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        Brooks Industries

        Seattle, Washington

        Late June, 1944

      

      

      “Come on, boss, let me kill him. It’ll solve everything.”

      Victor Brooks was repulsed by the idea. He stared hard at Guy Hastings’s small, wiry frame and his hate-filled eyes. By God, he’d do it. One word from me and he wouldn’t hesitate.

      “No,” he stated flatly. “I’ve known the man since childhood. I’m not a killer!”

      “Which is why I’d kill him. You can keep your hands clean.”

      A week had passed since Sal showed up demanding Victor turn himself in to the authorities for the Trask arson. Sal remained locked in the spare room at the bottom of the stairs. He’d arranged a bed and a toilet system for him, but despite wracking his brain, he still had no idea what to do with him. Killing him actually made sense—but no. He couldn’t do that even though Sal had clearly lost his mind—or was at least tipping in that direction.

      “You’re already on thin ice, Hastings. Your little plot to take care of the journal without my knowledge was a mistake. Sending men to Texas without my permission? Inexcusable.”

      Hastings’s eyes went to the floor in shame, but Victor knew it was a farce.

      Victor pressed. “And it didn’t even work. The men you sent failed. Where are they? I want to speak with them. They must be back by now.”

      “I’m not sure. They should be back soon.” Hastings’s tone changed slightly, as though the question made him nervous.

      Interesting. Sal had warned him about Hastings, telling him he’d met men like him before. Few men scared Sal Sarducci, but Hastings did somehow. Perhaps he should heed Sal’s warning and keep a closer eye on him.

      Hastings said, “At least let me work him over. I know I can make him talk. He’ll tell me where the journal is and his new address, I guarantee it.”

      “The journal’s not important. I asked my lawyer and it’s all heresy. Anyone can write anything in a journal. Since Miles isn’t able to take the stand and his accomplices are overseas, it’s all meaningless drivel.”

      “Sal can still testify against you.”

      Victor wanted to throttle him. “We’ve been over this already. Sal stays alive.”

      “And what about the New York Times threat? We can’t keep him under lock and key indefinitely or the story goes out.”

      “I just told you, Miles’s journal is meaningless. If it gets sent to them, so what? It might hurt my reputation, but nothing else. My business is too important to the government right now. I doubt any self-respecting reporter would even bother pursuing it.”

      Hastings looked like he wanted to say something more, but Victor waved him away. “Leave me.” Hastings nodded and stepped toward the door. As he stepped through, Victor added, “Have those men report to me once they arrive. I have some questions.”

      “You can ask me, sir. They don’t know anything more than I do. They gave me a full report.”

      “And I heard it from you, but I still want to speak with them.”

      Hastings looked truly uncomfortable. “They’re unsavory contract workers, sir—and none too smart. I’m afraid the war has taken most of the good men. It’ll be a waste of time for you.”

      “Why are you being so evasive about this?” Victor asked pointedly.

      “Well, it’s just that I’m not sure they’ll even show up here. I paid in advance, you see, and they’re from out of town.”

      “Paid in advance? These aren’t men on my payroll? You paid out of your own pocket?” Victor’s interest piqued. He knew when a man was lying and Hastings was definitely lying. He doubted Hastings had the means to pay for such men, and if he did—why would he?

      “Yes, sir,” he said while dropping his eyes.

      Victor thought about pressing the matter, but let it pass. What is he playing at?

      “Never mind then.” He shooed him away like a bothersome housefly.

      After a few minutes, Victor left his office and headed downstairs to Sal’s room. He knocked on the door beneath the stairs and listened with his ear pressed to it. “Sal?”

      “Victor,” Sal’s gruff voice came back.

      Victor used the key he kept in his pocket and pushed the door open. Normally he didn’t enter the room without Hastings nearby holding a gun, but not this time. It was his old friend, Sal, after all.

      He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He didn’t bother locking it. If Sal wanted to overpower him and take the key, he could easily do so.

      Sal sat on the edge of his bed. He looked beyond Victor and said, “You didn’t bring your guard dog? Or should I say lapdog?”

      “Not this time. I thought we could talk like old friends.” He didn’t know why he didn’t lie and tell Sal that Hastings stood guard on the other side of the door.

      Sal harrumphed, “This is not how you treat a friend!”

      “Yes, I know. I’m sorry, but I honestly don’t know what to do with you.”

      “I’ll bet Mr. Hastings has a few ideas.”

      “He wants to kill you badly. He actually wants to torture you first. I think you might be right about him.”

      “Being a sociopath? Of course I am. He’s dangerous. You should be worried about Meredith.”

      “Meredith?” Victor hadn’t thought of his wife in weeks. “He wouldn’t hurt Meredith. He works for me, he does what I say—nothing more and nothing less.”

      “Nothing more? He sent men to find the journal in Sweetwater without your consent.”

      “He was being proactive—an admirable trait. Although he is being evasive about letting me meet them. I had some questions for them.” He said it under his breath and realized he shouldn’t have. Just more fodder for Sal.

      “And the spying on Abby and Meredith to get that information? Is that also admirable?” Sal pressed.

      Victor had forgotten that bit. It made him uncomfortable, which was probably why he’d pushed it from his mind.

      “I want things to be the way they used to be, Sal. You put me in this situation. I needed to hire him because you left me. Left us.”

      Sal stared at him for a long couple of seconds as though confirming whether he was being sincere. Victor did his best to return his piercing gaze. Victor finally felt compelled to add, “It’s all your doing.”

      Sal’s face changed slightly. He’d failed to convince him. Why couldn’t he see reason? They’d been such a good team all those years. What had changed?

      Sal finally said, “Things can never be the same. I’m not who I used to be. I’ve grown. I’ve got more to live for now.”

      “You mean that woman and her baby in Texas? If she’s so important, then why aren’t you married? Have you even asked her—or did she deny you? There’s quite an age difference. She’s Abby’s age. You’ll be an old man by the time the brat graduates high school.”

      Sal lunged off the bed and Victor saw a flash of rage and hatred which quickly turned to just simmering anger. “I know what you’re trying to do, Victor, and it won’t work.”

      “Do? Please enlighten me.”

      “Maybe looking for an excuse to let that psychopath Hastings kill me. Or maybe you’re just an asshole.”

      Victor shook his head. “Such vulgar language, Sal.”

      “Never talk about them that way, Victor. Keep their names off your lips.”

      The venom in Sal’s voice made Victor’s throat dry up. He had no doubt Sal would throttle him if he continued down that path, and that wasn’t his intention. “I apologize. I’m simply trying to understand what happened to you? I mean, you left us before meeting this woman and her baby, so it wasn’t that.”

      “I left you, Victor. Not Meredith and not Abby—just you.”

      “Yes, yes, but why?”

      Sal pondered the question. He finally sat down and the bed springs groaned and squeaked with the added weight. “I did it for Abby.”

      Victor stared at him. “Abby? She’d already left by then, too.”

      “Yes, and she wasn’t coming back . . . ever. I could see it in her eyes at Miles’s funeral. She hated me. All those years and she suddenly hated me. It nearly killed me—drove me mad. I had to know why. I had to find out what had happened. I left because I couldn’t stand it. I went to Sweetwater to find out.”

      Victor stroked the tips of his silver mustache. “She looks at me that way, too.” He waved his hand. “She’s a child. You know how they are—she’ll come around.”

      “She’s not a child, Victor. She’s married for chrissakes and she has her own career.”

      Victor scowled—Clyde Cooper. That had been the turning point. Everything collapsed as soon as that pathetic urchin entered their world. “Clyde’s turned her against me—against us,” he said with venom in his voice.

      Sal shook his head sadly. “No Vic. You turned away from her. Hell, you tried to get the boy killed in training.”

      “Not killed. I just wanted him to fail—to show Abigail his true colors—he’s weak. Does she know about that? Did you tell her?” The thought terrified him for some reason.

      “No. I never told her. And by the way, that backfired. He made it through despite your best efforts. I think that shows he’s anything but weak.”

      Victor felt an odd sense of relief. He asked, “I know why she’s upset with me, but why you?”

      “She read the journal. She knows everything. She read about my involvement in the arson and she hates me for it. She feels betrayed, like everything she thought she knew about me was a lie. In her eyes I’ve fallen. Staying on with you would only make it worse. Leaving was the best decision I ever made. It led me to Beatrice and Cora—and I still have a chance with Abby.”

      Victor heard the unspoken accusation—the warning. Why didn’t anyone understand? This wasn’t personal, just business. He did what he had to do to survive in this cutthroat world of business. “She’ll come around. When the war’s over and Clyde comes home, she’ll come home again.”

      Sal stood and looked him in the eyes. “She’ll never forgive you until you admit what you’ve done. This is your last chance, Victor. You have to choose between your family . . . and business.” He said the last word as though it tasted like feces on his tongue.

      Victor scoffed at this nonsense. Sal sounded like a bleeding heart. When had he turned so weak? He almost sounded like a woman for chrissakes.

      Victor took his time before speaking. This had to be delicate but firm. “I’m letting you go, Sal. Keeping you here was wrong, but I needed time to work things out. I’m sorry—truly sorry.” He looked for forgiveness in Sal’s gaze, but found only stony silence. He added, “And you’re right about Abigail. I need to make things right with her.”

      “So you’ll go to the authorities? Tell them what we did?”

      “It’s not that simple, Sal. I can’t simply think of myself or even just Abigail. There’s a bigger issue here. The government relies on our production staying on track. Our boys overseas rely on us—rely on Brooks Industries. Now that the war’s finally turning in our favor, it’s more important than ever to keep things going smoothly. The timing just isn’t right. The industry, it’s too important to the war effort.”

      Sal rolled his eyes. Victor’s anger sparked deep in his belly. Perhaps he should let Hastings kill the ungrateful son of a bitch after all. He’d likely never get a better chance.
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        * * *

      

      Sal could see right through Victor. At first, he thought they were actually communicating, but he soon realized that his old friend was merely giving him lip service.

      They’d spoken many times over the past week, but this conversation actually had promise. He felt real depth and even understanding, but it was fleeting. He saw the change like a light switch turning off.

      He’d kept himself from outright laughter at the mention of the government counting on him too much, but he hadn’t been able to keep his disdain from seeping through. He realized his mistake immediately. Victor’s eyes turned dangerous—reminding him of Hastings. The thought chilled him. The world didn’t need more evil men.

      Sal grabbed his bag as though Victor would follow through on releasing him. He faced his old friend and they stared at one another for a long moment. Sal had been here too long already. Beatrice must be pulling her hair out with worry by now. She probably thought he was dead—buried in an unmarked grave somewhere. That might still be a possibility.

      “I want to get back to my family, Victor.”

      “Your family is here, Sal.”

      “No. Not anymore.”

      “Hastings really wants you dead.”

      “So you said. I know I don’t work for you anymore, and to say we’re friends would be a stretch, but I hope you take my advice when I tell you to get rid of that man. He’s scheming behind your back—I can feel it. He’s dangerous to you and everyone he touches.”

      Victor’s eyes changed as though he suspected Hastings as well. Perhaps that might be a thread to pull on and see what unravels. But no—as soon as he left here, he never planned to return unless it was to face a court of his peers at a trial.

      “What will you do?” Victor asked.

      “Call Beatrice and tell her I’m alive first of all.”

      “I mean about us—about the arson and the journal.”

      “I already told you—I have to follow through or I’ll never have a relationship with Abby ever again. She’ll never trust me and I can’t live with that. I love her like a daughter.”

      Victor’s quick, cutting glare gave him pause. What did it mean? Did he suspect? How could he not? The similarity was uncanny. Somehow, it had never come up. Now wouldn’t be the time. He might eat the barrel of Hastings’s pistol before dinner.

      “I urge you to reconsider,” Victor finally said. “Just until the war ends.”

      “We might be old men by then.”

      “It can’t last forever—and I’m sure you’ve noticed—we’re actually turning things around.”

      “We?”

      “Industry is vital to the war effort. My factory is worth an entire division of soldiers—and I’m not making that up. They told me so.”

      “Then we should strike while the iron’s hot. Confess to the arson now while they need us. If we wait till the end, we may end up in prison.”

      “The way I see it, you’ll end up there, anyway. I don’t see how you see yourself getting out of this without a lot of pain. You’re a nobody. A disgruntled employee I was forced to fire. I’m worth an entire division!”

      “So it was all bullshit? All that about making things right with Abby?”

      “I do want to make things right with her, but now’s not the time. Once the war’s over, everything will return to normal. We just need to stay the course for now.”

      Sal sighed and stepped to the door. He half expected Hastings to be standing there with a gun pointed at his face—but he wasn’t. “Goodbye Victor,” he said without turning back.
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        * * *

      

      Guy Hastings fumed as he left Victor Brooks’s office and descended the stairs. He glanced at the door beneath the stairs where Sal was incarcerated. He itched to bust it open and put a bullet between his eyes. The scenario played out in his mind, and he savored every second. If only it could be a reality. That smug son of a bitch deserved a bullet.

      He rubbed his jaw, which still smarted from the blow Sal had delivered a little over a week before. No one hits me and gets away with it. Sure, he’d delivered many of his own hard blows afterward, but he wouldn’t be satisfied until he buried Sal in an unmarked grave. No one disrespected Guy Hastings and lived to tell the tale.

      He’d enjoyed his time working for Victor Brooks. The money was good and although it could be boring, he found ways to entertain himself. But now that he saw the weakness which Sal seemed to bring out in Victor, he longed to act—savagely.

      The solution stared Victor in the face, but he refused to see it. Sal Sarducci needed to die. Nothing could be more obvious. Besides the two boys who’d helped Miles Burr with the arson, Sal was the only remaining eye witness. If the two boys survived the war, he’d deal with them, but Sal needed to be taken care of now.

      How much longer would Victor keep him locked up in that room? The longer he did, the worse the situation. Perhaps he wanted Sal to make a move and force his hand. Hastings clicked his fingers. It suddenly all made sense. Mr. Brooks wants me to kill him, but he wants to keep deniability. That had to be the reason he still held him under lock and key. Simply letting him go couldn’t be an option. Mr. Brooks is too smart for that. He’s waiting for me to act.

      He tapped the pistol hanging from his shoulder holster. Should he ask Mr. Brooks about his theory? No, that would force him to deny it again. I’ll just do it myself. Mr. Brooks could keep his deniability and be rid of the problem once and for all. It also wouldn’t hurt that his ability to read Victor’s inner feelings and acting on them would make him an invaluable tool. Perhaps he’ll make me a partner in the business—and after that? Who knows? Hastings Industries had a nice ring to it.

      The door upstairs opened, and Hastings quickly moved away from Sal’s door. He didn’t have a key, anyway. He hustled to the foyer and resumed his post at the front door of the office building. One of his men sat at the desk reading a comic book. When he saw Hastings, he flung the comic into a desk drawer.

      “Hey, boss. All quiet here.”

      “Take a break, Mel. I’ll cover the entry for a while.”

      The guard stood, and his large frame dwarfed the desk. “Okay, boss. Whatever you say.” He left through the metal doors with a quick glance back.

      Hastings said, “Be back in half an hour.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      Hastings sat at the desk. The chair still held Mel’s heat. He opened the drawer and pulled out the comic book. He shook his head in disgust. “Superman. Such a pussy.” He tossed it into the trash and said to himself, “I’ve gotta find better men.”

      He heard footsteps coming down the stairs. It had to be Victor on his way out of the office. Perhaps this would be his chance to take care of the problem. With Victor gone, he could make it seem like Sal tried to break out and he had no other choice but to shoot him. He liked the idea more and more. Victor couldn’t be mad at him, after all, he’d ordered him to make sure Sal didn’t leave. I’ll make sure, alright. He grinned to himself. It would be easy to bust into the room, and the busted door would only add to the truth of the story.

      He muttered to himself, practicing his lines. “Sorry, boss, I didn’t have a choice. It was him or me . . . you understand.”

      His plans shattered as he heard the bolt unlock from down the hall. He peeked around the corner in time to see Victor enter Sal’s room.

      “Shit,” he whispered.

      He listened for the door to shut, and when it did, he tiptoed to the door. He could hear talking, but he couldn’t decipher the words. He touched the pistol, assuring himself that it still hung there, ready to kill. He had to be careful. He’d seen the displeasure in his employer’s eyes when he’d told him about eavesdropping on Meredith and Abigail’s conversation.

      He licked his lips, thinking of the two women. He’d fantasized about what he’d like to do to each of them—especially the young one. He’d let them both participate, of course.

      He shook the thought from his head. Better to think of such things later—late at night. Now was the time for stealth and violence, not perversion, although mixing them could be fun, too. He lowered himself, then pressed his ear to the edge of the door. It wasn’t perfect, but he could understand most of what was being said.

      He almost didn’t believe his ears. Victor was going to let Sal go without so much as a broken bone. He fumed and had to stifle outraged grunts at some comments about himself. He wanted to burst in and shoot both of them dead.

      But no, he needed a new plan. He couldn’t shoot him with Victor standing nearby. It had to be once Sal was off the property. Deniability. He’d tail Sal and strike when he let his guard down. Perhaps he could kidnap him and take him somewhere where he could really have some fun. He’d be tough to break, but every man has a breaking point.

      Fantasies abounded. Perhaps he could follow him all the way back to wherever the hell he came from and work on his woman and child, too. Excitement flooded his system. But no, that would take too long. He’d have to satisfy himself with a quick shot to the head. He promised himself that he’d shoot him in the face, not the back of the head. He wanted to see the flicker of fear just before he ended his miserable life.
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      Sal stepped into the lobby and noticed Hastings sitting at the front desk, staring at him with pure hatred. He almost looked comical.

      Sal gave him a mock salute, “Good day.”

      “Fuck off,” he almost slurred. He said it with such violent vehemence.

      “You’re a class act, Hastings.” He wanted to throttle the little shit, but knew it might not go as he hoped. Men like Hastings were dangerous, mostly because they were unpredictable. Hastings had skills on top of his unpredictability, and that made him doubly dangerous. He risked even speaking to the man and baiting him would certainly provoke him, but he couldn’t help it.

      “You’re a dead man,” Hastings said flatly.

      Sal ignored him. He heard Victor coming down the hall. He doubted Hastings would do anything brash unless Victor gave the okay, and he didn’t think his old friend had fallen that far yet.

      “You need to relax. All that stress will give you fits.” Sal kept walking toward the door. He monitored Hastings as he passed. He could see the bulge of the pistol in his shoulder holster. If he made a move, Sal would have no choice but to react. Surely he won’t do anything here, but he wished he had his own pistol nearby. Victor had taken it along with his holster when he’d first arrived.

      Sal made it to the steel door and glanced back. Victor leaned on the desk with Hastings right beside him, looking like a crazed lapdog.

      Victor raised his voice to Sal. “Take care of yourself, Sal.”

      Sal had nothing more to say. He’d said it all already. He pushed through the door and didn’t look back, but he felt Hasting’s eyes boring into his back.

      Once the doors closed behind him, he stopped and took in a deep breath of fresh air. He hadn’t been outside in a week and he missed it. This is what prison would be like. But at least prisoners had daily outside time. He’d have more freedom there than he’d had over the last week. The thought angered him, but he didn’t dwell on it. He needed to get away from there before they changed their minds.

      He walked three blocks before he finally hailed a cab. He enjoyed the exercise and didn’t want it to end. But now that he’d put some space between himself and Brooks Industries, he needed to contact Beatrice.

      He sat in the cab, and when the driver asked him where-to, Sal almost said the train station, but he hesitated. He’d missed his return ticket date by days. He did not know how many trips left Seattle station each day. The cabbie eyeballed him in the rearview mirror as he chewed on a shredded toothpick. Finally, Sal gave him an address.

      The cabbie whistled and said, “You sure, pal? You got the money?”

      Sal flashed him a stack of greenbacks, and the cabbie started the fare. He had no idea if she was even home, but he felt he needed to see her again. It might very well be the last time.

      A half hour later, the cabbie pulled into the roundabout at the Brooks Estate. He gave another low whistle. “Must be nice,” he muttered.

      “I don’t live here. Can you stick around for a while? I’ll pay you extra.”

      “If you don’t mind me keeping the meter running, I’ll wait all damned day, pal.”

      “Thanks.” He stepped out and took in the place. It hadn’t been too long since he’d left, but he felt like a stranger. He secretly hoped Meredith wouldn’t be home. Perhaps she was off with another one of her young men. But, no, it would be good to see her again.

      He knocked on the massive, ornate doors. A moment later, one side opened and he saw the stunned face of Mr. Hanniger. “Sal! I mean, Mr. Sarducci! Welcome.”

      They shook hands, then embraced. He’d forgotten how much he admired the man. No matter what happened, Hanniger remained the rock that anchored the Brooks Estate and family. He suddenly felt better about everything. Nothing would happen to Meredith or any of the staff as long as Mr. Hanniger watched over them. He doubted even Hastings had a chance if he angered Hanniger. He knew that he’d even give himself a run for his money if all the chips were down.

      “It’s good to see you,” Sal said.

      “You too, Sal. Things haven’t been the same since you left. Not by a long stretch.”

      Sal looked around the foyer. He didn’t see anyone hanging about. He pulled closer to Mr. Hanniger. “How’ve you been getting along with my replacement?”

      Hanniger lifted his chin imperiously. He looked down the long ski slope of his nose. “Mr. Hastings is an uncouth man. I don’t get along at all, frankly.”

      “I fear he’s more than that. He’s dangerous.” Hanniger nodded, but said nothing more. He rarely spoke ill of anyone. Sal continued in his lowered voice. “I worry about Meredith.”

      “I can assure you, I won’t let anything happen to Mrs. Brooks.”

      “Hastings spies on her conversations.”

      Hanniger’s face squished into utter disgust. “I suspected as much. He’s always slinking about.”

      “Well, he’s not here. I just left him at the office,” Sal assured him.

      “Will you be staying for dinner?”

      “No, I’ve just come to give my regards to Mrs. Brooks. Is she around?”

      “Yes. I’ll fetch her if you like. She’s in the library.”

      “No, no, that’s okay. I’ll find her. I can’t stay long. Mr. Brooks doesn’t know I’m here and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Hanniger’s mouth drooped, and his silver mustache followed suit. Sal said, “It’s good to see you again, old friend.”

      “You, too. I’ll announce if anyone else shows up in case you might need to make a quick getaway.”

      Sal tilted his head. Did Hanniger know about his confinement this past week? How could he? But he thought he must know, and he also knew or at least suspected the danger Hastings posed. The man never seemed to leave his post, but he had eyes and ears everywhere. He needed to remember that. He could be a valuable asset, but he was also completely committed to Mr. Brooks. After all, he’d employed him for generations.

      “Thank you, Mr. Hanniger.”
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        * * *

      

      Once he sat down with Meredith and talked for a few minutes, he felt relief. He wasn’t sure how he’d feel about her now that he was in love with Beatrice. Would she still have power over him? Would she still make his palms sweat when she sat close? The answer was no. He felt love for her, but not as a lover, as a friend. They talked candidly about his life since leaving the estate all those months ago.

      “I’m so impressed with your new life, Sal. I mean, you left so suddenly, I didn’t know if you’d land on your feet, but you’ve found love and a new family. It’s truly wonderful.”

      He didn’t know how he felt about the praise. He couldn’t really believe it himself. “I’ve been fortunate. I suppose fate must be real. I’m not sure I could explain it any other way.”

      “Well, I, for one, am happy for you. You look so healthy.”

      “Thank you, Meredith. It means a lot to me.”

      “But you still haven’t told me why you came here.”

      “It’s private business between Victor and I. I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re working for him again. Because if you are, I really don’t . . .”

      He interrupted her, “It’s not that. Quite the opposite, really. I had some loose ends to tie up.”

      She looked around the room as though someone might be eavesdropping. Sal wondered if she knew about Hastings’s nosy habits. Perhaps Hanniger had told her. She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Is it about Miles and that journal?”

      Sal nearly fell off the love seat. “You know about that?”

      “Abby told me all about it. She flew here on one of her WASP trips, just a few weeks ago.”

      “I’m surprised she told you.”

      “Well, I’d already heard something about it from her friend Miss Watkins.”

      “Trish,” Sal said, remembering she’d lost her life during Abby’s visit. He’d only heard about it the day he confronted Victor a week prior. With everything he’d been through, he’d put it out of his mind.

      “Yes, Trish Watkins. Tragic what happened to her. Gunned down in her own apartment. Abby was involved.”

      “What happened? Victor mentioned it, but I don’t know the details.”

      “Well, I only know a little more than what the papers said. Abby flew back the next day without stopping by. She was supposed to have dinner with me, but she never showed. Mr. Hanniger got a call from her, so I didn’t worry, but then I heard about the shooting.”

      “My God. Is—is Abby alright?”

      “As far as I know, yes. The police came here looking for her, but she’d already flown out. It must have been awful for her.”

      “How was she involved? Is she wanted by the police?”

      “No, they just wanted to speak with her. The officers said she was in the room when it happened. She was visiting Trish and for some reason, the young army driver assigned to Abigail shot Trish dead. Apparently, she was reaching for a gun and he shot her in self-defense.”

      “That’s baffling. Was Abby in danger?”

      “I do not know. But I think she might have been meeting her about that journal. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Perhaps Trish threatened her and the soldier intervened. It’s still under investigation.”

      “Will Abby be called back? Surely they must need her statement.”

      “She gave one, or at least, our lawyer wrote one up and got it signed. She’s across the country and her job’s considered vital to the war effort. I doubt they’ll make her come back.”

      “It sounds unbelievable. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I met Trish. She was a small-time thief, not violent. This doesn’t sound like her at all. I’m surprised she even had a gun.”

      “I heard her gun wasn’t even loaded.”

      “I wonder how Abby’s taking it. She must be torn up about it. I’m surprised she left so quickly afterward.”

      “I checked with the air station she flew from. She flew a pursuit aircraft along with another WASP pilot—heading for the east coast. The woman wouldn’t give me specifics. She only told me that much because I’m her mother. It’s all very hush-hush.”

      “Trish had some rough edges, but I liked her. Abby liked her, too, but I think they had a falling out,” Sal said.

      “Yes, I know she did. But you’re right about her. She threatened me once,” she added as an afterthought. Sal tensed and Meredith told him about the luncheon she had with her at the country club all those months before.

      Sal remembered the luncheon, too. He didn’t tell her he’d watched them the entire time. He’d spotted Trish when he’d dropped Meredith off to meet her boyfriend at the club. He’d watched Trish meet up with Meredith, then sip drinks together on the patio. After she’d met with Meredith, Sal kept following Trish back into the city, where he saw two thugs interact with her. They didn’t seem to be on her side. He wondered if her death had anything to do with those two. Probably.

      “Well, she wasn’t the nicest person, but she didn’t deserve to die,” Sal said.

      “I’m worried something similar might happen to Victor.”

      The comment tore Sal from his own thoughts. “You think he’s in danger?”

      “Yes, more than ever. What if it’s all connected? Miles, Trish, Victor.”

      “Miles died in an accident. A soldier shot Trish. How could it possibly be connected to Victor? I’m not following.”

      “I don’t know either. I’m just thinking out loud. But Miles and Trish had a thing—Abby told me that much. As you know, they both worked for Victor. Trish blamed him for Miles’s death. I know their deaths don’t fit, but Victor’s connected to both of them and they’re both dead.”

      Sal tried to follow the thread, but it didn’t make any sense. Victor couldn’t have been involved in Trish’s death. The soldier was just a random army driver. He shot her when she reached for her gun. Why did Trish have a gun handy? Why did she reach for it?

      He remembered Trish’s apartment. He’d stood outside it while the thugs gave her a hard time. Would it still be taped off as a crime scene? He wanted to know more about the incident. Why was the driver in the apartment with them? If Abby stopped by to talk about the journal, she wouldn’t want the driver with her.

      “Do you have a copy of Abby’s statement?”

      “No. I never saw it.”

      He stood abruptly. “It’s good to see you, Mrs. Brooks. I’ve got a cabbie waiting outside. I should probably get to the station and purchase a ticket.”

      “You don’t have a return ticket?”

      “I did, but I’m too late.”

      She looked confused, and he realized she’d have no reason not to think that he’d just arrived. She didn’t know they had kept him under lock and key beneath a stairway in her husband’s office building for the past week.

      “I really must be going.”

      “When will I see you again?”

      “I don’t know. My life’s across the country now.”

      She stood and extended her porcelain hand. He took it and looked into her sparkling eyes. Those eyes used to transfix him, and he remembered the passion they once held for him that night so long ago. But now he felt only friendship pass between them. Friendship and deep concern.

      He smiled and he saw a flash of something else in her eyes. He’d seen the same thing in Abby’s eyes, but not quite as harsh. Not as damning, but still there; disappointment. She knew of his involvement in the arson, too—she must. Abby must’ve told her.

      “I’ll make it right,” he said.

      She squeezed his hand. “I know you will, Sal. It’s what you’ve always done.”
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        * * *

      

      Sal paid the cabbie and stepped onto the sidewalk in downtown Seattle. He stretched his back while he searched for any sign of someone following him. Hastings in particular. It wouldn’t surprise him if Victor put a tail on him. He’d want to keep tabs on him, perhaps hoping he’d lead them to the journal. He saw nothing obvious.

      He entered the police station. He still had friends working there. He hoped old Harry hadn’t retired yet. He’d made detective a few years back, he remembered. Good for him.

      A heavy layer of cigarette smoke hung in the lobby. The place smelled of smoke, body odor, and bleach. A few unsavory-looking fellows sat in chairs reading tattered magazines. None gave him a second glance.

      At the barred-in desk, he gave his name and asked the uninterested, middle-aged woman for Harry Gunnison. It took a few minutes, but his old friend finally poked his head into the booth behind the bars and he gave him a broad smile.

      “It is you, you old sod.” A side door opened with a loud click as the deadbolt released, and Harry stepped in and they shook hands. “I’d forgotten how big you are,” Harry said while tapping Sal’s broad shoulder.

      Sal tapped Harry’s belly. “And I’d forgotten how much you love barbecue.”

      Harry laughed and tapped his impressive belly. “This is new,” he said, as though proud of a new child. “I’ve been nurturing it since making detective.”

      “I heard about your promotion. Congratulations.”

      “Ah, thanks.” He invited him in and Sal followed him through a maze of desks filled with aged cops and detectives. He supposed most of the young men were overseas.

      He guided him to a desk in the corner. Sal gazed out the window, looking out at the tall buildings shimmering in the afternoon sunshine.

      “I forget how beautiful this place is when the sun comes out.”

      “I’ve got a pile of reports to get through, Sal. What’s on your mind?”

      Sal startled from the window. “Oh, sure thing. I was wondering if you know anything about a shooting that happened a couple of weeks ago downtown?”

      “I’m assuming you’re referring to the one involving your past employer’s daughter? Or perhaps you’re working for him again?”

      “I’m not working for him, but that’s the report I’m interested in, yes.”

      He rifled through a stack of folders and finally found the right one. “Here it is,” he threw it and it smacked the desk in front of Sal.

      “May I?”

      “Be my guest. As you can see, there’s not much to it.”

      Sal opened the folder and saw a picture of Trish Watkins. She scowled at the camera and looked much younger than he remembered. He supposed it was a mug shot from a previous arrest. He read the brief report. Gunshot wound to the chest killed her. Just one shot. Fine shooting on Private Collins’s part. An unfamiliar, confined, poorly lit room at ten yards against a moving target. Was he more than just a driver?

      He flipped the page and saw the young soldier’s photo, obviously pulled from his service picture. He read Collins’s report. It made more sense now. He’d entered the apartment because he heard shouting and came to check on Abby’s welfare. That made sense. He’d noticed a gun on the table and when Trish saw him, she lunged for it. He drew and fired after warning her to stop.

      He flipped the sheet and saw Abigail’s smiling face. The picture must’ve come from her WASP graduation day. She beamed and pride burst through the photograph. She looked beautiful despite the low-quality picture.

      He read her statement and immediately knew she had had nothing to do with putting it together. There was no mention of what they argued about, or any substance besides stating “meeting an old friend.” No reason for the weapon, no reason for the argument—nothing helpful, except that she was there and saw Mr. Collins shoot Trish when she went for her gun.

      “Pretty thin,” Sal said.

      “We tried to follow up, but she flew out early the next morning, apparently. She’s one of them WASP pilots, but I suppose you already know that. The Collins kid’s the army’s responsibility.”

      “Know anything about him? Is he being charged?”

      Gunnison shook his head. “Not as far as I know. He’s pretty shaken up about the whole thing.”

      “I suspect Abigail is too.”

      “I wouldn’t know. She left pretty quick. Made us a little suspicious.”

      “I can see why, but she’s a good kid. Are you gonna pursue it any further?”

      “Nothing to pursue. We didn’t find anything in the victim’s apartment that set any alarms off. Her landlord says she’d just paid up her rent for the next few months in advance.”

      Sal looked up from the report. “Really? Had she done that before?”

      “The landlord said no. In fact, he normally had to pester her every month and she usually paid late.”

      “That’s odd.”

      “She must’ve come into some money. Far as we can tell, she hasn’t had a job since she worked for you folks at Brooks Industries. Doesn’t matter, the case’ll be closed and go down as an accidental shooting.”

      Sal tossed the thin report back onto the table. “Thanks for letting me have a look.”

      “Yeah, no problem. You owe me a lunch, though.”

      “Sure thing. Can I ask another favor?”

      Gunnison checked the wall clock. “You’ve got five minutes before my next meeting.”

      “My old boss hired a security man by the name of Guy Hastings. I was wondering if you have anything on him.”

      The detective wrote the name down and tapped his pencil against the name a few times. “Doesn’t ring any alarm bells for me. Is there a problem with him?”

      “I just don’t trust him. I’ve got a bad feeling about him.”

      “Didn’t you quit that job? Why are you still involved?”

      “Cause it was my job for thirty years. They’re like family.”

      Gunnison stood and they shook hands. “I’ll ask around, but I doubt Mr. Brooks would hire someone dangerous to his own family.”

      Sal shrugged, “That reminds me, how’s Louie?”

      The color drained from Gunnison’s face. He suddenly looked twenty years older. “He—he died in Italy.”

      Sal felt like he’d been gut-punched. He’d watched the kid play baseball years ago. Harry had been so proud of him even though he wasn’t a natural athlete, he tried hard. He noticed the service picture on his desk. The kid wore an Army uniform and a broad, proud smile.

      “I am so sorry, Harry. I didn’t know.”

      Gunnison sniffed and lifted his chin. “They say he died quick. Artillery shell—didn’t suffer at all.” He looked at the floor. “There wasn’t much left of him. He’s buried over there in some town I never heard of. Six months ago now—seems like yesterday.”

      “This fucking war,” Sal cursed.

      “You said it, pal—you said it.”

      They parted, and Sal went back out into the lobby. He noticed a phone on a table. He asked the woman behind the counter if he could use it.

      “Is it local?” Her voice sounded as though she’d smoked every cigarette ever made.

      “Yeah, sure,” he lied.
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        * * *

      

      Guy Hastings sat in the nondescript sedan watching the front of the police station. After tailing the cab to Brook’s estate, he parked and waited for almost an hour. Then he followed the cab back into town, all the way to the police station.

      He wondered if he should call Mr. Brooks. If Sal planned on turning himself in to the local police, he’d probably want to know, but he hadn’t been ordered to follow Sal, so he didn’t make the call.

      Besides, Sal didn’t have the journal on him as far as he knew, unless he somehow picked it up at the estate, which he thought was unlikely. He could’ve sent it in the mail, but that would be risky and he would’ve noticed a book-sized package. Besides, most of the mail went to the office.

      Nearly forty-five minutes passed before Sal exited the police station. Sal stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and looked both ways up and down the street—perhaps looking for another cab. Where would he go now? He still held the small bag with most of the possessions he had arrived with. Well, most everything.

      Hastings tapped the pistol sitting on the seat beside him. He’d taken it from Sal early on and he had no intention of returning it, at least not in the way anyone suspected. His plan was foolproof—he just needed to get Sal alone. He assumed he’d head to the train station right after being released. He’d been surprised when he went to the estate instead, and now the police station.

      Mr. Brooks would be furious if he found out Sal had met with Mrs. Brooks. Hastings only suspected they’d met, but he couldn’t think of any other reason for him to be there. He and Meredith were old friends as far as he could tell—and he knew Mrs. Brooks’s schedule. She was home.

      Did Sal tell Mrs. Brooks about being held captive for the past week? If so, there’d be fireworks tonight. But soon, none of that would matter. Poor Sal.

      Sal walked east. He didn’t hail a cab and he didn’t move fast—just ambled along as though pondering life. He looked more like a tourist than a dangerous security man.

      Hastings waited until Sal had gone nearly a block before he pulled out into the light traffic. He didn’t want to leave his vehicle and follow him on foot in case his prey suddenly hopped into a cab. Perhaps Sal had spotted him and was waiting for that exact opportunity. He’d lose him for sure.

      He drove past him, forcing himself not to glance in his direction. He found him in the side mirror and kept him in sight. Sal seemed totally engrossed as he strolled along, but it might all be a ruse to lull him into making a mistake.

      He pulled to the side of the road a half a block ahead and did his best not to watch him too closely. No one gave Hastings a second glance. The sun warmed the vehicle quickly. The mid-June day sparkled outside.

      Most everyone smiled and looked happy, and why not? The day was warm and summery, a nice change from the endlessly dreary days of winter and early spring, and the war news was good. The allies had pushed across the English Channel and soon they’d be pushing into Paris, if the news reports were even halfway accurate. Things were almost getting back to normal.

      He checked the rearview mirror. He didn’t give two shits about the war’s success or failure. He liked the chaos, but he hated the lack of young professionals he was used to working with. The war would produce a fresh batch of deadly killers. Nothing trained a good security man like combat, he supposed.

      He’d never joined the service, but he’d grown up on the streets fighting for every little scrap, every single day. Combat would be easier but would have the same crucible effect—only the strongest survived.

      He almost wished he’d gone overseas, too, but he’d seen too much opportunity right here at home. The lack of competition made getting a job easy and moving up even easier. When all those bleeding hearts returned, he’d be his own man. They’d all be working for him and then he’d shape the world more to his liking.

      When Hastings looked for Sal again, he couldn’t find him. He turned and scanned the crowds. He saw him slip into a doorway. Was he trying to lose him? He couldn’t see the storefront well enough to know what kind of store it was. He cursed to himself. He’d lost focus for only a moment.

      He looked at his face in the mirror, slicked his hair back, and sneered. “Time to end this once and for all,” he muttered to his reflection. He pulled on light leather gloves, then grasped Sal’s .45. He checked the action and stuffed it into his sport coat pocket.

      He stepped out of the sedan and hustled across the street. He was still halfway up the block, far enough away not to attract Sal’s attention, even if he were looking, which he didn’t think he was. He’d picked a hell of a time for a little shopping.

      Hastings wanted to do the deed at the train station. He’d already scoped out the bathrooms and the stalls would’ve been perfect, but at this rate, Sal may never go there. Hastings would do what he did best—adapt and overcome.

      He rubbed his jaw, still feeling the slight pain from where Sal had hit him. He wanted to make Sal’s death last longer, but he needed to get this done and make a clean getaway. Sometimes there wasn’t time for artistry, just action.
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        * * *

      

      Sal couldn’t stop thinking about his phone call to Beatrice. She’d nearly burst into tears when the operator finally connected them. It reaffirmed to him she really loved him. He’d never been close enough to anyone to care so much. It felt good. The bright sunny day matched his mood, so he strolled along aimlessly.

      Everyone smiled, made friendly greetings, and laughter floated on the warm, fresh air. Beatrice would’ve loved to be by his side. He couldn’t wait to get back home.

      It would be a long trip. He decided he needed something to read. He ducked into a bookstore. Perhaps a classic or maybe something quick, like a murder mystery—perhaps both.

      The little bell over the door rang and the elderly shopkeeper lifted his head from a book, pushed his glasses up his nose, and greeted him. “Welcome. Lovely out there today.”

      Sal smiled, something that came more and more natural to him lately. “Yes indeed. Where are your mysteries?”

      He pointed, “Back left corner near the bathroom. Everything is alphabetical by author's last name.”

      “Thanks.” He took in the dank smell of paper, leather, and dust. Nothing smelled quite like a room full of books. He’d never been in this store. He took his time, perusing the stacks as he made his way to the back. He found the mystery section. His eyes passed over titles, some he’d read, others new. He pulled a few and read the first few sentences. Distantly, he heard the bell over the door as another customer entered. He heard the shopkeepers greeting again, but he didn’t hear a reply.

      He finally settled on two titles, both Agatha Christie: The Death on the Nile and a relatively new one called Five Little Pigs. He’d read her earlier works and enjoyed them.

      He turned from the stacks and stopped cold. Hastings stood there with a pistol pointed at his guts.

      Sal felt the blood rush to his ears. How could he have been so stupid? His call with Beatrice had distracted him. He hadn’t spotted the tail. He’d forgotten all about Hastings. How ironic that love and happiness would be the death of him.

      “You gonna shoot me right here?” he said loudly.

      Sal didn’t see the punch coming. It happened too fast. He felt the jab impact his nose though, and his eyes watered, blurring Hasting’s sneering face.

      “Not here.” He looked beyond him, then nodded toward the bathroom door. “Bathroom. Go, but don’t try anything. I’ll kill the shopkeeper if I have to.”

      Sal raised his hands, one book in each. His mind raced. Once inside the bathroom, he’d be a dead man. The only reason he wasn’t already was the presence of the shopkeeper.

      He stood in front of the bathroom door, his hands over his head. Hastings stayed well back—a true professional. “Open it,” he hissed.

      Sal put the books in one hand and slowly reached for the copper door knob.

      “Easy, nice and slow,” Hastings whispered.

      Sal jiggled the knob but didn’t turn it. “It’s locked,” he said. “Must be someone inside.”

      “Bullshit,” Hastings’s voice dripped with hatred. “Open it now or I’ll put one through your spine.”

      “But it’s locked,” Sal insisted. He jiggled it again to prove his point.

      “Step away.”

      Sal stepped to the side, keeping his hands raised. He recognized the pistol Hastings held. It all made sense now. “You planning on killing me with my own piece? Try to pass it off as a suicide?”

      “Doesn’t matter if they buy it or not. You’ll be out of the picture either way.”

      “Victor sign off on this or are you working on your own?”

      “Better to ask forgiveness and all that,” he answered. “If it’s not locked, you and the old geezer both die.”

      Hastings stepped closer to the door, keeping the muzzle trained squarely on Sal’s midsection. Sal had to make a move, but doubted he’d be able to avoid being shot. Hastings was too steady and focused to miss.

      Hastings reached for the doorknob. The shopkeeper ambled around the corner. “Is the door jammed again?”

      Hastings lost his concentration just for an instant. Sal hurled the books at his face and sprang low toward his feet. The pistol cracked and the bullet sizzled a track down the length of Sal’s back. Before he could fire again, Sal crashed into Hastings’s lower legs hard. He felt the unnatural knee bend and Hastings yelled in agony and rage.

      Hastings toppled forward, and Sal kept rolling. He popped up and sprang onto the smaller man before he could turn back in his direction. Hastings struggled to bring the pistol to bear, but Sal’s body weight pinned his arm to his body. If he fired now, he’d risk shooting himself.

      Sal pulled away slightly, giving himself enough room to plunge his fist into Hastings’s throat. Hastings gasped, but no air came. His mouth gaped like a fish out of water and his dark eyes panned wide.

      Hasting’s wiry-strong body squirmed from beneath Sal and rolled away. He landed a kick into Sal’s gut and pain lanced through him. Sal saw the pistol coming around. He lunged for the nearest stack of books and pulled with everything he had. The bookcase tore from the wall with an awful screech and collapsed onto both of them. The pistol cracked twice.

      Sal pushed himself back from the bookcase until he felt himself break free. Books rolled off him like heavy dollops of snow. Hastings’s body kept the heavy bookcase propped up. It heaved and jerked as he fought to free himself. More shots and bullets ripped through the wooden case and pulped books into tattered bits.

      Sal thought about continuing the assault, but Hastings’s indiscriminate shooting might connect. He turned to find the shopkeeper. The old man propped against a bookcase. His eyes stared blankly. Blood trickled from a bullet hole in his forehead. Behind him, blood and gore dripped from the books he’d alphabetized with such care.

      Sal felt sick, but he didn’t have time to mourn. He sprinted to the front door and burst out onto the street. Folks gave him curious looks, but no one really paid him any attention. He forced himself not to run, but he moved fast, taking the first opportunity to get off the street.
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        Camp Davis Army Airfield

        North Carolina

        June 1944

      

      

      Abby Cooper listened to the flight briefing with feigned interest. She’d already flown the exact same route twice earlier in the week. Her route would take her up the coast all the way to New York, where she’d deliver a bright and shiny new P-51 Mustang. The only thing that changed was the weather. But summer on the east coast was smooth sailing as long as you took off before the heat—so her mind drifted as the flight ops officer droned on.

      She glanced at a newspaper, war news plastered across every headline. All anyone seemed to talk about these days was the D-Day invasion of France. Abby followed the news, but she was more interested in anything happening in the Pacific, where Clyde was. These days she had to dig deep into the newspapers before she’d find them. More and more, it seemed like a sideshow to Europe. Men are dying just as brutally, though.

      The thought made her think of Trish. She’d died brutally, but quickly at least. She’d whimpered and grunted, then gone utterly silent as her lifeblood spilled onto the floor and seeped into the shabby rug. Abby shook her head, trying to dislodge the image, but it clung like a spider’s web. She hated what had happened and felt responsible. She hadn’t pulled the trigger, but it wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t been there. It gnawed at her constantly.

      She received a letter from the Seattle Police Department requesting her to fill out another, more complete statement. She’d done so and sent it off to the Brooks family lawyer along with the letter from the police. She had heard nothing since. It was as though Trish had never existed at all, and that made it even worse.

      Her head ached and she rubbed her temples, remembering the three whisky and waters she’d drank the night before. She checked her watch—just barely under the eight hours from drink to stick rule. She found the alcohol eased the pain and allowed her to sleep without dreaming of Trish’s death. She needed her sleep to be sharp for flying, at least that’s what she told herself.

      She forced herself to think about something else. Her mind flashed to Clyde and she forgot her headache for a moment. She wondered what he was doing at that exact moment. She often had such thoughts and it sometimes drove her crazy. It had been so long since they held one another. She could feel the hollow ache in the pit of her stomach.

      His letters came fairly regularly. He started the letters off with, “G’day, Sheila,” which told her he was in Australia without actually saying it, keeping the censors happy and clueless. But the latest letter didn’t start off that way.

      He told her he’d be on a ship for the next few weeks, so she should expect a gap in the frequency of letters. She supposed he must be heading back into a combat zone. One more bit to worry about.

      It was maddeningly difficult to gauge the timing of each letter, as some arrived within weeks and others in months. They’d become more consistent as the war dragged on, but she still got surprised by an occasional letter which seemed out of place, somehow. It didn’t really matter. She cherished each letter and reread them countless times. Many dotted with her tear stains.

      The briefing wrapped up and Abby stood and stretched her back. Her one piece flight suit fit snugly and she felt sweat dripping down the crack of her butt. She fidgeted and wished they had air-conditioning. Even this early in the morning, the place was stifling. Her head throbbed. She couldn’t wait to chug a glass of water.

      Mandy Flannigan came up behind her. “You ready for another milk run?”

      Abby cringed at the loudness so close to her ear. “Yes, yes. Getting so we can do it blindfolded.”

      Mandy’s grin disappeared and she leaned in closer. She sniffed Abby. Abby waved her away and huffed, “Knock it off. What’re you doing?”

      Mandy lowered her voice. “You better put more perfume on. I can smell alcohol on you. It’s seeping from your pores.”

      “I had a few drinks last night, but well over eight hours ago. It’s just this heat brings it out more, I guess.”

      “Yeah, well, it won’t matter to Wanda. If she smells it on you, she’ll ground you.”

      “Then I’ll just steer clear of her,” Abby said. Mandy leveled her gaze at her and crossed her arms. “I’m fine,” Abby insisted. “Really. It was just a nightcap. Helps me sleep.”

      Mandy slung her arm through Abby’s and walked her out, careful to avoid the flight briefing officer. She barely gave them a second glance.

      The early morning coolness refreshed her. She closed her eyes and took in the smells of the airbase. Gasoline, oil, and the nearby sea mixed, making her feel right at home. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but the distant horizon took on a yellowish glow, promising another beautiful sunrise.

      Mandy pulled her close. “Can you believe we get to do this for a living?”

      “They’re paying you?” Abby joked.

      “I’d do it for free, honestly.”

      Abby listened to engines coughing to life. Bursts of flame shot out from manifolds, marking the aircraft others would fly to different destinations. The past week had been unusual. The WASPs normally worked alone, ferrying aircraft to distant airfields, but this week had been a joint operation. This would be the third day in a row she’d fly with Mandy, and she relished the opportunity.

      “Me, too,” Abby agreed. “It’s a dream come true.” She was thankful to be reminded.

      They strode toward their aircraft parked side by side. Mechanics and fuelers darted under and on top of the wings, making sure everything was in working order. They were mostly women.

      The pair stopped in front of their aircraft and donned leather flight helmets. Abby’s headache dulled as the leather cap cupped her head like an old friend. It drowned out some of the noise.

      Mandy said, “I’m going to fly out over the ocean most of the way this time.”

      Abby asked, “Yeah? Why?”

      “Sick of flying the same old route. We’ll stay low off the radar so they don’t keep calling.”

      Abby shook her head. Once Mandy got an idea in her head, she rarely changed her mind. She’d stopped trying. “I’ll follow your lead, but don’t get us shot down.”

      “We’ll be miles off the coast.”

      “Okay, just don’t accidentally buzz a destroyer out there. They might shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be fun.”

      Abby shook her head as Mandy sashayed to her P-51. Abby cupped her hand and called after her, “Famous last words.”

      Mandy flashed a wave, and a smile, then began her preflight check. Abby went to her own aircraft and started doing the same. She marveled at the smooth lines. The only word that came to mind was sexy. She blushed, but it perfectly fit this marvelous aircraft.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the pair of them took off, the sun had peeked up from the horizon. Rays of sunlight bathed the early morning world with promise and hope. Abby flew with the canopy open for the first few minutes to take in the fresh morning air.

      She followed Mandy up the coast until they were far away from flight operations. Then Mandy arced east and descended slowly. Abby followed diligently, keeping close to Mandy’s right wing.

      The sun sat beneath the engine cowling, and shafts of sunlight made her propeller sparkle. She hoped they’d turn back north soon or the sun would blind her and her headache might return.

      Mandy glanced back at Abby and gave her a radiant smile. Abby smiled back and gave her a thumb up signal. Mandy nodded and turned in a gradual turn back north. The sea flashed by only a few hundred feet below. A few fishing boats left white wakes which spread further and further. The Atlantic looked as smooth as a mountain lake.

      The sun burned through the plexiglass windscreen but didn’t heat the cockpit too uncomfortably yet. If they slowed down, she might crack the canopy again.

      Mandy took them up to two thousand feet and Abby allowed herself to spread out and away from Mandy’s wing, keeping a loose formation. A few clouds skittered on the distant horizon, but the day was clear and didn’t look to change. Perfect flying weather.

      She checked her knee map, but there’d be nothing out here but open sea. She could barely see a dark band
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