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About Pieces of
Trouble




Pieces of Trouble is a collection of
in-between short stories that Amazon labels Novellas. Why do I write in-between
stories? And why so short? Here are three reasons. If you’re not
interested, apologies, just skip this part and jump right
in.

 


#1: Distraction—Especially during long editing phases of my
full-length novels, I spend a long time rereading and reworking stuff I wrote
weeks and months ago. It’s hard work that gets me to something
presentable, but not creative.  I hunger for the creative
process of writing. Depending on the state of my other parallel
work and its complexity,
I sometimes run the creative work of another
full-length novel in parallel and sometimes need another outlet for
my creativity.   

 


#2: Context—These small-scale stories give me a nice outlet
to explore the background or private life of my heroes Paul Trouble
and Calendar Moonstone,
of the “Brilliant” series. What happened in the
past? What were formative events or moments?

 


#3: Homage—I am a serial book junkie and there is probably not
a single crime, mystery,
or adventure series I haven’t followed in the last
thirty years. One of my favorite series of all time, in comic or
novel form, was
the adventures of Modesty Blaise
—a retired master criminal who gets drawn into all
sorts of adventures with her sidekick Willie Garvin. I had already
read most of the full length novels when I found a thin book on my
dad’s bookshelf called Pieces of
Modesty. It collected various short stories
that its author, Peter O’Donnell, had written for story magazines over many years. Some stories
broke the otherwise grim and furious mold that the regular novels
had and were outright funny (like the one shooting a defector over
the Berlin Wall with a circus canon), some from fresh perspective
(Willie Garvin’s first-person recollection of his interrupted date with Lady
Janet), and all
very, very cool. Similar to this, Lee Childs also writes some Jack
Reacher shorts, also all very entertaining and real teasers for his
full-length works. So I see my novellas as exactly this: an homage
to my favorite writers and their wonderful novellas about my
favorite heroes and heroines.

 


Enough said, I
am rambling. Without further ado, step into the “Troubleshooter”
universe and enjoy…

 


Alex Ames,
February 2016

 



About the Edition
1.2

Why an Edition 1.2 of Pieces of
Trouble? Easily explained: my digital
publishing house Pronoun (member of the Macmillan group) stopped
its operation in January 2018. I had used Pronoun basically since
day 1 of their existence and was very happy with it, as it offered
a simple and comprehensive way to publish your works on the big
ebook market places. Especially two things were very useful: the
streamlined interface made it a breeze to set up the meta-data of
your book, and the book format was a plain formatted Microsoft Word
document (read this, Smashwords!!!)

This edition
left the original stories as they were before, I just updated front
matter and of course the list of short descriptions of my other
works.

 


Alex Ames,
January 2018


A Trouble
Termination


About A Trouble
Termination

During the editing process of Troublemaker I had already finished
the creative version of another novel, and it would have killed me
to do two edits at once. So I decided to write something smaller. I
had few story guideposts in mind.

 


With A Trouble Termination
I tried to jump into Paul’s past. Paul grew up in
Montana, left home after the death of his mother in his late teens
to join the US Marines Corp. He saw military action in the late
nineties and then became involved in intelligence work and the spy
game. The Picard operation that cost Paul his left hand is the ingoing
situation for the novella you are about to read. Paul is released
from his rehabilitation, fitted with a prosthesis, is already
ridden by his hammer-blow nightmares, but feels fit for duty after
a long absence from work. It is the story that moves Paul’s old
life over to his new life; and I really enjoyed diving into the
background of Paul, Irene Richards and the team around General
McAllister’s Army-Intelligence Liaison office. Hope you will enjoy
it, too.

 


The story is set in Paris. It could play in any city, I guess,
but I had a certain light in mind that you see only in few cities.
Don’t laugh. When
I write, I see the
characters going through their scenes and the light is an important
factor for visualization.

 


It’s not too
overly serious. I was tempted at first to make it pure slapstick
from the beginning. Like an operation that completely falls apart
under Paul’s and the General’s direction with a big silly bang at
the end. Maybe Paul babysitting a politician’s kid who manages to
get away and causes a state crisis (Come to think of it, that *is*
another good idea!) The thievery part was supposed to be one of the
initial elements, but in the final story it became the leading
element.

I put a strong Irene Richards beside Paul. I liked her
character in Troubleshooter, the competent right
hand that can win a war with the other. So I gave her the ops lead
and the final bang of the story. And a little romantic
sideline.

 


The rest came as the story developed itself. I then had to
leave it alone until I had finished Five
for Forever. I reread the story after six
months and boom, big issue: The whole restaurant scene was built
under a false setup! I had not noticed the problem in the first
write-up, and that
cost me time. (All around the question: why must Paul put back the
code-card back into LeClerke’s wallet unseen.) Every little step of
the choreography had to be reexamined and almost every part of the
scene rewritten. What you read here is the final
product. 

 


Alex Ames,
Autumn 2015

 



Trouble's
Back


 Paul never found out who exactly was behind
each practical welcome gift that he received after six months away
on sick leave. But he had to admit that his colleagues had poured a
lot of creativity into the assembly of utilities, knick-knacks, and
useless items that were now arranged on his office desk as if its
owner had just left yesterday. Some jokes were obvious, like the
one-ringed handcuff, the stack of writing paper that was cut in
half and only the right side positioned on the table. Someone had
overshot and removed the left armrest from the office chair. Other
gifts were more subtle. Like the torn copy of an instruction manual
on how to free yourself from Chinese finger-cuffs that had been
placed in his wastebasket. His bulky IBM computer didn’t sport a
normal keyboard anymore but instead a so-called
one-hand-keyboard. The elaborate tutorial that accompanied it promised sixty
words per minute for the trained user. The practical jokes went
pretty far: Paul found out a week later that his car rental profile
on the Royal Arms Shared Services intranet had been changed to “no
stick-shift”. Paul suspected that this one had been arranged by the
General himself.

Many people came by to say hello, most of them earnestly
concerned about Paul’s well-being, checking out Paul’s brand-new
artificial left hand, and wishing him all the best. Some were cautious, as if Paul’s
experience was a bringer of bad luck to their own operations. There
was a lot of superstition involved in the world of spies and covert
military operations, so Paul wasn’t exactly considered a bad luck
charm.  More like like a poster child for what SNAFUs could
happen to even the best-prepared operation. 

 


And Irene came by. She suddenly stood in the doorway not
saying anything, just observing her teammate and former lover. When
Paul finally noticed her, he swiveled in his chair to face her, but
they both kept quiet for a minute. She was half British and half
Indian, which had
resulted in the whitest of skin coupled with the blackest of hair.
Richards was the fittest and most intelligent female Paul had ever
encountered, and the most deadly one. Which once had led Paul to
remark that they both could retire their military careers and
become very successful freelance killers. She was SAS, the best of
the best, and on loan to the General’s little special ops
unit, Army-Intelligence-Liaison,
for two years now. Irene had been the only one
other than their boss, General McAllister,
to visit Paul on a regular basis in the hospital
and later at the veteran’s rehabilitation center, where Paul had received his
prosthesis and had run through various psych evaluations from the
British military and the US Marine Corps. After all, he, too, was
only on loan to the British intelligence partners. Irene Richards
was the only one of Paul’s former unit to still be on the job. The
rest had either changed units, gone into other governmental
functions, or were retired under the disability act. Or were dead.
Hence, all the other unoccupied desks in Paul’s office. The ghosts
of their former colleagues hung between them in the room,
unmentioned.

“Hope the old man doesn’t wear you down too much,” Paul broke
the silence. “Heard you’re now his right hand.”

Richards shrugged. “That way or the highway. After the Picard
operations, my
psych evaluation asked for a change of scenery and the General had
an opening after St. Cuir’s move to Defense. My operation days are
almost over.”

“Yeah, you’ll have
to explain to me what good old Simon is planning to do over there.
Purchase new guns?”

“No, he’s some sort of special advisor to the Secretary of
Defense. Was amazed myself. If there’d ever been an heir-apparent
for the General’s job, it was him. But maybe he’ll return in a
blaze of glory after that gig?”

“I feel offended that you didn’t consider me worthy of the
job.”

“Last time I checked, you still have a US passport and swore
allegiance to the well-being of God’s Own Country?”

“Well, yes, but maybe the US can invade the UK to simplify
things? We give you McDonald’s restaurants and the Declaration of
Independence and we adopt the Queen and the rest of the
Commonwealth to head our Congress. Saves us the silly presidential
election ritual.”

“The McDonald’s part already won me over,” Richards
smiled. 

Paul wiggled
his artificial limb. “And Queen and Country payed for my new toy.
Give her my thanks.”

Both were a little uncomfortable. Their affair had been cut off in
the middle, when
the Prague operation to catch Picard had ended in
disaster, and they
never had spoken about it afterward. Both felt a twang of guilt
leaving things hanging,
but at the same time, they were too military in
their ways to properly express their feelings.  

“So it’s just you and me,” Paul said, finally.

“Of the old guard, yes.” Richards finally came into the room
and sat on a second chair squeezed in between the four desks that
filled the room. There were no shelves or file
cabinets. Anything
read here was of the highest security classification. “But some of
the new guys and dolls are pretty good. Phillips and McGuire
handled themselves quite well in the Istanbul operation last month.
Weiss shows promise after a little bit more experience. And Binchy
is a sneaky bastard, which is a high compliment from me, if I were
allowed to tell you about the Moscow deal he did.”

Paul gestured
over his desk and the welcome gifts. “Which one was your idea?” he
asked. 

“Any guess?”

“The finger-cuff thing was funny.”

“That one was actually Sebastian’s welcome-back gift. But you
haven’t found mine yet.”

“There are more?”

“We are spies, not everything has to be obvious. But you’ll
know it when you see it.” She thought for a second. “Or experience
it.”

Paul groaned,
“Man, can it lead me into danger?”

Richards had
to think for a second. “Only if your plane hits an air pocket.”

“Are there any one-handed parachutes?”

“No guessing, Paul. By the way, the General wants to see you,”
Richards said as she left.

Leaving Paul
with his one hand and a room full of ghosts.

 



Teacher and
Apprentice

The small and very loud British military cargo plane en route
to Turkey made a quick stop-over for Colonel Trouble at the
Parisian airport Le Bourget. Paul felt totally out of place in his
gray suit with dark shirt and tie,
but the French enjoyed dressing fine and as a
spy, you always
should blend in. A taxi took Paul to the address in the North of
Paris, actually quite close to the airport. There were super-ugly
industry quarters, dismissal high rises, and neat little attached houses
with green gardens and clean front lawns right beside the buzzing
motorway. Paul paid the driver, got out, and walked to the house that
operations control had given him the address for. Some toys were
strewn on the lawn, a rake leaned against a thin cherry
tree, and a small
shed with an open door showed some old bicycles and a hand-mower.
Paul felt out of place and out of time standing here in a business
suit in the late morning sun of approaching summer. This was
definitely not the Champs-Elysées
and he felt overdressed. 

Trouble, what are you doing here? He
rang dutifully. A moment later the front door was opened by an old
man, maybe
seventy, bracing
himself against a cane. Small, wiry, white hair and gnarly hands.
Extremely agile eyes.

“Yves Poirot?” Paul asked.

“Yes, you are the Englishman? Don’t tell me your name, I don’t
want to know. The less I know about your likes, the better. I am
just helping out here! Call me Yves, come on in.” He spoke flawless
but accented English, stretching the ‘e’ and fighting to get any
sound out of the ‘h’.

“Well, if you don’t like us, then why do you help us?” Paul
asked. 

Yves held open the door, and they briefly shook hands in the
small corridor. They had to shuffle around so that Paul could pass and then
the old man guided Paul into the small living room. Heavy dark
furniture, modern household articles, and kid’s toys made a mix of a
multiple generation home. 

“Come on in, you want anything to drink?” Yves
asked. Paul
declined. “Excuse the mess, but my daughter moved back in with her
two kids two years ago, after her husband screwed the Nanny!” Yves
glanced over at an old clock that tick-tocked away on a shelf. “We
have until four, then I have to pick up the kids from school and
daycare. Have a seat, have a seat,” Yves almost pushed Paul to the
sofa.

“Why do you do this, then?”

“What do you think? For the money. My daughter is getting a bad
deal out of the divorce and then there’s the loss from selling the
shared house in a bad economy. Family, what can you say, eh?” He
left the living room into a small attached kitchen and came back
with a tray with two cups and coffee, precariously balancing it
with his right hand while he tapped with his stick with the other.
“Doing business with you? I still have the high hope that the
Western Allies are winning against the evils of this world. And all
that. But the money is the main point.” Paul stood up quickly and
helped the man with the tray, placing it in front of him. “Is that
good enough reasons for you, Englishman?”

“As good as any, Sir,” Paul said, sitting ramrod straight on
the overly soft sofa that desperately needed an
overhaul.

“And, by the way,” Yves said from the kitchen as he retrieved
the forgotten sugar, “I know that you are not English, your accent places you
somewhere west of the Mississippi, but again…” 

“I understand you have a special skill that you pass along to
other people on demand,” Paul was never much for
small-talk.

“Yes, I do,” Yves said, sitting down opposite Paul and pouring
coffee. “And what do you think of my skill?”

“Well, as long as you don’t apply it illegally…” Paul
started.

“Papperlappappe, Englishman. I bought
this house from money I stole from tourists, business men,
citizens, and illegal aliens from all over the world in the streets
of Paris. I was an equal opportunity thief. Do not try to give me a
moral compass so late in life.” He sipped coffee. “No, tell me,
what do you think personally of my skill?”

“Well, I’ve never seen you in action. If you…” Paul tapped for
his wallet but it was still there. Good. He felt for his wristwatch
on the right hand. Uh-oh, gone! Packet of tissue in the right front
pocket. Gone. Paul gave Yves a short smile. “Well done, I
haven’t…”

“Don’t insult me young man. Take an inventory and then form
your opinion. Well done!
Englishman, I robbed you blind and you don’t even
know it. It was spectacular, nothing else.”

Paul turned
red and stood up. He took his wallet from the inside left pocket of
his jacket and checked the contents. It was completely stripped of
everything. “I agree, spectac…”

“Don’t continue your insults. You are not through with your
inventory, Englishman.”

Paul tapped
the rest of his body but apart from the three items he had
discovered, he was good. 

“Jump, Englishman,” Yves demanded.

Paul almost asked why but complied. He jumped up and down on
the spot and turned even redder as his trousers started to glide
down his hips. He pulled them up again and walked over to a mirror
placed in the narrow hallway where Yves had started his act.
“Dammit, you took my tie as well.” He stared at his empty neck. He
then started checking his shoes, still there, including laces. He
heard Yves laugh behind him. “I didn’t have that much time!”

“Well, that truly was spectacular.” Paul turned to Yves and
thought back from the moment Yves had opened the door. “How many
interactions did we have? You shook my hand…”

“…and oops went your watch,” Yves commented.

“You let me in through the narrow hallway.”

“…where I relieved you of your wallet and untied the first knot
of your tie.”

“Then you offered me the sofa to sit. Where you undoubtedly
relieved me of my belt.”

“And took the tie away from your neck.”

“And then the act with the coffee tray where I had to help you,
which you used to put back my empty wallet. And you stole the
tissue. Now I need the coffee.”

“Sit down, my sales pitch demonstration stops now and you tell
me what you need to achieve,” said Yves, and they drank coffee.

“Do I get my possessions back?” Paul asked.

“On the kitchen counter, all there, don’t worry. Except for the
belt. That one I had to cut off, but I can loan you one of mine to
keep your trousers up during practice.”

Paul stood up and went into the tiny kitchen to retrieve his
things. He investigated the remains of the belt. “Straight cut,
must be sharp as hell to go through three millimeters of
leather,” he
called over to the living room. “And not my skin!”

“Tools of the trade, Englishman,” Yves
crackled. 

Paul came back
into the living room and sat down beside Yves again. “So, this is
the objective: you need to turn me into a master pick-pocket thief
by end of tomorrow.”

“That much I understood from our go-between. Who is the person,
what do you need to pick from his pockets, and where?”

“I can’t…”

“No of course not, you are a secret agent and I am not and all
that. No specifics, but I need to know if the person is male or
female, large or small, fat or thin, old or young. How does the
mark dress? What is the general setting you have in
mind?”

Paul looked at Yves, collected his thoughts, and began.

 



The Three Rules
of Valery LeClerke

Valery
LeClerke was male, forty-eight years old, married with two teenage
daughters, and had the looks of a slightly overweight, graying,
sympathetic man. He was a Parisian lawyer of Belgian descent who
had made it a business to be the neutral middleman in deals between
parties who did not like each other very much. Let’s say Saudi
Arabia needed something from the Iranians. Then the Saudis could
contact someone who knew LeClerke who in turn knew someone on the
Iranian side. The emissaries or brokers could meet at LeClerke’s
office in the Montmartre district and talk preparations and
conditions. Then, if the terms of the meeting and general interest
in the deal were confirmed, the Saudis and the Iranians could meet
in person at another location. In simple terms, LeClerke’s office
in the Montparnasse arrondissement could be described as an
informal United Nations water cooler without the hassle. 

 


Valery
LeClerke had three rules by which he strictly did business:

Rule #1:
Straight by the books. No cash transactions of doubtful nature were
crossing his desks. His clients were highly positioned
organizations and well-connected people and they would always find
a way to pay LeClerke through one of their many subsidiaries in a
completely legal and transparent fashion. LeClerke wrote an invoice
of services rendered and a Middle East Oil Company, a UK PR firm,
or a French diplomatic mission would write the check or wire the
money. All parties had paperwork and everyone paid their taxes.
LeClerke’s flat fee was €100,000 per deal per party. Plus VAT. Take
it or leave it, no haggling, no rebates. And, by the way, the hotel
room or the conference center for the actual meet was included,
you’re welcome. 

Rule #2: All
the non-confidential pre-work was done in the office. The actual
transaction was done in randomly selected spots, always, no
exceptions. Only LeClerke knew the location in advance and gave it
to the sides half hour before the actual meeting. This caught both
sides with the same level of unpreparedness but it also prevented
potential opposition or eavesdropping third parties from preparing
in advance for these meetings. As no details were discussed during
the pre-meeting, even should a bug bypass LeClerke’s daily routine
check, there was little viable information available up to the
meeting hour. 

Rule #3: Never
deal with the CIA or its closest allies. LeClerke was not a radical
or communist, in fact he considered himself to be a moderate
conservative. But the CIA had this very silly notion that they were
doing everything for the better good and therefore tried to
monopolize every situation and every deal. Which was not at all
what LeClerke based his business upon, which was all about equality
and neutrality. No one got the better hand, no one felt cheated
about anything.  

 


Security was
paramount to LeClerke. Upcoming transactions were in his head and
the list of contacts at various agencies in most countries of the
world was in his safe. Which was uncrackable. Period. The CIA had
given up on it, and they had tried numerous times. The manufacturer
itself had stated that without proper means, there was no way of
entering the safe, short of burning a big hole into it or stealing
the whole safe. In which case the contents of the safe would
auto-destruct, making no one the wiser. The only way to open the
safe was if Mr. LeClerke opened it personally. 

Mr. LeClerke
and his dealings were a nuisance. The CIA wasn’t so much offended
by the fact that he didn’t deal with them. The CIA was offended
because it hurt their professional pride that LeClerke had
developed an unbeatable system to keep his affairs from the CIA.
But an unbeatable system was no crime and there were other, bigger,
fish to fry during post-9/11 times.

 


The perceived
size of the LeClerke-fish increased considerably when he started to
facilitate two high-level defections of major CIA and NSA
whistle-blowers. The two whistle-blowers had the incentive to
switch their mid-income Virginia suburban lives for enticing
seven-figure deals and new identities in countries of their
choosing, facial surgery included. Financed by Russia and China,
respectively. In turn they offered embarrassing information about
the Kuwait and Iraq rebuilding efforts. With everything else these
guys knew,  the whistle-blowers became top-traitors, but this
was a matter of perspective.

The CIA had briefly considered a termination of Valery
LeClerke. But this hadn’t been authorized due to the very fact that
LeClerke also brokered very important deals for France itself. And
even though the US had no interest in those dealings, *let’s not
annoy our stout ally!* Someone had the more constructive idea of
tapping into LeClerke’s book of knowledge and intercepting the
group of rumored defectors and their handlers when they prepared
their meetings. Catch them in the act dealing with Russians and
Chinese emissaries, high treason, lifelong imprisonment, case
cleanly closed. Timing was crucial as the NSA source had been able
to confirm that the two deals were to go down at the end of the
week. Various people looked around the table at each other, someone
saved face and mentioned that the NSA and CIA were great at getting
necessary information needed to prepare the job but that their
British counterparts were much better at execution, and closer to
the theatre of action, too, and that was that. The phrase
Let them play James Bond fell. The coming morning, the British secretary of defense and
his secret service staff discussed the US request for a joint
operation, and after a few minutes of bouncing around facts and
ideas, the chairperson sighed, broke off the fruitless discussion,
and nodded at General McAllister. The old fox would find a way to
make it happen. 

 


There was an
informal rule #4 in the professional life of Monsieur LeClerke:
never do business between 11:30 and 12:30; his lunch break was as
important as everything else. LeClerke usually stepped out of his
office at 11:30 on
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