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This is the second of the Just A.S.K. series. Although the usually reserved Andrew S. Kolar happens to be an accountant by profession, he suddenly embarks on a wild ride by accepting a secret assignment from the CIA. While he is convinced that his main motive is to escape the everyday boredom of his personal life, there is money involved as well and Greed is a great motivator.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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Andrew Stanislus Kolar was disillusioned over his career path even though the job he’d gotten after college had turned out to be a rather good one. After years of struggling to move up the corporate ladder, he found it was for naught. The firm’s current roster of employees had expanded percentage-wise almost as much as his duties. Although Triple D paid him a very substantial wage for a senior auditor, he was no longer a happy soul.

Few would question his judgment or his expertise as an auditor. His work ethic was exemplary and his co-workers respected him far more than they did management. This was general knowledge to all at Triple D including its founders, Deming, Dressling and Dillingham. So when Ray Rabb was promoted to office manager, more than a few eyebrows were raised since there was no way that Ray was remotely more qualified for that position than Andrew Kolar.

Ray Rabb, unlike the third candidate, Rick Hansen, wasn’t a shirker and a blowhard with problems keeping his zipper zipped or his desk cleared. At best Hansen was a marginal accountant lucky to keep his job and very unqualified for any kind of promotion. The sad truth was that the contest should have been strictly between Rabb and Andrew. Rick Hanson had been dumped into the mix to help fortify management’s decision and to cloud up issues. It was a lousy gimmick and a source of irritation to him. Toss in a monkey to cover up choosing an ape to do a man’s job.

This time Andrew couldn’t pretend to take the news well. He actually thought that this time around he’d be selected for the position and on top of that, office gossip had it that this promotion held several perks. Like leading right into a full partnership, bypassing the junior partner slot. 

There was also talk of a new branch opening in the suburbs. Which meant a new manager would be needed there soon. Andrew became sick as he realized he would fail to get that position also. There was no way Triple D was going to promote him! He was too damn good at his job. He was a slave to his own efficiency. 

By noon the office was abuzz with how Ray had been promoted over a more worthy candidate. Andrew wanted to take a half-day of sick leave. That was how much it upset him. Unfortunately this wasn’t the first time management had passed him over and probably wouldn’t be the last. He managed to smile and nod to those fellow workers inquiring about how he felt on the matter. Later he even managed to go into Rabb’s office to congratulate him.

“Andy, I’m truly sorry. We both know that you should be a junior partner by now or maybe even a full partner,” the balding man volunteered, his large jowls flapping as he spoke. 

“That isn’t an issue, Ray. I just want you to know that I’m very happy for you. Sounds like you broke out of the cage and are on your way to the top.” Secretly he was thinking that sometimes shit floats. This was why Ray Rabb was headed up the corporate ladder.

“Still Andy, it isn’t fair. I wish I could do something about it,” Ray sounded sincere. Andrew nodded and quickly left the man’s office. 

He decided not to suffer his disappointment by himself this time. Therefore in a defiant mood, he sneaked in a second coffee break that afternoon and regrouped. It was funny how such a small act of rebellion could feel so good. 

Four-foot high walled cubicles separated the office for the majority of his co-workers. These walls were hardly adequate for privacy. The size of the walls marked the office boundaries by classification. The more important workers, if there were such a thing, had six-foot walls on three sides. These were reserved for the accounting interns, the assistant accountants and team leaders. Senior auditors enjoyed small offices with large windowed fronts looking directly into the interior. Of course the important managers had offices with windows facing both the interior and exterior. Beyond this were the private suites where junior and full partners enjoyed large spaces with three sections, some even housing their own restrooms. Unlike his cubicle with its lone window, all of these suites had window blinds for privacy. 

Andrew suspected his window was designed more for management to watch him than for his enjoyment since he really had very little privacy. He did have a door. Not that it meant much. For anybody and everybody seemed able to barge in on him at any time of the day. Still his work domain was well defined and respected by upper management. 

While that spoke volumes, he still didn’t hold an official title to add any prestige to his boring career. And that was the real fly in the ointment. Constantly his wife harped at him to excel in his profession and titles meant much to her and to her side of the family. 

Her family! Hell, they all excelled in something, didn’t they? Then here was poor Andrew, still struggling to make his mark in the real world, having obtained nothing more prestigious than being a senior accountant and a CPA while his father-in-law had served as a mayor, a senator and a congressman, his brother-in-law had a slew of political appointments and his sister-in-law had her failed marriages and was collecting alimony galore. He was being cruel. His sister-in-law was really sort of a pathetic bitch. He suspected she was nothing but a spoiled lush that traded meaningful relationships for the bottle.

Here at the office, he’d run through two assistants before landing his current one. The first was a brilliant minded refugee from Cuba, Maria Fernandez. After six years working with Andrew, she married a Homosilla and moved away. She had been one of the many intellectuals Castro discarded in the sixties. While Andrew never got into the specifics of the revolution with her, he knew the commie dictator wasn’t one of her favorites.

After her came an older woman named Beth. While a bit obscure and somewhat thick witted at times, she knew how to work hard and produced acceptable results and reviews during her four-year tenure. She started working after her husband, a portly soul, suffered a debilitating stroke, forcing her to take up employment late in life. With her kids all grown, it seemed she had no social activities other than work and few friends outside of the office. When her husband died, she had no reason to remain in Oklahoma City hence she retired to her family farm in Arkansas. 

A decade of assistants preceded Diane Scott who hadn’t been Andrew’s choice. She had an associate degree but no work experience in the field. Plus she was married with a preschool child. It had been his stated prerequisite for hiring an assistant that they have no young children and at least three years’ actual office experience. 

Diane was hired for another auditor. However, the guy was extremely intimidated with her five-feet, eleven-inch height towering over him along with her sassy personality. Perhaps because Andrew stood six-four and was older than the other auditor, management decided to dump her off on him whether he liked it or not. His first impression was that she was a fresh kid and would never take kindly to instructions. His second impression was that she was a fresh kid but smarter than anybody expected and it was unusual to have to tell her to do anything twice. It was this basic characteristic of hers that added to his capability to handle an increasing volume of cases. 

While Diane Scott’s clerical skills were excellent from day one, when she first came to work at Triple D, her weight and appearance were potential issues. At that time, she was more than forty pounds heavier. Also she wore really frumpy looking clothing. Now two years later, she displayed a most pleasing appearance, losing much weight and sculpturing her body through exercise and dieting. Equally impressive, she’d learned to dress more appropriately. A trait Andrew imagined came about from having an income that provided her the means to buy better quality outfits. Besides that, there was that exposure to the fashion of other women in the business world. 

Yet even with this all going for her, Andrew knew she was a troubled young lady. And that was not a good omen. He certainly couldn’t afford the time with his busy routine to break in a new assistant. Ever since management had chased away a few of his favorite co-workers, including his best pal, Andrew made it a practice to never become interested or involved in the personal lives of his fellow employees. Thus he had no clue of whatever her personal problems might be. Nor did he care to know.

However this attitude proved difficult since Diane and her husband belonged to the same gun club where he often ran into them at the firing range. Furthermore, he shared a common interest with her husband. Ron Scott was also restoring a vintage motorcycle and since Andrew’s Uncle Paddy owned a large salvage yard, Ron often called to have Andrew join him on Saturdays so they could search the yard for usable parts. 

They were hardly friends though. Ron Scott remained a punk-assed rounder; a bullyboy in a man’s body, one who refused to grow up. Rumor was that he ran with a wild crowd and was even into drugs. The man operated a body shop for the Phillips Brothers on the far southeast side and had gained a reputation as an expert in rebuilding wrecks. Andrew had even recommended him on occasion. But to say they were buddies wasn’t truthful, merely acquaintances by hobby while not actually friends.

Bit by bit, Andrew picked up on the fact that Ron was what some call ‘a mean drunk’ and often violent, sometimes toward Diane. But she was tough. Her height and previous hefty size may have been a factor in preventing her from being seriously hurt. She rarely mentioned her plight but enough slipped out that Andrew knew she was contemplating divorce. Because it wasn’t any of his business, Andrew made sure there were never any comments about her situation exchanged between them. 

Technically at the office, he considered few as actual friends. Verna and Morris and Rick were the closest. In the aftermath of the way the firm had treated his best friend, Randal (Rocky) Rockford, Andrew had withdrawn into a shell to avoid future involvement with his co-workers. Rocky had joined the firm around the same time that Andrew came aboard. Like Andrew, he’d married a lady whose parents were members of the Mayfield Country Club. They became great pals over the years.

Even now they still played golf together although Andrew suspected this might anger management if they ever found out. Not that he cared all that much. 

An inside joke was that there were just too many people at the company with names starting with the letter R. However, Andrew suspected somehow his friendship with Rocky was partly the reason for the man’s termination. Andrew wouldn’t put it past management. The firm had a long established reputation of pulling nasty little stunts like that. Besides, Rocky proved to be smarter than most of the board members and that likely got him into trouble with bosses Deming and Dillingham. 

Rick Hansen met him at the office door. Andrew motioned for the bubbly gent to enter and take a seat. The goofy young man displayed a lopsided grin and looked very pleased. “Did you hear? Rabb is our new boss,” Rick gushed. 

And why not? Andrew knew Rick was close to Rabb and probably felt this was a good thing. Yet Andrew knew better. Ray Rabb was now one of THEM! He was a hand-chosen flunky of Deming and Dillingham and Dressling. 

“Yeah, I heard. Just came from Ray’s office. I did my obligatory duty and wished him well.”

Rick’s smile faded, “Do you know something I don’t?”

“Rabb will be an even bigger a-hole than Connally. Mark my words, Rick. This isn’t going to work out to our advantage. I know you think he’s your buddy but —” Andrew let his voice fall off and stared at Rick knowingly. 

The fact was obvious to Andrew. Ray Rabb had never been one of the gang of employees. He always looked out strictly for himself. Everybody in the office knew it. Even Ricky-boy here had to be cognizant of it. Andrew eyed Rick and waited for his reply.

“Hey, Andy, give the guy a chance will ya?” A ruffled Rick whined.

Andrew sighed. He sincerely hoped Rabb would be different from his predecessors and actually give a hoot about the common worker. However, he understood how management felt about the employees. He and his co-workers were like gnats to management. That was about all the importance his employment here amounted to, a sad fact he’d realized long ago. But all in all, he was grateful as hell to have a job paying him as well as this one did in spite of management. 

“On another subject, Andy, are you tapping that Scottie dame? I mean, man she is sweet.”

Andrew frowned at Rick with open disgust. The guy always had his mind in the gutter and for once, he agreed with management about not picking Rick for office manager. Just think of the sexual harassment lawsuits if Rick were in charge? Andrew chuckled inwardly over that. He inhaled deeply and shook his head. For some odd reason, he actually liked Rick, just not the wild crap that the guy pulled or said. 

Andrew observed they would soon have company and delayed replying to Rick’s inappropriate question about his assistant.

And speaking of his assistant, Diane Scott along with the floor supervisor, Verna, paused at the door waiting to be motioned in. Rick laughed and winked. He jumped up, opened the door with a flourish and ushered them inside as he was leaving. 

The two women entered and politely seated themselves. From their expressions, Andrew guessed it had to be something serious. He folded his hands and rested them on top of the desk. He waited patiently for somebody to speak. He recalled the old saying, “the first one to blink loses,” for some reason. 

They blinked. Verna spoke first. “Andy, we represent most of the office. WE need to understand why Ray Rabb was selected for the office manager position instead of you?”

“Almost everyone agrees that you would be a better choice,” Diane added quietly.

He had been through this before. Every time some prick was promoted over him, it left a bitter taste and he realized it was getting to a point that everybody but management resented the so-called selection processes. However, it was something he was powerless to control and talking about it only pissed him off worse. Therefore, he didn’t care to discuss it.

“Look! I appreciate what you are saying. But the decision was made by management so maybe you ought to be taking it up with them.” His cheeks warmed. It shouldn’t embarrass him and yet it did. He looked away from them and waited. He wanted to tell them that they were absolutely correct. Still, it would serve no purpose to voice his opinion. The Triple D gods had spoken and Ray Rabb was the company’s new Moses.

“It is a Catch-22 situation. The clerical staff and the audit assistants come to me and I’m supposed to go through the office manager according to office protocol and the company manual. Which in this case is impossible.” Verna said with some distaste, her dark eyes smoldering.

“And if I go to management, then Rabb will be on my butt,” Diane whispered. “And I do need this job.” Her usually bright eyes seemed strangely clouded.

“What the hell can I do?” His statement came out with bitterness as he shrugged and glanced at the two. Both wore expectant expressions, which in turn left him feeling both helpless and a bit worthless. 

After all, what could he do? Management had made it clear that he wasn’t all that necessary in their collective opinion and he had to resign himself to live with that as long as they left him alone to do his work in the way he liked. It was a strange arrangement but that was how it was. 

He remained silent. The two women grew uncomfortable and shortly excused themselves. He sat there with his hands folded on top of his neat desk and watched as they walked away. Verna was in great shape for an older lady. As he eyed Diane Scott he realized she made a much better impression coming toward one than walking away. Rick was right. She had evolved into a real looker.

A small crowd gathered around the two ladies and thereafter, several people cast glances at him. Now it was his turn to feel uncomfortable. He counted three interns, one auditor and four clericals conjugating in Verna’s cubical. A lot of people were greatly disappointed by management’s selection for office manager - including him. Yet there wasn’t a thing any of them could do about it, no matter how much they tried.

Sometime later, as a diversion, he called Farha, the firm’s attorney, in regard to a collection problem he was having with a client and struggled to forget all about the office politics. The call lasted about twenty minutes and he jotted down a few notes to give to his assistant whenever she graced his office again. He noted the time. It was her afternoon break. He rose and walked out of his dinky office and crossed to her cruddy desk and placed his instructions in her empty ‘rush’ stack. 

His phone rang. He darted back to answer it.

“Andrew Kolar?” A sultry, feminine voice purred. He didn’t recognize the voice yet it sounded strangely familiar.

“Yes, this is he.” Andrew had many clients and figured this might be one.

The sexy voice continued, “What are you doing Sunday morning?” 

He had no idea to whom he was talking so he asked, “And am I speaking with?”

“Guess?” The voice taunted. He hadn’t a clue about the person on the other end of the line.

“Sorry, I can’t do that.” Controlling his voice, he tried to hide his mounting irritation. Today was not the time for such antics. He’d already had his share of unpleasant surprises.

“Why not?” The sexy sounding female teased.

“If you don’t tell me who you are, I’ll have to hang up. Company policy!”

“Really?” The voice sounded shocked. However, it could be sarcasm. He couldn’t tell. 

Again Andrew reiterated, “Company policy. Really!” He stressed the “Really.”

“This is Glenda Payne. I hope you remember me?”

Andrew gulped. He hadn’t thought of her in a number of years. She had honestly been the hottest gal in high school and he’d dated her three or four times in their senior year when she was a dazzling redhead with a fully developed body and a wicked sense of humor which made her a real prize back in those days. He tried to picture what she must look like now. He picked up a pen and twirled it between his fingers as the images danced around in his mind.

“Yeah, I remember. It’s nice to hear from you. How did you know how to reach me?”

“Dear Andy, I know how to reach most anyone. I work for the government. Maybe even the real Company, like in CIA. Company policy says I can’t tell you. Really,” she joked. 

Her slam was wasted on him. He just didn’t catch it.

Then in a more serious tone Glenda asked, “Can you come down to the Federal Building around ten on Sunday?”

He thought on it for a minute. “I guess I could try, but why?”

“Because I thought it might be nice to see you. Isn’t that reason enough?”

Again she was needling him yet this time he didn’t mind so much. However, the excuse she just gave was thin at best. It didn’t take him long to punch a hole in that. He’d never been all that close to her. Their dating had more or less been a pity thing on her part. He had been a tall, skinny kid in high school and not exceptionally popular while she, on the other hand, was one of the most sought after girls in school. 

Right then he couldn’t recall all of the particulars except that she’d let him know she needed an escort for some functions and chose him. And as she was THAT sexy gal all the guys dreamed about, he had been only too happy to oblige.

“Okay. Where do I go when I get there?” He felt foolish asking. This was going to be a dud. There should be no expectation of anything personal about her requesting to see him although he had caught the hint in her tone that the only way he’d find out what this was all about, would be to play along.

She gave him instructions. They said their goodbyes and hung up. He stared at the note pad and tore the page off and folded it before carefully slipping it into his suit pocket. He had a hunch this was going to be something dull and disappointing. Glenda Payne had always been way out of his league. In school, her reputation of being a wild, party animal and a real sexpot had proved futile to him for even on those few dates, they had shared a standoffish sort of relationship at best.  

He wondered what division of government she really worked for? CIA his ass! Since she called him at work, probably the IRS? Why else call an accountant? He checked his day planner and saw that he had a three o’clock tee time Sunday at the Club. Time-wise that should work.

He ought to tell Sheila about the call. But since his wife had never met or for that matter, even heard of Glenda Payne, he decided against it. Never know how she’d react? He fudged a bit about why he planned on leaving so early Sunday. And as Sheila never actually asked, he didn’t have to lie. That way, he wasn’t fibbing, just allowing her to assume whatever she wanted to assume. Deception wasn’t something he liked and it bugged him like hell to utilize it even in this small way. 

Sunday morning he parked on the corner just off of Robinson and strolled to the big stone edifice. Inside, he showed the room number to a sleepy-eyed old-timer at the guard station who made a quick phone call. Very shortly a rather drop-dead gorgeous young thing joined them. She introduced herself as Angelica. He followed her into a rear elevator and stared at her figure. He couldn’t help but admire the way this young miss was put together.

Stepping out of the elevator onto the third floor, he was surprised at all of the vacant space. Workmen were constructing what he took to be offices at the far end of the open section. People normally didn’t work on Sundays so whatever was going on must be important. To his left, he saw an odd shaped wall containing no windows, just a single door. This was where his lovely guide led him. A key card accessed the door. 

Inside, Andrew met two men that happened to be tall enough to gaze eye-to-eye with him. He generally towered over most men. Both dressed in traditional blue pinstriped suits and definitely had the look of federal agents written all over them. Both appeared to be around his age.

“I’m Operative Brick and this is Operative Black,” one of the men said in a soft monotone.

So Mister Brick was the spokesperson, huh? Interesting, thought Andrew. Brick appeared the friendliest but then Black hadn’t spoken yet so he had no clue if that was right or not. Just an inclination he had. Andrew shook hands and introduced himself. The two had firm handshakes and he quickly guessed that they weren’t IRS. Tax collecting didn’t seem their field. 

As he often did with people he met, he nicknamed them Frick and Frack. Operative Black was an imposing character with deep furrowed eyes that resembled shadows etched into granite. Operative Brick was the more dignified looking of the two and had a trace of red running through his dark brown hair. Neither one seemed blessed with a personality, Andrew quickly surmised, and likely had little sense of humor.

They accompanied him into a room where they left him standing before a large desk framed by two large flags in solid brass holders: a national flag and a state flag. The national flag was on the right side, which was the proper way for it to be displayed. Why he knew that, he had no idea? Perhaps something he’d picked up in the Marines. The room itself was the larger than a couple of executive suites at Triple D. And yet, with all of its size, it had the look of being temporary.

Glenda Payne smiled and gracefully rose to greet him. He was surprised how chunky she had gotten, notably so since she had been such a wickedly pretty teenager. He hoped he wasn’t as disappointing. The years had brought about many changes and sadly he realized neither of them were as thin nor young looking as they had previously been.

“Please sit. Geez, it has been a long time, Andy!” She waved the others away and he remained impassive until the door shut softly behind him. 

Instead of doing as she directed, he walked around the desk and embraced her. It caught her by surprise and he could see that it pleased her. It was something that came natural to him. And he wasn’t the demonstrative type. He hadn’t expected to ever see her again. His expression of the pleasure of being in her company again was totally honest.

The chairs were real leather. He sank into one and it swished. It was most comfortable. Impressive. Her office had solid wooden file cabinets! Not like those cheap, tinny things in his office. A fancy rug covered the floor and he saw that it was one of those expensive area coverings such as found in designer magazines. On top of that, her desk was real cherry wood. His was a fiberglass composite.

Even with this opulence, the place was in a state of disarray. She was either coming or going from the look of it.

“How in the world have you been?” The features of her face were still beautiful and her aqua-green eyes still sparkled with mischievous charm. The freckles were gone but he figured they were hidden by cosmetics and that without makeup, they would show up. 

“I’ve been good. Looks like you’re doing well!” He studied her openly as he spoke.

Swiveling about she waved her hand at the room. “We are in the process of moving into our new quarters and this is all that’s left. This crowded Federal Building just wasn’t secure enough so we are forced to move. It’s a shame, for I really liked it here.”

He offered, “Rumor has it that somebody is moving into the old armory out past the fairgrounds.”

“You’re kidding?” She exclaimed. Her glance told him that he’d heard right.

“So that would make this a Central Intelligence office?” He had to ask.

She shrugged and laughed gaily. It shocked him how easily he could overlook the extra pounds that she’d gained. Glenda’s personality was that strong. She was still a sexy broad to him, a powerhouse as a mature woman. Although she displayed warmth and charm, he rationalized how important her job must be to merit this sort of space. He eyed her respectfully and found that after all these years he still held a smidgen of awe at her persona.

She tapped a folder on the edge of the desk and said, “Andy, I collected a few notes about you. I hope you don’t mind?” 

Glenda’s face was as enticing as ever and he suspected it didn’t matter if he minded or not. He merely smiled for an answer. Dispassionately, she spread the tan file folder over her shiny desk and he suspected that somewhere she had a more extensive dossier on him. After all, she wanted something from him. It could be about one of his accounting cases? 

Or maybe concerning the lady he’d killed back in 1968? After all, he’d never a clue of what Lida Washington and her gang mined, down there in that isolated cave. Perhaps he was about to find out? But then perhaps he wasn’t?

“File says you married a Sheila Morrison, have two children. I see you were in some type of shootout at the OK Corral in 1968. You were injured. How’s that leg?” Her eyes sparkled while she spoke. Obviously she had done her homework. Probably knew a lot more than what she was telling him. 

So that was what this was about? That horrible cave and the dead lady back in 1968? He sat there and ran through a couple of scenarios about what this all might mean. Had they recovered Lida Washington’s body from under the tons of dirt of that collapsed mine? Were there questions on that incident the authorities expected him to answer? And if so, what did the CIA have to do with any of it?

Then he turned his thoughts back to his host. “My leg is fine. Doctor operated to take the slug out and I limped around for a year before it completely healed.” He started to say more but didn’t. He allowed her to continue.

“Remember the Gerings?” It was here where her tone turned cool, almost too cool. Bordering on icy.

This odd question threw him because he’d been thinking about his cave misadventure and the trial that followed in 1970. All of a sudden, here she was asking him about something completely different. The Gerings! What did they have to do with him?

“Ad and little Daisy? Sure, I remember them. We were almost pals back in the day but I haven’t kept track or thought of them in years.” It saddened him to admit he was so transparently shallow. 

Suddenly he grew wary, “Why?”

“Because they have been very naughty people as of late. Do you know who George Rockwell is?”  

Her eyes, intense searching green orbs that refused to be ignored, held his attention. The sparkle was missing at this point. She was being deadly serious now. 

Andrew felt his smile fade. Rockwell? Wasn’t he that Neo-Nazi dude in the news that had been rallying those white fascist fanatics back East? Ah yes! He was that screwball who’d whipped up the ‘skinheads’ into a frenzy of some kind. It had made the papers and the TV a while back but he’d not paid that much attention. Andrew’s mind jumped ahead and connected the dots. The Gerings had been active in high school with the German Club and he could see how an ethnic elitist like Adolph would be drawn to that sort of thinking. 

The only reason the Gerings tolerated him back in high school was because they had thought Kolar was a German name and didn’t realize he was of Czechoslovakian and Polish descent. And shame on him, he’d allowed them to keep believing that he was of German ancestry.

“Sure. I know about him,” he said almost apologetically. It made him squirm a bit to even acknowledge he had ever heard of the guy. “So the Gerings are American Nazis. What’s the big deal over that?” It came out rather defensively.

Andrew couldn’t quite figure why he was here? These were friends from almost twenty years ago. Did she want information? He certainly couldn’t provide any. That had been back in high school for Pete’s sake!

Glenda stood to walk slowly to the window and stared out. Her forest green dress contrasted with the strands of long red hair spilling down her back. Andrew looked at her and wondered how differently things might have been if he’d married a woman like her? However, he had to admit that his Sheila was actually better looking at this point. Still, this was one fascinating lady. 

He waited impatiently for her to face him again, which she did after a few minutes, taking her good time. There was little he could do to compel her to rush. And he supposed he ought not try for she was obviously a person of power, of authority and not to be trifled with.

“Do you want to make some big money?” She asked quietly as she sat back down.

He studied her with a surge of curiosity and weighed his next question carefully. “What do you call big money?” 

Now it was a chess game. He set his jaw so that a grin wouldn’t give him away. For the moment, he had to admit, he was enjoying this little mental exercise. It had been a while since so challenged. He put on his best poker face and waited.

She picked up a pencil and lightly tapped on the folder, a yellow, number four pencil. “The file indicates you go to a local firing range each week and hit the gym almost weekly. Explain to me why would one do that?” A frown wrinkled her pretty brow as awaited his response.

“To be able to take care of myself. I was a Marine. Didn’t like the shape I found myself in back in 1968.” A pause, then he continued, “I almost died because I wasn’t in the best condition. That really sucked!” She looked impressed. Which in turn, provided him a bit of confidence. 

“How much is big money?” He repeated. He wasn’t about to be coy. Not about money.

“Fifty grand.” Now her eyes twinkled at him anxiously as she spoke.

“That is big!” he exclaimed. He wondered if she was kidding?

“I must warn you. It might be dangerous.” She tapped the file with that number four lead pencil again and Andrew wondered why he’d specifically thought it unusual?

“It will take less than two weeks to complete the assignment.”

“I have a regular job,” he whined sorrowfully. That would seem to be the end of that or so he imagined.

She smiled at him and quickly he understood that she had a plan. “We will handle that. Your present occupation will provide us an adequate cover.”

“How?” He was curious about how his being an accountant could work to her advantage? 

“Ever hear of independent audits of the GAO? Those conducted by outside auditors?” A faint smile still captured him and he noticed how perfect her lips looked. 

They had been lips that most high school girls would have died for back then. Sexy, pouting lips that promised excitement and yet hid a sharp tongue that sliced like a razor if one crossed her. But he had to concentrate now on what those lips were saying. And for some strange reason, he was finding that hard to do at that moment. 

With great effort, he raced back to her words. Actually, he had heard of such audits. The Tulsa branch of Triple D recently participated in one. Something to do with a military contractor and ordered by the General Accountability Office. He nodded, leaned back, crossed his arms and sighed. Okay, that was possible and plausible. But what was this about? Something told him he wasn’t being asked to do an accounting job. 

“What’s the scoop?” He demanded, impatient because she had failed to respond in a timely manner. He was being drawn into her web and he hated it. It put her in total control. And he was such a macho bastard, he realized, that a woman being in charge troubled him. It was something he was working on. After all, he had a daughter and she deserved to be treated as an equal to his son. Still, he was a little piggish in his attitude about women running things.

“The deal is this. We need to know if you’d do a little assignment for us? We can cover for you, reimburse your company for your services and still give you fifty thousand dollars.”

“Give me?” He quipped. When the hell had the government ever given anything to anybody?

He examined his options. This had grown surreal. “I don’t know, Glenda. This sounds rather bizarre. The CIA hiring a civilian?”

“Think it over. We hire private contractors all the time. Oh, and I never really said I was CIA.” 

Glenda ran a hand down her long red hair and gave her head a toss to straighten out her curling mane. Her chest rose and settled noticeably before she glanced past him and he knew to wait before speaking further.

“You might want to have somebody with you as a backup, to watch your back, maybe more than just one person. However, Andy dear, you’ll have to pay them out of your cut of the money. Out of the fifty thousand.”

“So you are saying I need a team?” Now he was intrigued.

“You might.” Her smile was tight but visible. The intensity of her glance was enough to send shivers down his spine. What she was proposing was fascinating, to say the least.

“What is the nature of the job?” He was hoping for a full explanation from her.

“We will brief you on that only in case you decide to go.” She stood and offered her hand.

Standing, he shook her soft-skinned hand and stared deep into her blue-green eyes. He had much to say to her, a thousand more questions. But the door swung open and Operatives Black and Brick waited to escort him out. Reluctantly, he headed for the door then paused and turned back to face Glenda.

“When do I have to give an answer?”

“By Tuesday afternoon, and to answer your unspoken question, it does involve the Gerings.”

He nodded to acknowledge that and said, “I’ll call either way. But it seems awfully short.”

“We won’t activate the assignment until next month. I think around the twelfth,” she replied with a hint of hope in her controlled voice.

He blinked and sighed inwardly. In his mind, he had to question if this was her idea or if somebody above her had suggested it? As it involved the Gerings, why didn’t she just handle it? After all, she had known them too.

“It was really nice seeing you, Glenda. I’ll give it some thought.” His smile was forced this time around. Things were moving a lot faster than he was used to. Had he just been offered a mission by the Central Intelligence Agency? What a totally nutty notion!

He walked through the reception area and thought about how he’d never asked if she’d gotten married or how she came to be working in the CIA? In truth, he doubted she would have told him a damned thing anyway and that sort of amused him. Still he should have at least asked about her brother, Marcus. Originally, he had meant to but got blind-sided by the Gering question.

Miss Angelica led him to the elevator and accompanied him down to the main lobby. She never spoke a word so he remained quiet as well. It was hard to not notice how lovely she appeared and yet, he got a sense that she always drew such attention and that was partly why she seemed so hostile. Was she merely a pretty face and beyond that, perhaps an empty shell? Maybe she was strictly eye-candy and under orders to remain silent. Either way, even though she was a delight to behold, he was actually glad to leave her presence as he passed through the doors of the Federal Building and merrily skipped down the wide concrete steps to the sidewalk. It was a beautiful, sunny day and he had an afternoon tee time.

Monday began normally enough. But by noon things grew complicated. Diane Scott or Scottie as he called her, seemed extremely distraught over something and not her usual chipper self but he thought little of it since things were so screwed up around the office. Ray Rabb was calling the senior auditors separately into his office and when they left, most wore an unhappy scowl on their faces. Andrew figured it was the old “I expect more out of you” talk new office managers generally dish out. However he was thrown off by Rabb’s individual approach since most of the previous office managers had given such talks collectively to the entire accounting department.

Finally, it was his turn. It was near his morning break when Rabb paged him. He entered the office and plopped down opposite Ray’s cluttered desk. The overweight man barely acknowledged him at first, occupying himself with papers that he shuffled and stuffed into files. How ineffective, Andrew thought, as he waited for Ray to finish with this impolite interruption. You just don’t call somebody into your office and then leave them hanging there. That was really bad business manners. Yet, it was kind of what he expected from Ray Rabb.

“Our company partners are reviewing the case loads of all auditing personnel. It struck us odd that of all of the accountants; your caseload is remarkably higher than the others. This means either that you have devised a superior and efficient method or that everybody else is slacking. Which do you feel is the case?” Rabb addressed him after finishing with files that he then carelessly crammed into his cabinet.

Careful! Andrew cautioned himself. This was a loaded question and however he replied could have repercussions. He wondered what Rabb was wishing for him to say? Andrew usually went along with his bosses and that sometimes irked him, especially when they were off base on something or another. He recalled a Marine drill sergeant once telling him, “I may be wrong but I am still in charge!” And that was how he approached these situations. They were in charge.

“I’ve a wonderful assistant. Verna assigns good clerical help to all of our endeavors.” Andrew offered meekly. What else could he say?

Rabb looked up at him with a quizzical expression.

“Since Diane came along, I’ve been able to increase my client base by ten and still stay caught up.” It was the unvarnished truth but he regretted saying it almost before the words tumbled out of his mouth.

“So you are telling me that it is because of Diane Scott?” Ray leaned forward and squinted his eyes to show he was dubious. He rubbed at his triple chins in an attempt to appear all knowing.

Andrew gazed at the stupid man and explained slowly, “What I am telling you is that since Diane came along, my personal work load eased off enough that I could add more clients. And again, credit goes to Verna’s ladies as well.” 

He took a deep breath. He wondered what Ray would have thought if he’d simply claimed to be that much better than his co-workers? Probably have a frigging heart attack.

Rabb handed a file to Andrew. Inside was the complaint letter he’d gotten last year from one of his less desirable customers. This was a long resolved deal. Yet a bit aggravating since it was also the only letter of complaint he’d ever gotten in all the years he’d labored here at Triple D. 

“Have you seen this?” Ray glared at him with faked anger. 

What a turd, Andrew thought. A torrid tide of resentment swelled within. “Several times. This has been cussed and discussed. Management found little merit in charges that I violated good accounting practices. Technically it would have been unethical to skew the numbers as they had requested. Legal has already more or less backed me on that issue.”

“Andrew, we are a service industry. We are to give the client the benefit of a doubt and follow their instructions. You failed to do so and the client was correct in complaining.”

Suddenly Andrew growled, “Beware, Ray!” 

Forgetting about Rabb’s new position he continued. “I’ve floated this by Farha and he said we could be criminally liable if we had done as they asked. Not only my reputation but the firm’s had to be considered.” He struggled to keep his voice calm. But he wasn’t feeling all that terribly calm. This was a situation that Ray Rabb had no business pursuing.  

Ray folded the letter carefully and jammed it into the folder with nary a sign of emotion. He replaced the folder in the thick metal cabinet and leaned back to glare at Andrew. Andrew knew the drill. The first man to blink lost. He waited and waited. Finally Rabb blinked. What a wimp!

“That will be all, Andrew. Sorry if I interfered with your break.”

“That’s quite all right. Thank you.” 

With that he left the scruffy little man’s office and headed for the break room. So Rabb had deliberately set the meeting time to disrupt his daily routine. That was interesting, he thought, after he poured a cup of coffee and found a seat at a back table. Had Ray pulled the same shit on the other accountants? Probably, and what about the file? That was old news. A thing resolved long ago so why did Ray choose to bring it up now? Then it hit him. It was the one and only bad thing Ray had found in Andrew’s file. 

Somehow he had hoped for better from Rabb. Especially when he remembered Ray telling him earlier how sorry he was about Andrew being mistreated by management. Then this bit today. What a two-faced son-of-a-bitch Ray Rabb was proving to be. Remarkable! Andrew thought. 

Since the man was a known flunky of Deming and Dressling, Andrew guessed that upper management knew full well why he was the number one auditor in the office. He worked his butt off, going at it furiously all day long and he worked smart. Always had!

Verna met him at his office door after his break. She was a short, trim woman of mixed ancestry and the office speculation was that she might be partly Negro. But he suspected she was Native American or Hispanic for Triple D had not been prone to hire or promote blacks before this age of enlightened civil rights. But regardless of that, she was one tough cookie and had run the clerical side of the home office for nearly thirty years. Most of the staff, including auditors, feared her wrath and even management avoided having disagreements with her. But she’d never spooked Andrew. And he liked her.

“Before you leave here today, you really need to speak to your assistant, Andy!”

“About what?” He tried to not frown and had to stifle a sigh of boredom.

“Something major is bothering her. It has made her - well - snippy.” 

He peered into Verna’s dark brown eyes to see if he could detect something behind her words. All he garnered was concern. He didn’t have time for this nonsense yet knew he couldn’t just blow her off. 

“Snippy? Define snippy,” he asked with a slight grimace. This wasn’t his cup of tea.

“Almost bitchy! She isn’t her normal cheerful self. Hadn’t you noticed that? It started late last week.” Verna wore an expression of dismay on her face, correctly realizing that he hadn’t a clue.

Andrew met her gaze. “I hadn’t particularly noticed. With all that has been going on in the office lately, I guess that I just hadn’t paid that much attention.” This he was more than a little embarrassed to admit.

Verna nodded and rose to leave. Andrew signaled for her to stay. She paused but didn’t sit down. Of all the people in the office, her opinion was one that he paid most attention to. For she was usually right and far more insightful than he could ever be. He wrinkled his nose and carefully picked out what to say next. There was already too much tension in the office from the selection of Rabb as manager and he didn’t want to add to it by shooting his mouth off or appearing glib.

“Scottie has been a great help to me, Verna. But honestly, I don’t feel it is my place to discuss her attitude with her. What if it is some female thing like PMS?”

Verna reared her head back and stated quickly, “Whoa, Lone Ranger! She works for you and you’re not palming this off on me.”

“Hell, Verna. I’m not very good at this sort of thing. I have no idea of how to broach such an issue. Any suggestions?” He was going for the pity vote here.

“Be your sweet, charming self and ask her what the heck is wrong? She’ll either tell you or she’ll get mad at you for asking. Not the end of the world for you, Andy, if she gets mad. You are her superior after all.” That said, Verna turned and exited his office without a backward glance.

“Bitch!” He muttered under his breath as he watched her swish away. He fumed for a moment before pushing it out of his mind. 

He picked up a green file and saw that the deadbeat customer had responded to the company lawyer’s request for immediate payment. The attached note from Farha was short and to the point. Keep this client on a short leash and if they failed to pay on time, let the legal office know. Farha was a sharp attorney and Andrew liked the manner in which the man addressed problems - straightforward - and no bullshit.

About five minutes before closing, he called Diane into his office. Instantly he was aware of dark circles under her eyes and realized she had been crying not too long ago. This made it more difficult and yet he knew what he had to do. He motioned her into a chair and folded his hands on the polished glass desk protector before speaking. He wondered if he was posing a bit too much?

“Listen Scottie, I couldn’t help but notice that you haven’t been yourself lately.” It was a lie. He hadn’t noticed at all. However there was no way she’d ever know that. 

Boldly he continued, “Tell me what’s going on?” He hoped it was PMS. Because then it was something that would simply go away with time. However, he feared it wasn’t going to be anything so easily addressed.

“I’m filing for a divorce or else I am going to kill that shit-ass husband of mine!” Her eyes flashed with intense anger. She had a reputation for having a temper. He had seen it flare on a couple of occasions and knew she could be rather bitter tongued. 

Suddenly he urgently wanted her to just leave his office. He didn’t have time for this bull. Not today. Damn it, he reflected, this had already been a crappy day!

“And what brought all of this on?” It was a question he dreaded asking mainly because it could involve him in her affairs to some degree and that was one of his biggest taboos. Keep your nose out of other people’s business. 

“I found out Ron went over to my brother’s house last week. I guess he’s been banging my brother’s eighteen-year-old live-in girlfriend for several weeks now. The truth is, Ron hasn’t added all that much to the household budget this past year and now I find him playing around with some pimply-faced whore who happens to be shacked up with my brother. That doesn’t fly with me.” 

She looked to him for some sort of reaction. He didn’t care for it. Hell, he had no inclination of how he should respond? This all sounded like something out of one of those silly daytime soap operas.

“I’m truly sorry to hear that. But you can’t allow your personal problems to follow you into the workplace, Diane. And I’m afraid you’ve done that.” He studied his hands and tried to appear stern. Truth was, he sort of thought Ron Scott was pretty cool, in a rather vulgar, coarse way.

“I’m sorry. I guess I’m frustrated that I can’t find an attorney to make the filing unless I deposit a five hundred-dollar retainer in advance and I don’t have that kind of money.” 

She acted composed but he feared she might break down and bawl at any moment. Again, he wished she would just leave his office. The last thing he needed today was to have management see her breakdown and cry in his damn office. 

“Hey, kiddo, just hang in there,” he suggested lamely.

Her eyes swept over him. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas on how I could raise that much cash quickly?”

Was that a trick question? With her looks and all the horny old men out there, she could certainly figure that out on her own, he told himself while hating being that piggish and chauvinistic. Yet it struck him as a viable solution in today’s immoral society. 

As to her appearance, it was as if he was seeing her for the first time. She had certainly trimmed down into a rather stunning shape and her facial features were flawless. He hadn’t realized how lovely she had become over the past several months. Somehow, he still thought of her as the chip monk cheeked, chubby young miss who had ended up as his capable and steady assistant.

Looking at her, he pitied Ron Scott. The idiot was messing around with dynamite and if they divorced, the man would regret losing her. But then Ron never was accused of having much sense and although Andrew liked him, the guy had a rather shady reputation. But being divorced by such a pretty lady was unthinkable. Her long graceful neck supported an extremely intelligent head and while Andrew had grown use to her changes over the past couple of years, in reality she had certainly developed into a very provocative looking young lady. 

No wonder Rick kept asking him if he was messing with her? She was downright beautiful. How had he failed to notice? Was it simply because he’d been around her so often that he hadn’t picked up on those changes? Dear Lord, it was hard being Polish!

“Will you stop gaping at me and think, Andy?” Her sharp tone snapped him back to the present.

All the while he had been eying her, she stared hard at him and he wished she hadn’t. Especially since he had mulled over something for a couple of hours last night that had involved her and her husband. 

“Tomorrow I have a very serious decision to make. After I decide, I may have an answer to your financial situation,” he suggested. 

Disappointed she departed his dinky office. 

He realized he already had her solution. Originally, he’d entertained asking Ron and her to be a part of his team, even though he hadn’t actually decided to accept the assignment from Glenda Payne. At the time it had been simply a daydream. Now he was certain he would accept! That silly incident with Rabb today had pushed him closer to deciding and now there was Diane’s sudden need of money to help cement his decision. But was he sure? Of course not. But things looked promising. 

Probably should run it past his wife first. Then he thought, why? She was already hacked off at him for not getting the promotion. 

Last night she griped about her old car being such an eyesore and of wanting to purchase a new Volvo. She even asked if he’d borrow the money from her father. Perhaps with this assignment, he would have the funds to buy the car without having to stoop to that. Plus a new automobile might make his wife a little less unhappy with him and his current lot in life. Still, there were other considerations. How bad did he want to do this?

He decided not to make the phone call to Glenda from the office since he had a hunch Ray was having the office phones monitored. There had been a sudden assortment of phone and recording equipment delivered to the storage room last week. As Mister Rabb was selected as the new office manager, it would be just like the guy to try and find anything to hold over a person. Like with that old complaint letter.  

With Sheila complaining about his not getting promoted, this wasn’t a good day. Even though it wasn’t his fault that he failed getting the position, she didn’t see it that way. In her opinion it was because he didn’t try hard enough to impress his superiors. Then her request for him to approach his father-in-law for a loan so she could buy a better car weighed heavily on him too. He’d rather eat glass than have to go to Pat Morrison and ask for a favor, particularly now with the in-laws looking down on him like he was some sort of caveman. Odd choice of words, he thought. Hell! He was a caveman. He friggin’ loved to explore caves.

He might wait until Tuesday. Or he could just not make the call at all. Still, he had told Glenda he’d let her know either way. As he mulled it around, he decided that further procrastination was futile. Why wait? He’d use the pay phone in the parking garage right now. There were things he’d need to clear up before making a final decision. Things he should discuss with Glenda face to face.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Andrew drove through the unmanned security gate and eased the vehicle to a stop in a space marked for visitors. He left his car unlocked since he considered the place should be safe from petty thieves. Besides, what could they steal from his dilapidated old vehicle?  

Timidly, he stepped off the distance to the rear entrance, some twenty paces. Impatiently, he punched the button several times. He wanted to get this thing over with. The door swung open after a long wait. Inside he found himself in a hall that was dimly lit. It gave him an eerie feeling of deja vu he couldn’t quite place.

Moving through the short distance cautiously, he reached the door to the main lobby. Something troubled him besides the fact that he was even here at the courthouse. But it hadn’t made it to the surface yet. Then in a flash of brilliance it struck him. The dingy hall had reminded him of the mine tunnels in Clown Cave and he was all too aware of how that little episode had turned out. He’d ended up with a bullet in his leg. Later he suffered the unpleasant ordeal of testifying against two dangerous crooks. Yeah. That had worked out just dandy!

An old man with bushy white hair sat at the main lobby guard station reading a newspaper. Andrew walked swiftly to the rear elevator and once inside, hesitantly pushed the button to the third floor. When the doors shut, he sighed and realized he could be at home with his family, watching television. Why was he even bothering? He wasn’t cut out for this sort of stuff. What the hell was he thinking? 

On the third floor, the dignified Mister Brick escorted him into Glenda’s office where he was directed to take a seat and wait. This he did reluctantly. Shortly the sexy Angelica came in to ask if he wanted something to drink. 

“A cup of coffee would be fine,” he answered. She disappeared before the words hardly tumbled out of his mouth. Never even got a hint of a smile out of the perky lady. So much for the old Kolar charm, he muttered to himself. Hell, she hadn’t even bothered asking if he wanted cream and sugar. 
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