safest code in the world. You and the guy you’re sending coded messages to have the same copy of the book. The numbers represent page number, line number and word number in the line. The only way to break the code is to find what book they’re using, then get the exact same edition, so that all the pages contain everything in the same order.”
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That explains those lists of numbers on the email attachments from Durrett, Ken thought. He pulled out the chair next to J.J., and sat down. “Have you deciphered any of it?”
“Just enough to prove it’s the book code. The first two lines read: ‘Have settled in. First day on job met …’ I haven’t figured out what those numbers mean after that. Probably a guy’s name, which wouldn’t readily be part of the book. Some way of indicating the letters in the name.
“Then it says: ‘Better opportunity than expected.’ That’s the drawback to the book code. Some of the words you’re looking for may not be in the book. Makes you look for substitutes close to what you want to say. For instance: ‘opportunity’ is probably close enough to ‘luck’ which was how I interpreted it.” J.J. grinned. “What that means - if you want a good book code choose Webster’s Dictionary as the book.” He reached over, and stubbed out the short butt of the cigarette that had been hanging on the side of the ashtray. “Burn more of them up than I actually smoke.”
Beth came into the living room with a tray of cups, spoons, a pot of coffee, creamer and sugar bowl. She set the tray on the cocktail table in front of Jeremy on the sofa, poured two cups of coffee and brought the cups to Ken and J.J., placing them on the table by them. She then returned with the cream, sugar and spoons.
“Thanks,” Ken said to Beth, fixing his coffee and taking a sip. God, that tasted good. He suddenly realized how hungry he was. He hadn’t eaten since lunch. He’d gone a long way on that ham and cheese sandwich.
“Thanks, Beth,” J.J. said, and sipped hesitantly at the hot black coffee.
Beth smiled at them and left the room.
“You do this sort of thing for a living?” Ken said.
J.J. chuckled. “You mean break coded messages? No. I’m mostly a gamer. Either work on games of my own, or program game modules for others. I do it all from here.” With a wave of his hand, he indicated the computer equipment in front of him. “Got two satellites on the barn out back to communicate with the world. Modern technology is absolutely grand. Love my work, can do it from home, and I make lots of money. What more does a man need?”
“How about a wife?” Beth said. She had returned, and was standing by them with a tray of sandwiches cut in triangles. “Thought you’d like something to eat.”
J.J. turned to Ken. “Between her and my father, there’s never a visit that the subject doesn’t come up.”
“There’s liverwurst and liverwurst.” She smirked. “J.J. doesn’t keep a large variety in the house.”
Ken smiled. “Liverwurst is just fine.” He nodded his thanks to Beth and took a few of the triangle sandwiches off the tray. He wolfed two of them down quickly, and smiled sheepishly at Beth. “A little hungry, I guess.”
“I ask you,” J.J. said to Ken. “Now, where would a guy like me find a woman around here? One that was willing to sit by herself most of the day, and sometimes most of the night, while I frolic in the world of the ethers? I have a very small work staff – me, so there’s no one to chose from among them, and I’m not the type to hang around in bars drinking and picking up women.” He took a sip of coffee. “I rest my case.” He pulled out a cigarette from the pack on the table next to the computer, and lit it.
He offered one to Ken, who after a moment’s thought, shook his head. “Thanks.”
Jeremy got up off the sofa and came over to where they were sitting. He placed a hand on Ken’s shoulder. “Could I have a word with you?”
Ken stood. To J.J. he said, “Maybe we should print off some of those pages. In case we lose access to a computer.”
“Good Idea. I’ll also print off the translations we have so far.”
Ken nodded that that was a good idea, then followed Jeremy out of the room. Jeremy led him to the kitchen in the back of the house. He reached for the knob of the door to the outside.
Ken put his hand against the door, preventing Jeremy from opening it. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Call me paranoid if you want, but I’d feel better if we stayed inside.”
Jeremy gave him a thoughtful look, then took his hand from the doorknob. He turned to face Ken, and spoke in a low voice, so as not to be overheard. “Son, I know you’re carrying around a big bag full of trouble. And I’d do anything to help you. But you are putting my family at risk. I just can’t stand by and let that happen. You do understand, don’t you?”
Ken nodded that he did understand.
“So, if you care about the people you’ve dragged into this, you’ll leave here right now.” He removed a set of keys from his pocket and extended them to Ken. “J.J. has a couple of cars out in the barn. These belong to the BMW. Take them and go.”
“Take them and go,” the man in the back of the truck heard through his headphones.
He picked up the cell phone and dialed. When the phone was picked up at the other end, he said, “It’s about to go down. He’s heading for the garage out back of the house. Get in position.”
The man at the other end of that phone line was sitting in the driver’s seat of a dark SUV a short way up the road nearer J.J.’s house. “Okay,” he said and disconnected the call.
He turned to the three other men in the SUV. All of them were in dark assault outfits with automatic weapons in their laps. “Time to move,” he said to them. “He’s going out back alone.”
“I don’t get all this pussyfooting around,” one of the men said. “I think we should just go in the house and grab him.”
“You’re not in the position of doing the thinking. Our orders are to follow, and if he gets separated from the rest of them, to nab him. And that’s what we’re going to do.”
“What happened to the orders about not letting him leave town?”
“Look, just shut up. We do what we’re told. Now let’s get to it.”
The three men plus the driver got out of the van. They all checked their weapons, and started jogging up the road toward J.J.’s.
“You’re right,” Ken said, taking the car keys. “I don’t want other people to get hurt.” With an ache in his heart he thought of Diana innocently watching cartoons in the living room. “But it may already be too late for that.”
“I feel you are attracting all the heat. With you gone, I think we can protect ourselves.” Jeremy put his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll tell the others that you decided to leave in order to protect them.”
Ken once again put his hand on the door preventing Jeremy from opening it. “Okay. I agree with you. But I can’t leave without the CD, and the printout. That’s the only hope I have of finding out what’s going on, and how to get myself out of this.”
Jeremy nodded, and frowned in thought. “No way I can sneak that away from them. You’re going to have to tell them what you’re doing, and get the CD and printout from them.” He removed his hand from the doorknob and placed it on Ken’s shoulder. “As a father, I want to thank you for what you’re doing.”
“What is this – a planning meeting?” Beth was standing in the doorway, giving her father an accusing look. “J.J. wants to see you,” she said to Ken, but she kept her eyes on her father.
Ken walked past her to the living room, leaving Beth and her father in the kitchen. He figured they had things to talk over.
“What have you got?” Ken said, as he sat in the chair next to J.J..
“Figured out the letter code for the name. He’s using the actual number of the letter in the alphabet, plus one. The second letter is minus one. Not a difficult code to figure out. But without the book to decipher the messages, the name all by itself would be meaningless.” Then he turned to look at Ken. “And the first name mentioned is … I need a drum roll… Betty Sue Lawton.”
Ken smiled. “I could see where he would consider that lucky.”
Emy Lou was lying on the floor next to Diana. Though Diana was enthralled in the cartoon show on the television, the dog showed no interest. She was lost in thoughts only dogs have. Suddenly, her eyes moved, and her ears perked up. The ears moved about as if they were searching for a sound she’d thought she heard. After a few moments, she raised her head, and appeared as if she were listening harder. Like she had confirmed she’d heard something, but was now trying to figure out what it was.
“Look J.J., I appreciate what you’ve done here, but I can’t get you and the others involved in this. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if something happened to any one of you.”
J.J. nodded that he understood. “It’s a tough situation to be in.”
“If you could print off some of the CD, I’ll take that printout and the CD and be out of your hair.”
“I’m not going to give you an argument. That wouldn’t help your conscience any, if something should happen. What I will do is copy the CD as a back up, just in case. And I’ll print off the last ten pages. The whole thing is some two hundred fifty pages, but the last ten should help you more than the beginning. Tough to lug around two hundred fifty pages.”
“Deal.”
“And you can have one of my cars. I’ve got two out back in the barn. What I need two for, I don’t know. Can only drive one at a time. Anyway, I can buy another. Take the Beemer. It’s faster and more maneuverable.”
Ken smiled at the irony. “This all started with me in my Beemer.” Seems like a long time ago. A different world, a different time.
Emy Lou stood up.
“I’ll get you the keys after I set the printer in motion.”
“I’ve got them already.”
J.J. looked a question at him.
“Your father. I already spoke to him. He gave me the keys.”
J.J. caught movement out of the corner of his eye, and looked over to see Emy Lou walking out of the room toward the front door. Ken followed J.J.’s gaze.
J.J. frowned. “Something’s up. That dog’s got the hearing of a … well, a dog. Something’s going on outside.”
“Critters?”
“Could be. But, something tells me not.”
The dog returned from the front door and headed out to the kitchen.
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“I don’t like this.” J.J. turned back to the computer, and slipped a blank CD in the CD burner. His fingers nimbly attacked the keyboard taking him through the CD copy program, and the program started to burn a copy of the original CD. “That’ll take a few minutes. Let’s hope we have time.”
Ken didn’t like it either. There was no doubt what was happening. Once the door had been yanked open to that dark time in his life, his senses had been raised to the sensitivity of raw survival and functioned like a radar searching the world around him. What that radar told him was that the danger he feared for these people was near. It was too late to leave them and go on his own.
Ken got up from the chair, and walked back to the kitchen. Emy Lou was pacing back and forth by the door leading out back. As she paced, she looked about as if she were trying to see through the walls to the outside.
Beth and Jeremy were exchanging questioning looks about the dog’s behavior, when Ken said, “Turn out the lights. You’re good targets in the lighted windows.”
Jeremy stepped to the light switch next to the dog. The dog started barking at whatever was outside. Jeremy flipped the switch off. Weak light came into the kitchen from the living room.
Beth frowned at Ken. “You think there’s someone out there?”
“Not me,” Ken said. He pointed at Emy Lou. “Her.
“I think we’d better move now. And quickly. Emy Lou went to the front door first before she came back here. So, there’s a good possibility that no one is out front. And that’s where your truck is.”
“How did they find us?” Beth said.
“Question for another day. Get Diana ready to dash for the truck. Have her work her magic with Emy Lou to stop the dog’s barking. We don’t want to discourage whoever is outside from staying in the back.”
Beth nodded that she understood, and went into the living room.
Ken looked at Jeremy, and sighed in surrender. “Looks like we swim together, now. Like it or not.”
Jeremy nodded, but clearly was not in any way pleased.
“Let’s get to the front door,” Ken said. “And bring your shotgun.”
“No good. It’s out in the truck.” Jeremy shrugged. “I didn’t bring it in the house.”
Ken sighed. “Can’t be helped. Let’s go.”
“Emy Lou!” Diana called.
The dog stopped barking and looked back to the living room where Diana’s voice had come from. She hesitated. She then looked back at the door. “Emy Lou! C’mere, Girl!” The dog let out a noisy sigh of frustration, turned, and trotted into the living room to Diana.
Ken and Jeremy went into the living room following the dog. The dog, tail wagging, went up to the open arms of Diana. Diana embraced her, and praised her. Beth had put on her own jacket and was bringing a jacket to Diana.
Ken grabbed his coat, and while putting it on, went to J.J. who was standing before the computers. Using a penknife, J.J. was scarring the surface of the partially burned CD. His hands were shaking.
“Not enough time to make a copy,” he said to Ken. His voice had a tremor in it.
“You have any weapons around the house?”
“A small handgun.”
“Bring it. And get yourself a warm coat. I’ll get the CD and book. We’ve got to move quickly.”
J.J. hustled off.
Ken put the CD back in the book, and the book back in his jacket pocket.
On the computer, he deleted the file of the contents of the CD. He emptied the recycle bin, then started a defragmentation of the C drive. Hopefully that would use the disk space that housed the CD file, so the file couldn’t be retrieved.
He then removed Jeanette’s gun from the pocket of his windbreaker, and holding it in his hand, put his hand in the pocket of the leather jacket.
Ken joined everyone assembled by the front door. He could see the tension and fear in their eyes, and knew their hearts were pounding as violently as his. Except for Diana and Emy Lou. Diana was too trusting of adults to be that frightened. Emy Lou was too trusting in the pack she was running with.
“Okay. Let’s do it,” Ken said, and nodded toward the light switches near the door. J.J. flipped two switches, and the porch light, and the light on the lamppost went out. Ken threw open the door.
“Get in the truck. I’ll be right behind.” He moved quickly out to the porch. The living room lights were on, spilling illumination onto the porch. Ken had drawn the gun from his jacket pocket. The others followed him out, then went past him down the steps toward the truck. No one challenged them. As the others piled into the truck, and Emy Lou jumped into the truck bed, Ken moved down the steps, watching the shadows.
Suddenly, Emy Lou jumped from the truck bed, and barking angrily, headed toward the shadows at the corner of the house. Cries and gasps of “No!” at Emy Lou came from the truck. A figure was standing there in the shadows, barely visible, holding a rifle.
The barking dog ran up to the figure, and Ken saw the man point the rifle toward Emy Lou. Ken, instinctively to protect the dog, raised the gun, aimed, and fired.
The rifle went off, firing into the ground in front of the dog. Emy Lou, startled, ran like hell back to the truck, jumped into the bed, and hunkered down behind the tailgate.
Ken fired a second time, and the man in the shadows slipped to the ground. Then Ken ran to the truck, and slid onto the seat in the back, slamming the door. Beth, hit the gas, and, the tires spewing dirt, they sped away into the darkness.
No one said anything. The air in the truck was thickly laden with the fierce sparks of too much anxiety and too much terror to support talking of any kind. They just took turns looking back at the house as it disappeared in the distance.
It was a long while of aimless driving before the tension calmed enough for someone to speak.
Diana turned to Ken. “Thank you, Mister Ken, for saving Emy Lou from that man.”
Ken nodded, and tried a smile. “You’re welcome.”
“Son,” Jeremy said. “You keep collecting people like this, and we’re going to need a bus.”
“How did they find us?” Beth said to no one.
“Couldn’t venture a guess,” Ken said. “Since this all started, it seems like they’re everywhere, and they’ve all got my picture in front of them.”
“Anybody got any suggestions about what we do now?”
J.J. said, “Let’s find a place to stop where we can talk over what our options are.”
Ken shook his head. “I don’t think we should stop anywhere. I’d prefer to make distance. The further away we get, I think the better our chances are they won’t pick up on us.”
Jeremy spoke casually, but he directly challenged Ken. “From what you told us, that didn’t seem to happen when you ran out of Florida.”
Ken nodded. “True. All right. But let’s make some distance before we stop.”
Beth said, “An hour. I’ll start looking for a diner in an hour.” Then to Ken. “Where am I going?”
“I don’t know. Just far away. Try to avoid the main highways.”
“Okay.”
“Any idea what we’re into here?” J.J. said to Ken.
Ken shook his head. “Something big. But I haven’t a clue.”
“You want to venture a guess?”
“Well, it’s somehow involving the government. Jeanette seemed too professional to me.”
“Jeanette?”
Ken remembered that J.J. knew only what Beth and Jeremy had told him. So, he recapped all that had occurred since this started.
“Wow. Sounds like a great adventure movie.”
Ken nodded. “I’d prefer to be in the audience of this one, myself.”
J.J. turned to Beth. “You’ve known this guy, Jim Durrett, for quite awhile. Anything you can tell us?”
“No. Nothing out of the ordinary. Seemed like a real nice guy. Moved into that house a couple years back. I welcomed him to the neighborhood. And he became a regular at Sunday dinner. Nothing more than that.”
“Seemed ordinary to me,” Jeremy said. “Worked at Stillson’s lumber yard, and was at the Men’s Club meetings. Nothing suspicious about him.”
“I liked him,” Diana said. “He was fun. I miss him.” She looked at Beth. “I was hoping he’d be my new daddy someday.”
Beth glanced back at Diana and smiled warmly. “You know, Honey,” she said softly. “For awhile there, I was sort of hoping the same thing.”
Ken noticed the frown Jeremy sent at Beth.
“What about his family?” Ken said.
“He told me he had no family,” Beth said. “Felt sorta sorry for him having no family. The only time he mentioned any friends was when he asked me to mail that sympathy card. I tried to contact that friend after the fire to tell him what happened, but the telephone number was unlisted. And any addresses of his other friends were burned up in the fire.”
“So,” J.J. said. “The only thing we have that can shed any light on all this is the CD and book. We’ve got to get to a computer and decipher that CD.”
“That could take quite a while,” Jeremy said.
“Not really. Most of the words are repeated. I write a little code to substitute all occurrences of those same numbers with the translation. That way we don’t have to go word for word, line for line.”
“We’ll need a computer,” Ken said.
J. J. waved that away. “Not a problem. Can pick one up at the first computer store we come to. All we need is a good battery-powered laptop, and a portable printer.”
“Call me paranoid, but I think they can track us by credit card purchases.”
J.J. sighed, frustrated. “Well, we may have to take that chance.” He shrugged, and chuckled. “I’m not good at stealing one.” He indicated his girth. “Can’t slip under those laser sensors.”
“We first have to find a safe place to stay,” Beth said. “We can’t operate from a moving truck.”
J.J. frowned, struck by a thought. “Maybe we can.”
“We could hole up in a motel,” Jeremy said. “I’ve got cash on me to pay for the rooms. They can’t track cash.”
“Yet,” J.J. interjected with sarcasm.
Jeremy ignored him. “In fact we could check into a motel now. Then we can get a night’s rest, and attack this problem in the morning.”
“I don’t like that idea. They seem to be able to find us pretty quickly. We stand a better chance if we keep moving.”
“I don’t think I could sleep, anyway,” Beth said.
“How long can we keep moving? We’ve got to stop sometime.”
“We have to get a computer to decipher that CD,” J.J. said. “We hit some town in the morning when the stores are open, buy a computer, then check into a motel, and spend the time breaking that code on the CD. Once that’s done we’ll have an idea of what all this is about. Then we can decide what to do.”
“Sounds good to me,” Beth said.
Jeremy frowned, but didn’t say anything.
“Means we have to drive all night,” Ken said. He looked at each of them waiting for a response.
“Gotta do what you gotta do,” J.J. said with a shrug.
“I think Diana is the only one who could sleep, anyway. And she can sleep in the moving truck. Hell, when she was little, sometimes a drive in the truck was the only way to get her to sleep.”
“We can take turns driving,” J.J. said.
“Okay,” Beth said. “That’s settled. The next question – which way?”
“Keep heading north,” Ken said. “This thing has government spy stuff written all over it. So, the nearer we get to Washington, the closer we might be to contacting the people that need to know, once we decipher the CD.”
“North it is,” Beth said.
“And…” Ken started to say when Beth interrupted him.
“I know. Stick to the back roads.”
Ken nodded.
They sat quietly for a short time, each dealing with their own thoughts.
Then J.J. spoke. “I’ve got one question – why didn’t they just shoot us all back there?”
Ken shook his head. “That’s a good question. I don’t know.”
“Good Christ! I don’t believe this!” The Man Behind The Desk was talking into the telephone.
“Shit happens.” It was the man in the truck
“It’s been happening a lot lately. Doesn’t say much for your capabilities.”
“Now, just hold on. We stuck a bug on a window in the house. When it sounded like the guy was going alone to the garage out back, we moved.”
“Obviously someone needs their hearing checked.”
“We could have still pulled it off, but the dog picked up on us. Everyone bailed from the house and into their truck. The dog went to attack one of my men. Because of that the guy saw our man and shot him. Could have been worse if we all weren’t wearing bulletproof vests. Bullet went through his arm, and hit the vest. We’re on our way to the hospital now.”
“You’re on your way to the hospital, then who’s got them?”
“Things happened too fast. They’re loose, right now.”
“Jesus Christ.” The Man Behind The Desk sighed one of those sighs saved for when frustration and disappointment were at their worst.
The man in the truck heard it, and was powerless to change the fact that he was the cause of it.
“Tell me you at least got something – the book, the CD.”
Silence from the man in the truck.
“Shit!” The Man Behind The Desk slammed down the phone. He wondered if he should make sure his passport was up to date. Because after all this was over, the Old Man wasn’t going to put much value on his ass.
Chapter 14
There was no more talk to be had in the truck. Thoughts were on missed sleep, and what they were to do next. Added to that was the dark cloud of paranoia that gripped them all. Ken was no longer alone in that.
They were not on the road ten minutes when Diana fell asleep, her head in Jeremy’s lap. “Too much for her, poor kid,” Jeremy said to no one.
Too much for all of us, Ken thought. He had a hard time pushing aside the worry about their safety. It was a problem on top of the other problems. Diana’s image kept switching back and forth in his mind with grisly images of maimed children in Vietnam. He had to protect Diana from that.
A short time later, Jeremy rested his head against the seat, and closed his eyes.
They had been driving more than an hour when Beth pulled the truck off the road.
It was a truck stop. An all night diner with a parking lot crammed with a dozen eighteen-wheelers. Not exactly a bed of activity.
Beth pulled the truck into a parking space. “Bathroom break,” Beth said. “And coffee. I need coffee.”
“Let’s pick up some food, too,” J.J. said.
“Yeah,” Ken said. “But we should eat it on the road. We shouldn’t stay long in any one place.”
Jeremy opened his eyes and looked around. “Okay. I’ll order the food while you are all using the bathroom.”
Beth unhooked her seatbelt, then reached over to wake Diana. “Plenty of coffee. And don’t forget something for Emy Lou.” To Diana she whispered softly, “Wake up, Honey. Time to have something to eat.”
Diana woke with her eyes unfocused and a sleepy murmur on her lips.
Jeremy got out of the truck and headed for the diner. The others followed. Except for J.J.. He went around to the back of the truck and let Emy Lou out for a quick walk before he headed for the diner. Inside, Jeremy went to the cashier while the others headed for the bathrooms.
As they finished, they returned to the truck to wait for Jeremy. Diana sat in the back with J.J. and Ken. She knelt on the seat looking out the back window at Emy Lou. The dog was lying down on the truck bed. Her tail wagged as she saw Diana looking at her.
A few minutes later Diana saw a truck drive into the parking lot and pull into a parking space out of view by one of the eighteen-wheelers. She was able to read “Pigs R Us” on the side of the truck before it parked.
Jeremy came out a short while later, tossed a hamburger to Emy Lou, looked quickly around, and got in the truck next to Beth.
It seemed a long time later when the weight of the meal, and the drone of the wheels on the road made Ken’s eyelids too heavy to hold up. He put his head back against the seat, and soon after slipped into an exhausted sleep.
He woke up groggy, his brain fuzzy. He looked around the truck. J.J. was asleep, his head against the door. Diana, in the sleep of the innocent, leaned against J.J.. Jeremy had his head back, and seemed to be asleep.
“You holding up okay?” Ken said to Beth.
“Yeah.”
“I can take over some of the driving, and you can grab a few winks.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “A mother gets a lot of training in going without sleep. This is nothing to some of the times I’ve spent with Diana, nursing her through an illness. Two and a half days without sleep is my record.
“Besides, I’m too wound up to sleep. I have to be doing something.”
Ken didn’t know what to say to that.
“Just not sure where I’m going, is all. And, I don’t know where we are. The maps are in the glove compartment. I don’t want to disturb my Dad just now. Let him get what sleep he can.
“I just keep checking the compass on the dashboard to make sure we keep heading north.”
Ken sighed. “You want, we can stop someplace and I’ll run in and get some coffee.”
“Sounds good.”
There was nothing more to say. They rode on in silence for a while.
Then Ken said, “I’m sorry I got you into this.”
“Can’t put the milk back in the cow,” she said. “Spend the brain power on figuring out what to do with all that milk.”
Ken smiled. “A little homespun philosophy?”
“Something my grandmother used to say.” She chuckled. “I always thought it funny, picturing trying to put the milk back in the cow.”
She looked at Ken in the rearview mirror. “Just who are you, Ken Baldwin? I realize I know nothing about you.”
“Nothing much to know. Mr. Normal is what I am. Wife, two kids, two cars and a big house.”
“God, does your wife know about what’s been happening?”
Ken shook his head. “Last time she saw me I was heading off to work Friday morning. I’m sure she now knows that I’m wanted for murder.”
“Jesus, she’s got to be out of her mind with worry.”
“Yeah. I’m worried about her. Just don’t know how to contact her to let her know I’m okay, and that things aren’t what they seem. Jeanette warned me that these people after us would kill anyone I contact. I can’t chance putting Muriel in danger like that.”
“You sure got a full load.”
“Yep. I just have to figure a way out of this. I just have to.” I want the time to make up to Muriel for so many things. So many things left unsaid that should have been said.
“She a strong woman?”
Ken snorted. “She’s put up with me for twenty-seven years. Takes a real strong woman to do that.” But he wasn’t sure about that. He wasn’t sure she was strong enough to cope with what’s happened. And it worried him.
It was just after eight in the morning when they pulled into a Best Western somewhere in Virginia. The parking lot had quite a few cars in it.
Beth said, “Think we stand a better chance in a crowd rather than some isolated spot.”
Ken didn’t disagree, though his experience since this had started told him it didn’t much matter. Besides, he had a plan of his own in which where they stayed was unimportant.
By the time she parked the truck everyone was awake. Beth and Ken had put down three cups of coffee each, picked up at diners along the way. Jeremy and J.J. had that groggy look from coming out of a sleep that was not restful. There wasn’t much need for conversation.
Ken and Beth had continually checked the road behind them during the entire ride. They had detected no one following them. But that didn’t say much for their detection abilities, since they hadn’t noticed anyone following them to J.J.’s house.
Beth parked the truck outside the Southern Griddle next to the motel. Breakfast seemed a good idea before they registered for a room. Emy Lou stayed in the truck. The dog didn’t like the idea one bit, but, after giving Beth sullen looks, she reluctantly gave into Beth’s command and lay down in the truck bed.
They sat at a table and waited for the waitress to bring coffee. There was the fuzziness of sleep on everyone’s face. Diana sat quietly, her hair mussed, her eyes unfocused. Beth yawned repeatedly. Lack of sleep was sucking her strength. She may have stayed awake for two days once before, but, with the draining of her energy from all the tension, Ken had doubts she could function much longer.
“So, what’s the plan?” J.J. said, stifling a yawn.
“Well,” Beth said. “Whatever we do, we should not split up. I think we stand a better chance in numbers.”
The waitress came with a pot of coffee and mugs. She poured coffee all around, took their food orders, and left.
Ken sipped at the hot coffee. It was not very good. But then he wasn’t a good judge. After all the coffee he’d drunk overnight, he was getting coffeed out.
Jeremy sighed wearily. “I’m worried. My whole family is involved in this. I don’t want them to get hurt.” He looked at J.J. and Beth. “The thought, that one of you might be shot, just tears at my heart.” He indicated Diana with a nod of his head. “We have to consider what’s at risk here. This is Ken’s fight, not ours.
“In fact, I think Ken would be better off without us. We’re now a burden to him. We’ll slow him down – a family with a child.” He shrugged with a wry grin. “And their family dog. We’re people he has to worry about getting hurt on his behalf.”
Diana reached over and put her hand on Jeremy’s. “It’s okay, Grandpa. We’ll be all right.”
Jeremy gave the child a warm loving smile, then looked at Ken. “We can give you the truck.”
Ken had planned to leave them once they were settled in a room at the motel. Just walk out, take the truck and drive off. Jeremy was right, he didn't want to see any of them hurt on his account.
“I agree with Jeremy,” Ken said. “They seem to be after me, not any of you.” He didn’t believe it, but he did feel they might stand a better chance with him gone. “I think it’s time we went our separate ways.”
Everyone sat silently for a moment. Then Beth spoke, her tone gentle. “I was lucky enough to be raised by a sensitive carrying man. And my father taught me that a person’s responsibility is to help those in need. His exact words were, “If we don’t help each other, who will?” That’s been a code I have lived by. And, as I’ve gotten older, I’ve discovered that my father is a very wise man.”
Jeremy looked down, averting her eyes, embarrassed at the adulation.
J.J. looked at Jeremy. “Why do you think we won’t be in danger if Ken leaves?”
“More than that,” Beth interrupted. “How do you know we can’t help him anymore?”
“Yeah,” J.J. said. “I think we should first find out what’s on that CD. Once we know that, we can determine if we can help. We don’t know but that the CD contains things that could effect us all.”
Beth said, “We may already be in danger simply because we knew Jim, socialized with him a lot. Jim was involved in all this, and those people after Ken may think we know things that could threaten them.”
J.J. nodded in agreement. “There’s no guarantee we’ll be out of danger if we leave Ken alone to handle this. In fact our splitting up may be more dangerous for us. Like Beth said, safety in numbers.”
“I’m afraid,” Jeremy said. “That if we continue we will have no opportunity to get out of this. This may be our only chance.”
“Why do you think we won’t be in danger if we leave Ken now?” J.J. asked again.
“Last night you asked why those men didn’t shoot us. If what Ken said about them killing anyone he contacted, then they should have shot us. It’s possible we have not been involved long enough to become a threat to them.” Jeremy shrugged. “Call it a gut feel. But I do know that if we stay with Ken, there is no doubt of the danger. If we don’t stay with him, there is the possibility we will be out of danger.”
“Well,” J.J. said. “I think we should find out what’s on the CD before we make any decision about leaving Ken alone.”
Beth nodded in agreement.
Jeremy sighed in resignation. “So be it.”
“I think you all really need to think this over some more,” Ken said. “You’re putting yourselves at great risk.”
Beth said, “There’s nothing more to talk about.”
J.J. nodded that he agreed with her.
Ken indicated Diana. “What about Diana?”
“She’s my responsibility. We’ll protect her.” Beth said that with confidence. It was a confidence Ken did not feel.
“After we eat,” Jeremy said. “Ken and I will go buy a computer and meet you all back here at the motel.”
“But we shouldn’t split up,” Beth said.
Before she could say anything else, Jeremy said, “You’re not in any shape to go anywhere. You need some rest. We don’t have the time to wait until you’re rested to go get the computer. And I think you’ll all be safe for a little while at the motel.”
“I’ll go with Ken,” J.J. said. “I know more about the equipment we need. You stay with Beth and Diana. And keep that gun handy.”
“Yeah,” Diana said. “Uncle J.J. knows all about computers, Grandpa. And I know you shoot better than he does.”
J.J. chuckled. “See. She knows our strengths.”
“All right,” Jeremy said. “I’ll get the motel room and stay with the girls until you get back.” It was clear he was not happy with the decision. He stood. “Excuse me. I’m going to wash up.” He walked off toward the sign that said RESTROOMS.
Outside a dark car drove slowly past their truck, the men inside taking careful notice of the truck’s license plate.
The telephone rang on the desk. The Man Behind The Desk picked it up. He heard a beeping, which indicated the call was scrambled. He pressed the unscramble button on the side of the phone.
“Yes?”
“Colonel Matthews, here. We have found them.”
“Colonel Matthews?
“The Virginia Battalion, sir. You had alerted us that they were headed this way. We’ve taken over from the people you had following them.”
“Yes, yes,” he nodded at the phone. “Well, that’s good news, Colonel. Good news. You have them in custody?”
“Not yet. They’re at a Best Western just inside Virginia. Got people on the ground moving in on them right now.”
“Look, we’ve had a lot of opportunities that have come to nothing. I don’t know how many more chances we’re going to get at this guy. And this pussyfooting around has given us nothing but trouble. I don’t care what the General says, I want you to get the bastard, kill him if you have to, and get the book and CD. No matter what it takes. We’ll sort everything out afterward.”
“What about the people with him?”
The Man Behind The Desk sighed. Why did everything have to be so complicated? “Do your best to leave them out of this. Watch them awhile. See if they split up. Be easier to deal with him when everyone is not huddled around him. Just don’t wait too long to take him, you hear?”
“Yes, sir, I hear. But you didn’t answer my question. How do we handle the people around him?”
The Man Behind The Desk sighed once more. “If it becomes necessary, take them out. This operation is too important to risk its success for a couple of lives.”
There was silence on the line. Then the man at the other end said, “You’re sure of this?”
“Everyone involved in this knows they may be called upon to make sacrifices.” The Man Behind The Desk hesitated. No, he wasn’t sure of this. He wasn’t sure of anything, except that if the operation didn’t succeed, his ass would be on the line. “Yes,” he finally said. “I’m sure.”
“You are aware that I am recording this call.”
“Yes, I know. I will take full responsibility.”
“Fine. We’ll do our best, sir.”
“Thank you, Colonel,” he said. He hung up, and leaned back in his chair. His face wore a worried look. He had been in deep shit before the phone call. Now, he’d made a decision that, should it prove wrong, could make that shit deep enough to drown him. He wished he was back selling used cars, and not in the middle of all this responsibility.
While Beth, Jeremy and Diana took scraps from breakfast to Emy Lou, Ken searched the phone book in the restaurant for computer stores. J.J. stayed nearby. Ken was sure J.J. was staying close so he wouldn’t run off and leave them. Ken wrote down two locations, then went to the cashier and asked for directions to them.
After that they went outside to the truck. Emy Lou was climbing back into the truck bed after taking a short walk with Diana.
“Lie down,” Beth said to the dog.
Emy Lou laid down, resigned to the fact that she didn’t have much choice in the matter.
Ken frowned at Beth.
“We can’t bring the dog inside the motel,” Beth said. “You’ll have to take her with you.”
“No problem,” J.J. said to Ken. “I can handle her. She listens to me.”
“Then let’s go,” Ken said. What choice did he have?
They climbed into the truck and closed the doors. J.J. was in the driver’s seat. He lit up a cigarette, started the truck, and backed it out of the parking space. Ken gave a silent wave to the others, as J.J. drove away toward the parking lot exit.
“Which way?” J.J. said.
Ken looked at his notes. “Take a left. The cashier gave me directions to Second Street where the first store is located. That was the best she could do. She didn’t know where 2602 was. We’ll have to check the numbers to find the place.”
J.J. stopped at the exit, then eased the truck into the traffic going left.
The dark car with the two men inside moved through the parking lot toward the exit, then turned left after them.
Chapter 15
The five helicopters came in fast and low. They were combat helicopters carrying troops. They stopped suddenly in the air, and settled quickly to the ground, throwing up clouds of dust. Soldiers in full combat regalia and chemical warfare suits jumped to the ground. Their rifles at the ready, they ran to the edge of the woods, and settled into alert postures.
Six men were slow to catch up. They wore white hazard suits and carried suitcase-sized aluminum boxes.
The Major called them to him. They gathered around, and placed their aluminum boxes on the ground.
“So far my sensors are reading clear.” He pointed to the patches on his sleeve. His voice sounded hollow coming through the gas mask. “But I’m not moving a man from here until you guys say it’s safe.”
The man nearest him nodded, knelt down, and opened his case, exposing electronic equipment of dials, and knobs and gauges. He extracted a thin rod attached to a flexible wire connected to the equipment. He flipped a switch, and the dials came to life. Then he held the rod in the air, and slowly moved it around, looking at the gauges and dials as he did so.
“All clear,” he said.
“All right. I want one of you with each of the squads. Keep that equipment alive and move with the men. If anything registers on that stuff, I want to hear about it. And, I mean I want to hear about it loud enough that I won’t need to hear it on the radio.” He pointed to the headset he was wearing.
“Understood.”
“When we’ve encircled this site, I’ll give the word and we’ll move in. That’s move in with the word ‘slow’ added. You got that?”
They all nodded.
“Okay.” The Major organized the troops into six squads of five each along the tree line, and put a man in a hazard suit with each group.
“Everybody ready?”
The replies of ‘ready’ came over the headset.
“Then let’s do it.”
The squads of men moved cautiously into the woods. The Major moved with the squad nearest him. The man in the hazard suit, carrying the aluminum case, walked next to the lead soldier. He slowly waved the wand back and forth, and constantly checked the dials on the equipment in the case.
After a short time the Major stopped the squad he was with. They stood waiting. A while later, voices began calling over the headset as each group reached their position.
“Okay. Now, here’s where it gets touchy. Start moving in. When you see something, stop where you are and let me know. Let’s move.”
The Major signaled his squad to step out and spread out. The squads had been set up in a semicircle around where the object had been pinpointed by GPS near the riverbank. Slowly they tightened in on the objective.
“Sir!” one of the soldiers shouted, and the line of men stopped.
The Major jogged over to the soldier.
“There, sir.” The soldier pointed.
Visible through the trees at the river edge of the tree line was the back of a tractor-trailer. It was sticking up out of the water. Large trees overhung the trailer, hiding it from aerial view.
The Major spoke into the microphone. “Hold your positions. We’ve spotted the objective. Let the Hazard Team go in first.” Then he turned to the man in the hazard outfit, and pointed in the direction of the tractor-trailer. “You’re on.”
The man, carrying his case and waving his wand, walked off toward the truck.
“It’s empty, Colonel. Nothing in the trailer at all.” The Major was speaking into a radio. He had removed his gas mask. “Trailer looks pretty beat up, like it was in an accident.”
He listened, and shook his head. “No, sir. The area is clear. No danger here. And the Hazard Team says there’s no sign anything leaked in the trailer.”
He listened to the Colonel’s response, then said, “No. No bodies. Nothing.”
He listened again, and said. “No, sir. Had the choppers sweep the area. No sign of the jeeps or the cab of the trailer. All we have here is the trailer. Don’t think we would have that, except the trailer was floating. Because it was airtight, air trapped in the one end kept it from sinking completely. And the end out of the water is where the GPS was attached to the wall. Don’t think the satellite would have picked it up, had the trailer sunk.”
He listened, and nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ve sent the choppers up river to see if they can find where the trailer was dumped in.”
He frowned. Then he said, “Yes, sir. It was definitely hijacked. Found bullet scars on the outside of the trailer. From what we can see above the water line, nothing penetrated the bulletproof walls.”
He listened intently, his expression reflecting the seriousness of what the Colonel was saying. “Yes, sir. I understand how dangerous this is to us all. We’ll do our best, sir.”
The parking lot of Norton’s Lumber and Farm Machinery Company was rapidly filling with the ‘Pigs R Us’ trucks. They had been coming in all day. The trucks lined up to enter the machinery shed.
The machinery shed was roofed in corrugated metal, and was over a hundred feet long, and sixty feet wide, with large double doors at both ends. The doors were wide open.
A man waved the ‘Pigs R Us’ trucks into the building one at a time.
Inside the building it was quiet, men moving methodically about their work.
One truck at a time was guided to a place to park inside the shed. The driver turned off the engine, and waited, as two men moved to the truck, and opened the rear doors. A forklift, carrying one of the bombs from the hijacked shipment, drove up. The bomb sat on a heavy steel plate, and was strapped to a wood pallet. The forklift hoisted the bomb into the back of the truck, then pulled back, and drove off.
The two men jumped into the back of the truck. They struggled against the weight of the bomb, and shoved the pallet further inside, centering it on the truck bed. The pallet was then nailed to the truck bed to keep it from shifting as the truck drove on the road.
Next, they fitted a detonating device into the nose of the bomb. Attached to the end of the device was a timing mechanism. Once the mechanism was secured, one of the men checked his watch, then set the timer, arming the bomb.
Then they stood two-by-fours vertically around the pallet, and nailed them to the truck bed. The two-by-fours formed a cage that reached to the ceiling of the truck.
Pallets of boxes labeled ‘Pork Products’, all filled with canned pork, were brought over on the forklifts, and dropped near the back of the truck. A team of men began handing the heavy boxes to the two men in the truck.
Boxes were first shoved against the two-by-fours all around the bomb, and stacked to the height of the bomb. Next boxes were placed around and on top of the first group until they were stacked to the sides, to the ceiling, and right up to the rear doors of the truck.
Finally, the two men jumped down from the truck, and looked at their work. All that could be seen with the doors open were boxes floor to ceiling labeled ‘Pork Products’.
Two men stood by and watched the job the men had done. They stepped to the rear of the truck and looked over the stack of boxes.
“Looks good,” the older man said to the two men.
He then turned to the man at his side. “That should direct the explosion upward through the thin roof of the truck.”
“You sure this is going to work? I mean, with all this anti-terrorist stuff going on, don’t they x-ray the trucks going into Washington?”
“If they do, all they’ll see is boxes of metal cans of pork. That will mask the bomb on x-rays. And the boxes of ‘Pork Products’ should also hide the real contents of the truck from anyone who opens the back doors.” He smiled. “And who’s going to suspect a terrorist threat from a truck labeled ‘Pigs R Us’?”
He and the man at his side stepped back. “Okay, let’s lock it up.”
The two men closed the rear doors of the truck, and moved to get ready for the next truck. The older man put a heavy padlock on the rear doors, then signaled to the driver to move the truck out.
The driver started the truck, guided it out of the rear of the shed, and drove off.
Sixty-two trucks passed through the shed, were loaded with bombs and canned pork, padlocked, and were driven off.
Ken stood in the front of the store. J.J. was further inside among the display of computers talking to a salesman. They had found the store without much trouble. Since it was early in the morning, the parking lot, as well as the store, was empty, and they were able to park right outside the door.
Emy Lou had objected to staying in the back of the truck, but J.J. overruled her. Her head poked around the side of the cab of the truck, watching the store, waiting for them to come out.
Ken felt he probably should have stayed in the truck. He’d come into the store with J.J. because, sitting in the truck, he would have been visible to anyone who came by. The people who were after him seemed to be everywhere. In the store he thought he would be less exposed. But, now, he felt like a fifth wheel. J.J. was handling everything about buying the computer.
Ken was tired. More tired than he felt he had a right to be. Stress was more exhausting than physical labor. The last few days had been a lifetime of stress, and his mind needed time to absorb all that had happened, time to bring it down to reality, reconcile it, and file it away.
In many ways this was like combat, where the mind shuts down all thoughts and emotions not related to survival. Later the whole experience would be relived in dreams and nightmares until the mind had sorted it all out.
He’d seen combat in Vietnam. Afterward it had taken a long time of dreams to put it all into a manageable perspective. Then it had taken the sheer force of his will to lock those bad memories behind a solid door in his mind
He knew of soldiers who had seen too much horror, and would never be mentally whole again, would never be rid of the terrible dreams.
The salesman had gone into the back, and J.J. signaled to Ken with a thumbs up that he’d found what he’d been looking for. Ken gave him a small grin and nodded his satisfaction.
Ken was concerned about J.J.. J.J. was more excited than afraid by all this. A man whose life had suddenly become interesting, purposeful and challenging. Then Ken smiled to himself, and wondered if he’d see all this in a future computer game.
A young woman came into the store, walked straight past Ken, and went directly to an array of computers along the wall in the rear. She reminded Ken of Muriel. That stirred up the black worry for her safety. He prayed she was all right.
Ken watched the salesman come out from the back of the store carrying a flat box with a picture of a computer on its side. The salesman stopped by J.J., said something, and pointed to the picture. J.J. nodded, and the two of them walked up to the front counter.
A clean-cut man came into the store, and momentarily locked eyes with Ken before walking over and leaning on the counter. The hackles went up on Ken’s neck. He couldn’t explain why. Something about the way the man had looked at him.
Ken slipped his hand into the coat pocket, and got a firm grip on Jeanette’s gun. He wasn’t one to ignore his instincts, and that look from the young man had sent warning signals to those instincts.
Ken saw the salesman put the computer box on the counter, and step behind the counter to the cash register. J.J. moved in front, leaned on the counter, and rested an arm on the box. The young man stood to J.J.’s left.
The salesman smiled at the young man. “I’ll be right with you.” Then he busied himself with ringing up J.J.’s computer purchase.
Ken stepped behind the young man. Then he checked on the whereabouts of the woman.
She was coming to the counter with a plastic case of CDs. She moved past Ken, placed the CDs on the counter, then stepped back next to Ken. She started searching in her shoulder bag, Ken assumed for her wallet.
Emy Lou started barking outside, and the alarms went off in Ken’s head! He turned to look. The dog had jumped out of the truck, and was standing at the door barking anxiously at him through the glass. He saw two men getting out of a car parked in the aisle behind the truck.
But the dog wasn’t barking at them. She was barking at him! He turned quickly back to the young man.
The man had turned to face Ken, and the look in his eyes wasn’t friendly.
Ken barely had time to think about removing the gun from his pocket when he felt a sharp stab of the needle in his side. Shocked, he snapped his attention to the woman, as he pulled the gun from his pocket. She was stepping back, the hypodermic in her hand, when he whipped the gun at her, backhanding her hard in the head, knocking her stumbling back and down to the floor.
Emy Lou’s barking had also gotten J.J.’s attention. He’d turned to look at the dog the same time Ken had. He saw the man next to him turn to Ken, and he knew what that meant. Without thinking, J.J. grabbed the computer box on the counter, and when Ken had hit the woman, J.J slammed the box into the head of the man, knocking the man off balance.
As the man stumbled to regain his balance, Ken shot him. The man staggered back against the counter.
It was at that moment the salesman, shock on his face, ducked down out of sight behind the counter.
J.J. rushed to the door, and shoved it open as the two men from the car came running up. Each man had a gun in his hand.
Ken moved behind J.J. and stumbled. His legs didn’t want to work. He grabbed onto the doorframe, and tried to raise his pistol. The damn thing suddenly weighed fifty pounds. The next thing he knew, he was on his knees.
He looked up as J.J., using the computer box as a ram, slammed into the two men. Then the black came. It swooped in from all sides of his vision to leave only a tiny dot of light. Then that disappeared, and there was nothing but black – a warm, quiet black.
At the motel, four men in dark suits came up to the door of the room where Jeremy, Beth and Diana were staying. They all drew guns, and one man knocked on the door.
Chapter 16
“That’s great news, General!” the Man Behind The Desk said. “Great news! Have you learned whether he’s told anyone else about what’s going on?”
“Not yet,” the Old Man said at the other end of the phone. “He’s still out from the drug. I wish to congratulate you on the way you handled his capture.”
The Man Behind The Desk glowed, a satisfying grin on his face. About fucking time, you old bastard, he thought. “Thank you, sir. I did my best to see that none of the others were hurt.” He didn’t say that he had given orders to kill them had they gotten in the way. “Hopefully, in a few hours we can put all our worries behind us.”
“Yes. From what I’ve learned so far, I’m fairly sure he told no one else. When he regains consciousness, we should be able to make that a certainty. I will telephone then.” The Old Man hung up.
The Man Behind The Desk put the receiver in its cradle, leaned back, and sighed in satisfaction. He took a moment to enjoy the pleasure of being back in the Old Man’s graces. It was a good feeling. Something to hang onto for as long as he could.
He got up, took his suit jacket from the back of the chair, and put it on. Then he left his office. Time to spread the good news. And, the best way to do that was in person. Just as bad news was associated with the messenger, so was good news.
He stepped up to Angela’s desk and pointed with his thumb at the closed door.
“He’s in a meeting right now,” she said.
“Please tell him I’m here. I think he’ll want to see me.”
She shrugged, picked up the phone, and pressed one of the buttons along the bottom of the cradle. “Mr. Wellborne to see you, sir.” She listened a moment, then covered the mouthpiece with her hand, and looked at him. “Go right in.”
It was quiet and peaceful in the dark. A warm pleasant place.
Slowly his mind surfaced to consciousness, like floating gradually up to the surface of a pool. At first he wasn’t aware of what was happening. Everything was still dark. The only difference was the pain. There had been no pain in the pleasant place. Now his mind felt the pains and aches in his body. He didn’t like that. He wanted to go back to the warm peaceful place. It was nice there. No worries, no pain. He could stay there forever.
He was like a man waking from a pleasant dream he didn’t want to leave. But try as he might he couldn’t find his way back into the dream.
Then the memories drifted in like ghostly images. Nothing real about them at first. Just transparent pictures of people moving about. They puzzled him, but held no meaning for him. They made up a movie in which he had no interest. A movie he didn’t want to watch. He wanted to slip back into the quiet dream.
But the images persisted, refused to go away. The scenes, the people increasingly took on a more solid shape. And with that growing solidity something else crept in - the realization of what they meant. The emotions of fear and terror grabbed him like strong hands around his throat.
He was suddenly wide awake. Yet the world was just as dark. He was sure he had his eyes open wide, but couldn’t see anything. He laid there, his senses reaching out into the darkness around him, and finding nothing.
Then he heard J.J.’s voice. “I wonder what they did with Ken?”
“We may never know,” Jeremy said. “I’m more concerned about what they did with Beth and Diana. If they hurt them, I’ll never forgive myself for letting us get involved in this.”
“Whatever this is.”
“I hope I never know. Knowing seems to be dangerous.”
“Is …,” Ken struggled to speak, his mouth and throat very dry. He swallowed hard.
“Who’s that!” J.J. said. “Who else is here?”
Ken swallowed, and tried again. “Sorry to say it’s me - Ken.” The words came out slowly, each word taking its time to surface.
“Jesus! Are you all right? Last I saw, you were a lifeless lump on the ground.”
Ken snorted. There was a filmy softness that hung like a cloud over all this, as if he were not fully awakened from a dream. “All right? I don’t think I’ll ever be all right.”
“You don’t sound right.”
“Don’t feel right, either. Still feel drugged. Weak.”
“Can you move?” It was Jeremy.
Ken was too weak to give more than a cursory try at rolling over on his side. But he was unable to do it. And he couldn’t move his arms. “No. I’m strapped down somehow. Any idea where we are?”
“Is it important to know?”
“Guess not.” The dreamy veil was not leaving him. It covered everything with a pleasant feeling.
“We’re on the second floor of whatever place this is,” J.J. said. “I was barely conscious and remember being helped by two guys up a flight of stairs.”
“Are you all right?” Ken said, remembering J.J. fighting with the two men outside the computer store.
“Well, they knocked me around pretty good before I lost consciousness. Got some bruises and a headache. That’s about all.”
“Jeremy, how about you?”
“Fine. They came into the motel room with guns drawn, tied us up, blindfolded us, and took us away. No idea where Beth and Diana are. I hope they are safe.”
“Me, too,” Ken said. “How long have we been here?” His thoughts moved as slowly as his speech.
“Hard to tell. Must be a couple of hours, at least.”
“Anybody been in to see us since they brought us here?”
“Nope,” J.J. said. “But they’d better come soon or I’ll pee my pants.”
“Jeremy, you must have some idea where we are. You weren’t unconscious at any point.”
“All I can say is we’re not too far from where they picked us up. We weren’t driving very long to get here. And J.J.’s right about the second floor. They led me inside and up the stairs.”
“We in the city? Did you hear city noises - traffic and such?”
“No. Quiet as hell. Probably an isolated place outside of the city.”
J.J. chuckled. “This reminds me of a cartoon I saw once. These two guys are in a dungeon, their hands chained to the wall, hanging a couple feet off the floor. And the one guy says to the other, “Here’s my plan.”
“You got a plan, Ken?” J.J. chuckled again.
Ken smiled at that. “No. Just a wish. Wish I had locked my car door when I went in to get my breakfast roll the other day. Then I wouldn’t be here today.”
“The only hope we have,” Jeremy said. “Is that anyone else you told about this can help us.”
“Dad, how could they help us, anyway?” J.J. said. “They wouldn’t know where we are.”
“If the information on that CD got out, that might stop these people. And there’s a chance then we could be rescued.”
Ken sighed. “Sorry to disappoint everyone, but no one else knows about this except us. I didn’t know who to trust, so I trusted no one.”
“Why did you trust us?”
“If I had an alternative, I wouldn’t have. Right now I wish I had had an alternative. Then none of you’d be in this mess.” He thought regretfully of Diana.
The light blasted away the darkness like an explosion, sending a stab of pain into Ken’s eyes. Ken squinted at the lighted lamp that stood on the table next to Jeremy. Jeremy, his legs crossed, his hands in his lap, was sitting comfortably in a winged-back chair.
Chapter 17
“I just had to be sure,” Jeremy said. “Can’t leave the remotest stone unturned. Murphy has a way of using that unturned stone against you.”
“Jesus Christ, Dad!” J.J. said. “What the hell is going on?”
Ken turned his head and saw J.J. sitting in a wooden chair, bound to it by duct tape.
“Easy,” Jeremy said. “In a short while this will all be over, and then you’ll understand.”
“You’re involved in this!” Shock was a mild word to describe what Ken felt. Mix that emotion with anger, add a dose of despair, sprinkle in some fiery hate and that would come close to what he was feeling. He was lying on a bed, strapped down with a liberal use of duct tape, his hands and feet taped to the headboard and footboard.
“Ken, no need to get upset.” Jeremy’s tone was calm and gentle. “You are lucky you came to my house. It saved your life. You see, I was ready to kill you and take the chance you hadn’t told anyone else. When you came into my hands, you gave me the opportunity to be sure the information had not been passed on.”
Jeremy smiled, “Besides, I don’t think Beth would have forgiven me for having you killed.”
Ken hadn’t been listening. The memory of the terror of the last few days, the deaths - Jeanette, the men he’d killed, surged like a scalding wave. Bringing with it a rage of hate for this man. Unleashed, that rage would have Ken kill this man with no compunction. He would have willingly strangled the life out of him. “You son-of-a-bitch.” The words came out in a fierce hiss.
“I know what you’re feeling right now,” Jeremy said. “But, that will soon change once you understand.”
“What I understand is that people have died, that I almost died, that you put your son, your own children in danger. And for what, Jeremy? For what?”
“Unfortunately, death is the price paid for a noble cause.”
“Bullshit.”
Jeremy gave Ken a sympathetic condescending smile.
J.J. couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “My death! Beth’s! Diana! You would have us pay that price for this ‘noble cause’ you’re talking about!”
“It didn’t come to that,” Jeremy said. Then he sighed and nodded. “But, yes. To each of us, a single life is important. Especially if that life belongs to someone close to us. Our personal worlds are small, made up of a relatively few people. Intrusions into that world become tragically important. However, countless lives of people we don’t know are unimportant in furthering the advance of mankind. Thousands died in the American Revolution. Millions – yes, millions died in World War II. To further and protect freedom in the world, the cost must be in human life.”
“Are you crazy! What the hell are you talking about? What has all that to do with us?”
“The price of freedom is vigilance. Thomas Jefferson said that. The problem is no one has been vigilant. Our freedoms have slowly eroded away. Governments do that. They change from being responsible to the people to being responsible for the people. That’s the transition to totalitarianism. To corrupt is the undeniable nature of power. It’s the people’s responsibility to keep that nature in check. Some of us have accepted that responsibility.”
Incredulous, J.J. shook his head. “I don’t believe this. I don’t believe what I’m hearing.”
Jeremy sighed in resignation. “I didn’t expect you to embrace this. But in time you’ll understand, and you will thank us.”
“Understand what – that you’ve gone over the edge!”
“Come now. You can’t have been blind to all that the people have been warning about for years. You’ve heard the conspiracy theories, the government manipulating and controlling us, lying to us. And there are the facts.
“You must know about the Tuskegee Experiment back in the thirties and forties where the government lied to 600 black men about treating them for syphilis, and instead watched them suffer to see the effects of the disease.
“About the CIA’s mind control project experimenting with LSD on unwitting people, resulting in a number of known cases of permanent mental health problems and suicide.
“About them secretly injecting people with radioactive material to study its effects on the human body.
“The CIA surreptitiously spreading a virus through the New York City subway system to study the disbursement pattern for bio terror. The…”
“That’s old news, Dad,” J.J. said impatiently. “Back in the fifties and sixties. Another time, other people, Dad. You can’t take that seriously anymore.”
Jeremy gave him a patient smile. “Why would they stop?” He shook his head. “No. Today, it is even worse. To think otherwise is naïve. Remember Waco, Ruby Ridge. Good examples of the Government out of control, murdering its own citizens. Those instances we know about. How many more have not been brought out into the light of day? Just check the Internet. You’re very good at that. You’ll be surprised at what you find.”
Jeremy frowned. “Aren’t you curious why they didn’t catch the people behind the anthrax mailing? Weapons-grade Anthrax that was homegrown in the United States?”
He hesitated a moment. When he spoke, his voice was low and sincere. “I’ve seen people hurt, I’ve seen their lives destroyed by this government. Freedom can not exist without justice. I have seen the steady growth of injustice.”
Then Jeremy sighed in surrender. “Trying to convince you right now is futile. The truth will all come out later. Just let me ask you one question. Do you trust the government to tell us the truth?”
J.J. didn’t answer.
“I thought not.”
“Who is this ‘us’ in this with you?” Ken said. He was annoyed that the drug was still coating his thinking like a warm sticky web.
“The people, my boy. The people. This is supposed to be a country of, by, and for the people. Only, it’s become a madhouse run by sleazy liberals who cater to the lowest forms of life in our society, and powerful greedy men who conspire to control us for their own benefit. They have slowly taken away our freedoms. The blood of good men has been spilled on this land of ours, and on lands throughout the world to protect and preserve those freedoms, to keep America the land of the free.
“Yet, while those sacrifices were being made, our enemies crept into the government like a disease, and have been slicing and dicing the Constitution, until the rights and freedoms we were guaranteed by that Constitution have been cut away. What is left is Big Brother, a government that breathes down our necks, its eyes everywhere, its hands in every pocket, totally controlling us.”
J.J. just shook his head in despair. “This is crazy. There’s no other word for it. Totally crazy. I feel like I’m in a nightmare.”
Nightmare was a good word for it. Ken had been living in the terror of that nightmare for days.
“Nine-eleven pushed the government to take the final step. That euphemistically named Patriot Act took away all that was left of the freedoms guaranteed us. By using ‘secret’ and unsubstantiated evidence the government can brand you a terrorist, secretly search your home, throw you in jail, and keep you there as long as they want.
“They did that to some American citizens in Evansville, Indiana. Held the poor bastards without telling them what they were charged with, and refused to let them have legal counsel. Hell, their families didn’t even know where they were, and no one was willing to tell them.
“And the war on terror showed just how powerful the government had become behind our backs. Telephone calls, emails, everything that goes into the airwaves all over the world is monitored and recorded. Every financial transaction you make they can follow. Every book you read, or buy, every internet site you visit.
“Hell, they are now putting Global Positioning chips in cell phones, and automobiles. They’ll know exactly where you are at any moment.
“Yes, it is a nightmare. A nightmare come true. And there’s not much time left to wake up from that nightmare.”
“And the people are going to wake us from this nightmare?” There was sarcasm in Ken’s voice.
Jeremy ignored the sarcasm. “Yes. And soon.”
“If the government is so all powerful, why in hell won’t they stop you?”
Jeremy smiled. “A good question, my boy. We have Osama Bin Laden to thank for that. Before Nine-Eleven, we were the threat the government focused on. Militia groups throughout the country, including our own in Truly, were heavily infiltrated by the FBI…”
“Jim Durrett,” Ken interrupted, things suddenly clear. “And the Truly Men’s Club.”
Jeremy nodded. “Yes. We knew about him almost from the start. Every group knew who the infiltrator was in their circle. We have people in government positions who identified them for us. And we had to walk very carefully during that time. Organizing those militia groups to work together, planning for this day was done secretly, with only people who could be could trusted.”
“You had him killed?” J.J. said.
“Jim was a clever man. He had a way of picking up on the little things and knitting them together to make out the big picture. We knew he was onto something, sniffing around like a hunting dog on a trail. So, we watched him carefully. Monitored his calls, his emails and his mail to his contact in Florida.
“When the time came for us to move the plan forward, he must have known somehow, because he left the meeting early that night. We had to make sure Jim didn’t have the opportunity to notify his people. We had already taken care of his contact in Washington. But there was still his field contact in Florida. So, we had to move on him quickly. Seems I underestimated his cleverness.”
“And his Florida contact got to me,” Ken said.
Jeremy nodded. “We didn’t know there were two contacts, until it was too late.” Jeremy shrugged. “The woman got away from us.”
“And on that CD she gave me was everything they’d collected on your little group activity.”
Jeremy nodded again. “I assume so. But to get back to your original question, after Nine-eleven the government had to thin its resources aimed at us in order to focus on the international terrorist threat. That major effort is now stretched around the world.
“And our country has the largest, most powerful military ever seen by mankind. But it, too, is spread all over the world, weakening its effectiveness here. Meanwhile, on a moment’s notice, we can put a million armed men in the field.
“Additionally, we have patriots in the military, as well, who will hamper its effectiveness at the right time. There are patriots everywhere throughout the government preparing for our move, ready to give us their support.”
Ken could attest to that. He’d seen the State Troopers after him, he’d seen cops shoot cops. “So, you’re going to start another civil war.”
Jeremy shook his head. “No, my boy. That would not work. You know that. What we are going to do is cut off the head of the snake and replace it. It is only the head that can bite you.”
“Cut off the head? How can you do that? Kill the President and someone else simply takes his place. How can you hope to succeed?”
Jeremy sighed. “You think too small, my boy.” He stood. “But enough of the chit-chat, boys. I’ve got things to do.” He got up and walked to the door. Then he turned to J.J. “I’ll see that someone comes up to give you a bathroom break.” He nodded toward the other door in the far wall.
He reached for the doorknob, then hesitated. He turned back to the two men. “I am aware that people are unpredictable. Before you consider any misguided heroics, the windows are sealed with steel plate, and the room is sound proof. And, remember, your lives matter little in the larger scheme of things.”
He opened the door, and left, closing the door behind him.
“It ends with him, then?” The Man Behind The Desk said into the phone.
“That’s right,” Jeremy said at the other end of the line.
“It’s a relief.” The Man Behind The Desk sighed with that relief. “That was a close one, General. Everyone has been on edge waiting for your call. I’ll let them know.”
“Is everything on schedule?”
“Yes, sir. There’s nothing to stop us now.”
“Don’t let confidence blind your vigilance. As a very insightful man once said – “It ain’t over ‘til it’s over.””
“Is he to be left alive?”
“He can’t hurt us now.”
The Man Behind The Desk nodded in agreement.
“I’m going to Central Command to join my field commanders,” Jeremy said. “There is much to coordinate. You can reach me there.”
“Good luck, sir.”
“Thank you.”
Jeremy hung up the phone. He was sitting behind a desk in a small room. He sat a moment looking through the window at the wooded area on the side of the house. But he wasn’t seeing it. His mind was busy with the worries that surfaced before any operation – worries about whether they had thought of everything, about what flaws there were in the plan, what soft spots could wreck the plan’s fulfillment.
So much time, so many people involved in its development. Yet, he knew that no plan was perfect. There was always the unpredictable. Ken had been an unpredictable. But that problem had now been contained. What other unpredictables awaited them?
Time to get in the action, and see this through, he thought. With a sigh, he got up from the chair and left the room.
As Jeremy entered the kitchen, Emy Lou, lying on the floor near the table, looked up, but didn’t make a move toward him. Instead, she settled her head back on her paws.
“Grandpa!” Diana, her arms wide, delight on her face, came running across to him
Crouching, he smiled, and scooped up the child in his arms. She hugged him tightly around the neck.
“You had a long nap,” Beth said. “I don’t know how you could sleep with all that’s going on?”
She was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee. Two men were also at the kitchen table having coffee. They were in their shirtsleeves, and wore guns in shoulder holsters.
“Comes with being old.” He released Diana and stood. He smiled at Beth. “Too much excitement. Just couldn’t stand up anymore.” The television on the kitchen counter was on, the sound low. A newswoman sat behind a desk talking to the camera.
“I heard you go into the room with the desk,” Beth said.
He nodded. “Called some people about all this.”
“Any word about Ken and J.J.?”
He shook his head. “The man I spoke with at the FBI wants me to go back to the computer store where they were last seen, and where they found the truck and the dog.” He nodded toward Emy Lou. “I’m to go there with these men, and see what help I can give them, and what I can find out.”
Beth looked a worried question at him.
“No. You stay here with Diana. A couple of these men will stay with you.” He nodded at the two men at the table.
She was about to protest, when he cut her off. “It’s all right. These men are with the FBI. They’re here to protect you. And, I’ll be with the other FBI men, so I’ll be perfectly safe.”
Beth stood and came over to Jeremy. She put her arms around his neck. He embraced her. “You take care of yourself,” she said. Then she kissed him on the cheek, and whispered in his ear. “I don’t trust these people, Dad. Be careful.” She pulled back.
He gave her a knowing nod. “See you in a bit.”
“You don’t want any lunch? They’ve got the refrigerator fully stocked.”
He shook his head. “I’ll call you when I find out anything.”
Chapter 18
Ken and J.J. did not speak for a long time after Jeremy left. There was too much to think about, to much to absorb, before words could be put to any of it.
Finally, J.J. broke the silence. “I can’t believe what I just heard.” He spoke more to himself than to Ken. “It’s all so crazy. Overthrow the government. Just crazy.”
“Crazy it may be, but Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols made war on the Government. I’m sure there are a lot of others out there like them. A lot of groups that consider the government their enemy.”
“Yeah, but this is my father, for Chrissake. I mean, I’ve known the man…or thought I knew him…” J.J. shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s not believable. I just don’t know what to say. Oh he’s griped about the government over the years. Hell, everybody gripes about the government. But, how could he even think of such a thing – overthrowing the God damn government?”
Ken didn’t say anything. He had a hard time maintaining an emotional level. The drug draped his mind like a heavy shroud, weighing down his anger, dragging his thoughts back to a warm complacency.
He lay there thinking that at least nobody was out to kill him anymore. And, soon this would all be over. Just wait it out. He hoped Muriel was okay. He missed her, missed their comfortable life.
“What makes him think he and his cronies can do any better job of running the country than the people already there?” J.J. said. “People are just people. Take a random group of them and you’ll find the same mix of good and bad, of idealism and greed, of those hungry for justice and those hungry for power. And, if he can put a million men in the field, why not that million and their families and friends forcing changes through due process?”
Ken let J.J. talk without comment. The man was simply thinking aloud, trying to make some sense of it all.
They settled down to a long stretch of silence.
J.J. broke the silence again. “You know, if they don’t succeed, we’re dead men. They kill us because we know too much and can testify against them.”
Ken frowned. He didn’t want to believe that. “Against who? And what do we know? Only that your father is involved in this. We’ve got no idea who else is in this. Or even exactly what they’re planning.” But Ken was now not sure they would let him live. They really didn’t know how much he knew. There would be no sense in taking chances by leaving him alive. Jeremy had made it clear he did not leave anything to chance.
The silence that followed was filled with worms of worry. Once again, Ken felt death hanging over his head. Once again, people would kill him. The more he thought about what he did know, the more sure he became that they would probably kill him whether they succeeded or not.
He knew they had murdered Jeanette, and Jim Durrett. He knew that Jeremy was involved. That wouldn’t go over well, if their plan failed. And, if it succeeded, the new regime in the country might frown on Jeremy using such tactics. Because he didn’t know how secret Jeremy’s involvement was intended to be after the plan was completed, just knowing of his involvement might be enough to have Ken killed. No guarantees either way.
He couldn’t see any benefit for Jeremy to keep them alive. To Jeremy they could only be possible problems for him. Ken and J.J. were loose ends that it would be prudent to tie up.
And Ken didn’t believe that Beth’s opinion would stop Jeremy from having him and J.J. killed. He just couldn’t murder them outright. It would have to be done carefully - an accident, perhaps. Something that couldn’t be seen as the result of Jeremy’s hand. But even thinking this, it was hard to get excited about it. The drug dragged on his thoughts.
“You think they can really do this - take down the government?” J.J. said.
“History is full of that sort of stuff. And it’s still going on today throughout the world. It seems to be an irresistible pastime of the human race.”
“Yeah, I know that. But, can they really do it here?”
“Sounds like they have a plan they think can succeed.”
“Plans have a way of stumbling over the unforeseen obstacles in reality.”
“True,” Ken said. “The real world always produces surprises.”
J.J. sighed. There was an obvious battle going on in his mind. After a long moment, he suddenly struggled against his bonds. “Damn duct tape.” He stopped, the struggle useless. “I just can’t sit here like this.”
“Yeah,” Ken said. “I got the better deal - lying on the bed.” The drug took the edge off everything. It was pleasant where he was.
J.J. looked over at Ken. “We have to stop them. You know that.”
Ken chuckled. “Get real, J.J. You sound like that cartoon you mentioned - Here’s my plan.”
“Yeah.” J.J. sighed. “Well, we have to get out of here, anyway. I am not confident that my father won’t have us killed. And I don’t want to be a sacrifice to his dopey cause.”
Ken smirked. “Is this the part of the movie where we overpower the guards, and take their guns, and ride out to rescue the country?”
J.J. grinned. “Yeah, I guess it is.”
Ken chuckled. “You’ve been working too long on those computer games.”
After Jeremy and the others had left, Beth turned to Diana. “Why don’t you go into the living room, Honey, and watch some TV while I make lunch.” Beth had to do something. Something normal, some routine task that would occupy her mind, that would make her feel her world was calming down, and that would distract her from the concerns she had.
Diana knew it wasn’t a question, knew she didn’t have a choice. She walked away reluctantly. She wanted to stay with the grownups. She wanted to know what was happening, but she was back to being treated like a kid, again. “Come on, Emy Lou.”
Emy Lou looked at Diana, then got up, and equally reluctantly, head hung low, followed her out of the room.
Beth turned up the sound on the television. Something else to occupy her mind so she wouldn’t think about the questions she couldn’t answer, about the suspicions that wouldn’t go away.
A thin reporter with gray hair was interviewing a solid-looking man in a ball cap, his face brown and lined from years in the sun. In the street behind them were people moving around holding up signs, and shouting.
“…gon Wildlife Refuge,” the man in the ball cap was saying. “We don’t need another wildlife refuge. Just another move by the government to take away our farms. They snap their fingers and take our land…”
“Would you gentlemen like some lunch?” Beth said. These FBI men seemed tense to her, as if they were in the presence of a bomb that might go off any moment. She’d noticed they had been like that, only more so, around Dad. Maybe it was her imagination. Maybe she was the one who was tense with all that had happened, with them sitting there in their shirtsleeves wearing guns in holsters under their arms.
The first man nodded. “Sounds good to me.”
The second man smiled, and leaned back in his chair. “My mother told me never to pass up free food.”
Beth went to the refrigerator, opened the door, and started gathering the food.
“…Doesn’t the government compensate you for your land?…”
Beth brought cold cuts, bread, a container of orange juice, and condiments to the table. Then she pulled out a stack of plates from the cupboard
“…Oh sure. They give us fair market value. But once they designate the land as a refuge, nobody wants to buy it, so the market value becomes spit after a lifetime of work. It’s a damn crime against the hard-working farmers of this country…”
She put the plates on the table, got some knives and spoons from the cutlery drawer, and placed them next to the plates. The activity, the sounds from the television weren’t working. They weren’t enough to block out her thoughts, her doubts.
“…The people have to start taking notice to what’s going on. They’re the only ones who can stop this. The government is out of control. It’s taken away all our freedoms. The government has to be stopped…”
“The coffee pot’s about empty,” Beth said. “You want me to make some more?”
“Sure.”
“Not for me,” the second man said with a shake of his head. “I have anymore coffee and the only thing I’ll be able to protect is the bathroom.”
The men busied themselves making sandwiches.
“…Well, you do have the freedom to speak out, and to demonstrate…”
Beth took down the can of coffee. She took the basket from the coffeemaker, and rinsed the contents into the sink. Next, she added coffee from the can to the basket. She lost count of the number of spoons of coffee she’d added, her mind unable to concentrate, the questions pushing their way through. She dumped the coffee grounds back in the can, and started over.
“…Yeah, sure, you say. You’re free to demonstrate the way they want you to. I mean, we wanted to demonstrate tomorrow, but they wouldn’t let us. Nothing to detract from the President’s State of the Union speech tomorrow night. And this is where they put us. We’re four blocks from the Capitol. Who the hell in government is going to even notice us here? If you hadn’t showed up, no one would even know we were doing this. We might as well have stayed home…”
She rinsed the pot. While it was filling with water, she shook her head at her inner doubts. She’d always relied on her instincts. They’d always come through for her. Why was she ignoring them now? Was it because the whole situation was sort of unreal? Or was she relying on her Dad to see them through this? She poured the water from the pot into the back of the coffee maker.
“…Free speech is an illusion. Try saying things the Government doesn’t want you to say, and see how free it is. See how fast it takes for them to pry into your life, and scare the hell out of your friends…”
Beth turned on the coffeemaker, then stood there looking at it, her mind wandering around in thought. Her Dad seemed relieved when those FBI men showed up at the motel. And, that was a funny thing. They said they were there to protect Beth and her family. Something secret and dangerous was going on. Beth understood that. Especially the dangerous part. But, why did they show up at the motel for them, and not at the same time show up with people to protect Ken and J.J.? They knew so much about where she and Dad and Diana were and what they had been doing, and yet, they didn’t know where Ken and J.J. were?
“…And, with all this terrorist threat stuff, say the wrong thing and you could end up rotting in jail where nobody will ever know where you are…”
She looked at the two men eating. Alarms began sounding softly in the distance of Beth’s mind.
“You know, I’ve been thinking.”
Ken chuckled to himself. “J.J. you have to cut that out or you’ll hurt yourself.” The drug was making him silly.
J.J. smirked at Ken. Then he said, “Why would he tell us this room is soundproof?”
“So we won’t bother to scream our heads off?”
“Right. Was he being considerate, or are there people who could hear us if we did scream? Maybe he doesn’t want somebody to hear us. I mean, he did say he was brought here with us. So, where is Beth, Diana? And I’ve seen soundproofed rooms. Most of them, the sound does get out a little. But doesn’t travel very far.”
“What makes …” Before Ken could finish what he was about to say, J.J. let out a shrill whistle that stabbed Ken’s ears like a hot spike, the pain making him wince. “God damn it, J.J.! That hurt! What makes you think he was telling us the truth?”
Diana was sitting on the floor in front of the large television in the living room watching “Sponge Bob Square Pants,” engulfed in the frenetic action and sounds of the cartoon. Emy Lou was lying on the floor next to her, the dog’s head on its paws. Suddenly, the dog’s ears perked up, and her eyes moved. She didn’t move her head, but her ears moved like radar searching the air.
“And what good would it do if they did hear us? I’m sure Jeremy would have left some people to make sure we didn’t cause trouble.”
J.J., undeterred, let out another whistle blast that hurt Ken worse than the first.
Emy Lou raised her head, her ears high, her eyes on the stairs. She stayed like that a moment, as if trying to decide what to do. Then she got to her feet, and moved between Diana and the television out of the room. Diana watched as Emy Lou trotted up the stairs.
“I’m doing it, because I have nothing else,” J.J said. “And you never know. When I have an idea for a story line for a game, sometimes I just write what comes in my head, and see where it goes. Sometimes it goes places that open up interesting concepts that work.” He let out another whistle.
Ken winced. “Jesus, J.J., couldn’t you holler or something? Damn whistle hurts.”
“I can whistle louder than I can holler.”
“Yeah, you certainly can.” Ken sighed. “This concept is going to deafen me.”
Chapter 19
“I’ve got the Colonel on the phone, as you requested, sir.” The man in the front passenger’s seat of the car reached back and handed the cell phone to Jeremy. Two of the men were in the front, the other two crammed in the back with Jeremy
“Colonel Matthews, this is General Lawton. You’ve got to find another place for them,” Jeremy said into the phone. .
Jeremy nodded at the cell phone. “Yes, I understand the arrangement was expedient. But we can’t keep them in the house with my daughter and granddaughter. It’s only a matter of time before they find out who’s being held upstairs in the interrogation room. I want my daughter and her child moved someplace else.”
He nodded again at the phone. “Yes. Good. As soon as possible.”
A frustrated sigh on his breath, Jeremy closed the phone.
“Everything all right, General?” The man in the front passenger’s seat looked at him.
“You know, son. Things are never all right. At most they achieve the level of being acceptable. Right now, it’s not quite there.”
“I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation on the phone, sir. I just want you to know that safe house is the closest one in this area. It was my call to bring everyone there.”
Jeremy nodded. “I understand. And given the urgency of the situation, I completely agree with your decision. But, now that we have things quieted down, it’s time to make things more acceptable. The Colonel is going to send some people out to the house, and move my daughter and her child to a different location.”
The man nodded, and turned to the front.
“Just can’t sit here and let this happen.” J.J. was getting more angry and more antsy.
“J.J., I’m tired.” The drug had his mind feeling as if it were floating in something warm and liquid. “The last few days have been enough excitement for me. As far as I’m concerned, what will happen will happen. I’m in no position to do anything about it, anyway. And, I’m not sure I’d do anything even if I were in such a position. I just want to go home.”
“You disappoint me, Ken. After what you’ve been through, I thought for sure you’d want to see this to the end.”
“This may be the end…”
The tiny squeak of the doorknob turning stopped Ken in mid-sentence. Both men, holding their breath, looked at the doorknob. They watched as it slowly moved, slowly, hesitantly turned. The latch clicked, and the door pushed gently inward. Then a small blonde head with pigtails, peeked through the opening.
“Uncle J.J.!” Diana said, wide-eyed, surprised.
“Sssh, Honey,” J.J. said softly and urgently. “Come in and close the door.”
Diana opened the door wider, and stepped inside, Emy Lou squeezing in behind her. As Diana quietly closed the door, the dog ran over to J.J., jumped up, her front paws on his knees, her tail wagging furiously, and began excitedly licking his face.
“Enough, dog,” J.J. said struggling to avoid her lapping tongue. “Enough. Enough. Yeah, I’m happy to see you, too. Now, get down.”
Emy Lou got down, then saw Ken. She ran over and jumped on the bed, attacking his face with the same fervor she’d shown J.J.
“Why are you here?” Diana said, eyeing J.J. bound to the chair, and Ken bound on the bed. “Everybody’s looking for you.”
“Jesus, dog,” Ken said, squinting his eyes, and jerking his head around away from Emy Lou’s tongue. “We hardly know each other.”
“It’s a complicated story, Honey,” J.J. said. “But, you have to help us.”
Diana looked at him, no commitment in her expression.
“Will somebody get this dog off me!” Ken said.
“Emy Lou, get down,” Diana said.
The dog stopped, looked at her, then jumped to the floor. Her tail wagging, she stood there looking around for someone to shower affections on.
“Who else is in the house?” J.J. said.
“Mommy, and two men.” Then, her eyes widened. “They have guns,”
“Where’s Grandpa?”
“He left with the other men. They’re looking for you.”
“Well, as you can see, we’re right here. And those men know we’re here. They put us here. They’ve been lying to you. They’re not good people, Honey. You have to trust me on this. And don’t be scared.”
Diana nodded. “Will they hurt us?”
J.J. sighed. “Good question. We’ll do our best to see that they don’t. But, you’ve got to help us.”
Again she nodded. Then she stepped up to J.J., and tried to undo the duct tape that strapped him to the chair. It was wound and twisted tight, and she was having a hard time trying to find a way to unwind it.
“What’s going on downstairs?” Ken said.
“Mommy’s making me lunch. And the two men are in the kitchen with Mommy.”
“You’d better get downstairs before you’re missed. We don’t want them to know you’re up here. When you see a chance to come back upstairs, bring a knife or scissors to get this duct tape off.”
J.J. nodded. “And be careful not to let them know you know about us.”
“Okay.” She stopped fussing with J.J.’s bonds, and went to the door. Carefully she opened it, and peeked out into the hall. Then she turned to the dog. “C’mon, Emy Lou,” she whispered.
The dog looked puzzled and reluctant to move.
Diana gave the dog a fierce look. “Emy Lou, come.”
The dog looked to J.J., then to Ken. But neither man called her to him.
“Emy lou,” Diana said again.
The dog resigned her fate, and tail wagging, went to the girl.
Diana peeked into the hall again, then stepped through the doorway, the dog following, and quietly closed the door.
After a moment, Ken said, “I don’t think I like this concept.”
“Yeah,” J.J. said. “I think I just put Diana in danger.”
“And Beth, too.”
“Yeah, and Beth, too.”
The coffeemaker was sputtering its last few drops of coffee into the pot when Diana and Emy Lou came into the kitchen. Beth was still standing watching the coffeemaker, still wrestling with her doubts. Diana went directly to the drawers in the kitchen, opened one, rummaged through it, closed it, then opened another. Emy Lou stood inside the doorway watching.
“What are you looking for?” Beth said.
“Scissors,” Diana said, not looking up, continuing her search. Uncle J.J. had told her not to be scared, but it didn’t help. She was scared. Her little heart never beat so hard in her chest.
“What do you need scissors for?”
“I want to cut out some pictures.”
“From what?”
“I don’t know,” she said in an annoyed tone. “There’s nothing to do. I’m tired of watching TV.”
“There are some magazines in a stand in the living room,” one of the men said around a bite of sandwich in his mouth. “They’re a bit old. I’m sure no one would mind you cutting them up.”
“They’re hunting magazines,” the other man said to Beth.
Whatever, Beth shrugged. “First, you have some lunch.”
Diana sighed. Her shoulders drooped. “Do I have to?”
Beth gave her a look.
Diana reluctantly stepped over to the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down. Emy Lou came over to sit on the floor next to her.
Beth fixed a sandwich, put it on a plate, and set the plate in front of Diana. Then she poured orange juice in a glass, and placed it next to the plate.
Emy Lou looked up at Beth as if to say, ‘Where’s mine?”
Beth smiled at the dog, grabbed a couple of slices of lunchmeat and dropped them on the floor next to the dog. Emy Lou gobbled them up.
While Diana ate, Beth went rummaging through the kitchen drawers. After a few minutes she came up with a pair of scissors. She placed them on the table near Diana.
The two men finished eating, glanced at each other, then got up. “We’ll be in the living room watching a little TV,” the one man said to Beth.
She nodded.
They left the kitchen. At the foot of the stairs near the archway to the living room, the one man said, “I’ll go upstairs and check on things.”
The other man nodded. “I’ll take the next turn.”
Diana ate her sandwich absently as she watched the two men leave the kitchen. Now she worried about how she was going to get past them and go upstairs with the scissors.
Beth poured herself a cup of coffee, and sat at the table next to Diana. She tried not to show how anxious she felt about all this. She didn’t want to upset Diana.
But kids had a way of sensing these things.
“It’s all right, Mommy.”
Beth sighed and smiled reassuringly. “I’m okay.”
When the door opened, it took barely a moment for J.J. and Ken’s hopes to rise, then, as the man entered the room instead of Diana, fall like stone. The man closed the door. Ken took notice of the gun the man was wearing in a shoulder holster.
“You guys need a bathroom break?”
“Yeah,” J.J. said. “I do.”
The man looked over at Ken. “How about you?”
“I don’t know if I can stand. Still weak from that drug.”
The man nodded, then stepped over to J.J.. “I’m not going to have trouble with you, am I?”
J.J. shook his head.
The man pulled a penknife from his pocket, opened the blade, then stepped behind J.J.’s chair, and cut away the duct tape around his wrists. J.J. brought his hands around front and massaged the pain in his wrists. The man stepped over to the table next to the bed, grabbed the roll of duct tape lying there, went back to J.J., and taped his wrists together in front. J.J. frowned at the man.
“Don’t want you getting ideas,” the man said. He then cut away the tape around J.J.’s ankles, and the band of tape around his thighs. Finally, the man stepped around to the back of the chair, and cut through the band of tape encircling J.J.’s chest. He stepped back, drew the gun out of the shoulder holster, and held it down at his side. Without looking, he closed the blade of the penknife one-handed, and slipped the knife back into his pocket.
“Okay. You can get up now.”
J.J. pushed forward, pulling the tape loose from the back of the chair. Then he stood.
Ken looked at J.J.’s face but couldn’t read anything there. He hoped J.J. wouldn’t do anything stupid. He had no doubt the man with the gun wouldn’t hesitate to hurt him.
Diana finished her sandwich, and drank the last of the orange juice in the glass. Then she grabbed the scissors, held them points down, like her mother had always insisted, and got up from the table. Emy Lou rose to her feet.
Diana walked out of the room, the dog trailing. Her heart wouldn’t stay still. In the hall she stepped quietly and carefully forward toward the stairs. Her ears reached out for sounds of the men. She was really scared. She didn’t know what these men would do to her if they caught her. Or what they might do to Mommy. But Uncle J.J. had said the men would hurt her, and that made her more scared.
When she reached the archway into the living room, she heard the television. A lot of cheering, rapid talk, and loud background sounds. A sports program. Nervously, she took a quick peek around the edge of the archway. The man was seated in the armchair, his back to the archway. What she saw in her quick look was that no one was looking in her direction. What she didn’t see was that there was only one man in the room.
She wanted to run up the stairs, but knew she’d only make noise and they might see her. So, struggling to control her fear, she tiptoed over to the stairs, careful not to look into the living room, as if looking would alert the men. Then she went up the steps, taking care to make no sound. Emy Lou seemed to sense Diana’s fear and caution. The dog stepped equally quietly behind the girl.
The door to the bathroom was open. Ken could see it was a small room. The man with the gun was standing behind J.J. with his left hand on J.J.’s back. He blocked Ken’s view of J.J.. The man held the gun down at his side. J.J. was standing in front of the toilet bowl.
Suddenly Ken heard the doorknob turn! Oh God!
The door opened. Diana and Emy Lou slipped into the room, and Diana closed the door.
Chapter 20
Ken looked frantically at the man with the gun, then at Diana. Damn it! He was powerless to do anything. He hoped the man hadn’t heard Diana enter the room. It was a hope he had no faith in. He wanted to shout to Diana to get out, but knew that would do nothing. Instead, he lay as still as a stone, not daring to move, not wanting to do something that would get the man’s attention and have him turn around.
Diana turned. Her mouth opened, her eyes went wide, and she froze when she saw that J.J. was not in the chair. Emy Lou trotted forward unaware of any danger.
Ken looked again at the man with the gun, willing him with all the power he could not to turn around. And he wished Diana would quickly grasp the situation and leave before she was discovered.
The man turned to the sound of the door closing expecting to see the other man. “Damn,” he said when he saw Diana and the dog.
J.J. also heard the sound, and knew what that meant. He reacted like a bomb exploding. He swung around knocking the man’s hand off his back. Then he threw his arms around the man’s neck. He yanked him back, and ran him into the wall. The man’s gun flew from his hand when he impacted with the wall.
“Diana!” Ken said. “Quick, cut me loose!” He heard the grunting, banging, and thrashing coming from the bathroom, he heard the dog start barking madly, but he kept his eyes on the girl. He had to get loose! He had to help J.J.! It seemed an eternity before the girl reacted and came over to him with the scissors. To him she seemed to be moving in slow god damn motion, each step taking forever before the next step began.
“My hand!” he said, indicating his left hand taped to the headboard of the bed. A determined look on her face, she opened the scissors, and using two hands, she tried to cut through the tape.
The first cut went only part way through the twisted tape. She worked harder with the scissors, and the cut went still further. As she tried the third time, Ken pulled as hard as he could, and the cut parted all the way through.
He grabbed the scissors from her, clumsily cut through the tape across his chest, then reached over, and worked the scissors through the tape on his right hand. He sat up, and the room went sliding around. It was taking too long! The drug was slowing him down, making his movements awkward, less precise. It took an effort of will to fight the slipping world as he cut the tape around each ankle. He got off the bed, and his legs wobbled unable to support him.
The room spinning, his muscles unsuccessfully responding, he lost his balance, and reflexively grabbed the bed for support. Then he took a determined breath, and launched himself stumbling across the room to the bathroom. He caught himself against the doorframe of the bathroom.
The two men were writhing around on the floor, violently kicking and twisting about. The sink had been knocked askew, and water sprayed from the bent pipes to the floor.
J.J. was lying on the bottom, his arms locked around the man’s neck, the man’s face red from the chokehold. J.J.’s face was red with the ferocity of his effort. Emy Lou had her teeth in the man’s leg, and was shaking her head as if trying to pry loose a large bite of his thigh.
The man couldn’t pry J.J.’s arms from around his neck because J.J.’s hands were taped together. The water made the floor slippery, the man’s moving legs unable to get traction in his struggle with J.J..
Even as he struggled for breath and to free himself from J.J. and the dog, the man’s free hand frantically groped the floor for the gun he’d dropped when J.J. attacked him.
Ken, scissors still in his hand, hung there on the doorframe trying to figure someway to help J.J.. When the man got his hand on the gun there was no more time for thinking. Ken threw himself on top of the man, and plunged the scissors into the man’s chest. It was more the weight of his body falling on the scissors, than the strength in his arms that pushed the scissors deep into the man’s body.
The gun went off wildly once, twice, the sound ear-shattering in the small room, as the man fought for the life that was rapidly slipping away. Everything held tense and tight, the men locked together in a heap. Then the life drained from the man, and his body went limp.
After a moment Ken looked up at J.J.. J.J, his arm in the chokehold around the man’s neck, was still straining to tighten that hold. Ken rose to his knees, and leaned forward, putting his hand gently on J.J.’s arm.
Ken looked into J.J.’s eyes and spoke softly. “It’s all right, J.J.. It’s all right. You can let go, now.”
J.J., his face still red and tight with the effort, his eyes filled with fear, seemed not to hear.
“It’s okay, J.J.. He’s dead. You can stop, now.”
J.J’s eyes anxiously searched Ken’s face as if seeing him there for the first time.
“You did good, J.J.. This is done. Diana and Beth need us now.”
It took a moment before J.J. nodded that he understood. All at once J.J. relaxed his body, lowered his head to the floor, and relaxed his grip on the man’s throat.
Ken guided J.J.’s arms up over the man’s head. J.J.’s hands were shaking, and his eyes darted nervously.
“I…I’ve never done anything like this before,” J.J. said in a wonder of the horror. “Killed somebody.”
“He would have surely hurt Diana and Beth if you hadn’t.”
J.J. let out a deep sigh. “Yeah. I know. I know.” He let out another sigh. “I know.” Then, with sudden realization. “Is Diana all right! The gunshots!”
Ken looked back into the room. It took a moment for the room to stop sliding. Diana was by the bed, standing still as a statue, her hands clasped to her mouth, fear on her face. Emy Lou was standing by her, looking at her with concern. He could see where one of the bullets had gone in. Just about hip high, and one inch from her body was a dark hole in the mattress on the bed.
He turned back to J.J. “She’s all right. Now let’s get this guy off you.”
Together they pushed the body of the man aside. Ken stood unsteadily. As he helped J.J. to his feet, J.J. winced at pain.
“You all right?”
J.J. shook his head. “I don’t know. He rammed my back into the sink. Hurts like hell.”
Ken tore the tape from J.J.’s wrists. “We’ve got that other guy downstairs with Beth we’re going to have to deal with.”
J.J. reached back, and put his hand on the pain. “I’m soaking wet,” he suddenly realized. Avoiding looking at the man’s body on the floor, he stepped over to the damaged sink, and bent down, holding his hand on his back, biting against the pain. “Something’s not good with my back.” He reached underneath and closed the shut off valves to stop the flow of water from the pipes. “You think the other guy heard the shots?”
Ken held onto the wall to steady the room, leaned down, and picked up the man’s gun. His legs were still wobbly, but they were holding him up. “The room may be soundproof, but I don’t think it’s waterproof.”
Beth was in the kitchen sipping at the last of the coffee in her cup, and absently picking at the lunchmeat on the table. Her mind was elsewhere, mired in the doubts and worries that gnawed at her and refused to go away. The more she thought, the more worried she became. The television was on, but the words weren’t getting through the wall of concern in her mind. The muffled sounds of the scuffle in the room above, mixing in with the sounds from the television, didn’t have a chance at getting her attention. It was the sudden movement out of the corner of her eye that did get through.
She casually looked over, her eyes searching, but didn’t see anything. Something she imagined, she thought, and was about to shrug it off, when she saw it again. It fell from the ceiling. She looked up, and peered at the light. Then she saw it slowly forming. Water was oozing from the light fixture, forming into a drop that gently stretched, then broke loose and fell.
She got up and went into the living room.
“There’s water coming out of the ceiling light in the kitchen,” she said to the back of the man watching the television.
The man turned and frowned a question at her.
“Something’s leaking upstairs.”
He sighed in resignation, and grumbled, “Plumbing problems. I hate plumbing.” He got up from the stuffed chair.
Beth noticed there was no one else in the room. “Where’s my daughter?”
As he passed her, the man shook his head that he didn’t know and didn’t much care. The man headed up the stairs, annoyed.
And where was the other man? Beth thought with a frown. She peered about the living room, and didn’t see any sign that Diana had been there cutting out a magazine. What the hell is going on?
She walked across the hall toward the dining room. As she crossed the hall she could see the front door was bolted from the inside, so Diana hadn’t gone outside. She saw the dining room was empty, and there were no signs Diana had been in there with a magazine and scissors.
Where the hell was she? And what was she up to with those scissors? And where was the other man? Then she looked up suspiciously at the ceiling, and wondered if Diana had anything to do with that water dripping from the light in the kitchen?
She sighed. Now she was angry. On top of everything that’s been happening, that’s all she needed now was for Diana to be involved in some mischief. And, worse for Beth, for those men she didn’t like and didn’t trust to be up there disciplining her daughter.
She left the dining room and hurried up the stairs.
Diana stood frozen by the bed, unable to take her eyes off the body of the man in the bathroom. Ken, the man’s gun in his hand, stumbled across the sliding room to the girl. He crouched down, put his arms around her, and pulled her close. She didn’t resist. In her rigid body, he could feel her shock at the horror she had seen.
The man put his hand on the doorknob, then looked back down the short hall. Satisfied the woman and the child were not there, he turned the knob and pushed the door open.
Chapter 21
When the man opened the door, what he saw inside the room stopped him like a punch in the face. Everything was wrong! He saw J.J. stepping out of the bathroom. Through the opened door of the bathroom, he saw a body on the floor. This all took an instant to be observed, and for the realization of danger to set it.
Seeing the doorknob turn and the door begin to open, gave Ken precious milliseconds to act before the person entered the room. And he used them. By the time the man had opened the door, Ken had pushed Diana behind him, was moving to stand, and was bringing the gun in his hand up to level to point at the man.
It took the man another moment to realize what he had walked in on, and for a look of surprise to form on his face. In that moment Ken pulled the trigger, and the gun exploded a bullet from its barrel in the man’s direction. Because of the drug, Ken’s movements were sloppy, and the bullet crashed into the wall next to the man.
Grabbing for the gun in his shoulder holster, the man jumped back out the door, pulling it closed after him.
Ken kept pulling the trigger, trying to keep the gun from wavering, the sound of the explosions slamming at his ears, the bullets punching holes in the door.
Beth had just reached the top of the stairs, when she heard the first gunshot, and jumped with fright. Through eyes wide with shock, she saw the man jump back out of the room, slamming the door, his gun in his hand.
With sharp snapping sounds, splinters flew from sudden holes in the door, and the man stumbled back against the opposite wall. He stood there, unmoving, leaning against the wall.
She stared, unable to fully adjust to the suddenness of what was happening.
The man’s legs gave out, and he slid down the wall to sit awkwardly on the floor, blood rapidly staining the front of his shirt. Barely a moment later his body went limp and slumped to one side.
With that, her shock gave way instantly to terror. What the hell was going on! Who was in that room doing the shooting! Where was Diana! She ran over to the man, and took the gun from his hand. She stepped to one side, and turned, holding the gun in two hands and pointing it at the door. Her hands were shaking, but her fear wasn’t going to stop her. Not when it came to protecting her daughter.
“I’ve got the gun! And you’d better come out of there right now. The police are on their way!”
Inside the room, they heard her.
“That’s Mommy!” Diana said.
“A few bullet holes can really screw up sound proofing,” J.J. said.
“It’s okay, Mommy!” Diana’s voice. “It’s Uncle J.J. and Ken!”
Ken walked to the door, and gently turned the knob.
In the hall, Beth watched the doorknob turn, and the door open a crack. Then a hand, holding a gun by the barrel, showed itself, and tossed the gun into the hall.
The door slowly opened wider, and Diana and Emy Lou were standing there. Then J.J. stepped into view. Ken joined them.
“What the hell?” Beth said.
“You have any idea what’s going on?” It was the man driving the car. He spoke to the man next to him. Both men wore dark suits.
“Not a clue. All I know is the Colonel ordered us to go to the safe house on Beecham, pick up the woman and her daughter, and take them to a hotel. And stay with them until we’re told otherwise.”
“Well, I heard that the woman and kid are the daughter and granddaughter of some general.”
“Jesus. Really?”
The man behind the wheel nodded.
“What are they doing in the safe house? And why can’t they stay there? Isn’t the safe house safe?”
The man behind the wheel shrugged.
The man in the passenger’s seat frowned. “Strange.”
“We have to get out of here, now!” Ken said. He stepped drunkenly over to the body of the man in the hall, crouched down, and searched the man’s pockets.
“What’s going on?” Beth said. Diana had run up, and was hugging Beth hard around the waist. Beth stroked the child’s head, relieved she was all right. Emy Lou came over and sat nearby, watching them.
“The others might come back any time,” J.J. said, urgency in his voice.
Puzzled, she looked at the dead man. “But they were supposed to be protecting us?”
Ken found and pocketed an extra clip for the gun. “No car keys,” Ken said. He stood and awkwardly stumbled back into the room to search the other man.
“No time to explain,” J.J. said. “Get your things and the coats. We’ve got to leave.”
Beth frowned at J.J., and didn’t move. “What about Dad? He went with the others.”
“He’ll be all right. Honest. C’mon, we’ve got to move.” J.J. took the gun Beth still held in her hand.
“Got them!” Ken hollered from inside the room.
“C’mon,” J.J. put his arm around Beth’s shoulders, and urged her to move down the hall.
She moved but with reluctance. She was not the sort of woman who entrusted herself to others without knowing why. “What’s the matter with Ken? He’s walking funny.”
“They drugged him. Stuff hasn’t worn off, yet.”
“Drugged?”
J.J. nodded. “We gotta get out now! Plenty of time later for questions!”
It was the urgency in his tone, and her concern about Diana, that finally got her moving.
A car drove up to the safe house and pulled into the driveway.
The man in the passenger’s seat said. “If the safe house isn’t safe, should we be expecting trouble?”
The man behind the wheel shook his head. “I was told it was routine.”
The man in the passenger’s seat, took his gun from the shoulder holster, and put a round in the chamber. “I’ve been told that before.” He returned the gun to his shoulder holster.
The two men in dark suits got out of the car, and closed the doors. Their jackets unbuttoned for quick access to the guns they wore under their arms, they walked to the front door. One man opened the door cautiously. Then he entered the house. The other man followed him in.
“Now, are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Beth said. “Who were those men? And what about Dad?” She was sitting in the back seat of the car, her arm around Diana, holding the child protectively close. Emy Lou was lying in a tight curl on the seat next to Diana, her head resting on the child for the reassuring comfort of her presence.
J.J., driving the car, quickly turned. He winced at sudden pain. Then he frowned a warning at Beth. With his eyes he indicated Diana, then he looked back to Beth. He turned back to the road. “Dad is okay. He’s with his own people.”
It was Beth’s turn to frown. “With his own people? Dad? What are you talking about?”
Beth looked down at Diana.
“Not now,” J.J. said. “We’ll talk about it later. Just know it’s true. Believe me. I’m still having trouble accepting it, and I was there.”
Ken, sitting in the front passenger’s seat, turned to Beth, and confirmed that with a nod.
“I really can’t believe this,” Beth said. She didn’t want to believe it, not her own father, for chrissake! “It’s not possible.” The man she knew, the man she grew up with, who comforted her when she needed comforting. He couldn’t be involved in this.
“Yeah, I know,” J.J. said. “Guess you never really know anybody.”
He took the thought right out of her head. Then another realization struck her. “That means that he had something to do with Jim’s…”
Ken cut her off. “I don’t think it’s wise to discuss that, now.” He glanced quickly over his shoulder to Diana. “Some things we can talk about later.”
“Where are we going?” Beth said.
“As far away as possible, before they find out we’re gone.”
“Then what?”
Ken shook his head. “I don’t know.”
The car pulled to a stop on a broad concrete pad in front of a large building that looked like an airplane hangar. They were at a small airfield, a number of helicopters and small planes were quietly parked near the building. A tall man with dark hair stood at the door leading into the hangar.
Jeremy and the others got out of the car, and walked toward the man. As Jeremy approached, the man snapped to attention and saluted.
Jeremy returned the salute. “Colonel Matthews?”
“Yes, sir.” The Colonel opened the door, and held it.
Jeremy stepped through the door, the Colonel coming right behind him.
“Sir,” the Colonel said. “They are gone.”
Jeremy stopped in the act of taking off his hunting jacket, and whipped around to look at the man. “What do you mean - they’re gone!” Jeremy was furious.
They were standing in a room filled with men and electronic equipment, the men seated and staring at computer screens.
The Colonel remained calm. He had expected the General’s anger. As he spoke, he helped Jeremy remove his jacket. “The agents got to the house to move your daughter and granddaughter, and they found the two men, that were guarding them, dead, and no one else was there.” He handed Jeremy’s coat to a man standing nearby.
“Jesus Christ! What kind of incompetent people do we have! How the hell are we going to run a country when we can’t even hold onto a couple of ordinary people!”
“I’ve alerted everyone to find them.” He nodded toward the men at the computers. “We know the car they’re driving and the license number. It belonged to one of the dead men.”
Jeremy took a deep breath against his anger, and sighed. He was calmer now. “Put the entire force in Washington on alert, as well. We can’t have them screwing up the operation.”
“Just how dangerous are they to the operation, sir?”
Jeremy thought a moment, mentally going over what he had told them. “They don’t know the details - the how, when, where. But they know the ‘who’ and the ‘why’. They also know it is imminent. That makes them dangerous enough. If they get the ear of someone who can take action against us, the plan could be compromised.”
The Colonel nodded. “How should our people…” The Colonel hesitated, looking for the tactful word. “…’handle’ them, should they be found?”
Jeremy knew exactly what the Colonel meant. Jesus, how could he give such an order? He knew the importance of what they were doing. He’d talked often about the sacrifices that many would be called upon to make. And though those sacrifices could be extremely difficult, they were small in relation to the movement to free mankind.
Casualties in a war were inevitable and a necessary sacrifice of lives for the greater good. History moved forward over the bodies of those sacrificed. But the lives of his own daughter, his granddaughter, his son? Jeremy sighed. It was more than a man should be asked to give.
Jeremy pushed back at the pain in his heart. He was a commander. He had taken that responsibility knowing there would be difficult decisions to make. And he had been prepared to make them. He’d just never envisioned how difficult some would be.
Jeremy looked into the Colonel’s eyes. He sighed and spoke in a low tone, the ache in his soul evident in his voice. “Do what is necessary.”
“I’ve got them, Colonel.” The man seated at a computer near them turned to the Colonel.
Jeremy and the Colonel stepped over to stand behind the man at the computer. On the screen was a road map in color. A tiny white cross moved slowly along one of the heavy red-colored roads. Jeremy frowned a question at the Colonel.
“GPS,” the Colonel said.
“The car?”
The Colonel nodded. “And the agent’s cell phone. Either they brought the phone into the car with them, or the agent had left it in the car.”
“Looks like they’re heading north and east,” the man at the computer said.
The Colonel nodded. “Towards Washington.” He turned to Jeremy. “It seems they may know the ‘where’, sir.”
Jeremy didn’t respond.
“Colonel,” the man at the computer said. “How do you wish to proceed?”
Jeremy spoke before the Colonel could respond. “Let’s do this one carefully. We don’t want them slipping away.” Then, with a hint of recrimination, he added, “Again.”
Chapter 22
“Who do we have in the area?” the Colonel said.
The man at the computer typed on the keyboard. Suddenly, there were three other white crosses on the road map. Each of the crosses was moving toward the white cross of the car Beth and the others were in. He typed something, and those three crosses turned blue.
“How soon before they reach them?” Jeremy said.
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