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Dedication
I would like to thank my mother and father for always having my back and supporting every decision, wise or not, that I made in my life. And I thank God for giving me Trey and Ava – my two beautiful children.
I would also thank my friends/authors who gave me, wise or not, advice throughout my writing of Almost Dead.
I hope this story will help deter anyone from getting in the same mess I got myself into back in 1996.
Almost Dead
A True Story
I already have the money out and with nearly trembling hands I pass it over the seat to the taxi driver before he even comes to a halt at the curb.
Without looking around the busy streets, I grab my suitcase and backpack; I jump out of the cab and run through the entrance of Johannesburg’s Tambo International Airport. Inside, the Public Concourse is overcrowded with South Africans and a mix of people from all over the globe. There are hordes of people milling around. I don’t know whether to panic because I have to stand in a long line in order to get my passport stamped, before being allowed into the International “Safe Zone,” or to feel relieved that I may be hidden among the crowd. Either way, I am going to do my best to keep my eyes on the entrance for the people who may be following me; a split second could mean escape or capture, life or death.
After hastily checking in at British Airways and clearing security I enter the International Departure Hall, the supposed “Safe Zone.” All at once I get a waft of the smells coming out from an eclectic mix of shops that include open - front cafes, sportswear boutiques, alcohol, perfume and cigar outlets, there are toys, electronic goods, as well as African artifacts and food. Even though the size of this place nearly equals that of the Duty Free Zone at Heathrow Airport there is no escaping the pungent odor of the biltong, Africa’s version of beef jerky. The large chunks of the cured meat are offered from open containers; A swarm of flies are attempting to get their share of the beef before it’s all sold, bagged and carried off, they are also sensing the fear pouring from my sweat glands. The rank smell immediately starts to turn my stomach and the nausea almost knocks me on my ass.
I pull myself together and then I realize; I have to change my appearance somehow. I go into a sportswear shop and purchase a baseball cap with a “South Africa Soccer” logo on the front, a pair of khaki cargo shorts, a plain black tee shirt and white sneakers. The people that I have been dealing with for the past few days have always seen me in slacks and business shirts, so in the shops restroom I change into the newly purchased clothes and just in case I have to make a run for it, I put my passport, visa, and all of my cash into the pockets of my cargo shorts. I stuff my clothes into my backpack, put on the hat and proceed to the British Airways departure area.
The British Airways flight that will take me safely back to the States is scheduled to depart in about forty minutes. Along the wall on the right side of the concourse there is, what seems to be, a mile long row of seats. I choose one directly across from the boarding gate that I will be using. There are magazines, newspapers and blankets strewn around the area. Almost all of the seats are taken and many people are sitting on the floor in the aisle and against any wall space that may be clear. I settle in. I hope this will be only a short wait.
I can’t see a clock from where I am sitting. I now regret giving up my watch that was to bribe the President of the bank where the $11 million was to be deposited. There are a string of regrets that I have, now that I think about it.
I glance right to left down the aisle and what I see makes my heart stop cold. At the end of the long concourse, from the direction I entered from, I can see two men approaching. I recognize one of them. It’s Joseph. I should have known better than to think I could lose this guy. I don’t know the other man, but he looks, from the way he is dressed, to be in the military; creased blue slacks, crisp white shirt, and black high-top boots. He is much shorter and younger than Joseph. He has light brown skin and a long skinny nose. His eyes bulge abnormally. He reminds me of a pissed off rat. Also, he is wearing a pistol on his belt, a dead giveaway that he is either military or paramilitary. What I’m feeling right now is way beyond dread. My heart is pounding like its going break out of my chest and I’m finding it difficult to catch my breath. Don’t panic; keep cool. And think.
I quickly grab a blanket from the seat next to me and drape it over part of my body. Then I take a few pages of the discarded newspaper and scatter them over my lap. I’m hoping that it looks as though I have been here for quite a while. Looking down at the papers, I can’t help regretting that I didn’t read the Sunday newspaper that was thumped at my door days ago. If I had, I may not be in this shit right now.
It may look suspicious if I try to cover my face with the hat I bought; so instead, I lay my head, exaggeratedly, back over the seat backrest so all that can really be seen of me from the aisle is my throat. What we used to call in the film business as an “up the nose shot.” I pretend to be in a deep sleep. The kind of deep sleep that looks as though my eyes may be open but, at a glance, an onlooker really can’t tell. I have to act as if I am asleep, but I need to watch them as they pass in case they make an overt movement in my direction. If they do that, what should I do? Run, holler, scream like a little girl? I don’t know. Since I am almost frozen with fear, I don’t know if I could do anything but sit here and see what they do.
I don’t know if I’m just being paranoid at this point or if these guys are truly looking for me. I do know that I have to play it out this way. It’s too late too run.
As the distance between the two men and me narrows, I notice that rat boy has something, a piece of paper, in his hand. Repeatedly, he looks at it and scans the crowd. They are definitely looking for someone. They are walking at a pretty fast clip, as if they know that they don’t have a lot of time, so I hope they just walk on by. I don’t know how long I can hold this position. I’m glad Joseph is walking on the other side of rat boy and checking the faces on the other side of the aisle way.
They are almost in front me now, but they stay right in the middle of the aisle and are not making a direction change towards me. That’s good. Maybe the clothes I bought and all this crap I tossed on top of me is working as a disguise after all. I see, through my half closed eyes, that they are right in front of me now - about ten feet away. It seems that this may work after all. They might just pass right by me.
At that moment, I see what rat boy is holding in his hand. I don’t know how, when or where he got it, but he is holding a photograph of me. He stops, turns around, and looks right at me. Jesus! I will never see my family again. This time I am dead. How in the hell did this happen to me?
****
During the summer of 1985, I finally stepped up to the plate. My father had just signed a two year, two million dollar construction contract with the President of Operations for Charles Keating of Continental Homes, a large Phoenix based developer. The job was to clear about 3200 acres of flood plain (on the edge of Tucson’s city limits) in preparation of a large housing development and golf course. About six months into the contract the developer pulled the plug on the project. Soon, the news broke that Keating and Lincoln Savings & Loan was being brought up on federal charges and the story has gone down in history as the “S & L Scandal of the 80’s” that cost the taxpayers roughly $124 billion. A long court battle ensued between us, but during that time my father was left holding the paper on about a million dollars of earthmoving equipment. He owned four and half acres of open desert, on the frontage road of Interstate 10 on the outskirts of town, which was used as a holding yard for the equipment. There was also a run down, single level building on the property that used to be a biker bar in the ‘60’s and ‘70’s. The entire property was located in a flood plain and at least twice a year was under a foot of water.
For years, my father urged me to quit (what I called) my acting career and come to work with him. When the development contract trouble began, I was in the middle of an eight week stage production, in which I had the lead role, and was having some cast problems that would make the rest of the run hell. I decided I’d had enough of that crap and took him up on his offer. He was in a bind; all of the equipment was just sitting on his property, while the payments still needed to be made. I have a strong degree of self-confidence and I usually take most of the responsibility for any project I get involved with, so I had no problem telling him that as soon as the show was over, I would renovate the building, bring in about two feet of top soil – to raise the property above the flood plain, fence off the land and open a business to sell, rent and lease the construction equipment to the local contractors. He agreed and four weeks later I went to work building and shaping our new enterprise. A few months later Federal Equipment Company Inc. was born.
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