
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

 

Hanigan saw Myers’ shoes just past the edge of the book in his lap before the young man 

spoke. 

“You know, for an International Airport, this place is dinky. I can walk from one end of 

the terminal and back in less than five minutes.” 

The elder agent closed the book around his index finger and replied, “Just be thankful we 

don’t have to run the equivalent of nine blocks to just make our flight. I definitely prefer a nice 

layover to that.” 

“That why we have an hour and a half to kill at O’Hare?” 

Hanigan just smiled, then went back to his book. 



Myers paced around their gate, annoying the three other passengers there, sat down next 

to his partner and lasted a whole two minutes before he got up and headed back toward the other 

end of the terminal. 

When he returned, Hanigan asked, “Have you taken your pill, yet?” 

Myers shook his head. “Don’t want it to kick in before we’re on the next plane. Neither 

do you, unless you feel like carrying me to my seats.” 

“Then can you just sit the fuck down before one of these other people decides to create a 

lot of paperwork for me?” 

Myers obliged, but his knee wouldn’t stop bouncing. Hanigan shrugged it off and 

continued reading. After a rather lengthy chapter, he realized his partner had calmed. He glanced 

out the corner of his eye and saw him to be deep in thought. After a few minutes of silence, 

Myers finally spoke up, “Am I wrong, or did the house seem smaller on the inside?” 

Without looking up from his book, Hanigan asked, “Which?” 

“Calvert’s.” 

“You finally realizing that?” 

“You knew? While we were there?” 

“Yep.” 

“That’s probably where his real computer was.” 

“Most likely.” 

“Why didn’t you say something? He’s probably warned them, by now.” 



“Doubtful. He hasn’t been in contact up to this point.” 

“How can you be sure.” 

Hanigan closed the book on his finger, again, and turned to face his partner as well as he 

could in those tiny chairs. “I think you’ll agree that I’m pretty damn good at reading people.” 

Myers nodded. “So, if Calvert has known Gold and Watkins are still alive, he gets my vote for 

this year’s Oscars. He was too shaken. You should’ve seen his eyes. I could’ve walked right 

through his pupils and barely had to duck.” 

“That’s what you’re going on? His pupils?” 

“That…and the fact there was no sign that Gold and Watkins were there, had been there 

or even communicated in any way other than through a computer. Figuring the odd dimensions 

meant a hidden computer, it’s only a matter of time before he leads us to them. Or, at the very 

least, inadvertently helps point us in the right direction.” 

Hanigan resumed reading, leaving Myers to mull this over. It took less than a minute for 

the younger agent to talk again, asking, “Where is he now?” 

Leaving the book open in his lap this time, Hanigan removed his cell from the inside 

pocket of his jacket. He pulled up the app connected to the tracker Myers had placed, glanced at 

it himself then showed it to his partner. The moving icon showed Calvert’s car heading north on 

I-35, almost to the edge of West Des Moines. 

 

 



Despite Valley Junction not being the best of neighborhoods, at least not for West Des 

Moines, Frank and Sarah Gold always kept the back door unlocked. More accurately, Sarah kept 

it unlocked. Frank hadn’t been in a state to do much of anything since the massive stroke three 

years ago. Every morning, Sarah would heft Frank into his wheelchair—something that had 

gotten easier over time through a combination of this action increasing her upper body strength 

and his body wasting into frailty—and push him up to the front living room window so he could 

watch the world. Ever since he retired, he had preferred doing this over watching any of the, in 

his words, “mind-numbing pablum that passes for daytime TV these days.” He’d let her know, in 

his way, this was how he would prefer to live out his remaining days, so she obliged. 

Max opened the back door, hopped to the top of the three little steps and entered the 

kitchen. Sarah was sitting at the table, her eyes not focused. 

“Hey, Gram,” Max called out. They had always just called them Gram and Gramps. It 

kind of started as a joke, Max and Vanessa parroting Rich whenever he would address his 

guardians, but it eventually became the norm. 

Sarah startled out of her daze. “Hello, Max. This is unexpected.” 

He had always been the straightforward one of the crew, so he gave her a serious look 

and asked, “Really? Because it looks like you’ve had the same kind of morning I have.” 

She sighed, her body relaxing as the burden she thought was only hers lifted. “The FBI?” 

Max nodded and sat across from her. From this angle he could see how red and puffy her eyes 

were, as well as the new batch beginning to well. Sarah sniffled and rubbed away the impending 

tears. “Why would they say such things? Why can’t they let the dead have peace?” 

He took her hands in his. “I don’t know. I really don’t.” 



They sat there like that for several silent minutes. Sarah finally lifted her head and locked 

eyes with Max, her expression hardened for any answer to her question, “It’s not true, is it? It 

can’t be true.” 

“It’s not. I’m positive.” It was extremely rare for him to lie to Sarah. He probably hadn’t 

since their cover story the night of the Senior Kegger. “They’re gone for good, this time.” 

She patted his hands and said, “Thank you. That’s all I needed to hear. I knew if anyone 

knew for sure it would be you.” She got up and moved to the pantry. “I was just about to fix 

Frank some lunch…” Which meant soup. “…would you like some, too? I could throw on a 

grilled cheese to go with, if you want.” 

“Muenster?” 

“Of course. Three slices.” 

“Perfect. I’ll go say ‘Hi’ to Gramps.” 

Frank’s wheelchair was sitting perfectly in the ruts it had worn in the carpet, located at 

the end of the threadbare tracks leading from the master bedroom. Max had offered once to trade 

out the carpet for them and put in a nice hardwood floor, but Sarah didn’t want him going to any 

trouble for them. He knew she really meant she didn’t want the minor disruption it would cause, 

so he didn’t press it. 

“What’s up, Gramps,” he said when he got close, giving the old man’s shoulder a pat. 

Frank turned his head and gave Max as much of a smile as he could muster. After several 

frustrating and failed attempts in the beginning, he had given up trying to talk. He had a pad of 



paper, but he only used that for emergency notes. Luckily, Frank had a very expressive face, so 

you learned to talk to him in ways he could respond to non-verbally. 

“How’re you doing?” 

Frank shrugged. 

“Did the FBI try to talk to you?” 

He snorted—his version of a laugh—and nodded. This made Max smile. Not just 

imagining those two trying to get anything out of Gramps, but also because the old man appeared 

to be keeping his sense of humor up, despite the stress of the day. 

“Dicks. Am I right?” 

Another snort. Then he began tapping the pad of paper. Max took it from him and found 

Frank had been expecting him. Written in his squiggly scrawl were the words, “Is it true?” 

Max glanced back toward the kitchen to make sure Sarah was busy. He leaned in real 

close and whispered, “Our secret?” 

Frank nodded. 

“I honestly don’t know, but I’m going to do everything I can to find out.” 

The smile Frank gave him was wan, even for someone in his condition, but tinged with 

relief. 

Max tore the sheet from the pad, crumpled it up and stuffed it in his pocket. He gave the 

pad back and stood. It seemed like an eternity had passed since he’d last visited, yet it was only 

this past Christmas. Still, too long. He used to come by once a month, sometimes more. If he was 



being honest with himself, he was probably subconsciously avoiding the memories floating 

around the place more than Frank and Sarah. Even so, he needed to make more of an effort. 

Speaking of memories, the mantle and bookshelves were full of them. He started 

perusing, traversing the years through framed photos. The three of them all childhood chubby, at 

the playground, making a snow fort, Rich’s Little League memory mate, wearing Mickey and 

Minnie ears on that trip to Disney World, etc. Their teen years, that same Homecoming photo, 

which his eyes always instantly went to whenever he entered the room, their cast and crew 

photos from various play productions, some candids Sarah took from her windows when they 

didn’t know she was there, the three of them always laughing, always happy, no matter what. 

There were a lot less of them as adults. He had sent them a copy of his basic training 

graduation photo and a few from his tours. Rich and Vanessa’s were mainly from visits home for 

holidays and special occasions, all “Say cheese” staged. He’d counted once and there were three 

less of adult Rich and Vanessa than of him, which made sense when you figured in how long 

they’d spent in the dark. After he looked over the mantle pictures, he moved to another 

bookshelf, then stopped. He turned back to the mantle, confused. 

There was a new photo. 

Set in a frame that could either be truly as old as it looked or one of those purposefully 

made to look antique-y, the picture was of Rich and Vanessa on, what looked like, a vacation. 

The background had that vaguely European appearance, but it was just out of focus enough and 

covered so much by the couple that it was very difficult to tell if it was actually Europe or some 

faux place like Epcot. Also, Rich and Vanessa looked older than in the other photos. 

Like within-the-past-couple-years older. 



He held it down for Frank to see as he said, “Hey, Gramps, do you know anything about 

this photo?” 

Frank shook his head. 

“Of course not. Why am I asking you? You sit with your back to this all day.” 

Frank snorted, then shrugged. 

“Thanks anyway.” 

Max headed back into the kitchen. Sarah was just putting the two sandwiches onto plates, 

the soup still in the pot, steam rising and bubbling slightly. 

“Gram? What’s this?” 

She looked at the frame in his hand and said, “Oh, that? It arrived in the mail 

back…what…late January, early February? From the FBI evidence people. The letter said 

something about it being recently found, that it must’ve fallen out of a box or got mishandled 

when they were gathering up everything to send to us previously.” 

“Really?” He couldn’t keep the suspicion from oozing into his voice. 

“Well, you remember how much there was. I’m not surprised something got overlooked. 

In fact, I’m surprised more things haven’t been sent.” 

That was something that always stuck in the back of his mind: the authorities had found a 

full storage unit, most of it junk, but there were a few keepsakes. It was just that, from what he 

knew, people who drop off the grid tend not to be pack rats. 



Max turned it over and over in his hands, then asked, “Do you mind if I borrow it for a 

little while? I don’t have any more recent pics of them, so I want to make a copy for myself.” 

“Sure, dear! Go right ahead,” Sarah replied as she ladled soup into bowls. 

He helped her carry the food back into the living room. Frank was able to use his one 

working arm to feed himself, but it did get messy at times, so Sarah would sit close to him to 

help clean his face. All through the meal, as was usual, Max watched their devotion with a deep 

sense of envy. 

 

 

The yacht was anchored just far enough from the coast to be in international waters, more 

for safety in case something was to happen, not because of anything currently taking place on 

board. 

A man in tailored leisure clothes sat in a chair on the stern observation deck, watching the 

twinkling reflections of stars on the ocean surface, occasionally sipping at his glass of port. 

The door to the cabin behind him slid open. 

“Excuse me, Sir. Something of interest.” The man’s assistant set a file down on the table 

next to him. 

The man glanced at it, then took another sip. 

“The FBI has reopened the Gold and Watkins case,” the assistant explained. 

The man let this sink in for a moment before signaling that his assistant could leave. 



After the cabin door shut, the man took another sip of wine. It tasted sour, now. With the 

flick of his wrist, he flung what was left in his glass overboard. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four 

 

 

Max had been slumped in his chair for over an hour, just staring at the photo. He almost 

didn’t want to touch it anymore, something about it felt toxic. Yet, at the same time, he wanted to 

grab the frame with both hands and scream at it, reach right into the picture and yank his friends 

out so he could throttle them for abandoning him, so he could hug them close to him once more. 

So many emotions were flowing through him, but all he could manage to do was stare at the 

photo. 

Eventually, he got up and went to the kitchen to get a beer. Leaning against the counter 

while he drank, he closed his eyes and tried to think about the various areas of Europe he had 

been to over the years, hoping something in the architectures would click and match the photo’s 

background. He knew it was futile, with how little you could make out in the picture, but he 



learned long ago not to discount any ideas. Especially not if they also involved drinking, hence 

his desire for a beer. He started let his mind wander, thinking about everything he knew about 

Rich and Vanessa’s criminal life. It wasn’t a lot, but probably more than anyone else knew, 

including the Feds. 

When they went disappeared, it wasn’t much of a shock to him, though it was a few 

weeks before he knew. Between the slow speed of snail mail and the mission he was on being 

highly classified, it took forever for the postcard to reach him. The front was a run-of-the-mill 

shitty Ziggy cartoon that made him laugh. Not because of the comic itself, but at the thought of 

them searching out the worst postcard they could find, knowing he’d laugh at the overall joke. 

The message on the back simply read, “Don’t come looking for us.” Words he obeyed, despite 

pleas from Frank and Sarah. If this had been later, after they had made several Most Wanted 

lists, he might not have ever received it. 

While Max had indeed felt the lure of the dark side of the law, even enjoyed the 

seduction of being bad, his time in the military never offered him the opportunity to explore it to 

the extent staying in civilian life allowed. Sure, he found small ways to keep his toe in the water, 

usually involving the local black market of whichever region he found himself stationed, but he 

had to be very careful. Not only did he risk his career and pension—this being well before he 

discovered he wasn’t going to need that—but he risked his neck dealing with many of those 

criminal elements, depending on the country. 

When he retired from the service and returned to Iowa, he didn’t have a single plan for 

what he was going to do with his life. Frank and Sarah offered Rich’s old room, which he 

planned to turn down, not wanting to be a burden, but it dawned on him that the more he felt like 

a burden, then maybe the faster he would get something going and be able to move out. 



On his fourth day at their house, the package arrived. Everyone was initially confused 

since he hadn’t been staying there long enough for his mail to be forwarded. Besides, it was 

addressed to the house, not the military. Inside the padded manilla envelope was another padded 

manilla envelope. A tiny part of him was hoping there would be a third padded envelope, 

matryoshka doll-style. Yet, instead, there were documents and safe deposit keys connected with 

two bank accounts, one in the Caymans and one in a Switzerland. Each contained more than 

enough funds to live a comfortable life ten times over. 

He asked Frank and Sarah, “Did you guys get a gift like this?” 

Sarah went silent and turned away, so Frank answered with a stoic face and some fire 

behind his eyes, “Yes.” 

Max read the reaction. “You didn’t keep it?” 

“It’s dirty money. No matter where it came from and how shady the people may be, 

stolen is stolen.” 

“We did use some,” Sarah chimed in. “Just enough to travel to the banks and close the 

accounts.” 

“We went straight to the FBI when we landed in D.C. and turned it in.” 

Max looked down at the paperwork, visibly conflicted. 

Frank laid his hands upon Max’s shoulders and looked him straight in the eye. “Listen, 

son. We may love you like family, but we have zero say in your affairs. We also won’t ever 

judge you. You do whatever you want with that money.” 



Max reached the bottom of the bottle quicker than he thought he would, and he was 

nowhere closer to solving the puzzle. Time for Plan B: The Barn. 

 

 

He had no need for the barn on his property in the traditional sense, not being a farmer, so 

one of the other jobs he had George help him with was refurbishing the structure into a gym. It 

still looked like your typical barn from the outside, all red paint and white trim. Inside, though, it 

was state of the art: sealed from the elements, climate controlled, top-of-the-line equipment, 

including a large flat screen and a killer sound system so he could watch or listen to whatever he 

liked during a workout. 

Needing intensity today, he chose his Airbourne playlist, hit shuffle then cranked the 

volume. He slipped on the gloves and stepped to the freestanding punching bag and went to 

work. The bag was specially made for rigorous combat training, able to be grappled with both 

upright—with handles up top so he could practice close quarter knee moves—and on the floor 

for some ground and pound. He spent thirty minutes putting it through the ringer. 

His mind was a blur the entire session, racing through so many fragmented theories that 

everything was a jumbled, headache-inducing mess, and it basically all added up to not knowing 

where to start. Having had zero communication over the years meant he had no ideas at all. No 

idea where they’d been. No idea who they had known or been in contact with, if anyone. No idea 

why they would’ve faked their deaths if they’d gotten so good at hiding. 

This last thought gave him pause. Exactly! They had spent well over a decade perfecting 

the art of invisibility. Even with the Feds and Interpol on their heels, it would’ve taken most of 



the next couple decades to finally nail them down and capture them. Even if they had ever been 

captured, knowing Rich and Vanessa’s cunning the way he did—at least before all of this, and it 

could only have gotten better with time—he was full-on, one hundred percent positive they 

would’ve had a way to obscure their involvement in any evidence the authorities had. 

So… 

Why… 

 

 

He went back into the computer room, turned on his scanner and proceeded to remove the 

photo from its frame. Frank and Sarah were going to want the picture back, but they were going 

to get the copy. For his purposes, it was better to have the original. While pulling up the 

programs he’d need, he simultaneously popped off the backing and slapped the photo onto the 

scanner. In less than five minutes, the whole process was finished and the copy was set nicely 

into the frame. 

The one thing he failed to notice during his multitasking was the thin strip of paper that 

fell to the floor when the frame’s backing came off, fluttering to the floor under his desk. 

 


