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Harvey Stanbrough

a novel from

StoneThread Publishing

This novel is dedicated in memoriam to my lifelong friend and high school classmate, Kenneth Flowers. 

Kenneth was among the gentlest and most intelligent souls I was honored to know.

For some reason, he liked my detective fiction.

This one doesn’t quite fall into that category,

but I think he would have enjoyed it anyway.

Rest in peace, my friend.

To give the reader more of a sample, the front matter appears at the end.
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Thomas Jefferson Blackwell and the Movies
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When the guy called me that day and asked me to put my story down for posterity, I balked.

Not that what I do for a living isn’t interesting, at least to trouble junkies. I’m sure it is. But it’s also a big old ball of ugly. And it’s necessarily covert. So almost everything that appears below is a lie or, at the best, a shadow of the truth. But you’ll see what I mean. You know, maybe. 

My name is Jack Tilden, at least for this account. I figure one name’s pretty much as good as another unless it’s obviously fake like John Smith or unless it stands out so much that it sticks in the memory. 

So my name is Jack Tilden, and I work for an organization called Blackwell Ops. The owner is a guy named Thomas Jefferson Blackwell. If you know him, he prefers TJ. If you don’t, he prefers it stay that way.

Frankly, I’m not sure why. It isn’t like we can advertise the business. But then we don’t have to. Those who need us find us.

On the other hand, it isn’t like me putting all of this on paper will do us any harm. Besides, I asked TJ for permission to do this, and he readily agreed. 

The thing is, Blackwell Ops is impossibly beyond the reach of the government. TJ might’ve even thought it would make a great lark. We don’t even have a website, and there’s only one building with file cabinets and computers and desks that can be raided. But the raiders wouldn’t find anything save a series of disjointed codes and aliases. 

But back to TJ. 

He isn’t a big, strapping, dangerous-looking guy. He’s shorter than average with less than average weight and build. He doesn’t have a male pin-up shoulder span of three feet or a twenty-something-inch waist. If he has a washboard, it isn’t on his abdomen; if he has one, his grandmother handed it down to him, probably still dripping water from the “crick.” 

In fact, he isn’t imposing at all to look at, if you would even notice him in the first place. Which you probably wouldn’t unless you were a grad student researching a thesis about old hippies. If you were in certain places at certain times, you might have passed him on the sidewalk.

TJ doesn’t have a square jaw or a five-o’clock shadow. He doesn’t have steely blue eyes and a glare that would stop a charging elephant or melt a blond in her tracks. I don’t think he’s ever stared anyone down, and it wouldn’t surprise me to find out he’s never flopped a blond. I doubt he’s ever fired a gun. In fact, if he ever wanted to deliver so much as a meaningful scowl, it would probably take him an hour just to work up the frown that precedes it. TJ is a calm guy. Easily the calmest guy I’ve ever met.

His special power comes from his brain and out through his mouth and his fingertips. It comes in the form of instructions, delivered succinctly, tersely and with no room for questions. It keeps the world, at least his world, turning as it should.

Then again, TJ doesn’t have to be imposing or threatening. He doesn’t need to know any martial arts or how to fight or use a gun. That’s why he has me and others like me. He calls us his “operatives.” He might as well call us his limbs. But operatives works. It’s a good word. A little scary, but not too descriptive.

TJ also doesn’t have any particular pet peeves or bones to pick with anybody. For one thing, he doesn’t know anybody but us, and he prefers it that way. Friends complicate matters. Family complicates them even more. His family members were the first ones to go. At least that’s what me and some of the other operatives figure.

So I guess now we’re his family. I know we’d do anything for the guy, and not only because we’re very well-paid. But we are that.  

What do we do for him?

Well, whatever comes in.

People and organizations and nations are robbed or burglarized or helped in various ways. Sometimes people are disappeared and hidden. Sometimes they’re protected. Sometimes they’re roughed up. Sometimes they’re just turned off. Permanently.

We’re professionals. We do what we’re paid to do, simply, efficiently, and without question. No muss and no bother. Well, except for the people we do it to. But that’s their problem.

I guess this account, even as fictional as it is, might clear up some things for the trouble junkies out there. You know, the guys and maybe gals too who laugh a little too hard when other people are screaming or yelling advice at the characters in a novel or film. The trouble junkies are laughing just before they close the book or walk out of the movie house because they know it’s all crap.

To show you what I mean, let’s take a guy with a gun. And let’s say the guy’s supposed to use it to put another guy to sleep. And let’s say some Hollywood director is doing all this.

Okay, so you got a guy with a gun and he keeps it concealed as long as he can. 

That much is right, but that’s pretty much the last thing that is.

Things just aren’t done like they show them in the movies. At least that isn’t the way professionals do things. Those Hollywood guys might be professional film makers, but they’re amateurs at everything else. Maybe even at thinking and figuring it out.

In the movies, a gunman makes a dramatic entrance. (Uh, no. Never.)

With the camera zoomed-in just so, he carefully turns the door knob, which always squeals. (Not if you do it right.)

Or he carefully works the metal latch, which always clacks, metal on metal. (Again, no.) 

Or he shoves one or both sides of the batwing doors open. (Yeah, right. Great for fake drama, bad for the guy with the gun.)

Then he steps into the room, still clinging to the door knob or the edge of the door or holding one or both of the batwings at arm’s length. (If he’s holding them both open, his gun’s still in his holster.)

Then, to the amazement and laughter of the trouble junkies and anyone else with a working brain, he stops.

As the camera zooms in, our bad guy dons a serious look and scans the patrons. But carefully. Dramatically. Taking his time, pausing on each face to make a determination. And they all make eye contact with him, then go back to whatever they were doing as if he wasn’t there. Which is where the trouble junkies have another chance to laugh. Or, unless they’re in a forgiving mood, a chance to walk out. 

And all of this happens while the perpetrator remains silhouetted in the doorway.

Gunmen call some practice targets silhouettes. 

That’s because silhouettes are easier to hit.

So that’s one example out of several I could give you.

But I should probably get on with it. The sooner I get all this out, the sooner I can get back to work.
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A Bus South: The Cantina at Agua Sucia
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The tired old beat-up bus slowed and groaned as we neared the small town of Agua Sucia. The name translates to Dirty Water. The engine coughed as the driver downshifted. The bus shuddered, then lurched as it stepped up off the dirt road onto asphalt.

The change didn’t affect the view through the windows. To either side, rippled desert stretched away in rock and cactus-strewn browns and sun-bleached tans. There were no trees even on the distant mountains. Just more rocks, more cactus, more brown and tan.

Soon we’d be coming into the village. If the stop was long enough, I could take care of my first order of business. If it wasn’t, I would continue south to a few other appointments and tend to any business I missed on the way back north. I glanced at my watch. The face read 9:34.

I wasn’t familiar with my current target. I’d seen his photo, I knew his name, and I knew where he was most mornings, but that was all. I didn’t know how he’d made it onto someone’s list, what he’d done or not done. And I didn’t really care. He was a job to be completed, nothing more.

The sun was still low in the eastern sky, but the day was already hot. The sound of tar bubbles popping beneath the rear tires of the bus filtered up through the partially open side window. The acid smell of melted asphalt and exhaust fumes came with it.

How long would the layover be? 

It didn’t matter really. Either way, I’d be on the same bus again headed south. When I have things to do, I like to do them in order, but—well, I’d have to wait and see.

I was on the back seat, sitting sideways, my legs extended on the seat, my ankles crossed.

My nearest neighbors, a middle-aged man and woman, were four rows ahead of me on the left side of the aisle. Ahead of them on both sides of the aisle were eight or ten other passengers, evenly divided among men and women.

I’d assessed all of them when I boarded the bus in Nogales. It didn’t take long and it wasn’t dramatic in the slightest. There were no threats on the bus. 

The man a few rows in front of me was wearing a blue and white plaid, collared shirt under a western style straw hat with an extra-wide brim. At the moment I could only see the slick black and grey back of his head and the wide brim. From what I could tell, he was studying his lap.

The woman, seated next to the window, was in a faded, floral-print dress with a low collar. Her hair was salt and black pepper too, pulled back into a severe bun on her head. The chrome tops of a pair of pretty pink knitting needles protruded above the seat. Probably they made an X through the bun.

When the bus lurched up onto the hardtop, their heads bobbed. 

The man continued to look down, maybe napping. 

A little while later, the woman stretched her arms over her head, then shifted in her seat. One hand gripping the back of the seat in front of her, she leaned forward and peered. She was looking through the window next to the passenger in front of her across the bus. But there was nothing more to see over there than through the window to her left.

A few minutes after that, the view got at least a little more interesting. We passed a barn-looking structure on the right. It was out on the edge of town by itself. A corral extended away from the north wall of the barn.

A half-minute or so later we were passing buildings on both sides. All sun-weary white. A few houses at first, most with low adobe walls and deep-set windows. A few had low, black, cast-iron fencing around them. The dusty yards of one or two were open to the road.

On the right, a barefoot, golden-skinned child in a diaper that looked like a dish towel was bent over, reaching for a ball. On the left, two pre-teen girls, all legs, their arms laden with books, walked the same direction we were going. One was barefoot. The other was wearing brown leather sandals.

There were no sidewalks, only a worn footpath on either side of the road. The ragged asphalt edge fell away to half-buried gravel, a few clumps of grass and weeds, and then the path.

After the houses were businesses. Shops, really, that looked almost identical to the houses. Repurposed, they say nowadays. 

A flower shop on the left. Where do they get flowers?

On the right, a carneceria and another house, all within a crumbling red-brick fence. I figured the proprietors of one were the residents of the other.

And other shops coming up on both sides as the bus slowed again.

The passengers began coming to life. Shoulders flexed, heads turned, lips mumbled and fingers pointed. Heads nodded, and lips smiled. Torsos leaned forward, arms stretched toward belongings as they prepared to disembark. Even the man in front of me had his head up and was looking past the woman through the window.

I was glad to see them all moving. If everyone was getting off, maybe the layover would be long enough.
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I peered forward and to the left of the driver. 

The back of a head came up, blocked my view for a moment, then turned away and ducked again.

A large whitewashed building. Except for a few vibrant blue or yellow houses, most of the buildings were whitewashed. But this building was huge by comparison, and it looked both new and strangely ancient. 

It had to be the church. So probably the center of the village.

My stomach churned slightly with anticipation, and I glanced to the right through the window a few seats ahead of me. 

The building there was wide and squat and across the street from the church. Where my first order of business would probably be. Very appropriate.

The building took up the space of two or three shops and it was also whitewashed, but faded to a dingy, sunbaked off-white. Above the arched entrance of the doors were dark brown letters, probably also sun faded from black: CANTINA. 

As if on cue, the brakes on the bus groaned, the ball joints creaked and the bus shuddered to a stop. 

The brakes sighed as the driver released the air and opened the accordion door.

Having already prepared themselves, the other passengers stood, gathered their items to their chest. 

Men stepped into the aisle, extended one hand toward their women. Each spoke a name softly as they gestured toward the space they’d reserved in front of them.  

The women smiled with bemused or endearing appreciation, then shuffled past the men to occupy the spaces.

I waited. I was in no rush. There would either be time or there wouldn’t.

The pair at the front of the bus on the left were a hefty little old woman and a skinny little old man. Her long silver hair swayed behind her shoulders as she stood. Her flat, sagging breasts and a pretty good paunch shifted slightly behind her plain brown dress as she  took the space in front of her husband. 

But she didn’t stop there. She moved on past him on an angle across the head of the aisle.

In jeans, a blue plaid shirt, the requisite straw hat and a belt too wide for his stick body, the man placed his left hand gently on her back at her waist and followed.

It was like watching a well-rehearsed dance. They were practiced. 

When they’d attained the landing, he stopped momentarily. As she moved down to the second step, he shuffled forward. As she moved to the first step and clasped the vertical chrome bar, he stepped down to the second. 

Then she stepped off tentatively, shuffled her feet to turn around, and offered him her hand.

The first pair from the right, another middle-aged couple, moved to the top of the steps to wait their turn. The woman nodded past the little old man, smiled graciously, and said something in quiet, muttered Spanish to the little old woman.

When the skinny man had rejoined his wife outside, they moved past the front of the bus and headed across the street toward the church.

Pair by pair, left then right then left, the others followed suit and wandered off in various directions. Only two couples walked past the cantina and turned the corner onto a side street. So more than likely the others would be re-boarding.

When the last pair was on the landing, the woman grasped the vertical chrome bar.

I gathered my small black nylon duffel bag, draped my lightweight, khaki-colored linen jacket over my left forearm, and stood. I would have to find a place to leave the bag and jacket for a few minutes. And if I lost them—well, it was nothing I couldn’t replace somewhere down the road.

The man turned his head to the driver just as if I’d asked him to. In Spanish, he said, “And when will we depart again, Señor Silva?”

The driver, already turned sideways in his seat to watch his passengers safely off the bus, took a toothpick from beneath his mostly grey moustache. “Ah,” he said. “Probably one half of one hour.” He wagged one hand side to side in the space between them. “You know, more or less. But I will not leave without you.”

The man grinned, displaying the lack of at least one tooth behind his left top canine, and nodded. “Gracias. An’ we will endeavor not to keep you waiting.”

I too would endeavor not to keep him waiting. 

*
[image: ]


A half-hour, more or less, should be plenty of time for a professional.

We wouldn’t be here much longer than that, I hoped. The driver’s eyes had already said it wouldn’t be less.

I walked toward the front of the bus, swung right past the chrome pole and skipped down the steps.

Pre-school age children, mostly boys in loose off-white tunics and short cotton pants, surrounded me. A few wore smaller versions of the scraggly straw hats I’d seen on so many of the adults, but most were bareheaded. All had a shock of thick, raven-black hair and large eyes that seemed to hold the universe and all its wonders.

A dozen or more hands thrust forward, all offering small items for sale. Small boxes of Chiclets or packs of Juicy Fruit, unsharpened pencils with dried-out, crusty, pink-white erasers, and other similar items. I exchanged a few coins for a few items, then waved them off. “No more. No more. Go on, now.” 

To my surprise, they dispersed, again surrounding some of the others who’d disembarked before I had.

Freed from the miniature mob, I walked past the cantina at first. The two heavy doors were blocked open by a heavy rock on each side. Between them I was pleased to see real batwing doors. Beyond the doors in the left side of the room were maybe a couple of dozen tables. Only one, in the back of the room, was occupied. Of course, it was early in the day.

The bar came from nowhere on the right to about halfway through the room, then turned toward the back wall. It was lined with stools. The bartender appeared momentarily as he wiped down the section of bar I could see, then moved away to the right.

The gentleman with whom I needed to transact business was at a table by himself to the left of the bar, his back against the far wall. To his right was a narrow door. It was standing open, probably to facilitate airflow through the spacious cantina. A few empty beer bottles stood on the table in front of him. The whole area was only dimly lighted, and the part of the room where he was seated was almost dark. Perfect. 

I stopped on the corner, turned to admire the church for a moment, then turned again to head back the way the bus had come. As I passed the cantina door, I glanced inside again, just long enough to tell there were only three people in that side of the room. One sat toward the right end of the bar, and the other two, a young man and lady, occupied a table in the center of that side of the room.

I walked on past the cantina. I had minutes to kill. 

The next building north held a guitar shop. In the window were three types of guitars. There was the large, thick, round-backed thing you see when you think of roving Mexican musicians playing classical flamenco. Then a more standard sized Spanish guitar with its wide neck and seductive curves, and finally a mandolin.

The instruments were beautiful, and I wondered how they would sound. If I had more time—but no. It wouldn’t do to divert my attention from the task at hand. Maybe on the trip back to the north. I turned away.

The next small building held a leathercraft shop. 

I stopped and admired the goods in the window. The show-stopper, a beautifully hand-tooled saddle with a lot of silver conchos and an attached rifle boot, was centermost on an old wooden saddle tree. At either end there was another, smaller saddle tree. 

Over one was draped a selection of finely tooled belts. From the other, small shelves protruded. On those were displayed wallets, checkbook covers and folding card holders. A lone bag, also leather and finely tooled, was set off to one side. Perfect. Well, except for the tooling. I’d been wanting to replace my nylon bag with something more substantial.

I moved past the window and pushed open the door of the shop.

A little bell jangled. 

A short, plump, mostly bald man with a silver fringe and a drooping silver moustache flashed a wide, toothy smile at me from behind a glass counter. Inside were three shelves with silver and turquoise belt buckles, bracelets, rings and other ornaments. Behind him, leather and felt and straw sombreros covered the wall.

He leaned on the counter with one hand and gestured with the other vaguely toward the front window. “I saw you there at the window. You like my work?”

I smiled. “Yes, yes. I mean, sí.” I waved one hand toward my mouth and forced a little color to my face. “My Spanish is not good. Please forgive me.”

“Oh, no no, it is okay. It gives me the chance to practice my English. What can I do for you, señor?”

“Actually, I was looking to buy another bag.” I set my bag on the counter. “Something about this size, maybe a little smaller or a little larger. But not so big as the one in the window, and plain, without the tooling.”

Lines drew across his forehead as he bent over it. “Yes, I make bags like this.” He looked up. “A little larger, a little smaller, tooled, plain, some with straps, a few with zippers. They’re all big sellers.” He gestured toward an open archway in the back of the room. “I have a few of them back there. You want to see?”

“Thank you. I’d like that.” 

As I picked up my bag and jacket, he came out from behind the counter. He turned left and walked toward the archway, and I followed.

As I looked over the bags, the little bell on the door rang again.

“Forgive me,” he said. “When the bus comes, it is my busy time.”

I smiled. “Certainly.”

After he turned and left, I selected a bag. It was untooled and made of thin, pliable leather with a stiff bottom. It was a little larger than the one I was carrying, and everything fit perfectly. I transferred the black foam rubber bottom from my old bag into the new one, then my small laptop, then the next black foam-rubber layer. Then I transferred the other tools of my trade one by one. 

When I was through, all but one were nestled snugly in their compartments. I inserted a magazine into the .22 caliber pistol I’d kept out, fitted the silencer onto the end, and racked the slide. Then I slipped the weapon into a nylon holster, put the whole outfit inside the waistband of my trousers and slipped on my jacket. 

The little bell rang again, and I glanced toward the front of the shop. 

The shopkeeper was still busy with the two customers who’d come in behind me plus a new one. 

I turned back to the bags, laid the final piece of black foam rubber on top of the items in the new bag, then covered it with my extra clothing. A pair of trousers, two shirts and two pairs of socks. 

I balled up the old black nylon bag and carried it and the new bag to the front.

As the shopkeeper looked up, I hefted the new bag. “I’ll take this one. I’ve already transferred my belongings.” I held up the wad of black nylon. “Would you dispose of this one for me?”

“Of course,” he said, and reached for it, all the while eyeing the zipper. Probably it would make its way to one of his new bags. 

“And how much do I owe you?”

He looked at my new bag for a moment, then held up both hands, his fingers splayed. “Ten dollars?”

I smiled. “That’s a wonderful deal. Thank you.” I fished in my left pocket, pulled out a ten dollar bill and handed it to him.

As he turned away to the cash register, I looked at the man and lady who’d followed me in. “This man does excellent work, doesn’t he?”

Both the customer and the proprietor smiled broadly and nodded.

I left and headed for the bus.
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The bus driver was still sitting where I’d left him, still facing the door. 

Again I hefted the bag. “Okay if I leave this on the bus? I don’t want to carry it if I have to run to catch you.” I laughed.

“Sure, you can leave it. I will be here. But I won’t leave you.” He pointed his right index finger toward the roof. “I have never left a passenger in all my years of driving.”

“That’s great. Thanks.” I moved past him and down the aisle. A few of the others were already back on the bus and seated. 

I went to the back, sat down and slipped the bag beneath the seat in front of me on the left. A moment later I stood and made my way back to the front. “I’ll be back in a minute or two,” I said. “You’re sure there is time?”

We’d been there almost a half-hour. I hoped he would tell me to hurry. In my profession, timing is of the essence.

He wagged one hand at me. “You go ahead. Do what you need to do. I will be here.”

As I turned around, two other couples were coming up the steps to the bus. 

I glanced back at him. “That’s almost everyone. I’ll be right back.”

When the others had moved past me into the aisle, I went down the steps and angled toward the cantina again. The man with whom I needed to conduct business was still there. Two more beer bottles graced his table, and he had one in his hand.

I passed by again, but rounded the corner and walked  quickly to the back of the building, then turned into the narrow alley.

The door was ahead on my right, and there was nobody else in the alley in either direction.

My hand almost swallowed the small semiautomatic as I slipped it from the waistband of my trousers. Even with the can on the barrel it was only several inches long. The magazine was loaded with low-velocity .22 long-rifle ammunition. With the silencer, the only noise would be like a strong puff of wind. And the only person who was close enough to hear even that would never hear it. 

I edged up quietly to the door, extended my arm.

As if on cue, the man turned his head toward the bar. I couldn’t ask for a better target. Humans have a switch where the brain stem meets the brain. It’s called the medulla oblongata or brain stem. 

It controls the heart and lungs. 

He reached for his beer bottle with his right hand. In another moment he would lift it, bring it around in front of him and bring it to his lips. He would tip his head back then, and the target would be gone.

I squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession.

He released the bottle and his hand slipped off the edge of the table. It hung past his right thigh. His head fell forward onto his chest. Only his massive bulk in the chair was keeping him upright. He looked as if he were asleep.

I disengaged the silencer, slipped it and the pistol into my jacket pockets, then turned around and walked quickly back the way I’d come. I’d been away from the bus no more than two minutes.

Two more people were going up the steps of the bus.

They turned into the aisle and reclaimed their seats.

As I came up the steps, the bus driver grinned and wagged his index finger at me. “Ah, I understand what you forgot!” he said. Then he leaned forward. More quietly, he said, “I could have shown you where there was a bathroom. But the alley, it sufficed, eh?”

I grinned, forced color into my cheeks and nodded, then patted him on the shoulder with my right hand. “It sufficed.”

He closed the accordion door, and just before I sat down, the bus lurched again and we were on our way south.

As we pulled out of Agua Sucia, I settled back in my seat. I had plenty of time on my hands. We would pass through three more towns—the last within a stone’s throw of the base of the mountains—before we reached the location of my next job. An hour or so after that, we would have wound our way along a precipitous road to Aldea Perdida, the Lost Village.
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But I’m getting a little ahead of myself. I enjoyed that trip to Mexico, mostly because it was a change of scenery. Also, all the jobs I had to do down there, one in each of four small towns, were similar. So they required no special planning or thought. At least nothing beyond the normal planning and thought that goes into completing a job once I start it. 

Other than basic logistics, like when and where to show up and what to bring with me, I never plan in advance. It’s a waste of time. I’ve never seen a plan survive first contact.

Anyway, the guy who wanted me to write this account asked me to be sure to give you some background on myself and maybe tell you how I got involved with Blackwell Ops in the first place. I guess maybe it’s something more for the trouble junkies to bat around, and that’s fine.
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