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To everyone who stands on the precipice of wonder and asks the simple question of, “What if?”
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Late in the year 2017, I diligently worked to lay out a game plan and an outline for my future work and material. After some slicing, some dicing, and some prioritizing of the plan, one of the books that remained at the top of the list was to bring back the ever mysterious, but always interesting, character of the quiet stranger in the black hat. Our goal was to have a collection composed of mostly novellas and novelettes, with a short story sandwiched somewhere in between.

When it came down to actually beginning work on the collection, I found that I had three very strong themes and three solid outlines for the stories for the book. Yet, I felt as if I was missing a central story for the book and the all-important “anchor” story for the collection. I also searched for a character that could be a reoccurring character to pair with the quiet stranger in further adventures, much as I created in the characters of Charles “Chuck” McCracken and Mr. and Mrs. Jimmy Reeves. There was little doubt that my future visions included a composition including all of these characters in a “no-holds-barred” effort to assist the dark stranger in his quest to defeat evil, and to assist persons in need, in what he often portrays to be a “weary world.”

Regardless, the final story and the perfect character required for it proved a bit evasive.

Then as it often does come to PJH, inspiration unexpectedly arrived.

It seemed as if it was going to be a very quiet evening for PJH. I sat on an open-air patio of a restaurant in Florida while traveling on business. For the end of June, in Florida, it was not a gruesome, hot and humid Florida evening; it actually was rather pleasant, with a gentle breeze and fading sunlight. Those people close to me know how I despise the heat and humidity; therefore, for PJH to sit outside in an open-air restaurant patio in Florida, it must have been an exceptionally pleasant evening.

The evening proved to be quite memorable in many ways.

I ordered a chicken dish and a beer and when I took my first sips, I spotted a very pretty, rather petite restaurant server flirting with a patron who was sitting a few tables away from where I sat. The patron was a tall, lanky sort of young man, with floppy, long hair, and he wore black canvas sneakers similar to my own and a tee shirt printed with the logo and name of a well-known video game. He also sported and fiddled with multiple cellphones. No doubt, modern technology captivated him. However, when he did not have his nose in those cellphones, he was smiling and happily interacting with the server. By his body language, the flicker in his eyes, and his smile, it appeared as if the young man was quite cocky in his demeanor, as well as extremely confident. While I studied the interaction, his personality traits became more obvious as the two of them flirted and shared some laughter together. I thought that they made such a cute couple, and I hoped that if they were not a couple now that their future would be bright and they would spend it together.

Another sip or two of beer might have induced some type of hazy influence because I felt inspiration overtake my mind and soul. The cute couple suddenly became characters, slowly evolving within my mind. I did my best to take as many mental notes as I could while sitting there and to carry the inspiration with me.

That evening, while back in my hotel room, the quiet stranger in the black hat, made an appearance, and he tipped his famous hat in my direction once again and walked briskly into the pages of a draft outline for the anchor story for the potential manuscript. It seems as if he is a rather persistent chap and follows me around quite a bit.

On the airplane flight back home, I pondered the potential storylines for the anchor story. It all evolved rather slowly in my mind’s eye and after making some random outline notes, a song by the great, singer and songwriter and former front man for the legendary rock band Dire Straits, Mr. Mark Knopfler OBE, sounded in the ear buds stuck in my ears. Mr. Knopfler used a word within his lyrics and it fixed in my mind as a perfect name for my own floppy-haired, geeky, but cocky and confident, video gaming character. I wrote a character’s name on the hotel notepad that I stuffed in my pocket. “Winterkill,” was the name I scrawled on the pad, and when I arrived home, a few title names for stories appeared and I set to work on the draft of the first story. Shortly after the initial words flowed, I bogged down a bit with wavering and at times, unconfident writing.

A change in my moods caused a shift in the title names for the stories. I ran new title names around within my mind and after some internal debate; I narrowed the titles down to those used herein.

The revised titles proved to be the final pieces of inspiration and I wrote hard and dove into the words with the titles, outlines, and themes for all the stories all now under my belt. Just as I often write a story into an ending, I also write a story into titles, especially if the words invoke a certain mood.

The entire book became a draft reality in about four weeks of intense writing. I felt it was a solid draft and when I finished the work, once more, the quiet stranger tipped his hat at me and in his strange sort of way, considerably improved my own world.

I think that is part of the magic of the stranger and a large portion of his appeal with many of our readers. Through the stranger’s adventures and his empowerment of his chosen allies, his character somehow provides hope and love to everyone he touches. Furthermore, whatever a reader’s faith or religious beliefs are, or might not be, the stranger endorses a sort of ecumenical type of faith. Even I, as his eccentric creator, feel his presence and admittedly, I enjoy his adventures and feel as if somewhere in the deepest and darkest shadows of the world, he actually does watch and wait and tries to make sure that we do not make such a terrible mess of things. I think that I will use some of my privileges as the creator and steal some of Winterkill’s thunder by quoting his words, “When the games are all won and the bad guys are all defeated, love is all that remains and all that really counts in this weary world.”

Indeed.

It is my hope that you enjoy reading this collection of stories as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing them.

Thank you for reading them.

––––––––
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PAUL JOHN HAUSLEBEN 

05 March 2019 
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Prologue
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Mr. Davis Taylor had been fishing the same spot here at the watershed on the outskirts of the city for many years. In the spring, the summer, and even the fall, he fished. Ever since he retired after working for nearly forty-five years in the dye factory on Laidlaw Street in the old mill section of Paterson, New Jersey, fishing became his passion. Mr. Taylor would still be working, if he had his way about it. His mind was still sharp, his body was still strong and solid, and his eyes still keen, but when management closed the factory and the parent company that bought them a few years earlier, moved the entire operation overseas to China, then Davis Taylor knew he reached the end of the road.

He retired before they retired him. Davis always wanted to go out on his own terms and not theirs.

It was a good run. He never made a ton of money, but he fed his family, had a modest house in the Hillcrest section of the city and he drove an older car, but he always had decent tires and he kept up on the oil changes. In fact, the same car was parked just down the road a piece from where he sat on an upturned bucket, while enjoying the cool breeze of springtime. He was watching the end of his fishing line for a bite, while it gently waved in the breeze. The car had some rust now and a few more creaks and squeals from the springs and the belts, but the engine burned little oil and it always started, even on the coldest days. Davis always parked in the same spot and the local police knew his car, so they looked the other way at the “No Parking” sign posted above where Davis parked his car. He was alone now. His wife passed on about five years ago, and his two sons long since moved out of New Jersey. They constantly told their father to sell the house and join one of them and enjoy his family in his retirement. However, Paterson, despite the flaws and wounds, was his home. Now, he fished three or four times a week during the pleasant weather, hung around a local bar with some old buddies, watched sports on television, he cut his grass, and fixed things around his home. It was a simple life, but after all those years of punching a time clock and getting out of bed at five in the morning, Davis felt pretty good about sitting on an old bucket watching his fishing line.

He deserved it.

This was a good spot and the watershed, while not huge, did cover quite a few acres of land and it was quiet and beautiful. This was one of the main sources of water for the city, and while the fish and wildlife department did not stock the waters with fish, there was a generous population of fish inhabiting the clear and clean waters of the reservoir.

Davis always managed to catch a few fish and enjoy the day. Sunnies, catfish, calico bass, yellow and white perch, large mouthed bass and a rare pickerel or two. There were the occasional rumors of a few of the local anglers pulling a good-sized rainbow or brown trout or two out of the watershed, but Davis was never so lucky and he doubted that the trout even existed in the reservoir. It was just hearsay and “fishing talk.” He never kept any of the fish, he just enjoyed the lure, and the hunt, and the fight, and then tossed them back into the water to catch another day. 

His old, but still sharp, gray eyes studied the water, and a few pieces of his white hair floated away from his scalp in the gentle breeze. Davis reached up and pushed the strands of hair back down on his head and then, frustrated with the breeze, he reached next to his tackle box and grabbed his baseball cap and plopped it on his head to hold his hair down. A small transistor radio played some broadcasted music while it sat at his feet and a thermos of coffee sat next to the radio. It had been an extra-long winter, and it felt good to be out on the bank of the water once again and suck in some springtime air. He had a flask of whiskey in his tackle box in case that the early spring breeze was nippy, but right now . . . the coffee was fine. 

He had not had a nibble yet, but it was early and the water was still cold from the winter months.

Old Davis looked up to the asphalt path that surrounded the body of water because he heard a noise. He could not quite place it, but it was a rhythmic “clicking noise” as if someone or something was moving on the path or walking. The old man listened for a few moments until his curiosity got the best of him. He stood up and he poked his head just enough to see over the bank and to where the asphalt path twisted in his direction. He saw a man walking in his direction. While the man walked, his boots made the clicking noise as they struck hard upon the asphalt surface of the path. Davis surmised that his boots had metal tips on them in order for them to make such an unusual, but strangely captivating sound. This was not a fellow fisherman, or a game warden, or a police officer checking in to make sure that Davis was okay down here. No, not at all. This man might have been the largest man that Davis had ever seen. Davis stood up, and at first, he wondered if he should grab his gear, his car keys and dash off to safety or if he should grab his cellphone and dial, 9-1-1, but the hint of a smile on the man’s face gave Davis some sort of comfort. Honestly, the man’s strange and unusual appearance captivated Davis too much for the old man to do more than only stare at him.

The man was dressed all in black, he wore a black vest covering a perfectly pressed, black buttoned-up shirt, and his sharply creased, black trousers had not a single ripple or a wrinkle in them. There was nothing out of place on this man—nothing at all. He was impeccable, immaculate. His features were dark; he wore on his face, a finely trimmed beard, closely framing a perfectly chiseled face, and he walked silently while watching with dark, piercing black eyes. Dark eyes that were staring straight ahead, emotionless, expressionless. On his head, he wore a black hat, pulled down to where his facial features were not easily seen, but still slightly visible. No doubt, he was a striking and handsome man.

He was the quiet stranger in the black hat.

The stranger stopped walking on the path when he reached the spot where Davis stood, and he smiled once again at Davis as he turned off the path. Despite his fancy black boots, he easily and deftly made his way down the side of the bank, while walking on the dirt and in a few short seconds; he stood next to Davis on the edge of the water, with his dark eyes carefully studying the water. Davis carefully watched the silent stranger and the old man admired the deep sparkle in the dark eyes of the stranger. After a careful study of the stranger, Davis slowly stood up, he leaned over and turned the volume down on the radio.

“Well, good morning there, stranger! How are you today? I have to say that ya sure are dressed fancy for a trip to the edge of the watershed. Ya gave me a bit of a start until ya smiled a little.” Davis pointed at the boots on the stranger’s feet and commented, “Gonna need to brush off the dirt and mud off those fancy-ass boots. Be a shame to get them all dirty.”

Davis rubbed his eyes as he stared at the boots. Because despite the hike down the bank and the walk along the asphalt path, the boots did not have a speck of dust or any mud or dirt upon them. The stranger still did not say a word and Davis slowly sat down on the top of his upturned bucket. Occasionally, local photographers wandered by to snap some scenic landscape shots, but this man held no photographic gear. Therefore, Davis surmised that the stranger was just a sightseer. While it seemed as if he just stepped out of a time machine from another era, and he was the size of a mountain, Davis felt that he meant him no harm.

“Nothing biting yet. Too cold. Can I offer you a sip of coffee or a nip of some whiskey? You have a hat on, and a mighty fine hat it is too, but that vest might not hold back the cool spring breeze.”

The stranger still did not answer. He only stood there and allowed his dark eyes to study the old man and capture the sparkle of the sunlight. The old man shrugged at his silence and picked up his fishing pole out of the fork that stuck in the sandy bank of the watershed and he tweaked the reel a little to bring his line up tighter. 

“Suit yaself. Guess it is a beautiful spot to enjoy the world from and admire all of it. People hardly can imagine the perfect picture that God painted here . . . just a few miles away from the grit of the city. They don’t understand how beautiful New Jersey can be.”

The stranger now smiled widely, and finally, spoke in a deep, melodious voice, “Indeed. God’s handiwork is beyond any understanding. I agree with you, Mr. Taylor. Thank you for the offer, but I just stopped here for a moment or two.” 

Davis was surprised that the quiet stranger not only finally spoke, but he was shocked that he knew who he was.

“Hey, nice, I get it. Admire the view and check it out for some fishing or perhaps, some picture taking. You know my name, huh? Do I know you? Might be that we crossed paths or worked together years ago? I think that I would recall a man such as you are, but I am getting a little older and things escape me, especially people’s names and faces. C’mon and sit down next to me for a bit and we can shoot the breeze. I would enjoy the company. Gets a little lonely at times.”

The stranger did not immediately answer Mr. Davis Taylor. Instead, he walked down to the water’s edge, and he gently placed his right hand in the water. Davis thought it was strange behavior. The old man watched as the stranger moved his hand rapidly about in the water, and his old eyes widened as the stranger’s actions seemed to cause ripples across the entire surface of the watershed. Davis tested the breeze with his hands and quickly determined that the breeze stirred the water, and it was simply a coincidence that the large and powerful ripples arrived when the stranger touched the water.

The stranger spoke while he continued slowly stirring the water around as Davis carefully listened, “Oh, perhaps, somehow there is a chance that you might know me. Somehow. I would like to stay a bit but have to be on my way. There are a few things that need my attention, but I wish you the best of luck today. Maybe, a trout or two will come along and you will finally put an end to the wonder of their existence. There are many unknown wonders in the world, Mr. Taylor. So many. God’s gifts of wonder and of beauty are some of our greatest gifts.”

The stranger tipped his hat and smiled again and after he finished stirring the water, he stood back up, made his way up the path and once more began walking briskly down the asphalt pathway.

Davis recovered from the strange encounter and called out, “Ah, now, I get it. Ya, a fisherman like me. Just wanted to see how cold the water is, huh? Well, it was a long winter, and it is still very cold. Well, thanks for stopping by and the well-wishes, but as far as trout go, I might be out of luck. It is just an old fishing tale ‘bout those trout swimming ‘round in here. Have a good day, stranger!”

The dark stranger did not turn around, nor did he acknowledge the words of Davis, and the old man stood and watched and listened to the metal tips of the stranger’s boots, until both the stranger and the sound of his boots faded from view. Davis shook his head once more, took his seat upon the upturned bucket and he stared at the flask of whiskey in his tackle box.

While turning the volume back up on his radio, Davis mumbled, “Geez, maybe I have lost my mind or dipped into the hooch and just don’t remember it. He had to stir the water in order to test how cold it is, huh? He could’ve just asked and I would have told him. Okay, he seems to be a bit of a loony tune there. That sure was one weird experience. Nice guy, but he sure was a strange one.”

Davis was going to reach for the flask, when his line suddenly shot straight out into the water. The fishing pole lurched forward in the fork, and the force of the strike on the line almost pulled the pole into the water.

“Holy Mollie!” Davis screamed, and he picked up his pole just before the fish pulled the entire fishing pole into the water. The old man stood up, clicked the bail open on the reel to feed the fish extra line and then clicked it shut again. Davis eased back on the pole as the fish ran hard. When he felt the weight and power of the fish on the end of his line and on the tip of the pole, then old Davis knew this was the fish of a lifetime. When the fish swam hard and then jumped out of the water, Davis felt his heart jump in his chest. The colors of the fish in the fantastic sunlight were as if they arrived straight from Heaven and the fish leaped in the air, turned and twisted and fought and then crashed back into the water.

“Geez, I might be a crazy old geezer, seeing dark strangers dressed in black, but dang, if that doesn’t look like a rainbow trout on the end of my line!” The old man proclaimed as he let the fish run some more and the fight was on. Davis tugged a little; he only had a ten-pound test line loaded on this reel, because sunfish usually do not weigh too much! The fish ran again and Davis let the fish run, easing the line here and there and being gentle as the fight elevated to an intense battle. Davis never fought a fish so long and so hard, but as the fish eventually tired and Davis had some more courage to reel the fish into the shore. He felt his heart race even more when he caught sight of the fish in front of him in the clear, bright water.

It was a rainbow trout! At least thirty inches long and the fish was stocky, powerful and thick in girth. What a fish! A glorious and amazing fish! Davis carefully set his pole down and waded to the water’s edge and with the greatest of care; he gently captured the fish and held it in his hands. Never was there such a glorious fish. It was gorgeous beyond description. All the amazing colors of the rainbow glistened in the old man’s eyes. As the fish gasped for air with its mouth open, and its gills working, Davis knew that he had to release the amazing creature that God created back to its kingdom. Not before, Davis snapped off many pictures to show his drinking buddies, though! He grabbed his cellphone and carefully maneuvered the camera of the phone, as well as the fish, to take a few solid snapshots. When the photographic evidence was gathered, Davis measured the length of the fish with his tape measure and proved that it was just a tad over thirty inches long. Now, it came time to release the fish.

Davis carefully freed the hook from the mouth of the trout and then he gently held the fish under the water, watching the fish recover as it worked its gills and gently flapped its fins. When the powerful fish recovered and it began to squirm in an effort to find its freedom, Davis released his grip on the fish and it quickly darted off and disappeared into the cold water.

“Thank you, for a glorious day and a remarkable experience. Live a long life, dear trout. A long and glorious life.”

The old man stood on the bank and he pursed his lips and blinked his eyes. He took his hat off, smoothed his hair down upon his head once again, and realized that he had some tears of joy in his eyes.

The sunlight glistened upon the waves of the water, the patterns set into the waves with colors of flickering light, and the wind danced the timing of the waves as if it was a beat of a melody from Heaven.

While admiring and taking in all the beauty of the glorious scene in front of his eyes, the old man mumbled, “Yes, indeed, I have lived a long and glorious life, too. There are many unknown wonders in the world. So many. I ain’t ever been much of a churchgoing man, but I know that God exists. I agree with you, dark stranger that God’s gifts of wonder and of beauty are some of our greatest gifts.”
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It was a Monday morning, late in March, and it was unusually cold for this time of the year. Almost like a winter cold. Northern New Jersey had its share of harsh winters, snowfall, and cold, but this day was unusually cold. After all, it was almost April and the last snow was only a day or so before Saint Patrick’s Day or thereabouts. 

It was well past the time to usher in springtime.

Mr. Arthur Doogan turned the key in the door lock and gave it a good twist. Actually, he gave it a hard twist to the left with a tiny jiggle of the door handle right at the end of the twist. The lock had been sticky and troublesome for quite a bit of time, and Arthur kept reminding himself that he needed to put a squeeze of some graphite lubricant in the lock cylinder or take it apart and repair it.

‘One of these days, I will lubricate and fix that stupid lock,’ Arthur thought, as the lock finally spun free and the door swung open. The little silver bell, mounted on a bracket on the top of the front door, jingled while it gently swung, tinkling the telltale signal that the door was active. Arthur slowly guided the door back to a closed position, and he pushed his shoulder into the door until he heard the lock snap closed.

The door closed better than it unlocked.

Arthur Doogan could walk the interior of his shop blindfolded and the fact that the morning remained dark and the day overcast almost forced him to feel for the light switch and grope along the wall for the telltale cover plate covering the bank of light switches. After all, Mr. Doogan had been flipping these same light switches on in the interior of “Doogie’s Television and Radio Repair Shop,” nearly every day for the last forty-three years or thereabouts. Ever since, he returned home after his discharge from the United States Navy after the big war. In the Navy, Arthur Doogan earned his nickname of “Doogie” and he learned his trade of electronics repair, as well as a few other skills and lessons while serving as a radioman, onboard various aircraft carriers and while being crisscrossed across the Pacific Ocean combat theatres. Arthur Doogan returned home physically unscathed, and he was always thankful for that fact.

Very thankful.

When Doogie returned home, he married his high school sweetheart, and after a short stint working for a large telecommunications corporation as an electronics repairman, with his loyal wife’s unending love and support, Mr. Doogan opened his own electronics repair shop. It was a dream that came true for him.

Now, here he was, all of these years later, still unlocking the door to his shop. Arthur’s back caused him some pain now, because of some arthritis in his lower spine. Doogie surmised that it was because of his age, as well as the wear and tears of lifting unreasonably heavy television sets over the years. Yet, despite his age, his blue eyes remained keen and sharp and his thick chock of white hair layered over easily across his head. His features were soft and smooth and, in his day, he certainly could make the young ladies swoon. Despite that fact, Arthur “Doogie” Doogan only had eyes for one gal. He married her and his life was grand. He made a very good living over the years in his business. He worked very hard, he worked long hours and Saturdays and put his two children through college on the money earned here and paid off two mortgages, too. Arthur Doogan treated his customers fairly and honestly, and he was lucky enough to have worked as his own boss for all of these years.

During the heyday of the electronics business, Arthur employed two bench technicians, two road technicians, a full-time salesman on the sales floor, selling radios, televisions, stereo systems and small electronics and his business grew until he could purchase the building where the shop and store were located. The corner of Fifth Street and Main Street, just off the outskirts of downtown in good old Paterson, New Jersey. As his business grew, Arthur took over the space next door, which had been at one time, until the tailor passed away, a tailor and garment shop. He knocked a wall down in the shop's rear and expanded the building to add a small loading dock to allow for easier unloading and loading of the televisions and larger goods. The loading dock area also gave the road technicians a place to park the service vans off the busy city streets. Investing in the building turned out to be a wise move because the two apartments above the shop and stores proved to provide some additional income that came in handy and helped to pay off the mortgage on the entire building. Then the world and advanced technology caught up with the business. As American corporations looked to maximize profits at any cost, the business slowly dried up as consumer electronics moved overseas with manufacturing. The service business dried up as the goods became cheaper, shinier, and repairs became prohibitive except for the high-end electronics. Fewer and fewer persons repaired their televisions, radios, and other electronics, and instead, when they malfunctioned and wore out, they tossed them away and bought new ones. The “new” economy labeled them “consumers” and that is exactly what they did.

As the years flew by, the business went the opposite way and as quickly as the expansion occurred, now, the shrinking occurred just as quickly. Presently, the shop occupied a small nook at the far end of the building that Arthur Doogan owned. A liquor store rented the space next door, and Arthur moved the walls of the store and shop and adjusted the footprint of the shop to create space next door to rent out to a dry-cleaning operation.

Arthur Doogan adapted his skills too, realizing that the number of televisions and radios to repair was rapidly shrinking, and modern electronics proved more reliable as the technology evolved, Doogie repaired much more than electronics in his shop. He rewired expensive heirloom light fixtures and chandeliers. He learned to repair computers and video games and established a reputation for being able to repair just about anything, with a “plug and a cord.” Whereas the large majority of the old television and radio repair shops in the area closed as the business dried up, Doogie’s shop stayed open, because of the flexibility and ingenuity of the owner. The shop eked out a small profit. Arthur did not really need the money from repairs any longer, because the rental of the other stores and the apartments provided most of his income.

Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Doogan invested wisely and lived within their means, and now Arthur just wanted to cruise one more year until he was seventy years old, collect his retirement payments, sell the building, and join his children in Florida. Arthur Doogan was now a widower, having lost his beloved wife after forty-five years of marriage, about one year previous to this very day. Now, flipping the lights on his small shop and counting the days until retirement kept him from losing his mind and, mostly, each day seemed just the same as the previous day was.

Mostly.

A flip of the switches with his fingers caused a snap, a pop, a brief whiff of ozone in the air of the repair shop as the ballasts fired, and the old fluorescent light tubes of the light fixtures sprung to life. Doogie sighed. His eyes scanned the shop, and he took a few shuffles and then a few longer steps as he made his way through the front of the shop. The distinctive, musty smell of old electronics filled the air. The odor of old electrolytic capacitors and ceramic capacitors, resistors, wire, the smell of coils and transformers, and over forty years of melted solder smoke lingered in the air. A lifetime of telltale signs of the trade, countless repairs and thousands upon thousands of memories. Too many to count.

Arthur Doogan slowly made his way through a few random displays of used televisions for sale, a few old radios, a display of used video game consoles, and some assorted electronic parts for sale. All of this was sure a far cry from the rows upon rows of polished televisions, radios and high-tech stereo systems that the store used to sell back in the heyday. Now, if he sold a battery or two, it was a big sale for the day. It was fine with Arthur “Doogie” Doogan. He was in the homestretch now, a year or so more, and then it was off to the Sunshine State and a well-deserved retirement.

For today, he had a mission or two. First, he promised Mrs. Gunter that he would replace the cord and the plug on her vacuum cleaner and have the vacuum cleaner ready for her to clean the carpets before her company arrived for the weekend. Wilhelm, that new and frisky puppy of hers, loves to chew on that cord. It will be the third time that Arthur has had to replace it.

It was a good thing that it was unplugged. . ..

Second, he had to see if he could get the stuck video game disc out of the Millhouse’s video game. The Millhouse’s young son was driving his old man crazy, bugging his father every day because the game was in the repair shop. Yes indeed, a few missions, but mostly, each day felt about the same as all the other days did.

Mostly.

[image: image]

DETECTIVE BARCLAY MILLHOUSE had no choice but to become a police officer on the police force in Paterson, New Jersey. It was in his genes from birth. Barclay’s father, Captain Percy Millhouse, just retired a few months ago, after a nearly forty-year career on the Paterson police force. Barclay’s grandfather, Theodore Millhouse, was also a captain on the force, and he served for forty-two years as a police officer. Yes, indeed, from the very first diaper that Barclay wore, his dear mother joked that he should wear a police badge hung on the corner of his diaper. Now, with the Millhouse’s son nearly eleven years old, and their daughter around eight, it appeared as if the legacy of honorable service of the Millhouse family in the line of law enforcement in Paterson might have a good chance to continue. Becoming a police officer was all that their son, Joseph, spoke of these days and their daughter, Pearl, while still very young, followed the chatter on the heels of her older brother. Pearl might just become the first female police officer in the family’s history. While he tied his shoes in front of his locker in the precinct headquarters, Barclay chuckled at his own thoughts, because Pearl certainly was tough enough. She gave her older brother hell on a daily basis, and it was a good thing that Joseph was a gifted athlete and could run fast.

Very fast.

Barclay was a handsome man. Both his mother and his wife felt as if he was the spitting image of his father. Barclay was tall, around six feet two or thereabouts, and he was muscular, with broad shoulders and powerful biceps. As his father did, Barclay had riveting hazel eyes, and his face had chiseled features and his head sported blonde hair, buzzed close to his head. One glance at him and it said “Policeman” in a bright, loud, and clear broadcast. His look was no nonsense. None whatsoever, yet, Barclay enjoyed life, and he loved his wife and kids with all of his heart and soul, and he loved what he did for a living. 

Detective Millhouse slipped his suit jacket on, grabbed the police badge out of the pocket of the jacket, and clipped it on his belt. He felt for his service revolver tucked neatly in a shoulder holster and double-checked his body for all the parts and pieces to be in the correct locations. He no longer wore a police officer’s issued daily uniform, but he still had the tools hidden away that a street cop carries. Handcuffs, a can of mace, a small knife tucked in his belt, a multi-tool and flashlight tucked into two small sheaths hanging on his belt under his suit jacket.

Old and young habits die-hard. Habits are habits.

His daily, double-check was a habit that Barclay developed upon solid advice offered by his grandfather, “Once you are dressed and holster your weapon, give your body and equipment the good old, double-check or two. Make sure you are ready for whatever comes your way in a day’s work. Not only to enforce the law and to do your duty, but to protect your own ass too.”

It was only one month ago that Barclay received the promotion to a detective. The glances and vague nods from his fellow police officers told him that the jealousy and animosity still ran high as Barclay received the rank over what some of his fellow officers, and in some cases, old friends, felt were more experienced and deserving officers. The word in the locker room was that Barclay only received the detective position because of his family’s legacy, and nothing that Barclay had done in
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