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The January day brought out people like bees in a hive.  Nobody seemed to notice anyone else.  In this hokey city, what else could you expect?  It may be the nation’s capital but the few virtuous souls on the streets were contaminated with human crud all around them.  

My small apartment sat only two blocks away from my office.  Walking along the circle, I could see my attractive secretary Susan, wearing high heels enter the door a half-block away.  Not being able to get my mind off Marie Caldon, my client’s missing wife, I barely noticed the man standing near the office door.  As I passed, he looked me straight in the face.  I grinned, opened the door, and entered, leaving the knucklehead standing there.  

I put a full day at the office and didn’t notice the heavy snow falling outside.  Around 6 pm when I exited the building, there appeared to be at least 4 inches on the ground.  I sloshed toward my apartment as my feet bogged in the fresh and annoying white stuff. 

“Shit, this is ridiculous!”

I ducked into Patty’s Place, one of my favorite bars.

“Hi Patty, it’s cold as hell out there.” 

“Hi, Sam.  Yea, it's been snowing all day.  Don’t know when it’ll end.”

I picked up the bourbon and water, which she started preparing as soon as she saw me enter.

The place had several couples and a few men in suits taking a break from the ungodly mess outside. I immediately recognized the man sitting two seats down -—the same unpretentious asshole standing beside my office door when I went to work this morning.

I gave him another blank look.  He seemed more friendly than he did earlier.  He nodded, downed the drink, then pushed the glass forward for another round. 

“Hey Patty, give me another one and one for my friend down there,” the man said.

Patty knew the drill.  

“What does this shithead want?” I said to myself.

I lifted the fresh drink to the man, as I tipped it to my mouth.  He nodded and looked at the bar shelves ahead.  I knew he wanted something from me, as you don’t buy drinks for strangers in this acrimonious town.  

“What’s up buddy?” I said in a voice, that fit my attitude at the moment.

Despite my unfriendly demeanor, he moved to the seat next to me.

“You’re Mike Baines, aren’t you?”

“That’s what my mommy calls me, bud.”

“The private detective?”

“Yea, at your service!”

“Well, Mr. Baines, I need your help in an important matter.  Are you available?”

After a casual discussion of his needs, we moved to a booth where we could discuss the issue in private.  

“First, Mr. Baines let me tell you, I know about your search for Marie Caldon, and as far as I know, my case is not connected, but the circumstances seem amazingly similar.”

Not yet convinced of his real objective, but getting my attention I said, “What’s your name buddy?”

“John Benchforth, and my missing wife’s name, is Sarah.”

“OK, what’s up and how did you know about Marie Caldon?”

“All the newspapers had it as headlines a few weeks ago.  Nothing has been in the news since.  It's just like the police.  They can’t chase every person who shows up missing.  I asked around and found out you were on the case. In fact, Lt. Dan Chezem at the local police station mentioned your name.”

The conversation continued while he told me some of the details about his wife who had been missing for over a month.  They had been married for three years and had a good relationship.  She simply failed to return from her job as a research assistant for Congressman Daniel Hemp, a prominent lawyer and member of Congress for several terms.  I took Benchforth’s information and told him I would see what I could do and give him a call. 

I lifted my glass to Patty for another round as my new client got up and departed.  A few minutes later, the familiar sound of a pistol equipped with a silencer rang out.  

“Spit, spit, spit.”

A sound I had heard many times.  You never forget that sound especially if as I had, you were on the receiving end of the weapon.  

My reaction was intuitive.  I grabbed the automatic .32 from my holster and ran to the door.  Peering from behind the door frame, I looked for the source of the silenced gunfire.  Several people were scattering for cover in the fallen snow, but none could be identified as the shooter.

What was obvious, though, was the body of John Benchforth sprawled face down on the sidewalk.  One brave woman kneeled beside the unconscious man trying to assist him.  The effort was fruitless.  Blood was oozing from three exit wounds in the center of his back.  I knew at once the holes were caused by blunt nose ammunition designed to explode upon impact.  The assassin knew his stuff about murder.  I knew this was the work of a professional. 

John Benchforth, like his wife, now became a mystery.  Somehow, I felt that the missing wife had suffered the same fate as her husband.  I also felt John’s suspicion was right.  His wife’s disappearance seemed very similar to, and maybe even connected to Marie Caldon.  

As the sirens were screaming, I took the opportunity to check the area for surveillance cameras.  No doubt the police would do the same.  I needed to get to them first, as they may restrict access by people like me.  

Luck seemed to be on my side.  Just across the street were two businesses.  Both had cameras pointed directly at the location.  One of them, maybe both, would have recorded the incident.  I didn’t wait.  The first business owner was very cooperative.  He walked me through the recording and even gave me a copy.  

On the recording, I could see a man dressed in a long overcoat and wearing a wool stocking cap.  Unfortunately, his face was not visible.  His height and other physical features were common.  It's all I had to go on, but I have made progress with less information than this before.

I waited on the corner to observe the police when they arrived.  My Friend Lt Dan Chezem arrived on the scene shortly after the shooting.  He carefully examined the now-covered body for bullet wounds and other evidence.  He had a short conversation with each of the officers on site.  It appeared as though little information came from them.  He looked around and saw the same surveillance cameras I had seen earlier.  

Then he looked my way and saw me standing on the corner. 

He walked over and said, “Well, Mike what do you know about this mess?”

“Didn’t see anything, I was having a drink at Patty’s Place.” I didn’t mention my conversation with the victim, guessing he would learn of it soon enough.

“I see there are a couple of surveillance cameras over there.  Have you checked them yet?”

“Yep, I checked one.  The killer is plainly visible.  Maybe you can get more from it than I did.”

We went over to look at the security film I had already seen.  Lt. Chezem didn’t see anything that I hadn’t seen.  Then we went to the second place.  We did notice on the second camera that the assailant seemed to walk with a slight limp.  Lt. Chezem noticed it right away. We replayed the tape several times and realized the man was limping from his right side.  It wasn’t much, but a small clue that I put away in the back of my mind.  No doubt he did also.


As we re-entered the street, the EMTs were rolling the dead man’s body to the ambulance.  They were as unattached as if they were collecting garbage from the nearby trash cans.  And so, it goes in a city where the lives of people often seem to have as much meaning as the contents of those refuse cans.
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A review of the congressional directory showed Sarah Benchford’s name listed among several others.  I noticed the name of my other client Maria Caldon.  I remembered seeing a picture of Caldon in the paper a few days ago announcing Congressman Hemp’s run for reelection.  I remembered at the time thinking what an attractive babe she was.  The directory listed Sarah as the special assistant to Congressman Hemp for foreign affairs.  Additional research listed the job of foreign affairs as having the duty of working with other nations and coordinating with the Pentagon on various security matters.

Before he was shot, John told me he knew that one his wife’s duties were to function as the top-secret control officer (TSCO).  In this duty she maintained the accounts and control of all incoming and outgoing top-secret accounts held by Congressman’s Hemp’s staff.  There were only two other people besides herself and Hemp with top-secret clearances.  The accounts were online within a special encrypted internet connection.  Anytime a person needed to access the net, they had to log on and log off.  Any time a person printed out a document, it was specially recorded.  Another of her duties were to shred the hard copies of documents that had been printed.

From his conversation with her husband, Sam knew that Sarah spent a lot of time doing a careful audit of people and times the network was accessed.  John Benchforth knew what his wife’s duties were but didn’t know the details.  She confided in him that her audit showed that Congressman Hemp had a vast number of documents he had printed, but none of them had ever been given to her to shred.  When she approached him to get the documents, he said he had shredded them himself and that she didn’t need to worry about it. 

Sarah told her husband she was very concerned about what Hemp was doing and in accordance with regulations she was required to report it to her Pentagon contact.  She went missing right after she told her husband she had a disagreement with Hemp about the issue.  The disagreement ended, when she informed Hemp that she had to report his behavior to defense authorities.

Her control of top-secret information and the requirement to report any irregular procedures being done by anyone put Sarah squarely in the sights of the dirty Russians working with the congressman.  My suspicious mind started getting a picture right away.  All that was necessary was for Hemp let the Russians know Sarah planned to report them to the authorities. It was highly likely they suspected that Sarah would not take a major step like getting an elected representative in trouble, without discussing it with her husband. I went all out on this theory.  As did John Benchforth, I knew right away why Sarah had gone missing.  Benchforth was on the right track, but his murder happened before he could move on it.  

I called the congressman’s office and asked if I could get an appointment with him.  The secretary asked me what my business involved, and I replied that I was a resident of the congressman’s state, and this was my first time in DC and wanted to meet him.  I was told I would be put on his schedule for the next day at 10:00 am.  Huh! That was easy enough.

Finding the office of the congressman was more difficult than I expected.  It was the first time I had visited a Capitol Hill office.  I swore it would be my last, since I went through several halls, a tunnel, and more elevators than I can remember.  Finally, I arrived at a nice office with a secretary at the door.  Several other people were in the room.  I announced myself and said I had an appointment with Congressman Hemp.  I was escorted into his less than prestigious office.  Right away I thought all congressmen had nice offices and lots of aides, but Hemp must have been on the bottom of the list.  He certainly did not impress me as being catered too. I later learned that fine accoutrements are doled out to the most senior members of congress, some of which have been serving over forty years.  He was on the bottom of the list and if I had anything to do with it, he would never get to the top.

“Good morning Mr. Baines. Please sit down and tell me what is on your mind today,” he said as he motioned me to a seat in front of his large desk.

“Congressman, I must admit that I am not from your state.  I am a private investigator, looking into one of your missing aides, Sarah Benchworth.”

“That matter is being fully investigated by the FBI and police as far as I know.  Why would you be involved?”

“I was hired by Sarah’s husband, before he was unfortunately murdered to see if I could find out what happened to her.  Now I am on the trail of a missing person and her less fortunate husband.”

“Yes, I knew she was missing.  I didn’t pay it much attention, since husband wife disagreements happen all the time and split ups are common in this day and time.  None the less, since she has access to top-secret information, I reported the incident to the FBI. However, if you can find out any more than the authorities, I would be glad to do what I can to help.  I would suggest that you check their marital relationship however.”

I continued to talk with Hemp.  I didn’t believe for a moment his suggestion that a marital problem between the two had anything to do with Sarah missing and her husband’s murder.  I continued to give him an overview of some of the things I was involved with regarding “other congressional employees”.  I also related that Sarah missing and her husband’s death were strangely similar to others on which I had been working.  Most of these people had top-secret security clearances.  I happened to mention I had evidence some of his people may be involved in espionage.  The congressman winched when I said the word espionage.  Maybe I am a bit paranoid, but to me it seemed to be a term that made him nervous.  I didn’t mention Maria Caldon, another of his aides.

Our conversation continued for almost an hour.  The visit wasn’t a total loss, as I now felt I had a better understanding of the man around which my case revolved.  I worked my way back through the capital mess to the nearest street where I could get a cab back to my office.  Even that was a frustrating effort, since it took me fifteen minutes to get a ride.  After two cabs failed to stop, I was able to whistle down the third one.  

Finally, we got back to the vicinity of my office, but my cab I was heading in the wrong direction, so I got out on the opposite side of the street.  After a few steps to the corner, I had the feeling I was being followed.  The strange sensation is a peculiar trait I suppose I picked up by being a private detective.  Instead of going into my office, I walked into Patty’s Place and sat at a table, unusual for me since I usually sit at the bar.  Patty came over and brought me a bourbon and water and asked if I wanted anything to eat.  No, I replied, I’m just slumming and want to set here for a bit.  Sure enough, a man with a limp came in right after me.  He was wearing a long overcoat similar to the one I had observed on the surveillance tape of the man who shot John Benchforth.  

Several things flashed through my mind as I sipped my drink.  Should I approach him? Should I attack him...call the police...what...?  In the end I just sat there and pretended to ignore him.  I asked Patty to bring me another round and bring me the newspaper, which I had seen laying on the counter.  I started reading the paper and relaxed for at least thirty minutes.  Eventually, my tail must have gotten suspicious.  He got up and walked out the door.

The chase was on again, except this time, I was the follower not the target. Just as he walked out the door, he saw a cab stop on the street.  He waved at the driver and got in.  I looked around and didn’t see a cab anywhere in sight.  But as luck would have it, the traffic was slow, and another cab came by within a block.  I wave at him, and he stopped across the street waiting until I got in.  

I leaned forward and pointed at the cab that was now a block ahead and said, “Follow that cab.  If you don’t lose it, it’s worth an extra ten spot for you buddy.”  That’s all it took.  The driver went in and out of several cars and after only a few blocks was right behind my man.  “Slow down a bit, I don’t want him to know I am following him,” I said.  The driver knew what I was after.  His reply was, “OK, got ya.  Not my first time to do a secret chase.  You not gonna hurt the guy in the other car, are you?”

“Not unless I have to,” I said with a laugh.

The cab stopped in front of the Russian Embassy.  The man with a limp got out, paid the driver and walked up to the door guard and entered.  I shouldn’t have been surprised.  “Sam you are on the right trail.  Where do we go now,” I said to myself.  But I was really at a standstill.  I couldn’t go inside the embassy, and it wasn’t practical to wait for him to come out.  
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For the past few days, I noticed a blue Jeep setting across the street from my office.  A parked car wouldn’t cause any suspicions, but each time there was a man sitting behind the wheel.  People don’t just sit in one place for long periods of time for no good reason in this city where parking is limited.  When I went to the garage parking to get my car, I happened to drive by I saw the same Jeep.  I thought I recognized the man I had seen earlier as the one who was watching me in Patty’s Place.  I parked and waited for almost an hour to see what he was going to do.  Finally, he pulled out and headed toward the interstate and I was on his tail.  I followed him north for over two hours until he exited at Martinsburg, West Virginia.  

The Jeep in front of me swerved through the narrow dirt road under the thick green dangling limbs.  It raced through the woods on the outskirts of Martinsburg like it was in the streets in a big city.  I tried to keep up, but knowing my vehicle only had two-wheel drive, I expected to eventually lose my prey.  Despite the misgivings, I had to do all I could to find out where he was heading.  I had been following him since he left the city, and I damn sure wasn’t going to give up now.

My car slide around a sharp corner landing in a small ditch.  As I got out, I saw the blue vehicle in the distance.  I couldn’t let the lack of wheels stop me.  I got out and ran as fast as I could, then it dawned on me that I must have looked pretty silly trying to catch a moving car. I stopped and just watched as it disappeared around a corner.

I walked about a half mile after the road narrowed.  Then I saw a small cabin-like building through the woods on my right.  Slowly, I moved through the brush and peered into one of the waist-high windows.  Inside I could see a woman.  I recognized her from a picture I had seen of her.  She was non-other than Marie Caldron.  Tied to a chair, her head draped over as though she was in severe pain or drugged.  Her once beautiful red hair was now tangled about her head like a nest of swarming bees.  I didn’t see anyone else in the room.

Suddenly, it became clear why I saw no one.  A gunshot whizzed past my right ear.  The spat hit the window in front of me and left a perfect round hole.  Instinctively, I ducked to the ground.  I rolled over and grabbed my .32 caliber automatic in one motion.  I blasted two shots without looking where they were going.  My maneuver was intended to detract, rather than hit the target. 

It worked! I saw a man only ten feet away duck and run.  He ran with a limp I had seen before.  I took another shot as he vanished into the brush.  It may have been a dumb move, but it didn’t stop me from pursuing him blindly into the thick woods.  Then I got a glimpse of him as he stumbled over a log.  Breathing hard, I stood over him as he lay stunned on the ground.  My pistol pointed directly between his frightened eyes.

“Don’t shoot,” he shouted.

My eyes were focused on the pistol in his right hand.  If it moved, I was prepared to blast his ugly head to smithereens.  He saw me relax and made his move.  I detected the slight movement of the pistol. Without a second of hesitation, I put the round squarely into his forehead a half-inch above his eyes.  His head made a slight jerk backward.  

“The end chum!” I mumbled to myself.

The man with the limp, who I was certain killed John Benchforth, may be seen in the next issue of the obituary column of the Washington Post.  I left my would-be assassin for the animals of the forest to feast on. My contribution to nature!  The pigs of the wild would be happy...and my momma would be pleased with my ability in an unsuspected duel with the enemy.

Back at the cabin I untied Marie and put her on a small couch in the room.  Her head went back to the soft part of the sofa and her eyes blinked once, then closed. I knew she was asleep and would be out for a while. 

I searched the one-room building for any signs of useful evidence. In a drawer near the window, I found what I was looking for—-a passport of the repugnant man I had just shot, minus the hole between his eyes, of course. The cover of the passport clearly showed the emblem of the Soviet Union.  

“What the hell does a Russian have to do with the capture of Marie Caldon?”

After several hours Marie started moving around on the couch.  I placed a glass of water under her nose, and she took a sip.  Her beautiful brown eyes were half-open.  

Then she came more alert and said, “Where am I?”

“You are in good hands now Marie.  My name is Sam Baines and I mean you no harm.”

Soon she and I were talking.  

“The bastards put some kinda knock-out drug over my mouth in a piece of cloth.  It almost knocked me out right away.  I vaguely remember being dragged to a car. Don’t remember anything else.”

She told me she worked as an assistant for Congressman Daniel Hemp for the past two years.  She told me information which I already knew, in that the congressman served prominently as a member of the House Select Committee on Intelligence.  In his position, he always got briefed on the Department of Defense (DOD) current and plans for defense.  As his assistant, she planned and coordinated his activities.  Both held top-secret clearances.  

The presence of the Russian agent was slowly becoming clearer.

The lovely woman soon started regaining her strength, and with it, she began to release her anger more and more.  She was a real hellcat alright.  My kind of babe!  Before long we were joking about the horrible and possibly deadly event.  

“I will kill the son-of-a-bitches!

“Well, you don’t need to worry about one of them.  I took care of that for you,” I said.

We found a few snacks on the cabinet and were able to make a pot of coffee.  After a few hours, she laid down and went to sleep on the couch.  I sat watching for any other idiots that may be assisting the one I did away with. 

When daylight came, we walked the path back to my car.  It didn’t take much to get it out of the ditch.  Soon we were on the miserable freeway heading to her apartment in DC, where she lived in a brownstone apartment near the Capital.  When we parked on the street, she asked me to come in with her.  I didn’t have an ulterior motive but accompanying such a lovely lady into her apartment would have been a pleasure had I not been alert for another Russian agent.  

When we entered, I had my hand on my trusty .32, ready to respond to any unsuspected danger.  I went in first and looked around the space.  All seemed to be clear.  Maria put on a cup of joe and said she needed to take a bath after being in the crummy atmosphere where she had been for the past few days.  She left me alone while she went to the bathroom.

I sat down and looked around at several plaques and letters framed on the wall recognizing her work in Congress.  One was signed by the President of the United States, commending her for her support in his recent successful election.  Then I saw it.  What I thought was a microphone hidden in the vent on the wall.  

I guess it’s my suspicious nature, but I often make a scan for such devices, even when there is no reason to do so.  Upon a closer examination, I realized that Maria’s activities had been a matter of record for some unscrupulous snoop.  

She returned from the bathroom wearing a thin tightly shaped gown that made her perfectly shaped body look like a model.  The attraction was hard to ignore.  

I pointed to the partially hidden microphone and held my figure to my mouth and indicating, “Shhhh.”  She got the message immediately.  Then I climbed on a chair and pulled the mic out of the vent and cut it with scissors from the kitchen.  

“The dirty bastards,” were her first words after the mic had been cut.

“Yea, looks like you’re on record, but wait a second,” I said as I did a further
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