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“Otto Brehm—Attorney at Law” was written in
fading gold letters on the second-story window. At least the office
was real. The car Brehm had promised would pick me up at the
airport had never materialized and my repeated calls to him went
unanswered. After an hour I had given up and hired a cab. Was Brehm
even here? Why would he send me a first class plane ticket from
California to North Carolina and not bother to be in when I
arrived.

I had been summoned because I was an heir of
my great-uncle Bennett. Why, I couldn’t imagine. I had only met the
man twice when I was a child. He had lived rather like a hermit on
a five-acre farm somewhere near the Smoky Mountains. No one ever
mentioned why, at least not to me. I had heard that Bennett and his
father, Zeb made some money with Prohibition moonshine and that
Bennett had a pension from some firm he had worked for, but he had
been retired since the mid 1960s. Born in 1911 and retired for
decades, there probably wasn’t enough left in the estate to justify
the cost of my plane fare.

I was hoping my dad would be one of the
other persons summoned to North Carolina. I hadn’t seen him in over
two years and wasn’t even sure where he was at the moment. The last
letter he wrote two months ago came from Kazakhstan, where he was
looking at a barite mine.

My cab had taken a highway from the
Tri-cities airport in Tennessee but quickly left it and followed
small, winding roads through the scenic Smoky Mountain country
bordering the two states. The driver stopped at the address I had
been given in Thomasville, a town no more than a mile wide and two
miles long. Seemingly caught in a time capsule, this town could
double for a movie set of the twenties or thirties with no changes
needed. I paid the driver, collected my fanny pack and small
suitcase and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

The ground floor of Brehm’s building was
occupied by a tourist shop. Artfully displayed in the large front
windows were handmade arts and crafts, antiques and collectibles,
as well as tourist trap items that would probably be stamped “made
in China.” I entered the door just to the left of the shop which
offered a separate entry to the upstairs offices. On the wall just
inside the door were six mailboxes. Only three of them in use.

I climbed the narrow, creaking stairs, which
were covered in threadbare paisley carpet, each step, like the
depression of an atomizer, disturbing the age-old contents and
puffing musty odors into the air. The stairs leading to the third
floor had been crudely boarded off with one by eight planks. If
this lawyer was misusing client money, he either had poor clients
or put his money into something besides swank offices.

His office door stood open about six inches,
and I let myself in. No one sat at the reception desk, but I could
hear angry voices coming from the inner office. I was debating
knocking on the inner door when a male voice behind me spoke next
to my ear.

“You Diana Hunter?”

I turned to face him and found he was well
within my eighteen inches of personal space and the odor of a heavy
aftershave was overwhelming. He was about five foot ten, muscular
to the point of stressing the seams of his jacket, had buzzed dark
hair, a weapon bulging in a shoulder holster, neck mike and ear
phone. He took hold of my upper arm, none too gently and I felt a
surge of adrenaline and consciously slowed my breathing.

“You’re wanted in the lawyer’s office, Ms.
Hunter.”

He tried to push me toward the inner office.
I stood my ground, looking first at his beady brown eyes, then at
his meaty, short-fingered hand on my arm.

My voice was low and controlled as I said,
“Kindly remove your hand from my arm.”

Slowly he withdrew his hand. Without another
word, I turned and walked to the office door and gave it two short
raps. Immediately the door opened, revealing two other agent clones
standing, and a slender old man, whom I assumed to be Brehm, seated
behind a desk. The contents of drawers and file cabinets were
strewn in piles around the floor. The door to a wall safe hung
limply from one hinge and blast marks showed it had been blown
open. There were also signs of maliciousness that served no
purpose. A beautiful old clock carved from many natural woods lay
crumpled on the floor. The carved gray-brown bird that had been
nested on the top of the clock now sat with wings outspread
protectively over the broken wood and tangled clock springs. Beside
it lay an old meerschaum pipe carved like the head of a cavalier
with a curly beard and floppy hat. Its stem had been crushed.
Records and a record player lay in a heap in another corner. All
the books had been razored and thrown on the floor.

The shock of seeing the attorney’s office
dismantled was doubled because it was all too familiar. Just two
days before I had returned from a case in Costa Rica to find my
apartment similarly destroyed. The anger I felt over my own
apartment coupled with the adrenaline rush I was already feeling
made me less cautious than I should have been.

“What the hell’s going on here? Who are you
people?”

A gravely voice asked, “Diana Hunter?” The
question came from the one agent of the trio who had a decent
haircut and an expensive suit.

“You got it, Dick Tracy. Now who are you?
What possible legal justification could you have to go through an
attorney’s files like this? These are privileged files!”

He responded in a tone of absolute
authority. “Sit down, Hunter, and don’t give me any of that civil
liberties crap. This is a national security matter. Now we will ask
the questions. You’ll answer them.”

Instead of sitting, I walked over to Mr.
Brehm. “Did they have any ID or warrant or anything?” As I leaned
with my hands on his desk, I could see the tattered end of the
phone cord laying on the floor. No wonder he didn’t answer his
phone.

His old blue eyes were clear, his expression
calm, but his voice high and urgent. He kept one hand on his left
cheek, even when he spoke. “Ms. Hunter. I have already discussed
with these . . . these gentlemen, their authority in this matter.
Due to certain expanded provisions of current national security
efforts, they are allowed, ah, . . . an unprecedented latitude. I
would strongly suggest that you sit down and give them your full
cooperation.”

I hesitated. “Maybe we should call and
verify . . .”

With his free hand, he patted my hand gently
and said, “It won’t make any difference, my dear, and if you just
answer their questions, it may help us get through this more
quickly.”

Weakly, I allowed myself to be shoved
backwards to a chair. While the agent shuffled through a file, I
studied Mr Brehm. Tall, very thin, probably in his eighties,
outwardly appearing calm but revealing his inner stress in the
short, shallow breaths he took.

Years of bumping around the world with my
dad, plus a good natural ear for accents, has provided me with an
excellent tool for silently and discreetly evaluating a subject’s
background. Brehm’s accent was interesting, a North Carolina drawl
with an undertone of his native tongue, German. Some of his
pronunciations hinted that he had learned English in Britain.

The two agents leaned their backsides on the
front edge of Mr. Brehm’s desktop. The one who had shoved me into
the chair was about six foot four, thin, and hollow cheeked. He
folded his arms across his chest while the guy in the expensive
suit questioned me.

“So, Ms. Hunter, your uncle was Bennett
Lloyd Hunter?”

So that’s what connected the dots. Bennett.
I looked from Brehm to the agent and back to Brehm. The old man
blinked his eyes in an expression unseen by the agents facing me,
but to me, it substituted for a nod of the head.

“Great-uncle,” I replied. “Say, would it
endanger national security for you to tell me your name and show me
some evidence of your authority?”

He pulled out a leather folder and opened it
to show me a picture ID with the name Carl Hedgeman and a shield
emblazoned with the letters SICC.

“SICC. Don’t think I have heard of that
particular alphabet soup. Is that SICC as in ‘go sic ’em’ or
perhaps ‘this really makes me sick’?

I saw Brehm wince, but couldn’t stop myself.
“Or maybe the bibliographic ‘sic,’ as in, we know this is wrong but
we’re just quoting some other ignorant slob?”

Hedgeman snapped back the folder. “That’s
Security and Intelligence Crimes Commission.”

“Ah, that makes sense. This scene certainly
looks like the commission of a security and intelligence crime.”
Mr. Brehm blinked again, but this time he made a barely perceptible
movement of his head in a definite negative signal.

Hedgeman put his hands on the arms of the
chair, brought his face nose to nose with mine, and quite literally
spit out his words.

“Ms. Hunter, you are one smart ass crack
away from arrest in a national security investigation, and if I
arrest you under the powers I have, it could be a year before
anyone even finds out what hole I’ve dumped you in, and five more
years before any of your leftist legal eagles figure out how to
bail your ass out.”

He straightened up and returned to his half
seated position at the desk. In a tone of finality he said, “Now
you have one chance to answer my questions, all of my questions,
without one more bit of resistance or evasion. Are you clear on
that?”

I could see Brehm’s blue eyes pleading with
me. He removed his hand from his cheek so that I could see the
bright red mark where he had been hit. By nightfall, the old man’s
cheek and eye would be black and blue. I wasn’t sure whether that
proved these guys were phony feds or simply demonstrated that their
powers placed them above the law. I searched my memory for any
information I had ever heard about Bennett. Nothing I could
remember in any way explained the presence of Hedgeman and company
in Brehm’s office on a national security case. I would have to try
to call Dad and see if he had any idea about Bennett’s past that
would explain this. At the moment, however, it was clear that I had
no choice. I sat up straight in the chair and answered, “Yes, sir.
Completely clear, sir.”
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Ten hawsers snugged the S. S. Bremen
to her pier in Brooklyn while six gangways surged with travelers
dressed to the nines: hats, gloves, and furs. Though Bennett
occasionally rubbed shoulders with some of New York’s upper crust,
he had never traveled in luxury like this.

He gazed around the cavernous pier. Like a
live bait tank, it was filled cheek to jowl with both ticketed
travelers and curious visitors hoping to snag a pass to board and
view the ship before she set sail. A smile spread across his face.
He, a moonshiner kid from backwoods North Carolina, was actually
going to sail on her to Germany.

The country boy in him stood gawking up at
the ten-story-high craft. From her black hull to her white
superstructure and her two ochre-colored funnels, the Bremen
gleamed, reflecting the many lights that lit her berth. This new
queen of the North German Lloyd Line was not as elegant or
streamlined as her British, American, and French cousins, but her
pudginess was well engineered German muscle. On her maiden voyage
she made the Atlantic crossing from the Cherbourg Breakwater to the
Ambrose Lightship in a new record time of four days, seventeen
hours, and forty-two minutes. She then had the audacity to turn
around and break her own record on the return trip. Speed was not
her only virtue. In addition to her luxury appointments, her broad
beam held her steadier in the water, providing her passengers with
a smoother ride.

“Hey, mister,” yelled the cab driver, “you
going to pay me and take your luggage, or does it ride back to
Yorkville with me?”

“Oh, sorry there, bub. You want to give me a
hand with this steamer trunk?”

“Not particularly,” grumbled the driver, but
he helped Bennett set the steamer trunk out and left Bennett to
unload the two suitcases.

No sooner had the second bag hit the ground
than a stocky young German wearing a maritime uniform and pushing a
luggage cart materialized at Bennett’s side. The boy tossed the
trunk and cases on the cart like they were hat boxes, then escorted
Bennett and his luggage to check in. As Bennett stood in the long
line he had time to reflect on the huge change that was taking
place in his life.


___________________________________________________________

 


Just a few short weeks ago he had been
playing hide and seek with Deputy Parks and loading up what turned
out to be the last delivery of whiskey he would take from North
Carolina to New York. Deputy Parks’ patrol car had been hidden
behind the brush on Skunk Ridge overlooking the farm but that was
no problem. Bennett and his dad, Zeb simply left the house through
the trap door in the bedroom and made their way through the tunnel
to the cave. Bennett hated every cold, dark step he was forced to
take underground. His back ached from walking stooped over through
the long tunnel and he was certain that one day the thing would
cave in and bury them both.

Bennett climbed down the long rope ladder to
the cave floor and used a hoist to lift the bottles to the tunnel
level. Then he and Zeb hauled them in a small wagon back through
the tunnel to a trap door in the floor of the corn crib. Zeb handed
the wrapped bottles of aged malted corn whiskey up through the
opening and Bennett loaded them into the various specially
constructed hiding places he and his friend Doug Duffy had built
into his new 1931 Packard. Every nook and cranny of the long,
luxurious Cabriolet had been crafted like storage in a fine yacht:
seats, floorboards, doors, and car body. Once the booze was stowed,
he again filled the backseat with the boxes of clocks that he
carried and sold as cover for his booze runs to North Caroline.

Bennett had remained uncharacteristically
quiet while he and Zeb worked and continued silent as they walked
into the house. As he put the kettle on to heat water for his bath
he finally turned to Zeb and said, “Daddy, got some bad news I got
to tell you.” Bennett could never call Zeb “Dad” or “Pop” the way
the city kids did. It wasn’t proper hill folk way. In fact, at
Zeb’s home, Bennett’s whole speech reverted to the hill country
accent and word usage of his youth.

“Well, I could tell you been chewing on
something. Spit it out.”

Bennett picked up the newspaper he had
brought with him from New York and handed it to Zeb. “Says there
that Rockefeller will change his mind on Prohibition and support
repeal. I don’t understand why he would do such a thing. He’s a
teetotaler, and I know that for a fact. I talk with his house
staff. Says here that if he goes along with it, the government will
do it. They’ll repeal Prohibition. Then what the hell will we do?
Our business will be through.”

Zeb put on his glasses and took the paper.
While Zeb read, Bennett poured the kettle of hot water into the
corrugated wash tub and added cold water. He shed his work clothes,
climbed into the tepid water and scrubbed his lean, firm and well
muscled body. After soaping his blond hair he climbed out to rinse
it under the faucet.

As Bennett dressed in his city suit Zeb
said, “Answer to your question is right there in the next story.
See here. Rockefellers and Duponts are tired of paying the income
tax the government set up to pay for the Great War. They want
liquor legal so they can tax it instead.”

“Damn, is that it?” Bennett took the
paper.

As Bennett read, Zeb said, “Yeah, you always
got to watch what the rich folk are doing ‘cause you never know
when some millionaire’s going to put a bump in your road.”

Bennett tossed down the paper and put on his
tie.

“But don’t worry, Ben. We’ll still have
business. Most moon shiners have gone to making stuff with potash
and car batteries, stuff that’ll kill a person. There’ll always be
folk who’ll want the real thing.”

Bennett slammed his open hand against the
door jam. “Like who? Hill folk who got no money? Our city customers
are rich family folk who don’t want to get poisoned or deal with
gangsters. But as soon as it’s legal they won’t need us any more.
They’ll be able to get all the quality booze they want at the
corner store.”

Zeb took off his glasses and pointed at
Bennett with them.“I don’t know what you did with your share a
cash, but mine’s safe put up. I grow my own food and put it up for
winter, raise my own hogs. If I sell a bit a shine to the locals
and a few hogs and goats, I’ll do just fine. Course, I can see that
just plain living might not agree with you no more.”

Bennett closed his eyes and shook his head.
There was nothing left to say to that. Without even a goodbye, he
turned on his heel strode out to the car, and headed back to New
York.

 


#

 


As Bennett reached the first check point his
suitcases were sent to his room and his steamer trunk marked for
the cargo deck. A long line snaked around to the documents window
and Bennett fingered his passport wondering if there was any chance
his false identification could be discovered here. He doubted it.
He had held documents in the name Sizemore since he was fourteen
and used a dead cousin’s birth certificate to get a driver’s
license. At fourteen, however, dodging and outrunning the law was
an exciting game, a time he called his “pirate years.” This was
different.

His thoughts drifted to the unpredictability
of life. Pirate time had ended suddenly when cousin Henry came to
visit. Henry was on Zeb’s German side. While Zeb’s great
grandmother had married an Irishman and moved west, Henry’s had
remained in the Yorkville district of New York City. He was a
clockmaker and jeweler who found the Roaring Twenties to be very
good to him financially. His shop became one of the places the
“good people” of New York, the very rich and the newly rich, all
came for high-priced trinkets.

On a trip to North Carolina cousin Henry had
stopped off at Zeb’s farm to pay a family visit. After biscuits and
a pot of Brunswick stew, Henry, Zeb and Bennett started sipping on
a bottle of Hunter’s best corn whiskey. As the level of the bottle
went down, one thing led to another. By the time they all went to
bed, it had been decided that Henry would take the sixteen-year-old
Bennett as an apprentice in his clock shop. Under this cover he
would make sure Bennett met people who would appreciate quality
whiskey and pay well. Overnight Bennett found himself on the way to
a whole new life in the wildest city during the wildest time in
history. With the repeal of Prohibition, and the stunt Marabella
pulled, life was changing again.
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“So, Bennett Lloyd Hunter was your
great-uncle? Is that correct, Ms. Hunter?”

“Yes.”

“Your father’s uncle?”

“Yes.”

“When was the last time you heard from
him?”

“I never have.”

“I warned you, Ms. Hunter.”

“And I am telling you, Mr. Hedgeman, I have
never heard from my great-uncle in my adult life.”

Hedgeman glared at me. I wasn’t sure whether
he thought I was lying or was afraid I was telling the truth.
“You’re his sole heir and you never heard from him in any way,
letter, phone, email, nothing?”

“Sole heir?” I looked at Brehm for
verification, but he was studiously examining the pen holder
attached to his desk and wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Why should that surprise you? He has no
children and you’re his only niece. Somehow I find it hard to
believe you haven’t heard from him at all.”

“He was sort of a hermit and kept to
himself.”

“So you never knew him?”

“I met him twice, once when I was about five
and again when I was about nine. My dad and I came here for a
couple of visits. That’s it. That’s all I know about him other than
the fact that he was a very old man and had been retired for many
years. Why, . . . please tell me why your commission would have
such interest in this old man or his estate. By now he must have
been living on nothing but Social Security. What the hell is this
all about?”

Hedgeman held me in his gaze for a long time
as if weighing possible answers, then with a dismissive wave of his
arm said, “Sorry you made this trip for nothing, Hunter. You’re
right. There’s nothing left in his estate but a broken down old
house and a shed full of homemade hootch, both of which have been
seized by the government for illegal activities and back taxes.
Don’t try to go out to the property. You would be trespassing, and
that could be an unsafe thing to do.”

Hootch and back taxes? Then why were SICC
agents here? Why not the ATF and the IRS? And the property had
already been seized? What happened to due process of law? Brehm
silently implored me to be still, even venturing a barely
discernible hand signal, warning off any response or argument.

I look down and shook my head, giving myself
time to force down the outrage and find some appropriate response.
Finally, I laughed to clear my throat and gain control over my
voice. “Well, looks like Grandpa was right about old Uncle Bennett.
He did end up no good. Hell! I’ve been traveling since early
morning. Mr. Brehm, I don’t suppose that hotel room is still
available? My ticket back isn’t until tomorrow.”

“The room is prepaid. I am sorry your trip
was a wasted effort. Please have dinner at the hotel dining room as
my guest.”

“Thanks, but that’s not necessary. It’s not
your fault if Uncle Bennett was a deadbeat.” Under the watchful Mr.
Hedgeman, I picked up my fanny pack and suitcase and left without
another word.

 


#

 


I checked in, locked myself in my room and
tried to make sense of the last three days. After a sleepless
thirteen hour flight from Costa Rica I had returned to Bluff Beach
to find someone had literally taken apart everything in my loft.
They had razored the covers off every book, removed the frames from
every photo, taken apart the overstuffed furniture, and even
dismantled the legs on the dinning room chairs and table. The
insides of my TV lay on the floor. Every drawer and cupboard had
been dumped. My computer was gone. It hadn’t been a burglary. The
only things missing were the computer and an old family photograph
of me, my Dad and Uncle Bennett. The theft of that photo made
little sense until this morning. Fortunately, the computer was an
old one that I only used to surf the web. I kept the real
information on my laptop that was hidden in the secret room built
for me by my friend Sam Dehany.

Sam had built in a long narrow room which
ran the length of my loft. The real purpose of the room was to hide
Yeabot, a robot Sam had made for me with robotic technology he had
hidden from his past employer, the U.S. Government. His first
question when he saw the disaster was, “Did they get Yeabot?”

To answer his question I had simply pushed a
button on the side of the watch he had given me and a door that had
been invisible a moment before slid silently open. Nothing in the
secret room had been disturbed.

“At least they couldn’t find your secret
room, Sam.”



He had looked around my loft and said, “Only
because they weren’t looking. These guys were pros, but this place
faked them out. They took one look at this dilapidated loft and
never considered the possibility.”

Ignoring his snide remark about my home, I
thankfully retrieved my laptop computer, Yeabot and an Arthur C.
Clark quote I put up in honor of Sam and the secret room. It read,
“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from
magic.”

The real mystery, however, was my mail. I
had gone to the post office to collect mail which had been on hold
for three weeks only to be told someone else had picked it up. When
I demanded to talk to the Postmaster, the man seemed frightened and
had said the most baffling thing. He said he was forbidden by law
to talk to me about who took my mail. He wouldn’t even tell me what
law.

Brehm’s package with the tickets and summons
arrived by special messenger as I was clearing out my apartment or
I wouldn’t have gotten that either. Was that the purpose of the
mail theft? Had SICC searched my loft and seized my mail so I
wouldn’t show up here? Nothing made any sense.

Exhausted, I decided on a hot shower to
clear my brain. The shower was running cold by the time the phone
rang or I might not have bothered to answer. I was too deep in my
thoughts to want to be distracted. As it continued to ring, I
wrapped a towel around me, walked to the bedside table, and picked
up the receiver.

“Yes?”

“Well, hello there, Beautiful. How’s North
Carolina?”

It was Sam, but I didn’t want to say too
much from this telephone. I had noticed as I checked in that the
phone system here at the hotel was an antique switchboard with a
real person running it. Eavesdropping would be easy.

“Don’t have time for details now, but it’s a
mess here. By the time I arrived, the feds were in Brehm’s office
and had seized Uncle Bennett’s estate for some sort of unspecified
illegal activities and back taxes.”

“Unspecified?”

“That’s right. Well, they did say he had a
shed full of moonshine, but since they were here on something to do
with national security, I suspect they’re after more than
booze.”

“What agency?”

“Their badges said SICC. Security and
Intelligence Crimes Commission. The guy in charge is a Carl
Hedgeman.”

“They detain you?”

“Only long enough to find out I didn’t know
anything about Bennett and tell me I had no inheritance.”

“You going to take a look at the old
homestead before you come back?”

“No. Agent Hedgeman said to stay away, and
you know me and the rules.”

“Right. Well, I’ll pick up your mail. Check
in later and I’ll let you know if there is anything other than
bills and junk mail.”

“Thanks, Sam.” From that comment, I figured
he must have learned something about my missing mail, and I knew he
would also be checking up on SICC and Agent Hedgeman. And of course
he would know that there was no way in hell I would stay away from
Uncle Bennett’s property. With nothing but a rural route number,
the trick was going to be figuring out just where that was. Asking
openly was out of the question.

I dried my hair, dressed, and went down for
a late lunch in the hotel dining room. One of the agents, the tall
slender one, was sitting in the lobby. He followed me to the dining
room and took a table across from me.

The lone waitress in the place was a plump
woman who looked to be in her thirties, wearing blue jeans, a white
blouse and an apron. Her name, Bonnie Sue, was on a name tag pinned
just above her left breast. It was artfully displayed on a flared
hanky that looked right out of the movie Alice Doesn’t Live Here
Anymore. I chatted with her in a quiet conversational voice,
barely loud enough to be heard by the agent. I wanted my shadow to
hear, but I didn’t want him to get the impression that I was
broadcasting.

“Bonnie Sue, my name is Diana Hunter. I’m in
town for just the day and I would like to see if I could find any
Hunters on this branch of the of the family. You know any Hunters
in town?”

“The only one I know is old Ben, but he just
passed, ya know. Was he one of your folks?”

“Yes, he was my great-uncle.”

“Gee, I don’t think he had no other folk
here. Any Hunters left in these parts is over at Newberry or
Cranbury. Sorry.”

“That’s okay. I saw a county building when I
came into town. Maybe I’ll just do a little genealogy research
there.”

When I finished eating I headed for the
Thomas County government offices. As expected, my shadow followed
but waited for me on a bench at the entrance. As he chain-smoked
out front, I located and copied property records and plot maps
showing Uncle Bennett’s place. Now I just needed to overlay those
on some local maps.

I headed back up Commerce Street, stopping
in at the little tourist shop on the ground floor of Brehm’s
building. My shadow waited for me on the other side of the street
and two doors down.

The proprietress greeted me from a curtained
doorway at the back of the shop. Through the gap in the curtain, I
glimpsed a small sitting area. “Afternoon,” she drawled. “Let me
know if you need help; otherwise, look all you want.” She was a
short old lady whose shape reminded me of those plump little
Russian dolls that stack inside each other, but her face was more
like the wrinkled, pink-cheeked apple-face dolls she sold in her
shop.

“Thank you. Looks like you have some lovely
things.” Small paper labels identified the local artisan who had
created the apple dolls, wooden trains, trucks and cars, quilts,
place mats, doll-clothes, baby clothes, oil paintings, wooden salad
bowls and napkin rings. With an apple doll in hand I worked my way
around to the local maps and selected one topographical hiker’s map
and one county road map. As I picked up the second map, a male
voice behind me said, “Miss Hunter.” It took the greatest control
not to jump. I knew my shadow was still in place across the street,
and I knew no one else had come in the front door. I turned slowly
to see an old man with a tripod cane. He must have come from the
living area behind the shop.

“Hello, Mr. . . .”

“You can just call me Ned, Miss Hunter. That
there is my wife, Emma. No time now for chitchat. I have a message
for you. Otto would like a private word with you this evening about
ten o’clock, but it’s best you not be seen going in. If you make
your way down a few blocks, you can slip between a couple shops and
into the alley and come up behind our building. You’ll see some
stairs. The second floor door will be unlocked. Understand?”

“Understood, and thank you, Ned.”

He nodded, then hesitated. “You know, don’t
you, that Fed feller has been following you around all
afternoon?”

I smiled. “He would be pretty hard to miss,
Ned, but not too hard to lose.”

He nodded again and held me long in his
gaze. “Ben said you was the only one to leave things to.” He
paused, still studying me. “I hope for everyone’s sake he knew what
he was doing.” With that doubtful appraisal, he turned and walked
to the back of the shop and disappeared behind the curtained
door.

Curious statement. Leave what to me? I
bought my doll and maps, leaving the doll unwrapped, and securing
the maps in the interior of my fanny pack. I thanked Emma and went
back out on the street.

I took a roundabout route back, walking
through the parking lot behind the hotel to verify there was a fire
escape. My shadow followed me into the hotel, watched me climb the
staircase to the second floor, then flopped into an overstuffed
chair in the lobby. As I rounded the corner to my room, I saw him
take out his cell phone to make his report.

By evening there had been a changing of the
guard. The other of Hedgeman’s goons, the short, muscular one, was
in the Lobby. He made a call on his cell and by the time he and I
were served, the other two agents had joined Muscles for a quick
supper break. I wondered if Mr. Brehm was getting to eat too.

When I finished dinner, Muscles followed me
to the lobby and watched as I went to the desk and rented two nice,
romantic chick flicks for the VCR in my room. As I headed upstairs,
the other agents left the hotel and Muscles settled into a lobby
chair behind the pages of an Elmore Leonard novel.

As soon as it was dark I would go see Brehm
and find out what the heck Uncle Bennett had been up to.
Prohibition was long over. What in his life besides moonshine could
possible have led to a national security investigation? I vaguely
remembered hearing that he had worked on something secret in Europe
during World War II but that was sixty years ago. How I wished I
had asked more questions about the family.
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Using the printed deck plan, Bennett began
the game of finding his way through the maze of decks, halls, and
stairways to his stateroom. He was shouldering his way through the
crowd, heading for the main passenger elevator when he spotted her.
Marabella and Police Commissioner Whalen stood not twenty-five
paces from him talking to a young ship’s officer. “Damn, how could
she possibly know?”

Bennett turned and walked the other way, not
daring to look back until he had the shelter of a ship’s portal. He
watched as the officer carefully examined a document the
Commissioner was holding, then took the document and searched the
boarding manifest. The question was, what name was he searching
for, Bennett Hunter or Bennett Sizemore? Bennett held his breath.
Only when the officer shook his head and handed the paper back did
Bennett begin to breath again. He watched from his hiding place as
Marabella and Whalen retraced their steps and descended the gangway
to the dock. Damn, was she checking every ship leaving New York or
had she gotten a tip? Any doubts he might have had about his
decision to blow town evaporated. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.
He had done a lot of illegal things in his life but in this case he
had done nothing wrong and this one had unleashed a full manhunt
for him. “Damn you Marabella!” He seethed as he thought back to the
day she pulled the last and loathsome stunt.

 


#

 


It was the day he had delivered his last
load of booze to the Myerhoffer estate that he had gotten his first
hint that there was trouble. Charles, the head butler, asked, “Have
you seen Miss Marabella yet, Mr. Hunter?”

He spoke in an unnecessarily loud voice,
obviously intended to be heard by the the kitchen staff. All
talking ceased. Most work stopped, and everyone in earshot waited
for Bennett’s answer. Alerted, but not yet alarmed, Bennett
answered casually, “No, she in?”

“No, sir. I believe she has plans for this
evening.”

A giggle escaped from Holly, the young girl
who had recently arrived from Germany. That triggered a snort from
Sandra, who sat with Holly creating pastry tarts.

Bennett set the last bottles on the pantry
shelf, gave the staff a nonchalant smile and said, “Okay, have a
great party this weekend.” As he turned and walked to his car, he
heard Charles’s voice but could not hear what he said. Whatever it
was, it drew a huge burst of laughter.

Bennett was never comfortable at the
Myerhoffers’ because he didn’t belong either upstairs or
downstairs. When Marabella insisted he attend family parties he was
often treated with suspicion and curt superiority by the extended
family. The exception to that was Fritz Myerhoffer, Marabella’s
father. He was a self-made man, the richest and most successful of
the clan, and also the only true democrat in the whole group. The
domestic staff treated Bennett even more rudely, openly displaying
their disapproval of his consorting with the family.

The strange reception at the house gave
Bennett some forewarning; so he was not too surprised when he
entered his Manhattan apartment to find Marabella there and halfway
through her process of dressing and putting on makeup.

He had moved into her luxury apartment when
he and Marabella were “close,” and for various reasons neither of
them had felt it necessary that he move out. Now, however, it was
primarily Bennett’s private quarters. Marabella stayed at her
family’s large estate on the Hudson or, when in the city, in a
suite at the Waldorf Astoria. It was a handy arrangement. She had
Bennett available when she needed an escort and he could maintain
an apartment at a prestigious location at no cost to himself. This
arrangement didn’t stop either one of them from carrying on
intimate trysts with other people in the apartment. They were very
open minded about such things. Sometimes they were together, and
sometimes they were with someone else. Life in swinging New York
City was an open buffet.

She looked up from her makeup mirror.
“Hello, darling.”

Bennett removed his coat, and as he hung it
up replied in a tone mocking hers, “Well, hello, Bella.”

She stood and gave him a warm embrace and
lingering kiss. Rather than the arousal she intended, Bennett felt
the hair stand up on the nape of his neck. Over the last two years
he had learned that a sweet Bella was a devious and dangerous
Bella.

As she returned to her dressing table, he
folded his arms, leaned against the wall and studied her. Marabella
Myerhoffer was one of the foremost beauties of New York’s high
society, and in addition to her physical beauty, she carried
herself with the supreme self-confidence of one born to privilege.
When she first ensnared him he had been hopelessly in love with
her. Even after the hurt, after his mind had given her up, the
sight of her was still magnetic. Though Bennett had liked her long
curly red hair better, he still found her breathtaking with her
hair cut to a short flapper style and dyed black. As always, she
dressed to reveal her ample bosom, but tonight her gown was not the
usual skintight style. It flowed loosely from her bust to the floor
and looked quite elegant. Was she finally developing a little
modesty? She looked up at him with a disarming smile, the one he
had learned to fear.

“You had better shower and dress quickly. We
are due at Papa’s in two hours.”

“Tonight? I thought the shindig was tomorrow
night.”

“Oh, the big party for Ingrid is, but we
can’t invite the teetotalers and enforcers to a party with booze,
nor can we snub important people. Tonight is the dry party.”

Her tone of voice held not a trace of the
shrew, and she stood and gave him another tender kiss. On full
alert now, Bennett headed for the shower with trepidation.

To Bennett, their arrival was perfectly
timed: too late for small talk and hors d’oeuvres but in time to
quickly dump their wraps with the butler and casually shuffle into
the elegant dining room with the other guests. Bennett recognized
the usual members of the dry side of the family as well as a few of
New York’s moderately well-to-do and upper-level politicians. On
rare occasions, the Myerhoffers might entertain some of the truly
grand members of society, but most often they hosted the
millionaires, not the multi-millionaires.

In well-learned habit, Bennett proceeded to
Marabella’s normal place of honor on Fritz Myerhoffer’s left and
pulled out the chair for her. To his consternation, she stopped at
the other end of the table and picked up place cards for Mr. And
Mrs. Colin Bruce. These she set at hers and Bennett’s seats and
carried their cards to the far end of the table and seated them one
on each side of the guest of honor, Police Commissioner Grover
Whalen.

Through the first two courses she went out
of her way to utter loving and considerate words to him, sounding
as if they were the most devoted of couples. The seating
arrangement made it necessary to utter these words around and
across the good police commissioner.

Life was always some sort of elaborate game
to Marabella, and she never announced the name of the game, much
less the rules. She simply dropped her victims, unarmed, into the
middle of her own private arena and opened the chutes. The person
she cast as the Christian for her lions was forced to simply watch
in a three hundred and sixty degree radius to see what sort of
beast she would unleash upon him. Tonight, Bennett knew he was to
be her victim, but he hadn’t a clue as to why.

Over the entree Marabella began quizzing
Whalen about last year’s acquittal of two big-time thugs known as
Legs Diamond and Charlie Green, suspects in the Hotsy Totsy Club
murders. The Hotsy Totsy was the first speakeasy to be set up as a
cafe and become famous and popular. All the big-stage stars,
writers, and underworld figures came there to dine, dance, and
drink. On July 13, 1929, a drunken brawl had erupted in the bar of
the Hotsy Totsy, and before it was over, twenty-four slugs had been
fired and two men lay dead. It was an open secret that Legs Diamond
and Charlie Green were the shooters—at least they were the ones
that walked away—but for some reason, New York’s Finest had been
unable to catch them. When they had finally given themselves up,
the DA had been unable to convict them. In a great New York
scandal, they walked.

Marabella started her inquest innocently
enough, but as she continued to needle the commissioner on this
infamous case, he became more and more defensive. Finally he
responded hotly, “Why couldn’t we convict them? Because in a club
filled with people that night, no one saw anything. As they say on
the street, nobody knew but nothin.”

“There had to be other witnesses,”
challenged Marabella. “Why didn’t the DA call them?”

“Other witnesses, right. Like the cashier,
Thomas Ribler, disappeared and reportedly dead. Same with the
waiter, Volst. The bartender, William Wolgast, was found murdered
in Bordentown. Even Hymie Cohen. Can’t find his body, but the stool
pigeons say he was murdered too.”

“But I thought the papers said Cohen was
Legs’s partner and best friend. He would never have talked, would
he? Why would Legs kill him?”

The commissioner took a deep breath and let
it out slowly. Other conversations around the table had quieted,
and many of their fellow diners were bending an ear toward
Marabella and Whalen. He looked around the circle of expectant
faces and shrugged. Marabella had been peppering him with the same
questions everyone was asking. Legs and Green had both since been
murdered by other unknown bad guys. What difference did it make to
tell her about Cohen now?

“Oh yeah, great friends, honor among thieves
and all that. We hear that in honor of that great friendship, Legs
shot Cohen clean and easy, didn’t burn him or torture him first.
But he had to kill him. Cohen was a junkie. Friendship or no, if we
had gotten hold of Cohen, we could just have put him on ice until
he was ready to talk. Legs knew it. Altogether, we think ten people
died over the last couple years, just because they were in that
club that night. That’s what comes of these God . . . Garsh darn
booze clubs.”

“So is this the best we can hope for,
Commissioner? We can’t rely on our police ? We have to wait for
some other thug to murder the murderer? Why, then, is our family
supporting your administration?”

The commissioner’s face slowly turned
crimson. Fritz stopped his conversation mid-sentence and rounded on
his daughter “Marabella! That is quite enough.”

Marabella’s face took on an innocent
expression. “Oh, no, please. I never meant that it was your fault,
Commissioner. I am so sorry that it came out that way.”

By now the entire table was silent. All
faces were turned toward Marabella. She had center stage and a
hushed audience waiting for her next words. In this silence she
faced Commissioner Whalen. Her eyes darted for a second or two to
Bennett, checking her victim. He braced for impact.

“I was simply thinking about the terrible
influence these liquor salesmen have had on our society. It worries
good people. Especially if they are thinking of raising children.”
She produced her best coy smile and even managed a manufactured
blush. “Perhaps it worries me more now that Ben and I are looking
to settle down and raise a family in the city.”

With that insinuated announcement, she
reached her left hand across the table in front of the
commissioner. To Bennett’s amazement, a huge diamond engagement
ring now sparkled on her finger, reflecting the light from the
table candelabra. With a loving smile, she took Bennett’s hand in
hers. “We just don’t want any of those nasty old rum runners to
harm our children’s future, do we, darling? If we knew any booze
runners, we would help the commissioner find them, wouldn’t we,
dear?”

Bennett had braced himself for almost
anything, but not for this. He sat staring at Marabella,
speechless.

Fritz was no less surprised by his
daughter’s announcement but was quick to understand the
significance of her statement and the implied blackmail. Either
Bennett accepted Marabella’s sudden rush toward marital bliss or
she would expose him as a purveyor of whiskey. That would be
unfortunate not only for Bennett but for Fritz, who was one of his
best customers. Whatever her motives, she was finally doing what
Fritz had wanted for the last two years. Looking around the table
at the stunned and expectant expressions of his guests, Fritz
leaped into the breach.

“Hear, hear,” he said as he stood and raised
his wine glass filed with apple juice. “I am delighted you two have
at last made it public. Beautiful ring, Bennett. Your cousin Henry
does get the best diamonds in the city. Marabella, my dear, I’m
happy for you. Ladies and gentlemen, a toast to Marabella and
Bennett.” The guests all lifted their glasses, sipped, and mumbled
appropriate words, then waited.

With his right hand firmly in Marabella’s
grasp, Bennett lowered his head and ran the fingers of his left
hand through his hair. While his face was hidden from view he took
a long deep breath, and looked up. Everyone looked back, not only
the family and dinner guests, but all the staff who could find any
excuse to be in the dining room. Fritz’s face held an appropriate
look of pride and joy while his eyes beseeched Bennett’s
acceptance. Gertrude Myerhoffer, Marabella’s mother, tried to
display an expression of pride and acceptance, but conflict
contorted her face. Charles stood at the door to the dining room.
In his hands was a covered terrine, on his face an undisguised
sneer. Holly was unable to hide her awe and envy, while Sandra was
choking down a laugh. Ingrid, on the eve of her great coming-out
party, saw she had been upstaged once again by her older sister. As
she looked from Bennett to Marabella, anger vied with tears. When
tears won out, she rose and left the table without a word.

Having had a brief moment to regain his
balance, Bennett turned toward his newly betrothed, the smile on
his face indistinguishable from the real thing. Marabella was so
taken by the apparent joy on Bennett’s face that some of the
catlike pleasure disappeared from her smile. Bennett raised their
joined hands up over the police commissioner, stood, and pulled
Marabella to him. He wrapped his arms around her, bent her
backward, and kissed her passionately. It was far more of a display
than was respectful, even on such an occasion. The kiss took her
breath away and ended only when applause and hoots arose from
around the table. Looking into her eyes, Bennett declared with
perverse truthfulness, “Marabella, I thought you would never be
mine.” He was delighted to see that it was now Marabella who was at
a complete loss.
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Marabella kept Bennett playing his role by
inviting Mark and Karen to ride back to town in Bennett’s Packard.
By the time they reached the outskirts of the city Marabella had
instigated an impromptu celebration of their engagement which began
at Jack Kriendler and Charlie Berns new Club 21. The posh speak had
tables set with fine linens and china, walls hung with fine art,
and live music filled the place with infectious dixieland jazz.
Regulars Dorothy Parker, Robert Benchley, and their whole crowd
held court at the most prominent table while Charlie Chaplin and a
gorgeous blond reigned at another. The rest of the room was filled
with a glittering array of well-dressed politicians, socialites,
writers, actors, and other denizens of New York’s classier
speakeasy nightlife.

From there they elected to go to the Stork
Club but found it so crowded that they had to split up, which was
fine with Bennett. Mark and Karen garnered chairs at a friend’s
table and Marabella and Ben were given a small table at the side of
the bar.

For the first time since her grand
announcement, Marabella was alone with Bennett. As they sat down he
was no longer smiling and she did not meet his eyes. Looking around
for distraction, she said, “Oh, look, there’s Hal Lindy. I’ll just
say a quick hi and—”

He took both of her hands, circling her
slender wrists with his thumb and forefinger.

“No, you won’t, Bella. You’ll stay right
here and tell me what the hell game you think you’re playing
tonight.”

She met his cold glare. For just a moment
she faltered, her eyes drifted to her drink, and a look of
childlike vulnerability washed briefly across her face. It was so
fleeting Bennett wasn’t sure he had really seen it. Even if he had
read the look correctly, he had learned that she played so many
roles and had so many layers of deception that he now doubted
anything about her could be genuine.

Looking back up at him she smiled her
lopsided sarcastic smile, the one she saved for suckers, losers,
and anyone dumb enough to fawn at her feet. “Very good, Ben. I have
to admit you played the role well. For a while there you almost had
me convinced you really wanted the little heiress and all of
Daddy’s kingdom.” Any glimpse of the child was gone.

“Why, Bella? I can’t believe you could be so
jealous of Ingrid that . . .”

“Jealous of Ingrid? Don’t make me laugh. Her
pissy little debut is coincidence, that’s all.

He leaned forward and said through clenched
teeth, “Then why?”

“What’s the matter, Ben, don’t you want to
marry Bella?”

He sat silent, waiting for a more responsive
answer. In his impatience, he failed to realize he was squeezing
harder on her wrists.

“Ouch, you’re hurting me, Ben.”

He loosened his grip slightly and waited for
an answer.

She shrugged. “I just have a little problem,
Ben; and I am afraid, like it or not, we need to be married.”

“What kind of little problem?”

Slowly she drew his hand to her belly. “You
may not have looked closely enough lately to notice, but I am
beginning to lose my girlish figure and get a bit thick around the
middle.”

Bennett’s brow wrinkled. Was Bella suddenly
afraid of getting old and fat? Seeing his confusion, she offered a
further hint, “Just around the middle. Get it?”

Still he looked bewildered. She shook her
head. “I guess I have to spell it out for you. I’m pregnant,
Ben.”

His hand came off her belly as if he had
touched something hot. Neither spoke as Bennett took a moment to
digest what she had said.

“So why didn’t you just tell me? You think I
am the type of man who would have to be trapped into . . . who
wouldn’t be man enough to accept his responsibilities? Is that how
little you think of me?”

She didn’t answer. She gave him the same
look she did when they played charades, the superior look that
demanded he work out the answer himself. She wasn’t about to help
him.

“What changed your mind? The first time, you
went to that doctor and took care of it. And that time we were
actually in love . . . or at least I was. Why have this one?”

“It’s too late. The doctor won’t do it this
time.”

“Too late? How far along are you?”

“Four and a half months.”

Slowly he made the mental calculations.
“Four and a half months ago . . . while you were in Europe. So . .
. it’s not even mine. You killed mine and any feeling I might have
had for you, and now you expect me to take care of some other guy’s
bastard?” He pushed away from the table, distancing himself from
her even if only by a few inches.

She looked down at her drink, and once again
Bennett thought he glimpsed the vulnerable girl. Quickly she
replaced that look with a sophisticated, ugly sneer. “Don’t worry,
Ben. His father is a real German baron. Unfortunately a married
one, but our little bastard will have blue blood in his veins.”

“You mean your little bastard, Bella. I’ll
not have anything to do with it.”

Ignoring his declaration, she continued in a
matter-of-fact tone, as if she were planning a day at the beach.
“This won’t in any way inconvenience you or change our basic
arrangement. Oh, we’ll have to buy a proper house in a good
neighborhood, but we can keep the apartment. The kid, the nurse,
and I can live in the house, and you can continue in the apartment
and make appearances as the doting husband and father when our
social life demands it. We can continue our independent life. Just
be discreet.”

“Why me, Bella? You have your choice of New
York’s finest. You have half of them in love with you. Why not pick
one with real money and social position? Even if Prohibition
continued, I could never buy you that ‘proper house’ or support you
in the style your father does. And Prohibition’s going to end soon.
I won’t even be able to support myself.”

“Of course you will, Ben. For some reason I
could never understand, you’re Daddy’s favorite. I’ve dated princes
and dukes, oil tycoons, the scions of New York’s finest families;
but to Daddy, you were the only one who was good enough for me: a
nameless, homeless, booze peddler from . . . You know, I never have
known where the hell you lived before New York.”

“No, I don’t buy that. You’re not doing this
for Fritz. You never do anything for anyone but yourself.”

She shrugged. “Just think how convenient it
will be, dear. Daddy’s approval of you guarantees that you will
have an excellent job with his company, and we can continue a
lifestyle we already enjoy. Everyone already knows we live
together, sort of, and we already have worked out an excellent
arrangement regarding our separate lives.” She sipped her drink.
“If I picked anyone else, I’d have to retrain him like a new puppy
that shits on the rug.”

She may have added that last line out of
wounded ego because he was balking at her deal, or she may have
just been unable to break the habit of cruel superiority. For
whatever reason she said it, it was the mistake of a lifetime.
Handled properly, Bennett might have come around to some form of
accommodation, at least for the short term; but that phrase was a
knife that slashed the last thread of love or whatever it was that
Bennett had once felt for Marabella.

In the next few moments of silence,
Bennett’s thoughts raced though all that needed to be done. First,
he needed her game plan. Subtly he switched gears.

“I could keep the apartment?”

“Of course.”

“What kind of a job do you think Fritz will
give me?”

“Whatever it is, within a year, you will be
a VP in his firm.”

Carefully he asked, “What if I refuse?”

“You don’t even want to consider that, Ben.
I have friends with the ability and the will to have you put in
prison as a lowdown booze runner, and I know enough to make sure
you would have company. How long do you think your cousin’s little
clock shop will stay in business once they arrest him for all the
beer he brews? How many of New York’s finest would continue to buy
their expensive trinkets there if that news got out?”

“Well, let’s see now. I could be a jailbird
or a high paid VP. You make quite an attractive proposition,
Bella.”

“So we’ve reached an understanding?”

“Absolutely. We have reached complete
understanding.”

“Good, then I can go show off this diamond
to a few friends and put a bug in Winchell’s ear. We’ll be
celebrities when his column appears tomorrow.”

He watched Marabella walk over to Winchell’s
table, and mumbled under his breath, “Oh, no, please, don’t do
that. It might embarrass you tomorrow.” As Marabella displayed the
huge diamond on her left hand, Bennett smiled, his first genuine
smile of the evening.
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Otto Brem sat looking out his second story
office window, not really seeing the dirty streaks on the glass or
the street scene beyond. His vision was focused inward, his mind
embracing each note of Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata as the
music’s melancholy touched his soul. The record had a few new
scratches when he pulled it from the rubble, but he was just
thankful it still played. He knew his life was about to end and
there was no more fitting music for his final song. Ironic, he
thought, to survive the Third Reich and die here, in the land of
freedom. It wasn’t the prospect of death that troubled him,
however. He was ready for life to end. It was the fear that he
would not be able to fulfill his final promise to Ben.

He had known Ben for over seventy years, a
lifetime. Sometimes those earlier years when they had first met in
Germany seemed like a dream or like stories told to him by another
person. He could only remember isolated events. Much of his
childhood was simply gone. Memory erased. Maybe this is what death
would be like. Maybe memory of this life would be that vague,
partial memory, no real sense of loss because you would be living
in a new time and place. Or, maybe there was nothing after. Maybe
all supposition about the soul and afterlife was wishful
thinking.

The last few notes dropped like silver as
Rudolf Serkin drew from the piano keys the soul-deep passion of
Beethoven’s sonata. Then the arm lifted the needle from the groove
and the turntable clicked off, releasing the old lawyer from its
spell.

As they had planned things out Otto was to
have time . . . time to tell Diana what she would need to know,
time to prepare her to survive the life she was about to be dropped
into. Of course, no information had been kept in Otto’s office.
Bennett was far too security minded for that. But all the codes and
keys of a lifetime were in Otto’s keeping in one way or another. If
tonight’s meeting failed there had to be some backup, some message,
some key he could leave in a safe place for Diana. It had to be
something he could do with Hedgeman watching and something that
would endanger no one else. One idea came to him, but would he have
time before they came back.
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About nine p.m. I stuck in a movie and
turned up the volume on the TV. Then I opened my small suitcase and
pulled out my Walther .32. Sam, seeming to know more than he told,
had insisted I bring it. I had packed the unloaded Walther and two
full clips with my PI license and my CCW attached, and checked the
suitcase at the airport. That permit to carry a concealed weapon
wouldn’t really save me if someone found the gun and decided to
prosecute. It was only good in one California county, and last time
I checked, federal regulations required you to declare a weapon
even if it was packed in checked luggage. Since the Walther made it
here with me, inspection techniques must not have changed too much.
I loaded one clip and put the Walther and extra clip into my fanny
pack.

Dressed for stealth in dark jeans, black
blouse, socks, and tennis shoes I slipped out of the room to keep
my appointment with Mr. Brehm. A peek into the lobby told me that
Muscles was still there. Hedgeman and Hollow Cheeks could be
anywhere. Climbing the back stairs to the rooftop exit, I went out
to the fire escape landing and allowed my eyes to adjust to the
dark while I listened to the evening sounds and watched for the
watchers.

Other than the crickets, which filled the
night with their music, the little town was amazingly quiet. There
was no traffic, no human voice, and only an occasional dog bark.
Faintly, I heard the television in a room to the left of the fire
escape. A whisper of sound in the distance may have been the murmur
of the river that flowed through town or perhaps just the wind in
the trees. The light breeze carried odors of cooking food. I
surveyed the buildings, cars and shadows but saw no sign of anyone
watching back.

Quietly, I descended the fire escape and
jumped the last few feet to the ground. Then, stepping carefully to
avoid any noise that would disturb neighborhood dogs, I made my way
down the alley for two blocks, crossed Commerce Street, and slipped
into the alley on the other side. Making my way to the back
entrance of Brehm’s office building, I looked up and was puzzled to
see lights on the third floor but not on the second. The inside
stairwell to the third floor had been boarded off and the outside
stair stopped at the second floor.

The old wooden stairs creaked as I tiptoed
up. Carefully I turned the handle on the back door, but found it
locked. Above me I could hear muffled sounds of voices and some
sort of pounding or thumping. Stepping back to the edge of the
landing, I could occasionally see silhouettes as people moved past
the third floor windows. I didn’t like the image they were
creating. It looked like a fight, or worse, like a beating.
Confirming my fear, a man’s scream shattered the quiet of the
night, then was suddenly cut off. Picturing frail old Otto Brehm, I
ran down the stairs and around to the front of the building.

As I reached the sidewalk, I heard the
shattering of glass above me. Looking up, I saw Brehm’s body,
shards of broken glass and bits of splintered wood all in the air
just below the shattered third story window. I think I screamed
“No” as he fell, but it was all too surreal for me to be sure
whether I screamed or just thought it. I heard the sickening sound
of his body smacking onto the cement. Falling bits of glass tinkled
to the sidewalk all around him.

For a moment I stood motionless, my mind
paralyzed by the horror. Then I turned it off. I don’t know why or
how this happens. Minor emotions like embarrassment are capable of
rendering my mind useless, but in any real emergency, my emotions
are simply turned off. My mind takes quiet, unimpassioned
control.

I walked to Brehm’s body and knelt down to
check his pulse and respiration. I was fairly certain, however,
that he’d already been dead when he came out of the window. His
head had been at such an unnatural angle, I was sure his neck was
broken. His body had fallen limp, lifeless and silent. At least he
must have gone quickly.

A night breeze fluttered bits of paper that
drifted down from the window, then a large pane of glass crashed to
the sidewalk. I looked up, and my eyes met Hedgeman’s as he leaned
out the window to view the street. When recognition dawned on his
face, he pointed down at me and said something to Hollow Cheeks.
They would be on me in moments.

Backing away from Brehm’s body, I debated
the best escape route. Looking down the side of the building I saw
a car pull quietly to a stop in the alley. Inside were two people,
their features concealed beneath sweatshirt hoods. I was about to
run the other way when the driver turned toward me and I could see
that it was Ned. Reaching back over the driver’s seat, he opened
the back door and motioned me to the car. I looked around the
darkened street, weighed the odds, and ran for the car.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/20388
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
- < B @
A Diana Hurrber Thiiller





