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Chapter 1 - Contact
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It wasn’t raining, but an unseen mist slowly soaked the unprotected.  Perhaps, since it was only 11:00 a.m., those spaced along the bar at The Green Dragon Tavern were just trying to stay dry.

Richard Ian Pearce, a brawny man sporting a three-day beard, sipped his beer at the far end of the polished hardwood.  The collar of his peacoat was up, and his wool cap was pulled down over his ears.  Richard turned his head to the sound of approaching footsteps.

A broad but squat man in an expensive herringbone overcoat removed his Fedora and smiled as he sat beside Richard.  “Morning, friend, how are you today?”

Richard squinted and looked past him at the space of empty barstools.  He returned his attention to his beverage and took another swig.  “Afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else, friend.”

The intruder’s demeanor did not change.  “No, I believe I have the right person.  I’ve been watching you, young man, as you walk about our fair city.  You seem to be a man who knows who he is and where he is.”

Richard looked at the stranger again.  “I do know who and where I am; I'm trying to enjoy a beer in this cozy establishment.  I do not know who you are and why you’ve been watching me.  Are you a cop?”

“Would it trouble you if I were?”

“Not in the least.”

“Good to hear.  And I haven’t been watching you, per se.  I am a local businessman who spends time outside the office visiting clients and friends or taking the air.  I always have an eye out for people who might have the potential to join and enhance our organization.  Occasionally, as in your case, I spy someone who doesn’t fit into the few categories most passersby occupy.  As I suspect you know, people on the street unknowingly telegraph their lives.  Those with clear, fixed eyes and measured steps convey their engagement in some enterprise and are hellbent on completing some tasks.  On the opposite end of the spectrum are the lost souls who amble about with vacant eyes and minds.  In between these extremes are a smattering of other types: tourists, children and their guardians, people having a smoke or eating something before returning to their assignments, and so on.”

“So, you are an anthropologist?”

The stranger beamed.  “See, there, I knew it; you are an educated person.  You walk about dressed as you are, but your pace and attention suggest you are a man of substance.  You may think you are 

blending into the crowd, but, to me, you stand out like a sore thumb.”

“And why are you interested in sore thumbs?  Are you a doctor?”

“No, I am merely un homme dˈaffairs who is always on the lookout for new people.”

​“Cˈest la vie.”

The gentleman chuckled.  “My name is Siegfried Schatzman.  My friends call me Sieg; you can call me Mr. Schatzman.”

“Ah, so you admit we are not friends.”

“Not yet, but who knows what the future holds.  Might you be in need of employment?”

Richard took another sip.  “Nope.”

“Are you presently engaged?”

“Nope.”

“Perhaps independently wealthy?”

​Richard finished his drink, waved to the bartender for a refill, and turned to the stranger.  “Look, Mr. Schatzman, I don’t know who you are or why you approached me today, but I’m not seeking employment, and while I don’t mean to be abrupt, I would like to enjoy my next beer in the solitude I sought when I entered this establishment.”

As the barkeep responded to Richard’s request, Schatzman placed a twenty-dollar bill on the bar.  “Let me take care of that.”  

The bartender replaced Richard’s empty and retreated.  Schatzman slid a business card in front of Richard.  “I will leave you to your thoughts, young man.  Keep my card.  If, at some future date, you would like to explore new opportunities, stop by my office, which is but a few blocks from here.  If you come, I hope you will clean up a bit, since my building is the upper crust, and you might have trouble making it past the doorman.”

“Sounds like you are a bit too crusty for me.  Anyway, thanks for the drink.”

At that moment, there was a large crash behind them.  The pair turned to see one giant of a man pummeling a smaller patron.

“No, Joey!” Schatzman shouted.  

The fight continued.  

Schatzman looked at Richard.  “Can you break that up?”

Richard looked at the brawlers and nodded.  “Should I hurt them?”

“Well, I’d prefer it if you didn’t kill anyone, but do what you think best to stop that scuffle before they attract the local gendarmes.”

Richard slid off his stool and approached the scrappers.  The monster held his opponent down on a tabletop and raised his right fist to deliver a punishing blow.  His plan was foiled, however, when an iron grasp captured his wrist and wrenched his arm behind his back.  Richard grabbed the thug’s collar and twisted his arm to the point of breaking.  “You are disturbing my peace, scum.  Are you going to stand down, or am I going to rip your arm out of its socket?”

The hulk moaned, “I yield!”

Richard held fast and nodded to the brawler’s victim to move off.  The beaten man limped out of the pub.  Richard released the ruffian’s arm, twirled him around, and held him close.  “I would be happy if you quietly removed yourself from my space, rodent.  Do you want to make me happy?”

The man nodded.  Richard pushed him toward the front entrance, watched him scurry away, then returned to his stool and sipped his beer.

“Nicely done.”  Schatzman smiled and looked askance at Richard.  “Until I learn otherwise, I will remember you as Happy.”

Richard shrugged.  “Was that brute one of your friends?”

“No.  To appease a backer, I agreed to give Joey a one-month trial.  He has failed measurably.  Thankfully, this week is his last.”

Richard said nothing.

The smiling face shook his head and tapped the business card he had placed next to Richard.  “Consider coming to talk with me.  I think I’ve got a good nose for people.  I want to find out if I have again found a notable individual or if I have lost my senses and selected some has-been loser.  Good day to you, Happy.”

Alone at last, Richard gazed at the bartender, who was yards away, engaged in his hourly task of washing and drying glassware.  The man watched Schatzman leave and glanced back at Richard, who blinked and returned his attention to his drink.

The bartender dried his hands and turned to the telephone on a shelf behind him.  He dialed, scanned the wall mirror to ensure no one was within earshot, and spoke softly into the receiver.  “Hooked.”
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Chapter 2 - The Spook House
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Richard breathed in the salty breeze that had cleared the skies and coaxed more bodies into the open.  He meandered northward, surreptitiously confirming that he was not being followed.  Fifteen minutes later, he stopped at the intersection of Snow Hill Street and Sheafe Street and looked over the DeFilippo Playground.  A scan of the neighboring Ruff North End Dog Park revealed its usual assortment of canine inhabitants attended by their human waste collectors.

Satisfied that the neighborhood was benign, Richard proceeded up the hill toward Hull Street.  Halfway up the block, he stopped at an iron-gated alleyway.  His peripheral vision assured his privacy as he inserted a key to unlock the barrier.  Richard pulled the gate behind him and listened for its lock to latch.

Casual observers would rightly judge this four-foot-wide path as a route connecting the public street to the rear yards of the properties.  Midway along the dark passage was an entryway to one of the buildings.  In seconds, Richard unlocked the door, stepped into a hall, and entered a stairwell, which he climbed to the fourth floor.

At the top of the stairs, a single closed door bore an ominous stenciled warning, “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.”  Richard pushed the door open a few inches, pulled it closed until a click was heard, then opened it fully and stepped into a bright office.​

Formally a living room of a residential apartment, the space was now cluttered with four desks, two on the rear wall and two on the opposing wall.  FBI Special Agent Shirley Adele Drake, a middle-aged woman dressed in a housecoat, looked up from her computer on the far desk facing the front of the building.  “Richard, just in time, the meeting is about to begin.”  She waved toward a tall, narrow table set against the far wall.  “You want to grab some coffee before we go in?” 

“Sounds good.”  As Richard selected a paper cup from the stack next to a steaming coffee pot, Shirley transferred a covered serving dish from her desk to the table.  “What have you there?”

Shirley lifted the cover.  “You like oatmeal-raisin cookies?”

“Wow, they look and smell scrumptious.”

“Just came out of the oven.”  She handed Richard a napkin.  “If you want some, you'd better take them now.  Those creatures in there will demolish them.”

Richard placed two cookies on the napkin and prepared his coffee.  Shirley transferred another to Richard’s cache, re-covered the goodies, and nodded toward the other room.  “Shall we have at it?”

“Why not?”

​Richard followed Shirley through a doorway to an equally sized room with windows looking out over the park.  Easy chairs were spaced randomly around the room’s exterior, and a large antique table rested at its center.  Along the left side were FBI Special Agents Brooke Hennessy and Edward Robeson, the former an attractive green-eyed redhead dressed in a beige business suit, the latter a spectacled young man with a pimply face and wiry hair.  FBI Special Agent Felicia Barnet, a brunette wearing a high-collared polka dot dress, sat across from Brooke and Edward.

On the side facing the windows sat FBI Special Agent in Charge, Thomas Oscar Porter, a frail, gray-haired man wearing a Celtics sweatshirt and studying a mess of papers before him.  The entrance of Richard and Shirley caused him to look up, exhale a plume of smoke into the already polluted air, and crush his butt of a cigarette into a half-full ashtray.  “Shirley, you come bearing gifts?”

Shirley lifted the cover from her favors.  “Anyone interested in freshly baked oatmeal-raisin cookies?”

Cheers filled the room, and multiple hands reached for the treasure the instant Shirley placed it in the center of the table.
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