
  
    [image: Pulphouse Fiction Magazine]
  


  
    
      Pulphouse Fiction Magazine

      Issue Five, Winter 2019

    

    
      
        
Edited by Dean Wesley Smith


      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WMG Publishing Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Editor’s Desk: We Made It to Year 2!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

      

      

      The first full year of Pulphouse Fiction Magazine was very, very successful. Amazingly so, actually. And I am thrilled we are headed solidly into our second year.

      But this magazine also had many of the problems we all expected a new magazine would have when we announced it. And it had some extras. And most of those extras were caused by me, to flat be honest, and were covered up and fixed wonderfully by the staff.

      The first year we put out our scheduled four issues (plus an Issue Zero the fall before.) We published an amazing eighty-two different stories in those five issues. Wow, just wow.

      One thing that turned out to be fantastic was the level of quality of fiction in those eighty-two stories. That surpassed even my fondest hopes. And the range across genres was greater than I had hoped as well.

      Everything was wonderful with the stories. I want to thank all the authors who believed in this crazy idea of bringing an old magazine back to life and let me publish their work. Thank you!

      So the problems we had were scheduling, getting systems in order, discarding systems that didn’t work and expanding on the ones that did work. That is all standard for any new magazine.

      But as I said, most of the extra problems in the first full year of Pulphouse were caused by me. (I looked around for someone to blame, but alas, everyone else just smiled and kept doing their wonderful jobs, so I have to admit it was me.)

      First off, from the editorial side, I made the issues too large to try to get in as many great stories as I could. That caused problems from cost analysis to cover design and so much more. And larger issues just take more time to do, not figured in originally. Oops, but I liked the larger issues. So some will still happen.

      Then as the first year of Pulphouse started, Kristine Kathryn Rusch and I had to move fairly suddenly for health reasons from our large home on the Oregon Coast to Las Vegas. So the system I had for the first three issues (Issue Zero, One, and Two) got nuked and nuked bad. I had been doing all the layout and Allyson at WMG Publishing finally told me that could no longer work if we were to stay on schedule. She was right.

      I tried to hold onto some of the detail work, but as the year went on, I kept missing deadlines and causing Josh Frase, my wonderful managing editor, to figure out ways to make impossible things still work to cover for me. He did. (Thanks, Josh!)

      So finally, with this issue, I am settled in Las Vegas and the systems are firmly in place and this issue I am actually turning in almost on time.

      Every magazine in its first year goes through ups and downs. But Pulphouse managed to survive the normal problems and the really amazing problems caused by me simply leaving town.

      So thank you, everyone, for the support of this magazine. It is healthy and we have some wonderful surprises in store for this second year and into year three. I can’t wait, actually, to tell you about them.

      But for now, off we go into more high-quality fiction in this second year of Pulphouse Fiction Magazine. Enjoy!

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, NV
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      Annie Reed starts off this crazy issue with an original story of an old spy with attitude. Every spy has attitude, I suppose. But in Annie’s hands, it all comes alive and is great fun.

      Annie’s stories appear regularly in many varied professional markets and I am proud to say she is a regular in Fiction River.

      Her story “The Color of Guilt” was selected for The Year’s Best Crime and Mystery Stories 2016. She is also one of the founding members of the innovative Uncollected Anthology.
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      We have a saying in my business: old spies never die.

      Sounds comforting, doesn’t it?

      Well, hold your horses. Or your pantyhose. Or whatever else floats your boat. Here’s the rest of the saying:

      Because all spies die young.

      Ba-dum-dum.

      Thank you. Thank you very much. I’ll be here all week.

      Or until I get what I came for and I’m on to the next assignment. You’d be surprised how many I assignments I get.

      You see, I’m one of the exceptions to the rule. I’m seventy-two years old, about five-foot-one in my orthopedic shoes, one hundred five pounds soaking wet, and I look like everyone’s favorite grandmother, right down to the shapeless, unremarkable jersey dress, the support hose, and the reading glasses that usually hang against my bosoms from a chain around my neck.

      I don’t carry a gun. I don’t have a lot of fancy gadgets at my disposal—operatives (that’s what we call assassins) get all the best toys, although we spies do have a few nifty doodads—and I don’t have a license to kill. I disarm people the way most old people disarm the young.

      I’m forgettable.

      The spies in all those movies? The ones jam-packed with stars everyone recognizes because they’re so drop-dead gorgeous? Real spies aren’t like that. Six-pack abs and a ruggedly handsome face or cleavage to die for combined with kiss-me, pouty lips literally spell death for a real spy.

      Most spy work doesn’t involve attending fancy state dinners filled with more plastic surgery survivors than a Hollywood premiere. No dancing the tango in some fancy foreign locale with a beautiful double agent. I’ve never owned a ball gown or a designer handbag, and my idea of a perfect evening is curling up with a good book—cozy mysteries, if you must know.

      When I’m not on assignment, I live a nice, quiet life. I go to the library once a week, play gin rummy with a few of the other “girls” in my apartment complex, and volunteer to walk dogs at the local animal shelter.

      My Puppy Power walks. Everyone thinks that’s why I’m in such good shape for an old gal. I don’t tell them about the aerobics I do in my living room. Why spoil the image?

      And when I have to go out of town, I tell everyone I’m going to visit my grandchildren. I even have pictures of cute little Suzie and Thomas. I’m sure they’re someone’s grandchildren. They’re not mine.

      Put it all together, and it means I blend in. I’m part of the woodwork. Lots of old folks are. People see us everywhere, but they don’t really notice us.

      Which is why my agency, one of those departments with an alphabet-soup acronym the government is so fond of—I can’t tell you which one, so don’t even ask—put together what is affectionately known as the “Geezer Squad.”

      The agency uses us Geezers primarily on domestic assignments in exotic places like Lubbock, Texas, or Trenton, New Jersey. Although I have been to London—once—and to Amsterdam and Rome. I even got sent to Vienna (not my favorite; the boat rides made me nauseated). Sometimes I’m embedded with a nanny service at an embassy or set up as the owner of a bed and breakfast where someone important who has something important is vacationing. On those assignments I’m frequently partnered with Gerald, another Geezer Squad member.

      But most of the time I simply play the part of a somewhat ditzy old lady who just happens to be at the right place at the right time to snatch whatever piece of information my agency wants snatched. And no one ever suspects me.

      The key to my success rests on being in a place where no one’s going to notice me.

      You know, blending in?

      Which is why I’m currently wondering if someone in charge of my particular division of the Geezer Squad has a screw loose somewhere. Because this time—this—time—they sent me to a crummy little casino in Destination, Nevada, where I’m going to stand out like a sore thumb.

      Worse than that, the casino’s currently hosting the world’s worst Elvis impersonator convention.

      And I’m supposed to blend in with that?

      Thank you, dear agency. Thank you very much.
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      If you’ve never heard of Destination, Nevada, you’re not alone.

      Destination squats on the Nevada side of the Nevada-Oregon border where I-95 leaves the land of When will it ever end? ridiculously low speed limits (thank you so much, eastern Oregon. I’m old. Don’t waste my time.) to Yeehaw! We can drive 70 now! Nevada. There’s not much out here except desert, desert, more desert, and a big old private club where you can pay for the privilege of hunting pheasant and chucker. I’m not even sure what chucker is.

      So of course some idiot with too much money and not enough sense decided to expand Destination’s lone itty-bitty casino—think two-room schoolhouse in size—into Northern Nevada’s newest destination resort. He added a hundred-room hotel, tripled the size of the casino floor, turned a forgotten corner of the original casino into a lounge complete with a lounge singer (who just happens to be his wife), and opened a buffet restaurant.

      Because of course a casino has to have a buffet. I think it’s the law.

      The new owner even came up with a clever slogan: Make Destination’s Plaza Resort Your Destination!

      Probably would have worked in Las Vegas. Not so much in the actual town of Destination, population five hundred or so on a good day.

      Rather than admit defeat, the proud owner of this spiffy updated and expanded hotel/casino decided to host an Elvis impersonator convention.

      In the middle of nowhere.

      Where most of the regular customers are truckers who don’t want to sleep in their trucks and pheasant hunters with big guns who sit around drinking beer and talking about the bird that got away.

      Into that mix, throw a hundred or so Elvis impersonators and an elderly spy or two out to steal something important from someone important.

      Sure. We’re not going to stand out at all.

      Gerald’s with me on this assignment. I’m pretty sure Gerald’s not his real name, like Lorraine’s not mine. But according to the agency, Gerald and Lorraine are common names for old farts like us, so Gerald and Lorraine it is.

      My partner on this job is a computer wiz. You wouldn’t think it to look at him, but I hear he used to run a tech company before he came down with a sudden case of civic duty and allowed himself to be recruited by the agency. If that’s the truth—and it’s hard to tell with us spies—Gerald might be the reason the Geezers have some of the toys we do.

      Like my hearing aid. My hearing’s just fine for a seventy-two-year-old. I might not be able to hear a pin drop, but I can eavesdrop just fine.

      My hearing aid’s really a communicator, just like those fancy earbud things the spies on television use. The hearing aid’s built like one of the older models that hang behind the curve of my ear. It helps perpetuate the illusion that I’m not exactly in step with modern times.

      But when this thing’s switched on, I can communicate with Gerald or whoever else is on my team. I just have to remember to mutter, which makes everyone think I’m talking to myself, and they give me a really wide berth.

      Why not use a cell phone, you ask?

      Because it would get me noticed.

      I have a smart phone I use when I’m back home between assignments, and boy do I get teased about it. Give the world another ten years or so and it won’t seem so odd to see an elderly person with a smart phone, but right now, once you hit seventy, everyone assumes you’ve forgotten how to use anything more complicated than a television remote.

      I have a laptop computer at home, too. It’s hooked up to a secure line. That’s how I dug up the background on Destination’s Plaza Resort Hotel Casino.

      That’s also where I dug up information on our target.

      Anthony “Tony” Moreno likes to hunt. Big game. Little game. Things that run. Things that fly. If it moves and it’s not a person, he’s apt to take a shot at it. The animals of the world can rest easy knowing that he’s not a very good hunter.

      He is, however, one of the top physicists on the planet.

      And he’s an Elvis freak.

      When Tony’s not busy shooting at things or working on whatever it is that physicists work on, he dresses up as Elvis and spends a week in Las Vegas blowing off steam.

      Moreno’s also a frequent guest at the private game ranch outside of Destination, so I guess that’s how he heard about the Elvis convention at The Plaza. He’s here for the weekend along with a hundred or so other fake Elvis-es. (Elvi? I have no idea what the plural of Elvis is.)

      Which is why Gerald and I each have our own Elvis costumes.

      Gerald’s impersonating older Elvis. My partner’s costume is a rhinestone-encrusted white jumpsuit with a high collar, bell bottom pants with red gussets, and a red scarf to fill the gap where the suit’s open down the front of his chest. Gerald’s in pretty good shape himself, but he’s a couple of years older than I am, and no one needs to see that much male cleavage on a guy his age.

      Me? I’m playing younger, sassier Elvis in black pants, black shirt, and a shiny gold jacket.

      Gerald and I both have our Elvis wigs, and he’s got the Elvis dark glasses. He’s wearing white boots. I’ve got black men’s dress shoes.

      We both practice striking the Elvis Pose in our hotel room mirror.

      “Thank you,” I say, affecting a deep Elvis accent. “Thank you very much.”

      Gerald busts up laughing. “You look ridiculous.”

      I give him the stink eye. “Pot. Kettle. Say hello to each other, would you?”

      “Touché.” He adjusts the red scarf to cover a little more of his chest. “Want to go over the plan again?”

      Today’s all about reconnaissance. Check out the place, keep watch on our target, and try to stay off the radar.

      Our assignment’s pretty straightforward. Scuttlebutt in the intelligence community has it that Moreno’s been working on some new super-secret formula for something I’m not sure even Gerald understands, but Moreno’s old school. He doesn’t work on a computer. All his formulas are written out longhand, so the tech guys who’d normally grab this kind of thing by spoofing a cell phone or hacking a laptop can’t get their little electronic paws on it.

      If the agency wants to see the formula, they need the paper. But if we steal the paper, Moreno will know something’s up.

      So it’s back to basics. Break into Moreno’s hotel room, find out where he’s hidden his super-secret formula, take pictures of it with the miniature camera that’s cleverly disguised as one of the rhinestones on Gerald’s Elvis jumpsuit, and get out before anyone’s the wiser.

      And how do we know Moreno brought the formula with him?

      Because he’s a science junkie. He actually loves physics, which might explain why he’s never been married. He works on physics stuff for fun the way other guys tie flies or draft make-believe football teams.

      Add to that the fact that a few of the Elvis impersonators registered for this convention come from overseas. Some analyst somewhere in the agency figured Moreno might have set up a possible sale of his super-secret formula. The agency can’t stop him from selling whatever formula he’s developed, but they want to know what he’s selling and what the implications might be. They’d also like to know who he’s selling it to.

      So here we are, all set to do a little covert breaking and entering, with a side of stealth photography and surveillance.

      While dressed as Elvis.

      “First things first,” I say. “We stake out our spots on the slots, and then play it by ear.”

      Okay, so sue me. It’s not much of a plan, but it’s got a solid chance of success.

      Slot machines and old people go together like flies and flypaper. Stroll through any casino, you’ll find a gray-haired little old lady camped out on a stool in front of a slot machine punching buttons like her life depends on it. Yours might be in jeopardy if you try to take her machine when she leaves for a quick bathroom break.

      So Gerald and I decided the best way to be invisible, even while dressed as Elvis, is to do what old people do in casinos—play the slots.

      If we choose the right spots, we’ll be able to watch the lounge as well as the main aisles through the casino gaming floor.

      We figure a figure a bunch of the Elvis impersonators will be hanging out in the lounge most of the day. The casino scheduled a karaoke contest featuring all Elvis music for two in the afternoon, which we figure will be a big draw for the casual Elvis impersonators. Serious impersonators will show up at five, when the lounge hosts the World’s Best Elvis Tribute Artist contest. According to the brochure we received when we registered for the convention, the winner of The Plaza’s Best Elvis Tribute Artist can go on to greater fame and fortune at other Elvis conventions.

      So is Moreno a serious Elvis tribute artist or just a casual crooner?

      Neither, as it turns out.

      After listening to half a dozen casual Elvis impersonators slaughter “Love Me Tender” and “Blue Suede Shoes” while they practice for the afternoon’s karaoke contest, I finally catch sight of Moreno. He’s dressed in a baby-blue Elvis jumpsuit. His Elvis hairdo looks like his own hair, ditto on the sideburns. And ditto on the old Elvis love handles, which the blue jumpsuit does nothing to camouflage.

      “Target acquired,” I mutter. “Blue jumpsuit.”

      I punch buttons on my slot machine, and a few second later three cherries line up in a row. A bit more virtual money adds itself to the machine’s credit meter.

      “Got him.” Gerald’s voice sounds tinny in my ear. “He’s headed toward the buffet.”

      “You good?” I ask.

      Gerald would rather be doing anything except playing slots. He’s a decent blackjack player and not a bad casual poker player from what I hear, but slot machines bore him. With Moreno heading toward the buffet, we know he’ll be occupied for a while. Perfect opportunity for Gerald to break into Moreno’s room, copy the formula, and get out before you can say peanut-butter-and-banana sandwich.

      Which the casino’s actually serving as part of this buffet.

      “I’m good,” Gerald says.

      I don’t have to remind him to let me know when he’s completed the primary assignment, or that we have a secondary assignment—to discover who Moreno’s selling the formula to.

      While Gerald’s up in Moreno’s room, he won’t just be photographing Moreno’s handwritten notes. He’ll be planting tiny listening devices. While he’s doing that, I can watch Moreno from a table in the buffet.

      The hostess only raises one eyebrow briefly as she catches sight of me, the little old lady Elvis impersonator. Her professional smile reasserts itself almost immediately, which lets me know that Destination’s Plaza Resort isn’t her first hostess gig.

      She asks me if I’ll be expecting company at my table. I say yes—Gerald won’t take that long, provided he doesn’t have to ransack the entire room to find Moreno’s notes—and he’ll deserve a decent meal before he heads back to our room where he’ll spend most of the rest of the weekend.

      The little bugs in Moreno’s room transmit to a gadget in the lining of Gerald’s suitcase. Part of his job is to monitor the bugs and test the quality of the recordings.

      If anyone asks where my better half is, I’ll just say he’s a little under the weather. I don’t expect anyone to ask. We’ve done this drill before, and no one ever has.

      My job has now become strictly surveillance. I take a plate from the top of a stack at one end of the first buffet table, this one featuring good old down South home cooking, including fried chicken, fried catfish, hush puppies, mashed potatoes, gravy, and collard greens. I walk along the buffet line like I’m studying what I might want to put on my empty plate, but what I’m really doing is looking for Moreno.

      I have one of the little bugs in the pocket of my shiny gold jacket that I need to plant on Moreno. The quality of any recording Gerald would get wouldn’t be the best, but if Moreno ends up meeting someone outside of his room, we’re going to need sound to go along with any photographs we manage to take. Gerald’s not the only one with a camera in his Elvis costume. I have one in a button on my black Elvis shirt.

      I’ve moved on to the next buffet table—this one with breakfast food, including the peanut-butter-and-banana sandwiches—when I spot Moreno. He’s sitting alone in a booth next to the dessert display, a plate piled high with fried chicken, corn on the cob, and sandwiches off to one side. He’s holding half a sandwich with his left hand and scribbling away on a sheet of yellow lined paper with his right.

      I put a half a sandwich on my plate along with a slice of cheddar cheese while I watch Moreno turn his pencil around and erase something he’s written before he goes back to scribbling away again.

      I wander over to the desserts. Little mini pies and slices of bread pudding crowd the case along with slices of cherry-topped cheesecake, cream puffs, cookies, and muffins. I act like I’m trying to decide which dessert will give me less of a sugar high while I try to catch a glimpse of what Moreno’s writing.

      I get a break when one of the waitresses stops at Moreno’s table and asks to refill his water. Moreno apparently doesn’t trust anyone with his notes, because he picks up the yellow lined sheet just in case the waitress spills.

      The paper is covered with the kind of neatly printed mathematical hieroglyphics that would make my brain hurt.

      It’s only one sheet, but for all I know, that one piece of paper could be the heart of what we’re here for.

      I sigh, which activates the transmit function on my hearing aid.

      “Bad news,” I mutter. “Whatever you’ve found up there? He’s still working on it down here.”

      After a short pause, Gerald says, “Well, since I haven’t found a thing up here, I’m guessing whatever you’re looking at? That’s the whole damn thing.”

      And Moreno carries it with him.

      Time to go to Plan B.

      Too bad I don’t have any idea what Plan B is.
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      Gerald joins me at the buffet where we watch Moreno slowly plow through his second plate of fried chicken as he keeps scribbling on the piece of yellow paper.

      We have a better table now. When Gerald came to join me, I told the waitress that I felt a horrible draft and I was cold and getting colder, could we have another table? Gerald shrugged his long-suffering husband shrug, and we were moved to a table two spots away from Moreno’s booth.

      “Do you think he’s got the whole thing on him?” Gerald asks.

      I do, but I don’t need to say anything. Gerald’s figured that out, too. Moreno has a shirt on under his baby blue Elvis jumpsuit, and he’s taken out a second sheet of yellow lined paper from a pocket in that shirt. He makes a few notes on that second sheet of paper and then puts it back in his shirt pocket.

      Gerald managed to plant the bugs in Moreno’s room, but that’s only the second part of our assignment. We still have to take care of the first—getting those notes from Moreno.

      “We could call Armando,” Gerald says.

      Armando’s the name of the operative (assassin) assigned to the Geezer Squad to offer assistance of the permanent and deadly variety whenever we need it. So far, I’ve only had to call Armando once. That’s not a part of the job I like to think about. Moreno might shoot at animals, but he doesn’t kill any of them. I don’t like the idea that he might have to die simply because Gerald and I can’t figure out a way to separate Moreno from his notes.

      If I was twenty (or forty) years younger, I’d have no problem getting Moreno out of his outfit and my hands on his notes. Geezer Squad members are rather limited in our seduction capabilities. Gerald could do it if Moreno had shown any indication of being gay. (Gerald’s pretty hot looking for an old guy.) But me? Even in my sassy Elvis outfit, I couldn’t seduce a man twice Moreno’s age.

      But there is one thing I can do.

      Talk about my non-existent grandchildren, little Suzie and Thomas.

      “I have an idea,” I say.

      Before Gerald can stop me, I get up from our table and walk over to Moreno’s booth. I’m about to violate the number one rule of Geezer Squad members—don’t get noticed.

      “Do I know you?” I ask.

      He looks up from his notes and blinks at me. He’s too startled at my elderly cross-dressing Elvis to even think about stashing away his notes.

      “Uh…uhm…”

      He blinks again, and I shift closer to his side of the booth, trying to get a better angle on the sheet of paper on the table.

      Before Moreno can compose himself, I’ve taken half a dozen pictures of the top of his table—include the sheet of paper—with the camera in the button of my black Elvis shirt. All I have to do is depress a little switch in the pocket of my shiny gold dinner jacket and make sure my bosoms are pointed in the right direction.

      “Oh, I know!” I say with fake enthusiasm. “You look like my grandson, Thomas.”

      Moreno’s confusion disappears. “Not me,” he says. “My name’s Tony.”

      “Tony, of course!” I give him my best confused-old-lady grin. “Tony? Or Elvis?” I strike the Elvis pose I practiced in the mirror upstairs—head turned toward the microphone I’m pretending to hold in my right hand, left arm out behind me, leaning over one partly bent knee like I’m belting out a song from the bottom of my heart—then I turn my head back to Moreno.

      “Thank you,” I say in my best Elvis voice. “Thank you very much.”

      I’m rewarded with a grin. “Hey, that’s pretty good.”

      “I’ve been practicing,” I say in my usual old-lady voice. “I just can’t remember all the words to the songs or I’d be singing in the lounge after lunch.”

      He makes a “don’t worry about it” gesture with one hand. “They have the lyrics on the machine. All you have to do is read off the machine.”

      “I can’t,” I say with a sigh. Which inadvertently turns on the transmit feature of my hearing aid. “My eyesight’s not that good, and I don’t think Elvis wore reading glasses when he was performing. Besides.” I lean in a little closer, like I’m imparting the world’s best kept secret. “I don’t like getting on stage by myself.”

      Moreno glances over at Gerald, which proves to me that he’s at least paid enough attention to know we’re together. Or maybe it’s just because we’re the only old people in the room.

      Gerald’s frowning at me, but I can also tell he’s listening to the conversation with more than a bit of interest.

      “What about your husband?” Moreno asks.

      “Can’t sing worth a damn.”

      I sigh again, and wait. I want Moreno to think this is his idea, not that I’ve set him up.

      “Say,” he says after a minute. “How about you go on stage with me? I’m not good enough yet for the Tribute Artist competition. I need all the practice I can get. You can sing the words you remember, and then just do your Elvis thing for the words you don’t while I sing.”

      I let my eyes light up. “And I could write myself a cheat sheet. My husband can help me remember the words. His memory’s much better than mine.”

      “Exactly,” Moreno says. “This afternoon’s all about fun, anyway. Nobody’s going to care if you have a cheat sheet.”

      “Wonderful!”

      I lean in and give him a peck on the cheek and pat him on the back. The little listening device I’d pulled from my pocket after I was done clicking pictures adheres itself to his baby blue Elvis jumpsuit right beneath his collar.

      “You’re as wonderful as my grandson,” I say. “I’ll see you in the lounge this afternoon! You have no idea, but you’ve just made my afternoon.”

      When I leave Moreno’s table, he’s still blushing.

      “You’re shameless,” Gerald mutters over the transmitter in my hearing aid. “Good move with the bug.”

      I slide back into my chair across the table from Gerald. My slice of prime rib from the meat-and-potatoes end of the buffet’s cold now, but I cut myself off a bite anyway. Prime rib is prime rib.

      “So,” I say around my prime rib. “Any chance you know the words to ‘Love Me Tender’?”
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      Luckily, the lyrics to “Love Me Tender” aren’t all that long and have apparently embedded themselves in my brain thanks to all the times I heard that song while I played my slot machine waiting for Moreno that morning.

      I scrounge up a pad of yellow lined paper in the convenience store across I-95 from the casino. Back home I wouldn’t dare cross an interstate highway on foot. In Destination, you could drag a stubborn mule across the two-lane highway and come back for the second one before you saw even a hint of a car in the distance.

      “This is a stupid plan,” Gerald says as I write down my cheat sheet of lyrics. “It depends on Moreno being stupid.”

      “Or me being lucky,” I say, undeterred.

      Especially since the alternative is calling in Armando.

      At two sharp I head to the lounge. Like most casinos I’ve been in, the stage for the lounge can be seen by the rest of the casino, and the seating area’s behind a little half-wall and a few steps down from the main floor. An older Elvis is onstage sweating his way through “Amazing Grace.” His eyes don’t leave the screen—he’s reading lyrics just like I’m going to pretend to—but when he’s finished, he receives an enthusiastic round of applause by the seas of Elvis-es (Elvi?) seated at tables and booths in the lounge.

      Once again, Moreno’s seated in a booth, this one near the wall that separates the lounge from the casino. But he’s not alone this time.

      The hostess from the buffet’s seated across from him. It looks like they’re having a serious discussion.

      Instead of walking over to Moreno’s table right away, I hang back by the entrance so I can watch them. I pretend to scan the room looking for him while I keep track of them out of the corner of my eye. My peripheral vision isn’t what it used to be, but it’s good enough.

      He’s got the formula on the table in front of him.

      I sigh, activating my hearing aid/communications device.

      “You getting anything from him?” I ask Gerald.

      Nothing for a few moments, then Gerald’s voice comes on the line. “Lot of interference down there.”

      “Too much concrete and machinery,” I say.

      “Too many horrible singers,” he says. “But I’ve got the gist. The girl’s an intermediary. The meet’s set up for tonight at nine.”

      I guess Moreno won’t be at the featured event for this convention—an hour-long concert by the winner of last year’s World’s Best Elvis Tribute Artist contest. He’s the convention’s guest of honor.

      I act like I’ve just spotted Moreno and walk over to his table. He can’t see me approaching—his back is turned toward me—but the hostess sees me. She sits up straighter and quits talking, and a moment later Moreno stashes the piece of paper inside the opening in the front of his jumpsuit.

      “There you are!” I say. “I was hoping you hadn’t decided this is a stupid idea.” I hold out the piece of yellow lined paper I’ve written the lyrics to “Love Me Tender” on. “I hate to ask, but could you hold this for me? I’m so nervous, I’m afraid I’m going to drop it.”

      “Aren’t you going to need the lyrics when we’re on stage?” he asks.

      “I’ve practiced a lot,” I tell him. “I’m hoping I won’t. They’re really just for backup.”

      He shoves them inside the opening in the front of his jumpsuit just like I thought he would.

      The hostess excuses herself, and a cocktail waitress comes over to take my order. I tell her I want soda water with a twist.

      Moreno arches an eyebrow at me, and this time lifts his lip in an Elvis sneer. He must be getting into character.

      “Alcohol mixes with my meds,” I say. “Makes me even loopier.”

      “Now, my mama don’t like it when women talk about themselves like that,” he says.

      Oh, yeah. He’s in character now.

      I’ve downed only about a third of my watered-down drink—how can you water down soda water?—when it’s our turn on stage. Moreno doesn’t know my name because I never gave it to him, so when he signed us up, he put us down Tony Moreno and Old Man Elvis.

      The lights raise the temperature on stage a good ten degrees over what it had been in Moreno’s booth. They also make it nearly impossible to see anyone in the audience. I can’t tell if the hostess from the buffet is hanging around to watch the show, or if she’s talking to anyone else, like her contact.

      The first few bars of “Love Me Tender” blare out from speakers roughly the size of a coffin on either side of the stage. I startle, and it’s only partly an act.

      “Oh, my,” I say. I clutch at Moreno’s arm. “I can’t remember anything! What song are we singing?”

      He looks at me in surprise. “‘Love me Tender’ is what we agreed on. Do you want to sing something else?”

      “No!” I shake his arm. “I need my lyrics.” I paw at the front of his jumpsuit like I’m really having a panic attack. “Please!”

      “Okay, okay!” he says, his own panic starting to set in.

      The song’s already started, and we’ve missed the first line. Moreno reaches into the opening at the front of his jumpsuit just as a few members of the audience start to laugh. He pulls out my handwritten lyrics along with two pieces of paper.

      As he starts to separate the papers, my pawing hands strike his, and the whole mess falls to the stage floor.

      “I’m so sorry!” I say.

      We both bend over at the same time to retrieve the papers and our heads crash together.

      More laughter from the audience.

      “Ow!” I say, rubbing the top of my head.

      That also has the desired effect. Moreno stops moving, worried that he hurt a little old panicked lady.

      That pause gives me the time I need. I finish bending over, aiming my bosoms at the floor, and snap off pictures of both pieces of paper Moreno’s covered with mathematic hieroglyphics. When he bends down to grab them, I “accidentally” brush them out of his reach, managing in the process to turn both sheets over to the other side. By the time he’s retrieved his formula, I’ve snapped pictures of both sides.

      I grab my handwritten cheat sheet and hold it triumphantly in the air. “Got it!” I say. I hold one hand up to shade my eyes and peer to the side of the stage, hoping there’s someone behind the curtains running the karaoke machine. “Can we start over please?” I turn toward the audience. “I promise you, we’re really much better than this. Would you mind if we have a do-over?”

      The audience laughs and applauds, and we get our do-over.

      And if I do say so myself, we make a pretty good duo of Elvis-es (Elvi?). We get a second round of enthusiastic applause. Moreno bows, and I strike my Elvis pose.

      “Thank you,” I tell the audience. “Thank you very much.”
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      Moreno met with another Elvis impersonator that night, this one much older and fatter than any of the others, but as far as Gerald and I could tell, no money changed hands and the notes stayed safely tucked away in Moreno’s baby blue jumpsuit.

      When the winners of the Elvis karaoke contest were announced, I was dumbstruck to find out that Moreno and I came in second. We even got nifty ribbons to attach to our badges.

      So much for going unnoticed.

      The bugs we planted in Moreno’s room and on Moreno’s jumpsuit worked fine, but the most action they recorded turned out to be a rather energetic “date” between Moreno and the hostess from the buffet.

      “Maybe she was just passing along a message as a courtesy to two hotel guests,” Gerald says after we listen to the recording during one of his quality assurance tests.

      “Possible. Or maybe once the deal was off, she became a free agent and figured why the hell not?”

      Gerald and I have never said that to one another, by the way. We’re professionals. We only act like married people when we’re working. I have my eye on a spritely sixty-nine year old at my apartment complex back home. I’ve always had a thing for younger guys.

      The pictures I took with my bosom/button camera turned out fine. The tech wizards at the agency might have to play around with the resolution, but Gerald says they’re readable. The gadget built into the lining of his suitcase receives the data from the cameras too, and he doubled checked just in case.

      Not that I think I can pull the same trick on Moreno twice. I’ve pretty much blown my forgetableness as far as he’s concerned.

      Or so I thought.

      On the morning Gerald and I check out of The Plaza Resort, I wait for him off to one side next to our suitcases while he stands in line waiting to settle our bill. The registration desk is swamped. I’m pretty sure The Plaza has never seen so much business, and the two people working the registration desk look overwhelmed.

      As I stand there waiting, I catch sight of Moreno. He’s at the registration desk just finishing checking out. Even out of his baby blue Elvis jumpsuit, he’s unmistakable. He still has his hair combed Elvis style, and he hasn’t shaved his sideburns. His love handles hang over the belt line of his jeans.

      I think about saying something to him since he has to walk by me on his way out to get his car. Maybe I should thank him again for the karaoke duet. That was the most fun I’ve had on an assignment in a long time.

      But Moreno walks by me without even seeing me.

      I’m just another elderly lady. I’ve faded into the background and been given no more thought than the slots machines or the carpet or the silk plants adorning the sides of the casino doors.

      And that, right there, proves the usefulness of old geezers like Gerald and me.

      You’ll never see us coming. You won’t remember us after we’re gone. We might be your neighbors or the people you see out walking dogs or playing gin rummy with your elderly aunts, but we’re far more than that.

      We’re the Geezer Squad. The best damn spies in the business.
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