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  Reviewer's Comments


"Blood Wing is a spectacular thriller... Well written and completely immersive, Blood Wing is a perfect fit for readers who love Cold War espionage and heart-thumping investigative fiction. Very highly recommended."
—Reviewed by Jamie Michele for Readers' Favorite

"A gripping murder mystery tale, Blood Wing grabs you by the scruff of the neck and refuses to let you go until the last few pages. Author Daniel P. Douglas has spun an engrossing yarn about crime, conspiracy, and espionage…  this book is an absolute must read."
—Reviewed by Pikasho Deka for Readers' Favorite

"I highly recommend this satisfying read to spy thriller and historical fiction fans."
—Reviewed by Olga Markova for Readers' Favorite







  
  



 For the hardworking people of America and their families. 
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  BLOOD AND BREAKFAST

An Integrated Foxhole


THE KID WHO bussed tables at Cooper’s made little noise and drew no one’s eyes. Seventeen, maybe eighteen, with hands that never stopped and eyes that never lifted. He cleared plates, wiped the Formica, refilled the sugar dispensers, and nobody at the counter acknowledged him. Maggie gave him instructions without breaking her conversation. The kid nodded, pivoted, disappeared behind the kitchen door with a rack of dirty glasses. The door swung shut, and the diner carried on as if he’d never been there at all. 
I knew something about people who moved through rooms without being seen. I used to be a cop. Now I was a man with a hangover and a booth in the corner where nobody bothered me, which was invisibility of another sort.
The crack in my booth’s vinyl seat had gotten longer since last week. Nobody had fixed it. Nobody was going to. Cooper’s didn’t fix things. It just adjusted around the damage.
The coffee sat in my gut like a poor decision, and the eggs had gone cold ten minutes ago. A headache had started around the third bourbon last night and taken up residence behind my left eye, paying rent as a low, persistent throb that turned sharp when I moved my head too fast. My right shoulder ached where the bullet had grazed me a few months back. The doctor said six weeks. The doctor was an optimist.
I tapped a Lucky out of the pack on the table and thumbed the Zippo open. The lid cleared with a metallic clink that had kept me company through most of my adult life, and I snapped it shut the same way after the flame caught. First drag settled something the coffee hadn’t touched. The ashtray at my elbow held two stubs from breakfast already. It was shaping up to be that kind of morning.
Maggie’s shoes clicked on the tiles behind the counter. The radio played Patti Page. Morning light cut through the front windows and turned the coffee steam into something almost beautiful. Almost.
Somebody had left a newspaper on the seat beside me. The headline faced up: SENATE REPORT CALLS HOMOSEXUALS UNFIT FOR GOVERNMENT SERVICE. Old news by now, if making people disappear from their jobs had ever been news at all.
I picked up my fork. Set it down again.
That’s when the door opened and the weight of the room changed.
Cooper’s had a frequency, a baseline hum of forks scraping plates, low conversation, the hiss of the flat-top grill. That frequency altered. Not a lot. Just enough the small hairs on the back of my neck paid attention.
A Black man stood in the doorway. Tall, maybe 40 years old, wearing a brushed clean overcoat and pressed trousers with a sharp crease. He wore well-shined shoes. His tie held a precise knot that suggested he’d stood in front of a mirror and gotten it right on the first try because getting it right mattered to him. He held a brown fedora in his left hand and scanned the room, searching for a familiar face.
Every head at the counter turned. Frank Dombrowski paused with his coffee cup halfway to his mouth. Two longshoremen by the window stopped talking. Maggie looked up from the register and smoothed her expression into the expert detachment that twenty years behind a counter teaches you.
San Pedro, 1951. A Black man in a white diner. The room drew in on itself. No script for this.
The man absorbed all of this. His eyes moved from person to person, measuring the silence the way a man measures a room for exits. He found my corner booth and walked straight toward it with a stride that I recognized from a long time ago and a long way from here. It carried the walk of a man who had made his decision and was past the point where fear could change his mind.
He stopped at my table. Up close, his face carried the wear that isn’t about age. He had held something together by force of will, and the force was running low.
“Mr. Morrison,” he said.
“That depends on who’s asking.”
“My name is Samuel Wilkins.” He waited for the name to register. It didn’t. “Sergeant Wilkins, 92nd Infantry Division. Serchio Valley. December ‘44.”
The fork I’d ignored was now very far away. Everything grew distant except the man standing at my table and a foxhole in Italy that I hadn’t thought about in six years and thought about every night.
“Sit down,” I said.
He sat across from me, his posture cautious, as if he had rehearsed this meeting in his head. The fedora found a place on the seat beside him. His hands rested on the table, one on top of the other, pressing the slight tremor in his fingers flat and stilling it.
Maggie approached. She paused and found her professional register. “What can I get you?”
“Coffee, please. Black.”
She nodded and left. The counter regulars had returned to their breakfasts, but the rhythm was off. Conversations pitched a half-tone lower, eyes cutting to my booth and cutting away.
Samuel Wilkins…
The Serchio Valley. December 1944. A German counterattack had pushed through the lines near Sommocolonia, and for about twelve hours the map stopped meaning anything. My unit of six men, operating without official designation, doing equally unofficial work, had moved through the Gothic Line. When the shelling started, we ended up in a position that a generous person would call a foxhole and an honest person would call a ditch. The 92nd Infantry Division, the Buffalo Soldiers, had elements in the area, and when the artillery lit up in earnest, two of their men tumbled into our ditch as if God had reorganized the seating chart.
The face of the man in the ditch. Younger by six years. The same posture, the same refusal to show the fear that gnawed at him. We spent nine hours in that ditch while 88-millimeter shells turned the Italian countryside into something that belonged on the moon. He shared his last cigarette with me without being asked. I shared my canteen with him without being asked. Somewhere around two in the morning, during the longest barrage of the night, he said, “I believe this is what they call an integrated foxhole,” and I laughed so hard I thought the Germans would hear me and adjust their aim.
Nine hours in a hole in the ground with death walking above you clarified which rules mattered and which were just words somebody wrote on a piece of paper.
I hadn’t seen him since. Hadn’t known his name. Had remembered his face every time I closed my eyes in a dark room and heard a sound like shelling…
“I remember you.”
“I thought you might.” His expression shifted. Relief, maybe. The knowledge that this part, at least, would not require persuasion. “I read about you in the papers last fall. That business with the harbor and the heroin. The dirty cops.”
“Don’t believe everything you read.”
“I don’t. But I believe a man who spent a night in a ditch with me.” He paused. Maggie set his coffee down without a word and retreated. “I need your help, Mr. Morrison. I wouldn’t be here if I had anywhere else to go.”
I waited.
“My brother is dead.”
The words collapsed on the table like a load he’d been carrying a long distance and could finally set down.
“His name was Ezekiel Wilkins. Zeke.” He stopped on the name. Let it sit between us. “He worked the night shift at the Douglas Aircraft plant.”
“Night shift,” I said. “Cleaning crew?”
“Offices. Hallways. The restricted areas where they do the engineering work.” He said it with an exactness that told me he’d memorized it the way you memorize what you’ve lost. “They gave him a clearance. A badge. Four years he did that job.”
“What happened?”
“Three weeks ago. They said he had an accident. Slipped near some equipment in one of the restricted sections and fell down a stairwell. Chemical solvents. Heavy machinery. The company doctor wrote it up. The police came and agreed. Industrial accident.” He said those last two words the way you’d say a diagnosis you know is wrong. “They buried him on a Tuesday.”
“Accidents happen in factories,” I said. Not because I believed it, but because a good detective tests the story before he buys it. “Defense plants run around the clock. Night shifts are dangerous.”
Samuel Wilkins’ hands pressed harder against the table. The tremor returned. He fought the pressure and won through sheer will.
“My brother was a careful man. Spent years in his trade, and he never had an accident. Not one. He knew that building better than the engineers who designed it. He knew which floors got slippery and where the ventilation was bad, and which machines had problems. Being careful wasn’t something he thought about. It was who he was.”
He stopped. Drew a breath. When he spoke again, his voice was lower and steadier, which told me the steadiness was costing him.
“And he was scared, Mr. Morrison. Last few weeks before he died. Quiet. Watching the clock. Told my sister-in-law something was wrong at the plant, something he’d seen that didn’t add up. Wouldn’t say what. Said he was keeping track of it. Said if anything happened to him, she’d have what she needed.”
He reached into his overcoat and pulled out a notebook.
Small, pocket-sized, bought at any five-and-dime for a nickel. Blue cardboard cover, softened at the corners from handling. He set it on the table between us, presenting it as if it might be the only thing left of his brother the world hadn’t already taken.
“Lillian, his wife, gave me this. Zeke used to carry this at work, but stopped. He kept it at home. Not at the plant, but at home. He wrote what he saw and told Lillian if anything ever happened to him, she should keep it safe.” He looked at the notebook on the table. “She kept it safe. Now I’m bringing it to you.”
I looked at the notebook, and then at Samuel Wilkins. His hands had at last stopped trembling.
“I went to the company,” he said
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