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Senator Richard Eliot rubbed his hands together and smiled after he put his phone down.  He had just secured a commitment from another Senator to support him in his planned run for the White House.  The smile disappeared from his face moments later, as his most trusted aide rushed into his office.

“Senator, we have a problem...a large one!  Someone has managed to access your private, off-line computer.  From what I know, they stripped it clean, or at least copied everything there.”

“That isn’t possible, or at least we were told it wasn’t.”

“I know, but nonetheless, it was done...somehow.  My best guess is I was transporting information from our main office computer into the private one, and whoever must have figured out some way to follow me to it.  I have no idea how that is possible, but, in checking your private one, it was done.”

“My God, man, do you know what this means?”

“Yes, it means someone has information not only ending our dreams of the White House, but also has enough to put both of us behind bars...for a damned long time!  What are we to do?  

“There’s no mistake about this?  I mean, are you absolutely certain you have your facts right?”

“I’m afraid so.  The system built into the off-line computer has a system monitoring everything happening to it.  I don’t understand all I know about this, but do know the warning lights were flashing when I dropped back to check my work, after I disconnected the off-line computer from the main office one.  Maybe I better go check the main computer to see if anyone has somehow gotten by all of our safeguards, the firewall, and so forth.”

“Here, use mine.”

The aide did, and soon exclaimed, “Someone is in there right now!  They’re copying something, oh my God they’re copying the entire hard drive!”

“Stop them!”

“Too late, they just left...I think they got everything.  While there’s nothing in there to really hurt us, a bit of checking between the info there, and on the off-line one will be easy to spot.  I bet they’ll bleed the campaign computer, and in no time be able to piece together the fact we’ve been pilfering money off it for years.  Our financial records will be next...and I have no idea how to stop them if they’ve already figured out how to do what they have.  What are we to do?”

The Senator leaned back in his chair, sweat on his brow, and nearly whispered, “We use the escape plan my nephew over at CIA arranged for us years ago.  We’re done.  I have no interest in going to jail.  As you know, he has updated our false papers periodically, so they should be good for the purpose they were intended for.”

“I think you’re right, we should get gone immediately.  What’s our next step?”

“You go write your resignation letter to me, and I’ll draft one to resign my seat in the Senate.  We should have a bit of time, because it’ll take whoever this is a while to unravel everything.  Then they’ll have to figure out how to use what they have gotten illegally.  We’ll leave your resignation letter on my desk, and you can put mine in the inner-office mail system to the Majority Leader.  We should be well gone before anyone is the wiser.  On your way out of the building, you might mention to the rest of the staff that I’m throwing my career away for some floozy, and running off to who knows where.  Have you ever taken time to figure out where you’d go with your false papers in hand?”

“Not really.  First stop, of course, would be the account I set up on the Cayman Islands, to take out a substantial amount for setting up a new account in wherever I wind up.”

“Yes, I’ll have to do the same.  As my nephew suggested, we should travel using our real names until reaching the Caymans, then switch to the new identities after we arrive and clear customs.”

Early on, when the two men set out on their plan to establish Cayman Island accounts in the false identities, both had traveled to Grand Cayman, opened the new accounts, and after that only the aide had ever been back.  He made deposits in both accounts on each trip, which were about three times a year.  The money being deposited was money from the Senator’s campaign fund, and cash received by the Senator for slipping favorable amendments into various bills.  The amendments benefited the individual, or his company, and the Senator received vast amounts of bribe money for his efforts.  When the two men hatched their overall plot to enrich themselves, and the career of the Senator, they both realized there was some risk involved.  The deeper they went into their murky dealings, the greater the risk.

Before the aide went to write his resignation letter, the Senator shook his head in dismay.  “You know, we almost pulled this off.  I think we had a real chance of gaining the White House.”

“Yes we did,” the aide replied as he left the office to take care of his letter.  When he returned, the Senator had already finished his own, and put it in an envelope addressed to the Senate Majority Leader.  He took the aide’s letter, placed it on his desk, and handed over his own.  He also handed the aide a large envelope with forty thousand dollars in it.  “This is travel money for you, from the stash here in my office safe.  I took the rest of it.  Good luck, I’m leaving by my private entrance/exit door.”

The aide watched the Senator leave carrying a large satchel, sighed, and went back into the outer office.  There he gathered his personal items from his desk, putting everything in a large legal-style briefcase, and called a meeting of the staff present at the time.  “I have tendered my resignation letter to the Senator, and am leaving now.  On my way out, I am putting a resignation letter from the Senator in the Senate mail system, addressed to the Majority Leader.  It seems our beloved Senator knows the lady he has been seeing is a career ender, and chose her over his career.  I wish you all nothing but the best.”

The staff was stunned, to the point that no one said anything as he left the room.  One lady, who had been having an affair with the departing man, followed him out.  “What about us? Are you just leaving without saying anything to me?”

“That was my intent.  There is no us, you were just a convenient easy lay.  Good luck with your future.  So long.” 

As he walked away from her while she just stood there with her mouth agape, he wondered if anyone in the office had been responsible for the calamity having befallen him and the Senator.

***
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At about the same time those two were starting their escape from justice, Stanley James Scott, Jim to all who knew him, had just finished going over the material gotten from the computer systems of Senator Richard Eliot with his wife, Holly.  It had been done using the super computer he owned, which had been built, and was constantly maintained and upgraded, by a genius of the first order.  The man, who was a close friend of Jim’s, had once worked for the CIA, but had left under a cloud, one solved and removed in time by Jim.

At the time, Jim had been a super-agent of the CIA, and felt, then proved, his friend was totally innocent of the charges aimed in his direction.  Jim was retired from both the Marine Corps, and the CIA.  From those two retirements, he had done quite a bit of clandestine work for two President’s, and also got involved in other off-the-books operations not sanctioned by anyone. Over the years he had amassed a vast fortune of several billion dollars, a good portion of which he wasn’t known to have.  A few of those billions had been set aside for an organization known as the X Group.  The X Group had been authorized, without much notice, in a bill passed by Congress years before.  At the time it had been slipped into another bill, with full knowledge of the then President, and leaders of both political parties.  Its aim was to rid the government of bad apples, without harming the party the bad actor belonged to.  In most cases, the guilty party had been approached with the proof developed by the X Group, and told to leave the government, and to never be involved with, or work for any government, of any level.  In a few cases, to protect the party the individual belonged to, but to still punish the person for gross crimes, the guilty person had simply disappeared.

As they finished going over the material taken from the computers of Senator Eliot, Holly looked at Jim, and asked, “Is this a job for Harvey, or do we handle it ourselves?”

“Good question, honey.  I’m thinking we let Harvey run with it, and help as needed.  We best move fast, just in case the Senator somehow knows what we know.  While he has no way of knowing we, or the X Group is involved, he would have to know his goose is cooked.”

“Sounds good.  While you call Harvey, I’ve got a few things to take care of, which if we are to get involved, I best be getting to.”

Jim kissed Holly before she left, and then called Harvey Puckett.  Harvey was a long-time friend, and had spent many years in the CIA, and then a few additional years in the Justice Department, both at Homeland Security and the FBI.  At Homeland, he had been borrowed from the CIA for a special project, and much the same arrangement had seen him as an Assistant Director of the FBI...only to become Acting Director when the Director had a stroke, and subsequently passed away.  He eventually became full time Director, but only for a rather short period of time, before he retired from Government service.

A few years after retirement, he was asked by Jim to become the operational leader of the X Group, known only as the “Voice” by most employees of the operation.  Very few people knew Harvey was the Voice.  He answered Jim’s call on the second ring, “Hi, Jim, what’s up?”

“The tip you got about Senator Eliot possibly being dirty proved to be correct.  This guy is the worst.  You can’t believe all the things he’s done over the years.  I’m about to send you what we pilfered from his computer systems.  I predict you’ll have a stiff drink after going over it...I’m about to do so here.  Anyhow, after you review the info, give me a call back, and we’ll plot out a course of action.”

“Send away.  Until your call, I was sitting here thinking how easy this job can be.  We have not a thing really going on otherwise...seriously.”

Jim chuckled, and replied, “It’s on the way to you.  I kept it in a secret file, so even you couldn’t access it.  You now have something to do.”

Two hours later, Jim was in his horse barn, helping a friend who lived on the property clean stalls, when his phone rang.  He smiled as he answered, “You have drink in hand?”

“No, but I’m soon will have.  Jim you do realize this guy could have become President, don’t you?  That aside, we best hurry the process of dealing with him along, pronto.”

“Speed is a good idea, before he takes a powder if he knows we know what he’s been up to.

“Yeah, well, we may be late.  He has submitted his papers to quit the Senate, and is nowhere to be found.  The source who gave me the first hint he might be dirty, called with that piece of information...it’s not public just yet.  His partner in crime is also taking flight, if I don’t miss my guess.  I stopped reading what you sent long enough to get two teams looking for them, one of which is sitting on his home as we speak...another team on the other guy’s place.  Since this probably calls for the Senator’s elimination, I think I better put Dingus to work, how say you?”

“Yeah, do it.  Get back to me.”

Harvey immediately called Dingus Monroe, a retired CIA agent.  “Dingus if you have no objections, you are now operational.” 

“None, what have you got?”

“Senator Eliot has been very naughty, we want him.  He may be on the run.  I want you to get your Pierson alias makeup on, and head to a safe house about ten miles from you.  When you get there, there will be a rental car waiting for you.  The keys will be under the front seat.  From there I want you to go to the Senator’s home, and see if he’s there, if so, nab him.  Here is the address of the safe house, and the Senator’s place.”

Dingus listened as Harvey gave him the two addresses, and replied, “On my way in about ten minutes.”

Less than forty minutes later, Dingus arrived at the Senator’s home, went to the door, rang the bell, knocked, and after waiting two minutes, tried the door, found it locked, and picked the lock.  Inside, it didn’t take long for him to determine the man had come and gone, not likely to be coming back.  He called Harvey, and reported, “I’d say for good from the looks of his place, he’s gone.”

“Damn, double damn, okay, next stop is the apartment of his right-hand man.  I have information he may be splitting, too.  He, by the way, is dirty also.”

Dingus soon left after getting the name and address of the other man they sought, and when he arrived at the apartment of the aide, found the door unlocked and went inside.  Again, he could tell the man was probably gone on the run as well, and called Harvey.  “He’s gone, too.  Now what?”

“Take the car back to the safe house, and go home.  By the time you get there, I’ll have figured out what our next move will be.”

After ending the call, Harvey immediately called Jim.  “As I feared, they’re both on the run.  By moving so quickly, one is to assume they had an escape plan formed in the past.”

“So it would seem.  I’ll do a deep dive into both of them, to save you the time.  What is your next move?”

“Bring in Larry White and the former Joan Dodge, now, as you know, Mrs. Larry White.  They can work with Dingus finding our fleeing bad boys.  Larry and Dingus are longtime friends, and, even though he has only known her a short time, I know he thinks highly of Joan.  I’ll also start the process of checking airlines, trains, and so forth, not that it’ll do any good.  Since Larry and Joan are presently living in Missouri, I’ll have one of my planes fly Dingus there.  The three of them can sit around thinking about a plan of action, while you and I do our digging.  By the way, my source in Eliot’s office has no clue as to where either of them may flee to.  With all the money they had from Eliot’s efforts that you uncovered from their activities, they had to have a place to stash those ill-gotten gains.  The obvious place would be the Cayman Islands, so I may soon send Dingus and company down there to nose around.”

“Let me make a call to get us some help on the Caymans.  I’ll do that first, and get back to you.”

“Help as in MI6?”

“Yes.  I know Larry had a lot of help from MI6 on his last go-around, but I’ll call my primary source there, to get the ball rolling right away.”

“As you wish.  So long.”  

Jim immediately placed a call to a former Chief of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS, also known as MI6).  Margaret (Maggie) Doyle Littlefield groggily answer her phone, “Mr. Scott, you do realize there is a time difference between Montana and the U.K., don’t you?”

“Yes, Maggie dear, I do.  Seven hours to be precise, which makes in 7:00 P.M. or so there.  You seem to have been sleeping, why so early?”

“A lot of flying.  When we arrived back from Geneva less than half an hour ago, I was so tired I passed on food and sex, and went straight to bed alone.  I assume there is a reason for this call.”

“Yeah, I need your help.  We’ve got two very dirty fellas on the lam.  We feel it is likely they have vast sums of money stashed on the Cayman Islands.  They no doubt will be in disguise, using alias names.  We’re gonna send Dingus Monroe, Larry White and Larry’s new bride Joan after them, but could use a heads up if they wind up on the Caymans or at least pass through.”

“Easily done.  Since half the world’s population knows I spent a heavenly night with Larry several years back, when he was just a pup, and I wasn’t a great deal older, you are aware of that fact also.”

“Now that you mention it...”

“Yeah, yeah.  Okay, no problem, but why not call the current Chief yourself?”

“I don’t know him too well, and no one can say ‘no’ to you about anything.”

“You’re really full of it, Mr. Scott.  But, I’ll get right on it.  Email me the particulars on the two guys while I try to wake up.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“You’re welcome, darling.”

Jim sent the email, and then called Harvey.  “Help in the form of MI6 is at foot on the Caymans.”

“Good.  I’ll soon give Dingus his marching orders, but I have to check something out with him first.  I’ll get back to you shortly.”
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Dingus was giving the matter of the naughty Senator quite a bit of thought when Harvey called.  “Do you mind working with Larry and Joan on this?”

“Of course not...three minds are better than one, and I can always use someone watching my back...one who has positive experience in such a capacity.”

“Great, pack up and head to our airport.  I’ll have the pilots on the way with my next call.  I’ll give you, or them, or both, a call with instructions on a landing site.”

Once he had the pilots on their way, Harvey called Jim back.  “Dingus will be in the air for Missouri within the half hour...he’s on board to work with Larry and Joan.  You know the area much better than I do, where do you suggest they land?”

“Let me get back to you on that with coordinates...I just had an idea.  My guess is they won’t be leaving for a day or two, so maybe I can fix up berthing for them...just the two pilots with Dingus, right?”

Ten minutes later, Jim called Harvey back.  “Bob Becker and his wife Michelle will put up the pilots on their place, and Dingus can bunk with Larry and Joan.  As you probably know, their home is only about a ten or fifteen minutes drive from Larry’s place.  I’ll call the plane and give landing instructions to the pilots.”

Bob and Michelle Becker were longtime friends of Jim, and had been on several covert operations over the years with Jim and Holly.  They were happy to put up the pilots, and Bob told Jim they would loan one of their cars to Dingus when he arrived.

Satisfied with Jim’s call, Harvey called Larry White.  “Hi, pal, if you have no objections, you and Joan are operational.”

“None, what’s the mission?”

“You’ll be working with Dingus, who is on his way to Bob Becker’s home.  They, Bob and Michelle, will put up the two pilots, the same guys who flew you the last time, and you can bunk Dingus, if that is okay with you.”

“Of course it is.  Do I pick up Dingus at Bob’s place?”

“No, he’s lending them a car.  You and Joan will be using your Marvin and Loralie aliases again.  Say hi to her for me.”

“Will do, as soon as she comes home.  She’s with the ‘gang of four’ right now, so God only knows when she’ll be home.”

“Come again, what is this ‘gang of four’ you spoke of?”

Larry chuckled, and answered, “Four gals who have more-or-less adopted Joan.  The ringleader of the group is a gal by the name of Trudy, actually Gertrude, Weatherford.  She’s a nice single lady in her late fifties or early sixties, I’d guess, who met Joan on one of Joan’s shopping trips.  They’ve become good friends, which is great for Joan to have a close friend...since I pulled her away from all her friends and relatives to live here.  The other three gals are all married, and I’d guess younger than Trudy.  Where they came up with the ‘gang of four’ routine, I have no idea.”

“Well, whatever, tell her I said hi.  See ya.  We’ll get back to you when we have some more information.  The mission, by the way, is to find the on-the-run Senator Eliot.  He has been very naughty.  Right now, we have help in the form of MI6 on the Caymans keeping an eye out for him, and his sidekick in crime, his hot-shot office manager or something of the sort.  That guy is back-burner for now, in fact if he never surfaces, we’ll probably not bother with him...unless we need him to help us find Eliot.”

“Okay, talk to you later.”

Harvey’s next call was to Dingus.  “Okay, Larry and Joan are operational, and you’ll land at the property of Jim Scott’s friend Bob Becker.  It’s only a short drive to Larry’s place.  Bob and his wife will put up your pilots, and you’ll stay with Larry until we get this show on the road.  We’ve got help on the Caymans, MI6 help, looking for these two jerks to show up there.”

“Well done.  Are you going to let the pilots know where they are supposed to land, or should I do it?”

“Jim Scott is calling them with coordinates, probably already has.  In a bit, you might check with them to see if they have the information.”

“Okay, I was about to go up front to ask them if they need coffee or something.  I just made a fresh pot.”

Coffee turned into snacks for the three aboard the plane, and then Dingus took a nap until the plane landed.  The pilots parked the plane where indicated by Bob.  When the three left the plane, carrying their bags, and introductions were out of the way, Bob pointed to a golf-cart like vehicle.  “You two go with my bride to our home.  Dingus, you get Michelle’s car, since she doesn’t have anything on her plate for the next few days.  I’ll ride with you to our place, and tell you how to find Larry’s place from here.”

Dingus had no problem finding Larry’s home, and pulled into the driveway, parking in front of the large two car garage.  When he rang the doorbell, Larry invited him in.  Inside, he showed Dingus to the bedroom he’d be using, which was the same as the other two times Dingus had visited.  Then he offered his friend a drink, which offer was accepted.  As the two sat in the living room, Larry explained, “Joan will be along in a while.  She’s with friends.  Since your last visit, she met a lady, and they have become friends, and so have the lady’s friends.  The five of them spend a good deal of time together, which is good for her.  We’ve really settled in, even more so since your last visit.”

“I’m glad to hear it.  While she seemed happy the last two times I’ve been here, having friends is always nice.  How about you?”

“Yeah, a couple.  The Becker’s have been real nice, and Bob has introduced me to a few folks...Joan, too, but she’s really getting close to the lady I just mentioned a minute or so ago.  Harvey didn’t tell me too much about our deal, what do you know so far?”

“Also not much, but I guess we should compare notes, and try to figure out some sort of plan of action, while waiting on more information from Harvey.”

***
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While those two talked, Jim received a call from Maggie Littlefield.  “Hello, Jim darling, our men on the Caymans will keep a lookout for your two targets.”

“Isn’t it starting to get a little late for you, Maggie?  I assumed after our last call, they would be doing so.”

“Well yes, but I have another reason for calling.  I wonder if you could do a teensy little favor for me, or rather for SIS?”

“Of course, what ‘teensy’ little favor do you have in mind?”

“There is this man, a U.S. citizen, who we would like to get our hands on.  Since he is inside the U.S. at the present time...in Atlanta, Georgia, we, SIS, wouldn’t dream of snagging him ourselves.”

“Does this man have a name, and why do you want him.”

“Of course he had a name,” Maggie replied, before giving Jim the man’s name, address, and phone number.  Then she added, “This man is trying to blackmail the Royal family.”

“Thus, you do not want to involve the authorities here, due to the possible embarrassment he might cause.”

“Yes.  We were thinking if you could arrange to have him picked up, along with whatever records, or possible proof he might have, and fly him to the Caymans to be delivered to our two men there, it would be very nice.  Delivered to the same two men who are at present attempting to assist you.  Since there is every chance my old flame might be coming to the Caymans anyhow, maybe he could do the job for us.  Our chaps there are very fond of Larry.”

“Easily done, even if he doesn’t wind up needing to visit the Caymans.  But, why are you calling me with this?  Your new Chief seems to be a smart fellow, and should know he can call me at any time for any assistance SIS might need.”

“I would imagine he feels, due to our past on such matters, that I might find you more receptive...as you did in asking me to intercede, rather than calling him directly with your request for assistance.”

“You do have a point.  Someone will see to your blackmailer, probably even Larry.  But, as much as I always enjoy speaking to you, please tell your new Chief he can feel free to contact me at any time.  I thought I made it clear to him I would always be receptive to such contact.”

“Thank you Jim.  I would flirt with you some more, but Jack just walked into our bedroom, and hopefully has in mind what I do, now that I’m more rested from all the flying I did.  Oh, Jack just said to say ‘hi’.”

“Hi back.  I’ll get your request put into our hopper, and you should have your man in a day or three.”

Jim called Harvey and briefed him on the call, then added, “Unless this guy is in a bunker, it shouldn’t be too big a deal to snag him.  Do you have any assets in Atlanta?”

“No, but I’ll dispatch two teams shortly.  They can nose around and keep an eye on him, until we send our hunt team to pick him up, more than likely on the way to the Caymans anyhow, as you said.  As we’ve already discussed, Eliot had to stash his stolen loot someplace, and the Caymans would be the most likely place to do so.  I’ve got nothing on airlines, et cetera, so one is to assume they went by private plane, either together or separately.”

“Agreed.  I’ll get back to you when I have anything of use.  Figuring he’d be easier, I started on the flunky, and have a full picture of him...which isn’t much, unless we get the idea he stayed in the U.S.  I put it in a folder and will email it to you shortly.  Was just starting on Eliot when Maggie called.”

“Speaking of her, how is she doing these days, other than still keeping her nose in at SIS, and doing things for friends?  I haven’t talked to her in forever.”

“She’s doing just fine, as one would suspect.  I think she enjoys being a doctor’s wife, without a care in the world, other than about the world itself.  Holly and I have been trying to plan a trip to the U.K. to see her, and other old friends there.  It’s been going on three years what with COVID and all, since we’ve been there, or she and Jack have come across the pond to see us.  Let’s get back to work.”

“Yeah, so long.”

Harvey then called Larry and told him about the pending side trip to Atlanta, and then asked, “Have you and Dingus come up with any bright ideas?”

“Nope, we’re sorta waiting on more info from you.  We have kicked around a few ideas, but nothing of note.”

“You’ll hear from me as soon as we come up with anything to add to your thinking on the subject, so long.”

After he put his phone down, Larry filled Dingus in on the call, and Dingus replied, “I only met Maggie once, what a dish...and from what I hear she was one hell of an agent, and a very good MI6 Chief, too.”

“Right on all three counts...and in her own right, lethal as all get out when push came to shove.  The deal bringing us together, leading to our one night in the sack, was almost funny...if you weren’t one of the bad guys.  The next morning after our night, we got the tip we had been waiting on, and found the folks we were after camped right out in the open.  The plan was for the MI6 guy who introduced us, and me, to sneak in close, while Maggie had our backs.  She got up on a perch in a tree, about a half mile from their camp.  There were twelve of them in the camp.  By the time the other fella and I were getting close, and ready to do our thing, Maggie, using her silenced sniper rifle, was already picking them off.  She killed eight before we could make a move, and the way she did it, she had the other four running right into our laps.  He and I killed three of the four, and captured the head guy we were after.  Since it was more or less a MI6 operation, I let them have him, and took off after another guy we had a lead on.  I never saw Maggie again.  The other fellow and I did work together a few more times, and the first time he told me what happened to the man we captured...it wasn’t pretty, but Maggie got what information they wanted, before shooting him in the forehead.”

“My kind of gal.”

“Everybody’s kind of gal.  Where this took place, there was no way to bring the bad guy back, and she decided there was also no way to turn him loose...so he died.”

Just as Larry finished his sentence, Joan and her friend, Trudy Weatherford came in.  Joan rushed up to Dingus, gave him a kiss, and then introduced him to Trudy.

Dingus shook her offered hand, and looked directly into her eyes.  “Very nice to meet you.  I plan on taking these fine folks out to eat tonight, would you like to join us?”

Trudy smiled.  “As a fifth wheel, or as your date?”

“Put that way, as my date.”

“In which case, yes.”

Joan and Larry exchanged looks, and Joan made a funny face...totally ignored by Dingus and Trudy.  

Joan cleared her throat, rather loudly, and said, “Actually, Mr. Monroe, I had sorta planned on an easy night.  Had in mind to eat in, pizza or something.  Pizza, first choice.”

Dingus nodded.  “Fine with me, how about you, Trudy?”

“Yes, of course.  But, I want to run home, and change into pizza eating attire...mainly to get out of this dress.”

Dingus replied, “Well, since this is to be our first date, the least I can do is follow you home, bring you back for our fancy fare, and then take you home as a gentleman should.”

“I would be honored, thank you...I won’t drive too fast.”

As soon as those two left, Joan giggled, “Wow, you talk about fast workers...both of them.  Just hi, would you like to sleep with me?  I’ve never seen this side of Trudy before, to say I’m stunned is an understatement...but good for her, and good for him.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t put them in bed just yet.”

“Betcha you a buck.”

“You’re on.”

***
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When they arrived at her home, Trudy pulled right into her garage, and shut the door on her way out.  Dingus met her at the front door, and was invited in.  Trudy offered him a drink, “While I change.” 

Dingus declined, “No thanks, I had one already this afternoon.  Best cool the booze if I’m gonna drive you back to their home, and then home again after we eat.”

“Just as you like.  I’ll only be a few minutes...have a seat.”

When Trudy returned, wearing a sweater and slacks, she hung up the jacket she had been wearing, and got a warmer coat from the same hall closet.  “It’s supposed to get colder tonight.”

On the drive back to the White’s home, Trudy asked, “I notice the ring, are you married?”

“No.  My wife died, after 50 wonderful years of marriage, just over three years ago.”

“50 years, wow.  How old were you when you got married?”

“I was 20, she was 19.”

“Which if my math is correct, means you’re 73.  You don’t look that old.”

“Thank you, kind lady.  Now since you so cleverly discovered I’m not married, and how old I am, how about you?  Ever married, and how old?”

“You got me...I’m 64, and never married.  I got left at the altar, literally, when I was 26.”

“You look to be a good deal younger than 64, but what do you mean about your wedding that wasn’t, did the guy never show up for it?”

“Thank you for the compliment.  As to him, he showed up, but when asked if he would take me to be his wife, he froze up for a few seconds, then announced, ‘I can’t do this,’ and walked out of the church.  Since then, I haven’t met anyone who I would have married if asked.”

“Don’t blame you.  Getting dumped at the last minute would seem to be a very big pill to swallow.  From where I’m sitting, I’d say the guy made a big mistake.”

“Or I did, to ever consider marrying him.  After he split, my bridesmaid offered the observation that I was one lucky gal to have him split like he did.  She said, ‘Much better to find out what kind of weakling he was now, than after you’re married and have kids’.”

“She had a good point, but still for him to pull such a stunt, had to hurt.”

“It did, but I’m a big girl and, while I admit it may have clouded my thinking on marriage, it hasn’t interfered with the rest of my life.  I’ve been quite happy, am happy, with my life.”

“Good for you.  To change the subject abruptly, what do you like on your pizza?”

“Everything but the kitchen sink, or anchovies...but will eat it however it is doctored up, or not doctored.  Larry and Joan know whatever they like, is fine with me.  We’ve eaten pizza together a few times.  Everyone says I’ve adopted Joan, but in truth, they’ve both become close friends."

“I feel the same about them.  Larry and I go back a long way, but I’ve only known Joan for less than a year.”

“What do you do for a living, if anything?”

“The short answer is easy, but there is a longer version which take a bit of time to explain...too long since we’re nearly there.”

“I’ve got time to wait on the long version, but how about the short one.”

“Since I retired from the CIA, I’ve written three novels...naturally, with my background, they are spy thrillers.  Two are in print, and the third one will be shortly after the New Year.  It was to have been out by now, but we ran into a bit of a snag.  Due to my time in the CIA, and the subject of my books, I run them by the CIA before publication.  Somebody over at CIA raised a slight objection about something in the new book...well after original approval.  My agent, publisher, and I decided to just make a few changes to satisfy the idiot, rather than make a big pissing match out of it.  Sorry for the language.”

“I’ve heard, and said, worse.  I’ll be interested to hear the long version.”

Trudy said that, just as Dingus pulled to a stop in the driveway.  As he got out of the car, Dingus replied, “So you shall.”
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After the pizza arrived, and the foursome was plowing through it, Larry’s phone rang.  He glanced at the caller ID, got up, excused himself, and as he headed toward the living room, answered, “Hello, old friend, how are you?”

The caller ID only showed the name “Maggie,” with no number showing.  The phone he now used had been given him by Jim, one of a very few in existence.  When calling anyone using one of the phones, only the first name appeared, with the exception of one phone, with no numbers showing.

The speed dial call list on the phone also had only first names, with one exception, and had a number beside the name.  On giving him the phone, Jim explained, “You of course know Holly and me.  The Bob is Bob Becker, the Harvey I don’t need to tell you who that is, the Maggie is your old flame from years ago, the Hector name is Hector Garcia, who, in an emergency when you cannot reach any of the others you know on the list, you can call.  Just explain, quickly, to him what your problem is.  You can talk to him as though you were talking to me...he is like a brother to me.  No need for you to call any of the others on the list, and please do not call the one labeled Crawford.  I’ll leave it to your immigration who that may be.  Anyone else you need to call, just dial the number as you would with your own phone...but remember, only your first name will appear in the caller ID”

“I’m just fine, Larry.  When your name suddenly appeared on my call list, I thought it might be you, and Jim verified it for me...along with a few catty remarks.  Nice to know a fantastic bed partner is now in the Jim Scott circle of friends.  Welcome aboard.”

“Thanks, Maggie.  I appreciate both comments, and I haven’t forgotten how wonderful our night together was.  Beyond our mutual admiration society, why are you calling?”

“You’re just as sharp as I remembered.  I just have additional information on the situation concerning the man you are going to nab for us...the root source of why your target is on the run, and we are right on him.  We’ve been working with MI5 on this, and they managed to leak to him that we were on to him.  As hoped, he fled the country, and as soon as you have turned over the blackmailer to us, both will be dealt with in a very permanent way.  The guy on this end has no phone, we cut it off, and has no internet access either.  So, as of now, he hasn’t been able to contact the chap you’re going to nab...so, speed is of the essence.  We can only keep him from getting through so long.  I spoke to Jim and asked if I could call you directly with this, and he’s on board.”

“Enough said, we’ll leave out of here yet tonight.”

“Thank you.  Talk to you later.”

Larry sat on the edge of his bed and thought the matter over, then went back to the others.  He looked at Dingus, and asked, “A word please.  Ladies, will you excuse us for a short time?”

Both women had puzzled looks, but both nodded.

In his bedroom with Dingus, Larry quickly explained the urgency on picking up the man in Atlanta, and then added, “So, Joan and I’ll take care of it, get him to the Caymans yet tonight, and then hot foot it back here to do our planning for finding the Senator.”

“Very thoughtful of you, Larry.  I noticed you have a push button door lock on your front door.  Give me the code, and I’ll be sitting here waiting on you in the AM.”

Larry gave him the code, and the two men went back to the kitchen, where the pizza party was located.  They said nothing about their conversation, and when the pizza was finished, Dingus stood up.  “I best get you home, Trudy.”

She had a puzzled look on her face, and asked, “Why so soon?”

“Something has come up that Larry and Joan have to attend to.”

“Oh, okay, let’s go.”

As soon as they left, Larry called the pilots of the plane having brought Dingus, and told them to get ready for a flight to Atlanta.  Joan heard the call, and tilted her head, until he finished it.  Then she asked, “Some big rush to go get the guy in Atlanta?”

“Yes.  I’ll explain on the drive over to Bob’s place.”

At the Becker estate, Bob drove the pilots to the plane, while Larry drove his car to near where it was parked.  As the five of them gathered near the steps to the plane, Larry explained, “Bob, we have a little something to take care of in Atlanta.  We should be back by early morning.”

“Do you need any backup?” 

“Shouldn’t, we have some down there already...but thanks for the implied offer.”

Bob nodded, and looked at one of the pilots.  “Call ahead when you’re close to returning, and I’ll meet you here at the plane.” 

“Thanks, Bob, and thanks for your hospitality.  From what Larry said, I guess we’ll see you in the AM.”

Once in the air, Larry called Harvey.  “In case you haven’t gotten the word, I’m on my way to Atlanta.”

“I’m aware.  Nice to pay back the many favors MI6 did for you on your last time at bat.  Jim and I are gathering info on our two missing individuals, but nothing to hang our hats on at this point.  Is anyone with you?”

“Yes, Joan.  Dingus was otherwise engaged.  He met a lady...a friend of ours.  Well, more so of Joan, but me to a lesser degree.  My operating plan is to nab the guy for MI6, and then head on back home.  My best guess is, barring any trouble, seven or eight hours before we’re home again.”

“Have fun.  I’ll call your pilots and tell them where to land.  I’ll have you met at the small airport, and have wheels ready for you.  As of the last I heard, your target is plopped down in his home, alone.  No woman in his life, indications are he’s not too fond of women.”

“Got it, should make this an easy deal to pull off.  What does the surrounding area, especially his neighborhood, look like?”

“Tree lined subdivision...upper middleclass.  What MI6 gave me on him, no doubt pulled from Jim’s computer, since Maggie has full access to it, as do I, shows he’s rather well off.  He made a good bit of money from a startup business he founded, and then sold out for a pretty penny.  Turns out the original source of the information he’s supposed to have, worked with him in the business, since he had a satellite office in London.  She, Maggie, didn’t give me much on that fellow, not that it matters.  They have eyes on him, and are waiting to hear the good word from you on your target.”

“Okay, thanks for the update, and for having things ready for me in Atlanta.  Joan just blew you a kiss, so I assume I’m to tell you hi, and she sends her love.  Yup, she just nodded.  Talk to you after we nab the guy.”

Larry’s phone rang just as the plane started its approach to the airport they were to use.  The caller ID just showed a phone number.  Larry remembered who the number belonged to, and answered, “Hello friend...how are things with you and your sidekick in the Caymans?”

The lead MI6 agent on the Cayman Islands, “Just fine Larry.  I have some info for you, and Maggie suggested I call you directly with it.  Your two chaps arrived today in separate planes, cleared customs, and then disappeared.  We are attempting to find out more.  One may be gone already.  The Senator’s plane left immediately after refueling, but the other one refueled, then hung around for about two hours before taking off.  The flight plan filed was for Miami, but it flew instead to Jamaica.  From there it took off, flight plan also for Miami, but disappeared soon after takeoff.  One is to assume it either crashed at sea, or flew under radar...to where we have no idea.  Thus, our manhunt here is to concentrate on finding the Senator before he takes further flight.”

“Thanks for your efforts.  The other fellow we aren’t too worried about right now, unless we need to get him, to get a read on where the Senator might be heading, and what name he’s using.”

By the time he finished the call, the plane was pulling to a stop, so Larry went to the door, opened it, and the steps went down.  Larry and Joan had their “war bags” in hand, and were just getting ready to leave the plane when one of the pilots came into the cabin.  “Do you want us to stay with the plane until you return, Larry?”

“Yup, if you don’t mind...or at least nearby.  We shouldn’t be more than an hour or so if all goes well.”

Even as Larry and Joan reached the bottom of the stairs, two black SUVs pulled to a stop nearby.  The two men driving them walked up to Larry.  “You can have the SUV over there, Larry.”

Larry looked where the man pointed, nodded, and replied, “Thanks. We’ll follow you to the location of this bird’s house.”

When they reached the desired house, one of the men who had led them, was on the phone with Joan, and as the driver of his vehicle stopped, he said, “The one we just parked in front of.”

Joan was holding the phone away from her ear, so Larry heard, and pulled right into the driveway.  Before they left the airport, both Larry and Joan had put on the disguises matching the photos of the false IDs they had.  They got right out of the SUV, and walked up to the door.  Larry rang the doorbell, and on hearing footfalls reaching the door, waited just a moment before he kicked the door open.  The stunned man on the other side of it, who had been looking out the peephole in the door, just stood there as Larry rushed in, grabbed one hand, and forced it behind his back, even as he reached for the other hand.  Once the man was handcuffed, he came to his senses enough to start an objection.  

Before he could get much of it out, Joan slapped duct tape on his mouth and growled, “Talk when asked, until then behave.”

Joan had also kicked the door shut, and after doing her silencing job on their captive, hurried off to find his den, or wherever his computer was located.  It turned out to be a well book supplied nice office.  She gave out a short whistle, and Larry caught up to her, leading the man with him.

Larry pushed the man down in a chair facing the large desk in the room, and growled, “Sit, and don’t do anything stupid.  I’d just as soon not have to hurt you to the point I’ll have to carry you out of here.  I’m going to ask you a few questions, just nod for yes, and shake your head for no.  Is there more than one car in your two-car garage?”

The man shook his head no, so Larry nodded in the direction of Joan, and tossed her the key fob to the SUV.  She caught it, and left the room, while Larry started a search.  There was a computer tower, and a laptop on the desk, which he ignored for the time being as he started opening desk drawers.  In one he found a folder, with no identifying labeling on it.  He opened it, and thought, “Bingo,” as he looked inside and found papers showing information on the blackmail scam.  He put the folder on the desk atop the laptop, then continued his search.  Finding nothing else of use in the desk, other than the man’s passport, which he left in place, he went to a file cabinet.

After pulling the SUV into the garage, Joan returned, and asked, “What do I do?”
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