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"Good morning husband, what's got your attention so early in the morning?" smiled Brandy hugging a cup of coffee while standing in the doorway to the office.

"Just an old case I'm looking at to refresh my memory."

"Why the sudden interest?"

"I think it was that movie we watched last night, the children's party with the clown," winced Ed.

"Does the case have something to do with clowns or children?"

"Both."

"This isn't one of those creepy stalking clown stories is it?" chuckled Brandy.

"You FBI type can be so cynical," said Ed.

"Seriously, you need any help?"

"I'll let you know. What are you up to today?"

"I have a meeting, in forty-five minutes in fact," said Brandy starting to rush around the house.

"Whoa!" said Emily sliding out of Brandy's way.

"Sorry sweetie, I'm running late," said Brandy rushing up the stairs towards the master bedroom.

"What's got your wife in a twist," smirked Emily leaning in the office doorway with a coffee in hand.

"I don't know, some FBI meeting thing. Anything happening today?"

"No, I'm all yours."

"Good, how are you with clowns?"

"I've known my share," chuckled Emily sipping her coffee.

"Well this guy is a real piece of work," said Ed.

"What's his story?"

"It started years back when I was still a homicide detective. I didn’t catch the case, Fred Kenzick was the lead. Two little girls had been found dead, over the course of one week. They turned over every rock of course but to no avail. An FBI expert suspected it was an attempt to kidnap that went wrong, like a false start to take the first two kids. Something went pear shaped, the asshole panicked and ended up killing the poor kids. After two weeks of elimination the main suspect was a guy named Harold Gallop. Shortly afterwards three female children had vanished and Gallop was believed to be the culprit based on opportunity."

"No one could nail him?" asked Emily.

"He was as elusive as he became a big pain in Kenzick's ass. If Gallop had suddenly disappeared one day, no one would have looked for him, trust me. The entire Homicide division thought him to be guilty."

"Where do the clowns come into play," grinned Emily. Gallop was a civil engineer. He was on a jobsite where they were building a new bridge. He fell two stories and lived to tell about it. The required safety measures were not in place, it was the builder's fault. So of course, there was a lawsuit against the contractor building the bridge for the county. They proved negligence and Gallop was awarded a shed load of cash. At the age of twenty-seven he retired. He could have still worked, I mean he has a limp but he fully recovered physically."

"But not mentally?"

"I get it, he was terrified of heights after the incident and said he could not work anymore. The jury bought it and stuck it to the contractor who eventually went bankrupt," explained Ed.

"I have to ask Dad, where the hell are the clowns?" laughed Emily.

"He apparently got bored with the easy life. His father was a magician, as a kid he got into all the stuff his father had done on stage. So he started doing children's parties with his magic act. From that he got into also being a clown who did magic tricks. I guess there was a bigger appeal to kids if they saw a clown doing the magic."

"Ah ha, that's how he meets the kids."

"Yep."

"So how come Kenzick didn't get him?"

"Old Fred was convinced, as were most of the detectives in the department, but he could not get inside Gallop's house to find proof. One day after months of frustration, Fred gets a friendly judge drunk on his ass and talked him into signing a search warrant. Finally, old Fred is going to nail the son-of-a-bitch. They bust inside and tear the joint apart. Nothing, big goose egg. Gallop freaks out sues the city, the police department and Kenzick personally. That Judge finds the search warrant didn't have any grounds, rules for Gallop. The city settles for over a quarter of a million and Kenzick pulls the plug and retires from the force."

"What happened to Kenzick?"

"He crawls inside a bottle and stays there for the last few years. He died last week. Between the clown movie last night and reading Kenzick's obit, it got me thinking," said Ed.

"So you want to nail this guy for your old friend?" asked Emily.

"Something like that. What do you think?"

"Hey let's get the clown," smiled Emily.

____________________________________

"Good morning Brandy."

"Doug, what's up that it couldn't wait until the normal weekly meeting?"

"Special assignment."

"From where?"

"Upstairs wants you and your civilian husband to do some undercover work."

"They are actually asking for Ed? That's strange, they like staying inside the agency before going to outside consultants," said Brandy.

"Your husband is one of the best investigators around, embarrassing to say it but he is way beyond most of the agents we have available to pursue this case. This is no job for some rookies, we need fast results. That's why you and he were requested. We need answers like yesterday," said Doug Avery, ADIC.

"What's the deal?"

"You remember all the crap that went down during the great pandemic of 2020 with short medical supplies, panicked buying and hoarding?"

"Of course, national disgrace, further exacerbated by belligerent and incompetent leadership in the White House," said Brandy.

"Well they fear another pandemic is coming, not if but when and they don’t want a repeat of what we saw the last time around."

"Ed and I will be purchasing medical supplies while undercover?"

"Not exactly. There is a company, one of many already being investigated, that is, they are suspected of hoarding supplies to position itself for when the next medical emergency hits the U.S."

"Not really illegal is it. Granted they are obviously pond scum but it is their gamble to take, right?"

"Oh sure, like buying and storing a lot of gasoline for when the next shortage occurs. But if they obtain it or store it illegally there is a problem. In this case, they are preparing to gouge hospitals and state governments, that is immoral and illegal. Worse yet they are buying up all the sources that produce such products in China while making deals with Chinese government officials. That is treasonous," said Newman.

"I doubt Ed would be up for travel to China," chuckled Brandy.

"No need, they are headquartered right here in the city"

"I'll run it by Ed and read over these case files. I'll give you a call tomorrow."

"Thanks for coming in Brandy," said Avery as she left his office.

"Pompous moron," muttered Brandy as she walked towards her car.

_______________________________________

"He looks a bit old," said Emily looking across the quiet street at the large white house.

"Pedophiles don’t retire they just slow down a bit. I see he still has the limp."

"You don’t think he has quit his sick game."

"No."

"You believe he has children inside the house right now, don't you?" said Emily.

"I'd bet on it."

"Shit, I hate him already!" remarked Emily. "How many kids do you think he has kidnapped?"

"No idea but Fred thought it was somewhere around seven all together."

"Damn," said Emily.

"Let's roll out of here before he spots us watching him," said Ed starting up his new SUV and driving off.

"What should we do first?"

"Get as much background as we can. It has been awhile since the original investigation. I'm sure a lot of things may have changed. You think you can hack into his grocery store loyalty system?"

"Sure, easy-peasy, but why?"

"To get an idea of how many people are being fed in that house and are there any young kids, you know, candy, sugary cereal, juice drinks," said Ed as he parked at the rear of his house in the small driveway.

"You miss parking out in front?" chuckled Emily as they walked in through the rear door which led to Ed's home office.

"With you and Brandy parking on the street in the front I couldn't find a spot if I tried, besides as you guys talked me into buying a new car I’d rather it be in the driveway out back."

"First off, it’s an SUV not a car and second, it's a certified used, not new," laughed Emily.

"Well excuse me but it is new to me, besides only a car enthusiast or a sap buys a car new. You let the other guy pay the depreciation. I worked at a car dealer, albeit briefly, believe me when you drive off the lot in your new vehicle all smiles and giddy, everyone from sales to parts to service is laughing their asses off at you. To the buyer it is a magical moment with that new car smell, a thing of beauty. At the dealership they call it just moving some iron off the lot," said Ed.

The office phone rang and Emily answered it. While she talked, Ed went into the kitchen to make two cups of coffee. Upon his return he noted Emily was obviously upset. "What's up kiddo?"

Wiping her tears, she thanked Ed for the coffee and took a sip. "Remember my friend Jenny?"

"Yes, from the missing Spencer child case."

"Well, she's dead."

"Wow, she couldn’t be very old."

"No, twenty-seven."

"What the hell happened?"

"That was her mother on the phone. Jen went to live with her mom after you solved the case," said Emily.

"We, solved the case," smiled Ed.

"Well when you found little Terry had been murdered by her abductor, Jenny didn’t take the confirmation of her little girl being dead very well. She went to live with her mother out in California. She had another child and was living life. Anyway, last year she started having female pain and issues. The doctor said she needed surgery. As it turns out that was not her problem, she was completely misdiagnosed. She died from complications from the unnecessary surgery. Jenny's mom is suing the doctor and the hospital," explained Emily.

"You want to go out there and try poking around a bit?"

"You don't mind?"

"If my daughter needs to go help out a friend's mom, I sure as heck am not standing in her way," smiled Ed.

"Thanks Dad," said Emily giving the man a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

Two hours later Emily stood in the doorway of the office double checking her belongings. "Ready to go?" asked Ed.

"Got my e-ticket, got clothes and accessories, laptop, smartphone. Guess I'm ready."

"Need me to drop you at the airport?"

"No, I called a taxi. Last thing you need is to fight rush hour traffic going to and from Richmond airport."

"I guess on short notice you didn't get a direct flight did you?"

"No, I change in Chicago. Tell Brandy I'll miss her," said Emily rushing towards the front door having heard the taxi pull up in front of the old house. After helping Emily to the cab, Walker returned to the office. Almost an hour later as a quiet hush had settled about the house, Walker made his way into the kitchen and made another cup of coffee.

Ed exited the front door with drink in hand and flopped onto his favorite outdoor chair. After he placed his coffee onto the table top, he removed the ashtray from the small drawer of the table and his butane lighter. Sitting back enjoying the late afternoon sun as it filtered through and around the full leafed hundred year old tree in the front yard. Walker was in his happy place about a mile from downtown Richmond. He'd purchased the house years ago when he was still a police detective.

He felt the warmth of the sun as it took the chill out of the late April afternoon. He closed his eyes briefly and sat motionless enjoying the Zen of the moment. The burning cigarette in his hand had its smoke drift upward like an endless ribbon of white and shades of gray. Ed opened his eyes took a drag from his cigarette and then a sip of coffee. After which he returned to the eyes closed position slightly tilting his head backward until his hair made contact with the window ledge behind him.

He grimaced as he heard the squealing of car brakes when a vehicle stopped in front of his house. "Nice to see you working," chided Brandy approaching the front porch.

"You'd think the FBI would want all their cars to be as quiet as possible, you know to sneak up on suspects," smirked Ed with eyes still closed.

"You're kidding, their budget is so bad my tires will go bald before I get any maintenance authorized on my ride."

"Maybe you should transfer to the CIA, they always have money to do stuff."

"You'd miss me being in all those foreign countries all the time for work," smiled Brandy giving her husband a kiss.

"Absolutely," chuckled Ed opening his eyes.

"Ah speaking of foreign countries, how'd you like to take a trip?" shouted Brandy from inside the kitchen.

"Doubt it," responded Ed.

"We have a job offer from high up in FBI land."

"What is it that they need us super mortals to do?"

"Spy."

"Thought that was what the CIA was for," laughed Walker.

"Seriously, they need us to look into medical supply hoarding down in Florida," said Brandy.

"What's the big deal if someone wants to gamble and invest in a few million masks and rubber gloves?"

"From what they can surmise, it goes a lot deeper. Deals with Chinese officials, inferior quality products and building a major control over all such products," said Brandy.

"Not surprising, one thing that can always be said about American businessmen, greed is king. Fuck the people as long as we get their last dollar. No matter the circumstances, by trickery, situational gouging or plain out lying to get richer. Ethics has always been missing from Capitalism, it’s the nature of the beast," winced Ed. 
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"Emily it is so wonderful to see you again."

"It is so good to see you, I am so sorry about Jenny," sobbed Emily as they hugged.

"We all miss her so much," said Stacy. "I am sorry I didn't tell you when it happened. Between taking care of my granddaughter and the funeral arrangements, I was not thinking straight, I know I missed telling at least a dozen people."

"I totally understand," smiled Emily.

"Everyday when I wake up, I still can't believe she is gone."

"What the hell really happened?" asked Emily.

Jenny's mother explained to Emily her daughter's medical ordeal. "We now know there are so many alternatives to a hysterectomy and that her doctor never suggested any of them. She should have gotten a second and third opinion, but she didn't. You know her, always in a hurry. As it turned out the doctor is being sued by four other women for malpractice. Everyone always says it is not about the money, but of course it is, for Jenny's daughter's sake. After losing her first child Terry to murder, Jill was like a second chance for Jenny. Jenny was so thrilled to have another little girl. Now that wonder has just gone so very wrong. My poor Jenny," sobbed Stacy.

"Do you want me to look into this jerk's medical practice?"

"Anything you can do for us would be greatly appreciated," smiled Stacy.

The next morning right after breakfast Emily started researching anything she could find about Dr. J.E. Deichert. 

After about two hours Emily left Stacy's house and drove her rental car to observe the doctor's office. He left around 2 PM and headed to his country club for lunch and then nine holes of golf. Emily hung in despite the oppressive afternoon sun. She nodded off twice then took a drive for a comfort break and purchased some coffee and a sandwich. The doctor finally left the club and Emily followed from a safe distance. She parked across the street from his upscale home but got nervous about being spotted in the low traffic of the wealthy residential area. She kept up the reconnaissance of the doctor for several days.

On Saturday night the doctor and his wife left home to attend a party at their country club. Emily was tired of waiting in the car and was able to sneak inside and mingle with the snobby guests. While sitting at an empty table Emily was able to finally get a decent meal while watching the doctor and his wife put on airs. At one point she noticed Deichert exchanging glances with a young blonde woman standing across the room. Emily smirked when she saw the woman stroll outside onto the large stone patio which overlooked the dark golf course. She was closely followed by the doctor.

Emily managed to find an exit to the far left of the main patio doors. Once outside she slipped as close as possible in order to eavesdrop. There was no need, the couple moved to a dark area and began to kiss passionately. Emily took several photographs with her camera. "I think I have some leverage," chuckled Emily.

Emily followed the blonde woman to her house and the next day started heavy research into her background. Then she began to follow the woman. Two nights later when the doctor's wife left for a business trip, she followed the doctor to the blonde woman's residence. "Oh I hate to spy but ..." laughed Emily. Sneaking around to the rear left side of the house she found the doctor and his girlfriend in a passionate embrace. Totally unexpectedly clothing started to be removed. Emily clicked away with her camera as the naked blonde lay on the marble kitchen island.

"What are you going to do with these pictures?" asked Stacy the next morning.

"Confront him."

"So, he cheats on his wife. How does that help our case?"

"From what my experience as a private detective and having an ex-cop adopt me and an FBI agent as a mother figure, I'm guessing it could take years to go to court and even then, almost impossible to prove malpractice. Even with all those women who filed suit, it'll be a long shot. His lawyer will paint the women as having buyers' remorse. I'm just trying to be honest with you Stacy."

"I know, it all seems to just crawl along accomplishing nothing."

"To me, a way to help my best friend, would be to look out for her daughter Jill. To that end, you need money to take care of her. I figured if I can get him to pony up some cash, you take half for her care and the other half we put in a trust for her future," said Emily.

"What if he won't play your game?"

"Then we bring him to his knees," grinned Emily.

The next day Emily sat in the parking lot outside the doctor's office waiting for him to leave. At 3 PM, she saw him exiting the building and walking towards his luxury imported vehicle.

"Dr. Deichert."

"Sorry, you'll have to make an appointment."

"I don't think you want anyone knowing what I have to talk about."

"What is this nonsense?"

Emily took out one of the photos she had printed out on Stacy's printer. The doctor's whole demeaner changed. "Are you blackmailing me?"

"That's such a misused word. I think of it as an alignment of the cosmos."

"What do you want?" asked Deichert.

"My best friend Jenny is dead because you were too fucking greedy to explain to her about various medical options. Instead you bullied her into an operation and she died. You know as well as I do the lawsuit could take years and result in a stalemate. Meanwhile, a little girl does not have her mother. The grandmother needs help to raise the child. As you killed her mother you need to contribute to the little girl's future," said Emily.

"How much?"

"Two hundred and fifty thousand."

"You are kidding me."

"Don't play that game, I've seen your bank accounts."

"How do I know you won’t come back for more?"

"You don't. Although, if I do you can go to the police."

"What if I say go fuck yourself?"

"Then your wife and her divorce attorney will clean your clock. My way is a lot cheaper. Look, I'm just trying to right a wrong. You fucked up, time to pay the price."

"I don’t see it as more than a normal risk. Let me ask you, what happens to the lawsuit if I pay your blackmail demands?"

"I have no control over that."

"You could get her mother to drop out."

"I could, but I won't, besides if it ever settled then your insurance company will be paying, not you. With or without Jenny's mother involved there would be a settlement payout. The insurance company will pick an amount, they don't care how many people are involved so she should have a piece of it," said Emily.

"How do I know you won’t give these photos to the lawyers for the lawsuit?" asked the doctor.

"That would do me no good. Those lawyers are not going to care so they would not take them. If your wife finds out about this her attorney would have your accounts frozen then my friend's little girl gets nothing."

"I need two days to raise the money."

"Not a problem. This
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