
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Final Take

by

Clive Gower-Collins


Author’s Note

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The information it contains are presented solely for the purposes of entertainment. 

Copyright © 2025 Clive Gower-Collins. All rights reserved. 


Author’s Rights

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. In every such instance, full attribution must be given to the author For permission requests, contact the author through the publisher or Linked In. 

Digital Version: December 2025.


Table of Contents


	Author’s Note 




	Author’s Rights 




	Acknowledgment 




	Chapter 1 




	Chapter 2 




	Chapter 3 




	Chapter 4 




	Chapter 5 




	Chapter 6 




	Chapter 7 




	Chapter 8 




	Chapter 9 




	Chapter 10 




	Chapter 11 




	Chapter 12 




	Chapter 13 




	Chapter 14 




	Chapter 15 




	Chapter 16 




	Chapter 17 




	Chapter 18 




	Chapter 19 




	Chapter 20 




	Chapter 21 




	Chapter 22 




	Chapter 23 




	Chapter 24 




	Chapter 25 




	Chapter 26 




	Chapter 27 




	Chapter 28 




	Chapter 29 




	Chapter 30 




	Chapter 31 




	Chapter 32 




	Chapter 33 




	Chapter 34 




	Chapter 35 




	Chapter 36 




	Chapter 37 




	Chapter 38 




	Chapter 39 




	Chapter 40 




	Chapter 41 




	Chapter 42 




	Chapter 43 




	The Author 







Acknowledgment

Whatever the author's role in bringing an idea to life, the journey is never a solitary one. This book would not have been possible without the support, subject matter expertise, and encouragement of many people.

First, I would like to thank Tania Marinas, for your tireless feedback and patience through countless revisions and off-the-cuff discussions, and for always pushing me to work at my best.

A heartfelt thank you to our cat, Senor Don Gato, who made himself at home in my writing studio. What you lacked in material contribution, you made up for in outstanding company. 

And finally, to all those whose encouragement and assistance, both seen and unseen, kept this project moving forward - I am deeply grateful. Your contributions, big or small, have made this work what it is.




Chapter 1

The sun barely peeked over the hazy hills of Los Angeles, but on the Empire Motion Pictures studio lot, an indoor set was already a hive of noisy activity. Inside, extras in period costumes moved back and forth, gaffers hoisted lights, and Assistant Director Jack Reynolds, his arm draped across a stack of wooden tripods, was finishing up a deeply technical discussion with the director of photography. The set’s air was thick with the heavy scent of grease paint, mingling with fresh coffee and the acrid bite of cigarette smoke.  

In the midst of this controlled chaos, Director Charles Walker stepped through the door, pausing just long enough to absorb the familiar chaos. Hundreds of times, he'd done this. Now, as his eyes darted between faces and the tangle of cables underfoot, he wove through the crowd with practiced ease. His once-vibrant red hair had given way to uneven streaks of gray, while a web of fine lines framed his still-piercing blue eyes. He was, as always, in a tailored suit that contrasted with the working attire of the production crew - despite an occasionally slightly wrinkled shirt, or a tie just a bit askew.

Today, he had an extra air of hurried purpose to his step. As he walked, he was greeted with respectful nods and warm smiles. ‘Morning, Mr. Walker,’ a young woman with a clipboard called out, her face brightening as he passed. 

‘Morning,’ he replied, his tone courteous but brisk. He paused briefly, leaning in to exchange a few words with the director of photography, an old friend and frequent colleague from his earliest days in Hollywood. ‘Looking good, Bob. I think that that angled lighting set-up is really working.’

Bob grinned. ‘Thanks, Charles. Jack and I spent time on it, we figured we’re homing in on the idea you gave us at yesterday’s meeting.’ 

Further along, an assistant spotted him, and navigating a converging path through the cables, intercepted Charles, and handed him a freshly brewed cup of coffee. ‘Here you go, Mr. Walker. Just the way you like it.’

Charles took the cup with a nod of gratitude. ‘Appreciate it, Tommy.’ He took a careful sip. He’s right, it’s good. 

The sights, sounds, and smells of the set wrapped around him like an old, familiar cloak - a sensory tapestry that stirred something deep within his core. Amid the chaos - and the occasional, unsavory aspects of the business - this was what Charles lived for: the pulse, the bustle, the camaraderie, and that fragile yet palpable hope of creating something extraordinary. If he was honest with himself, it was perhaps only in these moments, that he genuinely came to life. 

He reached his office, a small but tastefully appointed space discreetly tucked away from the main set. Inside, the sounds of the studio were replaced by the steady hum of a fan, and the faint chattering of typewriter keys from the adjoining room. 

Already seated in his office were two men, both in their forties, wearing the kind of suits that suggested accountants or lawyers, without the need for actual introductions. Mr. Harlan, a tall man with a pencil-thin mustache, was fiddling with his pocket watch. Interesting, Charles thought. The war had made the wristwatch almost ubiquitous, but this man clearly clung to the kind of watch Charles’s aging father would have used. And if that doesn’t tell you everything you need to know about the man... 

Mr. Davis, considerably stockier and balding, perused a script laid across his lap.

‘Gentlemen,’ Charles greeted, forcing a smile as he took his seat opposite them. ‘Please come in.’ 

Harlan nodded, glancing up from his watch, the gentle sarcasm lost on him. ‘Mr Walker, we appreciate you taking the time.’

‘Always a pleasure to meet with associates of Starline Pictures,’ Charles replied, somewhat disingenuously. 

Harlan cleared his throat. ‘We're here to discuss the conditions around your financing request for -’ He glanced at the script on Davis’s lap, ‘A Season of Shadows.’ 

‘Good’,’ Charles affirmed. ‘It's a remarkable story, adapted from a Broadway play, but with that flair that only a feature film provides.’

Davis finally spoke, ‘Our people have reviewed the script, and there’s no question it has box office potential – rather than, shall we say critical acclaim....’

Charles felt a familiar sting knowing they were obliquely referring to his last two pictures. Both had sent critics into raptures, but the movie-going public had shown preferences for less demanding fare.  In his business, such failures were like ghosts, haunting every meeting, every conversation about funding. He stuck to the plan he’d held for this meeting, ‘This one... this one is special. It's got heart, as well as depth, and it's something audiences will connect with.’

Harlan exchanged a look with Davis before continuing. ‘We hear you, and Starline is prepared to move forward with the funding, or we wouldn’t be here … but there are ... expectations.’

Charles leaned back, rubbing his temples - a habit formed from years of such negotiations. ‘Expectations?’ He said, suddenly aware of the half bottle of bourbon in the drawer near his right knee. He swallowed reflexively.

Davis sat up a little in his chair and pulled at his jacket sleeves. ‘ Yes. Our investment team are very clear on this. They want reassurances that this film will be cast in a way that translates to ticket sales.’

Charles's eyes narrowed slightly. ‘I understand. And I assure you, we are about to contract with Harriet Lewis.’ 

Harlan raised an eyebrow. ‘Look, Charlie-’

‘Charles,’ Charles corrected gently, but firmly. ‘It's Charles.’

Harlan nodded, somewhat flustered. ‘Of course, Charles. The point is, we're backing you because we believe in the picture. But we need to know that you’ve got the casting sorted that it takes to make a picture this work. Casting Mrs -’ He hesitated, ‘That is, Miss … Lewis would go a long way to help manage any concerns. How certain are you that she’ll sign on?’

Charles met their gaze, the intensity of his eyes almost unsettling. ‘Gentlemen, you may be assured that we will see her under contract.’ 

There was a brief silence, a palpable tension that seemed to draw the room tighter around them. Finally, Davis spoke. ‘Then, as soon as the contract is agreed, telegraph our office, and we have a deal.’

Charles nodded. ‘Understood. And thank you for your time, and … support.’

The men rose, shook hands, and left the office. Charles watched them go, the door closing with a soft click that seemed to echo his own uncertainty. He sat back down, feeling the expectation settle on his shoulders like a physical burden.

He remembered the bourbon again, reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a flask. He unscrewed the cap and took a long, deliberate sip from the bottle, the burn of the amber liquid a brief solace from his frustration. His eyes drifted across the framed movie posters and photos on the walls, a reminder of days when his films were always celebrated. Investors would practically queue in the street to participate in a picture - and his personal demons seemed more distant.

He stood, crossing to the window that overlooked the alley below. Outside, a crew worked with practiced precision, unloading wooden panels made to resemble castle walls - each piece a cog in the finely tuned machine that was movie-making. Charles knew that out there, amid people like these, the actors and actresses, the lights and cameras, his last chance was unfolding. He drained the small bottle, feeling the alcohol start to dull the edges of his frustration. 

He was pedantic about many things, his craft most of all. Every detail had to be perfect, every shot meticulously planned. But perfection was a double-edged sword, and he had bled for his art more times than he cared to remember.

A knock on the door broke this reverie. He turned to see his assistant, Sarah, smiling hesitantly in the doorway. ‘Mr. Walker, the crew is ready for you on set.’

Charles nodded, trying to slip the bottle into the drawer without her seeing. She knew of course. But when you got down to it, who didn’t?  

Let’s not go there.

‘Thank you, Sarah. I'll be right there. Can you please follow up with Miss Lewis’s agent for me? We gave him options and I need to know that she’s signed.’ Sarah nodded her understanding, and quickly disappeared. 

Rising, Charles made his way through the building. Despite the bourbon, he felt familiar stirrings of doubt. This film could succeed, but he’d exaggerated his confidence that Harriet would go for it. The investors' veiled threats lingered in his mind, a constant reminder of what was at stake. Reaching the main set, he paused for a moment, taking in the sight before him. This was his world, his domain. And despite everything, he loved it with a passion that bordered on obsession.

‘Places, everyone!’ the assistant director's voice rang out.

Charles drew a deep breath and stepped onto the set, bracing for another battle to defend his vision - and to prove, if only to himself, that Charles Walker could still summon the magic that once set Hollywood ablaze.

❖❖❖

‘I don’t know.’ Harriet Lewis sat with her knees drawn up on a couch  - phone to her ear, talking with her agent. Her free hand played with the telephone cord, twisting it lightly around her fingers. ‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s a great script -’ 

‘It’s a bit more than that Harriet.’ The connection was scratchy at best, but even so she could tell that her agent, Phil was in earnest. ‘I’d counsel you to think beyond the picture. I can get you a hefty fee, maybe even negotiate a percentage of the gross, but more than that Harriet - the Academy just eats this stuff up. You know that.’  

Harriet sat quietly for a moment, turning that over in her mind. Outside, the midday sun beat down, casting long fingers of light through the skylights, slicing across the plush carpet in sharp, golden streaks. ‘I hear you, Phil, I really do.’

‘It’s Charles, isn’t it?’ He asked. 

She lit a cigarette from a cherry-wood box on the table, the smell of tobacco mixing with the lingering scent of her jasmine perfume. She drew in a slow drag, leaning back as she exhaled, the smoke spiraling toward the ceiling like lazy tendrils before dissolving into the air. ‘Yes, and … no.’

‘Hmm, you might have to explain that one to me.’ Phil’s cautious response crackled through the line.

‘Don’t misunderstand me, Phil, it’s not - us. It’s just that, well his last couple of pictures… they didn’t exactly-’

‘I’ll say it. Phil interjected, his tone matter-of-fact. ‘They stunk. At the box office at least. But I hear a couple of critics in Greenwich village got excited about them and haven’t been able to be calmed down yet.’ Harriet smiled at the image.  Phil went on before she could respond. 

‘I’ll level with you. Two of Starline’s boys got a hold of me yesterday. They’re keeping a close watch on this picture, Harriet. From the sounds of things, they laid it on the line to Charles pretty good. In fact they went so far as to say that if you weren’t interested in the role of Lydia -’ He paused. 

‘What? If I’m not interested - what?’ 

‘They may not bankroll the picture.’ 

Oh great. Yeah, thanks for telling me that. Thanks a bundle. She thought, but said nothing. 

‘Harriet?’

‘Still here.’

‘They’re expecting a response today. I really want to tell them that you’ll do it, kiddo.’

I’m sure you do - and get your cut.

The trouble was, and Harriet knew this, she wanted to do the picture.  She crushed the cigarette against the edge of the crystal ashtray, the ember flaring briefly before dying with a soft hiss, leaving a smear of ash behind. There was a long silence that Phil knew better than to interrupt. 

Harriet let out a long slow breath. ‘I’ll do it, Phil.’

On the other end of the line he punched the air in silent victory. When he spoke he made sure to sound calm, and reassuring. ‘I’ll get Empire to get a contract together and we can meet at my office tomorrow for lunch to go through it - will that suit you?’

‘Sure, Phil. Whatever you say.’ She said good bye and hung up. Turning towards the lounge windows that looked out from the Hollywood hills she rose, taking a fresh cigarette with her. Standing on the balcony, she closed her eyes, and let herself feel the soft breeze as it played with her hair. She opened her eyes and looked around. Gazing over the Hollywood hills, she let the house’s comforting luxury wash over her. God, she loved this place. Another Charles Walker picture - it was sure to feed the columnists for weeks. She gave a rueful laugh, before going back inside. It was early, but she needed a drink. 

❖❖❖

A few miles away, Charles was assembling his production leads with their assistants in one of the large planning rooms. The room was vast, its high ceilings and wide windows lending it an airy feel, yet the undercurrent of focused anticipation ran thick among the crew, like the hum of an engine just waiting to roar to life. The walls were lined with faded stills and sketches from previous productions, and the scent of old paper mingled with the faint aroma of coffee.

‘Okay people, let’s get ourselves clear on a few of the most important shooting  elements - especially for the location work at Gresham Springs.  He paused, turning from the blackboard to look at the two men sat on the other side of the large draftsman’s table, ‘Jack, Bob and their teams have done a pretty good job so far for the set instructions. We’ll keep working on those here at the studio.’ The two men nodded in acknowledgment. Charles continued, ‘I expect that they’ll have been pretty well developed by the time we need them.’ 

Jack looked at Charles across the top of his reading glasses. ‘No problem, Charles.’ He said with his habitual quiet confidence. 

Charles merely smiled and went on. ‘You all know how I feel about shooting on location, away from quick access to the studio’s resources’ - quick glances flicking between the assembled people showed they were in no doubt exactly how Charles felt about that. So we’re putting both Laura and Georgie in the field tomorrow. For any of you who’ve not worked with Laura before, I can assure you she’s a great Location Manager.’ Laura tried not to blush a little at the unexpected praise - and failed. ‘We’ve worked together on projects, and Georgie can join her and get started on his Production planning. But, having both of them on site for the next few days should mean that they can wrangle any issues between them.’ 

Charles paused, thought for a moment then put the papers and chalk he was holding on the table and sat. He looked around the assembled crew. ‘I want to be on the level with you all.’ He looked from one to another, checking he held their attention. As was his habit when trying to make a point, he leaned in towards the group. ‘We have a damned good script, and … I hope, the best possible cast. We have one of the best production crews its possible to assemble.’ This prompted a quiet ripple of embarrassed laughter. Charles’s face seemed to sag slightly, and his reddened eyes took on a slightly sad aspect. ‘We also ... have investors who … well, let’s just say - they’re not movie people, you know?’ As he looked around the others were nodding - they’d seen it before. ‘They’ll tolerate no slips, and nothing but the slightest of delays. I’m counting on all of you, and your people, to help me keep this train on the track.’  There was a rapid series of murmurs and assurance that showed they knew what was needed and were on board.

Charles leaned back, letting his gaze drift over the faces of his team, a slow grin forming. ‘Alright, enough about the suits. Let’s talk about the movie we’re going to make! There was a few moments of loud laughter before things settled again - this was the stuff they loved to hear.

Charles stood once more, and went back to the blackboard. Scribbling random notes as he spoke. ‘I called this a train before, and that was deliberate. You’ve seen the script, a train-ride across Kansas is the motif that ties a lot of our plot together. Laura’s already started working with Pioneer Southern Rail to get us what we need. What I want to talk about now is how this is all supposed to work. So if you have questions as we go, ask away.’ There were nods all around as people flipped the tops on their pads and prepared to make notes. 

‘Alright. We open with a dramatic scene to establish the train as a key element. Picture this: a big train cutting through the vast Kansas plains at dusk. It will symbolize our heroine’s journey, and the challenges the characters will face. I want mystery all the way through this thing.’  A hand went up. ‘Georgie?’ 

‘Charles, any word on our leading lady yet?’ 

Charles let out a long breath, not quite a sigh. ‘I’m hoping to hear today that.. Harriet Lewis will be taking that role.’ This was greeted with a slightly awkward silence as each grappled with how to respond to this. He knew what they were thinking. Charles laughed aloud, ‘For God’s sake - I can’t have the room shutting down every time I say that name out loud, okay?’ There were several smiles of relief, only Jack keeping to his customary thoughtful look. 

I’ll have to talk to Jack later.

‘Where was I? Oh yes, our leading lady, Lydia is traveling to a small town in Kansas for a personal reason tied to her past. Throughout, we’ll have scenes inside the train where Lydia interacts with other passengers. This is how we’ll show her backstory her reason for traveling to Kansas. Shooting through the windows, will be challenging but help the audience get the train’s dual purpose. Ending at the airport sets up a visually striking finale. The shift from rural train tracks to the sleek, modern airport underscores Lydia’s internal conflict - the clash between her past and the person she is becoming Clear so far?’ There was a series of quick affirmations around the table. 

‘Sir?’ One of Georgie’s assistants held a self-conscious hand in the air. 

‘Charles is fine.’ He smiled. 

‘Charles… are we having to shoot in between the scheduled rail services?’ 

‘Good question. No. Part of the reason for choosing Gresham Springs is that it was a big rail hub during the war. Big yards, lots of tracks, that kind of thing.’ The assistant nodded as he made notes. ‘In fact, we will have a whole almost disused rail line to ourselves; it connects to the cargo area of the airport. We’ll just need extras, and some extensions built onto goods loading platforms to fabricate our station.’ 

‘Thank you sir … I mean, Charles.’ 

‘Once Laura and Georgie have been on the ground, and get back we’ll have a lot more detail. To, um… expedite things locally, I’ve agreed that a couple of walk-ons, or perhaps cameos, will feature Franklin Peterson.’  

Except for Laura, who just smiled, the others broke into puzzled looks, the name clearly meaning nothing to them.

‘The mayor.’ Charles said and the others broke out laughing. 

‘As always, the best way to remove road blocks.’ Said Georgie with a grin.

‘Exactly -’ Charles was about to continue, when from the corner of one bloodshot eye, he spied his assistant through the glass pane in the door, and waved her in. She walked up, leaned in next to his ear, saying something inaudible to the others. Charles nodded and she left.

‘Well Georgie, in answer to your previous question - it seems that Miss Lewis has agreed to join our project.’ Wide smiles and exchanged glances rippled through the group, the tension that had lingered finally breaking. It wasn’t just that Harriet Lewis was good, she undoubtedly was, but she also enjoyed a reputation as someone great to work with - not a combination one looked to find too often in Hollywood stars of either sex. 

With that announcement, the meeting began to break up, the air buzzing with purpose and excitement. Charles stood back, observing his team with pride. The chatter of plans and ideas filled the room, mingling with the rustle of papers and the clinking of coffee cups being gathered.

Jack approached Charles, his thoughtful look still in place. ‘You’re certain she’s on board?’ he asked quietly.

Charles nodded, rubbing the back of his neck. ‘Yes Jack. Her agent called. Plus Harriet's a pro through and through, she’s not one to back out once she's made a commitment.’

Laura and Georgie were already huddled together, animatedly discussing the next steps for the location scouting. Laura glanced over at Charles and gave him a thumbs-up, her earlier blush now replaced with determined focus.

As people began to file out, Charles’s assistant returned and handed him a fresh stack of documents. ‘These need your signature before the end of the day,’ she said softly, careful not to disturb the flow of energy in the room.

He took the papers, offering a tired smile. ‘Thanks. I'll get to them.’ She stared. 

‘I promise.’ 

Turning back to the remnants of his team, Charles clapped his hands, the sharp sound cutting through the room’s buzz. ‘Alright, let’s focus - we’ve got a mountain to climb, and not much daylight left. Remember, this film is as much yours as it is mine. Let's make it something we can all be proud of.’

There was a collective murmur of agreement as the last of the crew gathered their things and began to leave. As the room  emptied, and the echo of footsteps faded down the hall. Charles took a moment to breathe, taking in the quiet that now filled the space. He glanced at the blackboard one last time, his scribbled notes a chaotic road map of the journey ahead. With a determined nod, he gathered the papers for signing, and headed for his office.

❖❖❖


Chapter 2 

The low sun filtered through the slatted blinds, casting pale golden stripes that stretched lazily across the small one-bedroom apartment. The room held the smell of stale coffee and dust, with only the warm morning light stirring any sense of life. Detective Eddie Williams lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, trying to muster the will to face the day. 

With a soft grunt, Eddie swung his legs over the side of the bed, feet touching the cool wooden floor. The room was sparsely furnished - just the essentials. A single bed, a worn dresser, a nightstand cluttered with old paperbacks, his gun in its holster, and a few stray pills he could never bother to remember to take. He ran a hand through his unkempt hair, the weight of another restless night pressing down on him.

Eddie stood with a groan, stretching until his spine gave off a series of satisfying cracks. The stiffness in his muscles clung to him like an old companion, a reminder of recent years spent sinking into bad habits. The sound of light traffic below drifted up through the partly open window - the occasional horn, the distinctive rumble of a delivery truck - mingling with the faint strains of jazz from the record store downstairs He shuffled to the bathroom, worn linoleum cool under his bare feet.

He turned the faucet and let the cold water run, watching it for a moment before splashing it on his face. The shock of it hit him like a slap, but it did little to wash away the weariness lodged deep behind his eyes. As he reached for the towel, he noticed his hand trembling slightly. Eddie paused, splayed his fingers and studied his hand. ‘Shakes? That's new.’ He’d long ago found peace with himself about talking aloud in the apartment. 

Wait. Am I now supposed to tell the Doc about that too?

He shrugged at his reflection, casually dismissing the thought as soon as he had it. The mirror stared back at him, showing a man older than his years, deep lines cutting harshly around eyes that had long stopped trying to forget. He wasn’t fond of mirrors; they told too many truths. He sighed, rubbing his temples as he tried to push back the memories that threatened to surface.

Not now. At least let me get coffee. 

Eddie finished washing, then dressed quickly, pulling on a plain shirt and slacks. His movements were automatic, the routine long ingrained. He glanced around the apartment - his sanctuary, and his prison. The framed photo of his wife on the dresser caught his eye as it always did, her pretty, innocent smile frozen in time. He turned away quickly, the familiar pang of guilt twisting in his gut.

In the cramped kitchen, Eddie brewed a cup of coffee. The rich, bitter aroma filled the space, a temporary comfort in a room that was as empty as it felt. The scent clung to the stale air, a reminder that this was the only warmth he’d welcome today. He went and stood by the small kitchen window that looked down into the street, sipping slowly as he watched the world wake up. People going about their lives, unaware of the quiet despair that clung to him like a second skin.

The coffee did little to shake the fatigue that lingered between his ears. He gave up,  set the cup down, grabbing his worn leather shoulder holster and its .38 from the nightstand. As he slipped it on, he registered its weight, and that of the badge in his pocket - a reminder of who he is. A reminder of why his life had spent almost three years slowly unraveling.

He shrugged into his creased suit jacket and stepped out into the hallway, the click of the door locking behind him. He went down the narrow wooden stairs, the record store owner downstairs greeting him with a nod as he passed. The familiar strains of Dizzy Gillespie's new bebop record - all the rage since his Carnegie Hall concert last year - followed him out the door. A stack of Los Angeles Times sat bundled on the sidewalk, headlines debating the merits of the Marshall Plan and Hollywood's response to the House Un-American Activities Committee investigations. The morning air was nice and crisp at this time of year, and the sun still low enough to cast long shadows on the sidewalk.

Eddie walked briskly, trying to clear his mind for the meeting ahead. He passed the Rialto Theater with its marquee advertising 'The Lady from Shanghai' in bold black letters, and nodded to the paperboy shouting "Truman Doctrine speech stuns Congress!" from the corner. Across the street the freshly installed neon sign of Joe's Diner buzzed and flickered despite the morning light. Chief of Detectives, Harry Reynolds had hinted at something new, something different, something interested. Eddie doubted that. As he neared the precinct, Eddie felt that today might just be different. He pushed open the heavy door, and the familiar smell of coffee and stale air hit him; the buzz of early activity a stark contrast to the quiet solitude of his apartment.

Eddie took a deep breath, squared his shoulders and headed toward Reynolds’ office. He knocked and went in, Harry was on the phone, threw Eddie a brief smile and silently waved him to a chair. Eddie sat patiently, his fingers absentmindedly twisting the ring through the cloth of his shirt that he still wore on a chain around his neck. He was suddenly aware that Harry had finished his call, and was looking at him. 

‘How ya doing, Eddie?’ He asked. 

Eddie shrugged slightly. ‘Yeah, you know what… maybe a little better.’

Harry sighed, leaning back in his chair. ‘Look, Eddie. You've been through a lot, and I get it. Honestly I do.’ 

No you don’t. You can’t.

‘I've tried to give you space, but I can't keep covering for you.’

Eddie clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to snap back. ‘I understand. It's just -’

‘Eddie, hold on, just listen. The doc says you canceled...  again.’ 

‘You mean the shrink.’ 

‘Docs, shrinks, what do I know Eddie? I never went to college. But what I do know, and what I’m telling you now, is that those - appointments - they’re what help me keep you in  play, Eddie. It’s as simple as that.’ 

Eddie nodded, his hand still unconsciously toying with the ring. He saw Harry watching him, and let the ring go. 

‘I got a new assignment for you here.’ Harry’s fingers tapped on a buff folder on his desk. ‘It’s a straight-forward piece of work, Eddie. But do it right, and… well, it’ll help.’ 

Eddie nodded, took the folder from Harry’s outstretched hand, and stood, turning to go. 

‘Eddie. The psychiatrist says you’re making progress, but if something doesn’t pick up soon... I’m out of options.’

Well, well. It seems that Harry does know the difference between a doc and a shrink.

The new assignment folder sat open on his desk. It had taken Eddie only five minutes or so to appreciate two things; Harry was indeed trying to help him once more, and that this assignment was the new low water mark in his once promising career. Through his office window, he watched a green Plymouth police cruiser pull up to the curb, its radio squawking faintly as two uniformed officers stepped out.  He’d have to remember not to call it what it was when he met the shrink that afternoon - a shit assignment. He was determined not to miss the session. He found it hard to explain to Harry that it wasn’t that he objected to the sessions - after all, the department was footing the bill - it was just that going over and over what happened for the umpteenth time just didn’t seem to make any difference. He looked back at the pages from the folder. 

It’s a shit assignment. ‘Liaison’ with security for an art shipment that was just going to blow through town on the railroad...

But, he reasoned, with jobs in post-war America tough to find - it was also a paycheck. A detective's salary of sixty-five dollars a week wasn't much compared to what some guys were pulling in these days, but it beat what most returned GIs were scraping by on. On the upside, it also gave him reason to get out of the office, and the awkward silences that his presence often seemed to generate. 

He needed to start with the rail guys in the morning, for now the best thing he could do was get his hat, head down the block for a real coffee, and start planning this thing out a little. Outside, the day was heating up quickly, and he was glad to find a spot under the air conditioning in the coffee shop just down from the precinct. The place had a comforting, lived-in feel, like an old friend, its wooden tables worn smooth by years of elbows and conversations. The air was thick with the rich scent of fresh coffee, layered with the faint sweetness of pastries baking in the back. The overhead fan spun lazily, creating a gentle hum that mixed with the quiet chatter of patrons. 

Eddie settled into a corner booth with the folder and a notebook in hand. The coffee came, fifteen cents a cup now instead of the dime it cost before the inflation spike of '46. He took a sip, the bitter taste grounding him, watching as the waitress tallied checks with a pencil stub - adding machines still too expensive for most small businesses. He sipped and from habit, he asked himself, ‘If I was going after this, what would be my problems?’ Before long, he was lost in his notes about who he’d need to talk to. As he scribbled down his thoughts, the noise of the coffee shop faded into the background. He had to. It wasn't a choice, not anymore. It was just what you did when you'd run out of other options. Like so many in this uneasy peace of 1947, with the war won but rationing still lingering, housing shortages crippling cities, and veterans flooding job markets - everyone was just trying to make their way in a country struggling to find its new normal.

❖❖❖

The plush, leather-bound doors to the main lounge at the Palazzo Rossi, a members-only exclusive club, were opened by a pair of dark suited men, and Marco Bellini stepped into a world of old money, and subtle power. Soft light from crystal chandeliers cast a warm glow over rich mahogany furniture and deep burgundy walls adorned with paintings. Small groups of members and guests sat either at the tables, or in shadowy booths arranged down one wall. Discreet waves of conversation and laughter mingled with the scent of fine cigars and aged whiskey, enhancing the atmosphere of indulgent secrecy.

Marco’s hands trembled as he adjusted his cuff links, the slight shake barely noticeable, except to him. It was a habit - one that hid the nerves beneath the polished exterior he had so carefully crafted. He knew that the only way to secure his place in this world was to accomplish the tasks set before him with precision and finesse. This latest assignment from Enzo Rossi was going to  be more than just another job; it was his ticket to the inner circle, a chance to prove himself worthy of the power and respect he craved. His meticulous gaze discreetly scanning the room. Here, he knew, deals worth more money than he’d ever seen were sealed over glasses of the finest wines, and fortunes - or lives - made or ruined with as little as a nod. He moved through the room with a degree of confidence, acknowledging a few familiar faces with polite nods. A broad-shouldered man with a graying beard approached, his presence carrying the weight of years spent in rooms like this. ‘Marco, good to see you.’ They shook hands - a quick, firm exchange - before the man gestured toward the discreet door at the back, the kind that only the right people ever walked through.

‘The boss is in his office.’

Marco nodded, following the man down a long corridor decorated like the rest of the establishment. At its end, the corridor widened into a small lobby, the only way forward a buttoned leather door. A suited guard stood in front of it. Looking at him, Marco figured that one guard like that was probably all you’d need. As they came up, the man nodded, and stepped aside, allowing Marco to enter.

Inside, the room was dominated by a massive oak table,  able to seat twelve with room to spare, and polished to a mirror-like finish. Seated at the head of the table was Enzo Rossi, one of the most important figures in the New Jersey underworld. His presence was commanding, a blend of paternal authority and menace. Flanking him were two of his most trusted men, who’d earned those places through undisputed loyalty. One of the men poured two measures of brandy. 

‘Marco, my boy,’ Enzo rose and kissed him on both cheeks. ‘Come, sit with me. How’s your wife and the little ones?’ 

He took the offered seat. ‘Thank you, patron, always an honor. They are all well, grazi.’ Marco replied, maintaining a  friendly, but respectful tone. 

‘Bene, questa è una buona cosa.’  Enzo smiled, then leaned back, studying Marco with shrewd eyes. ‘You’ve done well, Marco. Your handling of that recent docks business was especially appreciated. It caused a lot of talk among my brothers.’ 

Marco merely inclined his head in acknowledgment.

Enzo turned to the two men, ‘Gentlemen, you can give Toni a break.’ He nodded to the door.

‘Patron.’

When they were alone, Enzo leaned forward and lowered his voice a little.

‘I’ve asked you here tonight because we have a new opportunity, one that requires particular ... talents.’

‘If it is within my power to be of use …’ 

Enzo smiled. This was exactly the response he’d been seeking. For the next few minutes Marco listened intently as Enzo outlined the details of the high-profile art collection set to be transported from Texas to a New York auction house. Following the death of its owner, and the announcement that the collection was to be broken, the newspapers had been buzzing briefly with speculation about its worth, chiefly interested as its provenance had been contested by an Italian Jewish family who claimed it had been looted from them by the Nazis, and subsequently illegitimately acquired by an American. The US government had stated that the evidence was entirely circumstantial and refused to intervene. 

‘This collection,’ Enzo continued, ‘is worth a good deal. But more than that, it’s important to one of our … supporters in the old country.’ Marco was hardly surprised at this detail but for the moment said nothing. ‘It’s a delicate matter, this one Marco. One that requires brains, not just muscle.’ 

‘Where does this… shipment need to be delivered?’ Marco asked. 

‘Italia.’ Enzo replied calmly, watching Marco closely as he did so. 

With effort, Marco kept his face straight. ‘How much time do we have before the collection is moved, Patron?’

‘The shipment leaves Texas by rail in two weeks,’ Enzo said. ‘We understand that it will be lightly, but professionally guarded. It seems that the owners wish it to attract as little attention as possible while it makes its way to New York. One of my people will bring details for you tomorrow.’ 

Marco nodded, ‘I will have to have some help with this one, Patron.’ 

‘Of course.’ Enzo nodded, pouring them both brandy. ‘Use your own men, but they must not be taken into our confidence.’ 

‘I understand.’ Marco paused, ‘Begging your pardon, Patron, but… there is one.’ 

Enzo merely lifted an eyebrow in query.

‘Vinnie Moretti, he’s the best planner we have, and I trust him with my life.’

‘You do?’ Enzo asked quietly. ‘He’s a good boy.’ He paused, ‘I knew his mother.’ For a moment he seemed to be lost in memory, then, ‘So, tell him, but Marco, let us be clear. You are trusting this man with with your life. Should we fail to acquire this collection because anyone talked, then… some people would be less than happy.’ The statement needed no elaboration.

Marco leaned forward, his eyes locked with Enzo’s. ‘I understand, Patron.  We shall not disappoint you.’ 

Enzo smiled and sat back. ‘I was sure of it.’ 

‘One more thing, Patron. Are there any… locals… people who might not take kindly to Jersey boys operating on their turf?’ 

‘You are right to ask. There are some… small locals. We made a decision that this business should be able to conclude without them becoming involved. Your team will need to be careful.’ 

Marco nodded thoughtfully. ‘I understand.’

Enzo pressed a small button set into the edge of the table. Marco looked up as one of Enzo’s men outside opened the door, then stood holding it. As Marco turned to leave, Enzo’s voice stopped him. ‘Marco… trust your instincts. They’ve brought you this far. Don’t let anyone sway you from your business.  Report only to me. Come back in a week, no more, so you can tell me of your plan.’ Enzo turned his attention back to his brandy. 

Marco nodded, ‘As you say, Patron.’ 

The hallway felt endless, the thick carpet swallowing the sound of his steps but doing nothing to lighten the sense of his new responsibility. He knew this heist could be his defining moment, the thing he needed to gain a seat at the top table, but the complexity and risk were immense. He had grown up on the tough streets of New Jersey, where every day was a battle for survival. His father, a small-time hustler, had taught him the harsh realities of life early on. Marco had seen firsthand how power and respect could elevate a man above the rabble, how they could insulate him from the petty dangers of everyday life. Yet, despite his hard-won skills and the respect he commanded in certain circles, he always felt that he was on the outside looking in.

Marco's drive for power and respect was not merely a base instinct; it was a fundamental part of his human nature, his desire to craft a future where he was no longer on the periphery but at the center of power. Reaching the club’s main area, Marco asked for the phone  and was guided to a booth in the corner. He closed the glass door, then dialed. The line clicked, and a familiar voice answered. ‘Vinnie, it’s Marco. I’m at the Palazzo… meet me tomorrow for breakfast, usual place.’ 

Vinnie knew better than to ask questions over the phone. ‘I’ll be there. Is anyone else going to be hungry?’

‘No, just us. Ciao.’ 

Marco placed the receiver back with deliberate care, his mind already calculating the moves ahead. The pieces were falling into place, but the weight of what lay between them tugged at the back of his thoughts. He made his way from the club, the night air cool against his skin. As he got into his black '46 Cadillac Series 62 - one of the first luxury models available after wartime production restrictions had lifted - he paused to light a cigarette and noticed the faintest of tremors in his hands. The heavy door closed with a solid thunk, and the engine's deep purr seemed to calm his nerves as he pulled away from the curb, the radio dial glowing softly in the dash. The wheels were in motion, and there was no turning back now. 

  ❖❖❖


Chapter 3 

Eddie had taken trains like anyone else. But after driving past the rows of Quonset huts still serving as temporary housing for returning veterans on the outskirts of town, and spending half an hour beside the Yardmaster, Duncan Swayle, watching the organized chaos of a railroad in motion, he was starting to realize just how much sweat and metal it took to keep things moving. The clanking of couplings locking into place, the thick smell of diesel, and the steady thud of engines created a rhythm that, to Eddie’s ear, sounded almost like a heartbeat.  His shoes kicked up little puffs of pale Kansas dirt as he walked beside one of many lines with Swayle. The unseasonably warm spring of '47 had turned everything dusty, and men worked in shirtsleeves, wiping their brows with handkerchiefs as the midday sun beat down. From around them diesel locomotives engines roared here and there to the accompaniment of clanking as wagons and coaches were locked together. 

Used to be a whole lot busier than this,’ Swayle said, his eyes squinting as if looking back in time. ‘During the war, day or night, I tell you this place was alive with the screech of shunting wagons and the groan of steam units. Big jobs - ship’s guns, munitions, even tanks. We weren’t supposed to know what we were moving, but a rail man always knows. Can’t help it.’

‘You were here for all of that? As Yardmaster?

‘Yeah, I got a bum leg, so I was no good for the forces. They kept me here just keeping everything moving for our boys.’ Swayle pulled a cigarette from a crumpled pack of Luckys and offered one to Eddie. After they lit up, Swayle pointed with his cigarette towards a patch of rusted tracks about a hundred yards off, the smoke from his drag twisting in the air. ‘There.’ 

Where?’ Eddie squinted. To him, it all looked the same - a tangle of tracks and sidings, sheds dotting the horizon like forgotten relics. Everything seemed to blur together in a maze of rust and rails.

Swayle sighed. ‘There. That’s what we call a staging yard. Time was we kept locos and wagons there awaiting their turn to move to the mainline.’ He spat into the dust. ‘Hardly ever got call to use it now.’ 

Eddie looked around him. ‘So, how’s that different to any of this?’ He waved a vague hand around them. Swayle nudged his hat back on his forehead. ‘That’s what we call a Classification Yard. It’s where rail cars get sorted, assembled, and sent on their way. Used to be a hive of activity, now it’s mostly rust and memory.’

‘Ahuh…’ Eddie said, clearly none the wiser. 

‘It doesn’t really matter, except those wagons that nobody is supposed to know about - are coming up on the Pioneer Southern Rail.’ Eddie continued to stare blankly. Swayle gave out a long breath and went on, ‘We have to switch railroads. Pioneer aren’t licensed beyond these yards. We have to de-couple those wagons, then connect them to a  Liberty Central loco for the run through to New York… and we had to get a special northern dispatch approval for that, so we didn’t have to do it all over again somewhere up the line.’ 

Eddie was confused, ‘So, hold on - I was told this train with these wagons on it was going straight through Gresham Springs. No stops -’

‘There’s always some damned fool who knows nothing about rail talking like that. Nope, you take it from me. Those wagons have to be switched. But with this much room, we’ll get it done proper, and proper quick, you can be sure.’ 

Yeah, except the train is stopping. Great.

Eddie looked back and forth between where they stood and the switching yard. ‘I hate to be a pain and all, but can you show me where it all happens?’ Swayle shot him a look - a blend of ‘you’re a pain in my ass’ and ‘you’re still a cop, so I’ll humor you. Swayle finally nodded. Without a word he turned kicking up a small cloud of dust and started across the tracks. 

A minute later they were standing among tracks which frankly, didn’t look to Eddie any different from where they had just been.  He pulled out his notebook and pen.

‘Okay, see that line down there with the red marker sign next to it?’ Eddie nodded. ‘Well that’s where the Pioneer Southern diesel unit will come in. It’ll then be turned onto this siding here-’ He pointed, and checked to see if Eddie was following this. 

‘Over by those sheds?’ 

‘That’s the one. That’s where we’ll unhook those wagons and use what we call a shunt locomotive - a little fella, that one - to pull them back onto the parallel track. Then the Pioneer train can get on back to her route. Once we back up those wagons to the waiting Liberty Central, we can hook them up, and she’s off too - all the way to New York.’ 

‘Just like that?’ 

‘Detective, my boys know their jobs, alright? Trust me, they’ve done lots harder than this during the war - often on two hours sleep in as many days. Don’t you worry none, your wagons will be in and out of here before you know it.’ 

‘It certainly sounds that way.’ Eddie thanked Swayle for his time, and followed him back to where he’d parked his car near the Yardmaster’s office. He stopped before opening the Buick’s door. ‘Oh one thing, Mr Swayle.’ Swayle turned him. ‘Who’s overseeing security here at the yards for this?’ 

‘Some security outfit from town. They came by a day or two ago with the boys from Texas.’ He fished a small notebook from his coverall and flipped it open. ‘Yeah, here it is. Castillo. Nathan Castillo. He’s with All State Security.’ They shook hands and Eddie sat got into the car - but didn’t immediately drive away. Leaving the driver’s door open, he lit a cigarette and looked back over his notes.  He couldn’t immediately find any fault with what he’d learned. This guy Swayle definitely seemed to know his stuff. Still, Eddie was bothered by the fact that the brief was written by someone who clearly hadn’t done enough work to know that the train would stop here. 

What else we don’t know?

He checked his watch, and then started the engine. He’d have just enough time to get back into town, grab an early lunch, and be ready for his… appointment.

As the Buick left the dirt parking lot, a switchman walked up to Swayle and handed him some papers. ‘What did that guy want?’

‘Hi Jeff. GSPD. Detective something or other Williams. Just another passer-by wanting to make sure that we know how to do our jobs.’ He smiled ruefully at the Switchman and went inside. The man returned the smile until Swayle was out of sight, then he turned to gaze after the car slowly vanishing into the distance, the smile being replaced by a seriously thoughtful look. A cop, huh? Detective Something-or-other Williams. The switchman’s watched the car disappear in a cloud of dust. He knew someone who’d be very interested in that name.

  ❖❖❖

Maggie's Diner was pure New Jersey, all chrome and neon glinting in the morning sun. The sign in the window advertised the blue plate special for sixty-five cents, a price that had jumped twenty cents since OPA price controls had ended last year, but still drew in the working men who counted their dollars carefully in this inflation-heavy era. Inside, the air was thick with the sizzle of frying bacon, the rich scent of coffee, and a faint sweetness drifting in from the kitchen, like something fresh out of the oven. The long counter, made of black marble with white veins, was lined with red leather swivel stools, each one worn from years of use. The checkered tile floor beneath was a black-and-white mosaic, leading to the back where a few booths were ready for early patrons. 

Above the counter, a menu board displayed in white chalk on black slate offered the day's specials: pancakes, eggs any style, and a variety of sandwiches.  A row of large white coffee urns stood ready, their polished surfaces reflecting the soft glow of the overhead lights. The air hummed with low chatter, the occasional clatter of dishes, and the steady sizzle from the griddle. It was the kind of soundscape that made you feel like you were wrapped in familiarity. The radio perched on a shelf was playing soft jazz, interrupted occasionally by news bulletins about the Truman Doctrine or commercials for Ipana toothpaste. A discarded copy of Life magazine on the counter featured Jackie Robinson's breakthrough with the Brooklyn Dodgers on its cover.  At the far end of the counter, a man in his late forties with a receding hairline and a white apron leaned against the stainless steel soda fountain, chatting with a regular. 

The bell above the door tinkled briefly as Marco and Vinnie entered.  Walking towards the booths at the rear, Marco smiled in greeting to the man behind the counter, then nodded towards the booths. ‘Hey Al, you got two hungry Italians for breakfast.’

‘Hey Marco, Vinnie - good to see you.’ Al moved towards them and Marco said quietly, ‘Al, we’re feeling the need for a little privacy this morning.’

‘Say no more’

As Marco and Vinnie took seats in a booth, Al came around the counter and placed ‘Reserved’ signs on the adjacent tables.  He had no problem with Marco or his boys coming here. He didn’t really know exactly what they did - nor did he care to. What he did know, was that they were regular spenders who made no fuss, didn’t give his girls a hard time, and often tipped on the heavier side. Plus, he was sure that should he ever have any trouble from anyone else, a phone call to Marco would take care of it.  His mother – Maggie - from whom the diner took its name, had passed during the war. She wouldn’t have approved of Marco and the others, but hey, times change, he’d reminded himself, and a smart man changed with them. 

With coffee and plates in front of them, Marco quietly briefed Vinnie with what he knew so far on the score. When he stopped, Vinnie let out a long whistle, shaking his head. ‘Somebody trusts you.’ 

Marco gave a half-grin. ‘Maybe. Or maybe I’m just low enough on the food chain that no one’s going to shed a tear if they cut me loose. 

‘What does that say about me?’ 

‘Not a whole lot, I guess.’ They shared a quiet laugh. 

Marco watched Vinnie. He could almost hear the gears turning in the other man’s head. Truth was, Vinnie loved stuff like this. He’d once confessed to Marco that it was one of the things he missed about the war - planning, and execution. He let Vinnie quickly digest what he’d shared, and then they began discussing the key aspects - the art is on a train, it will be professionally - but apparently - lightly guarded, and a lot of the pieces were delicate, which means their team would need to handle the pieces with extreme care and precision. 

Vinnie started to sketch out his thinking. ‘Well, the biggest part of this, however we do it - is going to be time.’ He could see Marco looking thoughtful, so he continued. ‘Way I see it, the score has to be handled carefully. Although I’m not quite sure what that even means yet… we need to know how these things, are wrapped, or boxed, or whatever. But whatever, we ain’t gonna be throwing this stuff into the back seat of a car and ripping out of there. We need to know how this stuff breaks up, how heavy is it all - do we need special gear to handle it, or just strong backs?’ Marco was nodding as he made notes. 

‘Enzo’s man is putting us onto someone at the railroad. This guy will have some details. I should have that today.’ 

Vinnie nodded slowly. ‘Good. But we’re hard against the clock on this one, Marco. Whatever we do, I don’t know… unload this stuff into trucks or whatever, is going to take time. However we do this, we need the maximum time before anyone starts making a noise. That means we do it somewhere quiet, and with enough ways out of there to make it hard to block us.’ He frowned. ‘I don’t know, I’m thinking maybe decoys or something, stuff that’ll make it hard for anyone to know what to look for.’ 

Marco agreed. ‘Look, at least we’ve got a place to start. I’d like a good look around where the stuff is going to be loaded in Texas but it’s odds-on that we’d be spotted. I’ll wait and see if this information later throws any light on this - I’m told we’ll get at least the route - hopefully a bit more.’

Vinnie drained the last of his coffee. ‘Any thoughts about who we’ll use?’

Marco shook his head slowly. ‘Not really. I need an outline plan first. But one thing Vinnie - they can’t be told the score. To them it’s just gotta be boxes or something.’ Vinnie looked pensive. ‘Fragile boxes.’ Marco added.

‘You don’t need me to tell you, some of the boys won’t be happy about that. It’s not how we usually -’

‘I know, I know. But I had to convince Enzo that telling you was okay, you know?’

Vinnie raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘I ain’t arguing with you. Just speaking my thoughts.’ Marco looked at him for a moment. ‘I’m not saying you’re wrong, Vinnie. We’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it, yeah?’

‘Sure. No problem.’ Vinnie suddenly looked at his wristwatch and stood quickly. ‘Shit, I’m meant to be meeting with Big Tony in ten.’

‘What’s that about?’

‘Aw, some Hollywood bum dropped a packet on Tony’s gaming tables. Signed some hefty IOUs. Now he’s back on the West coast it looks like his memory is giving him trouble. Tony would like it if I refreshed it for him.’ He grinned at Marco.

‘This bum got a name?’

‘Walker. Charles Walker. Some big-shot Hollywood type. Probably thinks the rules don’t apply once he’s west of the Hudson.’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘Me neither, until now. Gotta go. Talk more tonight?’

Marco nodded. ‘Come by after eight, Angela will make us something and I’ll have those details by then.’

‘Sounds good, ciao.’

  ❖❖❖ 


Chapter 4 

Eddie’s footsteps echoed softly down the dim hallway, each step like the slow tick of a clock measuring something inevitable. The building, a relic from the 1910s, was a stark contrast to its neighbors, its corridors a maze of forgotten time. The frosted glass door at the end bore the name “Dr. Ellis M. Clark, PhD.,” etched in precise black script, the letters sharp against the muted glow of the hallway light.

Eddie paused at the door, his hand hovering, trembling slightly, as if reluctant to close the distance, knowing that opening it would somehow bring him closer once again to what he didn’t want to face. The muted sounds of clicking typewriter keys from an office across the hall barely registered in his mind. Eddie’s breath was shallow, the air in the hallway suddenly too thick, too stale. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest, a rhythmic drumbeat that drowned out any semblance of rational thought. For a moment, he considered turning around, walking away from this place and everything it represented. With a shaky exhale, he turned the knob and pushed the door open.

The small outer office was empty, the receptionist’s desk neat and orderly, the large clock on the far wall ticking away the seconds. The door to Dr. Clark’s office was ajar, the faint sound of shuffling papers emanating from within. Eddie forced a breath, swallowing the rising tide of anxiety that threatened to choke him, before stepping through the door into a room that had seen his deepest wounds laid bare.

Dr. Clark looked up from his desk, the creases of concentration on his forehead softening as he removed his spectacles. ‘Ah, Eddie. Come in, please.’

Dr. Clark's office was a study in calculated calm. The walls were painted a soothing shade of beige, adorned with framed certificates and photographs of serene English-looking landscapes. A large  desk dominated one side of the room, cluttered with papers, a banker’s lamp, and neatly arranged set of pens. A leather armchair faced the desk, flanked by a small table holding a box of tissues and a glass of water.

Eddie nodded stiffly, the motion jerky and unnatural, as though his body had forgotten how to move fluidly. He closed the door behind him, the click of the latch echoing too loudly in the otherwise quiet room. Taking his usual seat, he avoided Dr. Clark’s gaze, instead letting his eyes drift around the office - hoping to delay the inevitable. The room always managed to feel too small, and the air too thick. Eddie's hands rested on his knees, fingers pinching his trouser creases like a lifeline. 

‘How have you been?’ Dr. Clark’s voice was calm, measured, but to Eddie there was the undercurrent of concern - concern that always felt like judgment, no matter how well-intentioned.

Eddie’s shoulders tensed, the words lodging in his throat like always. ‘Much the same, I guess,’ he managed, his voice quiet. The admission felt hollow, empty, but he couldn’t muster anything more. Not today. Dr. Clark leaned back in his chair, the movement slow, deliberate.

‘Eddie,’ Dr. Clark began, his tone gentle but insistent, ‘we’ve been meeting for several months now. And while we’ve made some progress, your department is looking for evidence supporting a more substantial improvement. Frankly, they’re concerned about your ability to continue in your role.’

Eddie’s jaw tightened, the tension in his body coiling like a spring ready to snap. He had known this was coming. Harry had warned him. But hearing it from Dr. Clark - hearing it aloud - made it real in a way that no amount of preparation could soften. ‘I know,’ he said, the words clipped.

Dr. Clark didn’t respond immediately, letting the silence stretch between them. Eddie could feel the pressure mounting, the air in the room growing denser with every passing second. He hated the way these sessions, left him exposed, vulnerable.

‘Eddie,’ Dr. Clark’s voice cut through the haze, drawing Eddie’s attention back to him. ‘Are you still experiencing any... hallucinations? Or dreams that feel... too real?’

The question landed like a punch to the gut. Eddie’s hand instinctively went to the scar on the base of his thumb, rubbing it absentmindedly, a subconscious effort to ground himself in the present. His mind flashed back to the episode one night in his bathroom,the drunken night that had led him to Dr Clark’s door. 

He remembered it with awful, crystal clarity - staggering into the bathroom, the sharp tang of bourbon clinging to his throat, the sourness of his own breath heavy in the air. How his unfocused eyes caught the bathroom mirror, and there - behind his drunken reflection - stood Irene.  It wasn’t the radiant woman he’d married, but the ghost of who she’d become - haunted, worn, eyes ringed with dark circles and dulled by the slow, unrelenting erosion of her spirit. The depressed young woman, eventually so incapable of looking after herself that she mixed her medication with drink - ‘just something to take the edge off’ - and accidentally over-dosed when he was on night shift. Her hair hung greasy and lank, her eyes deeply circled by black rings that could almost pass for bruises. She seemed to look at him dispassionately, and then he heard her, 'Oh, Eddie'. 

He’d spun and collapsed to the floor in a pool of bourbon, broken glass, fright, and total confusion.  The blood, the smoke, the overwhelming sense of dread - it all came rushing back with a force now that nearly took his breath away. He remembers how he scrambled on that floor, looking everywhere all at once, his head swimming because of the booze - but he was alone. How, with tremendous effort he managed to regain his feet, and after a couple of false starts, finally dared to look again in the mirror. There was just him, blood dripping from a cut hand, and a wisp of smoke rising from the dropped cigarette passing between him and the mirror. 

He swallowed hard, forcing the words out past the lump in his throat. ‘No,’ he lied, the word hollow, drifting from his lips as though spoken by someone else. ‘But... I’ve stopped drinking.’

Dr. Clark’s gaze remained steady, unyielding, as though he could see right through Eddie’s facade. The silence stretched again, a taut string ready to snap. Eddie’s heart raced, the blood pounding in his ears. He could feel the room closing in, the walls pressing down on him, the air growing thinner by the second. 

‘How do you feel, Eddie?’ Dr. Clark asked, his voice a constant thread through the suffocating fog of Eddie’s thoughts. 

Guilty... ashamed,’ Eddie admitted, the words scraping his throat like broken glass. They felt jagged, each syllable cutting deeper into the emptiness she’d left behind.

The psychiatrist’s expression softened, but his tone remained firm. ‘Guilt and shame are powerful emotions, Eddie. But they’re different. We feel guilt when we believe we’ve failed someone we care about, and we feel shame when we think we’ve failed in the eyes of others.’ 

Eddie could feel the tears welling up, burning behind his eyes, but he refused to let them fall. Not here. Not now.

‘Do you think Harry and the other detectives feel you’ve failed them?’ Dr. Clark’s question was a direct hit, cutting through the fog of Eddie’s guilt like a knife. Eddie’s chest tightened, the air leaving his lungs in a ragged exhale.

‘I don’t know,’ he whispered, his voice barely audible. The admission felt like a betrayal, a surrender to the relentless tide of doubt and self-loathing that had consumed him since Irene’s death. ‘They taught me, got me into the system…’ 

Clark leaned forward, his gaze intense but compassionate. ‘Eddie, listen to me. Your department values you, and they want you to have help. You’re here right now because they believe in you.’ Dr. Clark’s expression didn’t change, but his tone grew softer, more insistent. 'Eddie, whatever your recent... difficulties with your work, I'm told you're a good detective. Very good in fact.' Eddie gave a slight self-deprecating shrug, his attention returns to the carpet between his feet. 'Here's the thing, Eddie. Your job is to compare the sides of a story, the different versions - and to find the truth. That's what a detective does, isn't that right? Eddie, I need to ask you a hard question.’ He paused, aware that his next words were potentially the most important he would use. He breathed deeply for a moment, then went on,his voice soft, ‘Eddie, what do you think your wife’s responsibility was for what happened that night?’ 

The question hit Eddie like a physical blow, the force of it knocking the wind out of him. Eddie’s face contorted in anguish, the tears finally breaking free, streaming down his cheeks in silent rivers. ‘No,’ he choked out, his voice cracking under the weight of his grief. ‘No, it wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t herself... she was unwell…’ 

Clark remained silent, allowing Eddie the space to process, to feel, the full weight of his words. When he spoke again, his voice was steady, deliberate. 'Eddie, look at the evidence. It's never been about you.' He waited, then, 'Your wife from what I'm told was a good woman Eddie, and as worthy of love as any good person ever is. But she wasn't well, Eddie. And... we weren't able to help her before her own judgment became... unreliable. From the evidence, she never meant to leave you, Eddie. She just wasn't able to see things clearly.' He waits, Eddie is quiet now. 'My responsibility now is to you, Eddie, and to your department. I need you to be the detective that you can be Eddie - and forgive her, not yourself - you have nothing for which to atone.' 

Clark waited, watching as the struggle played out on Eddie’s face. He knew how delicate this moment was, how important it was not to push too hard, but also not to let Eddie retreat back into the safety of his denial. ‘Eddie,’ he said gently, ‘sometimes, no matter how much we love someone, we can’t save them from themselves. You can still honor her memory, still hold onto what you shared, while also accepting that her judgment was compromised. That’s the truth, and it’s part of the healing.’ 

Eddie nodded slowly, the movement small but significant. Clark leaned back, the tension in the room easing slightly. ‘This has been an important step, Eddie.’ 

Eddie wiped his face with a shaky hand, his breath coming a little easier. He didn’t know if he would ever fully forgive himself. But for the first time, he could see a way  to live with the truth and still hold onto the love he had for Irene. In the heart of Eddie’s sorrow, where the stark reality of his wife's absence loomed, lay an intricate dance between grief and the human need for meaning. The deep chasm that Irene’s loss had carved into his life wasn't just about her physical absence. It was about the sudden, brutal destruction of the future they had meticulously woven together through dreams and quiet conversations.  Eddie had often caught himself wandering through memories, not just of Irene, but of the life they had envisaged. These weren’t just idle dreams; they were the very essence of Eddie’s purpose, his anchor in the sea of life. Eddie realized that Clark had started talking again. 

‘Perhaps we can make more progress if we start thinking about your situation in a different way - what you need to do now to honor what Irene would have wanted for you, and let you carry that forward.’ He paused, studying Eddie’s face. ‘I’m told you have a new assignment.’ Eddie summoned up the energy to nod. Clark gave a gentle smile. ‘Maybe this is an opportunity for you to make some badly needed progress, Eddie.’ 

Eddie looked down at his hands. ‘I'm really going to try,’ he said finally, looking up at Clark.

The doctor gave him a small, encouraging smile. ‘That’s all anyone is looking for, Eddie. Just take it one day at a time.’

Eddie stood up, and shook the doctor’s hand before turning to leave. As he made his way to the stairs, he knew deep down that he didn’t really have a clue what he could do that would be any different to what he’d done, but the new assignment – shit or not – was turning out to be something of a welcome relief. He would do the job he loved, the job she had always believed he was meant to do.

Sitting in the car, Eddie stared into the empty space in front of him, trying to summon the courage to confront the void that had consumed him. His loss was more than grief. It was the death of the life they were meant to build together, the future that had once stretched before them like a promise, now broken into a thousand unrecognizable pieces. Irene’s death didn't just take her away; it shattered the story of their shared destiny.  He had been walking through his days numb, his actions devoid of the purpose that had once been second nature. Now, he understood that to find his way back to the living, he badly needed a new story.

God, how he missed her. Every breath without her felt like a betrayal, a reminder that he was still here - and she wasn’t.

❖❖❖


Chapter 5 

Laura Evans had always found the rhythmic clatter of a train on the tracks  a comforting sound. A steady companion  as she made her way from Los Angeles to Gresham Springs. The window framed a moving tableau of distant mountains  finally giving way to dusty plains out as far as her eye could see. Laura glanced once again at Georgie Sullivan Just as every time before he was reviewing various production schedules with a meticulous eye. She smiled, he really was a rather sweet man – very good at his job, and evidently very much in love with picture making. 

She sensed they were approaching Gresham Springs before the conductor came walking through the carriages, calling out their imminent arrival. First the isolated farmhouses become more frequent, then the medieval tower-like grain silos began populate parts of the skyline, followed in turn by industrial processing plants, and some cattle yards. A mile from the station, quaint streets and shops with old-fashioned facades lined their path.

It was unusually warm, the kind of premature summer heat that had farmers worrying about drought after the harsh winter's heavy snowfall had finally melted away, transforming the landscape almost overnight from muddy browns to vibrant greens.  The train eased into Gresham Springs, the thick air clinging to Laura’s skin as she stepped out. The scent of earth and blooming wildflowers mixed with the dry, omnipresent dust of the plains. It was a sharp contrast to Los Angeles’ smog, this was the kind of place where heat stuck to you, and time seemed to stretch out in the open sky.

Before they could retrieve their bags a studious looking man of middle age approached them, removed his hat, and coughed gently to get their attention.

‘Um, pardon me Sir, Ma’am… do I have the honor of addressing Mr Sullivan, and Miss Evans?’ They both nodded and smiled – Laura working hard on not letting hers turn into a wide grin as this old time display of manners. They shook hands briefly, Laura sensing that the gentleman was a little less comfortable than she with the gesture.

‘I’m Mr Wiseman. If y’all don’t mind following me, our esteemed Mayor, Mr Franklin Peterson, is awaiting on you outside. He gestured to a young man with him, ‘Billy here will see to your things.’ Billy took off to find their bags and Wiseman led the way to the exit. Laura stifled a giggle when Georgie leaned over towards her ear and softly whispered, ‘Esteemed, no less.’ 

Mayor Franklin Peterson stood waiting beside a large Lincoln sedan, his politician’s practiced broad smile and outstretched hand at the ready. Next to him was Captain Hollis Bennett, a tall man with a no-nonsense demeanor, his navy uniform marking him out as the local Chief of Police. 

‘Welcome to Gresham Springs!’ Peterson's voice boomed with practiced warmth. ‘Miss Evans, I presume? And this must be Georgie Sullivan.’

‘Thank you, Mayor Peterson," Laura replied, shaking his hand firmly. ‘We're excited to be here and talk with you about our project.’ 

Peterson gestured to a sleek black car. ‘Let’s get you settled in first, then we’ll talk.’ He turned. ‘This is Captain Hollis Bennett. He’ll rejoin us at my office.’ Bennett made no move to shake hands, merely inclining his head in greeting. 

The ride to the hotel was filled with small talk, Peterson highlighting local landmarks with the enthusiasm of a tour guide. Their hotel was a charming relic from another era, all polished wood and vintage décor, and situated across the street from the city hall. Peterson led them to his office. It was at the top of a surprisingly modest building, but one that nonetheless exuded the appropriate civic authority. Inside, Peterson motioned for them to sit. Captain Bennett took a seat a little to one side of the mayor, his presence a silent reminder of  official oversight on this project.

‘Well, we're thrilled to have Hollywood here,’ Peterson began, his eyes twinkling with the anticipated promise of fame and recognition. ‘This film could put Gresham Springs on the map. And so we’re keen to do whatever we can help.’ Bennett gave a slight throat-clearing noise that earned him a look of rebuke. ‘You mustn’t mind the Captain, it is, of course, his place to see that we work out all the necessary permits, safety conditions, and perhaps… some fees.’ 

Laura smiled, sensing the underlying tension between the two; and playing to the currents of vanity and ambition in Peterson's words. ‘We appreciate your support, Mayor Peterson, and that of Captain Bennett. Cooperation with the city is crucial to the success of our project.’ Nice, thought Georgie, who had so far said nothing. 

Peterson beamed. ‘ I hope that you don’t mind, but well, I've already spoken to some of the local business owners and a few... key people… naturally, they're very excited. I've taken the liberty of suggesting that there might come opportunities for a few to appear in the film.’

I bet you have.

‘That's wonderful," Laura replied smoothly. ‘It’s always great to involve the community, build a real connection with the picture.’ 

Georgie was impressed. He’d not worked with Laura before, but he already suspected he was going to enjoy the experience.

Captain Bennett cleared his throat, drawing the group's attention. ‘Ms. Evans, we will need to understand what kind of security measures will you need on your location? We want to make sure everything goes smoothly and safely.’

And no doubt, bill the city heavily for the uniformed officers’ time - who will then hit up Charles Walker for the privilege.

Laura spoke straight back to his directness. ‘Of course Captain, we’ll go into any details with you over the next day or so, but for now we'll assume that we could use some assistance to secure the two shooting sites - the rail yard, and the airport cargo area. We anticipate a lot of equipment and personnel moving in and out. Obviously we have people accustomed to working under these conditions, but your people will be will be invaluable in maintaining order and ensuring the safety of everyone involved.’

Bennett nodded, clearly satisfied that her response – as had been her intention - had put him in a good bargaining position with the Mayor. 

Georgie watched the exchange, noting how Laura deftly navigated Peterson’s vanity while laying the groundwork for cooperation with Bennett. She had a way of making people feel heard, even when steering them exactly where she wanted.

Laura continued, ‘Perhaps if I can ask Georgie to give you a quick feel for the intended Production Schedule?’ She glanced across at her colleague, eager to draw him into the conversation. 

Georgie chimed in, ‘We've mapped out a preliminary schedule for the shoot. I’ll walk whichever of your people you think wise through it while we’re in Gresham Springs, and Captain, if there are any specific local events or activities we need to be aware of, please let us know so we can adjust accordingly.’  At this, Bennett smiled. It wasn’t much - but it passed for a smile nonetheless. 

The conversation continued on in a banal way for a few more minutes, and as the meeting concluded, Laura felt a small sense of accomplishment. They had little yet except promises, but Peterson was almost ready to dance for them on the tables, and they had made a little progress with Captain Bennett to secure the cooperation they needed. 

Back in the restaurant at their hotel, Laura and Georgie reviewed their notes. ‘What do you think of Peterson?’ Georgie asked.

‘His desire for the involvement of him and his cronies is exactly what we need for now,’ Laura replied, ‘but I’ll need to manage him so it doesn’t become a hindrance.’

Georgie nodded. ‘And Bennett?

‘Bit of a lady's man that one.’ She deadpanned. 

Once Georgie started laughing, her straight face gave way. After a few moments of laughing, she gave it another shot. ‘Look he’s all taciturn and that, but I think he’s probably pretty solid and straightforward. He might even be our anchor if things get complicated with Peterson.’ 

They finished their meal talking over the details of the next two days. Finally, Laura stood and looked out the window at the town. The sun was setting, casting a warm glow over Gresham Springs. ‘Let's get some rest. Tomorrow, we start inspecting the sites. We need to be on our toes - there’s a lot to cover.’

In her room, Laura took stock. She was confident in her abilities and the work that lay ahead. There was a lot to do, and jokes about Peterson aside, the real priority was getting Bennett solidly on board. She made a few notes, and then turned off the light letting the effects of the travel and a long day send her quickly to sleep. 

  ❖❖❖

The polished mahogany tables of the Gresham Springs Country Club dining room gleamed under soft lights. A newly made roll of honor dominated one wall, gilded names engraved in silent tribute to the club's members who had never returned from their service. The club itself had only reopened its dining room last year after serving as an officers' training facility during the war, and some members still commented on the lingering smell of military boot polish that no amount of waxing seemed able to remove from the parquet floors. 

Mayor Franklin Peterson adjusted his tie, the gold-plated pin catching the light, and leaned back in his chair. Across from him, Hollis Bennett nursed a whiskey, his eyes unconsciously scanning the room with automatic vigilance. They had known each other since childhood, their lives interwoven by the fabric of Gresham Springs. Yet, trust was a luxury neither could really afford.

Peterson’s gaze flicked to the honor roll, then back to Bennett. ‘So, what did you think of our Miss Evans and Mr. Sullivan?’ he asked, his tone carefully casual.

Bennett shrugged, setting his glass down. ‘They seemed to know what they’re about. Tomorrow will tell. But I’m more interested in how this movie is going to impact our town.’

Peterson's lips curled into a practiced smile. ‘Impact, Hollis? This is our chance to put Gresham Springs on the map. It stands to bring people here, and their money. And of course, a cameo for some us wouldn’t hurt, would it?’

Bennett’s expression remained unchanged. Visitors and their money are all well and good, Franklin, but I’ve got a department to run. The timing of this film crew's arrival, alongside that Texas rail shipment is an unfortunate coincidence. It’s going to stretch my manpower.’

Peterson waved a dismissive hand. ‘You’re worrying too much, Hollis. The Texas shipment is a routine transfer, I spoke yesterday with the Head of All State – that thing will be through and done before you could drink a coffee. Besides, I’m sure that the studio’s fees will help cover some of your department’s new equipment needs.’

The mayor's words rang hollow to Bennett, who had spent years seeing Peterson’s promises fall short. He had his reasons to be skeptical. The war had left their town with plenty of scars, economic and otherwise. Men had returned changed, families had been disrupted, and the boom times associated with wartime production were replaced by a struggle to return to normalcy on any level.

‘I’m just saying we need to be cautious,’ Bennett said, his tone firm. ‘We have a responsibility here.’ 

Peterson’s smile faded slightly, his eyes narrowing. ‘Don’t presume to lecture me about responsibility, Hollis. This is our... Gresham’s chance to get ahead. This thing has just dropped into our lap - play it right, and there will be much needed benefits.’

Bennett could hear the pitch in Peterson’s voice, the personal ambition dressing itself as  community interest. He knew the mayor saw this movie as a ticket to personal gain, a way to cement his position. But Bennett had seen enough to know that such ambitions come at a cost - and the costs often fall elsewhere.

As Peterson continued to extol the virtues of the film crew’s presence, Bennett's mind wandered back to the meeting with Laura Evans and Georgie Sullivan. Evans had been all business, her sharp eyes missing nothing, but perhaps a little too big-city smooth. Sullivan had also been quite charming  with his easygoing manner. Peterson had cleared soaked it all up. Bennett didn’t really have an issue with these picture makers, but the timing of the two things - the movie, and the shipment, left Bennett uneasy.

Bennett turned his attention back to Peterson, who was now detailing plans for an invitation-only  gala to welcome the film crew. Peterson leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. ‘Imagine it, Hollis. Our town on the silver screen. It’s local history in the making.’

Bennett nodded, though his thoughts were elsewhere. ‘I’ll imagine it, Franklin. But I’ll also be preparing for every possible outcome. My job is to keep this town safe, even from its own dreams.’

Peterson chuckled, but had a hint of condescension in his voice. ‘Always the doubter, aren’t you? That’s why you’re the chief and I’m the mayor.’

‘Someone has to be.’ Bennett replied noncommittally, his gaze steady.

The conversation turned to lighter topics, but the tension lingered between them.  As the evening wore on, the two men fell into a familiar rhythm of banter and debate, their shared history binding them even as their differing values and priorities pushed them apart. The night drew to a close with handshakes and farewells, but as Bennett walked out into the cool night air, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was coming.

He glanced back at the country club, its windows glowing warmly, and then towards the railroad tracks in the distance. The world, it seemed, had suddenly decided to come to Gresham Springs. He decided he needed to brief his officers in the  morning to make sure that they were across all this. 

❖❖❖

In New Jersey, the two men sat alone at the rustic wooden table in Marco’s dimly lit kitchen. The room was filled with the rich aroma of simmering tomato sauce and the faint scent of garlic. Marco’s wife, placed the steaming plates of pasta and an opened bottle of Chianti on the table before retreating to another room. The two men sat alone at the table in Marco’s kitchen. No sooner had Marco’s wife placed the meal on the table and an opened bottle of Chianti, than she withdrew so they could talk. 

Vinnie leaned across the table. ‘I’m serious, I may have our answer.’ His voice was a hushed whisper, laden with excitement.

Marco twisted his fork in the pasta, the sound of metal scraping against porcelain echoing softly. He chewed thoughtfully, his eyes glinting with just a touch of amusement as he regarded his lieutenant. ‘That’s quick work.’ He snapped his fingers in the air, the sound sharp and sudden. ‘Just like that?’

Vinnie grinned, a crooked smile, ‘Not exactly. But we may have something here.’

‘Shoot.’

The room seemed to softly close in around them as Vinnie spoke, ‘I told you about that director guy, Walker. Anyway, so I call him up, and I’m telling him that if I have to get on a plane for the money he’s paying for that too, and how things might get a little … unpleasant.’ Marco just nodded, and let his man talk. ‘So anyway, he starts telling me that, yeah, he knows, and he’ll be good for the money - only he has to go out of town for a few days, but as soon as he’s back, he’ll pay.’

‘Sounds familiar.’ Marco observed with a resigned tone.

‘So I’m asking this guy what he thought was so important that he should expect Mr Rossi to wait any longer? Know what he says? He’s going down to some place in Kansas because he’s shooting a piece of his new movie on location  there - and if Mr Rossi wants his money, Walker needs to do this thing first.’

Marco sat back, the chair creaking slightly. He sipped a little wine, the liquid glinting the light, and shrugged, ‘What did you tell him?’

‘I was about to get to that, but he’s going on all the time about this and that, and his damned picture he’s making… and that’s when he finally says something interesting.’ Marco merely lifted an eyebrow, the gesture both inquisitive and skeptical.

‘You see, turns out that our boy Walker is making a movie - with a bunch of it shot on a train.’

‘A train?’ Marco’s interest piqued, he sat up straighter.  ‘What sort of a movie, like a Western or something?’ 

‘No. He’s shooting on a modern train someplace in Kansas. So I start making like I’m interested in movies, and he can’t stop talking - he’s making a movie, ya-de-yada, it’s going to be the biggest thing in Hollywood, blah blah, and they’re shooting at the big rail yards down there, and at the cargo area of the airport.’

Marco’s eyes narrowed, calculating. ‘So he’s got a train,  how does that help us …?’

Vinnie sat back looking pleased with himself, ‘Well, we looked at that map of yours before, and it just happens that this movie is shooting in Gresham Springs -’

‘On the route of the art collection…’ the sound echoing softly in the confined space. Marco grinned. ‘Maybe lady luck is smiling on us for a change.’ 

‘Could be. I mean, it’s not a plan or anything -’

‘Yet.’ Marco’s tone was decisive. He rose and picked up a leather valise from the kitchen dresser. It took only moments for the two men to spread out the hand-written notes it contained, along with a map marked in red pencil that followed a rail route out of Texas, to New York. The more they read, the more the possibility suggested itself to use the film’s production as a distraction, while they divert and hijack the wagons carrying the art. 

‘We need to get down there, Vinnie. Check this out on the ground. I’m not clear in my mind how this might work yet.’ 

‘Movie man says he’s already got some of his people going down there today to start setting things up.’ 

‘He has? Hmm, let’s finish this for now, then get yourself home. I’ll have Sal set us up to fly into the nearest big city tomorrow, and we’ll rent an automobile and drive on to this Gresham place.’ 

‘You don’t want to try and fly right in, save a little time?’ 

‘No. People will notice who comes and goes in a place like that – flying will suggest we have money, and people will talk. Drive in and we’re just another couple of traveling salesmen, or something. Be back here by lunch tomorrow with enough stuff for a few days.’ 

Vinnie nodded. He left not long after. Sitting alone at his kitchen table, Marco lit up a cigarette, the tiny flare of the match illuminating his face with a reddish glow for the briefest of moments. He watched the thin stream of blue smoke wind its way towards the ceiling, his thoughts heavy and contemplative. 

This might work. They’d see once they were on the ground… but this might really work.

❖❖❖


Chapter 6 

Eddie wasn’t impressed. The All State Security office hadn’t thrown him out yesterday, but they might as well have. The only man who could help him - Nathan Castillo - wouldn’t be in until tomorrow. Frustrated, Eddie forced a smile at the blank-faced clerks. He drew a deep breath, and decided he could work a bit further on his notes ready for inclusion in a report for Harry. He thanked the three All State office residents, who just looked at him blankly in return. He stepped into the street and muttered, ‘Assholes.’ 

Shortly afterward, Eddie sat in his apartment, a cold can of Pabst Blue Ribbon in one hand, cigarette in the other, and looked across the art collection file and his notes. Something wasn’t gelling for him, but he was damned if he knew what. 

The sun beat down on the far side of his apartment, but even in the shade, the air inside was stifling. Eddie cracked a window and lit a cigarette, the acrid smoke mingling with the strains of Frank Sinatra drifting up from the street. He recognized the tune - Five Minutes More. Good ol' Frankie was the one thing going right today. On his table lay yesterday's folded newspaper, headlines about the Taft-Hartley Act and President Truman's battle with the new Republican Congress competing with stories about Jackie Robinson's debut with the Brooklyn Dodgers last month that was still the talk of the nation. He stayed there for a moment tapping his foot, and then turned back to his table. It was something that crusty old railway man had said, what was it? That’s right, something about damned fools who knew nothing about freight, and talking nonsense. And that other thing, something about how real railway men always knew what was coming and going through their yards. 

He picked up a recent news clipping about the Coulson art collection and its intended disposal at auction. So what if Swayle was right? What if someone knew what was coming through… and what if they weren’t a damned know-nothing fool running off at the mouth? He swigged back the last of the cold can, enjoying the sharp bite at the back of his throat. 

Everyone was probably right, nobody was going to interfere with that art collection, but for the hell of it, what if?  He began at the end - assuming someone got their hands on the wagons - and worked backwards. About fifteen minutes later he sat back, feeling a little pleased with himself. He glanced across at his wife’s picture, ‘Well babe, what do you think?’ He permitted himself his first smile in quite a while. ‘Reckon I still have the touch?’ 

Eddie was parked outside the office of All State Security first thing in the morning. The sun had barely risen enough to reach down to the sidewalk, and he sat in the car smoking, and waiting. He’d even pulled out the ‘Police Business’ sign that cops put inside the windshields of plain cars to avoid tickets, pretty sure that the nice people at All State would hate him for it. Ah well, can’t be helped, he thought with a grin.  He was still feeling a little more chipper than usual when a man he hadn’t seen the day before walked up the sidewalk, paused to take in the car, then turned and fumbled at the front door of the All State offices with a bundle of keys. The man had barely turned the lock when a voice behind him interrupted. ‘Mr Castillo? Mr Nathan Castillo?’ Eddie held up his badge. There, that ought to give any nearby nosy early office workers something to gossip about. 

Castillo looked at the badge, then at Eddie. ‘That’s right.’

‘I’m Detective Williams GSPD, I’d like a few minutes of your time. I think you know what it’s about.’ Eddie added, not wanting to state his business in the street.

Castillo nodded, then with a sullen tone said, ‘You’d better come in.’

Castillo’s office was just inside the door. He flicked on the lights and sat behind his desk. Eddie waited to be invited to sit. Castillo just stared at him. Oh to hell with it, Eddie plonked himself into a chair facing Castillo.

‘I’m here in an official capacity as liaison between GSPD and yourselves, in the matter of the Coulson Collection.’

‘I don’t see why.’

‘You don’t?’

‘No detective, I do not. And I should have thought that if anyone you report to at GSPD had given it much thought at all - neither would they.’

‘What makes you think that they haven’t?’

Castillo let out a long breath and briefly rubbed his eyes. ‘Because detective, the essence of the collection’s security lays in three things. Firstly, that while the collection contains numerous object d’art of significant value, they are hardly attractive, being very difficult to fence here, or anywhere else for that matter. And frankly, I doubt anyone in this country has the skills, or means necessary to steal a shipment like this. Secondly, the arrangements are being conducted discreetly with the collection being transported to a secret location, then loaded into unmarked wagons inside a building under tight security. Randomly identifying those wagons amid thousands of others would be next to impossible. And lastly detective, the discreet management of the security arrangements is partly why All State Security was chosen to supervise this operation. I’m not sure that having… policemen running around the place is quite in keeping with that.’ 

‘Who is supervising the All State side?’

‘I am, detective.’ Castillo sat back in his chair, his growing impatience becoming more obvious. 

Eddie leaned forward, his patience thinning. ‘You’re awful sure of yourselves, Castillo. I’ve people talk this way before. Doesn’t always end well.’

‘I am sure. But here’s the thing, detective - that train and its wagons will pass through here as they will pass through many other locations, quickly and quietly. Surely you don’t propose that we involve every police department along the train’s route?’

He’s sounding like one of Swayle’s ‘damned fools’.

‘No, I suppose not.’

‘There you are. You see, this is all rather nicely in hand. But should we have need of a policeman, you may rest assured I’ll call.’ Castillo stood, unable to make the effort needed to hide his disdain. ‘Now Detective Williams, I’m sure you have much to do…’  He gestured towards the door. 

In contrast to the last time someone at All State had shown him the door, Eddie left with a chuckle. Back in his car, he tossed the ‘Police Business’ sign into the back seat, a grin tugging at his lips. Castillo was full of it, and they both knew it. There was more risk to this than Castillo was willing to admit. Back in his car, he lit a Lucky Strike, tossed the Police Business sign into the back street, and drove away thinking of coffee - and the report he’d have to file with Harry. 

Eddie was checking for messages at GSPD - there were none - when he saw Chief Bennett leaving the office, and holding the door for a not-unattractive woman he’d not seen before, and some guy.

‘Eddie!’ Harry called and waved him over. Eddie followed Harry into his office. ‘How you getting along with that art business, Eddie?’ Harry asked.

Eddie smiled broadly, taking both himself, and his boss, just a little by surprise. ‘Good thanks, Harry. It’s turned out to be… interesting.’

‘Interesting?’ Harry asked, a bit bewildered, but nonetheless pleasantly surprised by his detective’s attitude.

‘Yeah, absolutely. Although I’ve learned more about trains than you probably ever want to know.’ He laughed. Harry sat there delighted, but not entirely sure how to respond.

‘Well, I gotta tell you Eddie, this -’ He gestured towards Eddie’s open smile, ‘This is good to see. I mean that.’

‘I know Harry.’ Eddie responded. ‘I’ll have something written up for you in a day or two.’

‘Yeah sure, Eddie. No rush, okay.’ Eddie rose and started for the door. ‘Oh Harry, on the way in I saw a couple of people with Chief Bennett, anything interesting?’

Harry laughed. ‘Well you could say that - if our mayor and  some of his friends becoming movie stars is what you call interesting.’

‘For real?’

‘I’m partly kidding, they’re from some picture company. They’ll be filming here soon, and if rumor is to believed, one or two important locals might get to walk from one side of the screen to the other, or something.’

Eddie thought for a moment, ‘Important, as in our mayor?’ He shook his head in amusement. 

‘Apparently so, Eddie. Such, it seems, are the mysteries of life and show business.’ They shared grins, then Eddie went back to his desk to collect his hat and coat. 

Hollywood is coming to Gresham Springs. How about that? 

That evening, Eddie sat at his kitchen table once more, the report wasn’t due for a day or two, and in that time he’d a plan to gather the last few things it needed. The smell of cigarette smoke mingled with the faint scent of last night’s dinner. His Smith-Corona typewriter clicked under his fingers, the familiar rhythm comforting in the dim light of the single kitchen bulb. A half-empty glass of whiskey sat beside the typewriter, the ice long since melted in the heat of the room. 

❖❖❖ 

As Eddie sat typing, a Ford Deluxe rental driven by Vinnie was closing in on the Gresham Springs city limits. Marco and Vinnie had made few stops on their way from Topeka and were now keen to check in to their motel, get fed, and do some planning. Marco was pleased with the car, and it was typical of Vinnie’s thinking to choose this. It was nondescript, and he had heard that this model was popular for its reliability and practicality. They certainly didn’t need any mechanical issues interfering with their scouting mission. 

A little later, their check was complete. They prepared to go out for food, but first stopped briefly at a roadside payphone. Security habits meant that neither thought for even a second about using phones at the motel where they might be eavesdropped by a bored or nosy clerk. As they stepped out of the car, Marco’s eyes scanned the parking lot, catching every detail. He nodded slightly to Vinnie before they approached the roadside payphone, their routines ingrained after years of careful planning and precise execution. No risks, no unnecessary moves. 

Vinnie was first, a two minute call to his wife, and to say goodnight to his kids, and he was sitting on the hood of the Deluxe smoking while he watched Marco talking through the glass door. He knew the first call would be to one of Enzo’s men - just checking in. Then like Vinnie, a couple of minutes with his wife. He hung up and walked back to the car. 

‘Okay, let’s gas the car, and get some pointers to where we can find good food.’ He looked around him briefly, ‘But I don’t think we’re going to find any Italian around here, Vinnie.’

Vinnie laughed, ‘You know what they say - when in Rome … here I think it means we’re having steak.’ 

It took about an hour for the two men to finally push their plates away and sit back, full. ‘Well, you were right about the steak. Not bad though.’ 

Vinnie smiled. The cheap restaurant was almost deserted, out of habit he looked briefly around. ‘How do you want to play tomorrow?’

‘Let’s get back to the room to go over the details. The boss has someone on the inside at the rail yard. I have the name. We’re meeting him tomorrow - that’s gonna help. But for tonight, I want us to check each other, make sure we don’t miss anything. I don’t want to be standing in Rossi’s office in a few days and not be able to answer a question that we should have thought about.’ 

Vinnie was a man after his own heart, and such planning came to him as naturally as breathing. ‘C’mon, let’s go.’

Back at the motel they pushed aside a small coffee table and a padded chair. They spread a large map of the train route, and several pages of hand-made notes on the floor. Marco looked across it all for a moment, lit a cigar, then tossed the leather case to Vinnie. Vinnie crouched beside the map, running his finger along the red pencil marks tracing the train’s path. His mind ticked over the details, calculating risks, exits, and possible contingencies. Marco, leaning back in the chair, watched with a quiet intensity, trusting his partner’s judgment but always ready to probe.

‘Before we get started into answers, I want to know we’ve asked all the right questions.’  Vinnie was nodding, ‘Sure, there’s quite a bit of stuff we’re going to need from this guy we’re meeting tomorrow.’

Marco picked up a large pad of blank paper and a pencil. ‘Talk me through it.’

Vinnie took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. He paced slowly up and down, his attention firmly on the papers on the floor. ‘Okay. Let’s start with train stuff. Somebody has to have a Switch List with the art wagons on it, that’s how the rail people at the yards track which cars or wagons need to be moved, and how they make sure that each one gets correctly routed to its next destination.’ 

Marco kept writing. ‘Go on.’

‘From what I’ve heard, the way these railroads behave, they make us and our competition look like boy scouts.’ 

Marco gave a sharp laugh, ‘Really?’

‘You have no idea. These bums seem to enjoy making everything as hard as possible for each other. Like these documents that Enzo’s man says are called Interchange Agreements - without these they don’t ever let cars move between different railroads. This collection is coming out of Texas on the Pioneer something -’ 

‘Pioneer Southern.’ 

‘Yeah, that’s the one. Only Pioneer can’t go to New York - they don’t have the right agreements …’

‘So the wagons have to change trains?’

‘Exactly. Enzo’s man says that will happen right here. They’ll take the wagons off, and load them to…’ He checked his notes, ‘The Liberty Central for the trip on to New York.’

‘Got it.’ Said Marco.

There’s more,’ Vinnie continued, his voice lowering. ‘Every wagon’s got a waybill - contents, origin, final stop, all laid out. If we can get our hands on that, we’ll know their whole operation inside and out.’ 

‘Jesus, with all this paperwork, it’s a wonder anything gets anyplace.’

Vinnie laughed. ‘Ain’t that the truth. The good part for us is that no matter how much they plan this in secret, all this stuff-’ He pointed to the notes Marco was making, ‘All this - has to exist.  We get copies of that, and as far as the train goes, we know everything they do. We know how many items, how big, how heavy - everything.’ He looked at Marco, and drew deeply on his cigar. 

Marco made his decision. ‘Okay so let’s talk about tomorrow.’ As he spoke he was drawing boxes on the pad and writing brief notes in them. Vinnie walked over and looked at the pad. 

Marco started numbering the boxes’ in priority. ‘Tomorrow, we focus on everything about the trains. Our contact better be good. We need to get a look at these yards, I want to know how this stuff will come in, when and what the whole deal looks like.’ Vinnie nodded his agreement. 

‘You’re right. We get some idea of how to snatch the shipment, we can move on to how the hell to get it out of here.’ 

Marco looked at him, ‘And going back to your earlier question, we can start to figure who we need for this.’ He frowned briefly, ‘There’s something else.’

‘What’s that?’

‘We still need to lock down this guy making the picture. Have you thought about that?’ 

‘A little. I thought maybe Enzo could talk to Big Tony for us - you know, maybe we wipe this guy’s IOUs in return for getting our people onto his crew?’

Marco didn’t respond immediately. ‘Yeah, that might work.’ He weighed the idea for a moment, ‘Probably better than just putting the frighteners on to him. ‘Let’s get our plan solid,’ Marco said, a dark glint in his eye. ‘We make one mistake, and we’re done. But if we pull this off…’ He trailed off, his eyes meeting Vinnie’s. ‘This could be our best work yet.’ 

❖❖❖


Chapter 7 

Harriet Lewis stood outside the unassuming office building on Sunset Boulevard, her stomach a knot of excitement and trepidation. The modest facade hid the deals inside - deals that had made stars, or broken careers in a heartbeat. The building, like many in Hollywood, masked its importance with a modest facade. A single, frosted glass door with the name ‘Dawson & Associates’ in gold lettering gave no hint that inside deals were done that often shaped the futures of actors, a lucky few even becoming stars.

She adjusted her broad brimmed hat, and smoothed her gloves before pushing the door open. The familiar scent of polished wood, and the faint hint of cigarettes greeted her, a  reminder of the hours she’d spent here negotiating the twists and turns of her career right from its beginning. The low hum of voices behind closed doors and the distant clatter of typewriters mingled softly around her. Outside, the rumble of traffic and honking horns drifted in as a reminder of the city’s relentless pace.

‘Good morning, Miss Lewis,’ the young receptionist,  Evelyn, greeted her warmly. ‘Mr. Phillips is expecting you. You can go right in.’

Harriet returned the smile. ‘Thank you, Evelyn.’ She walked briskly down the narrow hallway, the heels of her shoes clicking against the tiled floor. The walls were adorned with framed posters of films - often brought to life partly by deals made within these walls.

Harriet pushed open the door at the end of the hall and stepped into the office. Phillip Dawson, her agent for the past decade, stood up from behind his massive desk. He was a tall man with a sharp, clean-shaven face and an ever-present pipe clamped between his teeth.

‘Harriet, darling!’ he exclaimed, coming around the desk to greet her. ‘You look well.’

‘Thanks, Phil.’ Harriet replied, accepting his handshake. ‘You’re looking well yourself.’

‘Take a seat.’ He said, gesturing to the leather chair opposite his desk. He returned to his own chair, and opened a folder on his desk and pulled out a thick contract.

Harriet smiled, though she felt a twinge of unease at the sudden memories of late nights on set. Still, the memory of Charles’ outbursts lingered - nights spent walking on eggshells, the tension thick enough to choke her. But then, there were the moments of magic when his direction lifted her performance to a place she hadn’t known she could reach. The duality had been exhausting.

Phil slid the contract across the desk to her. ‘The studio is offering you $50,000 for the film. Not bad.’ He smiled knowing it was one of the bigger contracts the agency would sign up that year. Harriet’s eyes widened slightly. It was a generous offer, more than she had ever been paid for a role. She picked up the contract and began to read through it, line by line. Phillips waited patiently, puffing on his cigar.

‘As you say, not bad.’ She knew it was a good deal. ‘Are there any catches I should know about?’ She asked, half joking. 

Phil shook his head. ‘Nothing out of the ordinary. Standard stuff. You’ll have to go on location for a few days, but that’s all outlined in there, all along with your accommodation provisions and so on. As I said on the phone, Harriet, this role... it’s more than a paycheck. It’s the kind of part that gets you seen, that makes people sit up and take notice. Play it right, and who knows? The Academy may come knocking.’

Harriet nodded, pushing aside any concerns. She picked up the pen Phil offered and signed the contract. ‘I’m in,’ she said, with a smile.

Phil grinned, taking the contract and slipping it back into the folder. ‘You won’t regret this, Harriet. Now, you’ve got a briefing at the studio in an hour about the on-location shoot. They’ll go over everything you need to know. You’re heading to a Kansas town called Gresham Springs. It’s going to be quite the adventure.’

Harriet stood, smoothing her skirt down. ‘Thanks Phil, I appreciate your help.’ 

He waved a dismissive hand, ‘Don’t mention it. Now go knock their socks off.’

As she left the office, Harriet paused for a moment, looking at the framed posters on the walls, each one in turn representing a story brought to life.

As she stepped out into the bright California sunshine, she felt a new sense of purpose. This was solid role in a good script. She hailed a cab and gave the driver the address of the studio, settling back into the seat with a sigh of relief. The deal was done. 

The drive to the studio took her through the heart of Hollywood. The scent of hot asphalt and gasoline wafted through the open cab window, mingling with the faint whiff of perfume she’d applied that morning. Hollywood’s bright marquees and towering palm trees flickered past, the heart of the industry beating all around her. She had come a long way from the small girl with dreams of stardom. It had been slow and hard – as it was for everyone - but she had never given up, had never lost sight of her goal.

The studio was a hive of activity, as always. Harriet knew her way around, and quickly made her way through a maze of sound stages and offices, finally arriving at the conference room where the briefing was to be held. She was greeted by a young assistant who led her inside.

The room was already filled with people - production crew members, and a few other actors. Harriet recognized some of them from previous projects, but there were also many new faces. She overheard snippets of conversation about the industry's growing unease with the HUAC hearings in Washington that had everyone talking in hushed tones these days. Even in the bright spring of '47, the shadow of political scrutiny loomed over Hollywood. At the head of the table stood Charles Walker, the director. He looked up as she entered, warm recognition in his eyes.

‘Harriet,’ he said, taking both her hands in his. ‘I’m glad you decided to join us.’

‘Charles,’ she replied, keeping her voice steady. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

Before it could get awkward, he gestured for her to take a seat, and she found a place near the front of the table. The briefing began, Charles outlining the schedule for the shoot in Gresham Springs. They would be filming for several days in mostly two locations, capturing the essence of small town life and its people. He spoke passionately about the project, his vision for the film clear and compelling. Harriet listened intently. Despite her reservations about Charles, she couldn’t help but be drawn in by his enthusiasm. He had a way of making everything seem possible, of painting a picture so vivid that it was impossible not to believe in it.

As the meeting drew to a close, Charles addressed the group. ‘People, we have a great script, and if we do this right, this film is going to be something special,’ he said. ‘It’s a story that I think needs to be told, and I’m honored to have such a talented team to bring it to life. Let’s make this a project we can all be proud of.’ This was greeted with a round of applause, and Harriet felt a surge of excitement. She caught Charles’s eye and gave him a small nod, something she knew he would understand as her silent acknowledgment.

The taxi ride back to her apartment was a blur as she replayed the meeting in her mind. She knew she was taking a risk, but one she was willing to take. Phil was right, this role, this film, could be the turning point in her craft she had been looking for.

Back in her home, Harriet stood by the window, looking out at the city lights. Tomorrow, the real work would begin. She wasn’t just stepping into another role; she was stepping into the next chapter of her career. And no matter what happened in Kansas, she knew one thing: she wasn’t going to let anyone - not even Charles, ruin that for her.

❖❖❖

Eddie parked his car in the same dusty spot as last time, the fine grit coating the windshield a reminder of the long, unforgiving summer. The heat pressed down, heavy and dry, as he scanned the near-empty lot. Ten or so vehicles were scattered around, a stark contrast to what this place had been in the war years - back when the rail yards hummed with life, metal clanged, and workers’ shouts filled the air. Now, it was all just echoes in the mind. 

He walked to the Yard Office, a squat brick building that bore the scars of time and use. The door, with its cracked and faded lettering, seemed to have accumulated a liberal coating of dust. Eddie knocked, the sound muffled by the heavy wood.

‘Yep!’ a voice called from inside. Eddie went in, the musty smell of old paper mixed with engine grease hitting him immediately.

Duncan Swayle looked up from his chair, and laughed. ‘Well, look who it is. You keep coming here detective, I’m gonna think you’re angling for a job.’

Eddie laughed and exchanged a hand shake with the Yardmaster. He was beginning to like Swayle. He shook his head.

‘Too complicated. I’m a simple boy.’

‘Ahuh. Sounds like bullshit to me.’ He waved to the only other chair, ‘Throw those papers on the floor, make yourself at home.’

Eddie scooped up the papers and put them carefully on the edge of Swayle’s desk. He drew a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He offered one to Swayle, who took it with a nod of thanks. 

‘So, how can I help you today, detective?’

‘Call me Eddie.’

‘Okay, Eddie …’

‘I met with the All State man, Castillo.’

Swayle began to smile. ‘How’d that go?’

‘A natural charmer.’ He responded causing Swayle to cough on his cigarette with laughter.

‘Yup. That’s about how I read him. Learn anything interesting?’

‘Not exactly. Well, I guess … I’m bothered by the fact that nobody seems to be really thinking about this shipment.’ He glanced quickly at Swayle, and corrected himself. ‘Other than the rail men, that is.’ Swayle nodded slowly, clearly interested.

‘How do you see that?’

‘Well, for example, I think All State are thinking like I was before you and I talked. You know, train in and train out, done in five minutes.’

Swayle looked at him, a small frown appearing on his brow. ‘You think this shipment is going to be a problem?’

Eddie sighed. ‘I don’t know. I mean… I guess not.’ He leaned back and stared into the distance through a dirty window. ‘I just don’t like too many assumptions, you know? After I left here I got to thinking, what if there was someone who did understand all this?’ He waved an arm that took in the whole yard. ‘What if somebody wanted that stuff, and knew how to get it?’

Swayle looked at him for a few seconds, then lay his cigarette on the edge of an over-flowing ash tray. ‘I hear you, Eddie. I want to level with you… I don’t care about some rich guy’s art, Eddie. But I care about this yard, and I care about the men who work here. If they’re at risk, you need to tell me.’

Eddie knew exactly what Swayle meant. ‘I honestly don’t think they are, Duncan. I’m just trying to be thorough, and hell, I’m a detective - so naturally suspicious. Goes with the job.’

Swayle still wasn’t smiling. ‘I understand. So what will it take for you to be sure?’

Eddie thought before responding. ‘Let’s come at this differently. Suppose - with all you know about the yard - you were going to snatch the collection, how would you do it?’

Swayle picked us his cigarette again, put I in the corner of his mouth, and squinting against the smoke pulled a handful off papers from a clip on the wall next to the desk. He gestured at Eddie, ‘Pull your chair up and look at these.’ 

Eddie drew up his chair and looked at the dockets on the desk. Each was headed with the logo of the Pioneer Southern rail road and beneath that in bold type was printed ‘Waybill’.

‘These here, are the waybills for the three wagons in total carrying that dead rich bastard’s art.’ Eddie saw that the  Waybills, a half dozen in total, looked very similar. They had places at the top for dates, wagon serial numbers, and similar details, and below these columns of quantities and descriptions.

‘See this?’ Swayle pointed at a space on the bottom right of each page - it was the total weight for the items on that waybill.

‘Jesus!’

‘That’s right, Eddie. This shipment ain’t light.’ Eddie shook his head in disbelief. 

Swayle continued, ‘So unless I was after say just one thing, and I knew it was accessible, and which wagon it was in … see where I’m going with this?’

‘You’re saying that basically it can’t be done, it’s just too big.’ He thought for a second, ‘Maybe that asshole Castillo was right.’

Swayle shook his head, ‘Sort of. But you asked how I’d do it.’ Eddie nodded.

‘Well, Eddie, I’d take it all.’ Eddie stared at the Yardmaster. 

‘I’d unhitch those wagons, swap them out, and put dummies on to the northbound train.’ Eddie felt something that had sat on the edges of his attention fall into place. The way Swayle laid it out, it all seemed so simple. Too simple. He realized that if a man like Swayle could figure this out, then so could someone else. Someone with less scruples and more ambition.

‘How would you handle the security?’ 

Swayle laughed, ‘I didn’t say I knew how to heist the collection, Eddie. I’m just saying that would be the smart way - no way you could put all that on trucks or something and just roll it out of a town like this. Even if you did, you’d probably find yourself staring at a wall of heavily armed State Troopers or something, fifty miles out of town. But, to do it you’d need to control the yard, the locos, wagons - you’d need rail men, the whole deal.’

While Swayle was talking, Eddie was making notes from the waybills.  Once he was done, he looked up.

‘Does that help?’ Swayle asked.

‘Actually it does, I mean, it’s pretty far-fetched though.’

Swayle agreed, ‘Yeah, it’s hard to imagine it working…  and even if you did get that far, how would you get the wagons far enough away to unload.’ He shook his head, ‘No, I’d say the rich folks can afford to sleep well at night.’

With the last pieces in hand, Eddie said his goodbyes. Walking back to his car, he felt a passing concern that he might be seen as  overdoing this assignment. But, hell, it wasn’t like he had anything else to do. He left the lot, dust kicking up behind him in a cloud that just hung in the hot, still air. As he drove, he passed some old factory buildings, their windows broken and their walls scarred with neglect. These places, that had once churned out the materials of war, were now just remnants of a time when every man and woman had been mobilized for the war effort. The streets were quiet now, the bustling activity of wartime replaced by a slower, less certain rhythm. Store windows that had once displayed 'Sold Out' signs now featured sale notices, while others had 'Closing Down' placards. The post-war boom everyone had hoped for was struggling to materialize in towns like Gresham Springs, where returning GIs competed for jobs that had vanished with the defense contracts.

Eddie thought about Swayle’s words. The Yardmaster had laid it out plain and simple - if someone wanted that art, they’d need more than a few men and a couple of trucks. Eddie sipped his Coke, the cold liquid doing little to shake the uneasy knot forming in his gut. Resources, control - it all made sense. But if someone really was planning this, it wasn’t just a heist. It was a full-blown operation. And how would you achieve that, at least without tipping anyone off? 

He turned down a side street, the tires crunching over gravel. It was lined with modest homes, built during the war  to house workers who had filled the factories and nearby rail yards. He pulled up outside a small diner, and old favorite of his. He needed a cold coke, and a place to think. Inside, the diner was quiet, a few patrons scattered at the tables, the smell of burgers, fries and fresh coffee competing for attention.

Eddie took a seat at the counter, nodding to the waitress, ‘Coke, please.’ She bought him a bottle and a glass filled with ice.  He pulled out his notebook, reviewing the notes he’d made from the waybills. The weight of the shipment, the logistics of moving it, the security details - everything pointed to an operation far beyond the scope of a simple heist. He drummed his fingers on the counter, deep in thought.

❖❖❖

Not far away, Marco and Vinnie pulled up the Ford in a similar, nondescript street. The light cast long shadows across the street, making the houses look even more abandoned, forgotten. The air was still, almost too quiet, and Marco couldn’t shake the feeling that even in a place like this, they were being watched. They were just starting to wonder if their contact was coming when a man in worker’s coveralls, jacket, and hat came around a corner. He glanced around, spotted the car, and made his way towards them with hesitant steps.  Marco stepped out of the car as the man reached them, careful to keep the open door between him and the stranger. The street was quiet, the only sounds the distant hum of traffic and the far away bark of a dog.

‘Stop there.’ The man looked surprised but did as he was told. Marco scrutinized him, noting the nervous twitch in his fingers. ‘Lose the jacket and turn around.’ The man complied, shedding his jacket and turning slowly. Marco checked that he carried no obvious weapons, while Vinnie scanned the street, his eyes paying particular attention to the shadows, alert for any signs of unwanted attention.

‘Boss.’

‘Yeah, I know.’ Marco steeped clear of the car and opened the rear door, ‘Get in the back.’ The man obeyed, sliding into the backseat with a visible tremble. Marco closed the front door and joined him in the rear, the leather creaking under his weight. Vinnie pulled away quietly from the curb, steering the Ford towards the country road they had scouted earlier.

Marco turned to the man, who was visibly sweating now. ‘You got a name?’ 

‘Jeff.’

‘Well Jeff, how come we’re talking to you.’

‘I’ve been told to give you any information about the yards where I work, and… and some wagons due in a few days.’

‘That’s good of you, Jeff.’ Marco said, fixing him with a hard stare. ‘And why exactly would you do that?’

‘I owe some money.  From a card game …’

In the front Vinnie snorted, ‘A lot of that around.’  Marco said nothing.  He didn’t like Jeff - the man felt weak. Weakness wasn’t just a liability; it was a crack in the foundation, something that could topple a well-laid plan. And Marco had no patience for cracks. But for now, Jeff was all they had.

The farther they drove, the more the city’s hum receded into nothing but the wind brushing through the cornfields. It was too quiet out here for Marco’s liking. The countryside never felt right to him - too much open space, too few places to hide. Marco's distaste for the countryside was heightened by rows of plants seemed to stretch on forever, into a monotonous landscape. Unlike the cities where rationing had ended two years ago but memories of scarcity remained, here the fields were bursting with crops, feeding a hungry postwar world at record prices. Through the car window, Marco watched a farmer on a brand new Farmall tractor - the kind that had been impossible to get during the war years - and wondered what kind of racket these farmers were running to afford such machinery. He couldn't fathom why anyone would choose to live out here, away from the pulse and life of the city. 

He looked back at their informant. ‘You been told our names, Jeff?’ Jeff shook his head vigorously. Marco believed him. ‘Okay, so I’m Mr Smith, and that man there up front is Mr Jones. Got that?’  Jeff nodded again, his anxiety evident in his wide eyes and rapid breathing.  Marco leaned forward and tapped Vinnie’s shoulder, ‘This is good.’ Dust rose in clouds as the Ford pulled over into the roadside gravel.  The three men got out, the crunch of their boots on gravel, and ticking of the engine the only sounds. 

‘Well, what do you have for us, Jeff?’ Marco asked quietly. 

Jeff didn’t answer, just put a hand in a pocket and pulled out a sheaf of notes, his hands shaking. He held them out to Marco, who nodded towards Vinnie. While Vinnie examined the papers, Marco decided it was time for them to gauge Jeff’s usefulness.

‘So what exactly do you do, Jeff?’

‘I’m a switchman, I change which lines the trains run on, you know, so they go to the right places.’ Marco nodded slowly, ‘That’s it?’

‘No.. I drive… I mean I used to drive shunting locos, move  wagons around the place, take them for cleaning, stuff like that.’

‘Used to? Sounds like that would pay more than being a switchman.’  Jeff looked shamefaced. His shoulders dropped a little. 

‘It does, but… I came to work one shift, after… there was a card game, I’d had a couple of drinks. My supervisor happened by, and I got busted back to switchman.’  Marco kept looking at him, his expression inscrutable. 

Like I thought - weak.

‘Hey, check this.’ Vinnie came over to stand by Marco, having found something interesting in the notes.

‘What am I looking at?’

‘These are copies of those waybills I told you about - it’s all here, wagon numbers, weights, everything.’ He looked at Marco, and lowered his voice. ‘It’s good. This is a bunch of what we need.’

Marco took the papers, his eyes scanning the details. The waybills were meticulously detailed, with precise entries for each wagon’s contents and weight. Vinnie was right, this was exactly what they needed to plan their heist. He handed the papers back to Vinnie, and turned his attention back to Jeff.

‘So, Jeff, you’ve been helpful.’ He gestured towards the notes. ‘We’re going to need more.’ 

‘More?’ Jeff asked in a soft voice. 

‘More. For one thing, we need to have a look at the yards, especially where these wagons will be going. But before that Jeff - I need to know that we count on you to keep your mouth shut.’

He stepped in until their faces were almost touching. Jeff’s blink rate was through the roof.  He nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, sir. I won’t say a word. I swear.’

‘If you do Jeff, Mr Jones here will be unhappy.’ He gestured towards Vinnie, and Jeff followed the gesture. By now he looked plain woeful. Vinnie spoke to him for the first time, ‘If you talk to anyone Jeff - if you make me unhappy - it won’t be your job you lose next time.’

Jeff swallowed hard, his face pale. ‘I understand, sir.’ 

‘Good.’

 Marco straightened up and looked at Vinnie. ‘Let’s get him back.’

Vinnie nodded and they got back into the car. The drive back to the city was silent, the tension in the car thick as the dust clouds they left in their wake. Jeff sat rigidly in the backseat, his eyes fixed on the floor.

As they pulled up to the same nondescript street where they had picked him up, Marco opened the door. ‘Get out, Jeff.’

Jeff scrambled out of the car, clutching his jacket. Marco made a decision, ‘Be outside of the diner around the corner tomorrow morning - let’s say seven o’clock.’ 

‘What do you need me to do?’  

‘You’re going to be our tour guide, Jeff. We’re going to need someplace from where we can get a look at the train yard.’ 

They left him standing there as they drove away.

Vinnie turned to Marco. ‘Think he’ll keep quiet?’

‘Long enough.’ Marco replied, his voice cold. ‘But we’ll need to be sure of that – when the time comes.’ 

The Ford’s engine rumbled softly as they made their way back past the rapidly darkening corn fields. He looked across at Vinnie, his face a study in concentration as he drove. Marco knew that for Vinnie, smart as a whip, this is all there was. The challenge, the excitement, the jazz. What were the youngsters calling it now? - the buzz, yeah… Vinnie was in it for the buzz.  Marco turned his attention outside the car again, not really seeing. This score, it was different for him. Yeah, he understood why Vinnie enjoyed it, and sure, there was a little of that in it for him too. But the real deal, was taking a result to Enzo – showing the Capo that he, Marco, was ready to come off the streets, and start to play a bigger role. 

When Enzo asked this of him, he knew it was a test. A test for him and Enzo. Had all the others agreed? Or had they wanted their own guys to do this? Marco would probably never know. What he did know was that pulling this off, that would shut a whole lot of mouths.

❖❖❖

 


Chapter 8 

When Eddie left the diner, the afternoon sun was beginning to dip toward the horizon, casting growing shadows across the streets. Eddie got back into his car and drove toward his apartment. Settled once more at his table, and typewriter he spread out the file folder and his waybill notes. He worked methodically, cross-referencing details and piecing together the fragments of information he had. The keys clacked against the paper, a sound that used to bring a sense of order, but now felt monotonous. Eddie's fingers slowed as the notes spread before him began to blur together. Something wasn’t adding up, and no matter how hard he tried, the answer stayed just out of reach.

As the hours ticked by, he could see that he was flogging a dead horse. He thought about the rail yard, the men who worked there, and the complex dance of logistics and schedules. And, biggest challenge of all - even if someone laid hands on the shipment, how would they get it out of Gresham, and to where? 

Eddie leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples. He glanced at the clock, realizing how late it had gotten. He gathered his papers, pushed them to one side. He stood and stretched, feeling the fatigue of the day settle into his bones. He needed food. As he left the apartment, the night air was cool and refreshing. As he strolled, the streetlights cast a soft glow on the pavement, illuminating storefronts still advertising their newly returned consumer goods with hand-painted "No More Rationing!" signs that had been up since 1945. A few display windows showcased the latest Philco radios and Westinghouse appliances that families were finally able to buy after the wartime manufacturing restrictions. Eddie felt pretty pleased with where he'd gotten to. He'd been thorough - more than thorough. He had no doubt that Harry was looking to help Eddie hang on to his job. This report wasn’t going to hurt. He paused outside the burger joint and lit up. He was a long way from managing things well. He didn’t need the shrink to tell him that. But right now, Eddie found himself in a rare moment of clarity. Shit assignment or not, it was helping. Working alone forced him to use his head, to knuckle down – to think a bit more. 

He blew a long stream up smoke up towards the yellow glow of the streetlight. The distant hum of the city was muted under the quiet blanket of night, the faint flicker of the streetlights the only movement. His thoughts drifted to her, unbidden, like they always did at moments like this. She’d always told him to stay busy, keep his mind sharp. Trouble was, keeping busy didn’t keep the loneliness away. It wasn’t like he could ever really move on. She was there in every quiet moment, in every shadow of a streetlight. It was just a question of how long he could keep her memory from slipping too far into the background. And that was a question he didn’t have an answer for. He gave a shudder like the night was cold or something, and crushed the cigarette butt under his heel. 

One thing at a time. Right now, I’m hungry.

  ❖❖❖

 

The room's only window was covered with heavy, mustard-colored curtains that barely blocked out the neon glow of the 'Vacancy' sign just outside, casting an eerie, intermittent red light across the room. A pre-war RCA radio with a cracked Bakelite case sat on the nightstand, its dial still set to a station that had been broadcasting Bing Crosby's 'Swinging on a Star' when they'd arrived. The ashtray beside it was shaped like a bomber plane, one of countless war-themed novelties that had flooded the market during the conflict and now seemed like relics from another time. Marco removed the map and papers they brought with them from his locked suitcase, and adding their informant’s notes, knelt down and spread it all on the cheap motel room carpet, stained with God-knew-what. The thin walls offered little privacy; they could make out muffled sounds of a television next door, and  occasional raised voices.

‘Feels like we’re starting to get somewhere.’ Vinnie observed with just a little satisfaction.

Marco and Vinnie spent the next half hour meticulously going through everything. Their informant had indeed delivered. They now had the train’s schedule, route, and guard details. They knew the size and weight of the shipment’s load, enough to start to really plan.

‘Well, the way I see it, we got some things going for us, and some things against.’ Marco said, reaching for the cigarettes and a plastic ashtray sitting on the coffee table. As he set them between Vinnie and himself, he pointed to a nearby dark circular spot on the carpet, ‘See that?’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Vinnie, ‘it’s a burn.’ 

Marco shook his head slowly, ‘What kind of a bum grinds out a cigarette on the carpet?’

‘A lazy bum?’ Vinnie replied, not quite sure on Marco’s point.

‘No, Vinnie. A weak man, that’s who. No standards, no discipline.’

Vinnie took a cigarette, ‘Yeah, I guess so.’ He waited a moment before coming back to their planning, ‘So, for us and against us, you said -’

‘Marco nodded briefly as he ran his eye back across the documents. ‘For us - we know the score, when it gets here, how it arrives, the guards… all that stuff.’ He frowned, ‘Against us is this.’ He handed Vinnie a note page on which he’d just finished totaling the combined weight of the wagons’ contents with a pencil. 

‘Yeah, it’s a problem. I see that. I’ve been thinking about that - it just means that we have to jack all three wagons.’ He looked at Marco who nodded his agreement. Vinnie continued, ‘The second part is a challenge, I mean where do we take them, and how do we get the score away from there?’ 

‘And as you said, time is the big issue.’ Marco began to smile. 

‘Something funny?’ Vinnie asked. 

‘Gimme that map.’ Marco pointed. 

Vinnie spread the large scale map of Gresham Springs in front of them. Marco took up a red pencil and quickly threw a circle around the airport.

‘You want to fly it out?’ Vinnie asked skeptically.

‘Of course. Think of it this way - we have three wagons  sitting ready, all tucked away when the score comes in. They’re all done up like the Texas ones. We unhitch the score, and put it in that shunt yard. We take care of the security, hook up the bogus wagons, and before you know it - they’re on their way to New York – and nobody any the wiser. When they’re gone, we hitch the bogus wagons to our Mr Big-Shot Movie Producer’s train, run on out to the cargo area at the airport, and we fly it out from there.’

‘I get it, but that flying part… that’s a problem.’

‘I already thought of that.’ Marco reached for another cigarette. ‘We use dames.’

‘Dames?’

‘Sure. Those women ferry pilots left over from the war. Lost their jobs the day the boys came home. I know Enzo did something out of South America with a couple a while back – dames hungry to fly again, to make a buck. The way I hear it, they were good. And there’s cargo planes all over, just gathering dust.’

Vinnie was lost in thought, ‘Yeah. It’ll take some doing …’

‘That’s what I have you for.’ Marco said with confidence.

Vinnie looked up, ‘How do we hide the wagons on the movie train? Can’t have them looking too much like the Texas ones.’

‘I have someone in mind to help with that. He handles the cars we take across to Canada. Besides, any eyes will be on the train going north, not on ours. 

‘Where will you fly the score out to?’ 

‘Same place. Canada. On to, I don’t know, Ireland or some place, and then into Europe as machine parts or something. Enzo’s people can handle all the customs, and paperwork and such. Point is, as soon as they’re out of the US, nobody can touch it. And by the time they try – we’ll be sitting in Rossi’s club drinking champagne.’ 

‘This could work.’ Vinnie said finally. 

‘Vinnie?’ Marco looked his man straight in the eye. ‘It has to work. Rossi and the others won’t be interested in excuses.’ 

Vinnie stood up and flexed his knees. ‘So, tomorrow we scout the yards, then the airport.’ He thought for a second, ‘Then we got to sit down for a nice heart to heart with Mr Walker.’

‘You handle Walker, I’ll be getting things lined up with Mr  Rossi. I think we’ll send you over to the West Coast. For what we need now, the personal touch will be important. Then you and I can pick our team.’ He smiled at Vinnie who was looking back over the sheets of paper.

Vinnie looked at Marco, ‘I tell you boss, we do this thing, people are gonna be talking for years. For fucking years.’

❖❖❖


Chapter 9 

Beneath the Hollywood charm and glad-handing, Chief Bennett had to admit, both Laura Evans and Georgie Sullivan knew their stuff. Georgie was the quintessential Hollywood man - spend an hour with him, and it was hard to picture him doing anything but making movies. Laura, though, was different. In between discussions of shooting details, Bennett had pried out that she’d held a planning role with Navy intelligence during the war. She wasn’t going to elaborate, that much was clear, but her precise, no-nonsense demeanor made it easy to picture her at the right hand of an admiral steering operations in the Pacific.

They’d made an early start of things and got to the yards while the sun still slanted low across the tracks. A guy Bennett remembered from school, Swayle, had shown them around. His bosses had briefed him, and once Evans had explained what they needed - he showed them the shunting tracks with disused sheds that could be set aside for the majority of the shooting. From what they said, a bunch of set-building carpenters could turn those same sheds into a pretty good looking station in nothing flat. Then Swayle explained how they could run their leased F3 diesel loco from the fake station, to an adjoining line and through to the airport. To avoid interfering with schedules they’d have to run that through to the cargo siding of an evening, then it could be moved in the morning to a spot nearer the passenger terminal. 

The talk went back and forth, and Bennett progressively lost interest as the other three got into details about how the switching requests would be made, how many people would be allowed into the yard, where they’d be able to park trucks, and more.

Bennett strolled off for a cigarette, letting the conversation drift behind him. To him, the biggest issue wasn’t the Hollywood crew or their plans - it was keeping the locals from flooding the place, curious to catch a glimpse of the action. The rail yard had decent gates and fences, sure, but someone from the department would need to coordinate with Evans and Sullivan, nail down the logistics, and, of course, settle the fees. He made a mental note to check in with Harry Reynolds when he got back to the office.

Dubbing out his cigarette, he watched Evans and Swayle shaking hands with Swayle. Everybody seemed to be all smiles. Bennett raised a hand in farewell to Swayle and turned to walk back to his car. Once inside the cruiser, he twisted around to face the back seat. ‘Y’all good with that?’

Evans shot him a big smile, ‘Absolutely, Chief. Mr Swayle seems to have everything we could need. The yard executives have given him a pretty free hand.’

‘Well, I daresay that with how quiet everything’s gone since the late unpleasantness, they’re just glad to have some opportunity to turn an extra buck.’ 

‘I would have thought the grain coming through here would have been worth a pretty penny.’ Laura said.

‘Yes, ma’am, it is. But these are big yards and a lot of that grain went to feeding our troops. Now the locals are up against the Canadians and others - it’s getting harder from what I hear.’

‘That’s hard. I mean, for the people around here.’ Laura said quietly. Bennett stole a glance in the mirror. She was looking out the side window, her face thoughtful. Bennett decided he was developing quite a bit of time for Miss Evans.

‘Might I suggest some breakfast before we head on out to  the  airport?’

Laura’s face brightened back to her customary self, ‘Yes please.’ 

❖❖❖

The factory, once sturdy, had long since fallen to neglect and weather. Dust and debris crunched underfoot as Vinnie passed the binoculars to Marco. ‘Well, well, looks like they’re getting the VIP tour from the local brass,’ Vinnie said, his voice carrying a mix of curiosity and disdain.

‘That’ll be Chief Bennett.’ Jeff said.

Vinnie turned, shooting Jeff a withering glare that sent the younger man’s gaze straight to his shoes. ‘What do you think?’ Vinnie asked Marco, his voice low and measured.

‘Just routine,’ Marco replied, lowering the binoculars and handing them back to Vinnie. ‘Bring Hollywood out here and every man and his wife start wanting in on the action. Probably a stack of permits needed too - maybe some police patrols while they’re here to make sure locals don’t lift anything expensive.’ 

Marco turned and beckoned with a finger. ‘Hey you, over here.’

Jeff hustled to stand next to them.

‘Okay, nice and slow. Show me these tracks they’ll be using.’ Marco gave a brief nod to Vinnie who promptly dug a 35mm film camera out of his bag.

A little later the three men made their way down the dirty, central staircase, each step echoing through the cavernous, empty building. The walls were adorned with faded and torn wartime propaganda posters urging 'Loose Lips Sink Ships' and 'Buy War Bonds,' their messages long forgotten, and graffiti that spoke of recent young visitors. A tattered Life magazine from '45 lay in one corner, its cover celebrating victory in Europe, while a more recent issue with Jackie Robinson's image peeked from beneath some debris - silent chroniclers of how quickly the world had changed in just two years. They stepped out into the parking lot, careful to stay within the shadows cast by the building.

‘You can go now,’ Marco told Jeff. ‘We’ll be in touch when we get a few things straight. Meantime, you say anything to anyone about this, or even that we were here - and we’ll know. You hear me?’ 

Jeff nodded vigorously. He didn’t plan to talk about this ever.

‘Okay.’ They began to get into the rental when something occurred to Marco. ‘Hey!’

Jeff spun around, ‘Yessir?’

‘Stay off the booze. I mean it, not a drop.’

Jeff nodded again and took off around a nearby corner.

‘What’s that about?’ Asked Vinnie as he turned the car key.

‘He’s weak,’ Marco replied with palpable contempt for the little Switchman. ‘Don’t want him drinking, then going and shooting his mouth off.’

❖❖❖

While Laura and Georgie polished off the last of their Cattleman’s Breakfast, Chief Bennett used a payphone on the far wall of the diner to call the office.

‘That’s right, Harry. It’s routine, but having the movie folks and that... special shipment here at the same time makes my ass itch. I need someone to double-check everything, make sure we’re not missing any angles.’ Bennett glanced over his shoulder, ensuring no one could overhear. His brow furrowed deeper with each word Harry spoke, nodding absently.

‘Yeah, sure. I’ve been thinking - let’s give it to your young guy, Williams.’ He listened for a moment longer. ‘Nah, Williams is thorough enough - just make sure he figures out what it’ll take to cover this thing. We don’t have budget for the overtime and once Mr and Mrs Hollywood here have dug into their wallets for this – I don’t want to find that we’re out of pocket.’  He listened a bit more, grunting an acknowledgment here and there. 

‘Sounds good, keep me posted.’ 

Bennett rejoined the others, draining the last of his coffee from the thick white diner mug emblazoned with 'Victory' - one of countless wartime slogans that still lingered in daily life two years after V-J Day. His eyes fell on Laura's plate, now bare except for a few stray pancake crumbs. The breakfast had cost eighty-five cents, nearly double what it would have before the OPA price controls ended last year, but nobody complained about prices anymore - they were just glad to have food without ration stamps. Laura wasn’t a beefy gal, but she could sure  put the rations away. Navy training, no doubt.

‘Everything good, Chief?’ Georgie asked.

‘Yes sir. Just arranging you a liaison for the detail work. Someone to help expedite any permits and so on.’ Bennett looked around the table, his eyes on the empty plates and the satisfied expressions of his companions. ‘Well, if we’re done here, it’s off to the a cargo area of the airport.’ 

‘If you don’t mind Chief, we’ll grab this.’ Laura said waving her hands across the now empty plates.

‘Mighty kind.’ He replied.

Well, free breakfast. His day just kept getting better.

❖❖❖

Eddie watched as Harry read through the detective’s report. It had been a while since Eddie had written anything like it, and questions swirled in his mind, but he held his tongue. Finally, Harry set the pages down in the open buff folder, nodding slowly, a smile creeping onto his face.

When he spoke, his voice was soft, ‘Now that’s what I was talking about Eddie.’  He tapped a fingertip lightly on the pages. ‘Thorough, and to-the-point.’ His smile spread, ‘Nice work, son.’

Relief flooded through Eddie. He felt tightness leaving his neck and shoulders by the second. It was his turn to grin. ‘I’m really glad you like it, Harry.’

Harry looked at him, ‘Just one thing, Eddie - there’s a piece missing.’ For a moment panic flooded through him - 

‘Missing? What, I don’t -’ 

Harry laughed and held up a hand, ‘I’m sorry, that wasn’t fair.’ He closed the folder and extended it to Eddie. ‘We got something new to deal with. The Chief rang and wants us to look across what you’ve done here - and how that sits with those movie makers being in town. And here’s the kicker - he specifically asked me to assign you to it.’

Eddie took back the file, conscious of his heart rate descending to something like normal levels.

Jesus, Harry!

‘Call it Hollywood liaison if you like.’ Harry went on, still chuckling to himself. ‘The Chief is just being a little windy if you ask me. Having both things happening at once seems to be giving him a bit of lost sleep. See what you can do.’ 

Eddie got up to leave, and Harry said, ‘Seriously Eddie, that report you got there - that’s good work. Old Eddie - if you know what I mean.’ Eddie looked at him, plainly relived. Harry said, ‘Talk to Shirley on the way out, she has the details for you on those Hollywood people.’ 

Eddie went in search of Shirley, thinking all the while how lucky he was to have Harry in his corner. He had no doubt that     the Chief’s support was in some way  a result of Harry pitching for him.  He knew it, just as he knew he’d make sure that Harry’s faith in him - and that of Chief Bennett - would be justified. 

❖❖❖ 

Bennett pulled the car to a stop, and the heat hit them the moment they stepped out - waves rising from the tarmac, making the air shimmer. The cargo area was quiet, save for a couple of forklifts moving crates, and a few uniformed workers scattered about. Bennett flashed his credentials to the white-helmeted guard at the gate, who nodded and pointed. 

‘Mr Martinez is just over there.’ The guard pointed towards the forklifts. ‘He’s expecting you. Please take care sir.’ 

‘Thanks, son.’ Bennett responded with a smile. Jesus, poor kid, stuck at that gate all day in this heat. 

The cargo terminal was littered with pallets, containers, and stacks of drums marked with shipping dates from as far back as 1945. Several surplus C-47 cargo planes sat idle beyond the tarmac, their military markings painted over with civilian registrations - part of the massive fleet conversion that had flooded the aviation market since the war ended. The smell of high-octane aviation fuel filled the air, mixing with the distinctive rubber scent of sun-baked tires. To Laura and Georgie, like much of Gresham, it looked very much like its better days had come - and gone. Bennett led the way, scanning the area for Martinez. 

‘Frank!’ Bennett waved. 

‘Oh hey, Hollis.’ A pleasant looking man in a short-sleeved business shirt, tie, and Panama hat. He gave the forklift driver a quick final word of instruction, then joined the visitors. 

Bennett performed the introductions. Martinez lifted his hat and greeted Laura and Georgie. ‘As you can see, it’s plenty hot right now, but I guess being from LA you’d know something about that.’ He smiled broadly.

Laura decided she liked this man. He had an open manner, and seemed to not see them as an intrusion at all.

‘Thank you for seeing us on what I understand was short notice, Mr Martinez.’

‘Call me Frank, please. No, really, it’s nice to have something different going on around here for a change.’ He pointed to a nearby hangar, ‘Let’s head over there. I was told as little of what you might need, but perhaps it’s better if you take a look.’

The cargo hangar loomed at the edge of the provincial airport, its Quonset-style arched design a clear relic from the war. Built to house two huge cargo planes, it now stood in quiet desolation, the once-military-green corrugated roof faded and chipped from years sun, weather and limited maintenance. Harsh sunlight cast deep shadows beneath the roof, making it hard to see the interior. 

Once inside, Laura looked at Georgie and nodded in approval. The hangar was cavernous, its high, arched ceiling supported by a skeletal framework of steel beams. The concrete floor a patchwork of stains and oil slicks, remnants of the activity that had once taken place here. In one corner, a few remaining crates sat, covered in dust and cobwebs, stacked haphazardly, stenciled markings barely legible. The air was heavy with the lingering aroma of aviation fuel. 

As they walked about, their footsteps seemed unnaturally loud in the hollow space. 

‘I’m afraid it’s not used much, so…’ Martinez said apologetically. 

Laura turned to him, ‘Are you kidding? This is perfect for what we have in mind. The important thing is that there’s room for the set builder’s boys to get in here and turn that into a platform-’ She gestured to where a rail spur line ran alongside the hangar, its rusted tracks leading to a loading dock with a gently sloping ramp. ‘And critically, there’s lots of overhead space for lighting. What do you think Georgie?’ 

Sullivan looked up from his note pad. ‘Like you say, Laura. And if the weather turned on us,’ he pointed to the corrugated ceiling far overhead, ‘we’ll be fine under here.’ 

Bennett watched as Laura and Georgie split up, walking their own path through the place, stopping here and there to make notes, or take a photo. 

‘Looks like they’re happy with it.’ 

‘Yeah, Hollis, we’re only using the hangar occasionally for aircraft servicing, so it’s no trouble at all. Honestly, I think it’ll be fun. Never seen a movie made before.’ Martinez broke into a wide grin. 

By the time Laura and Georgie had finished their inspection, one of the airport cargo staff had come to find Martinez, and with an apology he’d left them in the care of Chief Laura and Georgie walked back over, the latter wiping sweat from his brow with a large handkerchief, plainly pleased with the site, but mindful of the work to come. Bennett gestured across the lot, ‘Let’s head back to the car,’ he said, ‘I think we could all use something cool to drink while we tie up any loose ends.’ 

❖❖❖

Outside, beyond the cargo terminal fences, a lone Ford Deluxe was parked amid piles of airfield junk on a dusty side trail that bordered the airport. As the police car turned for town, Marco Ryan swung his binoculars through 180° and nodded approvingly. 

‘Our friend the policeman again, and his guests.’ He looked at Vinnie. ‘I’ve seen enough. Get in.’ 

They drove up to the security gate. Marco lowered the window and shot the guard a dazzling smile.

‘Good afternoon, I wonder if you can help us. We’re supposed to meet here with our studio colleagues to look over the airport as a possible location - I think they were coming with the Police Chief - we got held up. please tell me they’re still here.’

The young guard shook his head, ‘I’m sorry sir, but you just missed them, probably not five minutes ago.’

Marco shook his head, and did his best to look worried. ‘That’s not good.’ He turned to Vinnie, ‘My head will be on the block for this… ‘  He looked back to the guard, ‘Say, you don’t know if they decided to use this place after all, do you?’

‘I’m sorry sir, I couldn’t say.’ He pointed off to a call point near the gate. ‘But if you don’t mind waiting a minute, I could check with Mr Martinez, the Cargo Manager.’

‘Would you mind?’

It took the guard only a minute or two and he was back. ‘Sir, Mr Martinez was busy, but his assistant said that the picture company will be using Hangar 4B,’ he pointed over the tarmac, ‘That’s the one, right there sir.’

Marco flashed the kid a winning smile. ‘You’re a lifesaver, son. Thanks. Let’s see if we can catch up with them.’

They drove off leaving the guard to reflect on the fact that these Hollywood types all seemed right nice fellas. And that lady had been kinda pretty too.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 10 

Later that afternoon, as Laura and Georgie stepped into the hotel lobby, the receptionist handed her a folded message.

‘Work or pleasure?’ Georgie quipped as she unfolded it. 

Laura glanced at her wristwatch, sighing. ‘I wish. Just my luck. It’s the police liaison that Chief Bennett mentioned. Something about permits. Unless you’re eager to sit through the paperwork, I’m happy to handle it solo.’ 

Georgie, already juggling a mental list of tasks, assured her, ‘You’ll be fine without my help. I’ve got plenty to write up.’

Laura nodded and turned back to the receptionist. ‘Can you call the number on this message for me?’ she asked. A minute later, after a brief conversation on the booth phone in the lobby, her meeting was set.

Eddie arrived at the hotel shortly after. Laura spotted him right away - a tall man in a navy suit, lean with just a hint of silver streaking through the temples. The hotel clerk pointed her out, and as Eddie approached, he took in her confident posture and sharp, professional demeanor. She wasn’t what he had expected, though now that he thought about it, he wasn’t sure what he’d expected.

For her part, Laura was surprised by Eddie’s calm and composed presence. His eyes seemed to immediately convey intelligence that she hadn’t expected in well… a cop. She extended her hand, smiling warmly.

‘Detective Williams, right? I’m Laura Evans. Thanks for meeting me on such short notice.’

Eddie took her hand, his grip firm but not overbearing. ‘Eddie, please. No problem, Laura. I’m just here to help make sure everything goes smoothly - for us both.’ He gave a gentle laugh. 

They moved to a pair of comfortable armchairs in the corner of the lobby, beneath a large ornate mirror framed in dark wood. The chairs, upholstered in burgundy leather with brass tacks, faced a small table where an ashtray shaped like a seashell sat alongside yesterday's copy of the Gresham Springs Gazette. The front page featured President Truman's latest statements on European reconstruction.

‘Well, where shall I begin?’ She asked. 

‘I’ve not had any experience with movie crews before. Perhaps you can give me an idea of what to expect.’ 

She smiled, ‘We'll be shooting on location for several days, maybe up to fourteen if things get delayed.’ Laura said, handing Eddie a folder with all the necessary permits and schedules. ‘We’ll be bringing about seventy people across from LA. That’s cast and crew, as well as the transport people and riggers and so on. Actually, as these things go, seventy is pretty light. 

Eddie listened carefully, nodding occasionally, his brow furrowed in thought.

‘We’re on a tight budget,’ Laura added. ‘I’ll need to coordinate with your department - well, with you,’ she smiled, ‘to make sure we’re compliant and minimize disruption for the community.’

Eddie nodded and asked, ‘What sort of disruption do you have in mind?’

‘Quite honestly, not a lot. We’ll need permits for a couple of road closures near the set – but not all the time. We’ll have security, but I think it’s important that we get together with you guys nearer the time to work out how to handle any issues that might arise.’ She paused, then grinned at Eddie, ‘It’s not unusual to find teenagers trying to get their way on set at night. Just natural, I suppose.’ 

Eddie flipped through the documents, impressed by their thoroughness. ‘This looks really well detailed… you obviously know your stuff,’ he said with a small smile. ‘I appreciate this kind or organization. Makes my job a lot easier.’

Laura smiled at the compliment, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. ‘Thanks. We’ve run into our share of hiccups on past shoots, so I always try to stay ahead of the game. I’ll get you on set once we get set up. It might give you a better idea of what we’re doing and help you foresee any potential issues.’

Eddie’s interest was piqued. ‘I’d like that. I’ve always been curious about what goes on behind the scenes in a movie.’

Laura leaned forward slightly, and laughed. ‘Not always as much as you’d think - delays aren’t uncommon. Then suddenly, it’s all hands to the pump. Total panic.’ 

He grinned at her. ‘Sounds a lot like police work.’

‘It’s a fascinating process. A lot more goes into it than most people realize. Plus, having you there would be beneficial for us. We need to be mindful of the safety of our people, and any thoughts from you would be useful.’ She said. 

Eddie appreciated her straightforwardness. He was liking this amiable Californian. ‘I’ll make sure to be there. And if there’s anything more you need from my end, don’t hesitate to ask.’ He gently waved the buff folder, ‘I’ll get on to these in the morning.’ 

They talked on for another half hour about the shoot and locations.  Eddie found Laura’s attention to detail and her proactive approach engaging. Laura, in turn, was impressed by Eddie’s insight and willingness to collaborate.

As their meeting came to a close, Laura extended her hand again. ‘Thank you for your time, Eddie. I’m really looking forward to working with you.’

Eddie shook her hand, a genuine smile on his face. ‘Likewise, Laura. I think if we go about this right, we’ve a good chance of making light work of this.’

❖❖❖ 

Marco hung up the payphone and strolled back to the car, where Vinnie lounged against the hood, cigarette dangling from his lips. 

‘Well?’ Vinnie asked, his tone flat but expectant. 

Marco smiled. ‘Hard to say over the phone, and that was one of Enzo’s people, but I’d say the old man will be happy when he hears our plan.’ 

Vinnie made a soft ‘humph’ noise - ‘He ought to. This ain’t knocking over a newsstand, you know?’ 

Marco chuckled. ‘He knows, trust me. Just don’t expect much until I’ve given him the details in person.’ He motioned toward the driver’s side. ‘Now get in - we’ve got ground to cover if we want to make that early flight. I need some beauty sleep tonight.’ 

Inside the car, Vinnie cast one last look around them, and frowned slightly. ‘Hey Marco, what do you suppose they do around here for fun?’ 

Marco paused in the act of tossing his fedora onto the back seat, looked around and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Same as everywheres else, I guess.’ He looked across at Vinnie, ‘You know, booze, broads, dancing - maybe the odd rodeo thrown in.’ He smiled with devilish cheek, ‘Why? You thinking of moving down here?’ 

Vinnie snorted, ‘Yeah. That’d be right. Just feels kind of dead, is all I’m saying.’ 

Marco smiled. ‘Well, it sure won’t feel dead after we come back.’ 

Vinnie grinned and gunned the Ford's motor, the V8 engine responding with a throaty rumble that was unmistakably Detroit-made. 'Do me a favor, will you? See if that radio can get something that ain't some guy or dame wailing on about lost love or whatever.' He pulled around a battered pre-war Hudson Terraplane that looked like it had barely survived the rubber and gas rationing of the war years. Unlike back East, where new automobiles were starting to appear on the streets now that manufacturers had finally switched back to civilian production, out here the cars still told the story of wartime scarcity. Marco laughed, ‘Fat chance of that, brother. I hear that people down here can’t get enough of that country stuff. I’m not sure that they’re as hot as you are for rock and roll.’ Nonetheless, he began twisting the tuning knob and searching for a station for Vinnie as they pulled away from the curb. 

❖❖❖ 

Eddie leaned back at the small kitchen table, the cigarette in the ashtray sending up lazy spirals of pale blue smoke. The buff folder lay open in front of him, next to a plate scraped clean of steak and fries, pushed to one side. The meat had cost him nearly a dollar a pound - but with his first real appetite in months, Eddie hadn't minded splurging. He had to admit - he was impressed. The shooting schedule, the permits, everything was laid out in clean, precise detail. Exactly the way he liked to work. Eddie pushed back the chair and stretched, his joints popping quietly after hours hunched over the table. He wandered to the icebox, thinking how this felt like old times - losing himself so deeply in the job that the hours slipped by unnoticed. He paused at the icebox, leaning against the door as the cool, blue light washed over his face. Two cans sat inside. He blinked, considering for a moment - then shut the door. Not tonight. Eddie turned to the stove, filling the kettle to make coffee. 

He gazed out the small kitchen window, eyes lingering on the blinking neon sign from the record store down the block. His mind kept circling back to the same thing: while the film crew would be filling up the rail yard - strangers everywhere, even with restricted access - just a few hundred yards away, Mr. Castillo and his people from All State would be overseeing the switch of the art consignment between rail routes.  This was the thing about being a cop, he mused. You never knew if you were being smart or just paranoid - one minute, everything made sense, and the next, you were chasing ghosts. He snorted softly, shaking his head. 

Still, it could go in the report as an easy fix - a few extra patrolmen would cover any risks. No big deal. The coffee pot on the stove began to hiss and bubble, the sound breaking the quiet. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 11 

Laura and Georgie stood side by side outside the hotel, squinting against the bright morning sun, awake in body but still groggy in mind. They’d both been a bit surprised when the hotel clerk mentioned that the Chief of Police himself would be driving them to the rail head for their trip back to LA. The question of why lingered in Laura's mind, but before she could voice it, Captain Hollis Bennett’s car pulled up to the curb, gleaming under the morning light. 

Bennett was already out of the car, his movements practiced and efficient as he helped Georgie load their bags into the trunk. Holding the door open for Laura, he offered a polite nod as she slid inside. There was something to be said for old-fashioned country courtesy, Laura mused - something she’d come to appreciate during their time here. Though, she thought, almost anything seemed courteous compared to the sharp edges of LA. Bennett twisted in his seat, speaking over his shoulder. ‘I hear you met with one of my men last night. Everything go smoothly? Laura knew it wasn’t really a question. 

Laura caught the way his eyes flicked toward her in the rear-view mirror, as if searching for something. She kept her tone light and her smile easy. ‘Absolutely. Eddie - Detective Williams - was very helpful.’ 

It seemed to her that Bennett’s lips twitched very briefly - ‘Yeah, he’s always had a way with people.’

Laura caught a note in his voice, something that made her think that there was more in the relationship between him and Eddie than he let on. She felt a slight unease, a nagging feeling that there was more beneath the surface of this seemingly routine bit of courtesy.

‘Excellent. Should you need any additional assistance, you folks should feel free to call my office.’ 

Laura exchanged a quick glance with Georgie. There was something about Bennett’s manner - too polished, too accommodating - that sent quiet alarms ringing in her mind. 

‘Thank you, Chief. I must say we’ve not been short of people willing to help since we got here. Truthfully, it makes a bit of a change. Not everywhere is as happy to have movie makers roll into town.’ 

‘That’s true.’ Georgie chimed in. 

‘Really?’ Bennett gave a small nod, his tone neutral. ‘Seems kinda short-sighted to me, but there we are.’ 

‘Everywhere has their priorities, I guess.’ Laura said noncommittally. 

Bennett glanced at her in the mirror again, and for a brief second, Laura saw something in his eyes - a calculation, perhaps, or a fleeting glimpse of what lay beneath his polished exterior. She quickly turned her attention to pointing out something to Georgie, letting the moment pass without comment. But the unease remained, a quiet whisper in the back of her mind. 

A few minutes later, the brick-built rail station came into view, its 1930s architecture a charming update from the original timber structure. Bennett pulled into the no-stopping zone, and they climbed out of the car. He and Georgie quickly unloaded their few pieces of luggage from the trunk. 

Bennett took off his hat and extended a large hand, first to Georgie, then to Laura. ‘It’s been a real pleasure meeting you both.’ They shook hands just as a porter appeared with a trolley for their bags. Again, having assured them of the full support of his office, he drove away. 

‘That’s… interesting.’ Laura said softly. 

‘How’s that?’ Georgie asked as they started to follow the porter inside. ‘You don’t think he’s just doing his job? Maybe keeping the mayor onside?’ 

‘Maybe.’ She paused at a newsstand to buy the morning’s paper. ‘I feel like there’s a bit more to this than I’m seeing.’ 

Georgie short her a sideways friendly, but skeptical look, ‘Ah-huh.’ 

Laura playfully tapped his arm with the folded newspaper, though her mind still lingered on Bennett. ‘Or maybe I just need a big, strong man to escort me to the dining car for some coffee and breakfast.’ 

Georgie grinned, playing along, ‘And that would be me?’ he asked in mock astonishment. 

‘Yes, you’ll just have to do, I’m afraid.’ She laughed aloud, slipping her arm through his, but her mind was still turning over the morning’s events as the loudspeakers began calling passengers for the LA service 

❖❖❖ 

Bennett’s personal secretary had survived longer than most, thanks to a mix of sharp competence and an uncanny sense for when "The Old Man" was in no mood for trifles. As he stomped out of the elevator, she didn’t bother with her usual jovial greeting - this was one of those times. 

Instead of her normally jovial greeting, she merely bobbed her head as he passed, ‘Chief.’ 

Bennett didn’t even look at her, ‘I’m expecting an important call, and I’m relying on you to hold all interruptions for the next hour. No exceptions.’ 

‘Yes, Chief.’ 

In the sanctity of his corner office, Bennett hung his stetson with its gleaming GSPD badge on the stand by the door. He dropped into his swivel chair behind the large timber desk, surveying his prized position. With windows on two sides, he could see straight down Main Street on one side and Oklahoma Boulevard on the other. The other two walls were taken up with partitions and frosted glass on the door side, and the last wall, a solid timber background bearing numerous photographs, and citations from his military and police service. 

His desk - which he liked to remind visitors had been made from the timbers of one of the original transcontinental railroad trestle bridges - held the most important photo in the room. There in a modest frame, was a faded picture, clearly taken many years before on a charter boat, of a man with a ten year old boy, each bearing ear-to-ear grins as they posed for the camera, and each holding aloft their personal catch. The boy’s fish was so long that he was leaning over on one side to allow his thin arms to reach high enough to keep his fish’s tail from dragging on the deck. 

Hollis picked up the framed picture, though he didn’t need reminding. He knew every detail by heart. It had been taken two weeks before his father and mother - his mother in tears - came home from the doctor’s office and sat him down for a "grown-up" conversation. After the first few words of explanation, his mother had leaped out of her chair in tears and run through the house to his parent’s bedroom. In his mind’s eye, Hollis could still see his father wince as she slammed the door. Then, against a muffled sound of his mother’s sobbing, his father explained how he, Hollis Bennett, was soon going to be the man of the house.  Hollis understood that there would be no more fishing trips to Puerto Rico with his engineer father. And he learned that he would be expected to "look after your mother." The end came swiftly after that, with little fuss.  One day his father took sick enough to end up in the hospital on Beacon Hill Drive, less than a week later, young Hollis Bennett was dropping a handful of dirt down on to the top of a casket.  His mother followed her husband, grief stricken to the end, eight years later his mother followed. The boy in the picture never went fishing again. And Hollis Bennett never married. 

Hollis put the picture back on his desk, and turned to stare out the window at Main Street. Unknown to anyone else, Hollis Bennett was already planning his retirement. When the time came, he wasn’t just going to visit Puerto Rico - he was going to live there. And he was going to fish. He was still lost in those thoughts when his desk phone began to ring - his hand hovered over the receiver for a moment, his thoughts far away, before he finally picked it up. His tone was brusque, all business, as if the brief interlude of vulnerability had never happened. 

❖❖❖ 

That evening, Eddie pulled the final printed permit from his typewriter and placed it on top of the stack. All that remained was to type the permit numbers on the last page of his report, and it would be ready for Harry in the morning. The radio played filling the room with a soothing country melody. Leaning back on his kitchen chair, Eddie lit a Chesterfield and nodded thoughtfully as he reviewed his work. He lightly shifted typewritten pages back and forth, pausing to read a section here and there. It was a good report.  The kind of work he used to take pride in… before. He knew Harry would be pleased, but as he stretched to get the kinks out of his back, Eddie felt a familiar ache - not in his body, but in his heart. He glanced at the wall clock - still too early for bed. With a sigh, he grabbed his coat and stepped out onto the sidewalk, letting the cool night air clear his mind. 

The streetlights cast their yellow cones like a row of sentries into the far distance, and Eddie found himself wandering aimlessly, stopping occasionally to peer into store windows. His thoughts drifted back to the report, then to Harry, and finally to Laura. There was something about her - something bright and energetic that he hadn’t seen in a long time. She knew her stuff, and she was determined to get results. Eddie couldn’t help but admire that. Police work was often dull, plodding along with little excitement. But Laura’s world seemed so different - new locations, new projects, a constant change of scenery. Eddie couldn’t imagine what that life was like, but he found himself looking forward to visiting the movie set when it arrived. Who wouldn’t? 

 As he turned the corner to begin making his way back home, Eddie had his first real sense in quite some time that things were turning for the better. He allowed himself a small smile, the night air filling his lungs as he walked, the world feeling just a bit brighter than before. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 12 

The ambiance of Giodarno’s Tailors was a perfect blend of tradition and refined taste, a living snapshot of timeless elegance that had earned its place in the city’s collective memory. From the outside, Giodarno’s appeared like any other family-owned menswear store. The windows displayed several mannequins, each draped in finely tailored suits, their postures exuding an air of enduring sophistication. Side displays of hats and ties added a splash of color to complement the navy, dove-gray, and pinstripes of the jackets and trousers. Marco Bellini had always found a certain comfort in the store’s quiet sophistication - a world where everything was in its rightful place. But today, the familiar scent of cedar and leather that usually calmed him seemed almost oppressive, like the faintest whiff of smoke before seeing a fire.  Stepping inside, Marco felt a subtle shift in the air. The store was infused with the faint, comforting scent of cedar and leather. Soft lighting illuminated the polished mahogany counters, creating a warm, inviting glow that softened the sharp lines of the room. The walls were lined with neatly organized racks of suits, each garment a testament to meticulous craftsmanship. Normally, Marco would have lingered to exchange pleasantries with Antonio, the elderly tailor who had dressed him for years. But today, the formalities felt like a mask he had to wear. 

The small silver bell chimed gently as the door closed behind him - Antonio looked up from his work, his eyes twinkling with the recognition of a familiar patron, but Marco could see the flicker of curiosity beneath the surface. Antonio was a man who noticed details - he probably knew something was different today, even if he would never ask. 

‘Good morning, Mr. Bellini,’ Antonio greeted him with a nod, his voice as steady as ever. ‘How may I help you today?’

‘I’m here to see the patron,’ Marco responded, forcing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. ‘He’s expecting me.

Antonio’s gaze lingered for a moment longer, as if weighing the words Marco hadn’t said, before he gestured toward the discreet doorway at the back of the store. ‘Of course. Right this way.’

As Marco followed Antonio through the rows of suits, each garment seemed a silent witness to the lives they would touch - weddings, funerals, business deals, even – betrayals. He followed Antonio through the store until they reached an archway, over which a heavy velvet curtain hung, partially concealing a set of wooden stairs leading upwards. Antonio held the curtain aside, revealing the polished banister and the dark wood paneling that lined the staircase. 

‘Please, follow me,’ Antonio said, starting up the stairs with a sure-footedness that belied his age. Marco ascended after him, each step accompanied by the muted creak of old wood, a testament to the building’s history. At the top of the stairs, the hallway opened into a small antechamber, softly lit by a brass chandelier. The walls displayed framed photographs and paintings - a curated collection hinting at the family business’s long and storied past. Antonio pointed to a door at the end of a short hallway, its brass handle polished to a shine. 

‘Your destination,’ Antonio said with a slight smile, before stepping back to allow Marco to proceed. Marco felt a familiar tightening in his chest. It wasn’t fear - he’d long since learned to bury that - but a deep-seated awareness of what was at stake. As Marco approached, a heavy-set man appeared from a side alcove, his presence as solid as the dark wood paneling that surrounded them. The man’s courteous nod of recognition was perfunctory, a mere formality, as he opened the door to reveal a lounge where Enzo Rossi and two of his associates awaited. Marco straightened his tie - a small gesture of control in a place where he knew power belonged to others. The room was just as he’d remembered - rich, dark wood paneling that gleamed with a well-maintained luster, and a thick rug that muffled the sounds of footsteps.  Two leather sofas, deep and inviting, faced each other across a low coffee table made of polished oak. The table held a silver long-necked coffee pot together with cups and cream in a bowl, a quiet invitation to relax and unwind. 

The three men looked up amiably as Marco entered. Enzo was the first to speak rising from his chair smiling as he grasped Marco’s shoulders and embraced him. 

‘Ciao Marco, how did the south treat you?’ 

‘Buongiorno, Patron. It was, well… it was the south.’ Marco replied, his smile tight. He shrugged, playing his role, and the others laughed as expected, but Marco’s mind was already on the task ahead. 

‘See Enzo, he’s a Jersey boy through and through.’ The heavier of the two rose from the sofa and extended Marco his hand. The man’s grip was firm, but there was a calculation in his eyes that made Marco wary. 

‘Signore, come lei sta?’ Marco said. 

The third man stayed in his seat, but raised a hand in a friendly wave, ‘Ciao Marco. I’m Antonio’s cousin, Matteo. I’m making a brief visit from the old country. I’m an investor in this project.’ 

Marco nodded, bowing his head slightly in greeting, but his mind snagged on the word “investor.” Investors expected returns, and Marco had a feeling that Matteo’s involvement might suggest a new layer of complexity to the operation. Enzo pointed to a place beside him on the sofa. ‘Enough with the formality. Coffee Marco?’ 

As Marco took his coffee, Matteo spoke, ‘We’re very interested in hearing more of your trip, Marco. We understand that you have something to share with us. 

Marco nodded, carefully measuring his words. He’d rehearsed this conversation a hundred times, but the weight of their gazes made every syllable feel heavy. These men didn’t care for fine words - they wanted results. He explained how he and Vinnie had thought things through, how they’d tested the waters in Gresham, and as he spoke of using ferry pilots to fly the consignment all the way to Italy, Enzo sat back laughing, clapping his hands. 

‘Did I not tell you? The balls of a lion on this one! He wants to fly it straight out of there. Bravo, Marco!’  The others looked similarly impressed. 

Marco turned to Enzo. ‘Patron, I asked earlier about the local competition. 

Enzo smiled and patted Marco’s knee. ‘Don’t worry about that - we’ve got someone on the ground who can handle things.’ 

‘Respectfully Patron, I do not think we should rely too much upon this railroad man.’ 

The room fell silent, and Marco’s heart skipped a beat. For a moment, Enzo simply stared at him, then the three other men burst into laughter, the sound echoing off the walls. Marco held his composure, but inside, he felt confused. 

Enzo finally wiped a tear from his eye, his expression softening as he leaned in closer. ‘I’m sorry, my boy. No, you’re right. But I wasn’t speaking of that man at the railroad. We have another… more powerful asset down there’ 

Marco’s mind was moving fast, trying to piece together what this new information meant. Enzo’s words were meant to reassure him, but they only added questions. Who was this asset, and why hadn’t Marco been informed earlier? 

Enzo pushed a button and moments later a side door opened and a young man with a pad and pen entered the room. 

‘Patron?’ 

‘Come boy, we need to make notes. We have some things to plan.’ Seeing Marco’s doubtful look at the notepad, Matteo assured him, ‘It’s okay Marco, my nephew uses a little code of his own devising - it’s quite safe I assure you.’ 

Marco stayed and lunched with his ‘investors’ and by the time he left, he was assured of being provided with everything he’d need inside a week. Frankly, it had gone better than he’d thought. It was a good plan, but an audacious one, and truthfully he’d expected the older men to show some reluctance – but there’d been none.  As he walked to his car, he half hoped that he hadn’t been on to something when he suggested to Vinnie that perhaps they weren’t merely considered expendable. He gave a terse laugh and concentrated instead on how delighted Vinnie was going to be with progress. He wondered how things were going for Vinnie with his movie maker. 

❖❖❖ 

‘You have got to be kidding!’ Charles blurted at the men, though calling them visitors felt far too polite. The first sign of trouble had been when he noticed a car following him through the gates of his long, tree-lined driveway. By the time he’d taken notice, they were well out of sight of the street or any neighbors, and it was too late to turn back. 

Seated at his marble-topped breakfast bar, Charles fought to maintain a grip on his composure. Vincent - the only name the man had given - sat across from him, perfectly at ease, though there was a simmering impatience in his eyes. The two men who flanked the doorways were content to remain nameless and just lounge in each of the doorways leading out of the kitchen. 

‘Mr Walker, I’m of Sicilian heritage, and while we may be known as a fun-loving people, we never kid about a debt of honor.’  Vinnie’s voice was calm, almost conversational, as he picked up a heavy crystal ashtray and turned it over in his hands. ‘Very nice.’ 

The ashtray slammed into the wall just inches from Charles’s head, the force rattling through his skull and leaving his ears ringing. For a moment, all he could hear was the sound of his own ragged breathing as he cowered beneath the breakfast bar, his arms instinctively covering his head. When he finally dared to look up, Vinnie was lighting a cigarette, regarding him with the same detached interest one might have for a bug. 

‘Let’s try this again,’ Vinnie said, his tone disarmingly kind, as though he were offering Charles a second chance at civility. ‘As I said, whichever way you look at it, my clients are being unusually generous. In order to discharge your debt, all you need to do is use our transport resources and labor for while you’re shooting your picture in Gresham Springs. You’ll only pay going rates, and when it’s all done - your debts will be wiped. It’s a good deal, and the alternative is, shall we say, much less… generous.’ 

As Vinnie tapped the ash from his cigarette into a clean coffee mug, Charles felt the sweat begin to bead on his forehead. He was a man used to making deals, but this - this was something else. He could feel the ground shifting beneath him, and for the first time, he realized just how precarious his situation had become. ‘It’s not that I don’t intend to make good on my IOUs, I do!’ Charles stammered, trying to regain some control. ‘There have been… delays. Funding delays for my picture, but I can have the money for you in just a few weeks. I just need… your clients to be patient a little longer. They’ll get their money.’ 

Vinnie sat looking at him impassively for what seemed like the longest time. Finally, he leaned forward, and in a hushed voice said, ‘I believe you. I really do.’ 

Vinnie leaned forward, his gaze unblinking as he studied Charles for what felt like an eternity. Finally, in a voice so low it was almost a whisper, he said, ‘I believe you. I really do.’ 

A wave of relief started to wash over Charles, but before he could exhale, Vinnie’s hand shot out, grabbing him by the hair and slamming his face into the marble counter-top. The pain was immediate and blinding, a hot, searing sensation that spread across his face and down his neck. As Vinnie released his grip, Charles spiraled off the bar stool on to the floor, gasping for breath, his vision swimming with stars. 

He tried to push himself up, but a sharp kick to his ribs sent him sprawling back down. The world narrowed to the cool stone floor against his cheek, the taste of blood and bile in his mouth, and the sound of his own labored breathing. Strong hands yanked Charles to his feet, propping him up against a cupboard. His head lolled forward, blood dripping from his nose onto the cold stone floor, too dazed to muster any words of defiance. His vision began to clear a little, and he turned his head and spat noisily on to the floor beside him. He squeezed his eyes tightly closed for a moment, and shook his head trying to clear it.  He instantly regretted that. 

When the pain subsided slightly, he opened his eyes and  Vinnie was squatting in front of him, his face a mask of concern, for all the world like a bystander who’d watched a man take a bad fall from a bicycle. Vinnie gestured lazily with his cigarette toward Charles’s swollen cheek. ‘I’d get some iodine on that. Nasty cuts like that tend to get infected.’ He drew on his cigarette in a leisurely way. ‘Now where were we? Honestly, I can get so distracted at times…’ Charles heard the other two men share a brief laugh. ‘Ah yes, that was it. I’d explained my clients’ very generous offer, and you were saying -’ 

Charles was nodding his head up and down as much as the pain would allow. He mumbled something. 

‘What was that?’ Vinnie asked, ‘I didn’t catch that.’ 

Charles cleared his throat noisily and swallowed with more than a little difficulty, then croaked, ‘I said, I’ll do it -’ 

Vinnie straightened his legs and looked at the other two men. jabbing his cigarette towards the bloody man on the floor, he said, ‘There. Didn’t I tell you? Real smart these big-time movie guys.’ The two men chuckled, and Vinnie, squatted to face Charles once more. He put his cigarette out with studied care on the sole of Charles’s shoe, and fixed him with a cold stare. 

‘Let me share something personal with you Mr Walker. I like to think I’m an efficient man. So I really have a problem with doing things twice, d’you understand? Me the boys here have some other business to attend to, and I’m sure you’re a busy man as well, so we’ll be on our way in a minute. But here’s the thing Charlie-boy - it wouldn’t do for us to have to come back and do this all over again, say if you were to have… a  lapse of memory.’ 

Charles nodded again, the motion sending fresh waves of pain through his skull. He couldn’t bear to meet Vinnie’s gaze, focusing instead on the squashed cigarette the man had ground against his shoe. 

Vinnie watched him for a few seconds then held out a hand behind him, and one of the men placed a slip of paper with a New Jersey telephone number in it. Vinnie glanced at Charles’s bloodied shirtfront and thought better of tucking it into his pocket. Instead, he placed it under the edge of the cup he’d used as an ashtray. 

‘You have one of your people call that number tomorrow and we’ll get everything sorted.’  Vinnie jerked his head towards the door leading to the patio and the other two made their way out. 

Vinnie paused in the doorway, ‘See you in Gresham Springs, Mr Walker.’ 

At the airport, Vinnie sent a telegram to Marco with his flight details and a simple message: ‘The contract is agreed.’ He strode toward the bar - airports, after all, were great for getting a drink any time of day or night. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 13 

Charles held a bunched kitchen towel filled with the last of the ice against his forehead, cradling the phone with his other hand. Leaning forward, his elbows propped on the counter, he stared down at the dried oxblood-colored stains on his shirt. The mess from earlier still stained the kitchen, a stark reminder of his unexpected visitors.  In fact, it was now early evening and for the last half hour he’d been locking horns with Laura Evans over the logistics for the on location filming. 

‘Dammit, Laura! Can you stop making this so hard?’ 

She responded so abruptly that Charles jerked his head reflexively - a movement he instantly regretted as pain shot through his skull. ‘I’m not the one making it hard, Charles! You ring me out of nowhere as soon as I’m back to tell me that I can’t use Cohen, and instead I’m to use some transport outfit we’ve never worked with, and from Jersey! Jersey, for Chrissakes, Charles! It might as well be the moon!’

Charles gritted his teeth, waiting until she paused for breath. ‘They’re not coming from Jersey, Laura. That’s just the contact.’ Charles forced himself to keep his voice steady. The last thing he needed was to set her off even more. ‘I’m calling in a favor... I have no other options. Just this once, Laura.’

Laura paced to the end of her telephone cord. She stood by the window, staring across the water. Usually, the view calmed her, but not today. She drew a long breath, trying to keep her emotions in check.

‘Okay. I don’t get it, and I’m going to want a better explanation than ‘a favor,’ do you understand?

Charles felt a wave of relief wash over him, though it was tinged with annoyance - he’d had quite the day of people making sure he understood them. He rubbed his forehead, the cold towel doing little to ease the throbbing pain.

‘Sure, Laura. Whatever you say. Look, if they give you any grief, or you’re not one hundred percent happy - call me.’

Charles knew he was asking a lot of her, and as he waited for her response, he couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt. Laura was a good operator, and just doing her job, and here he was, dragging her into something that wasn’t just complicated - it was dangerous. But what choice did he have? His back was against the wall, and right now, Laura was the only one who could keep things on location from spiraling out of control.

Laura exhaled sharply. ‘Alright, Charles. I’ll do it, but you owe me a damn good explanation when this is over.’

As she hung up, Charles let the phone slip from his hand onto the counter. He leaned forward on his stool, closing his eyes as he tried to shake off the day’s tension. Relief washed over Charles, but it was short-lived, quickly replaced by the gnawing frustration that had haunted him all day. He couldn’t afford to dwell on what might go wrong - he just had to make sure it didn’t.

Laura stood in the dim glow of the table lamp, the rest of the room lost in shadows. The number she’d scribbled on her notepad was just a few digits, but it felt like a puzzle piece with its edges frayed, refusing to fit into place. Her eyes lingered on it, thoughts circling. Finally, she moved, crossing the room with deliberate steps, and reached up to the cabinet. The familiar weight of the bottle in her hand was a small comfort as she poured a drink, watching the amber liquid settle in the glass. 

She had a briefing at the studio in the morning, the usual parade of controlled chaos where she and her assistant would lay out their plans for the wider crew. Trucks, drivers, equipment storage, site security - it was her job to keep all the moving parts in sync. Usually, that was enough to keep her mind occupied. Not tonight. The couch sagged beneath her as she kicked off her shoes and pulled her knees up. Pad and pencil in hand, she started sketching out tomorrow’s checklist, but the words blurred on the page, refusing to hold her focus as her mind wandered. She needed to talk to Charles, and she needed to do it alone, away from the others. Whatever was going on, it wasn’t something she could, or would, address in front of the whole crew. There were too many unknowns - starting with the people Charles had suddenly brought into the fold. Twenty strangers, give or take, with no clear role, no introductions, no assurances that they even knew how to work on a production. It was more than a logistical oversight; it was a matter of trust.

Her pencil paused, mid-scribble. Charles had always been difficult, the kind of director who lived on the edge of brilliance and eccentricity, but this… this was something else. She could still hear his voice, low and strained, when he told her he had no choice but to overrule her. She wasn’t naive; she knew what people said about him - ‘Well, what did you expect?’ they’d ask if she told them about it. But this wasn’t about ego or control. If she didn’t know better, she’d say Charles was scared. Laura leaned back into the cushions, her gaze drifting to the sliver of light the lamp cast across the floor. What could drive a man like Charles Walker - "never Charlie," as he loved to remind everyone - to risk alienating his Location Manager less than a week before they headed on location to Gresham Springs? A man who thrived on control, suddenly acting like he was cornered.

She sighed, setting the pad down beside her. The answers weren’t going to come tonight, but the questions wouldn’t stop gnawing at her. Something was off, and the more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that it wasn’t just Charles’ eccentricity at play. There was something else - someone else? - pulling at the strings. And if she wanted to get to the bottom of it, she’d need more than just her instincts.

Tomorrow, she knew someone she could ask who might have a few of the missing pieces. For now, she’d wait.  The drink in her hand was untouched, forgotten as she stared out into the night.

❖❖❖ 

Marco and Vinnie sat in the back of Marco’s car, the hum of the engine the only sound as they cruised away from LaGuardia. The late hour had thinned the traffic to a mere trickle, and  Marco’s driver made swift progress toward the George Washington Bridge. The city’s lights began to fade as they crossed the Hudson into Fort Lee, the tall skyline of Manhattan slowly giving way to the quieter streets of New Jersey. 

Marco broke the silence first, his voice low and measured. ‘Lilith says if I’m enough of a slave driver to put you to work right after your West Coast flight, the least we can do is offer you a bed. She’s already called Margie for you.’

Vinnie grinned, a flicker of warmth in his eyes. ‘You know Margie’s gonna think we’re just up drinking, but thanks.’

Marco’s lips twitched in response before he shifted to business, as usual. ‘So, you say our man’s going to play his part. Can we count on him?’

‘Yeah,’ Vinnie replied, his tone serious now. ‘You know, I’d say so. He knows he’s in a jam, and this’ll be a quick fix for him. He’s got his… problems, Marco, but underneath that, I’d say he’s quite a tough cookie. I guess you need that making pictures.’

Marco nodded slowly, his gaze drifting out the window to the darkened streets. The city-scape blurred past, but his mind was sharp, turning over the details. ‘Good. It’ll help that we’ll both be there to ensure his resolve doesn’t suddenly take a vacation.’

Vinnie leaned back in his seat. ‘I gave him the warehouse number for his contact to call - probably that dame we saw at the airport. Our people are ready. Once that happens, we can loop in the West Coast guys. Enzo’s happy to help make that happen?’

Marco turned to face Vinnie, his expression unreadable in the dim light of the car’s interior. Streetlights flickered by, casting brief flashes of light across his face before plunging it back into shadow. ‘We’ll talk more at the house,’ he said finally, his voice carrying the weight of unspoken considerations, ‘but yeah, I’d say he’s happy.’

The car continued on its course, the quiet purr of the engine a backdrop to their silent reflection. The initial excitement of the plan had faded, replaced by a shared understanding between the two men - this was no time for nerves or second-guessing. They’d survived this long by being focused. By knowing when to press and when to pull back. As the car pulled to the curb outside Marco’s house, both men knew the real work was about to begin. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 14 

The room buzzed with barely contained energy, the kind that always accompanied the first formal location brief. It was a ritual, one that signaled the transition from planning to action, from concept to reality. For many in the room, this was the moment when the abstract notion of "going on location" became a tangible, exhilarating truth. 

Laura stood at the front, feeling the familiar surge of anticipation as she prepared to lead the meeting. Around her, department heads and their teams were already abuzz with whispered conversations, scanning the documents in front of them, making last-minute notes. This was where the groundwork of weeks of planning would be scrutinized, tested, and ultimately set in stone. Production Room C at the Empire Motion Pictures studio lot was spacious, yet this morning it felt barely large enough to contain everyone who wanted to be there.

Laura started with the location overview, her voice clear and steady as it cut through the excited murmurs. As she spoke, detailed maps and layouts were projected on the screen, each one met with nods of approval or the occasional furrowed brow. The descriptions of each shooting area were more than just information - they were the first glimpses of the world they would soon inhabit, a world that was about to come alive.

There was a collective lean forward as Laura moved on to the logistics: access points, security measures, crew and equipment transport. The tension in the room grew as schedules and logistics were discussed, every detail weighed for its impact on the production’s overall flow. This was the nitty-gritty, the nuts and bolts that would either make or break the shoot. Any mistakes here carried a high price, and everyone knew it.

Next came the site setup and daily schedule. Here, the excitement was almost palpable. This was where the theoretical became practical, where they began to see how their days would unfold, with every moment planned to the minute. Anticipation mingled with a healthy dose of anxiety - so much could go wrong, but that was part of the thrill.

When Laura finally reached the topic of parking plans, she couldn’t help but smile at the immediate shift in the room’s energy. It was as though the entire crew suddenly came to life, debating designated parking areas with a passion usually reserved for artistic differences. It was always a point of contention, and Laura found it endlessly amusing. Yet, she knew it was also a sign of their commitment - every detail mattered, especially where they parked their trucks.

As the meeting wound down, Laura kept the department heads and their First Assistants back to cover the final, crucial details: permits, insurance, and other administration. The room had quieted, but the buzz was still there, a low hum of purpose and determination. This was the crew in its element, tackling the final hurdles before they were unleashed on the location.

When the last question was answered, and the final note taken, Laura looked around at her team, feeling a deep sense of satisfaction. They were ready. The excitement in the room was infectious, spreading through her, energizing her for the days ahead. This was what she lived for - the controlled chaos, the sense of mission, the knowledge that they were about to create something remarkable.

‘Did I miss anything, Georgie?’ she called out to the back of the room with a smile.

His answer produced a burst of laughter around the room. ‘Don’t ask me, darling - I was too busy looking for my cigars!’

‘I’ll take that as a ‘no’ for now,’ Laura laughed. “Heads, we’ll meet each morning at 08:00 in this room until Friday. Please forward all queries and requests to my team. Thank you, everyone - see you in Gresham Springs!’ A loud cheer went up as people began to file out of the room.

As the crowd thinned out, Laura homed in on one person she’d been wanting to speak with: leading lady Harriet Lewis. 

‘Miss Lewis, I hope you found the briefing of value,’ Laura said, approaching her with a friendly but purposeful tone.

Harriet smiled, rolling her eyes with a touch of self-deprecation. ‘Please, drop the ‘Miss.’ I don’t need help feeling older these days.’ They both laughed, the ice broken, but Laura quickly shifted to a more serious tone.

‘I was wondering if we might go somewhere for a coffee? I’d appreciate your advice.’

Harriet raised an eyebrow, surprised but intrigued. ‘Sure, on the lot, or - ?’

‘Perhaps outside?’ Laura suggested.

❖❖❖

The two women walked along, exchanging companionable small talk as they made their way to a quaint diner a couple of hundred yards from the studio lot. It was a pleasant morning, and they settled at a table outside, the hum of the city distant but comforting.

Harriet leaned back, her smile warm but curious. ‘So, it’s my advice you’re after. I hope it’s not about men - my track record there doesn’t bear up to much scrutiny, I’m afraid.’

‘Not men in general - just one man. Your ex-husband.’

The smile froze on Harriet’s face, her eyes narrowing slightly. ‘Oh God, don’t tell me he’s gone and-’

‘No, no,’ Laura rushed to reassure her. ‘Let’s just say that something a little… unusual has come up, and well, my experience with Charles is limited. I thought you might be able to shed some light.’

Harriet studied Laura for a moment, her surprise fading into a more guarded expression. ‘Well, I suppose I am the Charles Expert,’ she said with a forced smile. For the next few minutes, Laura outlined the strange events with Charles from the previous day, carefully explaining her concerns that he seemed to be afraid of something.

When Laura finished, Harriet sat still, her thoughts clearly turning. ‘Okay, I was wrong,’ she said quietly. ‘I used to think there was nothing that man could do to surprise me. Turns out I was wrong.’ She looked at Laura, who was watching her intently, waiting for a reaction. ‘I think you made the right call, Laura. I can’t make heads nor tails of it right now, but if anyone can try and talk to him about it … it’s probably me.’

Laura felt a pang of guilt, her earlier resolve wavering very slightly. ‘I’m sorry to rope you into this, but if there’s a problem …’

‘No,’ Harriet interrupted, her tone firm. ‘You did the right thing. In fact, there’s a Table Read tomorrow morning at the studio, you know the kind of thing. It’s important, but informal - the cast will gather and sit together in that Production Room and read the script aloud, scene by scene. Because it’s where we work on the rhythm, or the tone, and dynamics of the scenes, we are often graced with the presence  of the director, producers, and maybe even the writers. Charles never misses a Table Read. I can find a way to grab a few quiet minutes with him then.’ Seeing an anxious look come on to Laura’s face, Harriet smiled, ‘Don’t worry, it’s not like it’s the first time I’ll have stuck my nose where Charles thinks it doesn’t belong on one of his productions.’ 

‘As long as you’re sure… I’d hate to be the cause of any friction -’ 

Noticing the younger woman’s fingers tighten around her coffee mug, Harriet assured her, ‘Trust me, honey, Charles and I don’t need any help on that score.’   

The truth of it was that she had a lot riding on this picture, and Harriet would be damned if she’d let Charles start with more of his antics before they’d even started filming. She was more concerned than she’d let on. Interfering in this kind of detail was very unusual - even for Charles - and she needed to know what had prompted this... favor.  Favor to who - one of the investors maybe?  She hoped that she gave away none of her concern to Laura - after all, she was an actress. 

Their coffee done, they parted ways, each with a lot to do in the days before Gresham.

Laura felt very much better for confiding in Harriet. Going in to it, she hadn’t been entirely sure how the older woman would react. It turned out that she needn’t have worried. Best case, she’d get a decent explanation and maybe even get Charles to keep his nose out of her role, worst case… well, she was no worse off than she was right now.  She also felt that she and Harriet had hit it off. Harriet was seemingly devoid of some of the personality ‘quirks’ that made other actors hard to work with. 

Back at the studio lot, Harriet sat in her car for a few moments before turning the key, replaying the conversation with Laura. Despite what she’d said to ease Laura’s mind, Harriet knew from experience that tomorrow’s conversation with Charles wasn’t likely to be easy.

❖❖❖ 

For the first time, in a long time, Eddie went up to Shirley’s desk and placed his report in Harry’s In-tray. Shirley cocked an eyebrow in mock disapproval, ‘What’s this? Passing work on to the boss?  Eddie liked Shirley. She’d been at the department longer than him, and she knew how to nudge Harry in the right direction to help the detectives.

‘Yeah, well, I figured he needs something to do between his manicures and golf,’ Eddie replied. Shirley laughed out loud before lowering her voice. ‘You’re looking good, Eddie. Like you’re getting a bit of your sparkle back, you know?’  He did indeed. 

‘Thanks Shirley. I must admit that this assignment,’ he tapped the folder, ‘well, it turned out more interesting than it first looked.’ 

‘Oh yeah, I hear you’re mixing it up with the Hollywood crowd now. I better get your autograph now, before you get too famous to remember the little people.’ He found her grin infectious. 

‘That may be cutting it a bit thick, but I’ll bear it in mind.’ He turned only slightly more serious, ‘Say, is Harry around?’ 

‘Tough luck, tiger if you’re wanting to see him. His day is hell itself. But I do know he’s wanting to share that report of yours with Chief Bennett later. How about I pencil you two in for coffee tomorrow morning around -’ she checked a calendar on her desk, and shot Eddie a wide smile, ‘09:30. I’ll make sure he knows that he’s buying.’ 

‘Perfect. Thanks Shirley. I’m going to grab coffee and a sandwich - you want anything?’ 

‘Nah, I’m good. Go on, get outta here, you mug.’ 

Eddie stepped outside and paused, closing his eyes as the sun warmed his face. He let out a slow breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. For the first time in what felt like ages, the tight knot in his chest began to loosen, just a little. The warmth on his skin wasn’t just from the sun - it felt like a small, quiet victory over the shadows that had been hanging over him for so long. He knew he couldn’t change the past, couldn’t undo the mistakes that haunted him in the dark hours of the night. But maybe - just maybe - he could start to carve out a new path, one that didn’t end in the same dead ends. He opened his eyes and took in the street with a new clarity. It was a familiar scene, one he’d walked through countless times, but today, it felt different. More grounded. More real. For a fleeting moment, Eddie felt like he was truly where he belonged, like being a cop wasn’t just something he did - it was who he was. And not just any cop, but a good one. The kind he used to dream of being before everything got so hard. And with Harry’s help, maybe he could get back.

‘Hey you, move along! Want I should bust you for vagrancy?’ A stern voice called out at him interrupting his thoughts. He turned towards the grinning face behind him. 

‘Yeah, very funny, Bill.’ 

‘Well, I thought so.’ Replied detective Maxwell. 

‘Going for coffee and a bite. Interested?’

‘Sure, if you’re paying.’ Maxwell said with a cheeky grin and gestured for Eddie to lead the way. 

❖❖❖ 

Just after lunch on the West Coast, Laura sat at home with a cup of coffee, her notepad, and the New Jersey number in front of her. She probably made more long-distance calls than anyone at Empire - especially international ones - but the process never failed to test her patience. She’d learned to have everything at hand and tried to force herself to just go with the flow. Taking a deep breath which she let out in a single long sigh, she picked up the handset, and dialed "0" to reach the local operator. After a long pause, it began to ring. 

‘Pacific Telephone and Telegraph, how may I help you?’

‘Operator, I’d like to place a long-distance call to New Jersey, please. The number is Cliffside 4-7890.’

‘Thank you ma’am. I’ll start connecting you to New Jersey, Cliffside 4-7890. Is that correct?’ 

‘That’s correct, thank you.’

‘Please hold while I put you through to the long distance service operator.’

Laura lit a cigarette, the lighter’s metal lid snapping sharply and the flame cast a brief orange glow over her face. She sipped at her coffee. A couple of minutes later the long distance operator took over, and she went through the whole thing again. Her patience began to wear thin. 

Thank God we were more efficient than this during the war.

‘Los Angeles subscriber, I have Cliffside 4-7890 on the line for you, please go ahead.’

The call took just a couple of minutes. The lady at the New Jersey number answered for a shipping and warehousing company. Laura quickly established that they partnered with a West Coast company, quartered in LA itself - although she’d not heard of them before - and the woman at the other end took all her details and assured her that she’d have the LA people call her the very next morning.  She also gave Laura the names of the two managers who would personally see to it that all the studio’s needs would be met. Definitely more New Jersey than LA, Laura mused with a small smile. The woman on the other end sounded professional, if a bit clipped, and Laura felt a wave of relief wash over her. At least now, she had people she could talk to, and things could finally start moving.

❖❖❖ 

Vinnie hung up the phone. The warehouse had called - Walker’s location manager, Laura Evans, had reached out and been given both his and Marco’s names. He’d initially been reticent about using their actual names, but as Marco explained, using fake IDs took time, time they didn’t have. At least this way, if anyone checked them out, it’d all be on the square. Afterwards, Marco reasoned, there’d be no proof connecting them to the consignment - whatever the cops liked to believe. He dialed a local number. 

‘Good evening Lilith. Sorry to trouble you, is the boss free?’ He listened for a moment, then laughed, ‘No, no need to interrupt the kids’ bath time - please just tell him from me that the West Coast called about the transport arrangements. We’re all good.’ He hung up and stood for a moment, his hand resting on the handset, the cool plastic pressing into his palm. The stakes were big on this one - this wasn’t like anything they’d done together before. The room was quiet, too quiet, save for the distant hum of traffic outside. He stared at the wall, the silence settling around him like a blanket. The scent of old wood and dust lingered, mingling with the faint aroma of dinner drifting from the kitchen.

He knew that he didn’t share Marco’s ambition. In fact, deep down, the further he could stay away from some of the patrons and dons, the better he liked it. As far as Vinnie was concerned, he’d stick to what he was good at. He was sure Marco would rise, and when he did, he wouldn’t forget Vinnie’s role in making it happen. But a small, nagging voice in the back of his mind from time to time whispered that maybe this time, Marco was reaching too far. Maybe they both were. He shook his head, dismissing the thought. He, Vinnie, just needed to stay across the details, nice and slick, just like the army, and leave the rest to Marco. But as he turned away, the uneasy feeling clung to him like a creeping shadow at the edge of his mind, refusing to let go.

‘Honey? Your dinner is ready.’

Vinnie’s hand lingered on the door frame for a second longer, the words from his wife barely breaking through the haze of his thoughts. He forced a smile and called back, ‘Coming.’ As he stepped into the warmth of the kitchen, the tiny shadow followed - a silent reminder that no matter how hard you try, some things can never be left behind.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 15 

The room was alive with chatter as Harriet Lewis entered, the sharp scent of freshly brewed coffee mingling with cigarette smoke as her eyes quickly scanned the polished mahogany table where script pages rustled under nervous fingers. Dorothy Collins was already flipping through the script with a practiced hand. Eleanor Barnes and Fred Turner had their heads bent together discussing a scene. Across the table, Rick Caldwell was adjusting his glasses, his script marked with dozens of notes.

Georgie Sullivan, the production manager, sat at the head of the table, his gold-plated Parker fountain pen poised over a leather-bound notebook, his expression one of typically focused calm. Jack Reynolds and Bob Irwin were standing nearby, discussing a new lighting idea for a key scene.

‘Harriet,’ Georgie called out with a warm smile, ‘we’re just about ready to start. Take a seat wherever you like. There’s coffee over there.’ He gestured to the side table. 

Harriet nodded, her usual poise hiding the faint flutter of nerves in her stomach. She immediately noticed Charles Walker’s absence from the table. She shot a look at Jack, and looked pointedly at the empty seat at the head of the table. He gave a barely perceptible shrug.

Great, even the Assistant Director doesn’t know why Charles is late.

As Harriet poured herself a coffee, Rick gave her a wave and made his way across the room toward her. She smiled, recalling how Rick had always been one of her favorite co-stars since they'd been featured together in that spread for Photoplay magazine last summer.  Their work on Pathways for Promise, a post-Revolutionary War drama based on a New Zealand author’s book, had been one of her first major roles. 

‘Good to see you again, Harriet,’ Rick said warmly. ‘Do you remember the fun we had on Pathways?’ 

Harriet smiled back, a touch of nostalgia in her eyes. ‘How could I forget? That was when I first worked with Charles as well. Quite the collaboration.’

Rick nodded. ‘Exactly. It was a good piece of work. Or at least, the critics thought so.’ They both laughed at the memory of the rapturous critical reception, even if the box office take suggested that American moviegoers hadn’t quite been ready for a topic like that.

Harriet’s laughter faded as her gaze returned to the empty chair. Where was Charles Walker? It wasn’t like him to be late, especially not for a Table Read. A flicker of worry crossed her mind, recalling her conversation with Laura the previous day, but she quickly pushed it aside as Georgie started the session.

‘Alright, everyone,’ Georgie began, glancing at the empty chair where Charles should be. ‘Let’s make a start - I suggest we go through each on-location scene and then discuss our thoughts.’ This was greeted by murmurs of assent and nods around the table.

As they began reading, Harriet found it difficult to concentrate. Her lines flowed, but her mind kept wandering, especially during scenes where Charles’s input would have been valuable. She could feel the absence, a void where his guidance should have anchored the dialogue. To his credit, Jack Reynolds did a solid job of stepping in with the director’s perspective, and truthfully Harriet doubted anyone else was as concerned as she was.

After a while, Georgie paused the reading, looking around the table. ‘Does anyone have any thoughts on that last scene at the airport?

Fred Turner broke the uneasy silence. ‘It’s missing something, isn’t it? But -’ He hesitated, ‘without Charles here, it’s hard to gauge how he’d want to handle it.’

Bob Irwin, the director of photography, nodded. ‘I know what you mean, Fred. He’s probably just running late. Once he’s caught up, we can revisit that scene tomorrow.’

Georgie exchanged a glance with Jack Reynolds, his expression beginning to show a little concern. ‘I agree Jack, we’ll give him a few more minutes. But let’s keep going in the meantime.’ The table read continued, but for Harriet, the absence of Charles Walker lingered in the room, casting doubt and causing her to swing back and forth between annoyance and concern. She found herself clenching and unclenching her hands under the table, the growing tension nibbling at the edges of her focus.

❖❖❖ 

The property was high-walled, with a pair of tall, exquisitely wrought iron gates barring the driveway. Harriet pressed the bell again. Charles was here - she’d craned her neck just enough around the gate pillar to see the tail end of his beloved car parked under the carport near the kitchen. God, she hated that car. To Charles, the 1947 Jaguar Mark IV was the last word in European taste and refinement. To her, when it condescended to work, it was the last word in pretension and English snootiness. 

Where was he? Why the hell wasn’t he answering the intercom? Finally, she settled for simply holding the buzzer down - and waited.

It didn’t take long. The ornate speaker crackled near her elbow.

‘For God’s sake, Harriet! What do you want?’

She smiled to herself. He couldn't see her, but it still pleased her that she was the only person who could irritate him this quickly. 'What's eating you, Charles?' she muttered under her breath.

‘Why, Charles - you’re home!’

‘Of course, I’m damn well home …’ The voice softened slightly. ‘Please, what do you want?’

‘I’d like to talk with you, Charles.’

There was no reply. Harriet bunched her fists on her hips and waited a minute, glancing at the gates.

Really? That’s how you want to do this? Fine.

She pressed her gloved finger into the buzzer again - and kept it there.

No reply, but soon the soft hum of electric motors and the rattling of wheels at the base of the gate announced her success. The driveway opened.

Inside, Harriet sat at the breakfast bar, the cool Formica surface under her gloved fingertips, staring across at him as the kitchen's pendant lamp cast shadows that accentuated the hollows beneath his cheekbones. ‘What do you mean, slipped?’ 

Charles sat there, his face a lurid bruise that stretched across his cheekbones and nose, both eyes swollen and blackened. When he’d looked in the mirror  - he’d seen a panda looking back. At least he'd managed to clean the kitchen up earlier, though the faint medicinal smell of rubbing alcohol and the metallic tang of blood still hung in the air beneath the Pine-Sol. 

‘Exactly what I said. I must’ve spilled water or something. I slipped and banged my face on this God-awful slate floor.’ The jab at her - the stone floor had been her idea - was unmistakable.

Harriet remained silent, her gaze steady. He hadn’t met her eyes once. It was time for a different approach.

Her voice softened. ‘Here’s the thing, Charles. Charles Walker doesn’t miss Table Reads. Full stop. Okay, you had your… accident. But that doesn’t explain why Jack had no idea where you were. Or why I didn’t.’ She paused, watching him closely. ‘Not a word to us, Charles.’ 

For the first time since they’d started talking, Charles met her gaze. The sight of him - alone and hurt like this - made her want to cry. The sadness was so immediate, so sharp, that she had to take a few deep breaths to keep the tears from falling.

‘Charles,’ she continued gently, ‘whatever turned out between us… how do you think I feel seeing you like this? How do you think Jack, Georgie, Laura - any of them - would feel? We care, Charles.’

Charles shifted his gaze back to the counter-top and shook a cigarette from the pack, sliding it toward her.

‘Has a doctor seen you?’ She gestured to his battered face.

He shook his head, his voice a husky whisper. ‘No… not yet.’

‘Jesus.’ Harriet stood and walked around the counter, placing her hands gently on either side of his head, cradling his bruised face. She looked into his eyes - and that’s when she saw it. Just for a fraction of a second, but enough. Laura had been right. Charles had struggled with alcohol for years, and like all alcoholics, he could lie like the best of them. But right now, even he couldn’t hide that tiny flicker of emotion.

She let her hands drop slowly and fixed him with a firm gaze.

‘Charles, tell me right now - what are you afraid of?’

He shook his head and mumbled something about being fine.

Harriet placed a hand gently under his chin and lifted it until their eyes met again. Her voice was soft, but unyielding - a tone he’d heard countless times before. ‘Charles, if there’s anyone on this earth you can tell… it’s me.’

A single tear broke free from his right eye, slowly tracking down across the bruises and scabs.

An hour and a couple of strong coffees later, Charles had told her enough for her to know that he was in deep trouble. But no matter how much she pleaded, threatened, or cajoled, he wouldn’t give her the details. At least now, Harriet could piece together what had been troubling Laura. The girl had been right to bring it up.

‘Promise me you won’t tell anyone,’ Charles said, his voice desperate. ‘You have to promise. In a few days, this will be over, and I don’t want you at any risk. Promise me!’

Harriet raised her hands in mock surrender. ‘Alright, Charles. I won’t.’

She suddenly felt so tired. This whole situation was so typically Charles. It brought back the flood of fatigue and worry that had plagued her before their divorce. But as much as it all felt familiar, she knew with certainty - things were different now. She wasn’t the same woman she had been back then. 

Making her decision, Harriet strode over to the heavy black rotary phone on its side table, the receiver cool and substantial in her hand as she flipped open the thick Bell Telephone directory.

‘Who are you calling?’ Charles asked, his nervousness creeping into his voice.

‘Doctor Merton. Someone other than me needs to take a look at that face of yours before I drive home.’

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 16 

Harry realized he was unconsciously rubbing his hands together like he was washing them, the cuffs of his shirt scraping against his wrists as the ceiling fan above cast rhythmic shadows across Bennett's cluttered oak desk. It was a nervous tic that he’d tried and failed to eradicate over the years. 

‘What’s not to understand, Harry?’ Hollis shot him a look that suggested he wasn’t in a frame of mind to negotiate.

Harry wasn’t quite sure where to start. Harry felt a tight knot forming in his stomach. ‘Well, I’d understood that you were concerned about that art collection coming through, right when those picture makers -’

‘Do you not agree with this report?’ Hollis interrupted. He leaned forward over the edge of his desk and jabbed the folder in front of him with a stiff finger. ‘Because, I do. But if you think otherwise, then I need to know.’

‘It’s not that I don’t agree, Hollis… it’s just that for the sake of a little overtime -’

Hollis cut him off again. ‘Harry, I know you’ve read this, and that being the case, you would have to ask yourself - even if someone wanted to lift the art collection, and do it here in Gresham - what would it take? Who could even contemplate something like that?’ He sat back in his chair shaking his head, ‘Even young Williams raises that in his report.’

Harry looked at him still feeling that he was missing something. To his mind, Hollis had gone from one extreme to the other… and Eddie’s report didn’t say that there was no risk.

Hollis turned his head and stared out at Main Street for a second or two. ‘There’s a piece of the puzzle that you don’t have Harry.’ Hollis slid a second folder from beneath Eddie’s report and tapped it lightly. ‘This is the security assessment and details from Nathan Castillo at All State.’

Internally, Harry fumed, though he kept his expression neutral. Any All State report should have been shared with him - and Eddie.

 ‘Castillo says pretty much what Williams does. There isn’t a crew across the nearest five states that could go after something like this. In fact, All State are taking a very unobtrusive approach to this. They’re arguing that the best way to protect the shipment during it’s brief -’ He paused to emphasize the word, ‘transit through Gresham is not to draw attention to it with an army of security and police officers.’

Harry kept his tone measured. ‘Nobody is suggesting an army, Hollis. That’s not fair.’

‘And neither is life, Harry. Neither is life.’ The two men sat in silence, then Hollis gathered the two folders, tapped the bottoms on his desk, then turned and put them on a shelf behind him.

Harry watched him impassively, he knew the odds of winning an argument like this with his boss. ‘So what do you want us to do?’ He asked.

‘Tell young Williams to stick to his picture liaison. Castillo and his people have a handle on the consignment.’ He paused, then fixed Harry with a firm stare. ‘Am I clear, Harry? He’s to let the consignment go - I don’t want to hear that he’s off the reservation on this one.’ He stood and brushed his hands on the sharp creases of his trousers. ‘Want to grab coffee?’

Harry lied. ‘No. Thank you. I have a meeting.’ He excused himself then left closing the door with care. Pausing to grab his hat from the stand outside, he let out a long, quiet breath. Bennett’s secretary looked up from what she was writing. She knew that feeling.

‘Some days are longer than others, Harry.’ She offered, with a weak smile.

‘Ain’t that the truth.’ Harry muttered as he strode away. Eddie had put so much into that report, meticulously detailing every potential risk. How was he going to tell him to back off?

❖❖❖ 

Eddie decided he’d walk to the precinct office this morning. In the window of the record store downstairs a poster advertised a country artist, Hank Williams. Eddie thought that maybe he’d treat himself to the new album on his way home - a sort of ‘celebration’ purchase. The office was unusually busy when he arrived, the cacophony of ringing desk phones and clacking typewriter keys creating a chaotic symphony as cigarette smoke wafted toward the slowly rotating ceiling fans. Seeing him through the crowded central floor Shirley waved him over to Harry’s door. Eddie shut the door, noting that its glass did little to hold back the noise from outside. 

Harry was on the phone, the black Bakelite receiver cradled between ear and shoulder as he scribbled on a yellow legal pad with a half-chewed pencil, but waved him into a wooden chair with a worn leather seat that squeaked in protest. ‘Yeah, sure. Ah-huh. Okay, talk later.’ Harry hung up, and sat there for a few moments his hand still on the desk telephone. When he looked up, it didn’t take an expert to see that he was troubled.

‘Everything okay, Harry? Anything I can help with?’

Harry just looked at him. Then he swung back in his chair, lifted his legs and crossed them at the ankle over the corner of his desk. Harry shook a cigarette from a packet and threw it across to Eddie who caught it deftly. ‘Eddie I’ve been through your report with Chief Bennett. We agree that it’s a job well done.’ He blew a stream of smoke, then rubbed his bald spot with the flat of his hand.

‘Well, that’s good.’ Eddie said, not quite able to connect the feedback with Harry’s demeanor.

Harry summoned a thin smile. ‘It is, son. You’re right.’

‘Harry, is there a problem?’

‘You could say that. I dunno… look, it depends, I guess.’

Eddie laughed nervously. ‘Well… perhaps you tell me -’

‘Eddie, he’s shelving the consignment part of the report.’ The silence hung in the air, thick like a fog. When Eddie didn’t comment, Harry went on, ‘The Chief wants us to let Castillo and his… Rent-a-Cops, handle it. We’re… you’re to leave the art thing alone.’

Eddie was dumb struck. ‘He did actually read it? You’re sure?’

Harry nodded slowly. ‘No question. That’s a fact, Eddie - he did read it. In fact he called it ‘thorough’. He said you’d done a good job.’ He looked at the end of his cigarette for a moment, before looking back at the young detective. ‘Stick with the picture people, Eddie. You’ve done a good bit of work here, and that’s going to help you a lot around here.’

Eddie’s face was a blank mask. Inside he was torn between letting his real feelings show, and not prejudicing any progress he’d made in the eyes of his seniors. He knew all too well what Harry had meant about ‘around here’ - a voice inside him was saying, ‘Suck it up, Eddie. Don’t throw this away… this ain’t the time’.

His better angels won - for the moment - and he settled for nodding to show he’d understood. He felt like he’d lost four inches in height sitting there listening to Harry speak. Eddie felt a coldness settle in his chest. He had poured his energy into that report, hoping it might finally set him on a different path. Now, it seemed like all that effort had evaporated into thin air. ‘So just keep going with Evans, then?’

‘Evans?’

‘The Location Manager for Empire, the picture company.’

‘Oh yeah, sure Eddie. And look, there’s no restrictions or anything on that - you just do what you got to do.’ Harry smiled, thankful that, whatever his disappointment, Eddie was taking this like a soldier.

Eddie nodded and rose, he put the remains of his cigarette out in Harry’s ashtray. ‘You know, Harry, I… um… I know that you’d have had to go to bat for me. Don’t take it like I’m ungrateful, or anything.’

‘Never crossed my mind’, Harry said, his relief growing by the second. He crossed and opened the door, ‘Hey, and for the record, I’d rather be dealing with those picture people than stuck in this bedlam, you know?’

As Eddie walked past, Harry discreetly caught Shirley’s eye. Eddie never made it past her desk.

‘Hang on, sailor boy,’ She said, grabbing up her purse and pushing an arm into her coat sleeve. ‘I’m looking for a fine young man to take me for a coffee and, well since they’re all busy, so you’ll have to do.’ She gave him a friendly punch on the arm, and they headed for the relative calm of the street.

Several minutes later, they sat perched on stools in a diner, hot black coffee steaming from two thick cups. Even the strong coffee couldn’t shake the sense of defeat that clung to him like a heavy coat. ‘I don’t get it. I wasn’t asking much -it’s like he just chose to ignore everything.’ She looked at him clearly signaling that her disappointment matched his own.

‘Eddie, you remember that time I went over to the Chief’s office for a few weeks that time his previous secretary bust her leg falling off steps in her kitchen?’ Eddie nodded. ‘Well, after that experience I would always say that I reckoned she did it on purpose.’

Eddie looked at her blankly, not following this at all.

‘Her leg, you mug… you know, like she did it to get a break from Bennett, the Mayor, all that politics.’ This time he nodded, and smiled weakly.

‘See Eddie, up there nothing is what it is. Everything’s always about something else. The politics, the ins and outs - I tell you by the time I came back - I needed a vacation. Look, all I’m saying is I’ll bet my next paycheck this ain’t about you, okay? This will be, oh I don’t know, the mayor has had a minor fit about overtime, or that bum Castillo is his son-in-law, or something…’ She looked at Eddie, really hoping she was consoling him.

He looked at her and smiled, a little more genuinely this time. ‘I know. I guess I was expecting that assignment to do me more good than this. I wanted it to, you know, make things… more like they were.’

Shirley sat and let her thoughts sort themselves a little. Then she spoke very softly, ‘Eddie it’s been hard watching you going through… everything, and all. I ain’t no shrink or expert at anything like that, so you can feel free to tell me to go piss up a rope, or whatever.’ She reached across and lay a gentle hand on his wrist, ‘It’s just that, well… for us all, Eddie, what’s gone, is gone. I’m not sure having anything ‘be like it was’ is right for any of us. But maybe, something new, something good… maybe that’s all any of us can ask.’

Much as his gut said she was right, he simply couldn’t process this now. Politeness took over, ‘Thanks Shirley… and for the coffee.’

‘Wait, what? I’m paying now?’ She joked, glad he hadn’t taken offense.

‘It was your idea.’ Shirley rolled her eyes playfully and sighed,

‘Okay, if that’s how it is.’

Eddie stood and helped her into his coat. ‘Thanks Shirley, you’re swell.’

‘And don’t you forget it.’ She chuckled as they stepped into the street. As he walked away, Eddie tried to focus on Shirley’s words, but gnawing away in the back of his mind was a feeling that he’d missed something, maybe something important. This wasn’t over - not by a long shot. 

❖❖❖ 

Laura entered the restaurant, her eyes scanning the room with practiced ease. It was an upscale place, the kind that catered to discretion rather than fame, with burgundy velvet banquettes, frosted glass sconces casting a soft amber glow, and damask curtains that muffled conversations away from prying ears.

‘Good evening, ma’am. Do you have a reservation?’ The Maitre D’, impeccably dressed, greeted her with a warm but professional smile.

‘I’m meeting someone. The booking’s under Evans.’

‘Of course. Table 12. This way, please, your guest is already here.’

Harriet stood as Laura approached. ‘Laura, thank you for coming.’

‘Not at all, Harriet.’ Laura gave a small laugh, ‘It’s nice to have dinner without the pressure of a date.’

Harriet chuckled, nodding. ‘Oh my God, yes.’

Once their orders were placed, Harriet leaned forward, her voice dropping. ‘I checked in on Charles.’

‘Is he alright?’

‘Not… exactly.’ Harriet’s fingers began twisting the edge of her napkin, a tell that didn’t escape Laura.

‘Is he ill?’ Laura asked, her tone calm but probing.

Harriet let out a short, nervous laugh. ‘He’s been unwell for some time, but this is different.’ She hesitated before explaining Charles’s state and the little she had managed to learn.

Laura listened, her expression unreadable, though the news hit her like a gut punch. Charles Walker, the formidable man at the pinnacle of his profession, reduced to this - it was unthinkable.

‘You’re telling me he’d been beaten?’ Laura’s voice was quiet, controlled.

‘He didn’t admit it - but, yes, I’m afraid so. You can’t say anything, Laura. I promised him.’

Laura’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Harriet, if the people who did this are connected to those he’s insisting we work with… we have a responsibility to our crew. I can’t just allow thugs on my set.’

Harriet raised a hand, trying to calm her. ‘Laura, Charles believes that by complying, he’ll be free of whatever trouble he’s in. I saw him - he’s desperate, and I don’t think he’ll budge.’

The hors d’oeuvres arrived, but Laura barely noticed. She picked up her fork, absently nudging the salmon on her plate, her mind racing. ‘So, what do we do?’

Harriet sighed. ‘Exactly as he’s asked. Even if we wanted to take action, what could we do? Go to the police? With what evidence? Charles would simply deny everything.’

Laura considered this, her mind calculating the angles. She finally took a bite of the fish, chewing slowly, thoughtfully. ‘There’s a detective down in Gresham, Eddie Williams. He’s someone I could speak to… quietly.’

‘And tell him what?’ Harriet asked, a hint of desperation in her voice. ‘Laura, I’m only telling you this so you don’t push Charles too hard. I don’t want you getting...’

Laura gave a small, wry smile. ‘You mean, so I don’t get fired?’

Harriet’s voice grew small, her confidence waning. ‘I just… I don’t think any good can come from pushing this.’

Seeing Harriet’s distress, Laura knew she needed to ease the tension. She reached across the table, squeezing Harriet’s hand gently. ‘Hey, it’s alright. I won’t push. We’ll handle this, together.’

Harriet smiled weakly, relieved. Laura leaned back, switching the conversation to lighter topics - the wardrobe for Gresham, the logistics of the shoot. They talked for the next hour, the tension gradually lifting.

Outside, they kissed each other goodbye. Laura had anticipated having a drink and had taken a taxi. Now, she hailed one and gave the driver an address down the block from her house - old habits from her days in Naval Intelligence died hard. By the time she entered her darkened house and set her keys on the stand, her course of action was clear.

❖❖❖ 

The DC-4 taxied to a standstill at Los Angeles Airport. The flight had been a grueling one - nearly 12 hours, with brief stops in Chicago and Kansas City for fuel. By the time Marco and Vinnie descended the mobile staircase, the sun had long dipped below the horizon, leaving behind only the last vestiges of daylight: faint streaks of pink and purple clinging to the sky. The terminal inside was nearly deserted, the late hour ensuring that only the echo of their footsteps accompanied them as they waited briefly for their bags.

Outside, they hailed a cab, Vinnie leaning into the window to give the driver a number on Alameda Street.

The Alameda Street corridor, running through the heart of industrial LA, was a different beast at night, the skeletal silhouettes of cranes and loading equipment standing stark against the night sky, occasional security lamps creating pools of harsh light separated by stretches of impenetrable darkness. During the day, it was gritty and alive with the noise of trucks, trains, and laborers. The air thick with the smell of diesel and industry, the adjacent streets filled with the cacophony of engines, clattering metal, and workers’ shouts. But now, it was as quiet as the grave, the usual chaos replaced by an unsettling stillness. The cab pulled up outside a darkened warehouse, the only illumination coming from a solitary streetlight casting a weak glow on the company name - Western Transportation - in peeling, faded letters. The driver turned in his seat, hesitation in his eyes. ‘You guys sure this is the place?’

‘We’re sure,’ Vinnie replied, his tone cutting off any further conversation.

‘If you say so.’ The driver’s face brightened when Vinnie handed him a bill. Five-dollar tips weren’t common, and he nodded appreciatively. ‘Yes, sir, thank you, gentlemen.’

As the cab drove away, Marco threw Vinnie a sidelong glance. ‘Shouldn’t have done that.’

‘Done what?’

‘Tipping big. Makes you memorable.’ Vinnie didn’t bother to argue. Marco had his quirks, and after a flight like that, it wasn’t worth the energy to disagree.

They approached a small access door set within the larger warehouse doors. Vinnie rapped on the timber, his knuckles echoing in the quiet night. Several seconds passed before the sound of rattling chains and locks filled the silence. The door creaked open, revealing a swarthy man who stared at them without a word.

Vinnie gestured to himself and Marco. ‘I’m Vincent Moretti, and this here is Mr. Bellini. We’re expected.’

The man didn’t respond immediately, his eyes lingering on them for a beat longer than comfortable. Then, wordlessly, he stepped back, a hand appearing to beckon them inside. Vinnie exchanged a glance with Marco, shook his head, and muttered under his breath, ‘Welcome to fucking LA.’

Marco chuckled softly, the sound almost lost in the night, and followed Vinnie through the small door, wrestling his suitcase as he stepped into the darkened warehouse.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 17 

Laura Evans stepped from the cab, her heels clicking sharply against the cracked pavement. Each step echoed in the hazy amber light of dawn as she surveyed the shabby facade of the warehouse, its brick exterior stained by years of industrial soot. She had ventured into some unsavory parts of Los Angeles before - Bunker Hill with its decaying Victorian mansions, the shabby rooming houses along Main Street - but this industrial stretch near the rail yards felt like a new low. Still, she had a job to do, and she couldn’t let her instincts cloud her judgment - at least not yet.  Her assistant, Robert, a wiry young man with anxious eyes and a slightly rumpled Brooks Brothers suit, followed with a heavy leather Gladstone briefcase holding clutching the contract and insurance documents they’d need today. His fedora was pulled low as if for protection. His gaze darted around the street that was starting to come to life with early workers as he hurried to catch up with her. She couldn’t blame him for the nerves. 

‘Ready?’ Laura asked, her voice calm as she shot him a reassuring glance. He managed a nod, though he hardly looked convinced.

Setting her shoulders beneath her tailored gabardine suit, Laura approached a small metal door inset within the larger warehouse entrance, its green paint peeling to reveal layers of previous colors beneath. She knocked briskly, the sound reverberating through empty spaces beyond. Somewhere inside, the mechanical clatter of a freight elevator and the hiss of steam pipes punctuated the morning stillness. A pause stretched out before the door creaked open on rusted hinges to reveal a man with a swarthy complexion, dark, assessing eyes, and the lingering scent of Vitalis hair tonic and Lucky Strike cigarettes.  ‘Miss Evans?’ he asked in a low, gravelly tone.

‘That’s right,’ Laura replied, steady. ‘And this is Robert, my assistant. We’re here to discuss the Kansas shipment with Mr. Bellini.’

The man nodded and stepped back, gesturing them inside. As Laura and Robert crossed the threshold, the mingled smells of motor oil, dust, and cheap coffee hit them. They were greeted by the sight of Marco Bellini and Vincent Moretti, positioned around a cluttered metal desk under a single hanging bulb, its yellow glow barely penetrating the warehouse gloom, casting harsh shadows across their faces. A bakelite RCA radio on a nearby shelf played softly - Bing Crosby crooning while its dial glowed faintly in the shadows. In spite of the warehouse's grungy setting, both men stood out with sharp tailoring that contrasted against the rough backdrop - Bellini in a dove-gray double-breasted suit with wide lapels and a silk tie held in place with a discreet diamond stickpin, Moretti in navy blue with a subtle pinstripe and a gold pen cap visible at his jacket pocket. 

‘Miss Evans, Robert, welcome,’ Marco said, his voice smooth and urbane. ‘I hope the early morning trip wasn’t too inconvenient.’

Laura returned his smile, though her instincts were prickling. ‘Not at all. Thank you for seeing us on such short notice. We’re on a tight schedule with the shoot, as I’m sure you understand.’

‘Of course,’ chimed in Vinnie, his tone polite but brisk. ‘We’re no strangers to working under pressure.’ He gestured to the plain wooden chairs around the desk. ‘My apologies for the lack of facilities, but as you see, this is a working depot,’ he added, motioning to the GMC and Studebaker trucks parked around the cavernous space, engines occasionally rumbling to life as workers came and went. 

Laura nodded, unbothered. ‘I’m no stranger, Mr. Moretti, to working in the field. This is just fine.’

Marco smiled, ‘Miss Evans, I appreciate this is the first time we will work together and we’re going to move a lot of expensive, delicate equipment to Kansas - cameras, lighting rigs, set pieces. I know it’s crucial for your production that everything arrives in perfect condition, on time. We’re here to address any concerns you have so you feel confident in our arrangements.’

Laura was a little taken aback. This guy was good, no doubt about that. ‘I’m pleased to hear it Mr Bellini.’ 

‘Marco, please.’ He leaned back slightly, the smile never faltering. ‘We’ve handled plenty of specialized shipments - military gear, medical supplies, even antique art.  ‘I assure you, your movie gear will be in good hands.’ 

Laura noted Robert shifting beside her and decided to cut to her concerns. ‘As you say, you have the expertise, but there are a few specifics we need to confirm. First, the insurance. The studio’s insurers will need proof that your coverage is adequate - especially considering the value of the items we’re shipping.’ 

Marco nodded smoothly and reached into a drawer, pulling out a neatly organized folder. ‘We anticipated that. Here’s a copy of our insurance policy, fully up to date and reviewed by a third-party assessor just yesterday. You’ll find the coverage exceeds standard requirements, particularly for high-value items.’

Laura took the folder, flipping through the documents. Everything seemed to be in order, but she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that she was getting the hustle. In her experience transport contractors weren't always this organized. ‘This is very thorough,’ she said, her voice betraying none of her inner doubts. ‘But I’ll need to have our legal team take a look, just standard procedure for a contract like this.’

‘Of course,’ Vinnie smiled. ‘We wouldn’t expect anything less.’

Robert, perhaps sensing it was time he made a contribution, cleared his throat and spoke up, nervously adjusting his tie clip as the overhead fan stirred the stale air laden with cigarette smoke. ‘And what about your loading process? We’ve had issues in the past with companies that weren’t familiar with how to handle film equipment. Everything needs to be secured properly, padded, and, if necessary, custom crated.’

‘Quite correct,” Marco replied, leaning forward slightly as if to emphasize his point. ‘We’ve dealt with delicate items before. Our crew will be supervised by one of our most experienced foremen who has worked with film crews before, and we use only the best materials for packing and securing. You won’t have to worry about a thing.’

Laura forced a nod, though a sense of discomfort lingered. She adjusted her silk scarf at her throat, the perfume she'd dabbed on that morning now seeming woefully inadequate against the expensive scent of Marco's Aqua Velva aftershave. Nothing was amiss on the surface; both men were professional, perhaps overly so. Marco’s refined demeanor, juxtaposed with the gritty setting, struck her as incongruous, while Vinnie’s responses, though courteous, felt flat, lacking warmth. Her instincts, honed over years in the field, whispered caution.

‘What’s your plan for contingencies?’ she pressed, keeping her tone casual. ‘We can’t afford any delays once we’re on location.’

Vinnie shrugged. ‘Delays happen, sure. But we plan for them. If a truck breaks down, we’ve always got a backup ready to go. Weather issues? We keep close tabs on that too, reroute if necessary. We can switch between road and rail if need be. We won’t let you down.’

Laura met Vinnie’s gaze, trying to see behind the smooth words. ‘I appreciate your confidence, Mr. Moretti. But you understand why I’m being cautious. Your operation is new to me. I’m solely responsible to Mr Walker, our Director, and it’s my job to ensure everything goes smoothly.’

Marco’s smile softened, almost as if he found her concern endearing. ‘We understand, Miss. Evans. You’re a professional, and you’ve got a job to do. Just like us. I can promise you that we’re fully committed to this shipment. It’ll be as if your equipment never left LA - except it’ll be safe and sound in Kansas.’

Laura nodded again, but this time it was more of a courtesy than an acknowledgment. ‘Thank you. We’ll review the insurance documents, and I’ll have a courier bring the shipping manifests today so you can plan. Perhaps we can get together again as soon as you’ve had the chance to review those.’

Vinnie and Marco exchanged a brief glance before Vinnie said, ‘We look forward to hearing from you.’

Laura decided to push just a little, ‘I’m sorry for the late notice and pressures that creates, but I was only made aware of this… arrangement, a short time ago.’

Marco didn’t so much as blink. ‘That’s quite alright Miss Evans, we’re used to working according to clients’ requirements, even at short notice.’

As she and Robert left the warehouse, Laura couldn’t shake the feeling that Marco and Vinnie were playing a part – and doing it well. But she wasn’t convinced. Her instincts, honed by her service, told her that there was more to these men than met the eye. They might be urbane and professional on the surface, but something told her they were linked to whatever mess Charles had gotten himself into.

Back in the cab, its worn leather seats cracked with age and smelling faintly of tobacco and cheap cologne, Robert finally spoke up as the driver flipped the meter flag. ‘Do you think they’ll handle it alright?’

Laura stared out the window as the warehouse receded into the distance. ‘I’m not sure. Outwardly, they have all the right answers.’

Robert nodded, oblivious to her concerns. Laura didn’t look back as they drove away, but in her mind, she was already planning the next steps. If Marco and Vinnie were involved in something shady, she thought she knew just the man to find out - before it was too late.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 18 

The darkness of early morning still gripped Los Angeles as Laura Evans navigated the near empty streets in her '41 Packard, its headlights cutting yellow cones through the lingering fog. The marine layer had rolled in overnight, turning street lamps into hazy orbs.  A cool bite to the air hinted at the approaching dawn, carrying the mixed scents of salt from the harbor and exhaust from the few delivery trucks already making their rounds. The damp chill made Laura glad for her wool gabardine coat. Robert, her assistant, half dozed, his head gently lolling and bumping against the window as the car hummed along, the radio playing softly - Jack Benny's program giving way to the morning news bulletin with crisp, authoritative tones detailing unrest in Greece. 

Laura mentally reviewed the operation phases. Today was just the first step of a carefully orchestrated plan to move Empire Pictures’ production to a location in Kansas. The plan seemed straight-forward on paper, but would be complex in execution, with three distinct phases. First, the heavy and less fragile items would be loaded onto trucks and sent to the rail head. Next, the delicate and essential equipment – typically for film and sound - packed with extra care, would be driven to Kansas in a dedicated convoy. Finally, the crew and talent would make their way by train and plane, with the last of the specially adapted filming trucks following close behind. Everything hinged on flawless timing, and as Laura turned into the studio lot, the weight of responsibility settled in her chest, tightening her breath for a moment.

As she turned onto the cement drive of the lot, the tires crunching over the surface, she glanced at Robert, who was rousing himself from sleep, straightening his rumpled tie and reaching for his thermos of coffee - rationing might be over, but the habit of bringing your own had stuck with most people. ‘Ready for Phase One?’ she asked, her tone laced with quiet anticipation.

Robert blinked, and started rubbing his eyes. ‘Is it always this early?’ he mumbled.

‘Sometimes earlier,’ Laura replied with a half-smile. Her own sleep had been brief, but her Navy discipline – and the rush of the job - always kicked in at the right moment. She flicked her gaze towards the loading area and let out a low whistle. ‘Well, well… would you look at that?’

Lined up, with almost military precision, were two Diamond T flatbed trucks and four large GMC box vans, their cherry-red paint dulled in the pre-dawn light, chrome bumpers gleaming despite the early hour. The engines were silent, but their presence exuded readiness. Nearby drivers, some leaning against their vehicles, others standing in small clusters, were all dressed in coveralls and jackets typical for their trade. Lucky Strikes and Camels dangled from lips, and the glow of the burning tips flared briefly as they inhaled, adding a faint orange hue to the dim light. The familiar smell of tobacco mingled with motor oil and the scent of burnt coffee from dented metal thermoses being passed around. Supervisors went back and forth, voices sharp as they called instructions. 

On the backs of the trucks, Western Transportation workers were already at their posts, receiving loads. They had a casual ease that came from years of experience, but their eyes were sharp, tracking every item as it was brought out from the studio storage areas. Empire Pictures employees bustled about, wheeling out crates on dollies and trailers, their movements brisk and purposeful. The air rang with voices as Empire supervisors made sure things were done right. As each item was handed over, it was carefully checked by both the Western crew and the Empire staff, ensuring that everything was properly loaded. The last thing anyone wanted was for something to be damaged or misplaced before it even left the lot, and then have to explain themselves.

Marco and Vinnie were easy to spot, standing beside a nondescript black Cadillac at the head of the line, its fenders gleaming under the arc lights switched on over the loading dock. The car stood out among the utilitarian trucks - a silent statement of authority and wealth. Both men wore dark suits and polished shoes in sharp contrast to the workaday attire of the drivers. They were deep in conversation with two supervisors from Western Transportation, clipboards in hand, heads nodding as they discussed the logistics and timing of the Phase. To anyone else, they would have looked like just another pair of professionals managing a complicated operation. But Laura still sensed something more beneath the polished exterior.

Rolling down her window - the manual crank squeaking slightly - as she approached the security booth, Laura flashed her pass at the guard, its red border marking her as production staff with full lot access ‘Morning, Pete,’ she said, her tone authoritative but warm.

‘Morning, Miss Evans,’ Pete replied with a wide smile, and lifting the barrier with a creak. ‘Big day ahead, I see.’

‘That we do,’ Laura pulled the car into the lot, the hum of activity immediately engulfing them.

The moment she stepped out of the car, her heels clicking against the concrete, the atmosphere hit her. Studio grips in work shirts with rolled-up sleeves hauled equipment across the lot, their muscles straining against the weight of oak-framed set pieces and metal light stands. The sharp scent of exhaust fumes mingled with the damp concrete-infused smell of the early morning air. Distant metal clattered as crates moved onto dollies. Workers’ voices created a constant hubbub of instructions and warnings, blending with the rhythmic thud of footsteps on the concrete as people moved with purpose. It was the sound of a well-oiled machine, and yet, beneath it all, Laura felt a twinge of unease.

Robert climbed out of the car, yawning as he stretched. ‘Looks like they’re ready to go,’ he said, more awake now, but still rubbing his eyes.

‘They should be,’ Laura replied, her tone measured. ‘We’ve planned this down to the minute.’

As they approached the loading area, Laura took in the scene. Empire Pictures' staff were already hard at work, bringing out props, costumes, and set pieces from the storage areas - furniture wrapped in canvas, racks of costumes in garment bags, wooden crates stenciled with department names in bold lettering. Some of the older hands still wore their Navy dungarees from the war, repurposed for studio work. Dollies squeaked under the weight of crates, and trailers were loaded with care, every item meticulously packed and secured. The flatbeds were filling up with larger set pieces, the kind that couldn’t be easily broken down or transported any other way. The box vans, on the other hand, were being loaded with smaller, but no less important, items - costumes draped carefully on racks, crates of props, and other vital pieces of the production.

Marco caught sight of Laura and gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. ‘Good morning, Miss Evans,’ he called out as she approached.  He waved a hand across the line of trucks. ‘As you can see, everything’s on schedule.’

‘Glad to see it,’ Laura replied, after a brief pause, carefully keeping her voice neutral. She glanced at Vinnie, who was flipping through a clipboard, checking off items with a sharp efficiency. ‘Looks like you’ve got things well under control.’

‘Of course,’ Vinnie said smoothly, without looking up from his list. We appreciate how important this is.’ He looked up and offered her a polite smile. 

Laura nodded but didn’t respond. Instead, she turned her attention to the trucks, watching as the last few items were brought out onto the dock, ready to be loaded. Nearby, the drivers whose vehicles had been loaded first, stamped out their cigarettes and climbed into their trucks, ready to roll out. Everything looked perfect, but Laura couldn’t shake the feeling that it was too perfect. There was a rhythm to the chaos, a precision that on any other day would have gratified her. But not today  - worse, she couldn’t put her finger on why.

She was about to move on when one of the Western supervisors approached her, holding a clipboard. ‘Begging your pardon, Miss Evans, if you could just sign here for the handover and insurance records.’

She took the clipboard, went to sign, then paused, ‘Let’s first go check the packing on the last van,’ she said to Robert, her voice a touch sharper than usual. She needed to move, to see things up close, to find some flaw in this seamless operation that would justify her unease.

Robert followed her, his expression curious but silent. As they walked past Marco and Vinnie, Laura felt their eyes on her back, the weight of their gaze almost tangible. It made her skin prickle, but she forced herself to stay focused on the task at hand.

The last van was nearly full, with just a few remaining crates to be loaded. Laura watched as the workers carefully maneuvered them into place, securing each one with thick straps. The van was packed with an efficiency that Laura should have found comforting. 

‘All set here, Miss Evans,’ one of the Empire Pictures workers said, stepping back to admire the neat rows of crates. He turned to her and grinned. ‘Ready for the road.’

Laura took another look at the dockets. Everything was in order - at least on paper. She signed her name with a practiced hand, the pen scratching lightly on the paper. The Western supervisor nodded, satisfied, and walked away.

Laura nodded, forcing a smile for the benefit of Marco and Vinnie. ‘Great work, gentlemen, I’ll see you in two day’s time for the next phase’.  She said, her voice betraying none of her misgivings. She turned to Robert. ‘Let’s head into the office and finalizing the rest of the scheduling.’

As they walked back across the lot, the full sunrise, cast a warm glow over the scene. Behind her, the trucks rumbled to life, one by one, their engines humming as they prepared to pull out. The drivers were back in their seats, doors closed, hands on the wheel, waiting for the signal to go. Marco and Vinnie exchanged a few last words with the supervisors, then stepped back to let the operation continue. Vinnie threw a casual salute to the lead driver, and the vehicles pulled out one by one heading for the Union Station freight yards. 

Laura stole one last glance over her shoulder - everything looked perfect, running like clockwork. But beneath the surface, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the real challenges were just beginning - and they might be more than logistical.

❖❖❖ 

The dimly lit office on Alameda Street carried the distant hum of traffic through its thin walls. Marco, dressed in a tailored pearl-gray suit from Brooks Brothers, reclined slightly in his chair, with an air of practiced calm. His monogrammed cuff links caught the meager light as he absently turned a silver Ronson lighter between his fingers. Beside him, Vinnie sat forward with his elbows on his knees, smoke trailing in a lazy wisp from his unfiltered Chesterfield toward the cavernous ceiling, where water stains mapped out territories like continents on a forgotten globe. Across from them, Johnny Reyes and Frank Donovan exchanged a quick glance. Johnny, a sharp and pragmatic man in his late forties, had run logistics for Western Transport for years, balancing both the legitimate and the less-than-legal operations. Frank, older and tougher, had seen enough in his time to recognize when something was brewing – even if he hadn’t yet seen the picture. Yet. 

Marco broke the silence. ‘Your men did very well this morning. If the other two phases go that well, it’ll be a credit to you guys.’

‘Pleased to hear it,’ Johnny began, his voice measured. ‘We heard from our supervisors that it went smoother than a greased pig. Must say, it seems like a lot of effort for... a film shoot?’

Marco’s lips curved into a faint smile. ‘We’ve got a lot riding on this picture, Johnny. The folks back East? They’re investing big, and they don’t like surprises. Every reel, every set piece - if it doesn’t make it to Kansas intact, somebody’s going to be unhappy with Vinnie and me.’

Frank, narrowing his eyes, leaned back in his chair. ‘East Coast money, huh? That’s a lotta distance to cover for a movie. Must be some picture.’

Vinnie, ever the pragmatist, responded smoothly. ‘Not just a movie, Frank. It’s an investment, a long-term one. We’ve got some very particular people interested in seeing this done right.’ He glanced at Marco, who gave a slight nod of agreement.

Johnny’s brow furrowed. ‘Particular how?’

Marco paused, a flicker of annoyance building beneath his calm exterior. He chose his words with care. ‘They’re the kind who value... discretion. The kind that pays extra to make sure nothing goes wrong. That’s why we came to you. Your reputation out here is solid. We needed that.’

Johnny and Frank exchanged another look, a silent exchange passing between them. Frank voiced what both were thinking. ‘I hear you, but you can understand us wanting to know what’s the real play here, Marco. When we see -’ he gestured across the desk, ‘guys like you come all the way out here to get it done. Raises questions, that’s all.’ 

Marco’s expression remained neutral, though a slight tension crept into his shoulders. ‘Think of it as an insurance policy. Our people back East? They’re making sure the investment’s secure from all angles. If we didn’t need the best, we wouldn’t be here. That’s why we’re asking for the same care with the next phases. We need to know your men are up to it.’

Johnny shifted in his seat, clearly weighing Marco’s words. He wasn’t satisfied, but he also knew they’d pushed this as hard as they should. 

Vinnie leaned in, trying to bring this line of questioning to a close, his tone firm yet diplomatic. ‘We’re not asking you to play in the dark, Johnny. Just to work with us, keep things moving smooth. You’ve seen how clean the first load-out was. That’s what we’re bringing to the table - a clean, tight short-term operation, with a nice profit, no loose ends.’

Frank studied them both carefully, his gaze sharp. After a moment, he nodded slowly. ‘For sure. We’ll keep things moving here for the next loads.’

A flicker of satisfaction passed through Marco’s eyes, and he allowed himself a slight grin. ‘Fair enough, Frank. You’ll see - this’ll be worth your while. And once this is all wrapped up, you might see more of that East Coast money.’

Johnny finally nodded, though a hint of doubt lingered in his eyes. He exchanged one last look with Frank before standing, and offering his hand. ‘Understood. We appreciate this work, truly.’

Frank added, ‘And you make sure that Empire are ready for the next parts. None of us need any surprises.’

Vinnie stood and nodded to both men. They’ll be ready. Their manager is a hell of an operator, everything’s going to run to schedule.’ He handed Frank a note, ‘Just in case. You can reach us here over the next few days.’ 

Frank nodded, ‘Thanks, when do you think our guys and trucks will be done?’

‘Plus travel time - let’s call it ten days.’ Vinnie replied. Frank nodded thoughtfully.

As Marco and Vinnie walked away across the wide-open warehouse, they exchanged a glance. ‘Think they bought it?’ Vinnie asked quietly.

‘They bought enough of what we sold them,’ Marco replied. ‘And that’s all we need right now.’ They stepped out into the sunlight, the tension from the conversation lingering in the air around them.

❖❖❖ 

Laura glanced at the sheaf of documents in her hand, the carbon copies smudging slightly under her fingers, then looked up at Robert, who was sitting across from her in the Location Manager's office. The portable Smith-Corona typewriter on the side table still held the last form she'd been typing, and the small Philco radio on the shelf softly crackled out a Gene Autry tune. Originally thought of as temporary accommodation - a leftover trailer from a Western shoot in '42 - two years on, she, Robert and other assistants had become used to it as the hub of what they did. The walls were covered with location photographs, train timetables, and a large map of the United States marked with colored pins denoting past and future shoots. At one time, she’d shared a little of her acquired military wisdom with Robert, advising him that, ‘There’s nothing so permanent as a temporary arrangement.’ 

Today, the hum of activity outside the trailer was a constant reminder of the pace they had to maintain. 

‘Alright, Robert, let’s run through the plan for tomorrow,’ Laura began, her tone firm but with an underlying warmth. ‘We’ll be leaving early, and as this is your first out-of-state location shoot, so I want to make sure you’re clear on your tasks before we get on the train in the morning.’

Robert nodded, leaning forward slightly. ‘I’m ready. I just want to make sure I’ve got everything properly covered.’

Laura smiled slightly. She appreciated his eagerness but knew the importance of thoroughness. ‘Good. Now, once we’re in Gresham, your first priority is getting the rental cars and trucks sorted. We’ve called the agents there and they should have things ready. But check, okay? We’ll need two cars - nothing fancy - for moving people about, a couple of light trucks for equipment, and three caravans - one for the Harriet Lewis, one for Rick Caldwell, and another for makeup and hair.’

‘Got it. And the director’s caravan?’ Robert asked.

‘That one’s important,’ Laura replied, her expression serious. ‘It has to be suitable for senior production meetings. Make sure it’s set up with everything Charles needs, including a space for the script supervisor and his assistant. This is where you have to be meticulous – it’ll be a real issue if we have to start changing things once he’s there.’ 

Robert scribbled a note on his pad. ‘I’ll double-check everything before I sign it all up with the agent.’

‘Good. Now, as for catering, I’ll handle that,’ Laura continued. ‘I’ve spoken to the hotel where Georgie and I stayed - they’ve agreed to do the onsite catering, both at the hotel and on set. That’ll keep things consistent for the crew and avoid any surprises.’

‘That all sounds solid,’ Robert said, glancing at his notes. ‘With those caravans, no one’s actually staying in them, right?’

‘Exactly,’ Laura confirmed. ‘No one will live in the caravans. They’re strictly for use during the day - dressing, makeup, quick meetings. We’ve got plans for those later on, but for now, just make sure they’re stocked and ready for daily use.’

Robert looked up, a question in his eyes. ‘And what about police liaison? Is that still with Detective Williams?’

Laura nodded. ‘Yes. I’ll telegram him this afternoon to give him an estimated arrival time. He’ll handle any coordination with the local authorities. You don’t need to worry about that- just focus on getting our vehicles setup in Gresham right. We’ll travel with enough people to have drivers for everything, and the caravans are scheduled to be delivered to the site once we approve them.’

‘Understood,’ Robert said, his tone confident.

Laura leaned back slightly, her expression softening as she shifted to a more conversational tone. ‘Now, about the next phase departures - Georgie, Jack, and Bob Irwin will be handling those. You’ll be with me in Gresham, so we’re having them take the lead.’

Robert smiled, cautiously. ‘Let them deal with Bob’s precious sound and film equipment?’

Laura chuckled. ‘Ah, yes, sometimes letting people like him supervise is the best way to manage their worries. If he’s in control, he’ll feel better, and we won’t have to listen to him fretting over every reel, light and mic.’

Robert grinned. ‘I’ll remember that.’

Laura studied him for a moment, sensing his readiness but also the weight of the responsibility he was about to take on. ‘You’re doing well in this role, Robert. Just remember, attention to detail is key. We’ve got a lot of moving parts, and it’s our job to make sure nothing slips through the cracks.’

‘I won’t let you down, Laura,’ Robert assured her. 

‘I know you won’t,” Laura said, a note of pride in her protege in her voice. ‘Now, head away early, and get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day. And things don’t let up for a minute on location.’ 

❖❖❖ 

Harriet sat by her lounge window in a wing chair upholstered in faded chintz, the heavy black Bakelite phone receiver cradled against her ear. A half-empty highball glass sat on the side table next to an ashtray filled with lipstick-stained cigarette butts, evidence of calls made and time passing. The street outside was starting to quiet down as the afternoon drew on, but her mind was still racing with all the details that needed to be managed before her flight in a couple of days to Gresham. When Charles finally answered, there was a trace of impatience in his voice, as if he resented the interruption. 

Hello Charles,’ Harriet began, keeping her tone steady and businesslike. ‘Just wanted to check in. How are you?’

‘Harriet,’ Charles responded, his voice measured, almost too casual. ‘I’m doing fine… the bruises are fading. I’m ready to make this picture. Nothing to worry about.’

‘Good,’ she replied, letting a brief pause hang between them. She wasn’t sure over the phone, but thought that there was a very slight slur when he spoke. ‘We’ve all got a lot riding on this, so I’m pleased to hear that.’ 

There was a slight hesitation on his end. ‘I’m ready.’

She didn’t push, but there was a tightness in her chest she couldn’t ignore. ‘I spoke to Laura earlier,’ she said, keeping her tone even. Bright young woman. She’s got everything lined up with the crew. We’re in good hands. But I also wanted to check with you - people will notice your… face. What do we tell them?’ 

Another pause, but this one shorter. ‘Nothing. I mean… just that I had a fall in the house.’ 

Harriet allowed herself a small smile. ‘Hmm, not your first, and you’ve always bounced back. Just... let me know if there’s anything you need me to do before we leave. No surprises, right?’

Charles chuckled softly, a sound that lacked the warmth it once held. ‘Agreed. No surprises.’

She nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. ‘Okay, I’ll see you at the airport in a couple of days, then.’

‘Absolutely,’ Charles said, his voice regaining a bit of its old confidence. ‘it’ll be good to get to work on the picture.’ 

They exchanged brief goodbyes, and Harriet hung up, her gaze drifting to the slanting afternoon sun outside. The conversation had been designed to reassure her, but she knew that there was more beneath the surface – plenty that Charles wasn’t saying. Let’s hope that it - and his drinking stayed under control for the next couple of weeks. They had a job to do, and she wanted to keep her focus where it needed to be: on the success of the film and the role she had to play.

❖❖❖ 

‘Mr Bellini, sir.’ The young bellhop called across the hotel lobby and pointed a gloved hand towards the reservation desk.  Marco walked over and took the plain envelope with the hotel crest. He rejoined Vinnie and they continued on to the elevators. Once inside, Marco slipped out the single sheet of note paper. 

‘Interesting?’ Vinnie inquired. 

Marco smiled and handed him the note.  

Vinnie read the short message and gave a grunt. ‘So the Empire supervisor was happy with the rail load. You know, I wasn’t kidding. Johnny’s boys made that look as easy as you like, this morning.’ 

Marco nodded, watching their progress on the lights above the elevator doors. ‘Well, Western’s a legit operation, and they’re experienced.’ 

‘True. You speaking with the boss soon?’ 

‘When we get in. Why’s that?’ 

‘Just keen to know who’ll we’ll get to work with.’ 

Marco said nothing, but the same thing was on his mind. They’d learn soon enough. 

Laura smiled and handed the telex operator her message to Detective Eddie Williams GSPD, Gresham Springs, Kansas. 

‘That’ll be three dollars and seventy-five cents please, ma’am.’ Laura paid, and walked out thinking that it was little wonder the telegram and telephone companies made as much profit as they did.  With Robert briefed, Eddie informed of her ETA, and packing to do, it was high time she headed home to pack, and taking her own advice – get an early night. 

❖❖❖ 

Marco held the heavy handset to his ear, and looked out along the LA waterfront as he waited for the connection, watching a cargo ship being unloaded by stevedores swarming over it like ants. The fading afternoon light caught on a sailor leaning against a bollard, smoking and watching the city as if it were a foreign port. 

‘Patron?’ He asked. 

‘Yes, Marco. How’s the business trip going?’ 

Marco wasn’t worried about his end of the line, but mindful that Enzo’s might be tapped by New Jersey law enforcement or the FBI, he chose his words with care. ‘The office moving arrangements have started just this morning. The first shipment of the heavy furniture is on it’s way - everybody seems happy.’ 

‘Excellent, Marco. I knew we put this in good hands. The local… company, is okay?’ 

‘I think so. They were very interested in the moving arrangements, who’s paying, everything you’d expect.’ 

‘Do you see them becoming difficult?’ 

Marco pulled the fine net curtain aside for a moment and looked down to the street as he thought about his reply. ‘No. I don’t think so. Probably trying to figure out if they went cheap on us - if there was more to be made.’ 

Enzo laughed. ‘Cheap? Hardly!’ After a brief pause, he continued, ‘We already have some people on a train to meet you. They’ll help you out down there. One’s the decorator, they can help you out with any painting that needs doing. There’s also a couple of drivers, and one who… I guess you can call him a driver of sorts too.’ Enzo gave a brief chuckle at this. 

Marco understood completely. The ‘decorator’ was the supervisor at Enzo’s chop-shop where stolen cars were repainted and otherwise modified before crossing the Canadian border for sale. He’d be responsible for preparing the substitute wagons. The extra ‘driver’ was there to operate the shunting locomotive. This was good news; he and Vinnie had a tight window to brief the team, and ensure everything was ready to roll out smoothly – there’d be no second chances. 

‘Patron, about the cars we’ll need...’ 

Enzo knew that Marco was referring to the rail cars that would need preparing. ‘Yes Marco, your previous contact over there has already matched them to the others, and they’re in a… garage, where you guys can work without interruption. I’m also told that the pilot you need to speak with is preparing to meet with you at your convenience, she has your hotel details.’ 

Marco glanced at Vinnie and gave a thumbs-up. So far, everything sounded good. ‘Okay Patron, I’m not sure when I can brief you next as we’re on the early flight in the morning.’ 

‘No problem. One last thing, Marco. The decorator will have the name of a contact for you at your destination. Try not bother them if you can help it.’ 

‘Understood, Patron,’ Marco replied, though his mind lingered on the cryptic message. 

‘You’ll understand when the decorator gets there. Ciao, Marco.’ Enzo hung up leaving Marco to stare for a moment at the handset. 

 Vinnie looked at him quizzically. ‘All good?’ 

‘Yeah. There was a mention of a local contact, not that rail guy we spoke to… it was just, strange.’ 

‘Strange how?’ Vinnie asked, his expression slightly wary. 

Marco shrugged. ‘Never mind. Our pilot will be here this evening. We’ll get room service; I’d rather discuss everything privately.’ 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 19 

The sun was dipping below the horizon as Marco and Vinnie moved through the quiet, carpeted corridors of the Ambassador Hotel, the plush burgundy runner muffling their footsteps. Wall sconces with amber glass shades cast pools of light that barely pushed back the growing shadows. Reception had arranged for Marco's meeting with the head ferry pilot in one of the smaller conference rooms downstairs, the kind usually reserved for pharmaceutical salesmen showing their latest miracle drugs or wholesale insurance men closing sketchy deals away from prying eyes. Vinnie walked alongside him, his gaze sharp, always alert to the smallest details. 

They reached the door, and Marco paused, glancing at Vinnie. ‘Ready?’

Vinnie grinned. ‘Let’s see what our pilot’s made of.’

Marco pushed open the door, and they stepped inside. The room was modestly furnished, with a long table in the center and a few chairs arranged around it. Standing by the window, looking out at the darkening sky, was a woman in a dark leather jacket. She turned as they entered, her sharp blue eyes assessing them in a single, swift glance, her short-cropped hair - a style many female pilots had adopted during their service - framing a face weathered by high altitudes and countless hours flying through any kind of weather.

‘Mr. Bellini, and Mr. Moretti, I presume?’ Her voice was calm, steady.

Marco nodded, offering a slight smile. ‘That’s right. You must be Annie McGraw.’

She stepped forward, extending a hand, her grip firm. ‘It’s a pleasure.’ She turned to Vinnie, who took her hand with a raised eyebrow, clearly intrigued.

‘The pleasure’s ours,’ Marco said, gesturing to the table. ‘Shall we sit?’

Annie nodded and took a seat at the head of the table, her posture relaxed but alert, the kind of readiness that came from thousands of hours in cockpits where a moment's inattention could be fatal. She pulled a silver case from her pocket, extracted a Lucky Strike, and lit it with a worn Zippo emblazoned with her former squadron insignia. Marco and Vinnie sat opposite her, with Marco taking the lead.

‘We understand you and your team will be handling the flights out of Gresham,’ Marco began, his tone professional. ‘We’re transporting sensitive engineering equipment and instruments, and everything must be handled with the utmost care.’

Annie nodded, her expression serious now. ‘I’ve reviewed the details I was given. We'll be using Douglas C-47 Skytrains. They're reliable birds - the workhorses of the Army Air Transport Command during the war - and my team is more than capable of handling the job. Those planes delivered supplies over the Hump in the Himalayas in worse conditions than we'll ever see crossing the Atlantic.’

Marco leaned in slightly, appraising her. ‘Your team... how many are we talking about?’

‘Four pilots, including myself,’ Annie replied, tapping ash into a heavy glass ashtray with the hotel's embossed crest. ‘Each of us has extensive experience, both during the war with the Women Airforce Service Pilots and since then with Trans World Airlines. We've logged more hours than most men who've been flying since Lindbergh crossed the Atlantic. We’ve flown in all kinds of conditions, with all kinds of cargo. You won’t find a more capable crew.’

Vinnie leaned back in his chair, his tone curious. ‘You’ll be flying the... machine parts and instruments out from Gresham Springs, Kansas how far, exactly?’

Annie’s gaze didn’t waver. ‘We’ll be taking the cargo right across the Atlantic. The plan is to make a few stops for refueling - likely in Newfoundland, Greenland, and Iceland - before reaching Scotland. From there, we’ll continue to Italy.’

Marco raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed. ‘And the duration of the whole trip?’

‘About 18 to 24 hours of total flight time, depending on weather conditions. With fueling stops, you’re looking at around two days, give or take. We’ll have two pilots per aircraft - one to navigate, one to fly - and we’ll swap duties, and spell each other for rests along the way. It’s a routine operation for us.’

Vinnie’s expression softened with a nod of appreciation. ‘That’s quite the journey. And you’ve got everything in place - visas, clearances, everything?’

Annie smiled slightly. ‘No need. Mr. Rossi's people handled the Carnet for the aircraft and our visas. The paperwork's been filed with the Civil Aeronautics Authority and we have all the right stamps from the State Department.’ She gave a soft laugh. ‘Since the war, proper documentation is almost as important as fuel in the tanks. We’ll be good to go as soon as the cargo is ready. Once we hit Canada, it’s a straight shot. We know the route well - no surprises.’

Marco nodded, his tone smooth but direct. ‘We’re not questioning your skills, Miss. McGraw. But you can understand our concern. There’s a lot riding on this. We need to know that everything will be executed to perfection. For our part, as well as yours.’

Annie leaned forward slightly, her expression cool. ‘You can count on us. We’ve transported... sensitive... cargo under the tightest deadlines. This operation will be no different. We know how to get the job done, Mr. Bellini.’

Marco nodded, satisfied by her confidence. ‘That’s what I like to hear. You’ll have everything you need?’

Annie’s lips curved into a slight smile. ‘As long as your end holds up, we’ll take care of the rest.’ She paused, ‘One thing Mr Bellini.’ 

Marco merely raised a quizzical eyebrow in reply.

‘We don’t load airplanes. Supervise loading, yes – load them, no.’

Vinnie chuckled, the tension in the room easing slightly. ‘We’ll bring the resources to handle that Miss McGraw, you’ll just tell us how to break out the load by weight.’ 

Annie stood, extending her hand again. ‘My ladies and I will see you in Gresham, gentlemen.’ 

Marco took her hand, a sense of respect settling in. ‘Thank you, Miss. McGraw. We appreciate your candor.’

With that, she gave a polite nod to Vinnie and left the room, her footsteps echoing softly in the quiet hallway.

As the door clicked shut, Vinnie looked at Marco, his eyebrows raised. ‘She’s something, isn’t she?’

Marco nodded, a thoughtful expression on his face. ‘That she certainly is. We’ve got the right one for the job.’ Not for the first time, he was impressed at the depth and reach of Rossi’s resources. 

❖❖❖ 

Eddie read Laura’s telegram again, the neat, clipped words somehow fitting beautifully with his first impressions of her. She was leaving LA in the morning on Santa Fe’s Super Chief, the finest train service money could buy down this way. By his reckoning, that put her arrival in Gresham at just about 26 hours from now - around lunchtime the day after tomorrow. It gave him a slim window to piece together his thoughts, to try and make sense of Harry’s warning to stay away from the art collection, following his own encounter with Chief Bennett. 

He should feel reassured, knowing Laura was on her way, bringing with her the logistical prowess that had made her one of the best in her business. But instead, a knot tightened in his gut. The picture deal and the art shipment were two parallel tracks, distinct in his mind but both leading toward an uncertain intersection. The mere possibility that the two might somehow converge, no matter how remote, kept him on edge.

He rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the rough stubble against his palm. He couldn’t let go of the art consignment just yet. Harry’s warning to back off made sense on the surface, but something about the situation didn’t sit right. And Chief Bennett - usually a straightforward, by-the-book kind of guy - had done nothing to settle Eddie’s concerns. Bennett had been cagey, almost evasive, muddying the situation further, and that wasn’t his usual style. Added to that was All State Security, a firm Eddie had little faith in. They were good enough for guarding warehouses full of furniture, but for something like this? Most of them were little more than night watchmen with .38 Specials who'd never faced anything more threatening than teenagers looking for a place to neck or hobos seeking shelter from the rain.  Eddie knew they weren’t up to the job.

He folded the telegram carefully, placing it in his pocket. Laura would be here soon, expecting him to have his end of things in order. The picture deal was going to be complicated enough, but now he also has to factor in digging carefully into the art consignment security. 

And yet, despite the unease gnawing at him, Eddie couldn’t help but feel a twinge of anticipation. He’d formed a very positive impression of Laura Evans, and her arrival in Gresham could only help. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 20 

The first light of dawn crept over the horizon, casting a gentle glow across Los Angeles, the sprawling city's silhouette punctuated by oil derricks and the occasional palm tree standing sentinel against the paling sky. Morning fog, like a gauzy curtain, clung to the lower streets, muting the sounds of the early delivery trucks already making their rounds. Standing on the platform at Union Station, Laura Evans took in the grandeur of the moment. The early morning air was cool, carrying a faint scent of eucalyptus from nearby trees - a soothing reminder that this was one of her last calm moments before the whirlwind of location work resumed. Before her stood the Santa Fe Super Chief, its sleek stainless steel Budd-built cars catching the soft orange hues of dawn, the red and yellow warbonnet livery of its diesel locomotive gleaming. The 'Train of the Stars' stood ready to carry them eastward, its E-unit engines humming with barely contained power. 

The station itself was a marvel, an architectural gem with its Art Deco details and grand, sweeping arches. Laura allowed herself a moment to appreciate it, her sharp eyes tracing the intricate tile-work and the way the light played off the polished surfaces. There was something deeply satisfying about the way the station had been designed - a blend of form and function, elegance and utility. It’s designers wanting to create something that went far beyond its utilitarian purpose. She admired these qualities in the station as much as she did in herself, finding a kinship with the way it stood resolute, a beacon of purpose amidst the bustling city.

Her assistant, Robert, along with the set-building supervisors and the safety supervisor, had already boarded, stowing their belongings in the polished mahogany compartments and ensuring that everything was in order. A uniformed Pullman porter in his white jacket moved efficiently down the corridor, helping passengers with their luggage and preparing the berths for the overnight journey.  The studio had booked them all sleeper compartments - a luxury Laura appreciated. Having a compartment to herself felt like a small indulgence, justified by her need for solitude and focus. The men shared two compartments among them; while she would join them for meals, she looked forward to spending many of the coming hours alone, lost in her thoughts and the shifting landscape.

As the train pulled out of the station with a mournful whistle, Los Angeles faded into the distance, giving way to the rolling hills and open spaces of the California countryside. The clickety-clack rhythm of steel wheels on rail joints provided a steady back beat to the journey as the diesel engines pulled them up the San Gabriel Mountains, past orange groves where workers were already setting up ladders for the day's harvest. Laura settled into her compartment, the seat’s soft upholstery cradling her as she watched the world glide past the window. She'd brought work with her - notes to review, schedules to finalize, all organized in her leather portfolio with the Empire Pictures logo embossed in gold - but for now, she simply leaned back, letting the steady rhythm of the train lull her as she lit a Chesterfield and watched the smoke curl lazily toward the ceiling.

In truth, she loved train travel. She loved the way it moved, the way it connected her to the journey in a way air travel never could. The roar of an airplane, the cramped quarters, the hurried feel of boarding and disembarking - all of it left her cold. The train, though, was something else entirely. Slower, more deliberate, it allowed her to unwind, to feel each mile as it passed. The changing landscape outside her window was a silent unfolding, and in those hours, she could think deeply in a way that the hustle of daily life often denied her.

She spent a while working, her pen moving steadily across the paper as she reviewed the latest set plans and made notes for the upcoming shoot. But even as she worked, her gaze drifted back to the window, to the fields and hills bathed in morning light. She knew she was using the work as a pretext - an excuse to savor the journey and indulge in her quiet love for train travel. And yet, a flicker of guilt always accompanied this indulgence. Typically focused and resolute, here she was, letting herself be swept up by something as simple, as frivolous, as a train ride. She smiled deeply. 

❖❖❖ 

While Laura's train was making the slow climb out of LA, Jack Reynolds stood at the edge of the studio's lot, clipboard in one hand, coffee in a tin cup in the other. His fedora was tipped back, revealing a worry line across his forehead that deepened as he squinted against the morning sun. The dial of his Timex wristwatch - a recent replacement for the Hamilton he'd carried through the Pacific campaign - caught the light as he checked the time once more, Jack Reynolds stood at the edge of the studio’s lot, clipboard in one hand, coffee in the other - the early morning chill giving way to the warmth of the day. A soft breeze mingling the mixed scents of diesel and freshly brewed coffee. 

His eyes tracked carefully as the crew moved with practiced precision, loading the delicate Mitchell 35mm cameras and Western Electric sound equipment onto the trucks. The glass lenses, each worth more than a year's wages for most of the men handling them, were nestled in velvet-lined cases, while the RCA ribbon microphones and their stands were secured with thick canvas straps. Cameras were carefully packed into padded crates, and reels of film were stowed in temperature-controlled containers. Each piece of equipment was treated with a reverence that only those who truly understood its value could understand.

Jack saw a set of padded cases was gently lifted into one of the box vans. The groan of the truck's suspension under the weight of the gear caught his ear - there was no room for error here. He was well aware that some might see his attention to detail as pedantic, but to him, the risk of arriving on location with essential equipment malfunctioning was unthinkable.

Georgie Sullivan, the production manager, and Bob Irwin, the director of photography, approached, their expressions a mix of focus and camaraderie. Georgie gave Bob an almost imperceptible nudge to the ribs. 

‘How's it looking, Jack?’ Georgie asked, his tone light but edged with the seriousness of the task at hand.

‘So far, so good,’ Jack replied. ‘These Western people really seem to be on the ball. Everything’s loading exactly as planned. The crates are solid and well padded, and importantly, the temperature settings on my film containers are spot on.’

Bob grinned, a rare sight on days such as these. ‘I swear, Jack, if there’s a single camera lens out of place, you’ll have a coronary.’

Jack chuckled, and Georgie nodded. ‘Laura knows that’s why she lets you handle this. She trusts your standards, Jack. Plus, I think she knows it gives you peace of mind.’

Jack’s smile softened. He suspected that too.  Laura left for Kansas, trusting him to oversee this critical phase of the operation.  He appreciated it more than he let on.

Jack took one final walk around the trucks as the last of the crates were secured. The convoy was nearly ready - two flatbed trucks and four box vans, each with two Western drivers. A car with three of the Empire’s people, would accompany them, providing an extra layer of security as well as more hands at Gresham. 

‘Remember,’ Jack called out to the crew as they gathered for a quick briefing, ‘you’re overnighting in New Mexico. Rotate your sleep shifts as you drive so you can take turns to keep a close eye on the vehicles at the motel. Don’t take any chances with this equipment.’

The crew nodded, the mood one of cautious optimism. Everything had gone smoothly - perhaps too smoothly, Jack thought to himself. But he pushed the unease aside. They were just professionals, and they knew what they were doing.

Jack watched the convoy roll out of the lot, a part of him still on edge. Laura had made the right call in delegating this to him, and he would make sure that nothing went wrong. But as the trucks disappeared down the road, he couldn’t help but feel a lingering tension - these men had almost twenty-four hours of total driving in front of them.

❖❖❖ 

By late morning, Laura’s train was well into the desert, the harsh beauty of the Mojave stretching out in all directions. Laura set her work aside for awhile, giving herself permission to simply take it all in. The desert was a landscape that always fascinated her - its starkness, its resilience. There was something about it that spoke to her, something that resonated with her own determination to thrive in a world that could often be unforgiving.

As the hours passed, Laura allowed herself to sink deeper into the experience of the journey. She ventured out of her compartment only occasionally, stopping briefly at the observation car where she found Robert and the others playing cards. The car was a hive of gentle activity - some passengers read the morning's Los Angeles Times with headlines about President Truman's foreign policy and the continuing housing shortage for returning veterans, others chatted softly over coffee served in heavy white china cups with the Santa Fe logo. A few more - like her – seemed content to stare out at the passing scenery, each lost in their thoughts.

‘How’s the game?’ Laura asked as she approached the table where Robert and the others were seated.

‘Let’s just say it’s good that you don’t employ me for my card playing skills.’ Robert replied with a grin. ‘I think Steve here is likely to end up with all our money."

Steve, one of the set-building supervisors, winked. ‘Just keeping things interesting,’

Laura smiled, feeling a warmth she rarely allowed herself. It was good to see the team relaxed, enjoying themselves. They had a hard job ahead of them once they reached Gresham Springs, and her military experience had taught her that small moments of camaraderie like these would really help them work well together in the next few days.

Laura joined them for dinner that evening in the dining car. It was elegantly appointed, with crisp white tablecloths, polished silverware stamped with the Santa Fe Chief logo, and the warm glow of Art Deco wall sconces casting a soft light over everything. Crystal water glasses caught the light while stewards in white jackets moved efficiently between tables, balancing trays with practiced ease. A radio played softly in the background - Bing Crosby's 'Swinging on a Star'. The menu was a testament to the luxury of the Super Chief - a selection of fine meats, seafood, fresh vegetables, and delicate desserts, all prepared with the care and precision of a brick and tile restaurant.

Laura ordered prime rib from the Fred Harvey-designed menu, served with a rich jus and accompanied by buttery mashed potatoes and fresh green beans - a luxury in these post-rationing days when meat was still more expensive than many Americans could afford. The meal was served on heavy china plates with a thin blue line around the rim, the Santa Fe emblem barely visible under the generous portion. As she took her first bite of the tender meat she was struck by the depth of flavor, the way the juices melded with the seasoning to create something truly special. The scent of freshly baked bread, warm and comforting, mingled with the more subtle aromas of the meal - roasted garlic, thyme, and a hint of something sweet, perhaps honey.

Silverware clinking against plates, and with the murmur of conversation, and the gentle sway of the train – it all combined to create an atmosphere that was at once intimate and expansive. Laura sipped her wine, a full-bodied red that paired perfectly with the meal, and let herself relax into the moment. She and the others chatted in a very comfortable way about the upcoming shoot. She alone, had been to Gresham, and the others were keen to learn as much as possible about what to expect once they arrived. 

As the meal drew to a close, the dessert arrived - a slice of rich chocolate cake, its layers separated by a light, airy mousse, topped with a drizzle of raspberry sauce. Laura took a bite, savoring the way the chocolate melted on her tongue, the tartness of the raspberry cutting through the sweetness in just the right way. It was the perfect end to a perfect meal, and as she finished, she felt a sense of contentment that she rarely experienced in her day-to-day life at the studio.

Bidding her colleagues good night, Laura declined the offer to join them for a drink and returned to her compartment, where she found herself thinking about the days ahead, about the work that awaited them in Gresham Springs. The train seemed to glide effortlessly through the night, the sound of the rails a comforting, steady rhythm that lulled her into a state of near-drowsiness. She lay back on the bed, pulling the blanket up around her, and let herself drift off, the landscape of the American Midwest rolling past her window as she slipped into a peaceful sleep.

❖❖❖

Laura joined the others for breakfast, as the new day dawned clear and bright. Knowing that they had around six hours before the train stopped at Gresham Springs, they spent a little time after they’d eaten, with coffee and plans spread across the table, ensuring that everyone was ready to play their part once their taxi dropped them at the vehicle rental depot. Laura would proceed to the hotel to check catering arrangements and meet with their Police liaison and collect their permits. 

Laura felt a an expected sense of purpose invigorate her as the train approached Gresham Springs.  It was always this way.  The time spent on the train had been a gift, a chance to recharge and refocus, and as they rolled into the station just after noon, she was ready to get to work. The Super Chief had done its job, not just in transporting her from one place to another, but in enveloping her in the journey itself – with time to think, to reflect, and to simply be.

The train slowed as it approached Gresham Springs. Laura looked out of her window, recognizing the low-rise buildings and the mix of older brick structures with more modern facades. The city, though small compared to Los Angeles, had its own rhythm, its own energy. She’d been so busy that it seemed amazing to think she’d been here just a week ago, scouting locations, and now she was back, ready to dive into the actual production. But this time, it felt different - the things she’d learned from Harriet lent an undercurrent of tension. 

As the train pulled into the station, Laura gathered her things, mentally running through the list of tasks ahead. The hotel check-in, the catering arrangements for the crew’s staggered arrival, getting Robert and the other three men to sort out the vehicle rentals, and, most importantly, connecting with Eddie to secure the police permits. She was in for a busy afternoon.

Stepping off of the train into the embrace of the Kansas sun, she felt a quiet confidence, a certainty that she was exactly where she needed to be. The station was busier than she remembered, the midday sun beating down on the platform as passengers disembarked. The air was hot and dry, a stark contrast to the milder temperatures they’d left behind in LA.

‘Hotter than last time,’ she muttered, adjusting her sunglasses as she spotted Robert and the others a few steps behind, lugging their bags with a resigned determination.

‘Let’s get the luggage sorted and head to the hotel,’ Laura instructed. ‘Robert, once we’re settled, I need you to take the guys and get the vehicles sorted. I’ll check the catering arrangements for the crew.’

‘On it,’ Robert replied, already mentally organizing the tasks. They had a lot to do before the rest of the team arrived, and he knew Laura was counting on them to get everything in place.

With their luggage collected, the small team made their way toward the station’s exit. Laura’s mind was on the practicalities: ensuring the hotel arrangements were correct, making sure the catering would be ready for when the crew arrived, and getting all the necessary permits in hand. But as they stepped out onto the sidewalk, the scorching heat was the first thing that struck her - followed immediately by an unexpected sight.

Marco Bellini, dressed in a sharp double-breasted suit of lightweight Italian wool that seemed incongruous in the heat, topped with Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses and a cream-colored  Panama hat, leaned casually against the wing of a sleek Chrysler New Yorker. The car's chrome bumpers and hood ornament gleamed blindingly in the Kansas sun, its midnight blue paint job setting it apart from the more utilitarian vehicles that tended to populate Gresham Springs

‘Laura,’ Marco levered himself away from the car and greeted her with a smooth smile as she approached, his tone as professional as she’d come to expect.

Laura’s stride faltered for just a heartbeat, though she quickly regained her composure. She hadn’t expected to see them here - not yet, not so soon.

‘Marco - Vinnie,’ she replied, her voice measured. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here already.’

‘We thought it best to arrive early,’ Marco explained, his smile widening just a fraction. ‘With the Phase One rail wagons due in, we wanted to be here to oversee their arrival. I told you, we take our arrangements seriously.’

It was the kind of explanation that made perfect sense on the surface, but Laura couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it. The efficiency, the timing - it was all too precise, too orchestrated. It reminded her of military operations, where every detail was exact, where there were real penalties for mistakes.

‘Of course,’ Laura replied, forcing a smile. ‘It’s good to know everything’s under control.’

Marco gestured to the car. ‘May we give you a ride to your hotel?’ Vinnie, though silent, gave her a slight smile and nod of acknowledgment.

Laura hesitated momentarily before agreeing. ‘Of course. Thank you.’ She turned, ‘Robert, you and the guys take a cab and I’ll meet you there shortly.’

As she slid into the back seat of the car, she couldn’t help but feel a slight tension in her chest. Vinnie glanced at her in the rearview mirror, his gaze polite but perhaps too attentive, too watchful.

‘This heat here’s something else, isn’t it, Miss Evans?’ Vinnie remarked, his tone casual, but the way his eyes held hers made Laura uneasy. It was as if he was always assessing, looking for something beneath the surface.

She turned away to look out at the passing streets. ‘It certainly is,’ she replied. Gresham Springs was exactly as she remembered - quiet, almost stupefied under the midday sun, its Main Street lined with brick buildings from the turn of the century, their awnings providing narrow strips of shade for the few pedestrians braving the heat. A Texaco station on the corner had its service bay doors open, revealing a mechanic in grease-stained coveralls working on a pre-war Ford, while across the street, a druggist arranged a display of Coca-Cola bottles in a window already fading from years of sun exposure. The drive to the hotel was mercifully brief, but her tension made it feel longer. Marco and Vinnie were polite, professional, but there was an efficiency to their movements and words that increasingly set Laura on edge. It was too perfect, too calculated - like a chess game where every move was planned far in advance. Not for the first time, she wondered if they were trying to see how much she knew.

The car had barely stopped moving in front of the hotel, when Marco stepped out and opened her door. Laura thanked them both, her voice calm, but her mind was still trying to find the cracks in all of this facade - because that’s what it was, right?

As she walked into the cool interior of the hotel, she couldn’t shake the feeling that their presence here wasn’t just about fulfilling a contractual obligation. It was as if they were sending her a message, reminding her that no matter where she was, they were always one step ahead. Then again, she thought, maybe she was acting just a tiny bit paranoid.  

That was the moment it hit her. Her grip on the suitcase handle tightened reflexively. Neither Marco or Vinnie had actually asked where she was staying.

❖❖❖


Chapter 21 

Vinnie glanced sideways at Marco as he pulled the car away from the curb, its engine rumbling softly. The tension between them, unspoken but present in the way Vinnie's knuckles whitened against the Bakelite steering wheel. 

‘She bothers me, that one, Marco.’ Vinnie muttered, his voice low, almost as if he were talking to himself.

Silently, Marco agreed, but he kept his thoughts to himself. There was something about Laura - her composure, her sharpness - that unsettled him too, but he wasn't about to admit it. Instead, he flashed a confident smile, the kind that came as easily to him as breathing.

Don't worry about her,' Marco said, his tone gently dismissive as he adjusted his Panama hat to shield his eyes from the Kansas sun that reflected blindingly off the chrome hood ornament. 'Let's go meet the Jersey boys and get to the motel. This heat's making my collar wilt. ‘Tonight, we’ll eat, then work through what has to be done.’

Vinnie nodded, but his unease lingered as he navigated the car down Gresham's main drag, past the Western Union office and a five-and-dime with faded war bond posters still visible in the window. He had the deepest respect for Marco - he was smart, ruthless, and commanded loyalty with an ease that Vinnie admired. But every now and then, Vinnie wished Marco would be a little less confident, a little less willing to trust in fate. Marco’s bravado, that insistence on maintaining a "bella figura," played out well with Enzo Rossi and his cronies back in New Jersey, where glasses of bourbon and fine cigars often gilded their judgment. But out here, doing stuff on the ground, pulling everything together, it was different. Here, there was no room for mistakes - they were often dancing on the edge of something dangerous, something that required more than just a confident smile and a well-tailored suit.

There was a fine line between confidence and recklessness, and sometimes Vinnie feared that Marco flirted with crossing it. He wasn’t stupid - he knew that part of Marco’s rise in the mob depended on how things looked, not just what they were. Appearances mattered, especially to men like Enzo Rossi, who valued style almost as much as substance. That said, Vinnie knew Marco respected his caution, even if he didn’t always show it. 

For the second time that day, they stood at the train station. This time, waiting for their crew to arrive.  As they waited, Vinnie kept his concerns thoughts to himself. He knew he’d feel better with the others on hand, these guys were good and they’d need that. There was too much at stake to let anything slip through the cracks. The New York express pulled in with a squeal of brakes and a cloud of steam that momentarily obscured the platform. When it cleared, four men emerged blinking in the bright light, each carrying identical brown leather valises, their suits rumpled from the long journey but still bearing the unmistakable cut of East Coast tailoring. One recognized Vinnie and raised a hand in recognition. Before they’d reached the car, Marco had climbed into the front passenger seat and lit up. The men had traveled light, and the car with Vinnie at the wheel was quickly headed to their motel. 

Marco twisted in his seat, ‘We’ll introduce ourselves at the motel room. You guys hungry or anything?’ They assured him that they’d had plenty to eat on the train. 

‘Sure could use a cold beer, though.’ Said the man they would come to know as their locomotive driver, Tom. 

‘Well that we got in the icebox at the room.' Said Vinnie with a chuckle, flicking the dial on the car radio as Glenn Miller's 'Moonlight Serenade' faded into a local farm report about wheat prices. 

‘But don’t hold your breath,’ Marco said, showing his regional beer-bias, ‘these guys sell it as beer, but it ain’t no Jersey Ballantine.’ He glanced at Vinnie and chuckled, ‘they call this stuff Pabst Blue Ribbon - I figure that tells you everything you need to know.’ A ripple of laughter went through the car. 

‘Well, in this heat – I’m ready to take my chances.’ Tom declared. 

They got themselves settled, Vinnie explaining they had three adjoining rooms so that the 'salesmen' - as they'd written in the motel's dog-eared registration ledger with its fake leather cover - could easily connect. The room keys, each attached to a diamond-shaped plastic tag, jangled in his hand as he distributed them.   They performed a perfunctory round of introductions. Paulie, the ‘decorator’ - actually an expert car painter – and Vinnie knew each other, that left Tom - the locomotive driver, and Joe and Frankie  - both of whom would be passed off to the Western people and crew as additional drivers and loaders for the trucks. 

While Tom hit the bathroom and Frankie was digging in the icebox for beers, Paulie handed Marco a sealed envelope. It was plain manila, with nothing written on the outside, the kind that might contain a man's last paycheck or a pink slip, its edges slightly worn from being carried inside a jacket pocket across half the country. Marco eyed it suspiciously. ‘What’s this?’ 

Paulie shrugged, his expression unreadable. ‘Mr. Rossi didn’t choose to share none of that. He just said I was to take good care of it, and give it to nobody but you.’

Marco shot Vinnie a look that spoke volumes. Vinnie, already attuned to Marco’s unspoken language, nodded slightly. Without another word, Marco turned to the crew. ‘Keep yourselves amused for a minute,’ he ordered. The crew exchanged looks, but quickly turned their attention to their cans of beer.

Marco jerked his head toward the door, signaling Vinnie to follow him outside to the parking lot filled with Fords and Chevrolets, their chrome dulled by the Kansas dust.  The two men stepped out beneath the veranda of the upstairs rooms, immediately grateful for its small shade. Vinnie noticed that a single bare bulb remained lit over the peeling paint of the motel door. The bulb buzzed faintly as Marco turned the envelope over in his hands, before tearing it open with a single, deliberate motion, his eyes narrowing as he unfolded the paper inside.

Vinnie watched, his cigarette dangling from his lips, the ember glowed briefly as he took a drag. He looked curious, but wary.

‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ Marco muttered after a moment. He stared up at the bulb, his eyes settling on its coating of dead moths.  He lowered his gaze and handed the single sheet of notepaper to Vinnie, his voice low and controlled. ‘Our contact down here.’

Vinnie took the paper and read. His eyebrows lifted and he let out a low whistle. ‘Well, whatever I was expecting, that sure wasn’t it …’

Marco folded the paper with care, tucking it into his pocket. ‘That explains a few things.’ He looked back at the closed motel room door, and looked back at Vinnie, his expression unreadable.  ‘Nobody in there’ - he jerked his head toward the door again - ‘is to know. And I mean nobody - and nothing.’

Vinnie looked down at his cigarette, the tip glowing in the shade. His usual easygoing demeanor clouded by something heavier, something more serious. It didn’t go undetected. 

‘Are we good?’ Marco’s voice cut through the night air, sharper than usual. He stepped closer to Vinnie, his eyes boring in. ‘Because if not, I want to hear it now, not later when we’re ass-deep in all this.’

Vinnie looked back up, meeting Marco’s gaze. A flicker of something crosses his eyes - doubt, perhaps, or fear - but he masked it quickly. ‘You know I’d do anything for you, Marco, you know that, yeah?’ He paused the words hanging in the air like smoke, waiting for Marco’s response.

Marco studied him carefully, his expression softening just a fraction. He nodded slowly, as if weighing Vinnie’s loyalty in his mind. ‘You wouldn’t be on this caper if I didn’t know that for sure.’

Vinnie nodded in return, but with a tightness to his movements, a tension that hadn’t been there before. He dropped his cigarette butt to the ground and ground it under his heel, the action almost symbolic, as if trying to crush the unease he plainly felt.

‘I get why this is so important to you, Marco, I really do. And I respect that… so do others.’

Marco’s eyes narrowed, sensing the ‘but’ hanging in the air. ‘And what?’

Vinnie hesitated, his gaze dropped to the ground again. ‘I don’t know… I guess it’s just that these things go better when there’s a little more trust, you know? These guys aren’t rookies, Marco. Rossi sent them. They’re good …’

Marco lets out a burst of quiet sardonic laughter, the sound harsh and grating in the silent motel courtyard. Then, as quickly as it came, the laughter died, replaced by a steely seriousness. He clasped Vinnie by the back of the neck, and pulled him forward until their faces were almost touching. The move was aggressive, a reminder of the power difference between them.

‘You see that, Vincent? There it is right there. Right on the nose.’

Vinnie blinked, surprised and confused. ‘There is what?’

‘Right there is the thing that’ll always hold you back.’ Marco’s voice is low, almost a growl, with an intensity in his eyes that Vinnie rarely saw. Marco took the cigarette from his mouth jabbed it slowly in the air, punctuating his words. ‘I’m talking about softness, Vincent. You don’t see it, but I do. Marco’s words were laced with disdain, ‘You know... you’re always over-tipping, trusting too much, or feeling sorry for some nobody or other. Like you’re trying to be a saint or Santa-frigging-Claus or something.’

He paused, letting go of Vinnie’s neck - scanning for his reaction. ‘What I get -  and what you plainly don’t, is that this caper isn’t about a bunch of art or something. No.’ He jabbed again with the cigarette. ‘It’s about winning. And what I’m trying to show you is that when a man wins… that’s when he knows who he is. And so does everybody else.’ He jerked his hand at the empty street beyond the courtyard, ‘You see these people out there, Vincent? Every day in their miserable fucking offices, their shitty lives?’ He shook his head with feeling. ‘Jesus, a man might as well take a bullet now as live like that. And why do they do it? All because they haven’t got guts... the guts to try, to win.’ He looked away into the distance beyond the courtyard. ‘Winning is about freedom, Vincent. Do you see that? It’s about the freedom to do more, to be more.’

Vinnie felt a wave of shame wash over him, a cold, sinking feeling that went to the base of his gut. He’d served Marco loyally for years, and yet now - outside this two-bit motel - only now, he realized how Marco actually saw him. It was a bitter pill to swallow. He trusted Marco, had always trusted him, but this… this felt different.

Marco watched his subordinate closely, disappointed when he still saw the flicker of uncertainty in Vinnie’s eyes. He knew then that Vinnie didn’t fully understand, or couldn’t, - or worse, if he did, he can’t bring himself to agree with it. Marco’s disappointment hardened into resolve.

‘Remember what I said, Vincent,’ Marco says, his voice softer now, almost gentle, but with an undertone of warning. ‘When we’re in deep, I need to know you’re with me, all the way.’

Vinnie swallowed hard, nodding. ‘I’m with you, Marco. Always.’

But as Marco turned and opened the door into the motel room, Vinnie stayed outside for a moment longer, staring at the crushed cigarette butt on the ground. He felt a knot of unease in his chest, - the seed of a previously non-existent doubt, that Marco’s words had planted. When he lectured him about “softness,” Vinnie felt the familiar pang of foreboding, not because he feared Marco, but because he feared for the men. Marco was smart, no doubt, and he commanded respect with an almost effortless charm. But charm could be dangerous. It could blind you to the fact that sometimes, the cost of winning was too high.

Vinnie knew Marco had the guts to do whatever it took to come out on top, even if it meant putting their lives on the line. That’s what worried him. Marco might sacrifice good men without a second thought if it the difference in pulling off the score. And while Marco could convince himself it was all for the greater good, Vinnie wasn’t so sure. Sometimes, doing what was necessary wasn’t the same as doing what was right by your people.

The truth was, Vinnie had been around long enough to know that being a leader wasn’t just about making the hard calls - it was about protecting your people. Marco had risen fast, too fast maybe, and Vinnie couldn’t shake the feeling that one day, this ambition would lead them all into trouble.

He trusted Marco, but he also knew the difference between trust and blind loyalty. There was a fine line there, and Vinnie wasn’t about to cross it. Because in the end, Vinnie knew what it meant to lead - really lead. And he was pretty sure that it wasn’t just about winning at any cost. It was about making sure they all made it out of this. Everybody had to win - not just Marco. 

The harsh light from the pair of naked overhead bulbs lit the old motel room as Marco paced back and forth, the crackle of the worn linoleum floor beneath his polished shoes the only sound cutting through the heavy silence as he paced between the rugs that acted like islands on the floor. The ceiling was yellowed from countless cigarettes, and the wallpaper was peeling near the top revealing hints beneath of a floral pattern that had been in fashion way back who-knew-when. A cheap motel at the edge of Gresham. But it would do.

Vinnie lounged in the threadbare armchair by the window, its once-plush upholstery worn smooth at the armrests. Paulie sat at the edge of the bed with its chenille spread, the mattress sagging slightly beneath his weight, the springs creaking with each shift of his substantial frame, his broad shoulders hunched as he fiddled with the lighter in his hands. The flame flared up briefly before he snapped it shut again, a rhythmic click that echoed in the small space. Next to him, Joe and Frankie sat at the room’s Formica table, their jackets draped over the back of their chairs. An ashtray overflowing with crushed Lucky Strike butts sat between them, their eyes following Marco's movements with a mixture of curiosity and anticipation.

Marco stopped pacing, and finally turned to face them, his expression set with the kind of seriousness that demanded attention. ‘Alright, listen up,’ he began, his voice low but commanding. ‘We’ve got a score coming in by train in a few nights. Not just any score - this one’s big. Bigger than anything most people get to pull. Ever.’

The room seemed to grow smaller as the weight of his words settled over them. Paulie’s lighter clicked shut one final time. He looked up, his dark eyes meeting Marco’s. ‘What’s the take, Marco?’ he asked, his voice gravelly, each word heavy with the residue of a thousand past cigarettes. 

Marco waved a hand dismissively. ‘Doesn’t matter what’s in it, Paulie. What matters is how we get it. We’re talking about a nighttime switch at the yard - clean, precise. We swap out a couple of wagons, and by the time anyone figures out what happened, we’ll all be long gone.’

He paused, letting the idea sink in. He gestured at Paulie. ‘That’s where you come in.’

Paulie straightened up, he’d suddenly understood why he was there. ‘You want me to paint up some wagons? I can do that, no problem. But they gotta be perfect, right? Exact replicas?’

‘Not just perfect,’ Marco corrected, ‘indistinguishable. We’re talking logos, wagon numbers, paint, weathering, the whole nine yards. These things need to look like they’ve been on the same tracks as the ones we’ll lift. No fresh paint, no shiny surfaces - and enough wear and tear to make ‘em blend in.’

Paulie nodded, looking excited and already mentally cataloging the supplies he’d need. ‘I’ll need to replicate the logos, numbers, and make sure the paint matches exactly. Any specific markings on these wagons?’

Marco’s eyes flicked across to Vinnie. ‘Jeff’s got the details,’ Vinnie said. ‘You’ll be meeting him tomorrow. He’ll show you pictures of the originals, and has copies of the bills of lading. He’ll give you the rundown on what needs copying. Tom, you’ll go with Paulie and Vinnie in the morning. Jeff will walk you through the locomotive we’re using, make sure you get to check the ins and outs.’

Tom, had been quietly listening from the corner. He nodded. ‘Got it.’

Marco continued, his voice steady. ‘Joe, Frankie, you’re with me. We’re handling security. Once the switch is done, we’ll be moving the goods to the airfield. But that’s the last step. For now, focus on the switch. Timing’s tight on this, and there’s no room for error.’

Joe exchanged a glance with Frankie, a silent acknowledgment passing between them. Frankie spoke up, ‘What about the switch itself? When and where?’

Marco smiled. There was no warmth in it. ‘We’ll be using an old factory we scoped out. It has a spur line running right through the ground floor. Vinnie?’

Vinnie grunted in affirmation. ‘Yeah, it’s got easy access to the yards, and it’s quiet. No one goes there anymore.’

‘That’s the idea,’ Marco said. ‘Vinnie, take Paulie and Tom to get a rental car in the morning. Then head to the factory and meet up with Jeff. Let them get a feel for the place. Clear the stairwells of junk, that sort of thing. We need to know every inch of it before the night, and,’ He grinned at the men, ‘I don’t want anyone busting a leg in the dark – it would look bad on my resume.’ 

Paulie ran a hand through his graying hair, thinking through the logistics, he looked across to Tom. ‘We need to check the wagons’ coupling mechanisms and brake systems too. If they don’t line up right, we’re cooked ...’ 

‘Jeff’s got all that covered,’ Marco reassured them. ‘He knows what we need. We get back here and go over everything tomorrow afternoon, make sure there’s no loose ends. We’ll have a blackboard in this room when you get back, so we can each put everything up, and everyone checks the whole team’s homework, yeah?’ 

Marco paused, letting his gaze move over each man in the room. ‘This is the big one, boys. The timing’s critical, and we only get one shot at this. If there’s anything you’re unsure about, anything at all, tomorrow’s the day to sort it out. After that, we’re locked in. Vinnie here,’ Marco gestured, ‘knows more about making complicated things happen than anybody I ever worked with – he has to be satisfied. If Vinnie ain’t happy, well - you can take it that I ain’t gonna be impressed...’ 

The room was silent, the gravity of the situation weighing heavily in the air. Marco took a deep breath, his confidence in his team building. Vinnie had been right, these were men who knew their jobs.  ‘Alright, everyone clear on what they got to do tomorrow?’ He was greeted by a series of nods. ‘Now get some rest. Drink some of this godawful beer, and Vinnie will go get us some pizza pies. Tomorrow’s gonna be a big day.’

Paulie flicked the lighter open one last time, the small flame illuminating his face for a brief moment before he extinguished it. ‘We’ll make it work, Marco,’ he said quietly. ‘We’ll get it right.’

Marco nodded. ‘Mr Rossi wouldn’t have sent you, Paulie, if it wasn’t that way.’ 

As the men filed out to head to their own rooms, Marco lingered by the door, watching them go. He knew the risks, knew what was at stake. But he had a good feel for this team. For now.

❖❖❖


Chapter 22 

The polished surface of the small round table gleamed under the mid-afternoon light filtering through tall windows framed by heavy velvet drapes. Laura could hear the faint hum of an overhead fan struggling against the heat, its metal blades slicing lazily through the air. As she settled into her seat, the vinyl chair creaked softly beneath her weight, adding a touch of authenticity to an otherwise pristine setting. A faint aroma of freshly brewed coffee lingered from an earlier meeting, mingling with the scent of aged wood and polished linoleum floors. Across from her, the head caterer flipped through his Bakelite clipboard, ticking off items with a pen that had a refillable ink cartridge - still common in the post-war era. His confident voice carried the steady rhythm of someone who’d done this countless times before. 

‘We’ll be on-site first thing in the morning, Miss Evans,’ he assured her, his voice steady and confident. ‘We’ve secured two army surplus mess tents,’ he explained, pausing briefly to let the image sink in. ‘Khaki canvas - they’re tough enough for anything you throw at them.’ He smiled warmly, as if imagining the bustling on-set crowd already lining up for breakfast. ‘We’ve done this before,’ he smiled, ‘you should see how many folks around here turn out for a rodeo.’ He smiled. ‘No need to worry. Breakfast service will start at 7 AM sharp.’

Laura nodded, feeling a small wave of relief wash over her. Amidst all the chaos, it was reassuring to deal with someone else who liked to have everything under control. ‘That sounds perfect. I’ll be onsite with my people in the morning to make sure everything’s ready for you.’

The caterer smiled, a genuine, almost paternal gesture. ‘We’ve got you covered, Miss Evans. Just focus on your end, and we’ll make sure ain’t nobody going hungry.’

As he gathered his things to leave, Laura’s mind drifted back to her earlier ride with Marco and Vinnie. The caterer’s easygoing professionalism stood in stark contrast to the undercurrent of tension she’d felt in the car. Marco’s confident smile had done little to mask the sharp edge she sensed beneath his charm, and Vinnie’s unease had only made her even warier. Once again, she pushed the thoughts aside and focused on the task at hand.

After the caterer left, she lingered in the conference room, sorting through a stack of papers to give the boys a chance to finish getting their rooms sorted. The hotel receptionist appeared in the doorway. ‘Miss Evans, there’s a message for you from Police Chief Hollis Bennett.’

Laura frowned as she took the slip of paper, and read the scant lines scrawled in Bennett’s, hasty handwriting. ‘I’m sure everything’s going fine. Call my office if you need anything. Regards, HB.’

Her frown deepened. Just a week ago, Bennett had been all over every aspect of their visit, almost too much so.  Now, this abrupt shift to indifference felt jarring -  sort of off, somehow. Something had clearly changed, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was.

Laura folded the note and tucked it into her pocket, she didn’t have time to second-guess Bennett’s intentions. She pushed her chair back and stood, smoothing out her skirt as she left the conference room.

Robert and the two set supervisors sat in the lobby, ready to go. She noted that they’d ditched their jackets, and all carried hats and sunglasses. Good idea, she thought, the heat was fierce. They were all talking over the rental deal when Laura looked up and spotted Eddie waiting by the door, his usual easygoing demeanor a welcome sight.

Excusing herself, she crossed the lobby in a few brisk steps. Eddie removed his fedora with a practiced motion, revealing neatly combed hair dampened slightly by perspiration. His smile was warm yet slightly reserved, reflecting the polite professionalism still expected of men in the 1940s when interacting with women in professional settings.

‘Welcome back, Laura.’ He nodded across to the others, ‘All ready to go?’ he asked.

‘Nice to be back, Eddie,’ she replied, forcing herself to match his light tone. ‘Yeah, just got to get these guys down to McLean’s Rentals - wherever that is - and then we’re meeting our rail man at the site. There’s a bit to do.’

He laughed, ‘Well, I can help with the first part. McLean’s isn’t far from here, and then your boys can just follow us down to the yards.’

First the caterer, now this. Laura began to let herself think that her day was looking good. ‘You’re a lifesaver, Eddie. See you outside?’ 

Eddie left to get the car. A minute later they were all headed across town. Twisting awkwardly in the front passenger seat, Laura braced herself against the worn vinyl upholstery as she briefed the picture guys. She gestured, ‘Detective Williams -’ 

‘Jeez, Laura – Eddie is fine, I’m not arresting anyone.’ He said, glancing in the rearview at the smiling men in the backseat.

‘Okay – Eddie, is our Gresham Springs PD liaison. He’s pretty much the key figure for us for anything not rail or airport – so all our permits and such.’ She looked at her assistant, and with mock seriousness, added, ‘Don’t piss him off, Robert. I need this guy.’ There was a wave of light laughter in the back, and Steve elbowed Robert none-too-gently in the ribs.’

‘Do you hear that, Rob?’ Robert feigned a scowl, and nodded at Laura.

She continued, ‘Once we get the vehicles sorted, Eddie will show us the easiest way through town. We can’t take everything today, but one of the cars and a couple of the flat decks will do – we’ll leave the trucks at the yards tonight, they’ll be okay there. Buses and other trucks can wait for tomorrow. Rob, you hang onto the car for tonight, but once Mr Walker is onsite, it’ll be at his disposal or any of the Heads of Production.’

‘Got it.’

Eddie slowed, turning into the yard of McLean’s Commercial rentals. He pulled up in front of the long lines of what looked like repainted military surplus trucks, with the occasional bus and car thrown in for good measure. Eddie lit a cigarette, shielding the flame from the breeze with cupped hands, and leaned casually against the side of one of the trucks. Its khaki canvas flapped gently in the wind, revealing faded military insignias painted on the sides. Laura joined him in the narrow strip of shade, squinting up at the cloudless sky. ‘Bunch up. Is it always harsh like this?’ she asked, brushing a strand of hair away from her face.

Eddie thought for a moment, ‘Nah, this is a touch out of season. It’s got a few folks worried and watching the weather.’

‘Worried?’

‘Yeah, not so much around here, but upstate, you can get a lot of twisters if this weather gets mixed up with some rain clouds,’ he squinted up at the sky, ‘not like this of course, but you get hot in one spot, and then cool and wet in the next, and they meet and start chasing each other in a circle, and… well, you get the picture.’

Eddie’s mention of twisters lingered in Laura’s mind as she looked up at the cloudless sky. The image of one of those monstrous funnels tearing through a movie set made her stomach clench. For a moment, she imagined the chaos - equipment flying, people scrambling for shelter, the meticulously planned shoot reduced to rubble. But just as quickly, she pushed the thought away. The sky was too clear, the air too dry. She had too much on her plate to waste energy on what-ifs. ‘Sounds pretty awful… you ever been around one?’

‘Not up close, and truthfully not that big - but that was enough for me.’  They filled the next few minutes with snippets of idle conversation - nothing too deep, just easy banter that flowed naturally between them. Laura found herself relaxing in Eddie’s company, her earlier tension ebbing away. Then Robert came out of the office, looked about, and gave them a thumbs up. Moments later the other two emerged followed by a rotund fellow in a stetson and  short-sleeved business shirt, carrying some bundles of keys. 

Laura and Eddie got back in the car and waited by the entrance way. Within a couple of minutes the small procession of a car and two trucks appeared in Eddie’s mirrors and the car flashed its headlights.  He turned onto the street and headed towards the yards.

‘How’s all your arrangements for the shoot going?’

Laura smiled, she had the window all the way down, with one hand holding her hair away from her face. ‘Usual chaos, of course. Pictures are never as straight forwards as you think. This time it was a little harder, my boss interfered in the transport options at the last minute. That was… fun.’ She faked a grimace and Eddie laughed.

‘I’d have thought transport was a little beneath a director.’

Laura stared away into the distance, and her voice got a little softer. ‘It usually is…’

Eddie looked across for a couple of moments, then turned back to watch the road as he asked nonchalantly, ‘Everything okay? I seemed to lose you a bit there.’

Laura shook her head, and smiled. ‘Yeah, all good Eddie. I guess nobody likes having their plans interfered with.’

‘I guess they don’t. Especially-’ he shot her a quick smile, ‘especially when they seem to really know what they’re doing.’ Laura just smiled and nodded by way of accepting the compliment, but was painfully aware of the slight flush taking over her ears and cheeks.

Eddie looked about two hundred yards ahead down the road. ‘And here we are.’ The way was blocked by two substantial metal gates set into an eight-foot chain-mesh fence that ran out of sight on either side.

Laura gave a low whistle, ‘Man, this place is big.’

Eddie nodded. ‘Uh-huh. During the late unpleasantness you’d be surprised by how much stuff went out this way for the war effort. Food mostly, bulk grain going north to be turned into rations for the boys. Plus a lot of materials from the West Coast on their way to the East Coast ports. Now of course…’ The sentence spoke for itself.

Ahead, a man got out of a pickup bearing the rail yard logo on the doors. ‘And there’s our Mr Swayle.’ Eddie said.

‘You know him?’ She asked.

‘Only recently, there’s something else going on in a few days that got he and I to talking.’ Eddie started to pull towards the edge of the road, checking his mirror to ensure that his tails were doing likewise. ‘Seems like a good man. One of those people who as soon as you meet them just give you that sense, you know?’

Indeed she did. Without turning her head, Laura looked at him from the corners of her eyes, reminding herself that it was exactly the sense she got when she met Eddie, but probably not something she should voice aloud.  They got out and waved to Robert and the others to stay by their vehicles. Eddie went across to Swayle and after a quick handshake and a few words, came back to the car.

‘We’re following him. Seems he’s got you people all sorted out. You might want to put that window up, this bit’s gonna be dusty.’

Within a minute or two, they were deep into the yards. They’d crossed more than a few railroad lines, and now a vast expanse of criss-crossed tracks and aging dusty buildings seemed to have swallowed them up. Swayle parked his pickup. Eddie pulled past a few yards, and poking his arm out of the window, waved to Robert and the others to pull up on the opposite side. 

Laura stepped out of the car onto dusty gravel, each step crunching audibly beneath her shoes. The sharp tang of rusting metal hung thick in the air, mingling with the faint smell of diesel fumes and aged wood. Towering cranes loomed over rows of weathered tracks, their skeletal frames casting sharp-edged shadows across the yard. Somewhere in the distance, a lone whistle echoed mournfully, carried by a slight breeze that offered no relief from the relentless sun beating down on them. The rail yard stretched out in every direction before her, a labyrinth of weathered tracks and towering, faded buildings that had seen better days. She thought about Eddie’s remark and imagined the long-forgotten freight that once rumbled through here, bound for distant battlefields.

Swayle was already packing the bowl of his pipe when Laura and Eddie walked over. He swept a lazy arm in the air to indicate the storage and work area around them and said, ‘Well, Miss Evans, here you are and -’ he paused to dig in the pockets of his coverall, ‘here are the keys to everything you’ll need,’ he said, handing them over to Laura with a cheerful nod. ‘I’ll be here first thing tomorrow to meet the caterers because they’ll be right early - and just make sure everything’s set. If there’s anything else you need, you - or the good detective here - know where to find me.’

‘Thanks, Mr Swayle,’ Laura replied, tossing the keys to Robert. She glanced around the yard, mentally ticking off the logistics in her head. Everything seemed to be falling into place.  As the boys started walking around pointing out this and that to each other, Laura turned to Eddie. ‘I don’t know how much you’ve got on – you know, cases and stuff – and it’s going to be hectic tomorrow, but if you’ve got time… maybe I can show you around when everything’s in full swing. It might be nice for you to see it all come together.’

Eddie met her gaze, with a hint of shared understanding, ‘I’d like that. I mean, who hasn’t wanted to see behind the scenes of a movie?’ he said.

Laura allowed herself one last look around as their group prepared to leave the yard. It was quiet, the afternoon sun starting its descent and the first lengthening shadows showing across the long lines of tracks. A flicker of unease brushed the edges of her thoughts, like a faint whisper that something wasn’t quite right. She couldn’t pinpoint it - maybe it was the stillness, or just the long day of travel and hustle catching up with her. But then, just as quickly, the feeling passed. She shook her head, pushing the thought aside. There was no time for jitters; tomorrow would bring enough challenges on its own when everyone, and everything arrived. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 23 

The late afternoon sun’s rays rippled alternating light and shadow along the main platform at LA’s Union Station. In the last bustle of the day, the Santa Fe Super Chief prepared for departure. The warm air carried the clatter of luggage wheels on the platform, a distant whistle from  a local train readying for departure, and pockets of conversation. People lingering at this time moved in small waves - a mix of travelers, porters, and film crew members all converging on Platform Four. Many of whom seemingly oblivious to the wonderful blend of Mission Revival and Art Deco style architecture  - high ceilings, arched windows, and terracotta tiles that echoed the grandeur of a pre-war era. A sudden burst of steam hissing from a nearby train’s engine added to the atmosphere, mingling with indecipherable announcements crackling over the loudspeakers.

The Empire actors were scattered across the platform, each engaged in their own unconscious pre-departure rituals. Eleanor Barnes chatted with Fred Turner, both trying to maintain an air of nonchalance, but their minds clearly elsewhere. Nearby film crew members, stood in groups, a mix of lighting riggers, gaffers, and assistants, more focused on ensuring that their personal effects and small pieces of equipment are safe. Dorothy Collins, the supporting female lead, glanced around nervously. She slipped her hand into her bag for what seemed like the hundredth time. She pulled out her ticket, checked it, then tucked it away again, her fingers brushing against a folded newspaper. Fred Turner spotted her, and caught her eye and smiled, shaking his head slightly.

‘You’ll wear a hole in that bag, Dorothy,’ he teased.  

‘Really, Fred,’ Dorothy replied with a short laugh. ‘This is nothing, you should see me preparing to leave on a big vacation.’ 

Fred laughed, just as a uniformed attendant called them forward, pointing a white-gloved hand at the train door. The group boarded one by one, the attendant checking their tickets against the names on his clipboard. Dorothy, Eleanor, and Fred made their way through the sleeper car corridor, comparing the number on the tickets with the brass numbers above the cabin doors. Dorothy settled into the cabin she’d share with Eleanor, lowered herself into the window day-seat, and watched as the platform slowly receded. Within seconds, the faint rhythmic clack of the wheels on the rails turned into a steady backdrop to the moving image of Los Angeles.

‘Well, this is it,’ Eleanor murmured, glancing out the window. ‘My first big picture - no turning back now.’ She gave a short nervous laugh. 

Dorothy gestured for the younger woman to sit. ‘I think we all feel the same way.’ She looked back out through the window once more. ‘It’s an ambitious script.’ She took a thoughtful pause, ‘this is the kind of picture that only goes… well, one way, or the other.’ She smiled at Eleanor, ‘I’m afraid that acting isn’t a profession for those with a love of security,’ she turned back from the passing scenery, ‘we make choices, but ultimately, a picture is a recipe of many parts.’ She looked back at her companion, and smiled. ‘There are some talented people on this one.’  Eleanor gave her a nervous smile in acknowledgment. ‘Come on,’ Dorothy said, rising from her seat, ‘Let’s go find Fred and talk over the script.’ 

They found him in the observation cupola near the back of the train. An attendant took their coffee orders and once they were alone, Eleanor hesitated, glancing around to ensure they were alone, then leaned in closer to Dorothy and Fred. 

‘Did you hear about Charles?’ she asked, her voice fractionally above a whisper.

Dorothy and Fred exchanged a quick glance before Fred looked at Eleanor and responded, ‘No, what about him?’

Eleanor hesitated, enjoying the moment of suspense before she continued. ‘The way I heard it, was that he wasn’t at the table-reads because, he fell over in his house, he was alone or something …’ 

Fred’s eyebrows rose in mild surprise. ‘Or something?’ He looked at Dorothy, ‘From what I’ve heard, if he did fall, he was probably up to his eyes in drink.’ His tone casual but nonetheless tinged with a touch of underlying concern for those – like himself - reliant upon Charles.

Dorothy’s eyes widened in shock, but beneath her disapproval was a flicker of genuine concern. ‘Fred! That’s a shocking thing to suggest… I just hope he’s alright.’

He shrugged. ‘Be fair, Dorothy - it’s not a suggestion without history. Anyway, I don’t care what he does, so long as it doesn’t screw up the picture.’ He said with an air of studied nonchalance.

The conversation trailed off into a shared moment of silence, each of them lost in their thoughts, the tension briefly palpable before Eleanor cleared her throat and said, ‘Well, it’s probably nothing - let’s just hope everything goes smoothly.’

Their coffee arrived and Dorothy took a sip of her coffee, the warmth doing little to ease the knot in her stomach. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this picture was different - that the stakes were somehow higher. 

❖❖❖ 

Some 20 miles southwest of Union Station, the private terminal at LA’s airport was bathed in a golden hue. Unlike the bustling main terminal completed in 1941, this area was quieter, reserved for high-profile travelers. Its polished floors gleamed under soft lighting, and the atmosphere was one of controlled anticipation. The Empire group had gathered in the waiting lounge, with its deep leather chairs and small tables, distant from the main terminal’s bustle. Their few pieces of luggage were neatly stacked nearby, and the large windows offered a view of the runway, where their plane - a sleek, piston-engined aircraft - was being prepared for departure.

Charles had arrived last,  and the atmosphere had shifted noticeably as he entered the lounge. He tried to appear nonchalant, but the faint bruising on his face and his slightly stiff gait were immediately noted by everyone. Harriet’s gaze lingered on him for a moment longer than the others, her concern evident. She greeted him quickly, in part to break the awkward moment, ‘Charles,’ her tone was warm but laced with an undercurrent of worry. ‘How are you feeling?’

Charles forced a smile, waving off the concern with a casual gesture. ‘Well, I don’t feel like dancing.’ he laughed, ‘I’m fine, really.’ He looked to the others, ‘One of those careless things - fell in the kitchen.’ He shrugged, as if it was no big deal. 

This was followed by a series of consolatory responses, that still didn’t prevent Bob and George exchanging a brief glance, both relieved and uneasy. Jack, however, narrowed his eyes slightly, regarding Charles with private suspicion. Borne of years of working together, he knew Charles all too well - instantly doubting the story.  The nearby clink of glassware from the nearby bar reminded him to refresh his drink. He reached for a bottle of wine from the selection before him as Harriet appeared at his elbow, holding out her glass. Jack kept his voice low. 

‘He’s not telling us everything,’ he said as he shot a furtive glance at Charles, now chatting with Bob about technical details for the upcoming shoot. Harriet looked at Jack, her expression guarded.

‘He says he’s fine, Jack. Please let’s not go making a big deal out of it. Not that is... not unless we really have to.’

Jack sipped his drink, then picked up the bottle again for a moment and gave attention to the label. Apparently satisfied, he looked back at Harriet. 

‘Just do us all a favor, and keep an eye on him, alright? I’ve seen him like this before... it... didn’t end well.’

Outside, the aircraft’s engines rose in a growl as the crew made their final checks. A crackling sound over the loudspeakers preceded the stewardess announcing their flight. The group rose to board, and Charles hesitated briefly, his movement slower than usual. Harriet, stepped close to him as they walked through the lounge doors towards the plane.

‘You sure you’re up for this?’ she asked quietly, her worry growing. 

 ‘I’ve been through worse, Harriet. You of all people know that.’ He summoned a small, reassuring smile. ‘Let’s just get there and make a great picture.’

As they all boarded the plane, Harriet stole one last glance at Charles, her worry lingering even as she tried to push it aside. The plane’s engines roared to life as it turned away from the terminal, taxiing down the runway. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 24 

The day dawned cloudless, horizon to horizon. A promise of yet another day of unrelenting heat. Marco, freshly shaved, and inevitably dressed in another Giordano suit, strolled the courtyard outside his motel room with a coffee and his first cigarette. A natural early-riser, he despised any tendency to lounge in bed, seeing it as indolence – therefore, weakness – of the worst sort. He turned at the sound of the motel door as Vinnie emerged, rubbing life into his eyes with his knuckles. Vinnie walked over, fishing the last cigarette from packet, and gesturing to Marco for a light. 

Marco flicked open a polished brass lighter, and put flame to the end of Vinnie’s cigarette. Vinnie drew deeply, then squinted up at the sky. 

‘Another hot and bright one, by the look.’ 

Marco nodded, took a last puff on his cigarette, and ground the butt under a polished shoe. He spoke softly. ‘You all set with the boys today?’ 

‘Absolutely.’ He gave an emphatic nod. ‘Honestly, I’ll be happier once Paulie and Tom have had a chance to get what they need from Jeff. Right now, we have to take what he says on faith. If he’s bullshitting us, those boys will know.’ 

Marco was pleased with Vinnie’s insight. ‘I agree. I’ll get the low-down on the security, and then have everything ready when you guys come back with the train information.’ 

Vinnie looked thoughtful, ‘And our pilot ladies?’ 

‘Let’s see, it’s Tuesday now - they are scheduled to arrive with the lease planes on Friday. Score comes through on Saturday night, so they have a few hours in hand for contingencies.’ 

Vinnie nodded. He liked having space for contingencies. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing it all on the board this afternoon. You know, the whole thing.’ 

Marco gave a soft grunt in agreement and lit another cigarette. ‘That’s usually when any problems will come out at you.’  He thought for a second or two more, his brow gradually creasing. ‘This guy Jeff, he knows what the score is - I don’t like that - but it is what it is. Just see to it, will you, that he keeps his trap shut on that around the boys?’ 

‘No problem, Marco.’ He gave Marco a frank look, ‘When we have what we need, you want I should take care of Jeff?’ 

Marco was impressed. It seemed that Vinnie had taken his lecture to heart. ‘I’ll think about it, once we know from Tom that we’re good to go – you and I can discuss how we’ll handle him.’   He draped an arm over Vinnie’s shoulder, ‘Let’s go grab the sleeping beauties, I could use some breakfast before we get started.’ 

The diner was modest, with a long counter that stretched almost the entire length of the room. Vinnie led the group inside, pleased to see that it’s the kind which has seen decades of locals and travelers alike pass through its doors. As the men entered, they were hit with the sharp smell of freshly brewed coffee mingling with the scent of sizzling bacon. The place was a classic - from gleaming chrome edges on the counter, to the rows of sturdy, red-cushioned stools bolted to the black-and-white checkered floor. Behind the counter, the polished stainless steel walls reflected the morning light in a way that was at once bright and warm. Pastel-uniformed waitresses move swiftly behind the counter, pouring coffee, flipping pancakes, and chatting with the regulars who’ve found their favorite spots along the counter. A solid line of men in work shirts and caps, some in denim overalls, others in plaid flannel, all hunched over plates of eggs, bacon, and toast. Small columns of steam spiraled from their coffees, amid a steady clink of cutlery against ceramic plates, the whole punctuated by the light murmur of morning conversation. 

Frankie took it in with a wide appreciative look, ‘Well, if I wasn’t hungry before, I sure as hell am now.’

Joe laughed, ‘Didn’t know they had real diners outside Jersey.’ Marco chuckled and tipped his head towards a vacant booth opposite the row of stools. A waitress was already counting heads, and started towards them with a large bowl of coffee and a stack of menus under one arm. 

‘Order up guys,’ Marco said, ‘we don’t plan to starve you, but we’ve all got a lot to get through today.’ Heads nodded in quiet acknowledgment as the waitress poured coffee into the thick cream-colored ceramic mugs. 

Vinnie looked around the table, ‘You okay if we do this family style?’ Heads nodded and a couple of the men grinned at the mention of ‘family.’ Vinnie turned back to the waitress, ‘Hungry men, doll, with a big day. Say you serve us up bacon, eggs over easy, some pancakes, you know - the whole deal, for four.’

She grinned, ‘We’re used to feeding hungry fellas in here, buddy. Brace yourself!’

Despite being alone again a few moments later, Marco was pleased to see that these guys were professionals. There was no attempt to discuss the job, nor attract unwanted attention by trying to have conversations in low voices. Instead Frankie and Joe started talking about baseball. The top teams in the league this year were the New York Yankees and the Brooklyn Dodgers. The Yankees were dominating the American League, and looking good for the World Series. Over in the National League, the Brooklyn Dodgers were leading with a record number of wins for the season, and the two teams were set to have it out in the World Series. Marco and Vinnie shared a sly grin as Frankie – for the Dodgers, and Joe – for the Yankees, started arguing over who would win, and why. 

Vinnie turned to Paulie with a wide smile, ‘You gonna weigh in, here?’

‘Too hungry,’ Paulie replied, then lowering his voice enough so Frankie and Joe wouldn’t hear - ‘But my money’s on Yankees for the Worlds, and Dodgers for the Nationals.’ 

Vinnie looked at Marco with a quiet feeling of relief. After some of the recent tensions between them, it was good to see Marco plainly enjoying this easy camaraderie.

‘Make some room, boys.’ The waitress said as she and one other promptly filled the center of the table with plates – a tall stack of pancakes, thick, fluffy, and golden, glistening with a generous pour of maple syrup, a plate of perfectly fried eggs, and another crispy bacon.

Paulie nodded with the serious look of appreciation. It was the kind of breakfast that would stick to your ribs – one you could work all day on if you had to. ‘Thanks boss.’ This was quickly echoed by the others, who made short work of piling their plates high. 

‘My pleasure,’ Marco said, ‘dig in – there’s more if you need it.’ He said, as the other waitress struggled to find space for a plate of hot, buttered toast, before hitting their coffee mugs with a top up. 

As Marco sipped his coffee, he glanced around the table, eyes lingering on each of the men. The familiar banter, the shared laughter - it was a scene that would be easy to take at face value. But Marco knew better. Beneath the jokes and the casual talk of baseball, there was a quiet understanding, a kind of unspoken bond that had been forged not just over meals like this but through the hard, often dangerous work they all did. He knew that Vinnie was always good at creating this kind of  atmosphere - one where everyone felt like part of something bigger, something more than just a job.

But Marco wasn’t here just to enjoy the camaraderie. He was always thinking a step ahead, always weighing the next move. He watched as the waitress refilled their coffee mugs, her chatter blending into the background noise of the diner. Marco’s gaze shifted to Vinnie, who was leaning back in his seat, clearly pleased with the group’s cohesion. He aught Vinnie’s eye then passed him some folded bills. ‘When they’re done, take care of this for me, I need to make a call.’ 

Vinnie understood completely. ‘Sure thing, Marco.’

Marco slid out of the booth, moving through the diner with purpose, his mind already on the call he needed to make. The diner’s warmth faded as he approached the payphone, the clatter of the kitchen and the hum of conversation dulling to a distant buzz. This was the part of the job that kept him awake at night, the part that reminded him why he couldn’t afford to get too comfortable.

Marco had planned to go outside and find a payphone, but at the far end of the diner, well away from any patrons, was a small payphone nestled between plywood wings on the wall that acted like a small booth.  Marco pulled out the piece of paper with his contact on it, dropped a dime in the slot - the metallic clink echoing in the confined space, and dialed... the sound of the ringing in his ear a stark contrast to the easy laughter he’d left behind at the table. He listened as the phone rang, his expression unreadable.  From where Vinnie sat, Marco looked like just another well-dressed salesman on a call.  The call connected, and Marco kept the conversation brief and to the point. The exchange was too far away for anyone in the diner to hear, but Vinnie instantly picked up on Marco’s switch in demeanor.

As Marco came back past them, Vinnie tipped his head towards the door, and the three men rose and followed Marco into the parking lot.  When they reached the car, Marco glanced around - from long habit - and said, ‘Okay, I’ve got the security details, Joe, Frankie, you’re with me - once we drop these guys at the rental yard, we’ll talk through those.’ 

Except for Vinnie, the others looked openly surprised. ‘You’ve got a line on the security, just like that?’ Joe said, ‘You must have someone here in your pocket.

Marco shook his head, and smiled at Joe, ‘Security?’ He paused, letting the word hang in the air before continuing, ‘Not exactly.’ 

Vinnie hadn’t been wrong about the weather, Marco noted. He was waiting outside the Gresham office of National Car Rental and the thermometer was climbing quickly. He’d be relieved when this was done - then he and Vinnie could head over to LA, finish up with Western, then fly on back to the East Coast. 

Vinnie appeared from the office holding a set of keys aloft.  Marco turned towards Paulie and Tom and flicked his head in Vinnie’s direction. ‘You’re good to go.’ 

Walking over to his car he jumped in and found Frankie already fiddling with the fan controls, trying to cool the car. As Marco turned the engine over, Joe’s voice floated over from the back seat, ‘What’s the plan, boss?’ 

‘We’re going shopping.’ 

Frankie and Joe swapped a fast glance, as Joe replied with a touch of hesitation, ‘okay ...’

Vinnie had no trouble remembering the route to the old factory. As he got close to the gates he wondered how they’d get in. He needn’t have worried, Jeff was already there, dressed in a shabby work shirt and trousers, his cap pulled low over his eyes, nervously pacing near the gates.

Paulie wasn’t impressed. ‘Great example of how not to look suspicious.’

Vinnie grunted in agreement, adding, ‘Guy’s a bum. Got himself into a whole bucket of trouble, his only value is what he knows.’ He parked the car in the shade on the side of the building opposite the gates. Before Jeff could catch them up, Vinnie twisted in his seat so he could see both other men. ‘Now, before he gets here. I’m serious – this guy, right now – he’s our weakest link. Me and Marco are looking to you guys to check every last detail of what he’s got. Don’t trust a word he says.’ He looked to see they understood how important this was. 

‘We got you, Vinnie. Tom and I know this stuff. We’ll cover each other too.’ 

Vinnie nodded with satisfaction. ‘That’s how I read it.’ His smile slipped quickly as his gaze took in Jeff turning the corner behind the car. The sight of the three men climbing out of the rental causes him to stop mid-step, his face pale and drawn.

‘You’re on time… good,’ he mumbles, more to himself than to them. Nobody moved to shake hands. 

Never taking his eyes from Jeff’s face, Vinnie, tipped his head towards the others – ‘Paul, and Tom’. Jeff didn’t make proper eye contact, but just gave a short nervous nod in response. 

Vinnie gestured to Jeff to lead the way. Their feet raised small dust swirls as they approached the entrance, their footsteps crunching on the debris-strewn ground. Inside the old factory was dry and oppressive, the heat already radiating from the concrete and metal surfaces around them. Vinnie stopped them all just inside the door. 

‘Okay, listen up, we need to know all that train stuff, yeah?’ He saw he had their concentrated attention, ‘but I seen more guys go to the penn because of the small stuff, a door that was locked when it shouldn’t have been, somewhere dark they thought would be lit. Am I making sense?’ Joe and Paulie nodded. Jeff just continued to look like he wanted to be anywhere but here - Vinnie’s speech seeming only to remind him that he’d got himself neck-deep in something he’d rather not know about.

‘So I want us all thinking about how this looks at night, I don’t want nobody falling over any junk and shit. As we get the plan together, we’ll come back here, and do walk-throughs, yeah?’ 

‘Sounds good. Tom said. 

Vinnie turned to Jeff, suddenly remembering – ‘Keys. Gate and doors, now.’  Jeff handed them over without a word. Paulie flicked his gaze from Jeff to Tom with a look that said, ‘what a loser’. 

They began to make their way through old offices, towards the rear factory area doors. As the got closer, the interior became a little cooler, and the stale scent of old oil and rusting steel got stronger. Tom plucked Paulie’s sleeve, shook his head and pointed to some faded wartime propaganda posters, ‘Suddenly it seems a long time ago now, doesn’t it? Crazy.’ 

Jeff stopped by a long drafting table inside the last office. Stepping over discarded broken chairs and sections of shelves littering the dusty floor, the others gathered in front of several rail yard maps and hand drawn-diagrams, every one of which was marked with numerous side-notes and colored arrows. 

‘This the tracks and stuff these guys’ll be working with?’ Vinnie asked Jeff, gesturing to the papers on the table.

‘Yes… yes, sir. These here,’ Jeff gestures nervously, ‘these are the main lines, and these over here are the sidings where we’ll do the consignment switching.’ He reached for the larger map, pulled it forward and said, ‘and this here, that’s the line that comes right through here.’ He pointed at the large industrial doors standing just a few few behind them. 

Paulie gave Tom a light tap in the ribs with his elbow, ‘These all making sense for you?’

Tom stepped forward, his gaze narrowing as he carefully pulled one of the larger maps towards him. The paper crinkled softly under his touch as he ran a finger along a key junction, his brow furrowing in concentration. He paused, studying a particular switching point marked with a faint red arrow.

‘What about this one here?’ Tom finally spoke, his voice low and deliberate. He tapped the junction with a finger, then glanced up at Jeff with a look that demanded answers. ‘This point.  When was the last time anyone checked it?’ The question hung in the air, and for a moment, the only sound was the faint rustling of paper as Tom waited, his expression unreadable.

Jeff hesitated, his eyes darting nervously to the marked spot on the map. “Uh, it’s been… a while, I guess. Maybe a few weeks …’

Tom’s expression didn’t change, but his silence spoke volumes. He nodded slowly, almost to himself, before making a quick note on the margin of the map. ‘We’re not taking any chances,’ he muttered, his voice just loud enough for Vinnie and Paulie to hear. ‘We’ll need to test this ourselves. Seriously, if this one point fails on us, the whole operation’s screwed.’ He looked up sharply at Jeff raising his voice as he did so. ‘There some way to see this from the roof?’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ Jeff said.

Tom loosely gathered up the maps in his arms, and jerked his head at Jeff. ‘Lead on.’ 

As they went to leave, Jeff fished inside his dirty shirt and pulled out a battered tan envelope, and handed it to Vinnie, who held it between the tips of his fingers like he thought it might be contaminated with something. He called after Jeff, 

‘What’s this?’

‘Wagon photos.’ Jeff replied. Looking at it again, Vinnie passed it across to Paulie, ‘Yours, I think.’

Paulie gave a soft laugh, ‘Gee, thanks.’ He took a peek inside and raised his eyebrows in surprise, ‘Not bad. I can work from these.’

Stepping over more debris, Vinnie crossed to the two huge doors and slid away the long flat retaining straps that had held the doors shut. Bright orange dust and flakes fell from the retainers, and he brushed his hands together to dust them off. He started to pull hard on one of the wooden doors, ‘You know, always amazes me how quickly places like this start to go downhill once they’re not used -’ He stopped, the door half open. ‘Paulie. You’re gonna want to see this.’ 

 He stepped back and indicated the gap. Paulie, the photos now in his hand, poked his head through the gap, withdrew it, and looked at Vinnie for a second, before disappearing through the gap.  Vinnie pulled back the door with some effort. The only light inside came from sparkling bright shafts where the sun’s rays found gaps and holes in the siding. Dust motes danced in the light. There, in total silence, sat three long steel-sided goods wagons. Tom was holding up the black and white photos in front of him, head swiveling back and forth between the pictures and the wagons. 

After a few seconds of this, he turned to Vinnie, a huge grin plastered over his face. ‘They’re perfect, Vinnie. Give me some paint, stencils, and a few hours, and the owners themselves won’t be able to tell ‘em apart.’ 

Meanwhile, on the roof, Tom had been grilling Jeff for all he was worth. From the outset, it was clear to the nervous man that this stranger, with his Brooklyn accent, knew his stuff. He was a rail man through and through - whatever else he was. Rapidly, Tom’s notes were added to the margins of the plans, alongside those Jeff had made.  Apparently satisfied with what he saw from up there, he turned to Jeff. ‘These switching points, ‘ he indicated several sets near the factory, ‘when was the last time they were used?’

‘Just last night – I switched them myself to put the wagons inside downstairs.’

‘They move alright?’

‘Sort of... I mean.. it’s been awhile, you know. So, I guess they were a bit stiff.’

‘So - not really. Not really. That should have been your answer.’  Jeff lowered his gaze. Tom shook his head, ‘So looks like you and me got some work to do.’  He started folding up the pages of maps and plans, ‘Okay, let’s get back down, and I’m going to need to see the switching loco.’

‘That’ll ... have to be ... to be at night ..’

‘Looks like you got yourself a date, then.’ Tom replied, giving Jeff a halfhearted shove. 

Vinnie heard them approach, looked at Tom and raised his eyebrows in query. Tom shook his head, and Vinnie’s face immediately clouded. ‘What’s up, the info no good?’

‘Nah, that’s not bad, but this Okie’s got no friggin’ idea about standards.’ Vinnie scowled at Jeff who shrank visibly. Tom went on, ‘I’m going to need to hand check and lube all the switch points myself, and I want to see over the loco. I ain’t telling you and the boss it’s all good until I see for myself.’ 

Vinnie gave Tom’s arm a squeeze and a thin smile. ‘Good man.’ He spun suddenly to face Jeff again, ‘What did we tell you when we was here last time, huh?’ He closed the gap between them at a speed that made Jeff gasp aloud in surprise. As Vinnie spoke, he could feel the frustration gnawing at him. Jeff's nervous glances, the way he barely met Vinnie’s eyes. Instantly, he knew what Marco would say - ‘Don't let them see you’re soft, Vinnie. Weakness kills respect faster than anything else.’ Without warning, Vinnie’s patience snapped. He grabbed Jeff by the shirtfront, his voice dropping to a venomous hiss. ‘You think you can half-ass this and we won’t notice? You think we’re just dumb city boys, huh?’ He was yelling now, and Jeff’s trembling hands were half in front of his face in appeasement, his eyes screwed shut. 

‘No sir. Honestly, I just… I just thought -’  

Tom caught Vinnie’s eye and gave a slight shake of his head, like Vinnie was wasting his time. ‘I got it, boss.’ 

Disgusted, Vinnie let go of Jeff’s shirt, and without thought, his body twisted with a crisp snap of the waist, and an explosive ‘Oof!’ sound filled the room as Jeff doubled up from the punch to his midriff.

Vinnie turned to the others, ‘Okay the wagon part looks good, and you got your info,’ He pointed at the rolled up papers beneath Tom’s arm, ‘We’ll get back at night to check this other stuff.’ He looked at Jeff, still laying on his side and trying to draw breath. ‘Hey! You! You be back here, tomorrow night – 9 o’clock. Don’t be late.’

With a wave of his hand he ushered the other two back to their car. Tom glanced back, and purely from curiosity asked, ‘How’s the Okie getting out of here?’ 

Vinnie didn’t even turn his head, ‘Like I should care.’ 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 25 

The approach to Gresham Springs Airfield was uneventful, aside from the hot conditions providing some turbulence on the final leg. Harriet braced herself as the plane jolted, feeling a brief, involuntary grip of the armrest beneath her hand. It wasn’t the turbulence that unsettled her, but the way it rattled her thoughts free, bringing up all the uncertainties she’d tried to bury. She glanced around, noting how different people reacted - a businessman across the aisle clenched his jaw, pretending not to notice, while a young woman in front of her whispered a quick prayer. At least it relieved the monotony of the nine-hour flight. 

She had sat a couple of rows behind, and on the opposite side of the aircraft to Charles, though she kept him within her peripheral vision, not out of curiosity but habit - he had a way of revealing his true self when he thought no one was watching. When the attendants came around with the bar service, she watched, half-expecting him to reach for a drink. But to her surprise, he waved them off with a polite decline. A facade, she mused. It wasn’t until later, when the cabin shades were pulled down and the hum of the engines lulled most to sleep, that she caught a flicker of movement. Charles, ever the conjurer, produced a silver hip flask from his jacket, as if by sleight of hand. She almost admired the way he surveyed the cabin first, ensuring no one was awake to witness his little ritual. But she was awake, and she saw it all. 

Now the aircraft banked to make its final approach, and Gresham Springs sprawled beneath them, a patchwork of industry and large-town Americana. Harriet leaned closer to the window, the shadow of a frown crossing her face. The rail yards were larger than she’d imagined, a labyrinth of tracks that seemed to snake in every direction, converging like an intricate puzzle. The clusters of grain elevators stood sentinel, towering over the landscape like castle turrets - solid, unyielding, and somehow ominous. A town built on the back of hard work and routine, she thought. But something about it felt improbably orderly. She wondered how long one had to live somewhere like this in order to see beneath the mask. 

It seemed that everyone was now awake, the cabin abuzz with the low hum of conversation. The relief was palpable, a collective exhalation at the prospect of finally getting off the damned airplane. Harriet listened with half an ear to the scattered chatter - plans for a quick shower, a bite to eat, then bed. Routine, predictable, safe. She almost envied them for their simplicity. Tomorrow, as she well knew, would see the start of an unrelenting few days’ work on-set. No room for the kind of indulgence Charles allowed himself, no matter how many flasks he had tucked away. For her, it would be about maintaining focus, keeping everything on track, and managing the subtle, tensions with Charles that were beginning to tighten around her. 

They were pleasantly surprised by the minimal delay on the ground awaiting baggage, the efficiency a welcome contrast to the long flight. Within a quarter hour, a small convoy of cabs was taking them out to the hub at the yards set. Harriet watched the town blur past the window, her thoughts lingering on the way Charles had clearly returned to his drinking habit. Her fingers drummed idly on her knee, a silent rhythm to match the clicking of the cab’s tires over uneven pavement. The day’s heat was still oppressive, and the air was thick with expectation, the kind that settled deep in her bones and refused to be shaken loose. She knew the next few days would be grueling, but it wasn’t just the work that weighed on her. It was the nagging sense that something was coming - something she couldn’t yet name, but could feel, in the way that one sensed the distant approach of a storm. 

❖❖❖ 

While filming wouldn’t start until the coming day, the hub was already bustling. The set builders already at work assembling onto a cargo platform the prefab sections of a fake railroad booking office and waiting room that had been made in LA. The trailers were all present, lined up like gleaming cocoons of aluminum, and the background filled with the muted purr of generators that provided the all important electricity for the lights, canteen refrigeration, and air conditioning in the trailers.  The caterers had erected long green canvas army surplus tents for the canteen, and the kitchens, while not needed in earnest until he coming day, were already dispensing large amounts of chilled ice tea – the cold condensation running in rivulets down the outsides of the polished stainless  urns. 

Nestled within a less congested corner of the expansive yard, the hub had been meticulously planned, its layout a study in organized chaos. From the slightly elevated ground, one could see the sprawl of the nearby tracks, stretching out like veins across the earth, and the old, weathered warehouses and workshops that stood along the yard's distant perimeter.  

The centerpiece of the hub was the line of polished Airstream-style trailers, their sleek, rounded contours gleaming under the bright sunshine. The aluminum shells reflected the light in a dazzling burst of silver, creating a striking contrast against the gritty, industrial backdrop. Arranged in a semi-circle, the trailers formed a small village of sorts, each one assigned a specific purpose. The director’s trailer, the largest and most imposing, occupied the central position, its polished exterior so reflective that it mirrored the sky, the distant warehouses, and the ever-present rail lines in a distorted, almost surreal panorama.

Inside the director’s trailer, the atmosphere was one of controlled urgency. Maps, schedules, and call sheets were pinned to the walls, each one marked with notes, scribbles, and hastily drawn arrows. A table in the center of the room was covered in papers, some neatly stacked, others spread out in a haphazard array, perhaps tossed there in a moment of frustration - or inspiration. The air was filled with the low murmur of voices from the outside, punctuated by the occasional sharp bark of orders, as tomorrow’s scenes were coordinated, adjusted, and then re-adjusted all over again in an ongoing dance of logistics and creativity.

Flanking the director’s trailer were those of the lead actors, each a small oasis of calm amidst the hub’s bustling activity. Small porches had been set up under the awnings, with chairs arranged for moments of rest and quiet conversation between takes. The cast members, when they weren’t on set, would be found here, sipping iced tea or coffee, flipping through scripts, or simply enjoying a brief respite from the demands of the production - or the incessant heat. 

Beyond the Airstreams, the hub extended into a more utilitarian space, where functionality trumped aesthetics. A large trailer, converted by the caterers from an old rail car, served as the canteen. The canteen’s exterior, while not as polished as the Airstreams, had a rugged charm of its own. The old-fashioned signage above the door bore the name of a long-defunct rail company, a nod to the yard’s history and a reminder of the countless stories that had passed through this place long before movie cameras arrived.  Nearby, green surplus tents made up the kitchens, their utilitarian design adding to the makeshift feel of the hub.

Scattered throughout the hub were several utility trailers and sheds, each serving a different but vital function. One trailer housed the costume and prop storage, its interior a maze of racks and shelves, each one crammed with carefully labeled boxes, garments, and accessories. Another served as a makeshift workshop, where last-minute adjustments to sets or props could be made, the sound of hammers and saws occasionally cutting through the air. There was even a small medical station, tucked away in an unobtrusive corner, its presence a silent assurance that the production was prepared for any eventuality.

The ground underfoot was a mix of gravel and packed earth, meticulously kept clear of debris to prevent any mishaps. Wooden planks and rubber mats had been laid down by Laura’s group to create makeshift pathways, guiding the steady stream of foot traffic that moved from one trailer to the next. The hub operated like a well-oiled machine, each trailer, each structure, each person playing their part in the larger effort of bringing the film to life.

Eddie had to admit it - he was impressed. Just yesterday, he and Laura had stood in what was essentially a rough circle of gravel surrounded by spur lines and crumbling buildings. Back then, the place had felt exhausted, like it might collapse with the slightest provocation. But now, less than twenty-four hours later, it had transformed into a bustling town-within-a-town, alive with people and the hum of machinery. Whatever Eddie had imagined before Empire arrived, it wasn’t this. From her side of the car, Laura watched with a broad smile, her forearms resting on the roof. 

‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ Laura’s tone was casual, but there was a hint of pride in her voice.

‘Am I that obvious?’ Eddie laughed, shaking his head at his own transparency.

‘Everyone is, the first time.’ She grinned, waving him around the car. ‘C’mon, I guess it’s time to introduce you to a few of the... well, the more important people.’

‘You guess?’ Eddie raised an eyebrow, curious about her choice of words.

‘Let’s just say that in Hollywood, it’s not always about merit - it’s about status,’ Laura replied, her voice lowering slightly. ‘The people who actually make a picture successful are often the last to get any thanks.’

Eddie nodded. ‘Again, a bit like police work.’ They shared a small chuckle.

‘We’ll find Charles Walker first, our director, he’s the high priest closest to the Gods who oversee picture production.’

As they navigated the bustling set, occasionally stepping aside to let groups of men pass by with equipment - some of which Eddie couldn’t even begin to identify - he found his thoughts drifting to Laura. What kind of skills did it take to manage something like this? It wasn’t just complicated; it was a dynamic, constantly shifting hell. Even a change in the weather would probably throw a major wrench into the works. Yet Laura handled it all with a persistent confidence that he couldn’t help but admire.

They approached the director’s trailer and voices were clear from the outside.

‘Wait here a second.’ Laura ducked up into the trailer. There was just a moment or two of murmurs, then she reappeared in the doorway and beckoned Eddie to join her.

Inside, Eddie’s first thought was that this trailer was a heck of a lot nicer than his apartment - cooler too. The air was crisp, a stark contrast to the sweltering heat outside, and the furnishings had an understated elegance that spoke of both comfort and efficiency.

‘Everyone, I’d like to introduce Detective Eddie Williams of GSPD. Eddie this is Charles Walker our director, Jack Reynolds, or assistant director, and this fine upstanding man is Georgie Sullivan, the Production Manager. There was a flurry of handshakes and greetings. The first thing that Eddie noticed was the faint whiff of liquor on Charles, and the several days old bruises to his face. He smiled and gestured casually at Charles -

‘Let me guess, you slipped,’ Eddie said, his tone light but probing.

Charles’s hand instinctively went to his bruised face, a fleeting moment of discomfort crossing his features before he laughed. ‘The kitchen. They’re the worst.’

Eddie just smiled. Laura stepped back in -

‘Eddie is our GSPD liaison, and I’m showing him around and just making sure we’re all compliant with our permits and so on. 

‘If you need anything and Laura’s not around, just yell out.’ Jack said in an amiable way that Eddie found immediately likable. 

‘Thanks, Jack. Appreciate that.’  

Laura gestured in a vague way. ‘I thought I’d give Eddie a solid feel for how we’ve got the site laid out, security arrangements, that type of thing - and perhaps get him back to observe the blocking rehearsals tomorrow.’ Laura hit Charles with a relaxed smile. ‘That okay with you, boss?’

‘For sure. No problem. Enjoy the tour Detective.’ 

‘Eddie, please.’ 

Charles smiled, ‘Of course, Eddie. As I said - enjoy - but I think you’ll find tomorrow lots more interesting.’

For the next half hour Laura and he walked the perimeter of what Eddie learned to call ‘the hub’ and showed him the rapid progress being made about fifty yards away as the set crews were doing a very convincing job of finishing the desolated cargo platform into a perfect 1920s small-town railroad station. They parted after agreeing to meet for a casual catch up that evening at the hotel for dinner. 

❖❖❖ 

As the men from Jersey loaded the black board, painter’s tape, roll of white butcher’s paper, box of chalks, and children’s crayons into the rental, Joe remarked – ‘You know, boss, when you said 'shopping,' I thought you were pulling my leg,’

Marco laughed, ‘Yeah, I get it.’ The others squeezed in around the purchases and Marco handed around cold bottles of Cola. ‘Thing is, me and Vinnie – we’ve worked together a long while now, and what we’ve learned about planning is that it’s often not until you stick it all on paper on a wall, that it makes sense to everyone, and… that’s also find out where you ain’t as smart as you thought you were.’ Frankie fixed him with a puzzled look. 

‘Where you find out what gaps you got.’ Marco explained. ‘Best plans I ever saw, whole rooms full of smart people, and - I don’t mean book-smart neither - and then suddenly someone ups and asks a simple question, and there it is… poof, your plan goes up in smoke.’ He laughed, ‘Sometimes, if you should see the faces on the mugs in the room.’ 

Frankie and Joe exchanged glances, appreciating Marco’s insight. Going into this that’s what they’d been told – Marco was good. Wasn’t anyone who thought he didn’t know his stuff. Some even said he was headed right for the top some day. Frankie leaned forward - ‘Anything else we need, boss?’

‘Nah, but we’ll go find a deli. Even in Kansas, they must have delis serving up some decent corned beef sandwiches, a taste of home for us Jersey boys.’ 

Joe looked around the supplies crammed into the car,. ‘What do we say if the motel people see us lugging in all of this?’

‘No problem,’ Marco responded, ‘we already said we’re traveling salesman having a meet-up.’ He grinned, ‘We’ll tell ‘em the truth.’

‘The truth?’

‘Yeah, we’re having a meeting to work out how we’re gonna make bucket loads of money.’ Joe and Frankie joined him in laughter.

By the time Vinnie walked back into the motel room, Marco and the boys had  transformed the room with the furniture pushed around the edges, a vintage chrome-edged coffee table now serving as a makeshift buffet, and one solid wall cleared and draped in lengths of butcher’s paper, illuminated by a tungsten floor lamp. A blackboard on top of the dining table leaned back against the wall. 

As Tom and Paulie entered they both registered surprise, ‘Whoa, like being back in the Corps!’ Paulie remarked.

‘And most importantly -’ Joe pointed to the coffee table adorned with cold cuts, cheeses, pickles, bread and a large pot of coffee.

Tom shook his head in mock despair, ‘I swear I’m going back to Jersey with an extra five pounds.’ and slapped his stomach with the flat of his hand for emphasis. 

‘There’s plates over there,’ Marco pointed, ‘Load up and settle in – we got a lot of work to do.’  As the men did so, As Marco took a dark blue crayon and began drawing a long horizontal line across the row of butcher’s papers, the scratching sound filled the room, accompanied by the faint scent of wax and the soft rustle of the paper. He drew a long horizontal line across the row of butcher’s papers, then broke it into three columns each labeled for each of the next three days. 

Thoughtfully chewing some ham, Paulie nodded to himself. Painters, like himself, new that the quality of the finish on a high end car, owed more to the pains taken in preparation, than ladling on layers of expensive color.  His sense was that there was much the same in how Marco and Vinnie operated.

As the men ate, Marco stayed on his feet in front of the paper hanging down the wall like a cheap tapestry. For a minute he seemed lost in thought, his gaze loosely on the carpet somewhere in front of his feet. Then, as if finally coming to a decision, he looked up at each man in turn, his eyes finally coming to rest on Vinnie.

‘Vinnie and me, we’ve worked together for some time now - and I got no problem telling you mugs that not only are we one of the best partnerships out there,’ He paused to make his point, ‘but sometimes, just sometimes, I think it’s because I know when to listen to him.’ Vinnie dropped his head down to look at the carpet between his feet. He was pleased, but awkward nonetheless. Vinnie knew what it took for a man like Marco to make such an admission. 

Marco noticed this, ‘Don’t go bashful on me now, princess,’ he said. When the laughter died down in the room, Marco grabbed a cheap chrome-railed dining chair, spun it backward, and straddled it like a saddle.

‘What I’m coming to is this. I don’t know how much you guys were told before you agreed to come here, but I’m guessing it wasn’t a whole lot.’ He looked around and the slight head bobs and smiles told his he’d assumed correctly. ‘When this score was put to me… my boss wasn’t even happy that Vinnie would know what it was about. And… and, I guess he had his reasons.’ 

Vinnie reached across with a packet of smokes, Marco took one, lit up, and went on. ‘Thing was, I knew that to get the best from what this guy does,’ he jabbed the cigarette in Vinnie’s direction, ‘he needs to know what’s-what.’  He looked around, and checking that he had their undivided attention, continued. ‘When we first got together with you guys, I told Vinnie that we was only to share what was strictly necessary - you know, like during the war - just what each man needed to know to do his job.’ He rose from the chair and paced slowly in front of them. Their faces were masks of concentration. ‘He told me I was wrong. I didn’t agree.’

The others flicked sharp glances at Vinnie and each other, and then quickly settled back on Marco. He paused and studied the glowing end of his cigarette for a second. ‘I was wrong.’ He looked at the three men he’d been sent from Jersey. ‘Maybe not at first. But once I’d seen you guys, how you work, how you think… now I can see that we need… to trust you.’ 

Vinnie looked at the other men, all of whom had eyes for nothing now, except Marco. Jesus, he thought. Right now, they’d follow him into Hell itself. He’d seen this phenomenon during his military service. It was both terrifying, and mesmerizing to witness.

Marco continued. ‘Guys - we’re here to jack a very expensive art shipment. You’re going to find that out when it hits the papers, so I don’t see any harm in telling you now.’ Paulie flicked a look at Tom who was nodding slowly. ‘I honestly can’t tell you what it’s worth except that even mounting a caper like this costs a pretty dollar, so – it’s big.  The shipment has to swap between two railroads, here in Gresham, in three night’s time,’ He gestured to the columns on the paper behind him, ‘when it does, We swap out the art wagons for the ones Paulie here will have prepared, we drag them behind a shunt locomotive – whatever that means,’ He looked at Tom who had a wide grin. 

‘It’s okay, boss. I know what that means.’

‘I hope you do,’ Marco replied with a smile, ‘Then all sneaky like we take them out to the airport to where the Empire people are leasing a hangar. There’ll be a couple of C-47s  waiting there - the ones with the big cargo doors at the back, and some loading gear like forklifts - we load up, the pilots fly away, you guys drive straight out of here and head north. Me and Vinnie, we finish up with the film people, reverse course to LA, and fly back to civilization.’

‘Jersey, you mean?’ Joe asked, and everyone laughed. 

‘Exactly.’ Marco confirmed with a broad smile. ‘Our task now, is to set out the details, then test everything down to the wire. Like Vinnie said, timing and detail is everything on this caper.’ 

Marco stepped forward, commanding attention with a sharp look. ‘Alright, listen up. This isn’t just any job; it’s a masterpiece if we do it right. I’m deadly serious - this one goes on the books for all of us. People will talk about it for years. He let that hang in the air for a moment, the weight of his words sinking in. ‘I’ll hand over to Vinnie now to walk us through.’ 

Vinnie nodded, stepping up. ‘We’ll handle this in three pieces: preparation, precise action, and timing. That’s how we make it work.’ He glanced around, catching the eyes of each man, ensuring they were locked in. The others murmured their agreement, the tension in the room palpable. 

Marco turned to the first column on the wall and began writing. Vinnie continued, ‘First up, Paulie, you’re in charge of prepping the decoy wagons. They need to look identical to the real ones, down to all the proper numbers and everything – not a thing out of place. Did you get everything you needed from that railroad idiot?’ 

Paulie grinned confidently, waving a set of black-and-white photos in the air. ‘You mean my friend Jeff? Yeah, the guy’s a mope, but he got the right info.’ He stepped forward and handed the photos to Marco. ‘Consider it done. I’ll even match the wear and tear. Just need to know when and where.’ 

Marco tacked the photos up to the wall in the first column, carefully securing them by the corners with tape. ‘You can have these back straight after this is done,’ he said, his voice firm but almost absent-minded as he focused on the task. 

Vinnie glanced at Paulie. ‘You’ll be shopping this afternoon. What do you need?’ 

Paulie paused, thinking. ‘I’ll need a compressor and spray outfit - should be able to rent something easy enough around here, paint and all the usual - thinners, gloves, rags. I’ll need one of the boys to help me.’ He looked around, gauging who might be up for the job. 

Joe leaned back in his chair, a smile playing on his lips. ‘I used to help the old man spray the odd jalopy. I’ll help you out.’ 

Paulie nodded, ‘Appreciate it.’ 

Vinnie tossed a local phone book, notepad, and pencil to Paulie. ‘Start looking for where you can get your stuff. When you’ve got at least three possibles, write them up there under your photos.’ 

Marco pointed to the first column with a finger, silently confirming Vinnie’s instructions.

Paulie buried himself in the phone book, the rustling of pages filling the room. He looked up briefly, a thought crossing his mind. ‘I’ll need power - does that factory have any power on?’ 

Tom chimed in, his tone casual but with a hint of reassurance. ‘Yeah, I asked about that when Jeff took me to the roof. I tried some lights in the stairs - I don’t know who’s paying the bill, but they worked.’ 

Paulie leaned back, considering. ‘So I can count on working on the wagons there, and them staying there until we need them?’ 

Vinnie looked to Tom for confirmation. 

Tom nodded, his expression calm but focused. ‘You’re all good. For the switching I’m going to do, that’s the best place for them until about half hour before the train arrives.’ 

Marco started jotting down these details in the columns. Vinnie scanned the room, reading the faces of the men. ‘Okay, we good to move on from talking about the wagons for now?’ Nods all around. ‘Next bit of preparation?’ 

Frankie leaned forward, curiosity piqued. ‘Yeah, do you wanna share those security details now, boss?’ 

Marco chuckled, shaking his head slightly as if still amused by what he was about to say. ‘Sure, Frankie. I mean, compared to anything we’re used to - there ain’t gonna be any.’ 

Joe raised an eyebrow, his disbelief clear. ‘Say what?’ 

Marco leaned back against the wall, his arms crossed. ‘I’m exaggerating, but they’ve decided that two things are in their favor against anyone staging a heist: firstly, that nobody has the skills or the stones to try something like this.’ There was a ripple of derisive laughter around the room, each man reacting in their own way - Joe shook his head, while Paulie let out a low whistle. ‘And secondly, that the worst way to protect it is to draw attention to it. So they’re relying on a low-profile cover. No cops-’ 

Paulie interrupted, eyes wide in total disbelief. ‘For real?’ 

Marco laughed, then carried on. ‘For real, Paulie. They’ve contracted some big security outfit’s local office to handle it. From the information our contact gave us, there’ll be two guards on the loco, and another two in a passenger coach immediately behind that. The rest is all goods wagons. Because our three are being switched at Gresham, they’re the last three on the train. When the switch occurs, the guards on the coach will make their way back and observe. They’ll all have walkie-talkies.’ He shrugged, still smiling. ‘That’s the sum of security. Now, those walkie-talkies are short-range, but dangerous nonetheless. But if we can avoid sending the guards into a hissy-fit, they shouldn’t be an issue.’ 

Frankie looked thoughtful, rubbing his chin. ‘How are they armed?’ 

Marco tapped the notepad in his hand. ‘Just .38s on each of the four men, plus two shotguns in the loco.’ He paused. ‘The thing is, we want this baby to go all the way to New York before anyone even figures there’s a problem. Anyone on those trains reaches for a Roscoe - we failed.’ 

Joe raised his hand slightly, pointing to the butcher’s paper on the wall. ‘Can we put questions up there?’ 

Vinnie nodded. ‘Sure.’ 

Joe quickly scribbled on the paper, underlining the words ‘Distracting guards during switch.’ 

Tom cleared his throat. ‘I may have an answer for that one. Let me check back after I do my night visit tomorrow with Jeff.’ 

Vinnie looked intrigued. ‘Want to at least tell us what you have in mind?’ 

Tom shifted his stance, his voice gaining confidence as he explained. ‘Okay, for the last few years, most railroads have been switching to CWR.’ He paused, noticing the blank looks around the room. ‘Continuously Welded Rail’. What that means is that the rail is welded and able to take very heavy loads, and is very strong. The thing is, you can’t weld it like normal – it’s far too thick. You use thermit welding - not ‘thermite’ like a lot of folks say. It works by putting a mold with a metal crucible – bowl-shaped - on the ends of the two rail sections that need to be joined.’ He mimed the size and shape of about two shoe boxes with his hands in the air. ‘Then that’s filled with a mix of aluminum powder and iron oxide and lit up. Honestly, that stuff burns at, like, 4,500°F and - it literally melts the rail together. That stuff is hellfire, boss. Burns hot, almost too bright to look at - and boy, you sure don’t want to breathe in any of the thick smoke it makes. Quick trip to the hospital - that’s why they mostly do it at night when hardly anybody is working.’ 

Vinnie exchanged a look with Marco, a slow smile creeping across his face. ‘I think that we may have our distraction.’ 

Marco nodded thoughtfully, tapping his fingers against the wall. ‘Yeah, I get it. We do this welding thing, and they have to stay back because of the smoke and shit. The wagons pass through it, then come back and it looks like nothing happened. Nice.’ He turned to Tom, his expression more serious now. ‘You’re certainly paying your way. Can you do this?’ 

Tom shrugged, but there was a slight furrow in his brow. ‘I don’t see why not. I’ll know better once I talk to Jeff - just need to know what they got. But if we also coordinate the shunt loco’s lights, turn one set off and the other on at the right time - they’ll think in all that smoke they’re watching the same rig.’ 

Marco was already scribbling all this on the butcher’s paper, nodding as he did. ‘Okay, you confirm tomorrow, yeah?’ 

Tom nodded, his voice firm. ‘Got it, boss.’ 

Vinnie got up and looked at the notes on the wall, taking a moment to review everything. ‘Alright, so we got our wagons … we got Tom’s welding thing, and the wagons switch.’ He paused, deep in thought. ‘Tom, take us through that stuff you were saying when we met Jeff at the factory.’ 

Tom took a deep breath, glancing around the room. ‘Well, you guys get the switching part. But the thing is, everything at a rail-yard works better the more it’s used. Judging from what that mope said, he might have had some trouble switching points when he put those wagons in the shed. Last thing we need is one of those sticking on us on the night - and we’re stuck out there in the open with a stationary loco and three wagons. See, anything moving in a yard doesn’t really attract attention - but when something’s stuck still, that usually means there’s a problem. That attracts attention.’ 

Vinnie frowned slightly, considering this. ‘That’s another thing - we expecting many night workers?’ 

Tom shook his head. ‘Nah, Jeff’s handling the shipment switching railroads, and he’ll make sure any maintenance is way on the other side of the yards. Yard security is all perimeter - once you’re in, there’s pretty much nothing.’ 

The room fell silent for a moment, each man considering the plan. Vinnie pointed across at Tom. ‘See if Jeff can get four sets of railroad coveralls, caps, whatever they use to fit everyone except Marco.’ 

‘Will do.’ Tom said. 

Marco glanced at his wristwatch, then let his gaze sweep across the notes taped to the wall, a satisfied smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. ‘Alright, let’s crack on with the last parts so we’ve time for any errands this afternoon.’ 

Vinnie nodded, content with the progress they’d made. ‘Okay, so let’s assume we have the three wagons and the bogus ones are attached to the northbound train. The guards don’t know anything is wrong... what happens from there?’ 

Tom looked up, his expression confident. ‘That’s when I go dark - all lights off - and we quietly, which means slowly, switch over to the airfield line.’ 

Marco leaned back slightly, lost in thought. ‘What is ‘slow,’ and how do we navigate through a dark rail yard to the airport?’ 

Tom couldn’t help but smile, enjoying the technical aspect of the job. ‘In this case, boss, slow is about fifteen miles per hour. It’s the safe working maximum - we go blazing through there, and somebody’s going to notice.’ Marco nodded, his eyes narrowing as he processed the information. Tom continued, ‘Rail yards look complicated, but there’s a simple logic that makes sense when you’ve worked with them for a while. I can handle that. Also, I’ll have the three of you with me. When we get to switches, I’ll slow down, drop you off - you throw them, jump back onboard, and we continue.’  Vinnie caught Marco’s eye, silently conveying his growing respect for the crew. He could see Marco’s trust in the plan solidifying. 

‘How long to get to the airfield?’ Marco asked, his tone sharper now, focusing on the specifics 

‘When’s the train arrive for switching?’ Tom asked in return. 

Vinnie flipped through his notebook, quickly finding the relevant detail. ‘They expect it at 20:00 hours... 8 p.m.’ 

Tom pursed his lips, looking thoughtful as he did the mental math. ‘If they’re on time… switching takes, say, twenty minutes… they’re off, and we start our transit to the airfield lines… call that another twenty minutes.’ He looked up at the ceiling, his lips moving slightly as he calculated. ‘We can probably wind out the loco to around thirty miles per hour then... say another thirty-five to forty minutes to reach the airfield.’ 

‘So we’re at the airfield around quarter past nine.’ Marco nodded thoughtfully. His eyes flicked to Vinnie, who caught the unspoken question. 

Marco added, ‘They’ll need time to prep and run up their engines.’ 

Frankie looked up, something clicking in his mind. ‘The C-47s?’ 

‘That’s right,’ Marco confirmed. ‘First you guys help with the load out, then get outta there in the rental. There’s a twenty-four-hour gas station on the northern highway. You can gas up, take turns driving, and be three hundred miles away by breakfast time. We have someone driving down to Oklahoma with Jersey-plated vehicles. You dump the rental, and the next morning, Vinnie and I report it as missing.’ 

‘One more thing, Vinnie.’ Joe said. 

‘Sure, Joe. What you got?’ 

Joe looked around, and shifted uncomfortably in his seat, before uttering a single word. ‘Jeff.’ 

Marco immediately caught Vinnie’s eye, and nodded. Vinnie looked at Joe. ‘We hear you, Joe. Marco and I will… handle Jeff. He won’t be a problem.’ 

Every man understood the unspoken suggestion. Vinnie scanned the room, noticing a couple of the guys stretching, the energy in the room beginning to wane. It had been a productive session, but he knew they needed to get moving. ‘Anything else before I send Paulie and Joe out shopping?’ Heads shook in response, and Vinnie reached for his wallet, peeling off a few notes for Paulie. ‘That enough?’ 

‘Should be, yeah.’ Paulie nodded, tucking the cash into his pocket. He turned to Joe. ‘Grab some car keys.’ 

Marco gestured at the wall covered in notes. ‘Vinnie, help me down with this. Frankie, lift the mattress.’ 

In a minute, the sheets of paper were sandwiched between the mattress and the bed base, out of sight but not out of mind.

‘Smart,’ Frankie remarked, impressed by the precaution. 

‘Anytime we’re heading out, that’s where all this goes,’ Marco said, his voice low but firm. ‘When we leave for the score, it can all get burned up in one of Tom’s welding boxes.’ 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 26 

The buses and trucks brought the last of the location film crew and supplies to the hub that afternoon. Laura left Robert to ensure everything was to the satisfaction of all concerned while she attended to a final, critical detail. The small crew from Southwestern Bell Telephone Company had arrived to connect several phone sets into the trunk cabling that supplied the rail yards. The advantage of this location was that much of the necessary infrastructure was already in place, needing only connection. Soon, she and her team would transition from the setup phase of their plan to ensuring it all kept working - come hell or high water. 

As she moved through the bustling hub, Laura caught Robert by the arm as he went to rush past on an errand. ‘Hang on a second.’ She smiled, reminding herself that while Robert was new to this and doing well, he was still impressionable. Mentoring him in the moment was crucial. ‘Okay, how are we looking?’

Robert looked momentarily confused, then, recalling previous advice, took a breath before answering. ‘Sorry, just trying to deal with the lighting riggers. They convinced themselves we’d left a bunch of essential cabling in LA.’ He frowned. ‘We hadn't, of course - but by the time I established it had come in with the last loads, the rumor was all over that stuff was missing, and now everyone’s in a panic to check their manifests.’

Laura gave a short laugh. ‘And…?’ she prompted.

‘So I got a couple of Jack’s assistants who’d already checked their own inventories to help go around and connect everyone with their gear.’

‘And is anything missing, as far as you know?’

Robert looked so put out that Laura almost laughed aloud. ‘Not a thing. At least… not from anything we’ve checked, and we’re most of the way through.’

Laura smiled patiently. ‘Good. I didn’t expect any less. Now - think ahead to our next location shoot, what might we do differently?’

Robert’s brow creased as he thought this over. ‘Next time, we could anticipate this, give out copies of the manifests so they know where everything is - then have people appointed to check it off with us as soon as the loads arrive.’

Laura nodded with satisfaction. Robert might be young and new to all this, but he was nobody’s fool. With experience, and some guidance on her part, he would shape into an excellent location manager himself. ‘Great idea. Note it down, and I’ll share the intention at the next production heads meeting.’

He nodded and made to move off.

‘And Robert...’

He looked at her.

‘You’re doing well.’

He broke into a brief, embarrassed smile, nodded, and went off at a run.

Despite the built-up effects of the rush to get everything ready for the next day, Laura found herself looking forward to catching up with Eddie that evening. If she was honest, his composure and steadiness were a welcome relief from her more typically anxious and energized colleagues. But before heading back to her hotel, she had one last task to perform. 

Charles’s trailer was silent, save for the hum of the air conditioner. Laura stepped through the open door, rapping her knuckles on its aluminum skin. Despite her knock, she sensed she’d caught him by surprise. He spun around, his head having been buried in a cabinet, and she heard the slight but unmistakable clink of glass. Oh God - he’s started early, she thought.

‘Oh, Laura! Um... please, come in.’ He gestured to the seats around the table, cluttered with pages of the shooting script.

She smiled and shook her head. ‘That’s okay, thank you, Charles - just dropping by to say we’re all set for tomorrow.’

‘Excellent.’ He gestured at the table. ‘Just getting ready for blocking rehearsals in the morning. I think Bob and I haven’t quite sorted some things yet.’ He smiled, but the expression was tinged with embarrassment. She noted the flush on his face. Alcohol, she assumed.

‘Charles,’ she began carefully, ‘I’m mindful of your recent... fall. Are you okay? Perhaps we can help -’

‘I’m fine, thanks.’ Charles interrupted abruptly, his tone suddenly energized and overly bright - fake, she thought.

Laura nodded, smiling politely. ‘Good to hear. Just checking - you’re too important for us to neglect.’

He nodded, but his unconvincing efforts to appear normal only deepened her concern.

Outside, she headed to the canteen for a coffee. Hot brew in hand, she wandered over to where Georgie and Jack were talking in the mess tent. ‘Hello, Laura,’ Jack said. ‘Your police liaison guy seems alright, doesn’t he?’

‘Yeah, for once we’re dealing with a PD that hasn’t given us their biggest goof-off.’

Georgie roared with laughter. ‘Oh my God - remember that location in Florida a couple of years ago?’

Laura shook her head with feeling and gave a wry smile. ‘Yeah, thanks, Georgie, I was trying to forget that.’

Jack grinned - he hadn’t been there, but he’d heard the stories. ‘How’s the boss?’

Laura realized they’d seen her emerge from the trailer. She gave a non-committal shrug. ‘Okay, I guess.’ Despite the casual tone, she surmised that this had been the focus of her colleagues’ conversation before she arrived. ‘To be honest, I think that fall has rattled him a bit. I mean, those bruises are really fading, but that was clearly one hell of a smack he took.’

Georgie let out a long, slow breath. ‘I just hope that it doesn’t... that he doesn’t -’

‘We’re worried he’s drinking again, Laura,’ Jack interrupted.

Laura nodded, looking down at the dark, steaming surface of her coffee in thought, and wondered how much to say. ‘I hear you, guys. I do. Just now, I tried to see if there was anything we could do to... you know...’ She shrugged, letting the unfinished sentence hang in the air.

Jack glanced at Georgie before tossing the dregs of his drink into the dust. He turned back. ‘I talked to Harriet at the airport before we left.’

‘Oh really - what did she say?’ Georgie asked, suddenly interested.

Jack shrugged slightly. ‘Not much. She doesn’t seem to think it’s that bad. I guess one part of me thinks - if anyone knows him, it’s her.’ He looked up sharply, realizing that this speculation wasn’t getting them anywhere. ‘Maybe she’s right... I guess all we can do is our own part, yeah?’ He smiled at Laura and Georgie. ‘I’d better go check the script for blocking in the morning.’ He left the tent, leaving Georgie and Laura each lost in thought.

After a moment of silence, Laura looked at him, her face dead serious. ‘You know what I need right now, Georgie?’

‘No.’ He looked worried. 

‘Food.’ She laughed and clapped his shoulder. ‘Wanna share a ride back to the hotel?’

‘You read my mind, as always,’ Georgie said with palpable relief, and followed her across the hub.

❖❖❖ 

When Eddie walked into the hotel and spotted Laura in the lobby, he had to admit, he was taken aback. Gone was the type of working gear that he was accustomed to – jeans, ankle boots, scarf and cotton button-down shirts – all very practical. Instead, she’d made good use of the little time she’d to clean up, do at least something with her hair, and was now adorned with a knee-length floral print dress in dark green, a black clutch purse and matching heels.  Eddie thought that she looked amazing. He felt a brief, uncharacteristic flutter in his chest. He quickly brushed it off, attributing it to surprise rather than anything more. 

He took off his fedora, gestured first to her outfit, and then made an exaggerated display of looking down at the suit he’d worn all day. ‘Well now, don’t I look like a bag of day-old laundry,’ he joked.  

She rose, flattered by his oblique compliment, shot him a sincere smile and said - ‘Maybe, but I’m far too hungry to care.’ 

Eddie laughed and gestured for her to go first into the dining room. Laura paused. ‘Eddie, it’s been a big day, and I’m a little bit Hollywooded-out. Would you be okay if we just went somewhere else - somewhere simple?’

Somewhere simple? Laura sounded like someone after his own heart. He looked at her with mock seriousness, ‘It’s the suit, right?’ He gestured down with his hat. 

She laughed lightly, ‘Well since you mention it -’ and slipping her arm through his, turned him towards the door. She had correctly assumed that the way to deal with Detective Eddie Williams – was with confidence.

‘I thought you were kidding.’ Eddie said around a mouthful of burger.

‘About what?’

He waved a casual hand at the decor of the burger-joint.

‘Oh you mean when I said simple?’ He nodded. ‘No, Eddie I spend too much time on the road, or working late to be over-fussy about where I eat.’ Smiled and bit the end from a french fry. After a moment she added, ‘I just need it clean, well cooked, and filling.’ 

He looked at her, winked and said, ‘Here you are – three for three.’

She gestured with the remnant of the fry, ‘Exactly.’ And broke out a wide smile.

Eddie pushed his plate away with a clear sigh of satisfaction. He looked at her sincerely, ‘You know that stuff this morning at the hub - what you do - that’s pretty amazing.’

Laura inclined her head to one side in a miniature bow to acknowledge his observation. She put her elbows on the counter-top, and rested her chin on her knuckles as she looked at him. Her face suggested a mix of amusement and weariness. ‘Thanks, Eddie. Although the part that sometimes feels amazing – is that any of it works at all.’ 

He laughed, and started nodding his head. ‘I get that feeling about cop-work sometimes, too.’ He paused for a second, ‘I got to tell you though, I’m curious.’ 

‘About what?’ 

‘Well this Hollywood stuff. You know, papers and magazines, they’re full of stories and gossip and - maybe because of what I do, you know, I write that off as garbage… but is there any truth to it?’ 

Her smile tightened a little. ‘Sometimes, Eddie. But you’re right not to take most of it seriously.’

‘Thought so.’ He nodded emphatically, ‘You know, I get to see a lot about human nature in what I do. Not much surprises me anymore.’  She was intrigued, but waited patiently. 

‘Your director, Charles. I seem to remember his name coming up from time to time.’ 

There it is, she thought.

‘Eddie, you’re right. A lot of the people in the business, the… creatives… they often seem to crave the spotlight, but even as they get it, well… let’s just say that it’s not an easy life by any means.’ She sipped at her coke and thought for a moment, ‘Many of them find ways to cope that, aren’t… always helpful.’ She looked at him, and the way he was really listening. She liked that. Nonetheless, her tone tightened just a fraction, as if recalling a memory she’d rather not dwell on. ‘Charles has had his share of difficulties. Some of the papers weren't wrong about that. You’ll meet Harriet Lewis tomorrow - his ex wife - and their divorce was, well, pretty noisy.’  Eddie nodded slowly. ‘When it broke, the papers jumped on it - part facts, a lot of fiction. Truth is, it hurt them both.’ 

‘Sounds tough,’ Eddie admitted, ‘tough for a couple anyway, let alone having it all out like that in public.’ 

Laura nodded solemnly. ‘You see, Eddie, I enjoy what I do. But I’m happy to stay, as it were, to the back of the camera. Wild horses couldn’t drag  me into what happens in the front of it.’ She gave a wry laugh, ‘Trust me, ‘All the glamour is confined to the screen in the finished picture.’

He scratched his chin thoughtfully, suddenly conscious of the bristling sound the stubble made. ‘Well with all those challenges, I guess it’s even more important to have someone as competent as you clearly are handling all the behind the scenes stuff.’ 

‘Thanks, Eddie. Mind you, I have some good people to help me, and even then - you can plan and plan, check every detail, and still something throws it all out of gear.’ 

‘Like weather, you mean?’ 

‘Yeah, well, there’s that…’ She realized that she’d decided he could be trusted, ‘but even with this picture, right after my scouting trip when we met - I get back to LA and at the last minute, Charles tells me we’re not using my usual transport operator. Instead I have to use some outfit I’ve never heard of or worked with before - Western.’  

Eddie watched her and gauged the significance of this. ‘Cheaper option?’

She shook her head. ‘Nope. Not judging by what I’ve seen. Don’t get me wrong - so far they’ve been really effective. It’s just not a decision you expect your director  - any director - to interfere in. And…’ She tailed off, as she lost herself for a moment in thought.

‘And?’ Eddie prompted, sensing the shift in her mood.

Laura shook her head as if dismissing her thoughts. ‘I don’t really know, and that’s the truth of it. Like I said, they’re doing a good job…’

‘And?’ Eddie said, with a little more emphasis this time, adding a gentle smile to keep her at ease.

‘I guess at first I was just being scratchy, you know? Pissed at Charles’s interference - like I don’t know my job.’ He waited for Laura to continue. ‘It’s not the whole operation - there’s these two managers, and although I can’t fault their peoples’ work… something about these two feels… off.’

‘Just, off?’

‘Yeah, they seem to be really professional, but I’ve worked with transport boys and their like for years - these guys don’t add up. Too well dressed, no cussing. They’re in business for sure, but they’re just too - perfect. It’s like they’re acting.’  

Eddie was looking at her with what she assumed was his work face - the detective face. Devoid of expression - even outward curiosity - but taking it all in. It made her laugh. 

‘You know what - it’s probably nothing. In fact, they’ll likely be somewhere at the hub tomorrow when you’re there - you can take a look at them. If you tell me it’s all just in my head, or spoiled ego - I promise I’ll let it go.’  

‘Sounds intriguing.’ Eddie responded, half in fun. ‘Well, I’m a detective - not a shrink - but I’ll do my best.’ Eddie replied.  

Laura laughed as she absentmindedly stirred the remnants of her cola with the straw. She looked up at him and spoke quietly, ‘Hey, thanks for letting me rattle on about all this.’

‘No, really it’s… nice to listen to a voice that’s not mine, or about my work.’

Laura’s interest picked up. ‘Yeah, so how about that - what’s the story of Eddie Williams of Gresham’s finest?’

Eddie looked at her and grinned, ‘Not sure it’s all that interesting.’

‘Seriously? A detective - not interesting?’

Eddie gave a humble shrug. ‘Maybe you’ve watched too many movies.’ He replied.

‘Highly likely!’ Laura laughed. ‘So, not the work then - is there a Mrs Williams, or maybe one in the wings waiting for her scene?’

In that moment, Laura knew that her question had just gone terribly wrong. Eddie paled, cast his eyes down in an instant to the counter-top, and when he spoke, his voice was quiet and as if his throat had constricted. For the first time since she’d met him, Eddie sounded hesitant. ‘There was. She got… unwell.’

Unconsciously Laura put a hand to her mouth and the other reached and closed over his forearm. When she spoke it was quiet, but not lacking in sincerity. ‘Eddie?’  She waited for him to look up. ‘Eddie?’ This time she squeezed his arm until he looked into her face. ‘I’m so truly sorry. I want you to know that.’  

He nodded slowly and forced a faint smile. ‘It’s fine, Laura. You had no way to know.’ 

She looked at him, all the while feeling devastated inside not for the loss of what had, until seconds before felt like a shared special moment, but more for the sense that without meaning to she’d brought a ton of this man’s hurt to the surface. Inside she was spinning around, unsure what to say… desperate not to say anything that would make it worse. After a long silence - she settled for the truth. ‘No Eddie - not fine. I just don’t know what more to say…’ 

He resumed his study of the counter-top, as if it was there he’d find an answer to what he should do now. Aside from the department’s shrink, and a few people at work, Eddie hadn’t really had to talk to anyone about this.  He looked up. It shocked him to see deep hurt reflected in Laura’s eyes - she’d been sincere, that much was obvious. Now he felt that he owed her something by way of explanation - even if just a bit. He summoned a better smile, and put his free hand on top of the one she had on his forearm. He squeezed it gently. ‘You couldn’t have known, okay? I guess for me it just caught me a little by surprise. Everyone around here knows… so nobody ever really mentions it.’ 

‘Oh Eddie, that sounds hard…’ 

‘It was...is... I don’t know. She accidentally overdosed her medication. I wasn’t there, I was working… always felt like maybe…’  He stopped and looked up towards the fan spinning slowly above their table, blinking to clear his eyes.  

‘Eddie. I was Mrs once. My boy shipped off to the Pacific theater and ... well, I still have the folded flag they gave me…and you know what, it’s still hard to say it out loud.’ 

He looked back at her. ‘Navy, like you?’  She didn’t take her eyes from his, and just nodded by way of reply.  He squeezed her hand again.

‘I didn’t just lose her..’ he paused and took a few slow breaths, ‘I sort of lost my touch too… you know, at work.  Don’t take this wrong, but helping you is the department’s way of giving Eddie a table at the Last Chance Saloon - I got two assignments, one’s been shelved, but this one is a chance to give some people reassurance, or something like that.’ He shrugged again.

Laura looked at him steadily for a few moments, wanting to comfort Eddie without overstepping, her own memory of loss surfacing briefly, then releasing his arm, she stood, leaned forward, and put her arms around his neck and pulled him in close. They stayed there for a few seconds holding each other tightly, then Eddie - who could see past her and deeper into the burger joint said, ‘You know, we should probably wrap this up - we’ve set a whole bunch of teenagers to sniggering.’ She laughed quietly, her mouth beside his ear. ‘Okay, but just so long as you promise me that we’re all good.’ 

He squeezed her once more. ‘We’re good. I promise.’

When Laura drew back, her eyes shone slightly with unspilled tears, but Eddie was relieved to see that her smile had back some of it’s warmth. 

‘Well,’ he said, to break the last of the tension, ‘that escalated pretty quickly - you always go around throwing yourself at strange men?’ 

She batted his arm playfully, and inclined her head to the door. ‘C’mon you mope - let’s walk those burgers off.’

Outside the sun started its final descent for the day, the bottom edge of its bright disk grazing the horizon. The shadows slanted long and low as Laura and Eddie strolled along the street of closed shops, barbers, and showrooms. Laura swung her arms lazily at her side and turned her face upwards for a moment. ‘I tell you Eddie, it’s good to feel that heat easing up a bit.’ 

He shook his head, ‘Yeah, your timing’s off, for sure. It’s not usually this hot, but the radio says it’s some sort of weather thing coming up out of the Gulf, up through Texas all the way up here.’ 

She smiled and elbowed him lightly in the side, ‘So are you allowed to talk about that other thing, the one you said got canned? What, you solve that one or something?’

‘Ah, no big case  - if that’s what you’re thinking,’ He gave her a cheeky grin to ensure she knew he didn’t mind her interest. In fact, it’s a bit like that stuff you were saying about your boss jumping in with those transport guys.’ 

‘How so?’ She flashed him a sly smile, ‘And tell me to butt out if I’m being to nosy.’  

Yeah, right. Inside himself, Eddie hid a chuckle - that was the first lie she’d told him. ‘It wasn’t a case really, more of a security thing.’ 

‘And?’ She persisted, slipping her arm through his. She felt it tense slightly, like a reflex - then relax.  

‘And - so they gave it to a security company.’ 

‘Do you mind?’  

He turned that over for a spell before answering. ‘Yeah… yeah, I guess I do.’ He left it at that for a moment, despite knowing she wanted more.

‘Eddie…’ she said, like it was a caution.

He laughed, ‘Well, for one thing it was interesting. And for another, they gave it to a guy at the security company, who’s…’ he hesitated slightly, ‘well, quite honestly I don’t rate his skills, and…’ 

‘And?’ She gave his arm a hard squeeze.

‘The guy’s an A-grade asshole.’

Laura stopped abruptly, and he watched with delight as she shook with laughter. She laughed so hard, he almost had to hold her up. Eventually, her laughing started to abate, and she let go his arm and dabbed beneath her eyes. ‘Oh Eddie - I needed that.’ Then she burst into giggles. 

‘Glad I could help.’  

As they resumed their walk, she asked, between small chuckles, ‘May I be permitted to know which company this fine upstanding... asshole works for?’

‘They’re called All State.’ 

At which Laura tore off into fresh gales of laughter, her hand tight against her belly as stomach muscles began to protest. ‘Oh Eddie - it’s just too much!’

He was pleased to see her so happy, but had to admit that this time, he couldn’t see what the joke was about.

He raised his hands out to the sides, and assumed his best nonplussed look.

Laura stepped forward and placed one hand flat against his chest as she tried to regain her control. She took a deep breath, and did her best to hold a straight face, ‘Eddie, All State are doing our site security, they were recommended by Chief Bennett.’

He dropped his hands to his sides, his eyes narrowed slightly, the muscles along his jaw tightening briefly. ‘Figures.’ 

My assistant Robert met with some guy, Castillo to set it all up.’

Eddie shook his head and put out his arm for her to take so they could resume their stroll. 

‘Is he really that bad?’ She asked.

‘He’s probably okay for what you need. He’s an ex Kansas City cop,’ Eddie explained, ‘and, it’s said, not a particularly good one.  But he’s connected.’

‘You said the work was interesting?’ 

‘It’s not interesting in the way of the things you do - but yeah - I was looking at a particular risk, and truthfully it was a bit like a puzzle to play with.’ 

‘I get that.’  

He looked at her. Yes, she probably does.

‘Plus I did good work on it - and it was part of that stuff I said about trying to restore my boss’s confidence.’

‘That would have been hard.’ She was serious again. She stopped and pulled his arm lightly so he faced her. ‘Hey, big guy - I just want you to know, I really appreciate you talking with me - like this.’ She smiled slowly, ‘And,’ she admitted, ‘for the laugh.’

He smiled back, feeling more relaxed than he had in a while. ‘I think I can say the same.’

She took his arm again. ‘Not that I’m not having fun, but it’s been a big day, and it’s a bigger one tomorrow - how about you take me back so I can get some shut-eye?’

‘My pleasure.’ Eddie said. And it was true.

Outside the hotel once more, he bid her a goodnight. ‘I’ve an idea’, she said, ‘how about you show up here at say, seven in the morning - and we’ll get breakfast at the hub?’

‘Perfect. See you for breakfast.’ She gave him a very brief hug and went inside. Eddie walked along the darkened sidewalk, lightly tossing his car keys in one hand. Eddie realized he was actually looking forward to tomorrow. Breakfast, for once, didn’t feel like just another routine. And, he had to admit, it didn’t seem like her to fret - so he was curious to see these two Western Transport operators.  

❖❖❖ 

Eddie eased his car away from the curbside, turning for home at a leisurely pace. He wasn’t in a rush - his mind still replaying the evening. Retrieving a pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket, he lit one and enjoyed the quiet streets. He’d enjoyed himself, without doubt - Laura was something else. Then again, she’d given him plenty to think about - especially All State. 

Outwardly the art consignment was due in a couple of days, and the Empire picture set had nothing to do with each other. So why them? All State was just one among several decent-sized security outfits operating around Gresham – and certainly not counted among the best of them. Eddie frowned. Then again, maybe it made some kind of sense - both sets of work involving the rail yards. Maybe the coordination was easier, or cheaper. He snorted at that – cheaper - that sounded like Castillo’s reputation  all right. 

What intrigued him was Laura mentioning Chief Bennett. Why the hell would Gresham’s Chief of Police be personally  recommending a security contractor? Harry had said once that Bennett and Castillo ‘went way back’, and sure, helping old friends was one thing, but here was Bennett allegedly helping out a guy of whom the cops at the precinct said ‘couldn’t find his ass in the dark - with both hands.’ 

Eddie pulled into his parking slot behind the row of shops. killed the engine, and rolled down the window. He hung his hand outside, the cigarette glowing faintly in the night air. He sat and stared at the red glow. If Castillo and his under-paid rent-a-cops dropped either ball in a public-relations disaster - just how long would it take to come out that Bennett had been going to bat for All State? Eddie hadn’t personally had a lot to do with the Chief,  but from what he’d picked up around the office, he wasn’t a man with a high tolerance for risk. It just didn’t make sense. Eddie rubbed first his eyes, then his whole face. He was tired.  He took the last drag on his cigarette and tossed it away spiraling like a tiny firework onto the gravel. 

He climbed out the car and walked to the rear entrance, digging for his keys. Shortly after he was laying in bed, his tired, but over-active mind, bouncing back and forth between the time he’d spent with Laura - and this All State thing. Jesus, why couldn’t he just leave it alone? He lay there with his arms folded across his eyes. After all - it should be easy - right? Bennett's order had said he was to butt-out. But then again, if he was smart, he could use his legitimate security interest in Empire’s operation to get a bit of a feel for the security around the shipment. He’d do it quietly - maybe he’d get Laura to help. That brought a smile to his lips in the darkness. It would, of course, mean letting her in a bit on his interest - she’d ensure that he got little choice about that. The smile widened. Hell, half of Gresham probably knew about it by now anyway. 

It wasn’t just that though, and he was honest enough with himself to admit it. He was enjoying Laura’s company. Yeah, she was inclined to be a little pushy - he was honest about that too. Ever since his wife had died, he’d been on the back foot socially. Aw hell, he’d been a recluse  - no hiding from that, Eddie boy.  And Laura, well, she just seemed to make her mind up, and her confidence took care of the rest. Eventually he decided to sleep on it - and sleep he did.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 27 

Eddie swung his car to the curb outside the hotel right about the time that the sun was just clearing the horizon. Laura had clearly been ready, and emerged through the entrance moments later. With a touch of regret Eddie noted she was clearly dressed for the set - this time in a collared check shirt, jeans, and boots - trailing a leather aviator’s jacket from one hand, and a canvas satchel from the other. He couldn’t help but be impressed at how smoothly she seemed to balance her professional demeanor, with her personal side. He climbed out and held her door. 

‘Good morning, sir.’ 

Eddie was pleased to see she was all smiles.  He gave a slight bow of his head, ‘Morning.’

They pulled away and Eddie threaded into the traffic. ‘Sleep well?’ He inquired.

‘Are you kidding? After a day like that, I went down like a brick.’  She looked outside, and then slightly puzzled, asked - ‘So is this what passes for rush hour in Gresham Springs?’

Eddie laughed. ‘Yes it is. Some days - why a man can lose a whole five minutes getting to the office.’

She nodded, pretending to be serious. ‘Just like LA, then?’

‘Exactly.’ He was pleased at her banter. It was shaping up to be another good day.

They turned down the rail yard access road, but this time they were stopped by a closed chain-link gate. A man in All State uniform started towards Eddie’s window.

‘Here we go…’ Eddie muttered almost silently.

‘Eddie -’ Laura gently admonished, although he could see she was trying not to smile. The guard stopped by the car and touched his hand to the front of his cap. ‘Good morning sir, I’m afraid I can’t permit you to enter the yards this way.’

Eddie held up his GSPD badge.  ‘Detective Williams.’ He gestured at Laura, ‘this is Miss Evans, she’s the Location Manager - we’re both working with Empire Pictures.’

The guard stiffened, then quickly moved to open the gate. ‘Sorry, sir. Ma’am.’ As he drove through, Eddie gave the young guy a brief wave of thanks, and the guard responded with a crisp salute, before going back to the business of closing everything up again. Eddie was aware of a muffled attempt to stifle a laugh in the passenger seat. 

‘Don’t.’  He said. ‘I warn you - I haven’t had coffee yet.’ At this, Laura broke into open laughter, and despite his best efforts Eddie couldn’t help but give in to a wide grin. 

A little later, Eddie had to acknowledge that these movie people did themselves well. Breakfast was good - and there was plenty of it. He and Laura were sat on bench seats inside the canvas mess tents. The sides had been rolled up to let the morning air through and both inside, and outside the tent was the craziest looking mess of people and noise he’d seen for some time. Alongside them chowing-down was a wide range of people who - he’d been told - were mostly lighting riggers, dolly men (who moved cameras along what looked like miniature wooden railway lines that snaked across the set itself), and quite a few camera assistants. Laura explained that they were needed because this morning was the first blocking rehearsal.

‘I thought so.’ He responded.

Laura cocked a disbelieving eyebrow at him. ‘Eddie, you have no idea what that means, do you?’

‘Nope. Not a clue.’

Laura gave a resigned sigh. ‘Okay, listen up…’ she said pushing her plate to one side. ‘Blocking is very important. The actors and director have been doing table reads and other rehearsals, but that’s no different to, say - the theater. It’s about learning and practicing their lines, and working out how they can help each other make scenes work.’

Eddie nodded to show he was following this, and to show interest - which was easy, because like most people who’d not worked in pictures, he found this stuff truly interesting.

‘But blocking is different - it’s really where it starts to be about the story as a movie - the director, along with the actors and key crew members, need to determine the precise movements and positioning of the actors within a scene. That way they can get the camera angles, positions, heights, everything right. Or, at least right in terms of what the director is trying to achieve.’ 

Eddie blew a soft whistle. ‘Sounds complicated.’ 

‘It is. You know when I said precise?’ Eddie nodded, ‘They measure distances down to a half inch for some shots.’ She was secretly gratified to see he looked genuinely impressed. 

‘Come on, let’s dump our plates, and I’ll show you around again. You’ll see a lot has changed even in twenty-four hours.’ 

The next hour and a half was one of the most interesting Eddie had experienced in quite some time. In what seemed like no time at all the action moved away from the hub and onto the set itself. Eddie saw that the set builders had done an amazing job on the railroad station - if he hadn’t already known it was just a plywood facade, he’d have believed that it was a real building.

Charles, Jack and Georgie arrived, followed by their individual assistants clutching armfuls of paper, creating a palpable change in the air on set. Just like that, all noise and movement stopped. From the opposite side of the set, Jack recognized Eddie and gave him a nod and a smile. Quietly Laura steered Eddie by the arm into a spot from which they could see everything - but not be in the way.  Charles took a bullhorn from one of his assistants and welcomed everyone to the set. He then began to explaining the scene's intention, and how the characters would move to convey these elements.  The actors then took their places and Jack and Charles guided them through the scene, frequently stopping to discuss camera angles with Bob Irwin - the Director of Photography, or waiting while lights were moved under their instructions, tapes came out to measure distances, and from what Eddie could see - everything, without exception, was written down. 

He tipped his mouth close to Laura’s ear. ‘This is fascinating, I never knew so much went into this.’

She turned, squeezed his arm and whispered quietly. ‘Nobody ever does. They just see the magic at the end.’

Eddie was totally engrossed. Once the larger scene elements had been established, the actors went through the movements at least a dozen times as just Charles and Bob observed them through cameras to determine how to best capture the action.

Laura said quietly, ‘Last of all, Bob and Charles will agree stuff like angles, shot sizes, and camera movements to complement the blocking.’ There was a call went up and suddenly a group of men hauled in a trailer camera of about six feet square, but with big out riggers in the corner. Once it was in place, Eddie watched mesmerized as a crane boom extended above the actors with a cameraman perched on a small saddle to plot out a high shot. There was more discussion, more instructions and some of the wooden dolly lines were moved. Laura pointed. ‘Okay, it looks like they’ll shoot them from a high forty-five degree angle as they come out of the station door,’ then she gestured at the rails, ‘Charles wants them to walk along the platform and Bob’s people will push a dolly and camera along those rails to track alongside them as they walk and deliver their lines.’ 

Eddie shook his head, ‘So that’s how that’s done.’ He felt a squeeze on his arm and looked at Laura. She nodded her head away from the set. A few seconds later they’d threaded their way through the movie people.

‘That’s pretty much what they’ll do until about lunchtime.’

‘Seriously?’ Eddie was shocked, ‘Just to get that one scene?’

Laura laughed. ‘Yep, and that’s if the actors do it the way Charles is seeing it in his mind’s eye.’

‘And if not?’

Laura smiled, ‘Let’s just say Eddie - there can be some long days on set. And believe me, tempers can really fray.’

He shook his head. ‘In this heat, I don’t doubt it.’

‘Charles will call a break soon. Why don’t I grab us a couple of cold cokes, and we can drop by the trailer. After that we drive out over the wider location, and take in the airfield section so we can sign off those permit conformance sheets I saw on the back seat?’

Stepping into the  cool trailer, and removing his hat, Eddie suddenly realized just how much the heat had already been building on the set.  There was a small chorus of greetings as everyone recognized Eddie.  From the far side of the main table, Jack called over. ‘Morning Eddie, was that all clear for you?’ 

‘Clear as mud.’ Eddie replied. There was laughter from the production team.

They spent the next few minutes in idle chatter and swigging their cokes until Charles stood, clapped his hands together lightly and said, ‘Okay people, time to do the rehearsals without dialogue.’  Charles rose from his seat, and as Eddie and Laura stepped back to let him go through the trailer door, he stopped so abruptly that Laura almost walked into him. To Eddie, positioned slightly to the side, the change that came over Charles’s face in an instant was shocking - it looked like fear. Pure, unfiltered fear.

Charles’s eyes widened, his normally steady hands on the trailer’s door frame immediately trembled slightly, and his face paled beneath the fading bruises. The moment passed quickly, but Eddie caught it. Charles almost recovered, mumbled an apology, and continued - if a little less steadily - down the trailer steps, but the unease lingered.

At the bottom of the steps stood two suited men, one holding a clipboard. The senior-looking man of the two broke into a wide smile. ‘Why, Miss Evans, there you are.’

‘Mr. Bellini,’ Laura replied courteously, though Eddie immediately sensed her reserve. As the small group formed outside the trailer, Laura - tired of always feeling on the back foot with these guys - decided to play a card. Let’s see how you react to this, she thought, watching Marco and Vinnie closely.

‘Gentlemen, may I introduce Detective Williams of GSPD.’ Not taking her eyes off the two men, she gestured with her hand. ‘Detective Williams, this is Mr. Bellini and Mr. Moretti. These gentlemen are our transport operators from Western in LA.’

Marco stepped forward smoothly and extended his hand. ‘Pleasure to meet you, Detective,’ he said.

‘Likewise.’

Laura watched intently as Marco charmed his way through the introduction, but it was Vinnie’s reaction that caught her eye. For just a fraction of a second, something froze in Vinnie’s eyes - a flicker of concern, perhaps, or something deeper. Eddie didn’t miss it either, nor did he miss the way Charles had been momentarily paralyzed by the sight of these men. Interesting.

‘You were looking for me?’ Laura asked.

Marco reached out for the clipboard Vinnie was holding. ‘Please. We just need your signature for the loads ex LA so the office can submit our invoices.’

‘Of course. And a job well done, according to our people.’

‘We aim to please,’ Marco said, not missing a beat.

Laura signed the sheets, and with a touch to the brims of their hats, Marco and Vinnie walked away.

Eddie turned to Charles. ‘You know them?’

‘Know… I mean… who? No. No, I don’t think so.’ Charles lied, his voice just a bit too quick, too insistent. ‘Why do you ask?’

Eddie smiled warmly. ‘No reason,’ proving he could lie too, ‘Probably just the cop in me - we’re perpetually nosy; comes with the job.’ People really needed to learn, he thought,  that you shouldn’t try to lie to a cop. A quick sideways glance at Laura also told him that something was up, but it could wait for the car when they’d be alone. He gestured to Laura to lead on, his mind already turning over what he’d seen. 

They drove in silence, Eddie concentrating as he negotiated the sedan over the rough ground of the railroad maintenance tracks. When they were well away from casual observation he let the car wind down to a stop. He turned the motor off, then twisted around in his seat so they could face each other. ‘Well, that was interesting.’ He said, his voice level.  

Laura looked at him, noting his serious expression, what she was starting to think of as ‘Eddie’s Detective Face’.  She nodded slowly, her voice was quiet when she spoke. ‘That was very… well, I knew you wouldn’t miss it.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘I’ve not seen him do that before.’  Eddie believed her.

‘Let me ask you something - did you see Charles’s original… kitchen injury? Like, say the day after it occurred?’

‘Not until it was a few days old, no. Why? Is that important?’

‘Not necessarily.’ He replied, casting his gaze around casually - pausing to subtly check the mirrors. He wasted his time - she spotted it, but chose to say nothing.  ‘It’s just that most times, when folks slip - they fall backwards. If they fall forwards, the majority manage to throw out one or both hands. That often results in significant injuries to their wrists, even broken arms and sometimes - but not often - collarbones if they were on stairs and such.’ 

They sat, the silence only interrupted by the slow tick-tick sounds of the cooling engine. Finally Laura unsettled by the implication of what Eddie was saying, asked - ‘Are you saying… it wasn’t a fall?’ He looked back at her, and gave a slight shrug. ‘Eddie, you think… you think that somebody did that to him, don’t you?’ 

He shook his head, but not convincingly. ‘I’m not saying that, exactly… more that, I’ve seen my share of injuries… and that was a heck of a whack he’s taken - straight on into the face.’

Laura sat back against her seat with a light thump and exhaled a long breath. ‘He does like to drink when he’s, you know… under pressure.’

Eddie nodded. ‘Yeah, there’s that. But then I’d expect to see maxillary damage.’ He said, vaguely miming the way a person would fall with the flat of his palm against his lower face. 

‘Maxillary?’ 

‘Yeah, teeth, jaw - that kind of thing.’ 

Laura looked out through the windscreen. ‘Jesus.’ After a long silence she turned back to look at Eddie. She summoned a weak smile, and reached out to put her hand over his on the wheel. ‘Don’t miss much, do you Detective Williams?’

‘Well ma’am, there was a time when Yours Truly was supposed to be quite the upcoming star at this detective-thing.’ 

Laura smiled more deeply at this. ‘I shouldn't wonder.’ She hesitated a moment, ‘Eddie, um… should we be doing something?’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Quite honestly, I’m not sure what that would be. Can’t see Charles telling us anything other than what he’s said.  Laura nodded slowly and thoughtfully.  Eddie took his free hand and put it over hers. ‘Hey, want to help me out here?’ 

‘Sure, Eddie, anything.’ 

‘Well, I’ve often found that talking stuff out aloud with someone… someone that I trust, it can help straighten my thinking.’ He was delighted at her response to this as a broad smile spread across her face, ‘So I’ve got this bee in my bonnet about All Star, but not for reasons you already know, and - I’d like to know a good deal more about our two friends from Western back there.’ 

She took her hand back pointed through the windscreen at a cluster of buildings in the distance, ‘That way sir, and sure, fire away.’

Charles stood alone in his trailer. He’d called a break on the pretext that it was getting hot out there - and it was. But the truth was seeing that guy Vincent on set, although expected, hit him harder than he’d thought it would. Mind you, he consoled himself, he’d hidden it well - feigning a slight stumble in the doorway. He was sure that nobody had noticed. Except Vincent. That swine had seen it alright. They’d hung around for awhile too, making it hard for Charles to focus. He repeated to himself Vincent’s promise in LA - Charles had only to do this thing, and then he’d never see them again. He was nearly there, he told himself. He didn’t think he could bear much more - as if making movies wasn’t a stress-road straight to hell, all by itself. 

He turned to his head to look at one of the cupboards that sat awkwardly above and behind the table, a spot hard to reach, making it unlikely that anyone would look there. He unconsciously licked his lips. That cupboard held what he needed for his nerves, then he could get back out there and do the only thing that he’d ever really cared about. Make pictures.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 28 

Eddie parked the car in the shadow of one of the buildings. The metal was already warm to the touch, and he knew in a couple of hours, there would be nowhere to hide from the searing heat. Side-by-side they leaned back against the car. Eddie offered her a cigarette. She looked at him thoughtfully. ‘So, who goes first?’ 

‘Ladies, first. Always.’ Laura nodded and tried to smile. ‘You know some of it. They’re… well, creepy.’ 

‘Creepy, how?’ 

Laura explained how when she’d been dropped at her hotel, she’d only then realized that they knew where she was staying - without her saying so. She pointed out how they didn’t dress, talk, or behave anything like the road master managers she’d ever dealt with. ‘Honestly, Eddie - Bellini always looks like he’s about to step out for an expensive dinner. It’s too polished, too practiced - like he’s hiding something under all that smooth talk. Transport guys, they come up through the ranks, you know? It leaves… marks. Marks these guys don’t have.’ 

Eddie nodded to show he was taking her seriously, his mind already running through the possibilities. He’d seen guys like Bellini before - too slick to be clean  

‘I hear you. And The other one -’ 

‘Moretti.’ 

‘Moretti - he’s no stranger to my profession. But I have to tell you, if someone has a brush with the law, maybe in their teens, well, they don’t usually turn up working at a bank. Transport, things like that - places where people don’t ask a lot of questions - that’s where you tend to find them.’ 

‘You saw how Charles reacted, Eddie. You were there.’ 

He turned towards her, wanting her to be sure of his sincerity. ‘Not saying you’re wrong, Laura. But my trade is the truth, yeah?’ She looked down and gave a short nod. Eddie continued. ‘So it’s all about the evidence. So far I have some creepy guys, and a freaked out movie director. I’m not saying that maybe there’s not some story behind all this, but right now, we got…’

‘Nothing.’ She finished it for him.

‘Doesn’t mean I can’t ask some questions though.’

‘Really,’ she said, brightening.

Eddie held his hands up, ‘Don’t get too excited. Most times these things don’t come up with a whole lot. But I can ask.’

Laura smiled, and gave him a nudge in the ribs, ‘And what was it that you wanted to talk about?’

For the next few minutes, Eddie laid out his original assignment, and how he’d learned that All State would be taking care of it. Laura watched him intently as he spoke. When it was clear that he’d said all he had to say, she ventured, ‘Bennett’s an odd duck.’ 

‘How so?’ 

Laura explained how he’d been into every detail personally, and then, as if he had happened upon a single key piece of information, he’d bowed out and pretty much vanished. She finished on a question that was clearly bugging her. 

‘Do you think this art collection is at risk?’

Eddie shook his head. ‘Not a bit of it. Honestly, I don’t. But I must admit, I don’t like having all these other… loose ends, right when we have you guys, and that shipment coming through. It’s a personal thing, ‘ He gave a short wry laugh, ‘you can call it a detective thing, if you like. We just hate unanswered questions.’ Laura leaned a touch more weight against his shoulder.

‘I get it - it’s the same in what I do. Eventually, things sink or float on the details.’ She stepped forward until she could see further across the yards. ‘Let’s go over that way,’ she pointed using her other hand to shade her eyes. ‘That’s the limit of the set agreed with the rail people, then we can take a look at what we’re going to do at the airfield.’ She was all smiles again. ‘And then, if you’re nice to me, we can get lunch.’ Her grin was infectious, and Eddie had a sneaking suspicion that when it came to dealing with this woman - she had him beat, every time.

They hadn’t gone much further, maybe three hundred yards when they spotted another gate, and on the other side of it, another familiar uniform. Eddie squinted into the sun until he was sure he was seeing what he thought he was - All State. ‘Aw c’mon, you gotta be kidding me.’

Laura laughed. ‘It’s okay, I’ll get this one.’  They pulled up and waited. The guard didn’t make a move. With a dramatic sigh, Laura said, ‘Okay, looks like this one’s the hard way.’ She got out and walked over. The heavyset guard hadn’t moved a muscle.  Even back in the car, Eddie could quickly see that Laura had just walked into a solid wall of ‘No’. Her gestures showed that she was trying to convince the guy to let them through and cover the couple of hundred yards to the maintenance road, but the guard was having none of it. In fact, he didn’t even look like he was being polite. Cussing under his breath, Eddie got out and strolled over. 

‘Another hot one, huh?’ Eddie said jerking his head towards the sun. 

‘Yes sir.’ 

‘Is there some difficulty in letting us through?’

‘Yes sir, there is. I regret that I have strict instructions that nobody is to pass through here without the express permission of my supervisor.’ If the guard regretted that he couldn’t help them -  he was doing a pretty good job of hiding it. 

Eddie pulled his badge, ‘Williams, GSPD - I ask again, is there some issue in letting us through?’  Laura stood with her arms folded glaring at the guard with an intensity, that by Eddie’s reckoning, should see him burst into flames any second now. 

‘I see that sir, and it don’t make no never-mind. This isn’t a crime scene, and it’s private property. So, I cannot let you you through without authorization... detective.’ The guard didn’t budge, his eyes flat and uninterested. Eddie could feel the frustration bubbling up, his hand twitching slightly at his side

‘And who would your supervisor be?’ He asked casually - but something inside him suspected he already knew the answer. 

‘That would be our Head of Security, Mr. Nathan Castillo.’ 

Of course it would.

‘You know, if you don’t let us through, it’s about a four-mile round trip just for us to get right over there.’ Eddie pointed to a spot just beyond an abandoned factory on a siding, to where the maintenance road ran alongside the rail line all the way to the airport.

‘Yes, sir. About four miles.’ Stalemate. 

Laura tugged Eddie’s sleeve lightly, and tilted her head towards the car.  They had almost reached it when she heard Eddie mutter to himself, ‘Little prick had better never come up in traffic court.’

The track was narrow, the car’s wheels bumping over small items of discarded junk and patches of rusted sheet metal. Eddie gripped the wheel tighter, fighting the steering as they turned back the way they came. As he started them back down the track, Laura asked, ‘What in hell’s name is that idiot guarding anyway?’

‘Remember, Swayle?’ 

‘Yeah, sure.’ 

‘Well when I was initially looking into that shipment, he seemed to think the wagon switch would end up planned for somewhere just a bit past there.’ 

Laura looked thoughtful. ‘You said that Bennett and Castillo go way back. What does that mean, exactly?’

Eddie shrugged. ‘Not sure. Probably buddies at school or something. You know, lots of people in Gresham don’t move away, or anything like that. Before you know it, everybody is fifty, and there’s a ton of history.’

Laura thought about this. ‘You don’t think Bennett’s like, I don’t know… getting a cut of the action from Castillo or something?’

Eddie felt a little burst of surprise at that. He navigated the car across a particularly bumpy section of the track and used that to buy time before responding.

‘It’s always possible, I guess. But, it’s hard to keep secrets in a town like this.’ He shook his head as he turned the idea over. ‘No, I doubt it. One: I think he’s pretty straight, and two: it’d just be too risky.’

As they drove on, the old hangars loomed ahead, casting long shadows. But it wasn’t the shadows that occupied Eddie - it was the creeping feeling that they were both missing a connection. Something, right under their both their noses. 

Getting into the airport proved a good deal easier, and in no time Eddie was parking the car in the cool shade inside the old cargo hangar. Outside, he stopped and craned his neck up and around. ‘You know, I never got out to this part of the airfield before.’ 

‘You’ve barely scratched the surface, detective,’ Laura said with a teasing grin. She walked to the end of a long canvas screen hanging from scaffold. She paused at the end, dropped him and over-the-top seductive wink, before disappearing around the other side. Quick to follow her, Eddie pulled up on the other side, and just as he was trying to make sense of the shadowy shapes in front of him, a dozen huge sodium vapor lamps buzzed into life, casting long, jagged shadows across the hangar floor. Shapes began to materialize out of the darkness - walls, windows, train platforms - all bathed in a yellowish glow

Eddie stood stunned as he soaked up the examples of the set builder’s art. ‘Holy cow.’ He said in almost a whisper. Laura released her grip on the foot-long hinged switch mounted to an enormous electrical board.

‘How’s that, detective?’ came her playful voice. Eddie didn’t immediately answer, but started to walk slowly through dozens of walls depicting airport waiting areas, train station ticket offices and more. He jerked slightly with surprise as Laura’s foot kicked out at the bottom of one of the walls, and with a deep – clunk - an unseen brake released, and she began to push the wall along on the wheels mounted on the back.

Eddie started to laugh. ‘I’m really starting to get into this. So, you just move these around to change scenes… I love it.’

Laura screwed her face up slightly, ‘Well, not quite that quickly or easily. But basically, yes. The script will call for one of these packs - as the boys call them - and, voila!’ She gestured grandly. Eddie couldn’t wipe the grin from his face.

‘Actually,’ Laura went on, ‘the thing that really takes the time is the lighting. We get these -’ She gestured at the nearest board, ‘Up and sorted, but the script may call for a night shot with headlights passing over the windows, or the train passing - pretty much anything, and that’s what really takes the time.’

‘Can you show me?’

Laura frowned, ‘I’m not sure, stay there…’

Eddie listened as she wandered around out of sight, and then she called him.

He came around and found her. She stood in front of a piece of movable wall that seemed to depict the inside of the hangar itself. Eddie looked confused. ‘I don’t get it… why make something that looks exactly like -’

‘Don’t spoil it.’ Laura cautioned with mock severity.

Then suddenly lights, just like those of a passing car, appeared to pass across the ‘windows’ set into the piece of fake wall. 

‘This way, we can control for everything. Look at this.’

She beckoned and he went around the other side. Laura was pointing to a set of perforated pipes that ran around the edge of the window and the door in the panel. ‘Rain.’ She said simply. ‘Hook up a hose, set the pressure, and bingo! You’ve got a rainy night.’ Laura ran her hand along the wall. ‘It’s all about control,’ she said, her voice laced with pride. ‘We can make it rain, bring in headlights, or even make it snow. And the audience? They’ll never know the difference.’ Eddie ran his hands across the fittings, then looked at the simple lights sitting on a trolley on wooden rails a few feet back. 

His grin widened as he took in more of the sets, eyes dancing from one piece to the next. ‘This is like something out of a magician’s bag of tricks… this is all so… clever.’ She watched as his eyes went in all directions, a big grin on his chops. It had been some time since she’d shown stuff like this to a newcomer, and she loved how excited it made him.

When Laura finally turned off the hangar lights Eddie just stood there, still lost in the behind-the-scenes magic of movie-making.

‘Come on Big Guy, you’re neglecting your duties.’ He snapped back to the present.

‘I am?’ He asked with some hesitation.

‘Yeah… lunch? Remember?’

‘After this? Lunch is on me. Whatever you want.’ 

He held his arm out from his side and she took it gratefully. As they got to the car, he stopped her. ‘Hey, um… thanks for,’ he gestured around him, ‘all this.’

She pulled him into a quick hug before she could second-guess herself, her face flushing pink. ‘Glad you enjoyed it,’ she said, her voice softer than before.

❖❖❖ 

Vinnie watched as Tom finished throwing a pair of navy coveralls, leather gloves, a torch and spare batteries in a duffel bag. 

‘Got everything?’ 

‘Yeah, I don’t need a whole lot.’ Tom paused in the act of slinging the duffel on his shoulder, and checked his watch under the dim kitchen light. ‘By the time you drop me it’ll be around nine, if - and I do say, if - Jeff has got his shit together, I can meet one of you guys back at the factory gates on the dot of eleven.’ 

‘Two hours?’ Vinnie was a little surprised. 

‘Well, the way I look at it, I don’t want no assumptions. That’s time enough to walk the rails, as we say. Plus time to grease any switches. They’re bound to be dry and packed with dust. Plus I want to check out that rail welding idea, see what gear this outfit’s got - Jeff doesn’t know about that yet, and from what I’ve seen I ain’t gonna be taking his word for anything. This is my one chance to check everything for myself.’ 

Vinnie clapped a hand on Tom’s shoulder and smiled. This was the kind of attitude to preparation he liked to see. ‘C’mon, I’ll drive you out there.’

As they started for the door, Paulie called out from where he was making coffee at the counter-top.

‘Can you guys take the second rental? Tom - the gear we bought is in the trunk. Are you okay to unload that and stash it with the wagons ready for us in the morning?

‘No problem,’ Tom replied, ‘it’ll give Jeff something to do.’ Vinnie grinned at that and scooped up the keys from the scarred surface of the dining table.

There was no moon, and the deserted road leading to the factory was lit only by the sweep of Vinnie’s headlights. The taillights created red clouds on the dust that ballooned up, settling slowly back to earth. He slowed as they got nearer to the gates, the tires crunching on the loose gravel. He spotted the pale reflection of Jeff’s face peering around the corner nearest to them. ‘Looks like your date is on time,’ Vinnie joked.

Tom wasn’t ready to see the funny side. ‘This guy bothers me, Vinnie. I mean, really he does.’ They sat and watched as Jeff unlocked the gate, the old metal creaking loudly in the still night air, and came to stand in front of the car, shielding his eyes from the headlights with one hand.

‘I know. Marco and I will take care of him.’

‘You see? Even there -’ Tom pointed at the now open gates, ‘he gave us the keys last time, but still he’s got keys to everything… and he knows too much about, well - everything.’  Vinnie looked at Tom in the reflected light, and knew he was right.

‘Tom?’ Vinnie waited until he turned to look at him, ‘You’re right. Okay? You start getting the stuff inside before anyone figures this car for more than some kids making out on a quiet road. I’m gonna talk to Jeff now, and in a couple of nights, well… it ain’t gonna matter what he knows. But right now we need him. Okay?’  He watched as Tom considered this for a moment, then nodded reluctantly. 

‘I ain’t one to get windy, Vinnie. But this guy… he’s weak, you know? Wouldn’t take much for somebody - like the cops, to crack him apart. That’s all.’ Vinnie stared out the windscreen at the factory for a moment or two - despite the dark, it’s silhouette still just visible etched against the dark sky. The faint smell of oil, metal and days-old extinguished rubbish fires lingered in the air. Vinnie gave Tom’s arm a reassuring squeeze. ‘Like I said, you start unloading. Be careful Once you get that factory door open, I gotta kill these lights.’ 

Tom got out and went to unlock the front factory door. Vinnie got out and stepped enough into the light for Jeff to see him. Once he had Jeff’s attention, he gestured for him to get in on the passenger side. Jeff sat himself nervously. 

‘Sir?’ 

Vinnie didn’t look at him, instead he watched the factory. Once Tom waved out, Vinnie killed the headlights, and everything was plunged into darkness. The only sounds to punctuate the warm Kansas night were the cooling engine, and the purring songs of nearby cicadas. A very slight breeze stirred dust along the ground.  Vinnie deliberately kept his voice low to add a threat to the point he was about to make. When he finally spoke, Jeff couldn’t help himself, and gave an involuntary start. 

‘How are you, Jeff?’ It didn’t sound like a question borne of any concern for his well being. Far from it. 

‘I’m fine, you know… yeah, good... I guess.’ Jeff didn’t just sound flustered, the sweat rapidly beading on his forehead testified to his petrified state.  Vinnie nodded slowly, and turned the keys one click. Suddenly, the front seats appeared cast in the faint yellow light from the dashboard. He made a show of slowly twisting around in his seat until he was facing Jeff, whose anxiety climbed several more notches. 

‘That’s good to hear, Jeff.’ Vinnie paused for effect. ‘You see, I have a problem you can help me with.’ 

Jeff looked stricken, unsure of what would be sought from him. ‘If I can…’ his voice tailed away to nothing. He stared fixedly down into the darkness where his feet were.

Vinnie nodded. Then in a whisper that absolutely dripped menace, ‘I swear Jeff - if you don’t fucking look at me when I speak to you, I’m gonna twist your goddamned neck. And then I’ll drive across three states with your body in the trunk.’ Jeff’s head snapped around to face Vinnie so quickly his neck made an audible click. 

Vinnie stared at him, looking to Jeff for all the world like a snake would - just before it struck.

‘Yessir!’ Jeff’s voice was no more than a hoarse whisper.

‘As I was saying,’ Vinnie continued slowly, ‘I have a problem Jeff, and that problem is - well, it’s you.’ Jeff seemed oblivious to the open trickles of sweat running down the sides of his face, and he licked his lips nervously.

‘I… I don’t understand.’

Vinnie appeared to consider this for a moment. ‘Well Jeff, it seems that my colleagues are worried that you’re... unreliable.’ He made this sound like the gravest of possible sins.

‘But I haven’t done -’

‘I wasn’t done speaking, Jeff. Now, that’s just rude - wouldn’t you agree?’

Jeff’s head was making small jerking motions now. Vinnie had a sudden thought - Jesus, this pathetic bastard better not die on us! He decided to ease up the pressure, just a fraction.

‘So how it stands, Jeff is like this: right now, I’m your only friend. You see that, yes?’ He was gratified by how quickly Jeff started nodding in agreement, ‘Okay,  so I’m telling these guys, that Jeff’s going to do everything he promised. But especially -’ Vinnie leaned forward until their noses were nearly touching, ‘keeping his mouth shut.’ Jeff gave another burst of panicked nods.  Vinnie sat back into his seat, but not taking his eyes from the terrified rail man’s face. ‘Okay. That’s good. Because, Jeff if you did talk to anyone about our business - that would look very bad for me. And if that happens…’ Vinnie paused for effect, ‘You and me are going for a long drive in this here car.’ He patted the seat between them for effect. 

By now Jeff was blinking continuously in a futile effort to keep the sweat from running into his eyes. Vinnie noted how the sour smell of Jeff’s fear was beginning to permeate the car.  He was done.

‘Now you run along and see how you can help Tom.’

Jeff practically exploded from the car, leaving the door open as he fled for the imagined sanctuary of the disused factory. ‘Ah, shit.’ Vinnie muttered, leaned over and pulled the passenger door closed.  He wound down his window to clear the stink from inside, and quietly drove away.

Tom looked up, a small torch clenched in his teeth as Jeff all but skidded to a stop inside the factory doors. Taking in the man’s sweat-soaked appearance, Tom shook his head, then tossed Jeff a small rag from the cardboard box at his feet. ‘Jesus, man. Clean yourself up a bit.’

Jeff hurriedly wiped his face and hands. He looked to Tom like he’d had a near-death experience. Tom suppressed the urge to grin. He could see how Vinnie might have that effect upon some people.  Right now though, he needed this idiot to be useful and he wasn’t going to be able to do that if his nerves were all over the place. ‘Sit.’ Tom pointed at a nearby chair covered in years of accumulated dust. Jeff sat. The empty space seemed to echo to every step and movement. Tom took some waxed cups from the box and a flask of iced tea. He poured two drinks and shook out a couple of smokes.

He offered a drink and smoke to Jeff. The man hesitated so long Tom lost his patience. ‘For God’s sake man, take the damned drink and smoke!’ For the next minute or two, they sat by torchlight until Jeff seemed to have calmed a little. Tom checked his watch  - they were doing okay for time. He turned to Jeff, making a deliberate effort to not wind him up any further. ‘Okay, now we’ve had a chance to cool things down a little, I need you to talk to me.’ 

Jeff nodded, still looking a little numb.

‘You guys been doing any CWR?’

Jeff spoke softly, but seemed to be recovering his voice. ‘Yes. Well, some. Mostly during the war - when we had tanks, heavy munitions and such coming through. Not so much since …’

Tom nodded. ‘That’s what I thought. You still got the crucibles, aluminum and iron oxide for that?’

Jeff nodded and pointed vaguely to a nearby wall, ‘Just out there in a couple of sheds. We don’t store them together because -’

‘Yeah, I get it, they might blow up. I’m not a friggin’ moron.’

‘I didn’t mean -’

Tom waved him into silence. ‘I need three complete rigs set up on the night we switch the wagons. Tonight I’ll show you what positions I want them in.’ 

‘I’ll get it sorted.’ 

‘Okay, we’re also gonna need rail yard coveralls for three guys about my size, ‘ Jeff nodded with a bit more enthusiasm this time - this was stuff he knew he could organize. ‘And,’ Tom continued, ‘We’re going for a walk tonight to grease all the switches. I want to know that the ones we use for the wagon transfer, plus the route to the airport line, are all slicker than grease on a doorknob, got me?’ 

‘Yessir.’ Jeff was beginning to warm a little to Tom, another railroad man. At least, this one hadn’t threatened to kill him… or lock his body in a trunk. 

‘Then I want to see the loco, not just any loco - the exact one we’ll use for the switch. What is it?’ 

‘She’s a diesel-electric, an EMD SW1. Not very old.’ 

Tom was pleased, this was good news indeed. The SW1 was a reputable unit capable of pulling close to 200,000 pounds, it boasted fairly basic controls, and was known to be nicely maneuverable on tight switching tracks. ‘Good. Okay, where do you keep your grease and stuff?’ 

‘I prepared a yard maintenance dolly outside. If anyone sees us they’ll think nothing of it.’

‘Let’s go then.’ Tom pointed to the door - he wasn’t going to let on, but he was frankly, albeit pleasantly, surprised Jeff had thought even that far ahead. 

They spent the next hour walking the tracks, following the exact route that the inbound locomotive would take as it entered the switching yard, and then following the lines that would be used to separate the art wagons, move them ready for the northbound train and most importantly where - under the cover of smoke from the rail welding - the bogus wagons would be brought into view and connected instead.  Every switch along the way was checked by hand and greased until it met with Tom’s satisfaction.  They paused in three spots long enough for Jeff to make a hand-drawn map of the where Tom wanted the rail welding crucibles positioned on adjacent tracks.

Next came the welding gear. Examining them by torchlight, Tom held a cloth across his nose and mouth - these sheds hadn't been opened in a couple of years, that much was  evident from the way that fine clouds of dust twisted and rose in the beam of his torch every time they moved or touched anything. 

‘Good to see you guys take your maintenance seriously.’ Tom observed wryly.

Jeff shrugged. ‘Since the war, there’s just been cost cuts after cost cuts. They say there’s no money now for maintenance. Who knows?’

Despite their filthy condition, Tom was sure that these would work on the night. Ironically, letting stuff like this dry out only enhanced how hot it eventually burned. ‘Got any old waste oil or something?’

‘Plenty of it. Why?’

‘When you clamp these,’ Tom used his boot to tap the nearest crucible in the torch beam, ‘Paste plenty on the outside - I want lots of smoke and stink. The more the better, got it?’

Jeff immediately saw what Tom meant. ‘From memory, we got some sulfur power around here someplace too.’

‘Yep, slather that on too if you can find it.’ Jeff nodded, and added it to his notes. 

Next came the SW1 locomotive. After checking nobody was around to observe them, they entered the open-ended shed where the shunt loco sat alongside two similar units. Surprisingly, all three seemed quite recent.  As Tom made his way to the engineer’s footplate, he smiled to himself in the dark at the feel of the metal under his gloved hands. This one bore the serial 004 on its sides. These were good units, and although the cabs were fairly spartan, with small windows, and basic seating, they’d got the basics right when designing these. Yes, this was going to be perfect for their needs. 

Tom paused allowing himself to soak in a little of the familiar smell of diesel fuel, oil, and grease, before throwing the master switch and powering the little loco up. He loved the immediate rhythmic, throaty hum he could feel through the floor and seat. When they pulled the wagons in a couple of night’s time, this sound would deepen, accompanied by the occasional clattering of the engine and the whine of the generator. It would actually be fairly quiet in operation, aside from the sound of the hissing and releasing of air when he came to apply or release the brakes.  He leaned forward and looked out of the engineer’s window, the SW1 was fitted with large, round headlights on the front and back, and the strong beams, illuminating the tracks ahead and behind. Perfect for dazzling the security during the switch. 

Tom turned the master switch to off, and in seconds the loco sat silent again. He jumped down from the footplate, and crunched his way across the gravel to where Jeff waited by the entrance to the shed. Even though the night had done nothing to lessen his reservations about Jeff, Tom felt in a good mood. This was going to work. It was a good plan, and - importantly for him - his part in it was something around which he had even more confidence. He jerked his head back into the darkness to where the old factory lay. ‘Okay, we’re done.’ 

As Tom entered the hotel room, Vinnie and Marco looked up from the map they were studying. Tom broke into a wide grin. Vinnie and Marco shared a look, then smiled. ‘Good date?’ Vinnie inquired.

‘With all due respect - up yours.’ Tom replied, creating a wave of open laughter from around the room.

‘Seriously, Tom,’ Vinnie asked, ‘you happy?’

‘Sure am.’ Tom switched his gaze to Marco, ‘we’re good to go, boss. That diversion idea’s gonna work - we just need to get ourselves clear on who-does-what, and the timing.’

Marco walked over and stuck out his hand, ‘Nice work, Tom.’ He glanced across at Paulie, ‘So you two are handling the painting tomorrow?’

‘Yes, boss.’ Paulie replied.

Marco nodded. ‘Good. Let’s break out some of those crummy beers, before we call it a night.’

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 29 

The sun hadn’t quite cleared the horizon when Tom let Paulie and himself back into the factory.  There on the floor he could clearly make out the tracks in the dust made by Jeff and himself the evening before. Older still, were the traces left by the crew several days prior, but already these were beginning to fill in under the relentless pressure of dusty decay. 

Tom shook his head, ‘Jesus, Paulie - I can’t get over the dust in this town.’ He scuffed his boot lightly back and forth, stirring small eddies of fine particles into the air, which glimmered briefly in the morning light before settling back to the floor. ‘You think they just get used to it, or what?’ 

Paulie shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but try not kick it up too much, or it will be a problem.’ Stepping over various discarded pieces of broken furniture he made his way to the other side of the room, and started to slowly open the doors to the loading bay with the wagons.  Tom reached forward to lend a hand, and Paulie grasped his arm and shook his head. ‘Serious, Tom - we’re gonna need to wet down in there and get the dust under control, so let’s not make this harder than it already is.’

Tom understood. ‘Sorry, Paulie - I get you.’ This time gradually easing his door open.  As they stepped inside, Paulie looked around the dimly lit space and laid out the plan. ‘Here’s what we need to do. You remember that weed sprayer we bought yesterday?’ Tom nodded, ‘We’re gonna get that, put a little of that dish liquid soap in it, and about a quart of the engine oil – then fill it with water from that tap over there. Do it slow, so it doesn’t foam too much.’ Tom looked puzzled. ‘Then you’re gonna spray the floors with it to hold the dust down.’

Tom looked thoughtful, ‘That’s pretty smart.’

‘Yeah, well, you know - this ain’t my first rodeo.’ Paulie said with a grin. While you do that I’m taking a bunch of those newspapers and tape, and covering those windows,’ he pointed to the wall that butted onto the yard, ‘and any of the bigger cracks. I need to run those lights we got without catching any attention.’ 

‘On it.’ Tom said, and headed back out to the first room to get the gear. 

‘And keep your gloves on the whole time!’ Paulie hollered after him. Tom held his thumb high above his shoulder to show he’d understood. 

As Paulie taped the windows, the light outside grew stronger, casting narrower beams into the bay as the sun rose. The air inside became still, heavy with the smell of dust and oil, and the occasional creak of the old building settling around them. It took them the best part of half an hour to get the room prepared.  They stopped for a cigarette and some ice tea from a flask. The cool tea was refreshing - a welcome contrast against the dusty, warm air.

Tom scuffed a foot along the ground, and where this would have raised dust earlier, now it just created a pale scar as the dirt and oil mixture rolled up into a curl on the edge of his boot. He grinned at Paulie, ‘I’ll be damned. It works.’

Paulie elbowed him, ‘Of course it works, you mope.’ He inhaled deeply on his cigarette. ‘You know they do this out on some of the country back roads - of course they use big tankers with nozzles across the back.’

‘No shit. How’d you know about that?’

‘Was on a farm until I was about eight. Then we had to move to Jersey to follow work.’

Tom took this in for a moment. ‘So what you need doing next?’

‘We wash the ends of each wagon – carefully. Try not get water on the sides. Just where I need to add the wagon numbers and such.’

‘We don’t got to paint the whole thing?’

‘No. These are already a match.’

After a moment, Tom asked, ‘Hang on, ain’t that gonna show up - clean ends and all?’

Paulie shook his head. ‘Nah, I’m gonna paint on some tan weathering that’ll look natural enough at night, and once they get halfway to the State line, they’ll have enough real dust on top of that nobody’s gonna tell the difference.’

They cleaned the wagon ends and Paulie was relieved that any run off seemed to automatically collect in an inspection pit beneath the rails. While they waited for the wagon ends to dry, he and Tom greased the wagons’ couplings. It was clear to Paulie that Tom was just as serious about what he did. He had to admit it, he liked this crew. Every last one was a pro, but not puffed up about it. They just knew their stuff. He set Tom to lightly sanding the original markings while he went to an old draftsman’s bench and started to make stencils from cardboard using the photos Jeff had provided for reference. By the time Tom came through looking for him, Paulie was using a razor blade to remove the last bits of card. He held one up for Tom to see. ‘What do you think?’

Tom came over and took it. He turned it over a couple of times, then looked at the others. ‘Well, well, turns out you know what you’re doing.’ He shot Paulie a cheeky grin, ‘What were the odds?’

Paulie threw a piece of screwed up cardboard at Tom’s head. He missed. ‘Okay, it’s color time - let’s get set up.’  Once the compressor and paints were in the bay, and Paulie started mixing the first color.  Tom had seen painters at work before, and he quickly realized why Paulie was held in respect. For a while the only sound was the soft hissing of the spray gun, and the thudding of the compressor through the doors. In little time the original identifying marks were obscured by a color that was an almost exact match to the faded wagons’ color, and once that dried - aided by the Kansas heat - they taped the new wagon numbers and labels over the originals. It didn’t take long.  As the last number was sprayed on, Paulie stretched and looked at Tom. ‘Let me clean this out,’ he waggled the spray gun, ‘then let’s have some chow before we get into matching up the dust.’ 

As the bogus wagons took shape in the capable hands of Paulie and Tom, about six hundred yards to the south, the film set was coming to life once more. Charles Walker stood in the doorway of his trailer, sharing numerous greetings with the people moving back and forth. The early light lent a soft golden touch to the nearby set. An almost serene scene, but he reminded himself that he and Bob would need to keep a close eye on the light temperature as they lit the set throughout the day. 

He cautiously stepped down to the ground, the caution necessary as he’d fortified himself with what had started as one drink - but ended up being a bit more than that. Never mind, he thought, a familiar flicker of defiance rising within him. He believed from long experience that he could do his job on the back of far more ‘fortification’ than this.

Jack and Bob were already on set, going over the previous day’s blocking rehearsal notes. Jack had just sent his assistant to both leading actors’ trailers to warn them they were due on set in five minutes. Charles had insisted on one more round of rehearsal without dialogue; his logic being that once they were absolutely sure on the shots, he could devote full attention to guiding the actors through their lines. They turned in time to see Charles, on time, and heading their way - unwittingly on a converging course with Bellini and Moretti from Western.

As the three men paused in front of each other, Marco took the initiative:

‘Good morning, Mr. Walker.’ Both he and Vinnie noticed that Charles reacted to their presence with considerably more composure than he had managed the day before. As the faint but unmistakable smell of whiskey carried to them on the early air, Marco’s disgust for Walker deepened. In his eyes, dependence on alcohol made a man weak, beneath contempt - his jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, but he didn’t otherwise reveal his feelings.

And in that very moment, Charles - fortified as he was - made a poor choice.

Physically straightening to his fullest height, he assumed an exaggerated air of importance: ‘Excuse me, gentlemen, I have work to do.’ Without so much as a look at anyone else, he strode away toward Jack and Bob.

Marco’s eyes instantly narrowed, and he gently tugged at Vinnie’s sleeve, his voice soft and low. ‘Let’s you and me go have a talk about Mr. Walker.’  Inside himself, although he felt no actual sympathy for the director, Vinnie recognized that Charles had just badly miscalculated. Marco wasn’t the kind of man to let a slight go by, and while Charlie Walker might feel secure here on his set, buoyed by alcohol and false bravado - Vinnie knew this wasn’t the last of it.

In fact, Charles had already entertained the passing thought that he may have gone too far. But it was quickly replaced by a momentary surge of unrealistic pride at his own boldness. By the time he’d reached Jack and Bob, Charles was lost in the sounds of the crew at work - the clatter of equipment, the murmur of voices, and the smell of coffee and breakfast from a nearby catering truck. 

❖❖❖ 

At much the same time, Laura and Eddie were pulling up once more at the Gresham airfield hangar to meet the arrival of the aircraft Empire had chartered for the filming. She was pleased to quietly note that Eddie hadn’t needed the slightest persuasion to join her. For once, the sky was broken with patches of clouds with shafts of light piercing between the cloud banks and creating warm elliptical zones of sunlight on the ground below. 

‘So what are we expecting?’ Eddie asked. 

‘Like most of the regional stuff, a twin-engined ex-military DC-3. She’s all fitted out now for civil service, and we’ve chartered her and the pilot for the rest of the location shoot.’ 

‘Seems a lot to spend.’ 

‘Not really. There’s no flying scenes as such, but we’ll be filming here in the hangar and taxing around, stuff like that. The extra few days’ booking helps out if we get caught by weather, or delayed by other shooting. In fact, these things are a dime a dozen now, so we’re actually paying more for the pilot, accommodation, and gas - than we are for the aircraft.’  Eddie nodded to himself - that figured, surplus stuff was everywhere - he’d had call to visit more than one farm now running ex-military Jeeps as utility vehicles. 

He was the first to hear it. Eddie held up a hand. ‘I think that’s her now.’ They walked outside and began scanning the sky as the distinctive deep, throaty rumble of a pair of  Pratt & Whitney radial engines became louder. 

Laura spotted it when the aircraft banked to make it’s final run, the highly polished aluminum skin catching the sun in a series of sharp flashes.

‘There.’ They could see and hear the DC-3 clearly now, and within a minute there was no mistaking the point at which her pilot eased back on the engines, and gradually other sounds came through like the steady, rhythmic drumming of the propellers as they bit into the dense early morning air.  She came in on a parallel runway to the hangar and as the pilot throttled the engines right back there was no mistaking the sound of the wind rushing past the air-frame and flaps with a subtle whistling sound. On touchdown, there was an abrupt - but short - screech from her balloon-like tires as they kissed the runway, followed by a bump as the aircraft’s weight settled onto the tarmac. 

The pilot taxied her up quite close to the hangar, and a cockpit side window opened far enough to reveal a leather clad arm waving to them. From nearby a small robust-looking tug sped out, passed under the wing - Eddie noticed that it’s drive had to duck a little there - and promptly connected to the tail wheel. The tug driver then walked out front of the aircraft, and having exchanged waves with her pilot, jumped back in the driver’s seat and slowly pulled the DC-3 backwards into the hangar. Even with the engines now at idle, Eddie and Laura held their hands over their ears until the pilot finally turned them off. ‘That’s one damned good looking airplane.’ Eddie observed. 

The tug pilot ran to the side of the hangar and with a metallic clatter, pulled forward a short set of metal-framed mobile stairs that locked them in place against the aircraft’s rear door with a squeak.  Eddie and Laura walked around to the other side of the aircraft as the tug driver sped away, and waited for the pilot.  The door opened rather abruptly, and a whiskered face peered out. 

‘Miss Evans?’

‘Yes. Pilot Willie Brody?’ 

‘Yes ma’am.’ He frowned for a second, ‘Either of you fly?’  They both shook their heads. Brody disappeared for a second, then reappeared, his arms clutching log books and packets of papers. ‘Will you look at all this?’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘4,000 hours flying against the Nazis with just a flight log, and a fuel book - but now you want to fly so much as a kite in this country, Federal Government’s gone and insisted upon a ton of damn-fool paperwork.’ He snorted. ‘Only thing they’ve ever flown - is a desk!’ 

Eddie looked at Laura and could see that he wasn’t alone in his desire to suppress a laugh. He decided right there, he liked Brody.

‘It’s a travesty, Mr. Brody.’ Laura said seriously.

‘That it is.’ The pilot conceded, ‘And please call me Willie, ma’am. Everybody does.’

She extended her hand, ‘Then it’s Laura.’ Willie shook it solemnly.

After Eddie did likewise, Willie took himself off to the airfield administration, muttering all the while about ‘desk jockeys’. Laura and Eddie shared a laugh. ‘I like him.’ She said. 

‘Yep, I’m with you there.’ 

‘Let’s get on back to the hub, I have a few things need my attention.’ 

❖❖❖ 

Marco stepped into what little shadow there was behind the outermost trailer on the hub. He lit a cigarette, stuck it into the corner of his mouth, and jammed his balled fists deep into his trouser pockets. He drew a couple of times on the smoke, then fixed Vinnie with a hard-eyed stare.

‘It is clear to me that Walker is either a slow learner, or maybe he forgets too easily.’ 

Vinnie said nothing, but noticed that Marco was unconsciously puffing on his cigarette almost without pause. Not good.  He knew from experience that when Marco got like this, he was unpredictable. 

Marco squinted at him through the coil of blue smoke. ‘I thought you had that particular cat in a box.’

Vinnie felt a flash of resentment but bit it back. ‘C’mon Marco, the guy’s a lush. Pretty far gone too by the looks.’ 

Marco looked venomous. ‘It’s clear to me that you and him need to have another talk.’

Vinnie nodded. He’d seen this coming. ‘Sure. I’ll get him alone. He probably just had a couple this morning, thinking he’s almost outta the woods with Mr. Rossi.’ 

Marco’s head snapped toward him. ‘What do you mean, out of the woods?’

Vinnie tried to look nonchalant. ‘That’s what I was told to offer him, Marco. If he got us the location work, Rossi said they’d be square.’ 

Marco’s anger spilled over in an instant. ‘Oh no you don’t, this isn’t gonna be another of your little moments! No way! No fucking way does he get to talk to me like I’m the damned help or something - and then everything just comes up roses!’ 

‘But Mr Rossi said -’ 

‘Enzo Rossi isn’t here, in this,’ Marco jabbed the cigarette towards the direction of the town, ‘this... flea-bitten hick town, okay!’ Vinnie raised a hand in a placating gesture. But Marco wasn’t done. He jabbed the cigarette forward, the tip flaring. His voice dropped, but his rage sharpened the edges of each word. ‘Enzo ain’t here - I am! And if I say Walker ain’t off the hook, until I say so - then that’s how it is - capisci? 

Vinnie knew there was no reasoning with Marco when he got like this. ‘Whatever you say, Marco. You’re the boss. I just thought -’

‘Don’t think!’ Marco thundered. ‘Just do what I tell you!’ Before Vinnie could respond, Marco stomped off and left him to reflect on just how quickly Marco’s civilized veneer could crack under the right provocation. 

He sighed, and drew out a cigarette. Earlier he’d planned to talk to Marco about that cop the Evans broad was swanning around with. He didn’t think it was any big deal - but had wanted to be careful, just in case.  Instead, now he had this.  Vinnie looked around him and savored the relative solitude and quiet for another minute. He dropped the butt and ground it under his shoe, raising a puff of dust as he did so. He decided to get a coffee at the mess tent while he checked whether there was any opportunity to get Walked off to one side.  He shook his head. He hadn’t planned on dealing with Walker today, but a drunk always slipped sooner or later. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 30 

Vinnie made his way across the hub to the mess tent, noticing on the way that the spot where they’d parked the rental now stood empty. He let out a long breath in frustration. Marco could be such an asshole when the mood took him. Vinnie figured he’d better talk to Walker before showing up at the motel. In Marco’s present frame of mind going back empty-handed, as it were, wouldn’t be a smart move. 

Sitting at the mess table Vinnie had realized that there was a distinct pattern of activity around the set. The day roughly divided into periods of almost frantic activity, and then lulls during which time the set became virtually deserted as the crew were fed, actors took breaks and had makeup retouched, and the senior production managers met with their people. It was during one of the latter that he observed Charles entering his trailer - for once the director was alone. 

Crossing the hub briskly but without wanting to appear rushed, Vinnie reached the trailer and went through the door, closing it behind him without a sound.  Charles had his back to him, he was reaching into an overhead locker on the far side of the table. Judging by the clinking of glass, Charles was about to pour himself a stiff dose of lunch. Vinnie stayed silent, and waited. A few moments later, Charles turned, a large bottle of amber liquid in his hand. He saw Vinnie, blanched white, fumbled - nearly dropping the bottle - but managed a clumsy catch, his fingers grasping the bottle as if it were a lifeline. He froze there, his mouth working soundlessly.  Vinnie said nothing - his eyes boring into Charles as Marco’s earlier ire flashed through his mind. 

After a few seconds Charles - his mouth suddenly bone dry - managed to croak, ‘I didn’t hear the door -’

‘Obviously not.’ Replied Vinnie, wiggling his eyebrows at the bottle still clutched in Charles’s trembling hand.

‘I was just… that is… I was going to -’

Vinnie waved the unfinished statement away. ‘Don’t mind me.’

Charles seemed to hover in indecision, and then, as if remembering his manners, lifted the bottle.

‘Do you want…?’

Vinnie shook his head. ‘Can’t say it’s doing wonders for your decision-making.’ He said. 

Charles looked confused. ‘I don’t understand -’

‘This morning, Charlie. When you saw Mr Bellini and me.’ Vinnie shook his head in a display of disappointment. ‘Honestly Charlie, what was that about, huh?’

Charles swallowed nervously, his eyes darting momentarily towards the door, as if hoping that somebody, anybody - but one hoped, not Mr Bellini - might come through it, and interrupt the discussion.

‘I didn’t mean to -’ 

Vinnie cut him off like a knife. ‘Listen - you got to start taking it easy with the sauce.’ He looked pointedly at the bottle, then back at Charles. ‘I got to tell you - there ain’t too many people who’ve showed disrespect to Mr Bellini like that and who are still… upright.’ Vinnie paused to let that sink in. 

Charles nodded rigidly. He turned to the table and the bottle rattled against the edge of a tumbler as he poured. He looked back at Vinnie. ‘I’m… sorry. Please tell Mr Bellini I said that. It won’t… it won’t happen again.’

Vinnie nodded very slowly, not giving any sign of what he thought of this. He picked idly at an imagined thread on his cuff. 

Charles took a nervous gulp of his drink, coughing briefly as the alcohol bit into his throat, then he forced a thin nervous smile. ‘Besides, in just a few more days, we’ll be done here, and go back to LA. Then you and I… Mr Bellini and… your employer, will be all done.’  He downed the last of the whiskey in the tumbler, but appeared to think better of pouring more.

Vinnie didn’t immediately respond. Instead he made a show of pulling out his cigarettes, selecting one and studying it for a while, as if in deep thought, before lighting it.  He stretched the moment out, before speaking slowly.

‘Yeah, about that…’

Charles froze. ‘About what?’ He asked, his voice betraying an inner sense that things were about to get very much worse.

‘Well you see Charlie - when we made that arrangement - in your home,’ he reinforced for the sake of menace, ‘That was after I talked with my employer in Jersey. But it seems that things have changed a little now Mr Bellini is down here.’

‘Changed?’ Charles croaked, his face paler by the second. ‘Changed… how?’

‘Mr Bellini has instructed me that he represents my Jersey employer’s interests, and doesn’t feel that your debt is fully discharged with -’ he waved the cigarette airily about him, ‘this.’

Charles looked ashen. His legs seemed to give up supporting him, and he came down to rest on the bench seat with a thump. ‘But… but you said. You… promised.’ He put his elbows slowly on the table and his face disappeared into his open palms. His voice, when it came, was muffled, but clear enough for Vinnie. ‘ We had an agreement…’

What more could these men want? What could he possibly give now? 

‘We did.’ Vinnie acknowledged, then shrugged. ‘But since this morning, what can I tell you? Things have changed.’

When Charles finally found the strength to lift his face from his hands, his expression was devoid of hope. Nonetheless seeking out Vinnie’s eyes, searching for some connection or mercy, only to be met with Vinnie's cold gaze. ‘What more could he want? If.. if it’s the money, I have it now. I can pay - every last cent.’ 

Vinnie shook his head as if with regret. ‘I know Charlie. But I think we’re past that now, aren’t we?’ Then, as if remembering an appointment, he tapped the face of his watch with a forefinger. ‘Would you look at the time? Gotta go Charlie.’ He paused in the doorway, pointing at the bottle on the table ‘And if you’ve any sense left in that skull of yours, you’ll go easy on the sauce like I told you.’ Vinnie straightened his hat, and stepped out into the bright sunshine.

And straight into Detective Williams. There followed a brief exchange of mumbled apologies, before Eddie asked - 

‘Mr Moretti, isn’t it?’ He was smiling but Vinnie saw it didn’t reach the eyes - which for a fraction of a second flicked up to the trailer door.

‘Oh hi, detective. Moretti - yes.’ His too quick response telling Eddie that his presence, a lawman’s presence, unsettled this man. 

Interesting.  

Nodding in a thoughtful way, Eddie continued, ‘Your accent - New York?’

Vinnie couldn’t hide an involuntary lick of the lips. ‘Nearly. New Jersey.’

‘Ah yes, of course.’ Eddie watched him closely. At that moment Vinnie was saved by the arrival of Laura at Eddie’s elbow.

‘Excuse me, Detective.’ She said, stressing his title, ‘I’ve got the canteen to reserve us a table by the band, and silver service for lunch.’

Eddie smiled at the exaggeration, then turned back to Vinnie - the smile dying in his eyes as he tapped a forefinger to the brim of his hat.

‘Be seeing you, Mr Moretti.’

Vinnie returned the thin smile and nodded once.

‘What was that about?’ Laura asked when they were a few feet away.

Eddie looked her in the eye and winked. ‘Just having a little fun.’

She looked skeptical. ‘For you maybe…’

Eddie chuckled. ‘Yeah, I do seem to make Mr Moretti uncomfortable.’

Laura grinned. ‘Well, fancy that.’

Over a lunch of sandwiches and coffee Laura chatted away with Eddie doing his best to listen, but a part of his mind kept picking away at what he suspected, what he didn’t know about Moretti and Bellini - and the fact that he was beginning to share Laura’s sense that something was amiss. He was suddenly aware that she’d stopped talking. ‘I’m sorry, what?’ 

Laura rolled her eyes, feigning more frustration than she felt. ‘I said... I have some things to take care of this afternoon, then I need to check progress at the airfield after that.’ Looking at his nonplussed expression, she blew out a breath and added, ‘I asked if you’d care to join me.’

Slightly embarrassed, he nodded. ‘For sure. Sorry, my mind got a bit tied up for a second there. But yeah, I’d like that.’

‘You okay?’ She asked, wondering what was distracting him. 

‘Yeah.’ He looked around them and back at her as if to say ‘not here’  - ‘just some of that… transport stuff we discussed before.’ He could tell instantly that she understood. 

‘Perhaps we can cover that tonight?’ 

Eddie nodded slowly, not taking his eyes from her. Sharp, this one, Eddie.

The sun was dipping at the edge of the horizon, airborne dust rendering it’s light in a deep orange glow that bathed Eddie’s car, and the surrounding scrub and junk of the rail yards in a warm, soothing glow that stood in stark contrast to the unease Laura had felt creeping up on her since they got to Gresham. The heat of the day was subsiding quickly, but she kept her window down, a scarf tied around her hair, all the better to enjoy the cooler air. 

‘So, what is it we’re out here to do?’ Eddie asked.

‘I just need to check that the Floor Plan and Gaffer Tape Marks are correct, well, at least they’re ready for the Blocking Rehearsals and good to go. We’re out here in a couple of days - I just like having a day or two in hand.’ She smiled warmly at him. ‘Just in case.’

Eddie understood. His philosophy to work was the same. ‘You know, I appreciate you taking time to show me all of this. It’s the most interesting week I’ve had in… years.’

She looked at him for a long moment, and they shared a companionable smile. ‘Doesn't say much for your usual cases, huh?’ Quickly adding, ‘Seriously, I’m glad that you were able to find the time.’ 

‘Well, it’s like I said, I’m not exactly crushed by the weight of assignments right now.’

‘Crime in Gresham Springs at an all time low?’ Laura probed.

‘Not exactly.’ His brow creased with a frown. He handed her a packet of cigarettes and waited while she lit up.  He took his eyes from the road briefly, looking like he’d come to a decision. ‘Like I told you the other day, after...’ He drew in a long breath to steady himself. 

‘After… Irene died, I… I got to having a hard time of things.’ From the corner of his eye, Eddie was aware of Laura’s unblinking attention. ‘I felt bad about the work, you know… Bad? No, more like I was failing them, all of them - and Harry has been kind of a mentor to me.’ He shook his head as he recalled what had seemed like his own endless frustration.  Laura reached across putting one of the cigarettes to his lips, then let her hand settle lightly on his shoulder.  ‘It’s not like I didn’t care. I knew I’d started letting people down. It was… is, hard.’ 

Eddie puffed a couple of times on his smoke. ‘I tried, they tried. In the end they even set me up with the department’s shrink.’

‘Did it help?’

‘Not sure. Maybe. Sort of…’ He looked at her for a long second, seeing the kindness in her eyes. He turned back to the track ahead. ‘Probably not as much as this.’ Her hand contracted in a single tight squeeze on his shoulder.

‘What about family?’ She asked softly.

Eddie shook his head. ‘Nope. Dad lit out when I was knee-high, and mom took sick during the war - she was working at the munitions plant in the next town over.’  He tossed the butt of his smoke out the window.

‘I know I’ve got pretty close to them letting me go. I felt like all I could do was what I’d always done…’ He looked at her quickly, ‘You know, knuckle-down. Follow the rules. Trust the team… hope everything would come out alright.’

She thought this over. It wasn’t her way of seeing things, but that didn’t matter right now. She was just pleased that he’d found the trust to talk with her. ‘Ever thought about leaving Gresham?’ She asked with forced casualness.

‘I tossed it over once or twice. Nothing serious though… everything I have… had, is here. My job. People.’ He paused a long while before adding quietly, ‘Memories.’  Eddie didn’t like the somber turn this was taking. He pushed up a decent smile. ‘Anyway, so Harry gave me this Empire assignment, and... the All State one.’ Laura rolled her eyes. Eddie laughed, ‘and this one seems to be working out nicely, so…’ 

‘Is that a fact?’ She asked coyly. 

‘Uh-huh.’ 

Laura took on a slightly more serious tone. ‘So what happens when Empire packs up its tents and heads back to LA?’  Eddie had been trying not to think about this.

‘Well, maybe Harry will consider me for an assignment that’s a bit more... regular, for a detective.’

Laura said nothing and turned her attention to the passing scrub. They were nearly at the airfield. Longer shadows now stretched across the land, the contrast between the warm lingering highlights and the blue hue of the shadows was beautiful.  She doubted she could live somewhere like this - hell, what would she do for work? But it sure was pretty in its way.

She turned back to Eddie. ‘So what were you and the charming transport manager discussing earlier?’

He snorted. ‘Nothing much. In fact, we literally collided as he was coming out of Charles’s trailer.’

‘Are you serious?’ Her tone and rapid change of expression signaling her deep concern.

‘Yeah, why? Is that an issue?’

‘Well, it’s definitely irregular. I mean, theoretically he has absolutely no need for direct communication with Charles.’ She folded her arms and shook her head. ‘Eddie, something here isn’t right. And you saw how Charles reacted to those guys before.’ 

As he pulled the sedan up to the airfield maintenance access gate, Eddie looked at her. ‘That’s what I want to talk about.’ She’d never seen him look this serious. ‘I think you’re right about them.’ Her eyes never left him as the guard opened the gate. 

 Shortly after, they were parked alongside the shiny DC-3’s wingtip. After first reminding him not to smoke in the hangar, Laura crossed over to talk to a small group of men headed up by the Construction Manager. Eddie leaned against the side the DC-3 tail and watched. He couldn’t hear what was being said from there, but it was clear from the way the others behaved that Laura was a well-liked and respected part of the team. She and the crew walked back and forth relating the prefabricated sections to the documents she carried - constantly taking notes, occasionally pausing to point to marks made in tape of the floor.  Eventually she seemed satisfied, shook hands with the Manager and with a final wave to the others, started back towards him. 

Eddie watched her walk and two things occurred to him simultaneously; firstly he was someone who worked best by following the rules - and this was a woman who worked best when she got to make the rules, and secondly, he really didn’t know what he was going to do when Empire packed up - and she was gone.

Laura approached secretly pleased that she was clearly the only object of his attention - although she suspected he did his best to hide it.

‘Hungry?’

‘Absolutely.’ He wasn’t lying. For the few days he’d been in her company, his appetite had improved no end. He thought for a second or two. ‘There’s a small restaurant out here for the travelers. I don’t think it stays open late, but it’s usually pretty quiet.’

‘Quiet is perfect Detective Williams. We have two New Yorkers to discuss.’

‘Jersey.’

Excuse me?’

‘They’re from New Jersey. Moretti told me.’

‘Well, look at you, making friends and all.’ She teased, like it was his first day at school.

❖❖❖ 

Dinner was good. Eddie pushed away his plate reflecting as he did so that although Kansas didn’t always aspire to being fancy, they sure knew something about feeding a hungry man. Or a woman for that matter - he still found himself wondering how a woman like Laura could put food away like she did - but still retain that willowy figure. Can’t help her popularity with other women he thought to himself.

‘Walk and talk?’ He asked looking at her, and breaking into a grin.

‘Oh God, yes.’ She said with her hands tenderly on her stomach, clearly having eaten her fill. Eddie laughed and called for the check. Laura shook her head - it’s okay, Empire’s running a tab out here for the picture - you’re our guest.  Eddie thanked her, and reflected he’d been right - Laura sure liked to make or adjust the usual rules.

Outside the darkness was punctuated by yellow islands of airport lighting. In the near distance, a single industrial sized bulb threw its light down the side door to the hangar. They strolled slowly across the quiet apron in a comfortable silence. 

‘Oh, hang on.’ Eddie gestured at the hangar some fifty yards away and waggled his packet of cigarettes at Laura.

‘Fast learner, detective.’

Eddie steered them towards the now shut cargo gate. Standing there with just the chirrups of the cicadas, and a squadron of moths circling the single light of the empty guard box, Eddie lit up.

‘So, the boys from Jersey.’ Laura said.

Eddie drew deeply and she watched him closely - his face lit momentarily from the glowing member.

‘You see,’ He said thoughtfully, ‘there’s this thing with cops - we can usually tell quite quickly when we encounter somebody that’s been a past… customer, of law enforcement.’

‘I’m guessing that Moretti fits that bill?’

‘Yes, and no.’ He ground the butt out on the ground. ‘Yes, as in ‘yes he does’. But it’s more than that.’ He lowered his head in thought. ‘You see, when I bumped into him earlier - he reacted like  I’d just caught him at something. Truthfully, I wouldn’t have expected that - he’s not some kid running numbers or something. He tried to recover, but I guess I just caught him way off guard.’

Laura pushed her hand into his jacket pocket and came out with the packet of cigarettes. ‘I’ve got to say I’m glad that you don’t think I’m just crazy, Eddie.’

‘Well, maybe... just not about those guys.’

She punched his arm playfully. ‘Gee, thanks!’ Even in the dark he could see the white flash of her smile. ‘So, any idea what’s going on?’

Eddie shook his head. ‘No. That’s the thing. Not a one.’  After a second or two of reflection he shook out another cigarette for himself, then asked, ‘What do you know about Charles’s social circle, who he keeps company with, that kind of thing?’

Laura gave an unseen shrug. ‘Not much. I’m not on his house guest list or anything. Probably only Jack can claim that status. Although I’ve talked a bit with Harriet Lewis, I just got the impression that when they were married it was just what you’d expect.’ 

‘I’m not sure I know what that means.’ 

‘The usual round of boring Hollywood parties and dinners… people pretending to like each other. Stuff like that.’  She turned over the implications of his question in her mind for a moment or two. ‘You think that Charles has a taste for associating with the darker side of society?’ 

‘Perhaps - but I don’t really get that impression. That said,  I have seen people with addictive behaviors - booze or whatever - finding themselves in difficulties… sometimes with what you might call the wrong kind of people.’ 

‘How would somebody like Charles come to know people like those two? It doesn’t figure. I mean there’s no doubt that it’s not exactly a happy relationship.’ 

Eddie thought about that. ‘How do pictures like yours get funded?’

‘It depends, but in this case its Starline Pictures,’ She picked up on the point of his question, ‘Eddie, they’re as respectable as Hollywood gets, and a well-known backer.’

Eddie thought some more. As he stared out into the darkness he saw the start of railroad maintenance track that led back towards the hub. The same direction as the guard had barred to them earlier. 

‘Say, you feel up to a bit of snooping?’ There was that flash of teeth again.

‘Really Eddie? You have to ask?’ This time two sets of teeth gleamed softly in the night.

Beneath his smile, Eddie could feel a slight internal flicker of doubt, sensing that while they were joking now, he hoped that this didn’t lead to something from which neither of them could easily walk away. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 31 

Eddie and Laura passed through the main gateway to the hub about half an hour later, . The All State guard had been sold a story that Laura had accidentally left her bag on the set earlier, and - no thank you - they didn’t require any assistance to find it. As the beams from the car’s lights swept over the gleaming trailers, the tangles of scaffold and lighting stands had a distinctly abandoned feel. Eddie reflected how dark and strange it all felt now, devoid of its daytime bustle.

Passing with care between rolls of cable and lighting supports, Eddie parked as close as he could to the fake railroad station. Before dousing the headlights he pointed off to their front and right where two overgrown ruts showed the start of the faint trail they’d taken earlier.

‘If I’m any judge, that guard is going to give us about fifteen minutes before he comes to see that everything’s fine. Then when he finds the car empty with our jackets on the front seat - he’ll look no further, and go back to his post.’

‘With our jackets… what do you mean he won’t look any further?’

Eddie simply looked at her in the reflected glow of the headlights. After a moment, the implication sunk in just as Eddie doused the lights. She was grateful for that - that way he wouldn’t see the crimson hue spreading up and across her cheeks like a line of rampaging cavalry.

Eddie led them to the trunk and pulled two surplus flashlights and some extra batteries from a box. He swiveled the head on one so its red lens was over the bulb, and passed it to her. ‘Not unless we absolutely have to.’

‘Got it.’ She replied. He turned towards the track and put out his hand for her to grasp. She was really glad he couldn’t see her blush.

‘If you need to talk, pitch your voice as low as you can.’

They made surprisingly good progress. The night was clear, the only sounds the inevitable cacophony of cicadas, coupled with the occasional rustles as they pushed past the brush that was doing its desiccated best to reclaim the track. Their footsteps were silent, muffled by careful progress and the thick dust. Suddenly, she felt Eddie slow. Then, with pressure on her hand, he guided her down into a crouch. She was immediately surprised to see that despite the moonless sky, by crouching they could see the top-most rail of the security fence, and the now unguarded gates. Eddie pressed his mouth close to her ear. ‘Back in a minute.’ and before she could protest - he had slipped away. A moment or two later she made out his outline, followed by a very short red glow that lasted only a second or two as he used his light to check the padlock. He was back seconds later. 

‘Cheap lock. Come on.’ 

Taking her hand once more they moved forward through the gates, pausing every couple of minutes to crouch again and get their bearings. Laura couldn’t be sure, but it seemed that Eddie was taking them towards an abandoned factory. Shortly after, there was no doubt about it.

The building loomed ahead of them, a hulking mass of dirty dark metal and brick, barely distinguishable against the night sky. Laura felt a tightness in her chest as they approached, the occasional burst of distant machinery noise from the rail yards only heightening the otherwise eerie silence that surrounded them. Here, even the cicadas had gone quiet. As they got close to the wall, every step was deliberate, their movements even slower. Eddie leaned in close to her mouth, his voice a deep murmur. ‘Be careful, cut yourself on anything out here and it’s bad.’ She squeezed his hand in reply. They started to make a circuit of the building, Eddie testing each door and window as they came to it.  The air was thick with the smell of diesel, old oil, and a metallic tang - like rusted iron.

Laura glanced at Eddie, just a shadow next to her in the dim light, wondering not for the first time if, as a detective, he might be carrying his gun. A fleeting thought, but one that brought her a small measure of comfort. She couldn’t see his face, but the steady way he moved forward reassured her. Still, the unease clung to her, wrapping around her thoughts, making the already dark surroundings feel even heavier.

‘Damn.’ Eddie muttered under his breath, eyes scanning the factory's shuttered windows, covered in layers of what looked through the dirty glass like sheets of newspaper taped there to keep out curious eyes. The idea of being kept out - that someone might be actively hiding something - only served to sharpen the edge of their nerves.

They circled the old building, their footsteps crunching softly over gravel and dirt. The air was cooler here, but still tinged with that strong metallic scent. Laura’s hand brushed the brick wall as they walked, careless of the dirt, the rough surface grounding her, as Eddie moved ahead, probing for a way in. ‘There.’ Eddie whispered, pulling her gently towards a small basement door, barely noticeable behind a stack of old pallets. Laura’s heart picked up a few beats. She’d secretly hoped they’d find no way in. Eddie gave the door a pull. It groaned, wood against wood. Both of them froze. After a few heartbeats, Laura exhaled slowly, though the tension in her muscles refused to leave.

‘I’ll go first,’ Eddie murmured, crouching to slip inside. Laura followed, trying to keep her breathing even, her movements controlled. The boards beneath them creaked as they descended, each one protesting from disuse. The narrow stairs opened into a low-ceilinged basement, the smell of dampness thick here, along with something she quickly recognized as paint. Fresh paint? Here? That doesn’t make sense. Strong as it was, fresh paint didn’t linger for long. Besides, who the hell would be painting in here?

Their flashlights cut short beams through the darkness, the red lenses casting an eerie glow across the cement floor and the clutter of abandoned tools and equipment. Shadows shifted with their every step, and Laura found herself staying closer to Eddie, her hand brushing his jacket sleeve as they moved. She felt the tightness in her chest ease slightly, but her senses remained on high alert. This wasn’t like any film set or location scouting she’d ever done. This was real. It didn’t feel good.

They reached a door at the far end of the basement. Eddie tried the handle - it turned easily with a click. The door’s hinges opened with another groan, revealing a narrow staircase leading upward. Laura glanced at Eddie, catching his eye by torchlight this time, and he shared a look that said they weren’t done yet. They moved together, slowly making their way up.

The office at the head of the stairs was barren, save for a desk piled with old papers and a broken fan that hadn’t seen power in years. The windows were painted over from the inside, their light blocked by layers of dust and grime. Eddie swept his flashlight across the room, but nothing stood out.

‘Up?’ Laura whispered, already knowing the answer. They moved again, up another set of stairs, the air growing staler, thicker. They found nothing. Only shadows and dust, and the sound of their own breath filling the empty space. At one point, Eddie crouched playing his torch over the wooden stair treads for a minute before moving on. Laura felt a flicker of doubt. Maybe they were wrong. Maybe there wasn’t anything here at all. They finally arrived back on the ground floor, and just as Laura was getting ready to leave, Eddie paused by the large bay doors at the far end of the room. He played the beam of his torch around the floor in front of the doors. 

‘Hold on,’ he muttered, reaching for the handle. The doors slid open with a dull screech, and they stepped inside. 

Three wagons sat like silent sentinels on the track. The smell of paint was much stronger now. At first, there was nothing particularly odd about them. Just old rail wagons, likely stored here for convenience. But while Laura stayed by the doors, Eddie did a quick circuit. Each wagon was empty. Yep, storage. 

He was just about to rejoin Laura when he missed his footing on a rail, stumbled and instinctively threw his free hand out touching the back of the last wagon. His fingers came away sticky.

‘Shit,’ he muttered to himself, shining his light on his hand - it had a smear on it. Paint. Fresh paint. His gaze shifted to the number on the wagon, where the black digits were now slightly smeared, one of the letters barely legible. He wiped his hand on a piece of discarded rag from the dust at his feet. 

They lingered a moment longer, then turned to leave. As they made their way back through the factory and out into the open air, Laura felt the oppressive weight of the place seem to lift. But  to her dismay, Eddie wasn’t done. ‘Stay here.’  He turned back, quickly jotting down the numbers of the three wagons in his police notebook before leading Laura back the way they’d come.

As she went to get into the car, Eddie approached Laura with a couple of tiny sticks of brush in his hand. ‘Tousle your hair slightly.’ She did and he placed the couple of twigs in the tangle of curls. ‘Now, whatever you do - don’t make eye contact with the guard on the way out.’ 

When they reached the guard post, the young man was leaning awkwardly against the door frame. It was clear from his sheepish expression that as predicted - he’d looked for them, hadn’t found them, and then gone on to draw his own conclusions. Eddie saw the guard spot the twigs still in Laura’s hair, and shift awkwardly, looking anywhere but at Eddie and Laura.

They drove back in silence, the only sound the occasional hum of the tires on the road. Laura sat removing the sticks from her hair and doing her best to roughly comb it with her fingers.  She watched the dark landscape pass by, feeling oddly unsettled, even though they hadn’t found anything conclusive. Eddie pulled up to her motel and turned to her, his face unreadable in the dim light.

‘Hey, thanks for checking that out with me. I’ve got a meeting with Harry in the morning,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll see you on set later.’

Laura nodded, and hugged him briefly - it was fast becoming a habit, she thought to herself - but her mind was still on the wagons, the fresh paint, and the strange feeling that they still weren’t making the connections to something bigger.

❖❖❖ 

Alone once more in the car Eddie mused over the last couple hours. As previously, his mind was a whirl of things to do with Laura, and with things that didn’t add up. In particular something that Laura had said kept coming back to mind - had he ever thought of leaving Gresham? Leaving? For where? For what? Or maybe, for who? 

Angry with himself for the distraction, he pushed the thought out of mind. Sneaking around the old factory hadn’t really answered anything. But, it had reinforced for him that there was something going on. Things just didn’t make sense - nothing connected yet. Tracks around the wagons, fresh paint, Castillo’s paranoia. He tried to pull the pieces together, but it was like a puzzle missing half the edges. So far all he’d managed to establish was that some old factory was being used to store junk and maintain a handful of empty wagons.  One thing he hadn’t shared with Laura, was that they weren’t the only people who’d been out there, and recently. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like a couple of people had used the stairs within the last few days. And there were considerably more tracks in from the front door and around the wagons.  Eddie rubbed his eyes, fighting off the day’s exhaustion. He’d pick it up again in the morning - right after his catch-up with Harry. Maybe, just maybe, the pieces would start falling into place.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 32 

Back at the yards, Jeff climbed into the dark cab of the rail company pickup as he tried to decide what to do. Not a half hour or so earlier, he could have sworn he’d seen a couple of momentary flashes of red light coming from the old factory. In reality, he wasn’t that sure - but he’d driven over anyway and taken a look around. Nothing had seemed out of place. The building was all locked up, he’d even given in to his curiosity, and gone in to see the work Paulie had done on the wagons. He’d had to allow that by and large it was a pretty good job - all except for a smudge on the end of the last wagon. Not that anyone was going to notice that. He lit up and drew on his cigarette for a minute or two. He knew that he should really let the northerners - as he thought of them - know. But he couldn’t be sure what he’d seen, and Jesus but that guy Vinnie had scared him half witless with all that talk of driving Jeff’s body around in his trunk.

Halfway through his cigarette he’d talked himself into a compromise. He’d check in with the All State fellow down by the last gate on that side on the way to town. If he hadn’t seen or heard anything, and frankly - Jeff doubted that he would have - he planned keep his mouth shut and give the northerners a wide berth. 

The young guard was pouring himself a coffee from a vacuum flask when the headlights of the pickup came towards his gate. Quite the busy night, he thought. Two vehicles. He walked over and recognized Jeff from a prior shift.

‘Want I should unlock the gate?’ He asked.

Jeff shook his head. He pulled a packet of cigarettes and offered the guard one through the chain-links. The boy looked awkward.

‘No thank you sir. I.. um… I live with my mama and she doesn’t hold with tobacco, or drinking.’

Jeff shrugged. ‘Your loss.’ He drew deeply, and for the hell of it, blew a solid stream of blue smoke over the young guard who made a futile effort to wave it away. ‘Sorry.’ Jeff offered sarcastically. ‘Just doing my rounds. All quiet over here tonight.’

‘Oh yes sir. Very quiet.’ Satisfied, Jeff nodded and went to turn back to the pick up.

‘Oh, apart from that lady who left her bag.’ 

Jeff frowned. ‘What? What do you mean?’

‘Oh it’s okay sir, she’s one of them picture people - I’ve seen her before. She said she left her bag here - wasn’t here too long.’

Jeff calmed his nerves, damn this fool boy and his prattle about bags.

The boy gave a nervous giggle. ‘Yes sir, that’s what she said but I think her and that there gentleman she had with her, well, they was doing a little more than searching for a bag in the dark - if you take my drift.’ He looked at Jeff, then cast his eyes down in embarrassment, immediately wishing he hadn’t mentioned it.

‘Gentleman? What, gentleman?’ Jeff asked softly, a vague sense of apprehension taking hold of him.

‘Oh you don’t need to worry none about that, sir.’ the young guard affirmed. ‘I know him too. He’s that detective fellow who’s been around here a lot.’

Jeff’s heart skipped a beat and a cold sweat crept up his neck as the guard prattled on, unaware of the storm brewing in Jeff’s mind.

❖❖❖ 

Marco answered the knock on the motel room door. The motelier stood there, patently unhappy at having been drawn away from his television set at dinner time to deliver a message. He passed the slip of paper to Marco, ‘Some fellow said it’s your Head Office, and you’re to call back urgently.’

Marco nodded his thanks and shut the door.

‘Everything okay?’ Vinnie asked.

‘Not sure. I have to go out for a few minutes and make a call.’  A five minute drive in the rental and Marco spotted a payphone. He dialed the local number on the note. It was picked up almost immediately. He listened for awhile then asked, ‘You’re sure that’s what he said?’ More chatter from the other end, then he cut in, his hand tightening on the phone handset. ‘No. Shut up, alright. Just shut your yap. I got this. You do nothing, you understand?’  He hung up.

From force of habit he looked around, satisfied nobody was observing him, Marco dug in his pants pocket and then fed the payphone a couple of dimes. He dialed another Gresham number. It too, was picked up quickly. ‘It’s me, Bellini. Yeah, it seems we have a problem.’

❖❖❖ 

While the evening quiet settled over Gresham, the airfield at Teterboro was alive with activity. Intense airfield lighting at Teterboro Airport in Bergen County, New Jersey illuminated the tarmac in front of the cargo terminal, and two surplus C-47 cargo planes, still in their olive drab paint, with military markings painted over, that stood readying for departure to Gresham Springs. 

Unusually for cargo flights from Teterboro, both aircraft were empty, and crewed by only two former ferry pilots, the task of navigation in this case being shared between them. Inside the cockpit, the air was still warm from the earlier sun, carrying the faint tang of aviation fuel and oil mingling with the dry scent of asphalt baking under the day’s heat. Somewhere nearby, the metallic clink of tools echoed as ground crew finished their work, while cicadas buzzed lazily in the grass beyond the tarmac. Annie McGraw, Captain for Charlie One, as they’d chosen to call it, had just seated herself after her walk-around. She knew the C-47s were renowned as military workhorses, having hauled troops and supplies across Europe during the war. Now, stripped of their original insignias and repainted in civilian colors, they carried different cargoes - but the scars of combat lingered in every patched fuselage and patched-up engine. As she lowered herself into the left-hand seat she looked across at the other C-47 in time to see the co-pilot Grace Sullivan give her a wave through the cockpit’s small side window. Her Captain,  Martha King, could just be seen inspecting the landing gear of Charlie Two by torchlight. 

She turned back to her co-pilot Evie Turner and handed her a single  page from the pre-flight checklist. ‘There you go.’ 

Evie nodded and placed it atop the other sheets attached to her clipboard a clipboard on her lap. Annie knew to just let her copilot run through what she’d given her.  Evie ran her pen down the side of the tick-boxes making sure nothing was missed. 

Air-frame, including wings, fuselage, control surfaces, and landing gear. Check. 

Fuel and oil levels. Check. 

Tire pressure. Check. 

Inspect the engines for any oil leaks or visual damage. Check. 

Remove control locks, pitot tube covers, and check static ports. Check. 

Evie looked up. ‘Looks good boss.’ 

Annie adjusted her seat belt. ‘Alright, Evie. Let's start from the top.’ 

Evie started scanning the remaining pages and calling out the items. In reality they both checked everything from here, a practice that saved countless airman’s lives. She called it out - ‘Battery.’ 

Annie flipped the switch. ‘ON. Voltage?’ 

‘Steady. 24 volts.’

Annie nodded. ‘Good. Magnetos?’ 

‘Off for now. Fuel selectors?’ 

The process went on for another couple of minutes. Then came the part that still gave Annie a thrill - every time.

Annie ‘Let’s prime the engines.’ She reached over and worked the primer by hand. 

Evie ticked the sheet. ‘Priming complete. Ready for start-up on Engine 1?’ 

Annie paused checked out the window. ‘Let’s do it. Magnetos ON for Engine 1.’ 

‘Magnetos ON. Starter?’

Annie flipped the starter switch, and the propeller in front of engine 1 began to turn.  A slow whirr quickly built into a rhythmic cough as the engine came to life. 

Annie tilted her head, listening to the engine. ‘Oil pressure rising?’ 

Evie watched the gauge closely. ‘Climbing... and steady. 40 PSI.’ 

Annie adjusted the throttle slightly. ‘Good - throttle at 1,000 RPM. Let’s move on to Engine 2.’ 

They repeated the process for the port engine. The rumble of the twin engines filled the cockpit, vibrating through the metal floorboards beneath their feet and rattling the Bakelite knobs on the instrument panel. The dim glow of tungsten bulbs cast soft shadows across Annie’s face as she adjusted the throttle, her hands steady despite the customary burst of adrenaline. Evie leaned closer to read the gauges, her silhouette framed by the flickering orange light spilling in from the side window. 

With both engines stable they could run them up briefly, just to make sure that nothing coughed at the wrong time – like on takeoff. Annie looked across to Charlie Two where two shiny spinning arcs could be seen by the airfield lights. Martha looked over and gave a thumbs up and big grin. 

Evie picked up the heavy black microphone, its cord coiled tightly like a spring, and pressed the transmit button mounted on the yoke. Static crackled over the headset speakers - a scratchy hiss punctuated by bursts of distant chatter - as she spoke into the mic, her voice clear against the background noise. ‘Teterboro Tower, this is Charlie-Foxtrot-One requesting taxi clearance, for Charlie-Foxtrot-One and Charlie-Foxtrot-Two,over.’ 

There was a brief pause followed by crackling through the headset. ‘Charlie-Foxtrot-One, you and Charlie-Foxtrot-Two are cleared to taxi to Runway 19 via Bravo. Hold short at 19 for clearance.’ 

In Charlie Two Martha had been listening and gave Annie another thumbs-up.

Evie Roger tower, Charlie-Foxtrot One and Two cleared to taxi, Runway 19 via Bravo.’ 

Annie flipping on the taxi light. ‘Let’s get this lady moving.’ The engines roared as Annie carefully opened the throttles and the C-47 began to roll.  They could feel the familiar rumble of the C-47’s tires as they ran across the tarmac joins en route to the runway. 

Evie looked up from her weather reports. ‘It’s a good night to fly.’

Annie grinned and keyed her mike. ‘It always is, Evie, it always is.’ She allowed herself one brief moment of private reflection. This was no ordinary cargo flight. Although their consignment was documented as ‘machine parts,’ Annie couldn’t help but wonder what exactly Bellini was shipping. Parts for farm machinery? Or something more lucrative? Supplies were still tight in Europe, and black-market deals were rumored to fetch top dollar for anything scarce enough to warrant smuggling. Whatever it was, Bellini wasn’t taking chances – so it had to be valuable. If anything went wrong, she promised herself that she’d see to the safety of her ladies before worrying about Bellini’s ‘machine parts.’ 

 Several minutes later, Charlie One and Two were airborne and holding about two miles apart, their radial engines droning steadily as they climbed higher into the night sky. Annie knew the C-47s well - reliable beasts built for endurance rather than speed - but even now, she kept one eye on the altimeter, mindful of the slight tendency these old warhorses had to yaw if the rudder trim wasn’t perfect. First fuel stop: St. Louis Lambert International Airport - about 1,000 miles from Teterboro. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 33 

It had been a long time since Eddie looked forward to catching up with Harry, even if he wasn’t really working cases anymore. This whole Empire assignment had gone well, and Eddie was eager to talk through his concerns about the Western managers and All State’s behavior. Sure, he’d been told to back off, but could anyone really expect him to ignore what crossed his path? 

He knew the conversation with Harry wasn’t going to be easy. Harry had been his mentor for five years, and Eddie wasn’t about to lie to him. But Harry was old-school - he’d see through Eddie’s explanations, get pissed, but he’d understand. He always did. Hell, Harry might even help him out with Chief Bennett, back him up where it mattered.

As Eddie approached the building, his shoulders were back, and there was a spring in his step that had been missing for months. This felt like old times. Good times, Eddie, he reminded himself. 

But the moment he walked through the precinct doors, he knew something was wrong.

Shirley was at her desk, two detectives huddled near her, and all conversation stopped when Eddie entered. Shirley looked like she hadn’t slept in days, her eyes red and brimming with unshed tears. The sight made Eddie’s gut clench.

‘Jeez, Shirley, what’s going on?’ he asked, voice full of concern.

She looked up at him, her voice barely a whisper. ‘It’s Harry, Eddie… He’s at St. Luke’s. They said it’s his heart.’

Eddie blinked, the words not registering at first. ‘His heart? What - what happened?’

‘June called this morning. Said they’ve been running tests all night,’ Shirley explained, her voice wavering.

Without waiting for more, Eddie spun on his heel and headed for the door.

‘They’re saying family only, Eddie,’ she called after him, but he was already pushing through the doors, muttering to himself, ‘They always do.’ 

❖❖❖ 

Eddie flashed his badge at the nurse, who made a quick call and let him through with a warning. ‘Five minutes, Mr. Williams, no more.’

The room was dim, the smell of antiseptic heavy in the air. Harry lay in the bed, his eyes closed, an oxygen mask covering his face. Tubes snaked from his arm to a bottle beside the bed, and Eddie felt his heart sink. Harry had always seemed so strong – practically bulletproof. This… this was wrong.

June stirred from a chair beside the bed. When she saw Eddie, she stood and wrapped her arms around him tightly.

‘Hi, June,’ he whispered, feeling a lump in his throat. ‘I didn’t know, or I’d have come sooner.’

‘Don’t be silly, Eddie.’ She said, letting him go and wiping sudden tears from her cheeks. They only let me in this morning. Eddie nodded, then took her arm and guided her into the chair.  

‘Can I get you anything?’

‘No, thanks hon, that’s very sweet but the ladies here have been great.’

‘Do we know anything?’

She shook her head. ‘Not really, that’s what they’re working on.’ She wiped her cheeks with a handkerchief. ‘They’re saying it’s something that may have been there all along.’

Beside them an audible exhalation followed by a weak cough showed that Harry had emerged from his sleep. June leaned over and hugged him, forcing a smile. His voice was so much weaker than Eddie had ever heard it, and the man’s eyes looked almost glazed over with fatigue. As June stepped back Harry spotted Eddie.

Harry’s voice was a rough whisper. ‘How’d you get in here? They don’t usually let cops through.’

‘I told them I was your son,’ Eddie said, trying to lighten the mood.

Harry coughed again, the sound weak. “What in hell did I do to deserve that?’

Eddie stepped forward and took Harry’s hand, and looked at him in mock seriousness.

‘So tell me Harry, was this just to get out of our meeting?’

‘You ain’t that big of a deal, kid.’ Harry said softly, bringing a grin to Eddie’s face. The nurse appeared in the door.

‘Two more minutes, Mr Williams.’

Harry’s thin smile faded quickly, and he turned to June. ‘Honey, give me a couple minutes with Eddie, will you? And try to keep that nurse away a bit longer.’

June kissed his cheek and gave Eddie’s arm a squeeze. ‘I’ll try, but no promises.’

When the door clicked shut behind her, Harry’s smile disappeared completely. He looked at Eddie, his face grave. ‘Sit down, kid.’

Eddie pulled up a chair, leaning in close.

‘Listen, I don’t know how long before I’m back at work, so this is important. As soon as she was gone, Harry dropped all pretense at a smile. ‘Sit down, Eddie.’ 

Eddie pulled the chair around so he could face Harry. 

‘Listen, I don’t know how long before I get back to work... so this is important, okay?’ Eddie nodded, and Harry went on, ‘That asshole Castillo called the Chief a day or two back... something about you trying to get access through a gate -’ Harry’s voice was strained, each word a struggle.

‘Harry, that was nothing—just a gate mix-up,’ Eddie tried to explain, but Harry held up a shaky hand to silence him.

‘Doesn’t matter. I dealt with that. But Bennett called me last night… He says they can prove you went back and were poking around late at night at the yards, and with that movie dame. He’s calling it insubordination, Eddie.’

Eddie’s breath caught. ‘Harry, I—‘

‘Hold on and just listen. Eddie - they’ve set up a Board of Review. In a month’s time.’ 

The words hit Eddie like a punch to the gut. Board of Review. He knew what that meant. Nobody survived the Board. 

Harry coughed again, eyes closing for a moment as he struggled for breath. ‘I did as much as I could, Okay, Eddie? But he’s pulling out everything for this one, right back to... Irene and everything since.’ He closed his eyes, paused and took several slow and shallow breaths. ‘He wanted you suspended right now until the Board. I got him to agree to you keeping your badge and gun until the movie thing is done. But then, Eddie, you got to take those into Shirley, and… from there you’re on suspension with pay until the Board – I can’t help that, it’s Bennett’s call.’

Eddie felt the world tilt, his mind spinning. ‘Harry… I—‘

‘I’ll be out of here before it happens. We’ll figure it out, Eddie. You won’t be alone with this,’ Harry promised, his voice barely above a whisper.

The door behind them opened and June put her head in. ‘Eddie...’ She nodded to the passageway behind her. Eddie stepped into the hallway with her.

‘You need anything, June. Anything...’

‘I know, Eddie.’ She hugged him again. As she did so, she spoke softly. ‘Eddie... he told me last night. I’m so very sorry.’

Eddie pulled away gently. ‘Thanks June. It’ll be okay. Just take care of him and you okay.’

She nodded, the tears returning. 

Eddie could never remember leaving the hospital or how he got home. One moment he was at the hospital, the next he was sitting at his kitchen table, staring blankly at the cracked linoleum. Everything felt numb. He’d lost his job. His mentor. His purpose. There was nothing now.  Just nothing. 

He remembered that he was supposed to meet Laura today. He pulled his notebook mechanically from his pocket and found the temporary number for the hub and left a message that he was no longer doing the liaison and couldn’t meet. He didn’t really care about what? Two – three days? It was over.

Laura stared at Robert, disbelief etched across her face. ‘Just like that? No more liaison?’

Robert nodded nervously. ‘That’s what the message said.

‘No reason? No explanation?’

He shook his head, looking more uncomfortable by the second.

Laura sighed, her mind racing. ‘Mind the fort for me, will you?’ Without waiting for an answer, she strode out of the trailer toward the parked cars. Robert watched her go, feeling a mix of admiration and concern. He liked working for Laura, but if there was one thing he’d learned, it was that when she set her mind on something, she got results. He pitied whoever was about to be on the receiving end of her determination.

What Robert didn’t know was that Laura wasn’t just angry. She was worried - worried in a way she hadn’t been in a long time. Her gut instincts rarely failed her, and Eddie’s strange, abrupt call screamed to her that something had gone wrong. She was going to find out what.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 34 

‘I’m telling you, Harriet, this isn’t like before - something’s up with him.’ Jack’s voice was tight with frustration, his fingers dragging through his hair as if trying to smooth out his growing anxiety.

‘Okay, Jack. I hear you.’ Harriet glanced around, checking to see if anyone was within earshot. Satisfied they were alone, she turned back to him. ‘When you say it’s different—what do you mean, exactly?’

Jack nodded quickly, almost too quickly. ‘Yeah, okay. Look… before, he’d hit the bottle, sure, but you could tell. He’d get loud, argumentative on set, you know? Rowdy.’ He searched her face, watching for some flicker of recognition.

Harriet closed her eyes for a moment, unwelcome memories flashing through her mind. ‘Trust me, Jack - I remember better than anyone.’ Her words came out colder than she intended, almost as though she were talking to herself.

Jack hesitated, sensing he wasn’t quite getting through to her. ‘But now… it’s not like that. It’s like… I don’t know, the fire’s gone out or something.’ He stopped, clearly frustrated at his inability to explain. ‘It’s like he’s not even there, Harriet. Like nobody’s home.’ 

Harriet took a long breath, biting back her own mounting worry. Jack wasn’t wrong - but getting worked up wasn’t going to help them fix it. ‘I’ll talk to him, okay?’

‘Will he listen? I mean, if he doesn’t change -’

‘I said, I’ll talk to him.’ Her voice was sharper than she’d intended, and she immediately regretted it. She softened her gaze, trying to tamp down the frustration. ‘What do you want me to do, Jack? I’m not a miracle worker.’ She saw the hurt flash across his face and quickly reached out, placing a hand on his arm. ‘Sorry… Look, I didn’t mean to snap. This isn’t easy for any of us.’

Jack nodded, though his eyes stayed fixed on the ground. ‘Yeah… I know.’

Harriet could feel the weight of the conversation settling heavily between them. Jack was just as worried as she was, but more raw about it. ‘I’ll talk to him today,’ she promised, giving his arm a reassuring squeeze. ‘Then I’ll come find you, okay?’

Jack finally met her gaze, though his expression remained weary. It was clear this had been gnawing at him for days, maybe longer. ‘Thanks, Harriet. I’m sorry if I got a little… you know, worked up. I just -’ He shrugged, his worry palpable. ‘I’m just scared about the picture.’

‘We all are, Jack,’ she said quietly, her voice laced with the same fear she was trying to keep buried. ‘We all are.’

The trailer was quiet except for the steady hum of the air conditioner. Harriet stopped outside and took a few deep breaths. The challenge, she knew, was that in dealing with a drinker, you couldn’t afford to get dragged into their world on their terms. You had to try to stay one step removed – to protect yourself. She’d learned that the hard way through five tumultuous years of marriage to Charles. She’d also learned a lot since – but that didn’t stop the familiar knot and faint sense of nausea brewing deep inside her. 

She rapped on the shiny alloy door.

‘Who is it?’

She went inside, closed the door behind her, and was almost overwhelmed by an airborne concoction of tobacco smoke, sweat, and the sickly sweet smell of booze. She turned and cracked the door open a few inches, then immediately set about opening a couple of windows. ‘Jesus, Charles!’

He sat at the far end of the dining table, as if he was trying to retreat into the very depths of an aluminum cave. He looked disheveled and somehow… deflated. As if all the fluids and air had escaped his body’s shell that was now only half as full as it should have been. His rheumy eyes seemed to lack movement or purpose. He blinked at her – slowly, like a lizard.

‘Morning’ He summoned a vague, almost disinterested smile.

‘Not any more it’s not.’ Harriet retorted. Despite her preference not to get closer until the air had improved, she forced herself to take a place alongside the table. ‘What’s happening, Charles?’

‘What do you mean?’ His voice had the carefully paced and enunciated cadence of the drinker.

Harriet fought against the heat that was rising in her and tried to remind herself that getting angry didn’t get them anywhere – and would be a hell of a lot harder on her, than on Charles.

‘You’re drunk. Jack’s almost out of his mind. I’m probably getting that way – and, in case you’d forgotten we have a picture to make.’

Charles considered her carefully. ‘You’re right – as usual.’ Strangely, there didn’t seem to be any sarcasm in this. He waved a slow hand in the air between them, ‘You so often were. I’m… I’m not sure you knew that.’

Harriet folded her arms and cocked an eyebrow in disbelief. ‘Oh trust me Charles – I knew.’ Tried as she would, she couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice. ‘What has brought this on? Ever since your ‘fall,’ you’ve been drinking harder than I’ve ever seen.’ He nodded slowly, whether in acknowledgment, or agreement, she couldn’t tell. 

Harriet leaned forward over the table, silently grateful that the airflow she had created was beginning to make a difference. ‘Charles,’ she waited until he made firm eye contact, ‘what is with the two New Yorkers, or whatever they are?’ As soon she spoke, Harriet knew she’d hit the nail on the head. Neither Charles, nor the drink could hide the pupillary reaction, or the perceptible twitch as his muscles reacted. The air in the trailer suddenly felt thicker. 

‘I… I don’t, know what you… it’s not -’ 

‘Don’t lie to me, Charles. For God’s sake - can’t you see that despite everything, I’m on your side?’ 

Charles closed his eyes, and blew out a slow breath. When they opened again, they were watery. He gave her a sad smile. ‘It’ll be okay, Harriet.’ His voice was so quiet that it made the trailer’s air-con sound deafening in comparison, ‘honestly. I know… I know I wasn’t always truthful with you, back when we were…’ He tailed into silence the memory seeming to take too much energy. He breathed heavily again, reached for the half full glass, reconsidered and pushed it away.  ‘It’ll all be over soon.’

He’s always said that, and it’s never been true. Not once. 

Harriet shook her head. He was telling her nothing. She drew her own breath that came out as a long sigh. ‘Charles, I don’t know what this all is, or if you’re right about that – but please know that people who care about you, who care about this damned picture and everyone on it – will still be there for you. But… we have to know what we’re dealing with, if we’re to do that – okay?’ She sat back, watching him. Now she understood Jack’s reaction.

‘Thank you.’ He looked down at his hands clasped together on the Formica table top. ‘Not just for now. For… everything.’

‘Look, I have to go and meet up with Dorothy and Eleanor.’ She stood and looked at him as his head raised slowly. ‘I’ll come check on you later. Meantime, get a shower and change – see if you can eat something. Want me to get catering to send something over?’ 

He shook his head and smiled thinly. ‘I’ll be okay. I’ll do as you say. I promise this will be done soon.’ 

How many lies had she had to stomach before? Well, that was behind her now. She wouldn’t tolerate any more.

‘I’ll come check in on you later this evening.’ 

She turned and walked outside feeling that, if anything, things with Charles looked worse than before. She gave herself a few moments to draw in some fresh air, and then made her way to the mess tent. She needed to talk to Jack. For Christ’s sake – how did she end up piggy-in-the-middle on all of this!

❖❖❖ 

The police precinct was as drab and utilitarian as Laura had expected. A building built for function, not comfort. Thankfully, finding it had been easy; once in town, she’d only needed to ask one passerby. Inside, the front desk officer took one look at her no-nonsense demeanor and wasted no time pointing her upstairs to the detectives’ office. Let somebody else deal with whatever had put that look in her eyes.

Pushing through the swing doors, she took in the room. A few desks scattered with papers, the low murmur of voices—standard fare. As she stepped in, the only person who looked up straight away was a past-middle age woman who’s appraising stare told Laura she was dealing with the real boss – no matter what the plaque on anyone else’s desk said. 

Laura did her best to dial down her intensity and approached the woman with a smile that was more Hollywood than heartfelt. ‘Good afternoon. I’m looking for Detective Williams.’

A couple of the men glanced up at the mention of Eddie’s name but quickly refocused on their papers as soon as the woman at the desk gave them a pointed look.

Shirley came around and put out her hand. ‘Hello, I’m Shirley, and I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that you’re the manager Eddie’s been working with out at that picture?’

Laura returned the handshake. ‘Good guess. Is it that obvious?’

‘Well, let’s just say Eddie hasn’t had too many… people, come all the way in here to find him.’ Laura decided she liked this woman. Despite the warmth of Shirley’s smile, Laura couldn’t help but notice the redness around her eyes, the way her face sagged with exhaustion. This woman had been dealing with more than just work. Laura’s concern for Eddie deepened.

‘I’m Laura Evans - it’s very important that I find Eddie… detective Williams.’

‘I’m afraid he’s not here, Miss Evans.’

‘Laura, please.’ She tried to mask her disappointment. ‘Do you know where I might be able to find him?’

Shirley thought then beckoned as she turned to Harry’s empty office. ‘Laura, can I trouble you to join me for a minute?’

Once inside, Shirley closed the door and pulled a chair up close to Laura. There was something motherly, yet deeply pained, about her manner. Laura sat, watching as Shirley took a long, deep breath before speaking.

‘Laura’ she paused and took a long breath which she let out as a sigh. ‘I don’t know what, if anything, Eddie’s told you about himself – but I’m going to tell you that he’s not had the easiest time of things for the last while.’ She looked at Laura to check this was sinking in. ‘And today -’ she paused once more as her voice threatened to break, and breathed deeply again, ‘Harry – our boss - was taken to the hospital. Eddie and Harry… they were close. This has hit him hard. ’

Laura felt her chest tighten. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that, Shirley. From the little Eddie’s shared, he seems to think very highly of Harry.’

Shirley nodded, her eyes beginning to fill with tears she was trying desperately to hold back. ‘Everyone does,’ she whispered. She swallowed hard, fighting the emotion that threatened to break through. ‘I think Eddie just needs some time to himself right now, Laura. I’m not sure work is where his focus should be. I can, of course, find someone here to help you -’ 

Laura shook her head gently. ‘It’s not quite like that. I think I can say that working together, Eddie and I have become … friends.’

Shirley nodded slowly, she’d thought as much, and from the little she’d seen – well, God only knew that boy needed a woman in his life. And if looks were anything to go by, he could do worse than start with this one. 

‘Perhaps if I can trouble you for a number, or an address?’ 

Shirley sighed with genuine regret. ‘Now that’s the one thing I can’t do for you, Laura. We have the strictest department policy on officer’s personal details – fact is, I couldn’t think of a quicker way to get fired. I am most truly sorry’ - and she looked it - ‘but I have to decline. And that’s firm.’

Despite feeling her disappointment all the way to her stomach, Laura wasn’t prepared to be unreasonable. She could see that Shirley meant well for Eddie, but it simply wasn’t going to happen – she knew when she’d met someone every bit as tough as she was.

Laura stood. ‘I’m disappointed Shirley, but I do understand. I hope Harry gets well soon. If… detective Williams calls in at all, would you mind letting him know I came by?’

Shirley stood, offering a warm smile. Instead of shaking Laura’s outstretched hand, she pulled her into a quick, unexpected hug. ‘That I can promise, I’ll make sure he knows.’

Outside, Laura lit a cigarette, staring at the cracked pavement beneath her feet. She mulled over her next steps, wondering how she could track Eddie down when he probably didn’t even want to be found. 

She was about to leave when she heard her name, soft and shaky, from behind. Turning, she saw Shirley standing in the doorway, tears streaking her cheeks.

Laura’s heart clenched, and she rushed over to her. ‘Shirley, what is it? What’s happened?’

Shirley wiped at her face, her hands trembling. ‘It’s the hospital… Harry…’ She couldn’t finish the sentence, but the look in her eyes said everything.

Laura pulled Shirley into a hug, holding her tightly as the woman’s body shook with sobs. Through the tears, Laura heard the words she dreaded. ‘He’s gone.’ 

Tears stung the back of Laura’s eyes, but she fought them down, knowing this moment wasn’t about her. She gently guided Shirley back toward the precinct entrance. ‘Let’s get you back upstairs, Shirley. Come on.’

Shirley shook her head, sniffling as she tried to regain control. ‘I just need a moment, Laura. I’ll be okay.’

‘You’re sure?’ Laura looked and sounded doubtful. 

Shirley shook her head. ‘You’re very kind, I just need to freshen up in the bathroom and as luck would have it, the ladies is downstairs.’ She tried to smile, and failed. ‘ You go on now, and - thank you for caring about Eddie.’ Laura nodded and went to leave.

‘Laura…’ she turned, and  Shirley pressed a small slip of torn-off notepaper into her hand, then turned away. When Shirley was gone, Laura unfolded the paper. It was an address. 

❖❖❖ 

Checking the note once more outside on the sidewalk, Laura went up the single flight of wooden stairs checking door numbers as she went. She stopped outside number four. Her hand froze in the air, just as she was about to knock. Would Eddie want her help? Would he accept it? What if he just felt ashamed – and told her to leave?  

Laura took a long draw at the chilled Coke, stopping to muffle a discreet burp with her hand. She set the bottle down on Eddie’s table. ‘Want to tell me what’s happened?’

Eddie had jumped from his chair at the knock on the door. Nobody had come here since he moved in from the other place after Irene’s death. His surprise when he saw Laura had been total. After an awkward moment or two, she’d gently placed a firm hand on his sternum and stepped past with a smile. ‘Is this seat taken?’ she said, and sat herself at his table. 

Now Eddie sat back and took a swig from his own Coke, the sweat beading and running down the cold glass onto his hand. He felt exhausted. Where to begin? What should he say? He put the bottle down and rubbed his eyes with his knuckles.

‘I’m guessing you went to the precinct?’

‘That’s right. Met a real nice lady by the name of Shirley.’

‘She told you where to find me?’

‘Of course not, she explained that would be against department policy. Very serious.’ She gave him a deadpan look. Eddie figured Laura would be hell on sticks to interrogate in a witness box.

‘Yet here you are…’ He smiled, a little self-consciously.

‘As you say – and I notice you’re not addressing my question.’ Eddie rubbed his  chin and thought about that. 

She decided that he’d had a hard day, and deserved a little encouragement. ‘Eddie, if you decide to tell me, I promise you - there’s no way this can come back at you, okay?’ She leaned towards him. ‘I would like to help if I can, but until I know what’s happened, I can’t – and before you ask – Shirley said nothing about that.’  He stared at her so long – she couldn’t tell if he was lost in thought, or about to explode. 

‘I’m screwed.’ She took that in. 

‘Commendably terse, but a few details might be in order.’  

He put his forearms on the table, flicked a cigarette for himself from the packet and slid it over to her. ‘Our little scouting trips got reported to Bennett. I don’t know who, or how…’ He shook his head and his grip on the cigarette tightened to the point it almost pinched flat. He forced himself to relax. ‘I’m guessing that the All State guards reported our movements… Bennett’s calling it insubordination. He’s called a Board of Review in a month.’ 

‘What does a Board of… whatever, mean?’ 

‘Review. It’s just a preliminary to getting fired. You know, get all the paperwork right.’ He dubbed out the butt in an ashtray, and immediately lit another. ‘Bastard wanted to suspend me, but Harry, my boss stuck out for me to hold on until Empire goes home.’ He exhaled and ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Harry says he’ll help me, but he’s in hospital right now, and I don’t know - ‘ He broke off sharply. At the mention of Harry he’d seen something flicker across her otherwise confident face. ‘What is it?’ He watched her intently. ‘You know something, when I mentioned Harry …’ 

Laura's eyes brimmed with tears. As she closed them, the tears began to softly track down her cheeks. ‘Oh Eddie, I’m sorry.’ She looked up, ‘They found out just as I was leaving – its… it’s, why Shirley told me where to find you.’

Eddie slowly pulled his chair closer to hers and reached out, unsure at first, but as soon as his arms encircled her, it felt like something clicked into place - just for a moment. A minute or so later they pulled apart. Eddie looked puzzled. ‘You’re crying and you didn’t even know him.’ 

‘I’m not crying for him, Eddie.’

She blinked away her tears and put on her bravest smile. ‘Can I use your bathroom please – I need to wash my face.’

Alone, Eddie tried to take in this last blow. Inside he swung between heartache, and rage – his fists clenching compulsively on the table. He caught himself, realizing Laura would be back shortly. Several deep, slow breaths later, he had his heart rate under control - sort of.

She took her seat and summoned a smile. ‘So where do we go from here?’ she said.

Eddie was stunned. ‘Seriously?’

Laura nodded. ‘Absolutely. What other choice is there?’

Eddie felt the weight of his own inaction pressing down. If he did nothing, he knew what could happen - another tragedy on his hands, another failure. But if he acted, he’d be crossing a line he’d never stepped over before.

‘Well let’s see,’ he started to tick off points on his fingers irritably, ‘Oh I don’t know, there’s one – we have no evidence of anything, two – where do we start?, and three – oh yeah – I’m technically suspended so pretty much anything I do is breaking the law.’ He thought, then added, ‘Oh and if we do find something, and things go sideways -’ he pointed to her, ‘I’ll have successfully put you in harms way.’ He shook his head emphatically, ‘Not happening. This isn’t your problem.’ As the last words left his lips, Eddie realized he’d screwed up. 

Laura sat staring coldly at him, her hand tightening so hard around the Coke bottle he didn’t know if it was going to break, or if she was going to throw it at him. She leaned in, this time without the compassion so in evidence a few minutes before. Laura’s anger flared - not just for herself, but for her crew. How dare Eddie try to sideline her, like she was a liability. ‘These are my people, Eddie! You think I’ll just stand by while you decide what’s safe and what isn’t?’

He held up a placating hand. ‘Look I’m sorry, okay. I just meant like - you’re not a cop. It’s a reflex for us to keep people out of the way. Safe.’ He looked at her and tried to recognize this must have been hard for her to do. ‘And… you’re important. Important to me. If anything happened …’

She seemed to relax at that. She nodded and put out her hand, ‘Any more of those cigarettes?’ He picked up the packet – empty. He dug in his jacket outside pocket for the new pack he’d put there and brought it out along with his notebook. He passed her the packet. As she lit her cigarette, Laura nodded her head at the notebook wrapped in a thick elastic band, and bulging with loose paper notes, one of which was just barely tucked into the cover. ‘What’s that?’

‘My notebook. Every cop from the newest rookie, right up to the boss has one. You just can’t rely on memory.’ She nodded and watched as he idly unfolded the loose note, and gave a short laugh. ‘Sometimes you put stuff here – it sits so long you can’t even remember why -’ He stopped, and sat there staring at the note.

‘What is it?’ 

‘These numbers.’

‘What about them?’

Eddie’s fingers shook as he flattened the note on the table. He stared at the numbers, his heart rate quickening. They looked familiar - too familiar. His breath hitched as the realization slowly crept in. Had the answer been sitting there, right in his pocket?

He didn’t immediately answer her, instead he rose and went to the end of the kitchen counter-top where his typewriter sat along with piles of papers. After a few seconds of rummaging, he came back to the table and spread out several typewritten sheets. He pored over them, tracing with a finger as his eye scanned the lines of type – then he froze. ‘I’ll be damned.’ He muttered.

‘Eddie I swear I’ll break your legs if you don’t tell me what’s going on!’

‘Sorry.’ he gave her an apologetic glance, but his eyes were drawn back to the page, then his handwritten note from their night visit to the factory. ‘Look, ‘ he said, ‘these numbers are identical.’ He pointed, ‘these are the numbers that Swayle gave me for the wagons that will hold the art consignment,’ he picked up his note, ‘and these are the wagon numbers from that shed.’

Laura looked, ‘Eddie they’re the same…’ She looked up slowly, her expression one of confusion. ‘I don’t understand. Those art wagons haven’t arrived from Texas yet… so what are they doing…?’

‘The wet paint.’ Eddie swore. ‘Jesus, they’re copies.’

Laura looked at him admiringly as the piece fell into place, ‘Eddie the only reason you’d need two identical sets of wagons is -’ The wet paint. The identical wagons. It all made sense now in a way that felt like a punch to the gut. Laura’s mind raced, her heart pounding in her ears.

‘They’re going after the collection – a wagon switch.’ He whispered. ‘They’re going to do it here.’ 

They sat there, initially too stunned by the realization to speak -  just staring at each other.

Laura broke the silence first. ‘So, like I said - where do we go from here?

Eddie went to the icebox and brought out the last two beers – this needed more than Cokes.

He shrugged his head slowly as he punched through the can tops with his pocket knife. He passed her a glass and poured his own as he thought. ‘Without… Harry.’ He shook his head, ‘Bennett will claim it’s not enough to go on and that I’m just trying to save my skin.’ He stopped half way to the table, and frowned, ‘plus, we know that him and Castillo are in deep – he’s hardly going to be happy if I suggest that his buddy and his people have missed something this important.’ He drank slowly and deeply, the cool liquid, calming his earlier excitement. He sat again. 

‘There’s our two characters from New Jersey to factor in as well.’ 

Eddie shook his head firmly. ‘Now there I have to draw a line – all we have is supposition, and…’ He stopped aware of what she’d done. 

Eddie felt the slow, dawning frustration as it clicked - she’d outplayed him. A part of him wanted to fight back, to reassert control. But another part, the part that was exhausted from fighting, couldn’t help but admire her resolution. 

He looked across at her. ‘Well played.’

Laura tried to assume her most innocent expression. ‘Excuse me?’

‘A minute ago, I’d just finished explaining to you everything I’d lost … and suddenly we’re’ he waved his hand in a frustrated gesture, ‘we’re planning, or… whatever this is.’

Laura leaned across and put her hand on his arm, stroking it gently. ‘Eddie, I honestly don’t think either of us has a choice.’ She was pleased to see that he was listening, not immediately rushing in to object. ‘I get it – I’m no cop but I understand we don’t have hard evidence, but neither of us is imagining this – those wagons Charles and those thugs, All State – all of it fits together somehow.’ She pointed at the slip of paper on the table, ‘and without your little note – we’d have missed it.’ She watched him. He was thinking about it… she was sure he was going for it. 

Eddie exhaled sharply, running his fingers through his hair. His mind was racing, but deep down, the decision had already been made. There was no turning back now, and he knew it.

A thought suddenly crossed her mind – ‘Eddie, the train from Texas… when does it get here?’

He looked at her, his face a mask of concern. ‘Tomorrow. It arrives tomorrow night.’

Laura’s stomach clenched. ‘Eddie, that’s less than... 24 hours.’

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 35 

The low hum of multiple radial engines pierced the predawn stillness. Marco and Vinnie, dressed this time in casual work attire instead of their customary suits, stood at the edge of the small airstrip, their breath visible in the cold air. The sky was a muted purple, with just a faint hint of sunlight threatening to break the horizon.

Marco tilted his head as the sound grew louder, recognizing the unmistakable tone of a pair of Pratt & Whitney engines, beating the dense morning air into submission. He glanced at Vinnie, who stood casually but with eyes locked on the sky.

‘Here they come,’ Marco said under his breath as the first C-47 emerged from the twilight, its Olive green fuselage barely reflecting the faintest traces of dawn. Following a half mile behind, the second aircraft appeared in the same controlled descent, the two cargo planes keeping a perfect formation as they banked toward the landing strip.

The planes touched down, tires screeching lightly before the lead pilot eased the throttle back, letting the momentum carry the aircraft to a smooth roll along the tarmac. Marco and Vinnie stood still, watching as the large, slow-moving hulks taxied towards the far side of the hangar, coming to rest outside. The juxtaposition of the shiny, polished Empire pictures charter inside the hangar, next to the rugged, practical C-47s was not lost on either of them.

The C-47s’ engines continued their rhythmic beat, growling as they idled before the pilots finally powered them down. The silence that followed was almost startling, broken only by a soft chuffing as the propellers slowed to a halt. A couple of minutes later, a side door opened, and Annie, the chief pilot, descended the ladder, removing her headset and stowing it over her shoulder. Her copilot, Evie followed suit, climbing down and joining Annie on the tarmac, stretching and twisting as they adjusted to solid ground after hours in the air. Martha and Grace strolled around the tail of the nearest airplane, leather flying helmets dangling from tired hands. 

Marco gave a brief nod, stepping forward. ‘Right on time, and a nice landing.’ he said with a touch of respect. Annie looked him over, eyes sharp but her expression neutral. She didn’t need a non-pilot’s validation – she and her ladies were experts, and they well knew it. She noted the casual clothes – last time she saw him, Marco had looked expensive, and he looked used to it. 

‘Smooth as ever,’ she said, with a hint of irony. ‘Your boys ready for tonight?’

Marco smiled, a rehearsed ease about him. ‘We’re ready. They’re all ex-Air Force, like we talked about. This’ll go like clockwork.’

Annie glanced over at Vinnie, who leaned casually against one of the rental cars. Her gaze flicked back to Marco. ‘I hope so. My crew doesn’t take off unless they’re satisfied everything is right. I’ll be supervising, but you better make sure those guys know their way around military cargo protocols. Even for… machine parts.’

‘Don’t worry, we’ve got it under control,’ Marco assured her. ‘You’re in good hands.’

Vinnie moved from the car, opening the driver’s door as Annie turned back to her team. ‘Alright,’ she called, gesturing to Martha and Grace to join Vinnie. ‘Time for a clean up, chow and some rest before the real fun begins.’

‘Need anything else from us?’ Marco asked as they climbed into the cars.

‘No, just a pick up and run us back here.’ Annie said, sliding into the passenger seat beside Marco. ‘Just tell me what time to expect you.’ 

‘21:15 – give or take.’ Marco responded. Annie gave a single nod, her expression still sharp, scanning Marco as if weighing the risk. 

‘We’ll need to be here at least an hour before to pre-flight and oversee fueling. I’ve already organized that and filed open flight plans - all the way through to landfall in Canada.’ 

‘No problem. We’ll pick you up at 19:30 – that should give you time enough.’ Marco responded with confidence. 

As the cars pulled away through the air freight depot, the first light of dawn finally crept over the horizon. The drive to the motel was quiet, Annie and her co-pilot exchanging only a few low words about fuel, pre-flight checks and how she’d get the four of them together to go over loading details, while Marco kept his attention on the road. Vinnie followed close behind, knowing that tonight would be the real test of this – and everything else they’d planned.

When they reached the small roadside motel, Marco and Vinnie, exchanged curt nods and quiet words. Annie reminded Marco once more of the timing, her tone carrying just the slightest edge of warning about delays. 

With the pilots safely inside, Marco and Vinnie shared a glance. ‘I may not like ‘em – too brassy for my taste. But they’re good, I’ll grant them that.’ Marco muttered, turning back toward their car.

‘Yeah, but we’d better make sure our end is water-tight. I’ll get the boys together for one more run-through.’ Vinnie replied, his eyes narrowing as he got behind his wheel. They each drove off in silence, facing a day of quiet preparation, but neither of them could shake the weight of what was to come that night.

❖❖❖ 

Across town, Eddie had already collected Laura and taken her for an early breakfast. The diner was quiet at this hour, with only a few scattered patrons, most looking as worn as they did. The smell of fresh coffee and sizzling bacon filled the air, but it did little to mask the dull hum of fatigue that clung to them both. It was clear that whatever gulf of professional distance between the cop and the movie location manager had existed before - it had vanished the previous evening with their realization of what was afoot.

Both looked ragged, the kind of fatigue that went beyond just lost sleep, but needed the extra dimension of worry to make itself felt. Eddie glanced around, noting the quiet clatter of cutlery from nearby tables, and the waitress behind the counter chatting softly with a regular. He swallowed more coffee, feeling its warmth spread slowly through him. It was beginning to do its work. By the bottom of his first cup, he had the unusual feeling of coming back to a familiar world, without having a proper sense that he’d ever left it. Outside the window, the faint morning light filtered in, casting long shadows over the booths.

Eddie rubbed his face, trying to shake off the fog.

Laura, across from him, was slouched in her seat, staring at her coffee cup. The steam rose lazily, curling up into the air. ‘I slept like crap,’ she muttered, her voice tight with exhaustion.

The coffee wasn’t helping fast enough. Eddie downed the rest of his cup in a single gulp and felt the familiar warmth spread through his chest, though it did little to clear his head. He gave a sympathetic nod. ‘Same.’

Laura looked at him. ‘It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?’ She glanced out the window, watching as a couple of early-morning joggers passed by, oblivious to the tension that hung in the air inside the diner.

‘I had trouble believing it myself. The problem, of course...’ He frowned as he topped his coffee from the pot the waitress had left them, the clink of the glass pot on the table breaking the brief silence, ‘… is that right now, we don’t have a scrap of real evidence - just pointers.’

A few tables over, a mother tried to soothe a cranky toddler, her hushed voice filling the gaps in their conversation. Laura squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her palms against them as if to physically push away her frustration. ‘So where does that leave us?’

Eddie tapped the table with his finger, the dull thud adding to the soft background noise of utensils and conversation. ‘You have to read between the lines a bit. But it’s all there - I think.’ He gave a tired, wry grin. ‘So, halfway through the night, I realized I was coming at that problem from the wrong angle.’

Laura’s eyes snapped open, her interest piqued. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, we don’t have enough to convince that ass Bennett in time, and there really isn’t anybody else. So I turned my thinking around to a different angle. Instead of trying to piece together information we don’t have, I started asking myself... how would I pull this off? And where would I be vulnerable?’

The sound of the door opening and a burst of cold air as another customer walked in barely registered with Laura, despite her fatigue. She was locked in now, leaning forward. ‘And?’

‘If I were them, I’d need time. Lots of it. Whoever’s behind this, they need to bank on nobody realizing what’s happened until the train hits New York. If this was just a smash-and-grab, they’d have done it - but left Gresham at high speed with half the city police and a bunch of State Troopers crawling all over them.’ He shook his head slowly, his gaze drifting through the diner windows as if searching for answers in the early morning light.

‘No. The consignment is big, and it’s all boxed up to protect it from damage. If you were just after a couple of high-value pieces, it would probably take as long - or longer - just to figure out which crates you needed to open.’ He shook his head again. ‘No. If I was doing this, I’d want the whole lot.’

Laura nodded slowly, her fingers absently tracing the edge of her coffee cup. ‘And to buy time, you’d switch the wagons for look-alikes, and if they’re switching the wagons - that means they need to hide them somewhere to unload and do the transfer. Somewhere quiet.’

Eddie found the energy to wiggle his eyebrows and smile at her. ‘See? I knew you were smart.’

Laura poked out her tongue, then screwed up a paper napkin and tossed it at him, glancing quickly at the other diners to make sure no one was paying attention. Eddie batted it away easily, grinned, and leaned back in his seat, the creak of the booth’s old vinyl protesting beneath him.

‘They’ll offload it all – everything - at once. But it’ll take time. So they need a place out of sight. They’ll want the art on a quiet line, where it’s easy to off-load unnoticed... to trucks.’ 

The waitress returned with their plates, her shoes squeaking softly on the worn linoleum. Laura shot her a glance, impatience flickering in her eyes as she waited for the woman to move away. When the waitress finally left, with a quick smile and a reminder to “let me know if you need anything,” Laura leaned in again, her voice low. ‘So that’s the key, they need somewhere on the rail network that affords them time, and where they don’t risk being seen.’

Eddie paused mid-bite, his fork frozen in the air as the bustle of the diner faded into the background. Laura had sparked something deep in his mind. Unloading the art... hiding the wagons ...

‘There are only two places that make sense,’ he said, lowering his fork. ‘The old factory grounds... that’s got space for trucks, and you could do it all inside. Or the airport - if they’re going to try and take it by air.’

Laura’s eyes widened as the realization struck. 

Eddie nodded, his gaze intense. ‘That’s why they’ve inserted themselves into Empire’s plan.  We need to know which way they’re going - land or air. If we can bring the police down upon them after the switch – we’ve got them.’ 

Laura’s heartbeat quickened, her mind racing. ‘Eddie, we need to be at the rail yard tonight. If they’re moving by land, the trucks will be at the factory. If not... then they’re loading up for air.’

Eddie’s jaw tightened. ‘Air would get them clear quicker, but it’s harder to organize and much more easily tracked.’ He pondered this for a few moments. ‘ I’m betting on trucks - I’ll go to the factory – I can reach it in the car from the outer road. I’ll get close enough to see if there are vehicles there.  I can call in for support and we can grab them as soon as they’ve made their move.’

‘I can meet you at the hub just before 8 p.m. Drop you off, and go to the nearest phone if we see the trucks, that way you can stay there and watch them.’ Eddie didn’t like involving Laura, but she was right. He had no other resources, and besides she’d be in the car and only need to stay long enough to drop him, and then go for help. 

They locked eyes, the weight of the plan pressing down on them - not just from the danger of what they were about to do, but the creeping knowledge that they were racing against a clock they couldn’t actually see.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 36 

Harriet stepped from the director’s trailer looking for all the world like a marionette, her anger denying her muscles smooth movement.  Jack stood waiting a few yards away, his arms crossed. Harriet walked straight past him, jerking her head to indicate that he should follow to her trailer. 

Inside, she sat with a heavy thump on a seat, indicating Jack should take the other. Before he could speak, she leaned her head back and put her hands to her face. He didn’t have to be patient for long. She tilted her head forward again,and looked steadily at him. 

Jack began to shake his head.’ I was right then, wasn’t I? Although... I wish… I wish I wasn’t.’ He rubbed his face with his hand. Digging a packet of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, he lit one. Harriet put her hand out and he tossed the packet to her. ‘So what now?’ 

She gave herself a moment to draw deeply. ‘Well, immediately, he says he’s sick – with a headache, mind you. Not like he’s not had more than his share of those over the years.’ She paused and wrestled with her conflicted emotions, on the one hand she could not but feel some sympathy for Charles, but on the other she felt like trying to wring his neck. ‘He says that with the blocking done he has every confidence that you can run today’s shoot and get the rushes away.’ 

Jack sat still. Like every assistant director he dreamed of being in the main seat - but not like this. He grunted, ‘Doesn’t matter. You and I both know what will happen – he’s as likely to surface tomorrow proclaiming it’s all crap – we’re incompetent, and has us shooting it all over again, and again.’  He looked down at his cigarette. ‘Seen it before,’ he muttered. 

Harriet leaned forward putting her forearms on her knees and fixing Jack with a hard look. ‘Jack.’

He didn’t look up.

Harriet lowered her voice to an icy serious tone. ‘Jack, I swear if you make me come over there to get you to listen -’

Jack’s head jerked up.

‘Better.’ She said calmly, but no more friendlier for that. ‘Now we – that’s you and I - can get our act together, right here and now, or we might as well tell Laura we’re packing up the whole goddamn mess, heading back to LA – and then brace ourselves for being chased by hacks from the Hollywood Reporter for the next six months.’

He sat up nodding. She was right. ‘I’m sorry ... I just ...’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ she interrupted, ‘what matters is what we tell the others, okay?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

Good. He was on board now.

‘Georgie, Bob – they’re pros, they’ll know something’s up, but they also know that if the backers get even a whisper that something’s wrong, they’ll pull the plug and we’re all on the soup line before the week is out.’ She checked he was with her on this. The inside of the trailer suddenly felt very small. He gave a short nod. 

‘Laura’s something else – I’ll talk with her.’

‘What do you mean?’ He asked, a crease forming on his brow. 

‘No problem, just that she’s smarter than most, and I’d rather take her to one side and give her the... a version of the truth... than have her digging around until she finds something.’ 

She smiled quickly. ‘Don’t worry, she’s a trooper and we can count on her.’ She waited until he returned her smile, if not very convincingly.

‘Now we need to keep people away from Charles for at least a day, maybe two... we’ll tell the production crew that he has stomach flu – that ought to ensure nobody dares to approach that trailer for a couple of days.  You’ll deliver that message. You with me? 

Jack nodded, this was starting to feel more like it.

‘I’ll handle the actors, you take care of the technicians. I’ll check in on Charles twice a day, and get food sent over... he doesn’t look like he’s eaten in a week.’

Jack stood. ‘I’ll call a production meeting in a half hour.’

Harriet nodded, ‘Okay, I’ll get that food sorted, and round up the cast so that everyone hears your message at the same time to stop gossip. I’ll take the cast aside after and make sure they know what we need from them.’

Jack was halfway down the steps when he abruptly turned back ‘Harriet? Thanks for... for... all this.’

‘We’re good Jack,’ she replied, ‘just stick to the plan.’

She watched him turn and walk away across the hub. 

A couple of days, she’d said – and lied. She remembered telling herself before their divorce that there wasn’t anything left Charles could do that could surprise her anymore. She sighed aloud now with the realization that she’d been horribly wrong. This was different. 

But what else could they – she – do? Right now, it was just about buying time, that and hoping.  Maybe like Charles had said, in a day or two it would all be over. 

❖❖❖ 

The rental pulled into the empty car park, its engine’s rumble swallowed by the vast, still air. No one else was around - not even a stray dog. The sky had begun to dim, turning the low brick buildings into shadows: the library, the butcher’s shop with its sun-faded window display, the laundromat's neon flickering as if it, too, couldn’t quite keep up with the time. Vinnie scanned the place out of habit. The payphone gleamed dull against the library wall - perfect, and almost invisible. He dropped a dime into the machine and dialed a local number. He looked down and felt a momentary flush of irritation to see his foot tapping with impatience. It was the big day, but he was a seasoned pro, and it annoyed him to see any signs of fidgeting or nervousness.  Still, at least Marco hadn’t bee here to see it - and launch into another of his lectures.

The voice at the other end sounded bleary.

‘Jeff?’ Vinnie asked.

Recognizing Vinnie’s voice, Jeff sharpened up quickly. ‘Yes sir.’

‘The old factory with the shunt loco – 7:30 p.m. – not one second late. Am I clear?’

Jeff couldn’t respond quickly enough – ‘Yes, sir!’ His anxiety managed to come across miles of telephone wire just as if he was standing right next to Vinnie.

‘Another thing – is all that welding stuff that Tom asked you about all sorted?’

‘Yes. I’ve stashed it in a shed near the factory, I can have it on the lines in minutes – with Tom’s help.’

Okay then, 7:30 sharp.’

‘Yes, I -’

But Vinnie had already hung up. He looked around. The car park was still quiet. Nobody so much as walking a dog. He crossed to the rental, sat inside, and lit a cigarette from its glove box. He didn’t immediately pull away. The truth was that this heist hadn’t evolved the way he’d thought when he was going into it. He was proud of the team, and the plan they’d developed. Only bad luck could foil them now – and Vinnie believed that what most people called bad luck – was just bad planning. No, seen from that angle this thing was set to be textbook, the perfect heist and the talk of the criminal fraternity for years to come – even if none but a tiny handful would ever know of his or the others’ personal involvement. He drew slowly on the cigarette.  His foot tapped, out of rhythm with the dead quiet around him. Vinnie cursed under his breath, steadying himself. He was better than this, a pro for twenty years. Marco couldn’t see it, and thank God for that. Marco had become... different these past few weeks. More impatient, hungrier for the final prize. There was something about him that had shifted - something Vinnie couldn’t quite place. He’d been loyal to Marco for years, but now? Now he wasn’t so sure if Marco had anyone’s back but his own.  It had started to feel like the closer Marco got to the real prize – his desired position of influence and domination within the family network, the less he actually cared about anyone in it – even about those who helped him get there. 

He threw the butt from the window and started the car. They had tonight to see through, then in a couple of days they’d be in LA, and then on home to face the inevitable questions once the police and FBI started trying to piece everything together. He grinned to himself. Good luck with that. The trail would be about a week old and cold by the time they put together anything like an explanation for the events, and his and Marco’s alibis would be more than enough to handle that. Whatever the cops suspected – proving anything would be a whole other story. The rental pulled away and turned for the hotel. It was time to brief the team for the last time.

❖❖❖ 

Eddie turned the car off and silence fell between them. Laura’s smile was bright, steady - like she didn’t have a care in the world. But Eddie knew her better than that. There was something in her eyes, a flicker, like she was seeing through the hours that lay ahead. He shook his head, half-smiling. ‘Seven-thirty, okay?’ 

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ She leaned closer to the window, her smile faltering for just a second. 

Eddie wanted to reach for her hand, but he stopped himself. ‘What have I got myself into, huh?’ 

‘Too late for that, Buster.’ Her joke sounded thin. And then, quietly, just as she was about to walk away, she leaned into the window. ‘You’re doing the right thing, Eddie. I’m proud of you.’ 

He watched as she walked away into the hub, greeting people as she went. His reverie was interrupted when he remembered that he had some preparations of his own to make.

❖❖❖ 

 

The room was quiet except for the sound of folding butcher’s paper and the dull scrape of the blackboard. Marco and Vinnie stood apart from the others, like generals surveying their troops before the final battle. The men wiped their hands clean and sat down at Marco’s signal. There was no chatter now, just the rustling of jackets and the creak of old chairs. 

‘Okay,’ Marco started, his voice low and deliberate. ‘Let’s just make sure we’re all looking good here.’ He looked around the faces of the others. ‘Vinnie and me will drop you guys at the old factory just before sundown – take your duffles with you – nobody comes back here, got that?’ There were nods around the room. 

‘The airplanes are here and I’ll go get the pilots and drop them off at the airfield, before I go back to meet Vinnie at the location hub. That idiot Jeff will come to the factory with the little loco at seven-thirty. You guys help hitch the dummy wagons, and then help Tom set up the welding stuff. Once the real wagons get split away, Jeff will pull them back far enough for you, Tom, to hitch up the others and we should be golden.’ Tom nodded. 

‘Got it, boss.’ 

Marco looked around them. ‘Then Vinnie will join you for the run to the airfield and loading up. There’s three Hyster forklifts we can use – I’m assuming you guys can work with those?’ 

‘In our sleep, boss.’ Joe responded. 

Marco permitted himself a smile. ‘Okay then, and by the way – the pilots are dames.’ A few raised  eyebrows greeted this, Paulie among them, but Marco cut them off with a wave of his hand. 

‘They flew in the war. Ferry pilots. You’ve all heard the stories. They’re solid. So when they tell you how to load those crates, you do it, and you don’t give ‘em any lip. Got it?’ 

There were a few low chuckles, but they died quickly. Even Joe, who had been grumbling under his breath, sat up a little straighter.  ‘Everybody’s just here to do their job - got it?’  

‘After that, all you guys are off for the state line in one of the cars. Remember, drive within the speed  limit and attract no attention. Vinnie and I will come back here.’ He looked down, mentally checking he’d remembered everything. ‘That’s it.’ We’ll connect up again in Jersey, when it’s safe, and – trust me – your local bosses are going to know the good work you did down here.’ Smiles all around.

Joe cleared his throat. ‘Boss?’

‘Yeah, Joe, what is it?’

‘Um, the railroad, guy…’ 

Marco waved a hand, ‘Yeah, once the wagons are hitched for the airfield and we’re all good… Vinnie will take care of him.’

Joe nodded, satisfied he’d made his point.

Paulie raised a hand.

‘You ain’t in school, Paulie,’ Marco smiled, ‘What’s on your mind?’

‘You and Vinnie boss, you guys going to be okay – you’re part of the team as well.’

Vinnie nodded approvingly. He glanced at Marco who gave the tiniest inclination of his head to show that Vinnie should continue.

‘Our contact… here in Gresham will be well positioned to throw any suspicion away from us. He’s lined up a... patsy.’ He feigned an innocent expression, ‘We’re just legitimate transport operators from the west coast here at the invitation of Empire Pictures.’ He shrugged, ‘For a while there’ll be a lot of heat for a whole lot of people, but nothing that can be pinned on us.’ Paulie gave him a smile.

‘Thanks, boss.’

Marco looked at his watch. ‘Okay, if there’s nothing else, me an Vinnie will go to the set for a few last details. Get some rest, no booze – not even that Kansas crap – we’ll see you later.’

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 37 

The men pulled their duffle bags from Vinnie’s rental car’s trunk and hoisted them onto their shoulders. He leaned out of the window and passed some keys to Paulie. ‘You’ll need these.’ He smiled at the men. ‘Good plan. Let’s make it work. Watch each other’s backs.’ He nodded across to the other rental where Marco was marked in the falling light by the glowing end of his cigarette. ‘Once me and the boss have dropped the pilots, I’ll come join you guys.’ 

‘Sure thing, boss.’ Paulie replied.

‘I’ll come at you from the south, up that access road that goes most of the way, but I’ll be on foot – so don’t any of you be in a rush to bash anyone’s head in.’ This was met with grins all around. The men turned and headed for the locked gates. Vinnie swung his car around, quickly followed by Marco - now for the pilots. He hoped he remembered the directions properly, Marco’s patience had been wearing thin lately, and it certainly wouldn’t improve if Vinnie got them lost. 

The men waited, alert and watchful while Paulie unlocked the padlock securing the factory gates. ‘You know, Vinnie’s a stand-up guy.’

Frankie agreed instantly. ‘True. I gotta be honest with you guys, he’s been okay and all, but sometimes Marco… well, he gives me the creeps.’

Paulie finished re-locking the padlock behind them. ‘Yeah, I get you. It’s just different, you know. Marco’s - well, he’s management. Vinnie on the other hand  - he’s a working stiff, more like us.’

As they approached the factory door, Tom gave an audible sniff. ‘Jeff’s here.’ He announced.

‘What? You can smell that bum?’ Frankie asked, his tone betraying his disbelief.

‘Not him, ya mug.’ Tom shook his head with a chuckle. ‘That fine aroma you guys might be able to detect is a warm diesel engine.’ He smiled to himself in the dark. ‘Nothing quite like it. Means that the shunt loco is here. And if the loco is here …’

‘Jeff’s here,’ Paulie responded.

They opened the main door to the factory, their torch beams sliced through the thick darkness, illuminating shapes that seemed to dissolve back into the shadows the moment the light passed. They wasted no time in crossing to the large doors to the loading bay and pulled them open. The beam of Paulie’s torch swept across the shunt locomotive, its paint dull and scuffed from hard use. The number 004 stood out in dull, chipped gold lettering on the side. The metal body gleamed faintly under the torch, but closer inspection revealed the grime that had settled into the rivets and cracks, the weathered surface bearing the marks of countless jobs, countless pulls, and countless days spent idle on rusting tracks. The unmistakable smell of hot diesel filled the air - sharp, bitter, with a lingering hint of oil. The engine, although powered down, radiated warmth, the scent of metal and fuel mixing with the mustiness of the factory. Even in its current silence, the faint clinking and groaning of cooling metal could be heard - a testament to the heat still trapped in its iron belly. The faint hiss of residual pressure escaping from unseen vents added to the sense that the machine wasn’t quite at rest, as though at any moment it might lurch to life, ready to pull the bogus wagons into the night. 

As the torch beam slid over the nose of the locomotive, the headlamp casing reflected a dull gleam back, staring like a dead eye into the darkness of the factory. The windows in the cabin, smudged with grease and the inevitable layer of dust, revealed the silhouette of the driver slouched inside - Jeff. 

Paulie waved him down with the flashlight’s beam. The others clicked on their lights as Jeff threw down a large canvas carryall.

‘What’s in the bag?’ Joe asked.

‘Railroad coveralls, like Mr Moretti asked.

Tom walked along the line of bogus wagons, his torch beam playing across the couplings as he checked each one. A couple of times he ran the tip of a finger across a coupling and examined it under the light.  

Grease. Well, it seemed that Jeff had got the message - loud and clear.

He stepped out and gave Paulie a thumbs up. Everything was ready. Paulie gestured for the men, and Jeff, to gather around.

‘Okay. We’re good to go, but no need for too many chiefs. I say Tom’s calling it till Vinnie gets back.’ This drew nods of agreement from everyone but Jeff, who stood silent. ‘Anyone got different ideas?’ 

‘All good with me.’ Frankie said.

‘Yep, me too.’ Joe added.

Paulie looked up with a cheeky grin. ‘Okay boss, what’s the drill?’

Tom laughed and gave a shake of his head. He was going to miss these guys, really.

‘Okay. Let’s get ourselves togged up in them coveralls. Jeff – you stash the boys’ duffels in your cab. We’ll draw the wagons out, collect the CWR gear, then go position ourselves and the welding gear ready for the train’s arrival.’ Jeff lingered for a moment, his eyes darting to the darkened factory windows before he joined in. The others said nothing and just got cracking. 

Paulie found himself surprised at how easy it was to get everything out of the factory bay and moving along in the darkness of the yards. After a minute he felt the loco slow as Jeff pulled up by a track-side  shack.

‘In there.’ Jeff said.

Tom jumped down and shielding the beam of his torch looked inside. There were three heavy, cylindrical bodies of the clamp-on CWR crucibles. Their soot-streaked surfaces blending with the surrounding darkness. Tom nodded with satisfaction, the setup was functional, rough around the edges, with traces of burnt residue from previous welds marking their surfaces. Coils of wiring and levers jutted from the sides, giving them an almost mechanical life, despite their current inactivity. Though not large in size, the crucibles were deceptively heavy, weighing around 110 pounds each - solid, with enough mass to command respect from anyone handling them.

‘Okay guys, let’s get these onto the side plate of the loco.’ Tom said. 

Joe was first to grab a hold. He tested the weight. ‘Jeez, this weighs more than Frankie’s wife.’ 

Frankie refused to be baited by his friend – he grabbed the other side and pulled. ‘Nah, it’s still too light.’ They lifted and slid the crucible a few inches, Frankie’s hands slipping for a second. He caught it just in time, the clang of metal against the loco jarring in the quiet night.

‘Careful,’ Joe muttered, wiping the sweat from his brow. With some more grunting and muffled expletives the men quickly had the units on the side foot step of the loco. 

Paulie and Tom went for one of the others, Paulie grunting as he heaved the crucible off the ground, the muscles in his arms straining against the dead weight of the thing.

'Damn, this thing’s heavy.' Tom grabbed the other end, his own breath coming hard as they shuffled it into place.

‘Will they be okay there?’ Paulie asked doubtfully.

‘Yeah, we ain’t going far or fast,’ Tom replied, ‘And they weigh as much as…’ he paused.

‘Don’t say it.’ Frankie warned. Paulie could see Joe’s mile-wide grin even in the dark.

They watched as Jeff loaded small sacks with iron oxide, and others with powdered aluminum alongside the crucibles. Last to go on was a galvanized bucket with a cloth draped over it.

Jeff saw them looking, ‘sulfur,’ he explained.

Joe eyed the bucket warily. ‘I hear that stuff burns like the gates of hell...’ he said, half-joking, half-nervous. Jeff just gave him a grim nod, sliding the bucket into place.

Tom opened the throttle and with a rhythmic thumping the diesel worked its way deeper into the darkness of the yards.

❖❖❖ 

Laura looked across the car at Eddie, his face lit for mere moments by the passing pools of light that momentarily engulf the car, then fall behind them. Even in that light she can see his knuckles white from his grip on the wheel

‘You okay?’

He glanced over and gave a brief nod. ‘Yeah.’ His expression gave it a lie.

The mixed industrial and commercial landscape gradually gave way to one littered with the hulks of huge factories, all it seemed closed, with just a few small sheet-metal and welding businesses looking like they still dead trade. Winning the war had been a cause of global celebration, but the realities of the cessation of hostilities had fallen hard upon places like Gresham.

‘Nearly there.’

Quite suddenly the dark hulks of factories gave way to streets filled with identical small clapboard houses of a single, and simple design. Even by the patchy light from the streetlamps, Laura could see that every one had its windows and doors boarded up. Eddie noticed her interest.

‘Workers cottages for the war effort. When they needed people here, it was easier to move the whole family. Plus it helped get men and women into the factories. Once the work dried up, the same thing happened – but in reverse. The families moved away following the new work.’

She nodded slowly. It didn’t need comment. Whatever these had been, with the hustle and bustle of workers, their children, schools no doubt - the only light now came from the streetlamps in a an effect that made her feel they were driving through an illuminated ghost town. Even the tar-sealed road had a thick layer of dust on it – normally swept away by the routine passage of vehicles and feet.

‘It’s creepy.’

‘I suppose so.’ Eddie gave a short chuckle. ‘Doesn’t get much better, I’m afraid.’ He gestured forwards through the windscreen, and with that they passed the last of the streetlamps still receiving power and the only illumination came from their car.

Eddie slowed the car to about fifteen miles per hour and doused the headlights. With a window down he used the curb and the proximity of the nearby cottages to maintain course.

‘From here, we risk the headlights giving us away.’

He slowed the car to ten, then five miles an hour peering ahead, clearly looking for something.

‘There.’ He left the car in the middle of the road, and turned off the engine. ‘We walk from here.’ 

They got out and Laura immediately felt as much as heard the deathly quiet. She could just make out that Eddie had stopped them about fifty yards short of a T-intersection. He moved over and she felt his fingers seek out her hand. Much as she tried her best to relax she was secretly glad of his contact. As they entered the intersection a gentle pressure on her hand led her into the right hand arm of the new street. She strove for focus in the dark. The cottages continued and she could make out their outlines, and a little detail as her eyes began to adjust to the dark. 

Within a minute she felt Eddie slow to a stop. ‘Stay put,’ Eddie muttered, his voice barely audible over the faint breeze. ‘Don’t move till I get back.’ And just like that, he vanished into the gloom, leaving her alone with nothing but the murmur of the night and her own racing thoughts.  Laura looked about her, then reluctantly moved across to the nearby sidewalk. She tried to focus on the last direction she’d seen Eddie take, but couldn’t help herself but keep turning to look at the nearest cottages. The cool night seemed to whisper secrets through the boarded-up windows, each light gust of wind a sigh of stories untold.  Every shadow seemed to shift, cast by the skeletal remains of rusted iron fences and leaning telephone poles strung with sagging wires. Each silence was punctuated by the faint clatter of a loose shutter banging against a window frame, or the creak of an old wooden sign swaying in the breeze - remnants of a neighborhood long gone.  It took only a minute or so before she decided that she’d actually felt better in the middle of the road. Gingerly seeking the edge of the curb with her toes, she moved silently back to where she’d started. The evening had cooled. She shivered and rubbed her upper arms - although whether from the slight chill, or from the persistent presence of  the dark doorways and windows looking like row on row of disconsolate faces - she couldn’t have said. 

She couldn’t see her watch face without using her cigarette light, and she quickly found it hard to judge time. Had she been here two minutes, or ten? Then she recalled the trick Eddie had shown her during their first excursion to the old factory. Squatting down low, she let her eyes adjust to the dimness, catching faint reflections off the slick surface of the wet asphalt. Suddenly, shapes began to emerge - the jagged silhouette of the factory looming ahead, its broken windows staring back like hollow eye sockets. There was something else too. Something moving. She realized quickly that this was Eddie coming back. Her heart began to race - had he found the trucks? His dark silhouette stopped about six feet away. 

There came a soft whisper. ‘Laura?’

She stood. ‘Here.’

He came forward and reached out a hand which she gladly took.

‘Come on.’

Neither spoke until they were around the corner and the box-like shape of Eddie’s car could be made out against the backdrop of distant streetlamps.

The suspense had been killing her, finally she could wait no more. ‘Well?’

‘Well, what?’

She gave a sniff of frustration. ‘Don't play dense, Eddie. Spill.’ 

‘Nothing.’

She looked perplexed, then stopped walking abruptly enough to pull him around by the arm. ‘What do you mean – nothing?’

Eddie extricated his hand from her grip and shrugged. ‘Exactly that. No trucks, no cars, no lights or noise. I went right to the locked gates.’

Eddie opened the car, and added – ‘There were fresh tire prints in the dust. Someone’s been and gone recently.’

She thought all this over for a second. ‘Do you think the wagons are still there?’

‘I doubt it. No. Let’s get back to the hub and take that maintenance road out to the airfield.

They left the shadows behind, the car's headlights cutting through the darkness like a promise to return to a world less shaded and sad. 

Eddie retraced their route until he took the turn off that bordered one edge of the rail yards. As he drove, Laura looked out upon the yards. A way off in the distance a couple of bright points of light had appeared. Looked to Laura like they were from welding.

Somebody’s working late tonight, she thought.

❖❖❖ 

The shunt locomotive moved like a shadow through the darkened yard, its headlights doused, and its engine just a low murmur beneath the whispering night air. Jeff sat in the cabin, his hands light on the throttle, eyes scanning the tracks ahead. Beside him, Paulie kept his flashlight off, trusting Tom’s quiet assurance that they didn’t need it - not yet. The thick silhouettes of the rail yard loomed around them, hulking wagons and rusting machinery, now spectral in the moonless dark.

Ahead, the glow of the headlight from the distant northbound train faintly flickered, a promise of their moment soon arriving.

The crew worked in silence as they approached the spot where they'd set up the first crucible. Tom hopped down from the footplate, and with a silent gesture, the others followed. The team moved with efficiency, each of them knowing the stakes. They approached the heavy, soot-streaked CWR pots they had stashed on the footplates, their surfaces dark and cold under the faint gleam of torchlight.

One by one, the men wrestled the pots into three positions along the rails. The weight of the crucibles made their muscles burn, but none of them dared to utter a word. Joe and Frankie worked side by side, guiding the cylindrical monsters to their final resting places. The metal clanged faintly, the sound swallowed by the thick night air. Everything felt heavy with anticipation.

Tom crouched by the final crucible, checking the connections. The sulfur was packed tight, waiting to belch out thick, noxious smoke when the time came. His hands hovered over the ignition charges, not yet ready to light them. His eyes flicked to the distant lights of the northbound train, still too far away but fast approaching.

Jeff had already begun to back the shunt loco and wagons into position for its next move. He jumped down to swap with Tom and ran across to the second shunt loco that would separate the art wagons from the train. The shunt loco’s engine's quiet rumble was the only sound in the yard now, as if the entire world held its breath.

Minutes passed. The tension mounted.

Then, as Jeff had predicted, there came a long blast from the whistle of the northbound train - a safety signal as it clanked past - and the pots were lit. The thermite mixture caught almost instantly, a violent hiss erupting as the sulfur ignited. Bright, searing flames shot several feet into the air, immediately followed by billowing clouds of dense, acrid smoke. That area of the yard was engulfed in it within seconds. The smell of burning metal and sulfur was sharp and thick in the air, turning the space into a choking, toxic fog.

Jeff was ready. As the smoke spread, the second shunt loco coughed into life, and he moved quickly, gliding down the track to the rear of the northbound train. Through the veil of smoke, his movements were barely visible - just the vague shape of the shunt engine, illuminated by the faint glow from inside the cabin. He pulled up, walked forward and began uncoupling the art wagons from the train.

The sulfurous cloud worked its magic. The All State guards had been positioned in a short passenger car in front of the wagons and had begun to cough and sneeze, hands over their mouths, as they tried in vain to follow through the yellow-gray haze. They stumbled forward toward the retreating art wagons, hands raised against the oppressive smoke. One of the guards bent forward, rubbing his eyes furiously as the sulfur stung. His breath came in ragged gasps, fighting the thick smoke filling his lungs.

‘Don’t bother, boys! Paulie’s voice cut through the darkness like a knife. He emerged from the fog, in railroad coveralls, flashlight in hand, waving it toward the guards. ‘One-way ticket to the hospital if you try getting through that. You see the loco’s lights, right? She ain’t going anywhere.’

The guards, desperate for relief from the smoke, squinted toward the hazy silhouette of Jeff’s engine. The lights were dim but still visible through the thick fog. The art wagons, it seemed, were safe - just making a switch between lines as planned. Just then, Jeff cut the lights on his engine. In the sudden dark, the art wagons vanished like phantoms, swallowed by the sulfurous cloud.

Tom moved quickly now. He threw his light switch to ON, and just outside the worst of the smoke, his engine roared to life. He guided it forward, careful and controlled, until the bogus wagons were lined up with the rear of the new northbound train. As the guards watched the shunt loco, it seemed that its lights flickered off for just one instant before it moved forward again, this time crossing to the adjacent line, and with a pronounced clank - the wagons were again safely in place, this time on the back of the new train that would run all the way to New York. 

The guards turned back, and made a show of checking the wagon numbers through their tears and coughing. Joe walked up pointing his torch at their new passenger car. ‘Come on,’ he said, ushering them with a forced calmness. ‘Your train’s leaving without you. Better get back on board ‘less you want to walk.’ As the guards climbed back into the passenger car, their coughs gradually subsiding, Tom allowed himself a tight smile in the cab of the shunt loco with its wagons of precious cargo. Timing - as Vinnie had said - was everything.

In the other loco, Jeff adjusted the throttle - his heart racing – and slowly edged away through the thickening smoke, pushing the wagons further and further back through the haze. He kept his lights off, trusting the cover of night and the sulfur to do its job.

With practiced precision, Tom decoupled the shunt loco from the bogus wagons and reversed back, pulling into the safety of the shadows. The job was done. The security guards, now sitting in the passenger car ahead of the bogus wagons, wouldn’t notice the difference until it was too late.

Tom paused, wiping the sweat from his brow and looked back they way he’d come. The smell of sulfur and smoke lingered, acrid and heavy, and the real art wagons had apparently disappeared into the night - unseen, untraceable. He jumped down and backtracked to the others and boarded Jeff’s shunt locomotive. 

‘Take us down to where the hub road ends, and we switch for the airfield tracks. Stop there, Jeff.’ 

Once more the quiet throb of the locomotive, still dark, moved away into the night. In the far distance the northbound train blew its whistle as it left the yards, and all around him the other men grinned.  Job well done. No mistake.

❖❖❖ 

Laura wasn’t the only person to see the intense light source deep in the rail yards. Over at the yard office Swayle finished rolling a cigarette and lighting up. He hadn’t planned to work late tonight, but with one thing and another, here he was - late for his dinner. On top of that, he now wasn’t impressed. If maintenance was being done in his yard, then it was supposed to be logged in Yard Log Book. He knew that it hadn’t been, because he’d checked as soon as he saw the distant light he knew could only come from CWR pots. This looked like another of Jeff’s lapses.  He puffed away as he thought this might just be the excuse he needed. He’d not been happy with Jeff’s attitude or work for some time now, and while Swayle counted himself a patient man … 

He doused the lights, locked the yard office door walked toward his pickup. The easiest way to get over there was to swing by Pit Three – currently in use by that picture company, and he’d find that sorry son of a bitch and see what excuses he’d have this time.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 38 

Marco dropped the four pilots at the airfield as the final shreds of the day’s light faded away. He took Annie to one side. He put a cigarette between his lips and was just about to light it when she reached out and firmly took him by the wrist, shaking her head. 

‘Oh yeah.’ He put in back in his silver cigarette case. 

‘And the same goes for your boys when they get here.’ 

‘No problem.’ He looked around them. ‘Couple of ours, and you’ll be on your way.’ 

Annie nodded. ‘We’ll be ready.’ 

Marco turned without any further discussion and headed back to his car.  

It wasn’t long after that Vinnie had taken him to one side out of earshot of the picture company’s people, the majority of whom were too intent on securing their spot on the buses going back into town to pay attention. 

‘What do you mean, sick?’ Marco demanded. 

Vinnie shrugged. ‘What can I tell you? I was told they held some sort of meeting of everyone, and that guy Jack is in charge or something, and Charlie boy is stuck in his trailer – afraid to go too far from the can.’ 

Marco shook his head. ‘I ain’t buying it.’ He looked sharply at Vinnie. ‘You ain’t been over there to see what’s what?’ Vinnie knew it wasn’t really a question. He looked around the all but deserted lot, darker now as the lights were reduced to a few security lights, and those still burning in a couple of the trailers. 

‘Marco, given, you know – what’s on tonight – I just wanted to talk with you first, OK?’ He gestured towards the director’s trailer. ‘Guy’s is till in there – he ain’t going nowhere, they even been taking food to him.’ 

‘Food, huh? For a guy who’s guts are sick?’ Marco shook his head. ‘Before I get convinced that I have to do all the thinking around here, how about you sashay over there and straighten up your pal Charlie’s thinking?’ Charles continued to stare at him and his eyes narrowed. 

‘He ain’t my pal.’ Muttered Vinnie as he walked away motivated by little more than to get this all over and done with, and get back to Jersey. He’d had enough. 

‘I’ll be at the car.’ Marco said to his retreating back. 

Vinnie seethed. He knew this wasn’t a gentleman's business, but Marco was really starting to get to him. Before approaching the trailer door, he looked around – place seemed emptied – the work done for the day.  A few high bulbs strung upon temporary gantries cast but a few deserted pools of yellow light. 

He went to knock, then goaded by Marco’s words, simply wrenched open the trailer door. The smell hit him like a physical thing. Whiskey, tobacco, and the sharp reek of sweat competed for effect. Compulsively Vinnie snatched his hand to his nose, and took a slight step backwards. ‘Jesus!’ He thought of leaving the door ajar, but couldn’t risk their discussion being overheard. He closed it with reluctance. Most of the trailers main lights were off, and aside from a light above the door - only one other burned, at the far end of the table. After a second or two, Vinnie’s eyes adjusted to the light. He could see Charles sitting to one side of the table, a bottle and a glass in front of him. Even by the poor light Vinnie could see that the bottle was nearly empty. Charles, dirty, unshaven and gaunt looked to Vinnie for all the world like a New York street bum – God knows he smelled like one. 

His disgust for the man reached new levels. Once, seeing Charles in this condition might have occasioned some sympathy from Vinnie. But, quite apart from Marco’s stinging criticisms, Vinnie’s thoughts were with that night’s operation, and any inclination to sympathy died as soon as it took shape. Against his preference, Vinnie moved slowly towards the source of the rank odor, lighting a cigarette as he did in a faint hope that the smoke would help mask the attack on his nostrils. 

He stood still aware that Charles had fixed him with an expressionless gaze. No fear there. That’s not good . But nor was there any hint of defiance. Vinnie squinted through the smoke, and shook his head, like a teacher disappointed with his pupil. He gestured towards the bottle, ‘Didn’t know good advice when you heard it, hey Charlie?’ 

Charles said nothing. Some part of Vinnie’s mind was disquieted by Charles’s impassive expression, but it wasn’t enough to make him realize that what he was now seeing was a man - once troubled, then desperate, who has passed into something akin to resignation. Importantly, and Vinnie completely overlooked that, Charles is no longer scared. Tired, yes. Worn down by alcohol and ceaseless criticisms and accusations of failure, certainly. But no longer scared. Simply capable of it. 

The hope that his cigarette would effectively mask Charles’s odor proved futile. Vinnie’s contempt grew - ‘Smells like a cheap whorehouse in here, Charlie.’ He shook his head in open disgust. ‘You know, I was thinking just before that maybe if you’d let up on the booze a while back, you could have hung onto your wife.’ He smirked, ‘Yessir, that’s one fine looking dame. Even with the extra years and a coupla pounds on.’  

He waited for a response. Charles just sat and stared. Vinnie quickly realized that he was wasting his time - this guy was no good to them or the picture now. He knew, or thought he did, what he was seeing. At this rate the booze would probably finish Charles off before they could make any further use of him. He checked his watch - this would have to wait - Marco, or no Marco. It was time to leave. 

‘A pleasure as always, Charlie. Be seeing you, and for God’s sake - get yourself a bath.’ Vinnie turned to the door. Whether he heard a rustle behind him as Charles finally moved, or by some deep instinct, he turned. Charles had a gun. Caught perfectly in the pool of lamplight, his hand held a snub-nosed .38 revolver. It pointed at Vinnie. 

Well, would you look at that – the guy isn’t a waxwork after all. 

It wasn’t the first gun that had been drawn on Vinnie and, in that instant, he thought it probably wouldn’t be the last. He responded with mock horror, throwing up his hands and miming terror for an instant before rapidly turning to scornful humor.  

‘Well, look at you, Mr Big Movie Man with a gun. What d’you think Charlie? Huh? You’re a movie star in one of your pictures now? Vinnie mocked him further by lifting his lapels to open his jacket and in a slow twirl he showed Charles that he was unarmed. The derisive smirk was replaced by mock sincerity - ‘What? You gonna shoot an unarmed man, Mr Big Movie Man?’ 

Charles sat there, his lips moving slowly, soundlessly. Vinnie couldn’t make what if , if anything, he was trying to say. 

Making a show of re-buttoning his jacket, Vinnie shook his head, as if in sadness. ‘Stick to what you know, Charlie. Put the fucking gun away - pour yourself another drink.’ 

He turned away from the director in disgust and moved to the door, he called over his shoulder as he reached for the door handle. ‘One thing Charlie. You ever decide to pull a Roscoe on me again - I suggest you use it.’ 

The flat bang, when it came, took Vinnie completely by surprise, as did the sudden appalling pain in the upper back. He swayed, his hand still reaching out towards the door handle. After a second or two he began a soft cough, and as he did so, small bubbles of blood formed at the corner of his mouth. The bullet had penetrated his lung. Vinnie frowned at the effort suddenly involved at standing upright, and losing the battle - he collapsed on the floor. 

Charles stood and made his unsteady way along the length of the trailer until he stood over Vinnie, the pistol hanging loosely at his side. He stared at the man on the floor. The same man who’d smashed Charles’s face into his own kitchen counter-top with impunity, now helpless on the floor as the life slowly left him. Charles continued to watch without any apparent satisfaction, looking almost disinterested as Vinnie’s oxygen-deprived limbs began to twitch and he made a futile last-ditch effort effort to grasp the edge of a nearby cabinet as if to to pull himself up. Only seconds had passed since the shot, but blood loss, a lack of oxygen and shock had taken him too far. And there, amid the stench and filth of Charles’s trailer, Vinnie’s body finally gave up, and he died with his face pressed against the dirty carpet. 

Marco sat in his car. Listening intently. He’s been lost in thought with the radio playing softly, but he was sure he’d heard something - maybe a piece of equipment had fallen, a trailer door slammed. He’d turned off the radio in an instant.  It had come from somewhere over by the director’s trailer. He  wondered if he’d heard anything at all. A second gunshot rang out. This time there was no mistaking what he’d heard. He plunged his hand into the glove box and pulled out a .45 service automatic. Climbing quickly from the car he moved across the hub sticking as much as he could to the shadows. He tried but couldn’t remember if Vinnie had been carrying - he didn’t think so. 

The trailer door was fastened. Marco looked around but the hub seemed empty. Standing carefully to one side, with his free hand he unlatched it slightly until a chink of soft light spilled from the opening. 

‘Vinnie?’ He waited, the pistol trained on the gap. He tried again, louder this time. ‘Vinnie?’  Nothing. 

He gave enough push to the door to allow it to swing open under its own weight. Marco stood there, his pistol trained on the empty rectangle of light. The stench that rolled out assaulted his nostrils. Christ, but it stinks in there. 

After a moment or two he smelled something else coming from the tight confines of the trailer, the sharp acrid smell of cordite - and the coppery smell of blood. Taking care to expose as little of himself as possible, he slowly swiveled until he could see further into the trailer. There, on the floor, just past the doorway. A man’s hand, a jacket sleeve, a watch - Vinnie’s watch. With infinite care Marco mounted the steps wincing at the creak as he put weight on them. Then, quick as a snake, he crossed inside and stood on the opposite side of the trailer, his gun pointed into its depths. He needn’t have bothered, and after a second or two, lowered his pistol. 

‘Jesus!’ 

Just beyond Vinnie’s still form lay Charles. One side of his jaw had a conspicuous circular hole surrounded by a dark powder burn. Most of the other side of his head was sprayed across a couple of seats, the table end, and the wall behind. Marco understood immediately what had happened. 

What a fucking mess! 

Vinnie lay face down, Marco bent and turned his head. The open eyes had already lost their shine. He stood and as he did instant rage overtook him - 

You dumb son of a bitch! This is what your Mr Nice Guy bullshit got you - a shot in the back. 

This threw everything out. His pistol still in hand, Margo ground his palms into his eyes. He, Marco, was now properly screwed. 

I can’t fix this! 

He lashed out an immaculate shoe deep into Vinnie’s inert ribs.  

You stupid fucker! 

He kicked the limp body again before - with much effort - he gathered his composure. There’d be no playing innocent after this. Instead, he’d have to get the score done, then get the hell out of here. His mind raced, trying to re-balance the plan. Maybe on one of the planes? He rubbed his hands over his scalp. Oh he was in some pretty shit now! He almost gave into the urge to kick Vinnie’s corpse again, but stopped himself. No. He needed to get out of here, and rejoin the team before there was any chance of being seen here. 

He stood with his eyes closed and took a few deep breaths. Better. He shoved the pistol into the back of his waistband, and grabbed a handkerchief from his pocket. He rubbed the door handle free of any chance prints he’d left on it. Within another minute, Marco was driving down the dusty track towards the location for the switch. He’d ditch the car and join the others on the train for the airfield. He’d improvise. Hadn’t he always? 

Damn you, Vinnie! You weak son of a bitch! 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 39 

Harriet had found the day, frankly, exhausting. In fact, so much so that it was with a touch of chagrin she awoke from a sleep in her trailer. On waking she felt like she’d been disturbed, but listening for a few seconds as she stretched the kinks out of her back and shoulders suggested the hub was empty.  Then she clearly heard a car start up. Standing at the door she was just in time to see its taillights disappear away down the road. Now the hub was silent.  She sniffed the rapidly cooling night air. It was nice. Not as nice as her charming scented Hollywood garden, but she was a woman who’d come to appreciate peace and stillness. Thinking about smells reminded her – she’d promised to look in on Charles. She wrinkled her nose at the memory of the trailer’s smell earlier. Still, best get it over and done with. 

At Charles’s trailer, she hesitated, and then wrapped loudly. The night’s deep silence seemed to swallow the sound of her knocking. 

‘Charles.’ She called. 

Nothing. She looked around the hub. It really was quiet. In fact, it was starting to feel a little - uncomfortable. Oh for God’s sake. It really was a bit much! Here she was acting like a nurse-maid and Charles was probably asleep in another drunken stupor. She tested the handle. It was unlocked. Carefully she cracked it open slightly - remembering how the smell had rolled over her earlier. 

‘Charles! Are you awake?’ 

It was in that moment her overwhelming frustration gave way to something else. Something almost, primordial. She suddenly became cautious. The filthy smell was still there - but there was something else now - something sharp, that put her nerves on edge.  The scent that wafted out was sharper now, almost metallic, clinging to the back of her throat like something foul and final. Her voice was less confident now. 

‘Charles? Are you… is everything… okay?’ 

The hand grasping the edge of the door now shook slightly. Slowly opened the door, one slow inch at a time. An ancient part of her brain was telling her to stop now. Telling her that something was wrong. Telling her to leave. Turn back, just turn back, something’s wrong... But she couldn’t. She had to know, even if the knowing was what terrified her most. The door stood open, not so much like an invitation, more of a threat. The silence seemed to press against her, thick and suffocating, swallowing every sound she made. She instinctively rubbed the palms of her hands on her dress. 

Slowly, in a slightly uncoordinated way, she went up one step at a time. Not wanting to call out anymore. Not wanting to break the silence. She was nearly at the top when, like Marco, she spied Vinnie’s outstretched arm. She froze. 

This time it was a whispered question, so soft she couldn’t be sure she’d said it aloud. ‘Charles?’ It wasn’t Charles’s arm of that she was sure. She moved fractionally - and to her horror saw Vinnie’s sightless eyes stared back at her. Her hands flew to her mouth, wide open in shock. She blinked rapidly as her heart soared, her pulse pounding in her ears. Vinnie’s face had already assumed a waxy look - she didn’t need to have seen a body before to know he was done for this world. 

She took one more hesitant step, tears beginning to prick at her eyes because she already knew that whatever else was in this trailer, she didn’t want to see it. But – she had to know. As she turned, the slumped figure that was all that was left of Charles entered her view. She was crying in earnest now. Fortunately for Harriet she stopped at the point where she could see the dark hole in his jaw, and not the grisly effect beyond the opposite side. Her vision swam with tears, blurring the edges of the scene. But no amount of tears could erase the image of Charles slumped, broken, beyond saving. 

In a moment of the most profound sadness she realized that Charles had shot himself. The man she once loved, the man she had shared a life with, was gone. Not just in body, but in every way that had mattered. She had lost him long before this moment, but now... now it was final. 

Her knees weakened beneath her, a sickening lurch rising in her stomach as her mind fought to process what her eyes had already understood. She stepped slowly backward, mumbling incoherently, her mind nonetheless unable to fully process what has happened. Her fingers clenched and unclenched, nails digging into her palms as though pain might anchor her to something – anything - other than the horror unraveling before her. It took just a few seconds for the last of her strength to desert her, and she sank to the ground, crying deeply, wretchedly. 

❖❖❖ 

They saw Harriet ghost-like in his headlights at the same time. 

‘Jesus… what the hell…’ Laura began, then Eddie slammed on the brakes, and suddenly they were both running towards the stricken figure. For the second time in minutes Harriet’s shocked body gave out and she slumped to the ground. 

As Eddie leaned across her looking to see if she’d been hurt, Harriet’s eyes fluttered open, but the world felt unreal - too distant, too heavy. She tried to speak, but her throat burned, only managing to whisper, ‘Charles...’ The words barely escaped her lips before her strength deserted her once more. Eddie and Laura’s eyes met, then he scrambled to his feet, ‘Look after her!’ 

He ran towards the lit rectangle of the door to Charles’s trailer. The yard was eerily still, shadows cast long by the dim glow of the trailers. The lights inside Charles’s trailer seemed almost too bright, a stark contrast to what had already taken place. As with the others, the smell pulled him up short, but in Eddie’s case he reflexively drew his gun. As a detective, he knew at least two of those smells really well. Covering himself with care, his arms extended, both hands gripping his pistol, Eddie went up the steps at speed. Inside he quickly aimed first at Vinnie, then at Charles. He straightened and holstered his gun with practiced precision, but his mind kept circling back to Charles. The man he’d known was gone, and this mess left behind was all that remained. He blinked hard, managing his reaction – there was work to do. 

For the sake of procedure he pressed a finger to Vinnie’s neck for a second or two to check for a pulse. There was none. He didn’t need to check Charles. Bending Eddie carefully lifted Vinnie’s jacket away from his body checking first his waistband, then pulled at the trouser cuffs to check the ankles. Nothing. Vinnie had been unarmed. Charles’s pistol lay where it had fallen. That’s okay, he was only too glad to let forensics take care of – all of this. 

 Eddie stepped back into the doorway and using his handkerchief on the edge of the door, touching it as little as possible, and pushed it closed. He jogged quickly across the hub to where Harriet sat with Laura at one of the mess tent tables. Laura had thought to grab a blanket from one of the trailers and given Harriet some water to drink. 

She rose from sitting beside Harriet crossed to Charles, ‘I don’t think she’s been hurt… you know… physically.’ She looked at Eddie’s expression. 

‘Eddie, what is it?’ 

‘Charles is dead.’ 

Laura looked appalled. ‘Oh Eddie - no.’ 

‘He’s not alone - our Mr Moretti is in there too.’ Laura made no reply, but she now surprise seemed to be competing with shock on her expression. Eddie frowned and went on, ‘At a guess, it looks like Charles let Moretti have it, then turned his gun upon himself.’ He nodded towards Harriet, ‘Hell of a thing for her to have to see.’  He looked around, ‘Didn’t you guys get temporary phones laid in?’ 

Laura nodded, she looked numb. ‘Each trailer, there’s …’ 

Eddie gave her arm a squeeze. ‘You look after Harriet, I’ll call this in, okay?’ Laura nodded and then with an air of relief at having something more to do than think about what he’d told her, she rejoined Harriet. 

❖❖❖ 

Away across the rail yard, Marco was pleased to hear the combination of diesel thump and soft whine from the shunt locomotive. Just ahead he made out the soft glow of lights from the dials and gauges in the cab. A torch beam shone out and captured him. 

‘Oh. Mr Bellini?’ It was Joe. 

 Marco ran up as the shunt slowed to a crawl and grasping the handrail he swung himself up into the engineer’s now crowded cab. Joe shone the torch out around the loco. 

‘Where’s Vinnie?’ He asked. 

Marco summoned his self control – he couldn’t afford the men getting windy at this point of the operation. ‘Change of plan – we swapped around. Let’s go.’ He gestured towards the front of the loco. He looked around, everyone except Jeff was regarding him quietly. ‘Anybody got a smoke?’ He asked. 

❖❖❖ 

 

The line was very poor but nonetheless Eddie managed to make himself understood. 

‘This is Detective Eddie Williams. I’m at the Gresham rail yard reporting from the Empire Pictures temporary hub at the west side of the yards. I’ve got a homicide-suicide situation here. Two bodies, each with a gunshot wound, the second looks self-inflicted. I need some uniforms, crime scene techs, and the coroner out here. One male victim, gunshot to the chest, another male with what appears to be a self-inflicted head wound. I have two civilians present, one may be a witness, but she’s in deep shock so I need an ambulance.’ 

He listened for a few moments. ‘That’s right - the shooter might’ve been the second victim - appears to be a murder-suicide. I’ll need help to secure the area though, just in case. I’ll wait while you get that moving, I got more...’.  There was a brief delay and then the desk sergeant was back on the line. 

‘Listen, I need you to call Chief Bennett, we have a probable attempt to hijack the art consignment.. what? No. listen, it’s not been widely shared, okay. Just tell Chief Bennett that we need to get to the airfield, pronto.’ He listened. ‘What’s that? He’s already on his way here?’ Eddie looked up at the ceiling, What the hell? Bennett’s already on his way? Eddie rubbed his temple. None of this made sense. Why was the Chief rolling in with the cavalry? What did he know that Eddie didn’t? He realized the sergeant was talking again. Eddie listened as the sergeant – who clearly had Bennett on a radio link – relayed his instructions. By the time he got back to Laura, he was thoroughly confused. 

❖❖❖ 

By Marco’s estimate, they were making good progress. In fact, they seemed to have just pulled away from the last switch, and should have a straight run to the cargo hangar from here – another three miles, give or take. He beckoned to Tom. As Tom came to stand next to him, Marco leaned in and put an arm around the other man’s shoulders, the better to talk quietly, despite the noise in the cab. 

‘We all good now?’ He asked. 

‘Good?’ Tom wasn’t sure what Marco meant. 

Marco gestured towards Jeff’s back. ‘We need this guy anymore?’ 

Tom shook his head, a little warily. ‘I suppose not. It’s a straight run from here… I can handle the loco.’ 

‘That’s all I needed to know.’ He thought a moment. ‘Gimme your torch.’ Tom did so. Without another word Marco crossed to the other side of the cab, tipping his head at the others to go stand with Tom. Then he made a show of shining the torch out of the side, aiming behind them, a look of concern on his face. 

‘Hey, Jeff!’  The rail man turned and looked. 

Marco gestured outside with the torch. ‘I thought you said we’d have this to ourselves.’ 

Jeff nodded to Tom to take the controls, and joined Marco. ‘Back there.’ Marco gestured behind them. Jeff nodded, squeezed past, then peered back behind the shunt loco at the parallel lines. 

He shrugged. ‘I don’t see any -’ His sentence was cut off by hands that clamped like a vice around the back of his neck, as a foot drove behind his knee and he dropped down and forward. His throat was pressed hard against the edge of the cab opening, the metal cold and unyielding. His arms flailed for purchase but Marco now had his knee driving into Jeff’s spine and the man couldn’t pull back or move. To the others, Marco seemed to suddenly rise of the balls of his feet, then snap downwards hard against the skinny rail man. The crack as Jeff’s neck vertebrae gave way was loud, even over the noise of the loco, and each of the others flinched. Marco stepped back allowing Jeff’s body to slump to the floor like a rag doll. He pulled at his cuffs and straightened his tie. 

Paulie’s stomach churned. He’d seen his share of violence, but there was something about Marco’s cold efficiency that left a pit in his gut. He looked at Marco wondering for the first time just how expendable he might be if Marco felt it necessary. He didn’t like the answer. Paulie wasn’t the only one who felt it - Tom’s eyes darted between Marco and the others, a flicker of uncertainty creeping into his expression. Were any of them safe anymore? 

Marco swept his eyes around the cab, alighting on a steel locker. He crossed and pulled the door open, shone in his torch, and grunted with satisfaction. It would do. He turned and looked at Frankie. ‘Give me a hand would you?’ A minute later and the body of the unfortunate rail man was tightly wedged in the locker. By the time he was discovered, they’d all be long gone. 

Marco straightened his suit with care, the weight of the murder already forgotten. He found the pack of cigarettes in his pocket and smiled - there they were. He pulled the packet out with a smile, offering it to the others. Nobody seemed to want one. Oh well. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 40 

Eddie stepped down into the dust and stared across the hub. Not far away, their backs to him sat Laura and Harriet, the latter with a blanket Laura had evidently conjured up from somewhere and was now held firmly in place by Laura’s arm. 

He reached up and laced his fingers behind his head, and drew in a single long breath. When he let it out it was audible enough to catch the edge of Laura’s attention. He saw her look, and the lifted eyebrow that was itself a question. Eddie gave her a vague wave to mean ‘hang on a second’. She understood and turned back to Harriet. 

Eddie lit a cigarette and tried to make sense of his instructions. What had the sergeant said, ‘Chief says to secure the scene, and leave the rail shipment to All State.’ 

C’mon Eddie – do what you always do. You can figure this out. 

 But he was kidding himself - this just wouldn’t mesh. I mean, was this just Bennett being an asshole because he planned to can Eddie’s job in a month? And ‘secure’ what?  There was no perpetrator at large at the hub and no public safety issues – well, not now anyway. Just two civilians. And meanwhile, Bellini and who-knows-who-else could be getting set to lift out an art shipment worth more money that Eddie could properly imagine. One thing that was clear to Eddie right there, was that Hollis Bennett had spent too many of the last few years driving a desk – he’d clearly lost touch with tactical decision-making. 

He walked across to the others with a measured stride. Laura looked up at his approach, whispered something to Harriet then joined him just out of earshot. She gratefully took a cigarette. 

‘What’s happening, Eddie?’ Her speech struck Eddie as unusually clipped, and her expression said she wanted answers.  He told her. 

‘Stay here? That’s what he said…?’ Her voice now dripped disbelief. She began to pace. ‘Eddie, something stinks about this… this whole All State setup…’ she stopped and jabbed with her cigarette to make her point, ‘and they’ve clearly got Bennett in their pocket.’ 

Eddie rubbed his face, and lifted his shoulders. ‘I don’t know, Laura… I just -’ 

‘You don’t know Eddie?’ She fixed him with a penetrating look that wasn’t about to take any prisoners,’ What? And like they know so much? Her voice was climbing now as her frustration grew. Whether at Bennett and the situation alone – or him, Eddie wasn’t entirely sure. Before he could reply, she started to pace again, then spun on her heel to face him. 

‘For God’s sake, Eddie!’Are you really this scared of them? Of Bennett? What’s happening to you?’ 

Oh okay, she’d frustrated at me then. 

‘Who figured this out? Not goddamned All State, and not that gold-bricking chief of yours.’ 

Eddie had enough. He raised his hands to buy enough space in her tirade to interject – ‘What do you want Laura?’ He stepped in close, ‘Put yourself in my shoes. Yeah, okay, you’re right. I… we, did figure this out, but…’ He paused and lowered his voice – a little.  

He sounded resigned, ‘I mean, sure what else could go wrong? I’ve lost my boss and friend, I’m technically on suspension in a couple of days, I’ve ignored a direct order about All State and in four weeks my job isn’t going to be worth spit, and anything I do now apart from stand here with my thumb in my ass only adds exceeding my authority to what the department will club me with…’ 

Laura looked down. Her arms were folded and he couldn’t even be sure she had been listening. She looked and spoke, her voice a good deal quieter now. ‘You do whatever you think best.’ She shook her head once and went back and resumed her care of Harriet. 

Eddie turned away, trying to conceal the boiling within him. He stood there for several seconds, lost in his private turmoil. Worst of all, he knew somewhere deep down, that Laura was right. That didn’t make him nearly so mad as the sense that there was little he could do about it. The weight of everything pressed down on him - his job, his loyalty, the sight of Harriet clinging to that blanket. All of it dragging him down, holding him here. But something else whispered in his mind: if you stand still now, you’ll lose something you’ve gained, won’t you, Eddie?’ 

Behind him he heard Laura’s frustrated question. ‘Where the hell are your people?’ In the far distance he could just begin to detect the faint keening of multiple sirens. 

He stared at the rail yard, the dust settling around him. Harriet, barely holding it together, Laura pacing with anger and something else he couldn’t quite place. And him, just standing here like a damn idiot, following orders that made no sense. The sirens were growing closer now - too little, too late. 

They’ll get here just in time to mop up the mess, Eddie thought, bitterness settling deep in his gut. 

No. He wasn’t going to wait for Bennett’s half-baked plan to go south. He wasn’t going to stand here while the real threat moved on without a hitch. He’d seen this kind of thing play out too many times: the bureaucracy, the indecision – and good people paying the price for someone else’s mistakes.

Eddie looked one more time at Laura, Harriet, then back at the dusty lot. His heart pounded hard as he came to a decision. What could it possibly cost him? He wasn’t about to let Bellini win.

With a quick glance at his car, Eddie made his choice.

Enough waiting. Enough playing by someone else’s broken rules. 

‘Take care of Harriet. The uniforms will be here soon.’ 

‘Eddie wait up – where are you going?’ 

Saying nothing he strode to the car, slid in behind the wheel, and slammed the door. Tires spun in the dirt, kicking up clouds behind him as he gunned the engine and took off down the airfield maintenance road. 

Laura couldn’t immediately decide what had pissed her off more: Eddie’s initial refusal to wake up and see that he was enmeshed a situation composed of either the grossest incompetence, or - worse. Or his sudden and – yes, she’d admit it – unexpected departure, without taking her.  He was going after Marco, that much was obvious from the route he’d chosen. But now she was truly afraid. Eddie was charging in alone. She had no idea how many were waiting for him, but Marco and Vinnie wouldn’t be stupid enough to handle something like this on their own.  And right there as she looked and saw the first flashing red lights pricking at the night in the distance - another thought occurred to her – there’d be no going to help Eddie once they got here. Hell, she’d be lucky if all the statement-taking and other procedures didn’t take until dawn. The GSPD hadn’t inspired much confidence so far. And while they were fumbling through procedure, Eddie… 

Swayle chose just that moment to swing into the hub in his railroad pickup. Here was her one chance - Laura jumped to her feet and ran over. He recognized her immediately.  

‘Mr Swayle, I need you to take me to the airfield,’ She pointed, ‘that way, right now. It’s an emergency – I’ll explain on the way.’  

Swayle was nobody’s fool. He gestured at the clear row of flashing lights converging on the hub, sirens cutting the night air. ‘Mightn’t you be better off talking to them – if it’s an emergency.’ He looked up into possibly the most earnest face he’d seen in quite some time. Laura shook her head emphatically. ‘Too slow. If we don’t move now, Eddie - Detective Williams - could be dead.’ She looked over her shoulder at the fast approaching cars, ‘and if they get here before you take me, I think it might be too late.’ 

Swayle nodded, said nothing, and leaned across to throw open the passenger door. Laura all but leaped into the pickup as Swayle quickly executed a 180 and headed off in the same direction as Eddie. 

‘Didn’t I see someone back there in a blanket?’ He asked. 

‘Chilly. She’ll be fine.’ Laura answered, but the guilt gnawed at her. Harriet wouldn’t be fine - not for a long time, maybe ever. But what choice did she have? Eddie’s life was on the line. 

❖❖❖ 

Chief Bennett slammed the palm of one hand against the steering wheel hard enough to cause the car to swerve a little.  

‘Son of a bitch!’ 

Goddamn it, he’d been explicit! Williams was to stay with the movie crime scene and keep his nose out of the art shipment. Now the first units to arrive were waffling something about Williams had gone off to the airfield, and not long after some dame had jumped into a pickup with an unidentified male and seemed to be following him. Miss Evans, no doubt.  He shook his head in frustration. 

Before his death, Thompson had been a decent chief of detectives, sure, but too soft. Too trusting of his men. And now, here they were, with Bennett cleaning up his mess. He’d tried to tell him that Williams was a liability – now Williams was off like a loose cannon, and hoping to achieve what, exactly?  Bennett’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the steering wheel. But beneath the frustration, his mind was already working, searching for the angle. If Williams made a mess of this, it wouldn’t be Bennett’s mess - it’d be all on him. And maybe that was exactly what Bennett needed - a recognized screw-up he could point to, clean and simple, when the mayor came looking for answers. He reached for a cigarette, found the pack empty, and screwed it up in temper and threw it across the car.  

Oh that’s just perfect! 

The engine’s growl deepened as Bennett pressed harder on the gas, the tires slipping for a moment before gripping the asphalt. The sharp smell of burnt rubber filled the car, mixing with the stale scent of cigarettes that clung to his clothes. He needed another smoke. He swung the car onto an alternate road that would take him away from the hub and make tracks for the airport. But then, as his mind raced through the possibilities, a thought struck him. What if this wasn’t a disaster after all? What if Williams going rogue could … actually work in his favor? 

Bennett’s lips twisted into a thin smile. Maybe, just maybe, Williams had played right into his hands. 

❖❖❖ 

Back at the precinct, the duty sergeant was wrestling with some questions of his own. He’d been following the radio traffic since Eddie’s phone call.  In his book, Williams might be being reckless, but that guy wasn’t stupid. Something about this whole thing didn’t sit right, and Bennett’s silence wasn’t helping. The sergeant made a snap decision, sending two cruisers out to the airfield. Better safe than sorry. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 41 

Even in his present state, Marco was forced to admit that his boys – and Annie’s ladies were slick. The first aircraft load - Charlie-Two – had only taken three trips with the Hyster to load. After that all the effort had gone into securing the cargo with nets and straps. There’d be no rushing this – a loose cargo being only second to fire in a pilot’s list of nightmares. As he watched, unconsciously checking his watch every couple of minutes, Marco weighed his options. 

Although he’d told Vinnie and the others that he and Vinnie would return to Jersey via LA – and all in good time. He’d had a backup plan in case things went wrong. He hadn’t lied exactly, he reasoned. He’d just been economical in what he’d shared. If the score went sour he’d planned to take the plane, but held back in case he needed to flee on the ground. It was probably time to  go to his alternate plan. Marco glanced between Martha, the pilot of Charlie-Two, and his watch. He knew the window was closing. Miss the second airplane, and his only shot would be the state line by car - he liked the personal control that offered, and he’d be alone, but now he wasn’t sure he could make it that far. 

Martha gave Marco a curt nod out of her window as she checked the instruments for the umpteenth time. Her team had done this kind of job before, no questions asked, but as they’d loaded, even she felt the clock ticking faster than usual. Marco’s usual swagger was gone, replaced by something sharper, more desperate. 

Down on the ground, encouraging his crew to expedite the final loading of crates into Charlie-One Marco’s voice was smooth, but his nervous movements, and the constant watch checking told a different story. His crew exchanged glances - they knew that look, and they didn’t like it 

Marco climbed the three-rung ladder and made his way to the cockpit of Charlie-One. He tapped Annie’s shoulder. She turned part way, and pulled the side of her leather flying helmet off her ear, better to hear him. 

‘I may need a ride.’ He shouted over the noise of the idling engines. 

Her brow furrowed, pilots don’t like surprise additions to their manifest. She nodded, pulling out her checklist. Marco had mentioned this possibility earlier, but the way he said it now felt different, more hurried. Something had changed. And that meant something was now wrong. 

‘You got about ten minutes before I’m out of here, you understand?’ He nodded in agreement. Marco turned to go when Annie grasped the sleeve of his suit. ‘Another thing… I ain’t crossing any international borders with you on board.’ 

He understood. She could talk away his presence in the US, but she’d never fly again if she was convicted of smuggling anyone internationally. He checked his watch again, trying to keep the rising anxiety in check. He wasn’t used to things slipping away from him like this. If he missed the plane, it would be the state line or nothing - and he didn’t like his odds. This whole job was starting to stink of failure, Vinnie’s failure! He climbed back down and seeing the last load was in the process of being secured by Annie’s ladies, waved the crew to the hangar side door where they could hear him. He looked them over for a second. 

‘I just.. that is, Vinnie and I, we want to thank you for a job well done. I’ll be sure your local heads know.’ They were unresponsive. He hadn’t expected this. When Paulie spoke, Marco could see he spoke for all of them. 

‘Where’s Vinnie?’ His voice was quiet enough, but the challenge was nonetheless implicit. 

Marco fought to contain his reaction. He forced a smile. ‘Vinnie’s taking care of something that came up with the movie people. It’s all good,’ he looked at their deadpan faces, ‘he’s proud of you, and so am I.’ 

He tapped the face of his watch, ‘But times wasting, and you guys have to hit the road.’ Paulie nodded, and with that the men crossed to the rental and Marco watched them leave. 

Eddie’s heart pounded as he pressed his back against the cold steel of the hangar door, watching Marco. One of the airplanes had already all but vanished into the dark, it’s path to the runway marked only by blinking lights on the wings and tail. The second airplane’s engines began to take on a new note as Annie eased the throttles forward preparatory to taxiing.  Eddie’s grip tightened on his pistol. Now or never. 

There was an unexpected motion in the far reaches of Bellini’s peripheral vision - reinforced by the solid click as Eddie thumbed back the hammer of his revolver. Marco’s his head jerked toward the sound, locking him onto the source of the threat. His eyes glittered darkly, but beyond that, could have been a statue. Eddie stepped forward until he was facing Marco square-on. 

‘Well, well, Detective Williams.’ The voice was laden with menace. ‘I think it’s fair to say that you’ve exceeded all of our expectations.’ His smile took on an almost predatory leer as his gaze passed to a point just behind Eddie’s left shoulder. ‘Wouldn’t you agree?’ 

Eddie wasn’t going to go for that one. He’d counted off all Marco’s people in the minutes he spent watching the final load. 

The cold barrel of a gun pressed into Eddie’s skull. He froze. ‘Why couldn’t you just do what you were told?’ Bennett’s voice was calm, almost amused. He looked at Eddie slowly circling, his left hand extended to take Eddie’s pistol. Eddie felt the gun slip from his grip, cold and final. Bennett forced a pale smile that was half apology, half triumph, backed up beyond Eddie’s reach, then looked away again at Marco. 

‘Hadn’t you better be on your way?’ 

Marco tipped his head on mock salute at Eddie. ‘Be seeing you detective. Oh wait…’ He chuckled then headed for the door through which the engines of Charlie-One had begun to roar in earnest. The door slammed shut behind him. 

Bennett looked at Eddie and shook his head. ‘What the hell Eddie – I couldn’t have made it easier for you. A Class A screw-up like you who just had to follow orders. That’s all, Eddie. Nothing complicated.’ He smiled again in that half apologetic way. 

That’s when it hit Eddie - he’d been a pawn from the start. The weight of the betrayal hit him like a punch to the gut. Bennett wasn’t just dirty—he’d been playing Eddie for a fool from the start. All this time, Eddie had been dancing on the end of a string, never realizing it was Bennett who held the other end. 

‘Still, it occurs to me now – it’ll be simple,’ Bennett continued, his voice a low murmur. ‘One dead detective. One art heist gone wrong. And you - well, with the shrink’s reports and everything, you’ll get to perform a useful service as the perfect fall guy.’ 

‘Really?’ Eddie desperately stalled for time, but time to do – what? 

‘No more talk. Bye-bye detective.’ 

Bennett’s hand came up until Eddie was staring down the barrel of his own gun. The cold sweat ran down his spine right as he realized - he and Bennett were not alone. 

Before Bennett could react, a blur of movement caught his eye. Swayle’s fist connected with his jaw, dropping him like a stone. 

Swayle looked down at his handiwork and grunted. ‘Humph. Not bad for a old man.’ He looked up at Eddie, ‘That gal of yours,’ Swayle said, breathless, ‘she’s been busy.’ 

Eddie went to reply when the hangar side door opened filling the hangar with the roar of the departing airplane, and there stood Marco. He got over his momentary shock at the sight of Bennett on the ground, and snapped off a shot in their direction. It went wild but had the effect he’d sought – it made them both dive for cover. That was when the hangar lights went out. All that remained was a faint reflected glow near the mouth of the hangar from the distant terminal lights. 

‘Stay down.’ Eddie hissed at Swayle. ‘Don’t move – I don’t want to mistake you guys in the dark.’ 

Eddie crouched low, his fingers brushing against cold metal as he moved towards the spot where Marco had disappeared. The depths of the hangar were pitch black now, only the distant hum of the departing airplane’s engines giving him any sense of direction. The thought that with every half-shuffle he was getting closer to Marco produced a sensation like electricity rippling along his skin. He stopped every couple of movements and listened. Nothing. He wasn't in a rush, the truth was time was on his side, not Marco’s. Every minute the mobster dallied, his chances of escape shrank. 

He moved gingerly around and between the mobile set structures that Laura had shown him just days before. Every one of which could hide his quarry. Eddie was just in the act of passing by what felt to his fingertips like a work bench, when from outside he thought he heard a car start. Damn! Marco was getting away, he rose suddenly to follow the sound, when a torch fixed on him from the side and a stern voice said, simply – ‘Don’t!’ 

Marco grinned, his torchlight fixed on Eddie. The pistol in his other hand glinted in the light of the torch. It waggled menacingly. ‘On the ground please, Detective – and push it away. Nice and -  easy.’ 

Eddie put his weapon on the ground and pushed it several feet into the darkness, the metal scraping sounding deafening in the now near-silent hangar. 

Marco’s smile widened. By his standards this was winning. He liked to win. Laura watched from behind the set pieces, her heart hammering in her chest. Every second felt like an eternity, but she waited, biting her lip until she tasted blood. When Marco raised the gun, she knew she had to act. The lights - just like in rehearsal. This time, it wasn’t just for show. 

‘Nowhere to run,’ Marco said. But just as the words left his mouth, a flashing blue light atop a pair of headlights swept across the hangar window just feet away. Eddie seized the moment, hurling the wrench with everything he had. Marco took it to the side of his head and fell. The flashlight broke plunging them into near darkness once more. Eddie scrambled to get hold of Marco - there was no point trying to find the gun. No time. He’d just grabbed hold of what felt like Marco’s leg when he took a heavy blow from an elbow to his mouth. The hot coppery taste of blood almost instantly coating his tongue and teeth. He hung on grimly, reeling Marco in like a bass. 

As they grappled Eddie’s grip improved and he sunk a tightly balled fist deep into Marco’s back, once, then twice. He was rewarded with deep grunts each time. Marco swung again for Eddie’s head but his arms were too high for that now and the blow, though painful, glanced away without real damage.  For Eddie time seemed to slow. Marco wasn’t now the subject of an arrest. No. He represented every indignity Eddie had suffered, everything that had been taken from him by others, and every last blinding shard of pain. He surged into Marco, blow after blow, sensing the crucial moment when the other man’s confidence began to slip. Marco swung wildly, each punch weaker than the last. This wasn’t supposed to happen. He was Marco Bellini. He didn’t lose. But Eddie’s fists came like hammers, breaking down everything Marco had left. The moment of realization flashed in Marco’s mind - this time, he wasn’t getting away. With that, each blow became less coordinated, less effective, and that’s when the lights came on. Eddie reached his head far back, then shot his forehead forward with every remaining scrap of force into Marco’s already bleeding nose. The mobster’s head shot backwards at speed and hit the cement beneath him with a crack that left no doubt about the outcome. 

Eddie spent the next few seconds with his head resting on the lapel of Marco’s once fine suit, willing the air into his lungs, and waiting for the spots of light to leave his vision. As his head cleared he lifted his gaze towards the wall with the window through which he’d seen the police car arrive - only to be puzzled as the wall slid sideways and Laura burst from behind the prop lights and rush to him. She threw her arms around his neck and he winced as she found what seemed to be every spot where Marco had landed a blow. He kept staring at the wall and window - then it became clear. There had been no police car. Laura had fired off the lighting effects behind the set piece to distract Marco. 

He started to laugh, it quickly got lost in wincing and coughing. She sat back and placed her palms either side of his face. 

‘Detective Williams, I think somebody better take a look at that face of yours.’ 

Eddie glanced as two squad cars screeched to a halt outside the hangar. Typical. He’d fought, bled, and survived on his own, and now they showed up. A wry smile tugged at his busted lip. 

‘Never a cop when you need one,’ he muttered. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 42 

The oppressive heat that had gripped Gresham Springs for the past few weeks had eased. The morning dawned with a light chill and Eddie pulled up outside Laura’s hotel as the sun was just clearing the horizon, streaking the buildings with  warm shafts of early light. 

Laura emerged from the lobby and crossed to the car. Eddie felt a glow in his chest when he recognized the green dress she’d worn a few days before, to which she’d added a trim straw hat. He got out and opened her door. She pecked him lightly on the cheek before seating herself in the car. 

He got in and turned to her, amazed that she managed to look so fresh after, what? Two to three hours’ sleep at the most. He hadn’t had more than an hour himself. There’d been the process of ensuring that Chief Bennett went into custody, and making seemingly endless statements to his incredulous colleagues. He figured that they could be forgiven, it wasn’t every day that Gresham saw events like these. 

‘Where to, Ma’am?’ 

‘Really, Eddie?’ She responded playfully. ‘After all this – and you have to ask?’ 

He grinned, turned the key, and the engine rumbled back into life. ‘Diner it is.’ 

The breadth of the waitress's smile when she greeted them told Eddie that they were remembered. With their order in, Laura looked at him, the fingers of one hand resting with a natural comfort on his forearm. 

‘So, what’s going to happen now, Eddie?’ 

He shook his head once. ‘Not exactly sure. State are sending down a senior Captain from the Troopers’ Barracks in Kansas City to pick up Bennett’s role while things get figured out, and I hear a Lieutenant will come to look after my division too.’ He sipped his coffee thoughtfully. ‘And because the Board of Review was clearly just part of Bennett’s plan to set me up - it looks like that’s gone now.’ 

She squeezed his arm. ‘So you’ll keep your job?’ He looked into her warm smile. 

‘Looks that way.’ He chuckled. ‘I mean, I’m not suspended anymore, so…’  His smile was replaced by a frown. ‘What happened now for you and the other Empire people?’ 

She shrugged. ‘Well most of us get contracted in for things like this, so… without a director… the movie won’t get made. It’s back to LA for everyone concerned. Robert and I had the return planned - we just need to move things up a bit.’ She gave a thin smile. ‘With Western tied to those New Jersey creeps, I’m guessing they’ll have some questions to answer - so I’ll need to get my usual contractors onto helping with that.’ 

‘Yeah, because this is inter-state crime, it’s the FBI’s problem now - I’d say it’s an early wake-up call for somebody at Western this morning. I heard that they’ve already grounded the two aircraft, and put the pilots in custody somewhere in South Dakota when they stopped to refuel.’ 

He suddenly looked concerned, and put his hand over hers. ‘What will you do when you get back?’ 

She smiled as she thought about how to answer. She knew what she wanted, but… 

‘Well, I don’t have to worry about rent. When mom died she left me the house, so I guess I’ll take a few days off before I look for more work.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Take the car up the coast, go swimming ... ’ 

He understood. ‘Forget about all this, huh? Makes sense.’  

She leaned in and bumped his shoulder lightly with hers. ‘Not all of it... you dope.’ 

‘Pleased to hear it.’ 

They both jumped slightly when the waitress cleared her throat softly behind them. 

‘Much as I hate to interrupt -’ 

Eddie and Laura leaned apart and plates of hot breakfast were deposited in front of them. 

The waitress squeezed Laura's shoulder and gave her a wide smile. 

‘Enjoy.’ Laura wasn’t sure if she meant the breakfast. 

The smells of bacon and beans, hot tomatoes and hash browns quickly took up all their attention.  Eddie had nearly finished his plate when Laura paused eating, and elbowed him lightly for attention. 

‘Hey.’ 

‘Hey, what?’ 

‘Remember when I asked if you’d ever thought about leaving Gresham?’ He set his cutlery down and turned slightly on his bar stool to face her. 

‘Sure.’ 

‘Well… it’s just that I thought… well, you know this has all been a big deal for us all. Maybe you could use a vacation… or -’ She shrugged, looked back at her plate, and started toying idly at a small piece of hash brown with her fork.  

‘Or?’ He asked softly. 

‘It’s a big house. I have a spare room… you know, maybe if you wanted to check out LA, see what is over there…’ 

‘Aren’t you worried what your neighbors might think?’ He teased gently. 

She turned back to him, her arched eyebrow telling him exactly how much she cared about what her neighbors thought. 

A spare room... LA. The thought lingered longer than he expected. He nodded at her, his face initially a fake mask of serious consideration. 

‘I do have a few vacation days saved up.’  

She grinned at him. ‘You swim?’ 

He laughed. ‘Badly.’ 

‘It’s just a matter of practice.’ 

He looked serious for a moment. ‘You know between the FBI, and State Police and everything, I’m going to be tied up here for probably the best part of a week.’ The smile returned. ‘Does that vacation offer have an expiry?’ 

Now it was her turn to appear serious. ‘I’d need to consult my legal people, but I’m sure we can work something out.’ 

He grinned and reached for the pot to refill their coffee. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 43 

As Eddie and Laura enjoyed the warmth of the morning sun in Kansas, the weather in New Jersey was anything but welcoming. A steady drizzle fell as Enzo Rossi pushed open the door to Giodarno’s tailors, removing his damp fedora and slipping the topcoat from his shoulders as he entered.  

Antonio greeted him as always. 

‘Patron.’ 

Rossi placed a paternal hand on Antonio’s shoulder. ‘You look well, Antonio. And your family?’ 

‘All well, by the grace of God, thank you Patron.’ 

Rossi indicated the upstairs with his eyebrows. ‘And your cousin?’ 

‘He’s waiting for you. I took the liberty of ordering in some breakfast for you both. 

‘Molte grazie, Antonio. I’ll see myself up.’ 

Moments later he joined Matteo in the upstairs lounge. The men embraced in the Italian style, then set to filling plates from a trolley with hot food and coffee, before seating themselves. 

Matteo spoke first, his expression stern. ‘The news is not good from Los Angeles. The Feds raided Western’s place at Alameda early this morning, and rousted Johnny Reyes and Frank Donovan.’ He watched Enzo carefully for a reaction.  

As powerful as he was locally, Enzo knew he had to step with care. If this had gone south, and it was starting to look that way, some of the people involved would be out of pocket. That’s okay, he reasoned, he would cover any expenses. But the real cost, however, wouldn’t be the money. It would be the  whispers that followed failure - especially with the European client. A failure might also signal to some of their competitors a weakness.  

Enzo kept his face carefully neutral. ‘What can I say, Matteo? It’s early. The score was last night.’ He poured a coffee top up for them both, deliberately taking his time before continuing. ‘So far what I know is that Paulie and the other guys had made it into Nebraska during the night.’ Enzo had the report that they’d torched the Gresham rental in a quiet spot and – so far as he knew - were still heading back to Jersey in another car. 

‘Of Marco and Vinnie…’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve not heard yet.’ 

Matteo weighed this with care. He still hadn’t decided where he’d stand on this if things got ugly. With Enzo, or… 

‘And the… consignment?’ He asked. 

It should have made Canada by now… but…’ 

They sipped their coffee, Enzo faintly aware of the rain pattering lightly against the windows. He knew that his next revelation would test their relationship. 

‘Matteo. The Feds stopped the Liberty Central train.’ 

Matteo’s hand froze in mid-air, poised above the sugar bowl he’d begun to reach for. He sat slowly back, leaving the sugar where it was. He looked at Enzo and nodded slowly, digesting this announcement. He took the napkin from his lap and wiped his hands on it with studied care. He pushed his plate away, any appetite gone. When he looked up at Enzo, his face had paled slightly. 

‘Then it’s over. Whatever happened … it’s over.  You know that, right?’ 

His voice remained calm and measured, but beneath the quiet statement of fact, his survival instincts had just gone into overdrive. 

Enzo nodded, and leaned forward to put his cup on its saucer. ‘True. Until we get word from Marco or Vinnie, we won’t know what really happened -’ 

‘It won’t matter how, Enzo.’ Matteo interrupted. The first of his internal tensions began to appear across his face. ‘There will be… questions, my friend. And I don’t mean the Feds.’ He shook his head openly now. ‘The client is important To our partners in Italia. They’re not just going to accept-’ 

‘I shall personally compensate every one of them - to the dime.’ Enzo protested. 

Matteo sat aghast, initially unsure how to respond to this. Did Enzo really not see? 

He stood and reached for his topcoat from the back of a nearby chair. As he slipped the coat on and retrieved his hat, he turned to Enzo, his voice full of concern for his old friend - and increasingly, himself. 

‘It’s not about the money, Enzo.’ He paused, he looked sad now. ‘It won’t ever be about the money.’ 

Matteo turned and without a word left, the door closing with a soft click behind him. His final words seemed to hang in the room, heavier than the rain outside. For the first time in years, Enzo wondered if he had finally miscalculated. 

He picked up his cup again and walked slowly to the window.  As he watched, one of Matteo’s boys opened the car door for him, and Matteo ducked quickly through the rain, and was inside.  He stared out at the rain, watching Matteo’s car disappear into the gray drizzle.  The city felt distant, as if it had turned its back on him. He wondered if the rain would ease today. It didn’t look like it. 

Enzo remained seated in the lounge until the early afternoon, the silence of the room broken only by the faint tapping of rain on the window. Antonio knocked softly at the door. ‘There are visitors downstairs,’ he murmured.  

Enzo nodded. He knew who they were. 

THE END 
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