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* * * * * *

 


“Honey, I think I’ll go upstairs and do some
writing.”

“Okay, Sweetie. Good luck.”

With deepest gratitude to my wife, Christina,
who tolerated that nightly conversation (and subsequent
abandonment) without complaint, a thousand times while I wrote this
book.

 


* * * * * * *

 


For my beloved friend, Trent Daley, whose
uncompromising patience and kindness saturated his every means.

 


* * * * * * *

 


“. . . We will never have peace in the world
until men everywhere recognize that ends are not cut off from
means, because the means represent the ideal in the making, and the
end in process, and ultimately you can’t reach good ends through
evil means, because the means represent the seed and the end
represents the tree.”

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

 


* * * * * * *

 


one

 


If Keith Mendalsen had known that the sausage
and egg croissant would be his last meal, he would have ordered two
or three more of them at the drive-thru. He would have gorged on as
many calorie-laden breakfast-menu items as he could devour—and keep
down.

He put his scalding coffee in the cup holder
to cool, gulped down the greasy sandwich in barely chewed hunks,
and tossed the paper wrapper onto the passenger seat of his
Mercedes convertible. As he pulled back into traffic for the
two-block ride to his office, he wiped his mouth on a napkin,
missing a crumb that stuck to the corner of his lip.

In nine days, Keith would be dead. In eight
days, the crumb that clung to his lip would be a feast—if it were
still stuck there to be licked.

Mendalsen Investments occupied the twelfth
floor of the ALCO Development Building in Santa Monica, California.
If the firm’s suite were a table, Keith’s private inner office
would be the centerpiece that decorated it. A marvel of
contemporary corporate architecture, it was enclosed in
floor-to-ceiling glass and lit from within like a tropical
aquarium.

He enjoyed a spectacular 180-degree view of
the Santa Monica beach and pier on one side, and a view of his
support staff’s cubicles on the other. Everything from his imported
Italian credenza, to his throne-like chair—burgundy leather with
gold buttons and engraved armrests—proclaimed his financial
success.

This morning, a slow elevator had lit the
fuse on one of his many bad moods. Then, after a heated phone call
that ended with a client’s threat to fire him, he slammed the phone
down and hurled his paper cup of piping-hot coffee at the glass
wall that framed his door. Half of the searing French Roast exited
the cup during his windup and burned the back of his hand. His
first scream was all pain. The ones that squeezed out from his lips
as he sucked his scalded knuckles were all anger.

He heard the heavy suite door click shut out
in the entryway. Carrie, the temp, had arrived late for work. He
pulled his mouth from the back of his hand and screamed,
“Caaaaarrie! In my office now!”

He knew she would rush to him with the
self-conscious subservience that he liked. Her face would be red;
she blushed for almost any reason. Complaints, compliments, or any
special attention aimed her way by anyone flushed the
twenty-six-year-old’s cheeks, which then drained to blotch her pale
neck. Keith had developed a perverse fondness for Carrie’s blushing
during her first stint as the temp in his office. In fact, it was a
secret reason he had requested her by name from her agency this
time. After only a few conversations with her, he had learned how
to work his words like a lever that controlled her
complexion—filling her face full of red before pausing to let it
subside for another refill.

She hurried to Keith’s office without putting
down her handbag. What could she have done this time? She
remembered how, two days ago, she had watched spit-laced words fly
from Keith’s lips during a tantrum over an incorrect lunch order
she had delivered to his desk. She took a deep breath and tried to
exhale her nervousness. When she reached his door, she saw
tentacles of coffee stretching down the glass wall and a toppled
paper coffee cup on the carpet beside his desk.

Keith pursed his lips and shook his head. He
rocked in his big chair and pointed to a bottle of water on the
corner of his desk. “What is this?” he said.

Carrie knew that an obvious answer would
infuriate him. Her mind raced for a more appeasing answer.

“What is this?” Keith said louder.

She tilted her head, allowing her
shoulder-length blond hair to conceal half of her blushing
face—half of what Mr. Fisher, her sixth-grade teacher, had labeled
her chromatic honesty.

She remembered that Keith required a new,
chilled bottle of water on his desk each morning. Today, Keith had
discovered yesterday’s nearly empty open bottle before she had
arrived.

“It’s your fifth day on the job. You should
know your job description by now and yet I come in this morning to
be greeted by your third major f–f–mistake!” He struggled not to
cuss at Carrie, a promise he had made her agency as a probationary
condition of future service. He needed the temps—for the time
being.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Mendalsen. I just—” Carrie
stammered.

Keith cut her off. “Well I need to ask you
something, So Sorry. If I wanted warm, bottled water, why would I
have shelled out eight-grand to build a kitchen with a fridge for
you people?”

Carrie’s face deepened a shade. Her fingers
tightened around her handbag’s strap for better grip on her
composure.

“Answer me!” he shouted. “Why do I get to the
office and find spit-temperature water on my desk? What is it with
you?” He paused to let her absorb the disgust on his face. Carrie
stood motionless, trying to compose another non-flammable
answer.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Mendalsen. It won’t happen
again.” She was rouge and Keith liked it.

“Damned right it won’t happen again—I’m not
cussing at you,” he said, holding up his hands, palms out, to
pardon his slip up.

“Of course not, Mr. Mendalsen,” Carrie
said.

Keith sucked the back of his hand again and
studied her. She waited, lips parted, ready to offer her next
apology. Keith had the last two assistants in tears by now, but the
agency restriction on aiming profanity at their temps had removed
one of his better tools.

“I do apologize, sir,” Carrie said.

“I do apologize, sir,” Keith mocked her
reply. His face reddened and he shouted, “I don’t pay you for
apologies and I don’t pay you to be late.”

“I understand,” she said. She shifted her
weight to the other leg and drew her tongue across her dry
lips.

“No, I don’t think you do understand. You’re
just a no-career temp. Tell me how you could possibly understand?”
He leaned toward Carrie, hoping to detect a more significant crack
in her composure. Landing a verbal blow solid enough to unravel her
would help him feel better. He couldn’t explain his sudden,
sadistic urges. He only knew that from time to time they
overwhelmed him like a furious itch that needed scratching at any
cost.

Carrie’s eyes fluttered, but not soon enough
to blink back a tear that slid down the crease of her nose. Keith
enjoyed the tear. He liked that Carrie didn’t immediately wipe it.
She let it lag beside her nostril for a moment—perhaps hoping he
might not notice. Another tear followed, merging to fatten the
first and she swiped them away before they could slide to her
lip—just as the other temps had. He had badgered her effectively
enough to add tears to her color and it calmed him. He felt
powerful, in control again. He decided to go for another tear or
two from the other eye before he was sated.

“So tell me, temp,” he said, examining her
with a new sneer. “Were you a uhhhh, popular girl in school?”

The phone rang. Keith raised his eyebrows as
if to ask if she intended to answer it. When she turned for her
desk, Keith grabbed his phone handset and shouted hello.

As he talked on the call, Carrie sat down at
her desk and looked at the 3 x 5 framed photo of her husband and
three-year-old daughter. She had placed it on her desk for
inspiration and comfort. Her husband wouldn’t tolerate the abuse
she received under Keith’s supervision, nor would he find out. She
had hidden it from him and would keep it hidden. They were in dire
financial straits, which had required her to accept any available
job. At Keith’s office, she netted six critical dollars per hour
after subtracting the cost of daycare from her agency’s hourly
wage.

Keith’s voice echoed through his open door as
he laughed with his caller about Carrie’s incompetence. He ended
the conversation by saying, “Alright, pal, I’ll be there in a half
hour.”

As he passed Carrie’s desk, he threw his coat
over his shoulder and said, “Get someone in here to steam clean
that coffee I shouldn’t have had to throw. Make sure they use the
odorless steam. I better not come back to an office that smells
like fucking perfume.”

“Yes, sir, I understand.”

As Keith exited the office, he mumbled,
“Unbe-fucking-lievable...” The door clicked shut behind him.

Keith left feeling better. Carrie felt
horrible. In less than six minutes, their feelings would be
reversed.

 


* * * * * * *

 


two

 


The ALCO Development Building had two
passenger elevators and one freight elevator. Keith stepped into a
passenger elevator and pressed the worn “L” button. Because he was
alone, the twelve-story trip to the lobby should take twenty
seconds or less—if no passengers on lower floors interrupted his
ride.

“Come on baby, home run,” he said, his eyes
fixed on the lit floor numbers above the elevator door as they
counted down: 11, 10, 9....

As he checked his watch, his head dipped when
the elevator braked for a stop. He pounded the wall with the butt
of his hand and yelled, “Dammit!” The floor display showed an
illuminated L. “Aw, c’mon,” he said. He knew there was no way the
elevator car could have reached the lobby from the ninth floor in
the two seconds it took him to check his watch.

He stepped closer to the doors, anticipating
their opening, but they didn’t. The elevator shuddered and
descended a bit more—slower—as if going from only one floor to the
next. It bumped to a gentle stop again, but the doors didn’t
open.

“This is ridiculous,” Keith said, and then he
kicked the elevator wall.

As he pulled his phone from his pocket, the
door opened and stale air rushed in from a floor he had never seen.
He saw an empty corridor with no receptionist, no furniture, not
even a door. It was about the length of a school bus. Thick, gray
egg-carton padding lined the walls and ceiling. At the far end, a
concrete wall reflected the faint light of a connecting
hallway.

“What the hell?” Keith said as he jabbed the
L button and leaned out of the elevator car. With each press, the L
button lit up and then blinked off. He kept his feet inside and
strained to see more detail in the darkness. He had worked in this
building for eleven years and thought he had seen every floor, but
this one was foreign to him.

“Hello?” he yelled out. The padded corridor
sucked up his voice and any echo. The open elevator illuminated a
few feet into the darkness. The only sound came from his fingers,
clicking the L button. The doors that had refused to open a few
moments ago now refused to close.

He stepped out into the darkness and pressed
two fingers into the padded wall. They sank in two knuckles deep.
The rubbery floor cushioned his steps and gripped the soles of his
shoes. He focused on the dim wall at the far end of the corridor,
the only option for exit.

After he took a few steps, the entire
corridor darkened when the elevator door closed behind him.

On the chance that the elevator might be
functioning again, he hurried back, feeling along the padded wall
with one hand and waving his other hand out ahead for the elevator
panel. He found the panel and groped it, searching for the
elevator’s call buttons. His fingers slipped into empty holes where
the buttons should have been.

The sound of an electric motor whined from
above and he sensed something falling toward his head so he stepped
back. A new wall, covered with the same spongy egg-carton padding,
slid down from a slat in the ceiling and clicked into the floor,
eliminating the elevator as an exit. He shoved the sliding wall and
tried to raise it, but it was locked. He was sealed inside a soft
tube with only one way out—toward the light.

“Very funny,” he said as he turned, smiling
in preparation to be the butt of a practical joke. Then he froze,
listening to something in the direction of the light. It sounded
like a heavy door opening. Then multiple footsteps and a rhythmic
squeak that grew louder.

His heart began to thump as his frustration
gave way to fear. “Hello?” he called out. The footsteps and squeak
continued, but there was no answer. The silhouetted image of a
tall, thin woman slid into view at the end of the corridor,
followed by the image of another, shorter woman who carried a small
bag over her shoulder. Two men followed them. They walked single
file through the padded tunnel toward Keith. When their feet
reached the soft foam, their steps went silent. Only the squeak
continued.

Lights in the corridor blinked on and Keith
saw the four people, dressed in the familiar uniforms of red Polo
shirts and black slacks. Keith squinted in the new light to examine
the faces of the foursome, but he knew none of their names.

“Hey, I didn’t know you guys worked on this
floor!” Keith said, with a nervous chuckle.

They continued toward him with no reply. The
man in the rear generated the rhythmic squeak as he pushed a
waist-high gurney with both hands. It was a typical ambulance
gurney, painted red and black and rolled on collapsible aluminum
legs.

The other male, muscle-bound with a crew cut,
carried a rolled foam cushion pressed under his arm. The two women
led the way.

Keith pointed back toward the hidden elevator
door and said, “How much do you wanna bet that management will wish
they had kept this piece-of-shit elevator fixed for us after I’m
done with them?”

They did not answer.

Keith wiped sweat from his lip and then tried
to suppress his fear by putting his shoulders back and taking
charge. “Where’s your stairway? Aren’t you guys supposed to have
illuminated exit signage?” he asked, as he pointed past them toward
the end of the corridor.

At fifteen feet from Keith they spread out
shoulder to shoulder, blocking him in. The man who pushed the
gurney shoved it forward and it rolled to within a couple feet of
Keith.

Keith backed away until he bumped the padded
barrier and then fumbled in his pocket for his phone.

The tall brunette woman stepped forward. She
had the shapely body and serious expression of a fashion magazine
cover. She raised a Taser gun with a straight arm, aiming it at
Keith. “Please lay on our gurney,” she said calmly.

Keith looked down at the red laser dot that
jiggled on his shirt’s third button. “What’s going on? Is this some
fucking prank?”

The woman fired two wired probes that pierced
Keith’s abdomen, using his body to complete a circuit of
fifty-thousand volts. His fingers went rigid, he dropped his phone
and jerked to attention. As he began to fall, the muscular male who
carried the rolled cushion flung it out in a perfect toss that
padded Keith’s landing. The Taser tick-tick-ticked while the woman
held the trigger tight, feeding Keith seven seconds of
uninterrupted current. The thick padded walls seemed to inhale his
screams. His four spectators stood motionless, watching.

The woman released the trigger and Keith’s
body went limp. His chest heaved. He looked up at the four
uniformed people. He saw the wires coiling from his stomach to the
tip of the Taser.

The woman brought the Taser’s barrel straight
up in a relaxed position beside her shoulder. “Please lay on our
gurney,” she repeated in the same calm, flat tone.

Keith struggled to sit up. He leaned back
onto his hands and fixed his legs under him as if he might try to
crabwalk away. He brought his hand from behind him to touch the
probes and the woman squeezed the trigger again, sending him into a
new episode of writhing and gasping.

When she released the trigger the second
time, Keith was face down. “No more, please,” he moaned, his words
smeared into the padding.

“Please lay on our gurney,” the woman
repeated, her tone unchanged.

Keith raised himself to a sitting position.
Drool strung from the side of his mouth and he wiped it on his
sleeve. He lifted a trembling hand toward the woman and said,
“Please, ma’am, no more. Please…”

He labored to his feet and staggered toward
the gurney. He flopped his upper body across it, panting and his
face ashen. The second female, a petite blond who carried a
backpack, eased past Keith. She picked up his phone from the floor
with gloved hands and dropped it into her bag.

The two men took hold of Keith’s arms and
legs and carefully swung him up onto the gurney, rolling him over
so that he rested face up. They were gentle with him. One cupped
the back of his head so that it came to a soft landing on the
gurney pillow. Keith’s eyes were wide.

The blond woman walked to his side and
examined his face. “Aww, poor thing,” she said. She opened her
backpack and produced a vial of clear liquid and a soft white
cloth. She wrapped the cloth around her forefinger and wet it with
the bottle. She dabbed at some blood that oozed from the side of
Keith’s mouth. He winced at her touch and pulled away.

Meanwhile, the two men had pulled padded
nylon restraints from under the gurney bed and strapped Keith at
his ankles, knees, waist, chest, wrists, and loosely about his
neck. One man lifted Keith’s head and slipped a rubber strap under
it, connecting it in the front with hooks attached to a ball gag.
The man centered and pulled the ball gag out above Keith’s mouth
and said, “Say Ahh.” Keith turned his head to look at the woman who
had the Taser. She opened her mouth wide and said, “Ahhhhh.” The
three others joined her in a long, almost harmonious, “Ahhhh.”
Keith opened his mouth, but no sound came out. The ball gag popped
in, snug between his teeth. He tried to close his mouth over it,
but his lips couldn’t meet. The rubber strap of the gag pulled the
corners of his mouth into what looked like the frozen smile of a
happy mask.

The woman with the Taser stepped forward and
examined the probes in his abdomen. Keith’s eyes widened as she
held the Taser gun out behind her, with her finger clearly still on
the trigger. She plucked the probes from Keith.

The two men collapsed the gurney’s legs to
the floor, lifted one end, rolled Keith toward the lit wall, and
turned to face a red door.

The Taser-wielding brunette stepped to the
door and placed her palm on a waist-high glass console to the right
of it. A green light silhouetted her fingers and then flashed under
her hand like lightning. The door reacted with two heavy clanks and
swung open a few inches as if it had been held by magnets that
suddenly gave way. The crew of four wheeled Keith Mendalsen through
the door.

He would soon desperately wish that a warm
bottle of water, forgotten by a temp, was his life’s biggest
inconvenience.

 


* * * * * * *

 


three

 


Brandon Chargon pushed his way to the front
of the elevator to exit ahead of the eight other passengers. He
wasn’t late; he always rushed to everything. He didn’t wait for the
doors to open completely before he shouldered his way out into the
grand lobby of Santa Monica’s Pacific Grove building. Roman columns
flanked a thirty-foot indoor fountain whose hissing water padded
the echoing footsteps and conversations of the lobby’s guests.

As Brandon passed the large security check-in
desk en route to the VIP parking exit, he saw a gorgeous brunette
woman approaching from the opposite side of the lobby. She wore a
low-cut, red satin blouse and a fitted black mini-skirt. She held
eye contact with him and smiled. He slowed his pace. At six feet
tall, the woman had a two-inch advantage over Brandon—even without
the three inch heels that clicked on the polished floor under her
graceful legs. Her trajectory and growing smile made it look as if
she intended to speak to Brandon, but he couldn’t be so lucky…could
he?

She carried no clipboard so he knew she
wasn’t taking an annoying survey, nor could she be what Brandon
referred to as “scummy bummys”—homeless people that frequently
timed their solicitations near closing time on the concrete walkway
of Brandon’s office building. He had strong-armed property
management into funding private security guards for the sole
purpose of throwing such bums off building property. No, this girl
wasn’t a scummy bummy. She was clean, classy, and sizzling.

She tilted her head coyly and leaned to one
side—tentative—seeming ready to apologize if Brandon showed the
slightest offense at her approach. “Excuse me, sir. Are you Mr.
Chargon?”

A smile spread on Brandon’s face. “Yes,
that’s me,” he said. His eyes drifted from her long dark hair down
to her candy-apple high heels and back up to her eyes.

At fifty-one years old, Brandon had a
belt-straining paunch and was bald—except for sideburns that looked
like fuzzy, mirrored maps of Florida that didn’t quite make it over
the tops of his ears.

“I’ve been searching for you,” she said,
extending her hand. Her grip was firm and her need to look down
into his eyes wowed Brandon.

“What can I do for you?” he asked. In his
instant fantasy, her answer might lead them somewhere private—for
the alcohol that could enable possibilities. From experience, he
knew he had no chance to score with a woman this hot without
getting half a dozen drinks in her first.

“I’m sorry to be so forward, but are you the
man who drives the ‘57 Ford Fairlane convertible I see pull into
the parking garage almost every day?”

“Darling, could we talk a little while longer
if I was that man?”

“Oh God, yes! I love that car! Please tell me
it’s yours!” She folded her hands and pressed them under her chin
to contain her excitement.

Brandon grinned like a terrible poker player
who had just drawn a royal flush. He tucked his left hand in his
pocket and worked his thumb to remove his wedding ring. If he had
carried some tanning lotion to remove his ring’s tan line, he would
have tried to smear some on.

“As a matter of fact, young lady, you’re in
luck! That Fairlane is one of my kids.” Brandon loved his cars. The
Fairlane convertible was his favorite of the more than thirty
classics he owned. His “kids” had his undying love, time,
attention, and patience—often to the exclusion and envy of his wife
of twenty-two years. “Care to take a ride in it?” he said, offering
what he hoped was an unfair temptation.

“Oh, you wouldn’t!” she touched his arm and
held her mouth wide open.

“If you have the time, let’s go,” Brandon
said. He pulled his ringless hand from his pocket and made a point
of scratching his nose in exhibition of his erased marital
status.

“NO—are you serious? You’ll take me for a
spin?”

“Absolutely.”

“Can we ride her topless?” she asked.

Brandon felt an adrenaline rush at what he
hoped was innuendo and he jerked his gaze from her breasts back to
her face. “Sure, but if we go topless, you might want to take a
sweater since it’s cool out today.” Before he finished his
sentence, he cursed himself; a chill would only enhance the scenery
this girl offered.

“I’ve got a sweater and hair clip in my
office. Do you mind coming with?” she said, pointing up.

Brandon checked his watch.

“I’m on the third floor—come with me; it will
take only a minute,” she urged, and then winked at him.

“Well, if you’re going to beg...” Brandon
laughed. He turned for the elevators that had just opened and
disgorged a load of tired workers, headed home for the day.

She tugged his arm and leaned close enough
for him to smell a hint of her perfume. “Wait, I’ve got a faster
way.” She led him around the corner of the lobby to the freight
elevator.

“So do you work in building management?”
Brandon asked, pointing to the freight elevator that required
coveted key cards from the building management.

“No. I supervise security upstairs. I’m
rarely out and about so you probably would never have seen me.”

“And that’s a shame!”

She laughed and pulled a key card from her
purse and then held it to the elevator’s security pad. The pad
beeped and the doors opened to a large, worn elevator car.

When the doors closed them in, she stepped
away from Brandon and turned to face the elevator panel. Her smile
disappeared as she buttoned two buttons on her blouse.

“Maybe our spin might roll us to a place
where I can buy you a drink,” Brandon grinned.

“You wish,” she answered, her voice now lower
in pitch.

Brandon, startled, said, “Pardon me, I can be
too forward sometimes…I apologize.”

She sucked her teeth and then folded her arms
over her purse.

“So you’re into cars. Is the Fairlane your
favorite classic?” Brandon asked hopefully.

She poked her tongue into her cheek and shook
her head without answering. The illuminated Floor 2 on the elevator
panel had her full attention.

“Something I said?” Brandon forced a nervous
laugh and cleared his throat. “What’s your name?” he asked. “I’m
sorry; I can’t believe I actually forgot to ask you your name.”

“My name won’t be useful to you,” she said as
the elevator door opened to the third floor. The small 15 x 10 foot
vestibule was barely lit by a single 40-watt bulb in the center of
the ceiling and dark gray foam padding lined the walls. She stepped
out of the elevator and motioned for Brandon to follow.

“Whoa! What’s with the bat cave?” he said.
The soles of his shoes sank into the spongy floor.

“Oh, we store some supplies for sound-staging
here,” she said. “Just come through, my office is around the
corner.”

On Brandon’s third step into the vestibule, a
padded wall slid from the ceiling and slammed down between him and
the open elevator door, blocking retreat. He jumped. The woman
pivoted to him. A door behind her opened and two men in matching
red Polo shirts and black slacks entered. One man was muscular with
a crew cut, and his smaller partner pushed a silver, enclosed metal
cart the size of an office desk. He swung open a side panel on the
cart, exposing an interior, padded like the walls. The woman pulled
a Taser gun from her purse. A red, laser sight quivered a spastic,
two-inch pattern on Brandon’s stomach.

“Remove your pants and then enter the cart
willingly” she said calmly.

“Wait! What the hell is this?” Brandon said,
searching the faces of the three.

The Taser’s probes pierced Brandon’s skin and
he dropped, stiff, to the padded floor. He writhed with his teeth
clenched and fists balled up and pressed against his hips as the
Taser ticked. When the woman released the trigger, Brandon
staggered to his feet.

She repeated her instruction. “Remove your
pants, and then enter the cart willingly.”

Brandon unbuckled his belt with trembling
fingers and dropped his pants to the floor. He stepped out of them
and stumbled toward the cart, dragging his Taser leashes. The woman
nodded at him with no smile, approving his progress to the
container.

He squatted and managed to squeeze into the
cart. He fought his gut to raise his knees toward his chin. While
one man strapped a ball gag around Brandon’s head, the other picked
up his pants and fished through the pockets. He retrieved Brandon’s
keys, cell phone, and then a wedding band that he handed to the
woman. She sucked her teeth in disgust, reached down, grabbed the
Taser wires two feet from Brandon’s stomach, and snatched the
probes out. The man who held Brandon’s pants, pockets pulled inside
out, tossed them into the cart. The bulky man slammed it shut and
locked it before opening a slat on the side that exposed four
quarter-sized holes for ventilation.

The padded separator wall that had blocked
the elevator retracted into the ceiling and they pushed the cart
onto the elevator. The cart shook a few times as Brandon moved his
hips to adjust his position inside his padded container. The ball
gag and foam lining of the cart’s interior dulled his pleas to
garbled babble heard only by him.

On the loading dock, they wheeled Brandon’s
enclosed container into the back of a shiny red and black truck,
its rear door swung wide to accept its cargo. Brandon Chargon’s
final ride in a vehicle was not to be next to a gorgeous woman in
the breezy freedom of his beloved ‘57 Ford Fairlane convertible.
Instead, he rode entombed in a latched steel container carried in
the locked bed of an armored truck.

 


* * * * * * *
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It was 9:30 p.m. and forty-one year old
Jackie Dunbarton had put in another long day at the office. She was
an old timer, with twelve years of service at Star Mortgage in the
Terra Fina Tower Building, now the office manager after a promotion
the week before. She intended to prove the wisdom of her bosses by
burning the midnight oil six days a week to accomplish more than
was expected of her. Her first week of late night departures had
put her on a first name basis with Nate, the night security
guard.

She reclined and looked out her eighth floor
window. Arizona Avenue routed cars below that carried
nine-to-fivers, probably on their way home from dinner. Jackie
planned to enjoy a frozen turkey dinner she had purchased to get
into a Thanksgiving frame of mind.

As she straightened some papers on her desk
and thought about taking home some of those delicious
oatmeal-chocolate-chip cookies someone had brought for the office
breakfast, her phone rang. She checked the time. Who could be
calling this late? She considered letting the call go to voice
mail, but figured that the call could be from one of her bosses and
their discovery of her diligence would be too great an opportunity
to pass up.

“Hello?”

“Is this Star Mortgage?” a deep male voice
said.

“Yes, but we are closed,” Jackie said. She
rolled her eyes, sorry she had answered.

“This is evening security and we are
contacting any tenants who remain in the building because we need
to do some elevator maintenance. Could you tell us how much longer
you’ll be tonight?”

“Nate? Is that you?”

“No, ma’am, there’s no Nate here.”

“Fine, well, I’m actually on my way out right
now,” Jackie said as she slipped her purse over her shoulder and
pushed her chair in.

“Well then, your timing is perfect. Could you
please use the freight elevator instead of the passenger elevator
when you leave?”

“Certainly, but I don’t have a key card,”
Jackie said.

“That’s no problem; we’ll leave it open on
your floor for you. Are you familiar with the location of the
freight elevator?”

“Yes, it’s the one around the corner beside
the restrooms, right?”

“Exactly. We appreciate your cooperation,
ma’am.”

Although she had passed by it many times to
and from the restroom, Jackie had never ridden the freight
elevator. As promised, it waited, door open, and she stepped
inside. The metal button panel was surrounded by scratches and
gouges, engraved by movers and delivery personnel who had used
objects to press buttons. The elevator car was twice the size of
the passenger elevator, but was filthy and worn. It smelled like
sweat.

In the ceiling, a fluorescent light flickered
as the large doors slid toward one another, kissing with surprising
delicacy, closing Jackie in.

The number 8 illuminated above the door
blinked and changed to an L, but Jackie sensed the elevator rising
instead of sinking. Although she felt movement and heard the air of
the elevator shaft, the L stayed lit. After ten seconds, the
elevator shuddered and stopped, and the large doors opened to an
undecorated foyer with no chairs and only one door. Two men in
matching red Polo shirts and black pressed slacks stood on either
side of a metal wheeled container the size of a kitchen stove.

One man swatted his hand toward Jackie,
instructing her to move back, deeper into the elevator to make room
for their cart. She complied, stepping to the back of the elevator
while patting the back of her hair—a nervous response to an order
given more forcefully than she felt it needed to be.

“You’re welcome,” she said, making sure to
inject plenty of sarcasm.

The men ignored her, focusing instead on
positioning the cart. They turned their backs to her and faced the
closing door. The man beside the button panel suddenly pressed all
twelve of the floor buttons and the elevator began descending.

“Nice move. We might reach the lobby by
tomorrow,” Jackie said to their backs.

The struggling fluorescent light blinked off,
leaving the elevator in total darkness. Jackie heard feet scuffle
on the floor and the container bang against the elevator wall.

She got out half a gasp before a hand clapped
cloth over her mouth. Strong arms hugged her, pressing her arms to
her sides while another set of arms grabbed her kicking legs and
tamed them into submission. She and her attackers fell to the
floor. A long snarl of unspooling duct tape cut through the sound
of the struggle. They pressed her ankles together and bound them.
She got off two arm swings, one landing on what felt like a man’s
shoulder and the other slamming the elevator wall. Within fifteen
seconds, her arms and legs were secured and a soft rubber ball gag
was shoved into her screaming mouth before its rubber strap snapped
tight at the back of her head.

After subduing Jackie’s sound and movement,
the men lifted her and gently lowered her into the foam-lined cart.
When they closed the lid and latched it, she heard only her own
panicked breath racing in and out of her nostrils. She tried to
kick the inner walls of the container as hard as she could with
bound feet, but the thick padding softened each kick to a thump
barely audible outside the container.

The elevator door opened on the Terra Fina
Tower Building’s freight dock, its fluorescent lights flickering.
The men pushed the cart out of the elevator and a short distance
onto the enclosed bed of a grumbling armored truck. They swung the
truck’s steel doors shut, producing a heavy clunk and then the
truck jerked away from the freight driveway onto Arizona
Avenue.

Business was good.
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Twenty-eight-year-old Mark Denny thrived on
order and predictability. His immaculate apartment was the epitome
of organization. The key hook just inside his front door was worn
down by key rings having slid on and off thousands of times over
the years. Mark never lost his keys. The shoes he would wear the
next day were always placed under this hook.

Each evening, his coffeemaker was preloaded
and set to turn on at 6:43 a.m. so that his brew was ready to pour
into his thermos at 6:58 a.m.—in time to walk to the car and exit
his driveway by 7:00 a.m.

He dressed in clothes he had laid out on a
recliner in his bedroom the previous night. His bathroom was sparse
and spotless, and his kitchen sink never saw a dirty dish or
utensil for more than a few hours, and never overnight. This
perpetual order kept Mark comfortable.

He began his career as a support technician
for a small support company in West Los Angeles. After a short
stint there, Mark left the company to begin his own entrepreneurial
venture with his best friend from college, Carlos Rais. They began
their own computer service business named Combobulators. They
visited homes and businesses, providing desktop computer support
and repair for a small-business clientele.

While fixing printers, correcting Internet
connectivity problems, installing software, and performing general
maintenance, they developed a bond of friendship with their short
list of regular clients. In a business where trust is critical for
success, Mark and Carlos earned more confidence from their clients
with each task they completed.

In the beginning, business was sporadic, and
for two years they struggled. Despite the tight cash flow, they
invested in some newspaper ads and asked clients for referrals to
generate leads. Recently, their efforts paid off with rapid company
growth and a waiting list for their services.

Their clientele grew to include a rather
exclusive list of powerful Los Angeles entrepreneurs that included
publishers, producers, investment bankers, and several prominent
CEOs. Each client had Mark or Carlos on speed dial.

While Mark played the “people person” of the
duo, Carlos was technologically brilliant. A gadget freak, Carlos
constantly took apart and reassembled computers, cell phones,
pagers—anything that had a circuit board inside was a candidate for
dissection.

Of particular interest to Carlos was
electronic surveillance. Through his tinkering, he developed a
device that could recreate screen images of a nearby computer by
reorganizing electromagnetic radiation interference from the
computer’s motherboard and monitor. It was the ultimate form of
computer surveillance. Though that feat alone was impressive,
Carlos wasn’t satisfied. He continued to refine his invention,
barricading himself in his apartment for hundreds of hours of
intense experimentation and testing.

One day he arrived at Mark’s place, bursting
through the door and excited to the point of hyperventilation. He
handed Mark a hollowed out novel with a bookmark antennae no
thicker than a strand of angel hair pasta dangling from the bottom.
Inside was a device that Carlos claimed could capture and
reassemble the electromagnetic interference of computer monitors
passively. It was the ultimate in undetectable electronic
eavesdropping.

Carlos had Mark turn on a laptop in the next
room and told him to open some random programs, browse web pages,
and type a document on it for two minutes. Afterward, Carlos
connected his device to his own laptop in the next room and played
back for Mark every one of Mark’s laptop screens in perfect
clarity. Such electronic surveillance in and of itself was not
earth shattering, but to do it passively, without any two-way
connection to the source computer, was a breakthrough. Carlos had
created his invention by building on a little-known technology
called TEMPEST.

“You’re out of control! This is bigger than
you know!” Mark said as he high-fived Carlos.

“No, it is exactly as huge as I thought it
would be. Keep this quiet until the patent is finalized,” Carlos
said. He took back the mock-book and left with it tucked under his
arm.

Over the next weeks Carlos continued to
perfect his new surveillance device and included Mark in its
development. He named the device the TellTale. They planned to
market the TellTale through their company, with the goal of moving
from a service-based business to retail sales.

Life was on the verge of being as good as it
could get for Mark, until the first in a series of misfortunes. He
discovered that his girlfriend of three years had siphoned off
nearly all the money in both his checking and savings accounts and
opened several lines of credit in his name. A misstep on her part
prompted a creditor’s phone call to his apartment to verify the
purchase of a $2,500 armoire scheduled for delivery to the home of
another man. The painful and surprising end of that relationship
galvanized Mark’s determination to control the elements of his
life. His preoccupation became an obsession.

A week later, he and Carlos were out on a new
computer installation job, finishing their project ahead of
schedule and grateful to be pulling up stakes early. Carlos’s phone
rang.

“Yes…What? Yes…Which hospital...I’ll be right
there,” he said. His face was pale and his hand trembled as he
flipped his phone closed and slid it into his pocket. “Beth and the
girls were in a traffic accident,” he said on his way to the
door.

Mark jumped up and followed asking if he
could drive Carlos to the hospital, but Carlos shouted, “No, I’ll
call you!” over his shoulder as he ran to the parking lot.

“What hospital?” Mark shouted, but Carlos was
too far away to hear. There were twelve hospitals in a ten-mile
radius from where Carlos and his family lived in West LA.

Mark called Carlos’s cell several times
during the next hour. He finished up their job, and called again.
Carlos didn’t answer. Three hours later, as Mark contemplated
driving to some of the most likely hospitals to find Carlos, the
phone rang. A sobbing Carlos said, “They’re gone, man. My girls are
all gone…”

Two boys on a joy ride had blindsided Beth’s
car, killing her and her daughters instantly despite the fact that
all people in both cars wore seatbelts. The teens had suffered only
minor injuries from their frontal impact. Carlos was inconsolable
and hung up on Mark after his words deteriorated into
unintelligible sobbing.

Mark rushed to his car and headed for
Carlos’s apartment, a five minute drive from his own. Ironically,
Mark nearly caused a collision as he stretched a yellow light to
shave off precious moments. As he jogged the walkway to Carlos’s
front door he could hear Carlos’s sobs coming out of an open
kitchen window. When Mark entered the front door, he found Carlos
sitting in the middle of the living room floor with his chin on his
knees clutching a photo of his wife. He rocked it back and forth
repeating, “My girls, my poor, poor girls…” Mark stayed with Carlos
on his living room floor that night and did what he could to
console and to comfort his friend. Mark cried, too. He loved Beth
and Carlos’s young girls. They were like family; they called him
Uncle Mark.

Mark’s inability to help his mourning friend
frustrated him. His job—their job together—was to resolve problems
completely, creating order and satisfaction for their clients. Now
they were helpless to do so for themselves.

Work during the next days was a struggle.
Mark shouldered the load of their service calls, insisting that
Carlos take time off. Carlos said he would take a road trip to come
to terms with the loss of his wife and daughters. “Take it. Go,”
Mark had told him. “I’ll cover. You take care of yourself.”

Six days after the loss of his family, Carlos
drove north on Pacific Coast Highway, parked his car on the Bixby
Bridge, and jumped. A note in the car contained an apology to his
family and to Mark.

Mark sank into a deep depression. He
neglected the workload he had promised Carlos that he could handle.
He retreated into his apartment for weeks. Clients couldn’t reach
him. He lost his appetite and twenty-two pounds that his relatively
thin frame couldn’t afford to lose. He struggled daily to perform
the basic functions of eating, dressing, and bathing. Nothing eased
his mourning. It was only after six weeks of life-withering
depression that the scar of his loss of Carlos began healing enough
for Mark to venture out again.

He kept one of two final prototype TellTales
in a bookshelf beside his bed as a memento of Carlos. Further
development of the TellTale project came to an end.

 


* * * * * * *

 


six

 


It had been two months since Carlos’s death
and Mark was on one of his first service calls after returning to
work.

At 8:47 a.m. his car came to a stop six cars
from the intersection of Lincoln and Wilshire Boulevards in Santa
Monica, California. The predictable rush hour gridlock socked in
Mark’s blue Toyota Camry. Ahead, a woman in a late-model BMW leaned
forward to within an inch of her rear view mirror, eyes and mouth
opened wide, as she applied her makeup.

Mark turned on his radio for an update on the
biggest local news story in years. Seven people in Santa Monica had
vanished, one a day for a week. The announcer reported that the
first news conference by the families of the missing people was
scheduled for 2:00 p.m. that day. Mark checked his watch and then
drummed his fingers on his steering wheel, willing the red light to
change.

While waiting, he noticed a well-built black
man walking much slower than the other people who hurried across
the crosswalk. He wore a black baseball cap turned backwards and a
ragged brown dress shirt ripped into a vest, fragments of torn
fabric dangling around his bare shoulders. More unusual than the
man’s appearance was his slow pace and the scowl he gave to the
waiting drivers as he crossed inches from their front bumpers.

Then he broke from the crosswalk midway and
walked between the stopped cars. Drivers’ windows slid up. His
scowl never left as his eyes deliberated on each driver.

Between the first two cars, he leaned to
demand eye contact from a driver who avoided it. All nearby drivers
watched, following his every move like orchestra members locked
onto a conductor. His pace was unrushed, steady, and purposeful.
Despite the danger of walking among cars that would surge ahead the
moment the light turned green, he didn’t look over his shoulder to
check the traffic signal—he knew how much time he had. He peered
into the windows of the trapped drivers with the confidence of a
rancher inspecting cattle after corralling them in a stockyard
holding pen.

After he examined the first two cars, the man
spit and then resumed his inspections of the next drivers. He slid
his hand into his baggy pocket.

He’s going to carjack somebody, Mark
thought.

Four more sets of cars remained before it
would be Mark’s turn. The man paused beside a dark blue Mercedes
convertible with the top down. He stepped to the front of the car,
examined it, and then nodded with the corners of his mouth turned
down with approval. Its driver was a white-haired woman, talking on
her phone and enjoying some Santa Monica sunshine in her open
convertible before the morning air warmed. As the man went back to
her driver’s side door her windows began to slide up—a useless act
in the low profile convertible. The man bucked his head and
laughed—erasing his scowl for a moment. She lowered her phone from
her ear when he leaned over her driver window and grinned down at
her. Mark saw the man’s lips say “peek-a-boo.” He pointed to direct
her attention to the side of the road as he said something to
her.

“Dear God, he’s gonna jack her!” Mark said
out loud. He grabbed his phone from his passenger seat, placed his
thumb on “9”—ready to call for police and then rolled down his
window to hear.

“One dollar! Jus’ one dollar, we outta gas!”
the man said loud enough for all nearby cars to hear. He was
panhandling with an appearance and posture that were more
threatening than needy. A rusted and dinged, gray Chevy Impala sat
on the side of the road where he pointed. Its rear end protruded
partially into the street from a driveway so that cars in the right
lane were forced to squeeze around it. A second man, wiry with much
darker skin and a patchy beard sat on the car’s trunk. This thin
man confirmed their desperate need for gas by nodding and clasping
his hands together in a prayer sign for each driver who looked. A
white gasoline canister the size of a suitcase rested on the roof
of the car like a taxi ad. The canister was so bright and clean
against the weather-beaten, gray finish of the Impala that it
seemed to illuminate.

The woman in the convertible gripped her
steering wheel with one hand and reached behind her passenger seat,
fumbling for something. She kept her eye on the man who continued
to look almost directly down on her from above her raised
convertible window. The man reached down into her car and cupped
his hand in the narrow space between her steering wheel and her
breasts. He said something that made her fumble quicker. She pulled
out a checkbook, opened it and wrote in the air as if as if asking
him for a pen. He swatted his hand at her check book. She then
produced a fist of disheveled dollar bills from her purse and held
it out to him. He took the cash and shoved it into his back pocket,
spit and then continued his troll.

The traffic signal hung from a long silver
arm, stretched out high over the busy intersection. Only
twenty-five seconds had elapsed. Mark knew that between eight and
eleven o’clock a red light could last over a minute. This traffic
signal had become an accomplice, granting these men a sixty-second,
captive, well-to-do audience with whom intimidation could be
lucrative.

The gas-money-beggar reached the next set of
cars. Dollar bills pinched between nervous fingers came out of
drivers’ windows to be nabbed and tucked into the man’s back
pocket.

When a suit-wearing man behind the tinted
windows of his Lexus refused to interrupt his phone conversation,
the beggar gestured by pulling an air trigger at the driver and
then turned to the car next to him. Another dollar slid through the
window of a Land Rover and disappeared without thanks. Mark saw the
relieved eyes of the Land Rover’s driver peering into his outside,
rear view mirror. The driver’s face showed the relief of having
dodged unknown harm—clemency purchased by payment of a small
toll.

The gas-money-beggar continued to the BMW in
front of Mark’s car. Mark shook his head and then slapped his
dashboard. Oh, don’t fall for it lady, he thought. The woman opened
her window a quarter inch and fed a dollar through the slot before
the man yanked it through and, in one motion, stuffed it into his
pants. He bent over and kissed the woman’s window and she leaned
away from the man’s lips—even though the glass was a barrier. His
hand came out of his pants empty and he twiddled his fingers to her
in a dramatic good-bye.

Mark’s pulse quickened as he checked the
traffic signal again. The bright new white gas can, the southern
cusp of Santa Monica’s affluent suburbs, the intimidation, and the
dollars flowing into this gas-money beggar’s pocket with each red
light couldn’t have been a more obvious con—if not outright
extortion. He wanted to confront these thugs. A green light would
make doing so more comfortable. It would give him the option of
fleeing the stockyard if a confrontation provoked this wrangler to
anger.

The man approached Mark with the same
undistracted eye contact he had used on all the previous cattle.
Mark returned the stare and kept his window down—hanging a relaxed
arm outside to flaunt his lack of intimidation. He stopped beside
Mark’s door. “Dollar for gas?” he barked, and leaned almost into
Mark’s open window.

Mark checked the traffic signal—still red.
“I’ll buy you some gasoline,” he said.

The gas-money beggar frowned. “What?”

“Gasoline. You need gasoline. I’m offering to
buy you some,” Mark said. The man stood up and scratched the back
of his head as he processed Mark’s offer.

“Can’t move the car to no pump. It’s outta
gas. We just need money to fill the can,” he said. He pointed to
his partner who clasped his hands and bowed to Mark on cue.

“I’ll take your empty gas can to a station
and bring you back a couple gallons—unless, you don’t really need
gas,” Mark replied, slipping a bit more skepticism into his voice
than he meant to. Each time the beggar looked toward the man on the
side of the street, Mark used the opportunity for a quick glance at
the traffic signal. The eternal light was still red.

The hulky beggar stood up, interlocked his
fingers and straightened his arms in a stretch that flexed his
massive pecs and triceps while he considered Mark’s bizarre offer.
Mark saw the frayed threads of his torn shirt dance with a sudden
breeze and then fall against the man’s huge arms. The man turned
and examined the other cars nearby. Mark felt the eyes of all the
drivers around him as they, no doubt, wondered if Mark would pay up
or be rescued by a green light.

“Naa, Naa, we jess need a few dollahs,” the
big beggar concluded. “Then we can get our own gas.” He held out
his hand to Mark.

“Just trying help.” Mark’s finger pressed the
window button and the glass began to slide up.

“Wait, wait, wait!” the man said, holding
both hands up for Mark to keep the window down.

“Hey Ty,” he yelled over to the side of the
street where the wiry man stood. “This dude wanna buy us some gas
wit’ the can.”

Ty frowned and cocked his head sideways like
a dog that hears an unfamiliar squeak. Both men seemed puzzled by
Mark’s offer to buy gasoline for men claiming to need gasoline. Ty
scratched his neck and shrugged. “Cool,” he said waving Mark to
pull forward.

 


The traffic light turned green and traffic
began to move. The man stopped the driver of the car behind Mark’s
and asked one more car for a dollar for gas. Mark saw the faces of
a few drivers as they passed by, many probably tucking their safety
tolls back into their wallets and purses. As the emancipated cars
passed, the two men talked by the side of the road. The drivers
glared at them, some the disdainful looks spilling over onto Mark,
parked twenty feet ahead.

He saw Ty and the muscular accomplice in his
rear view mirror. They were in heated discussion. The traffic light
was still green. It wasn’t too late for Mark to change his mind
about the gasoline. In fact, getting involved at all seemed
stupider by the second. If he pressed his foot on the accelerator
he could be rid of these posers—these cons—in a matter of seconds.
The scam these guys were running was clear to him, and he felt
compelled to make their lie obvious and to call them out on it. His
offer to buy them some gas had yielded the confusion that proved
they were nothing but cons.

The muscular, sleeveless beggar’s knuckles
rapped on Mark’s window, startling him. As the glass slid down,
Mark said, “I’ll pop the trunk, put your can in and I’ll be right
back.”

At the same time Mark’s back door opened. In
flew the gas can followed by the wiry man who got in and closed the
door.

“Just put that can in my trunk and I’ll be
back with some gas in it,” Mark said.

“Naaaaa, It’s all good. It ain’t gonna dirty
yo ride. It’s only a few blocks. I’ll walk back,” the man said. He
pointed is finger forward and lifted his chin for Mark to
drive.

Mark assessed his options. He could tell the
man to get out, but then Mark would feel like a coward and risk
provoking an angry reaction from men who look like they’d have no
problem folding Mark’s body small enough to fit into something the
size of the gas can. Or he could drive to the gas station, spend a
few bucks and end this nuisance of a situation that he shouldn’t
have gotten involved with in the first place. He looked back over
the seat at the sparkling clean gas can. It wouldn’t hold more than
five gallons.

The big man headed back to the Chevy. Mark
eased the car out into traffic with his passenger and the cleanest
gas canister in Los Angeles County. In his rearview he saw the big
beggar get into the driver’s side of the Chevy. Mark watched him as
long as he could—to see if the Chevy moved. It didn’t—at least not
while Mark could still see it.
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While driving, Mark’s concern about the
situation grew. He considered another plan. Maybe he could ditch
the guy at the gas station. After all, if these guys needed gas,
what better location to ditch them? Mark’s free ride was more than
enough of a handout and a good deed for the day, he thought. But
the con game irritated him. He still wanted their ploy exposed.

“I’m Mark. I heard your buddy call you Ty,”
he said, craning his neck to see Ty in the rear view mirror. Ty
stared back and only nodded. Mark felt a hint of danger, but he
brushed it off after considering that the drive was short and at no
point would he be alone with Ty. Besides, Ty didn’t look strong. He
was wiry, his scruffy beard was unkempt. His bad grooming didn’t
match the clean sweatpants, new running shoes and blue windbreaker
he wore.

Ty’s attitude problem only strengthened
Mark’s remorse for getting involved. Was there a chance that these
men really needed gasoline? In a city where so many people had a
true need for financial help, the thought of two men leveraging the
kindness of people to con cash irked Mark.

During the rest of the drive to the gas
station on Wilshire at 5th Mark made no more attempts at
conversation with Ty. He looked back over the seat only once and
saw Ty staring at him with the same steely gaze he had seen in his
rear view mirror. The odor of alcohol exuded from Ty. Mark
expected, but couldn’t detect, any scent of gasoline from the white
canister that sat on the back seat.

As they turned into the gas station, Mark
anticipated what Ty might do. He’ll probably ask for cash again and
try to ditch me, he thought. Ty had offered to walk back to their
dry Chevy, carrying the canister. There was no way that this bony
man would be able to lug a full, five-gallon gas canister back to
the car. Mark decided that he would insist on putting gasoline into
the canister, but would only give him a gallon and a half or two at
most so that Ty couldn’t require a ride back. Besides, Ty had
promised to walk back.

After he parked at the pump, Mark got out
fast, keeping a close eye on his passenger. A new wave of concern
swept over him when Ty didn’t immediately get out. Instead, he
remained in the back seat with the door closed, ducking his head as
if to hide from view and then raising it again to look around cars
parked in the station’s lot—searching.

Why hadn’t he just pressed down on his
accelerator, shrinking these guys in his rear view mirror until
they vanished from his life and, soon after, his memory? The safest
scenario, in hindsight, would have been to call the con from within
his locked car when the traffic light was green. Call it
cowardly—it would have been the safer decision. He could have
shouted through his window that their con was obvious and
threatened to call the police. But in that case, he was certain
they would simply flip him off and then hit another corner of the
city where another traffic signal would freeze another set of naïve
or intimidated contributors for a bounty of cash.

The scenario that had the potential to be
most satisfying was the one Mark chose: exposing them to their
faces—irrefutably. But such satisfaction required proportionate
risk and when he saw these cons, and realized the cash they were
raking in by feigning need, the price seemed worth it.

He rationalized that he would have been
miserable if he had done nothing. The stinging regret of inaction
was fresh and had rotted his insides for weeks. Since Carlos’s
suicide, he wrestled his thoughts away from “what if” scenarios
every day. Fantasies of intervening in time to save his friend
interrupted concentration many times each day. Mark felt shame for
being a best friend who didn’t do enough to see and end his
friend’s spiral into fatal discouragement.

Now, faced with this con, he was driven to
take action to avoid more regret. It could result in a small, yet
significant triumph after weeks of self-punishment.

He left his keys in the ignition and kept his
driver door open so he could jump back in for a quick exit if need
be. He swiped a debit card at the pump’s keypad—all while watching
Ty, still crouched in the back seat.

He leaned into the car and said, “A gallon or
two ought to get you going, right?”

Ty opened his door and got out, pulling the
gas can out behind him. He circled behind the car, checking in all
directions and dropped the can, a few inches from the concrete by
Mark’s feet. It bounced and teetered a few times emitting a hollow
plastic sound like a child’s toy drum. Ty looked in every direction
except Mark’s.

“You need a rest room?” Mark asked, as he
inserted the pump nozzle into the canister. He knew that Ty didn’t
need a restroom. He knew Ty was up to nothing good.

“Naa,” Ty said. He looked toward Wilshire.
Mark expected to see the old Chevy drive in at any moment.

Mark squeezed the pump’s trigger. The reddish
unleaded fuel pooled at the bottom and began rising up the sides of
the canister.

“How far you going?” Mark said.

“Far.” Ty glanced down at the canister and
nodded. “Real far.”

“Well, it’s not much, but I hope this little
bit will at least get you guys unstuck and part way there,” Mark
said.

Ty sucked his teeth and mumbled, “Whatever.”
Mark’s hand let go of the pump’s trigger and the flow of gasoline
stopped with barely five inches of gasoline at the bottom of the
canister. He pulled the nozzle out and shoved it back into the
pump’s holster. He was finished with this game.

“Whatchu doin’?” Ty said, contorting his face
at Mark. “That ain’t enough!”

But Mark had seen enough. He knew Ty really
wanted more time, not more gasoline. The only way to call out this
con was to do it directly. They were, after all, in public, near a
busy street amidst three other cars getting gasoline at the
station’s other islands. Given Ty’s size, what was the worst thing
that could happen?

“Come on, man,” Mark said. He pointed down at
the canister. “You don’t really need gas do you?” He chuckled in an
exaggerated laugh to induce Ty into an honest confession.

Ty’s eyes narrowed and he stepped closer to
Mark. “Say what?” he said through clenched teeth. He rose up on his
toes to look over the gas pump toward the street.

“You’re not fooling anybody,” Mark said.

Ty turned sideways to Mark and with his
concealed hand he pulled a black revolver from under his
sweatpants. Ty held the gun low, aiming it at Mark’s crotch for a
moment and then lowered it to his side with a straight arm. He used
Mark’s car and the gas pump to obstruct its view from the other
people gassing up nearby. At about five feet away, Mark didn’t feel
close enough to do anything about the gun and he was sure Ty could
raise and fire it before Mark could take even a step toward
him.

Mark’s instinct was to step away—to run, and
in his normal state of mind, he would have. This was a worst-case
scenario come true. But something about Ty, even while holding a
gun, failed to intimidate Mark. Perhaps it was Mark’s recent plunge
into depression mixed with this anger about this con that had
numbed his fear and affected his judgment. On the drive to the gas
station, Mark had imagined being more afraid if Ty were to assault
him, but now he felt more annoyed than afraid—more irritated than
intimidated.

“Hey listen, whatever you want, man,” Mark
said as he raised his hands, showing calm, collected surrender. “I
was just asking if you really need gas.” He studied Ty to see if a
subdued tone and agreeable words could make the gun go away.

“I’ll tell you what I really need,” Ty said
through clenched teeth. “I need you to step away from the car,
bitch.”

“Bitch? Oh, now I’m a bitch?” Mark said,
startled by his own indignation while facing a man who held a gun.
“I stop to help you, drive you, buy you gasoline and now I’m a
bitch for it?”

Ty, surprised that Mark had neither fled, nor
obeyed, raised the gun from his side and pointed it at Mark’s
chest. He checked over his shoulders, cocked the gun and leaned
back slightly to peer between two pumps—looking to see if any of
the other gas station customers had seen him with the gun yet. They
hadn’t. Each customer was fully involved with gassing up their cars
or cleaning their windshields.

“If you wanna see Thanksgiving, bitch, back
away from the car,” Ty said.

“No problem,” Mark said. He stepped up onto
the elevated concrete slab on which the gas pumps sat. Ty eased
past him and put one foot into the driver’s side door. He tossed
the gun onto the passenger seat. From his vantage point, Mark saw
the gun land and bounce next to his phone that he had forgotten to
take from the car. When Ty sat in the driver’s seat and began to
pull the car door shut, Mark leapt, blocking the door from closing
with his leg. He grabbed Ty by the collar of his windbreaker. Ty
slapped the passenger seat with his hand, trying to grab the gun,
but failed as Mark yanked him from the car, swinging him in a half
circle so that Ty slammed into the car’s closed rear door. Ty
grabbed Mark’s shirt and held on. Mark swung at him again and they
spun holding each other’s clothing and fell to the ground behind
the car. Mark landed on top and fought to stay there as Ty bucked
and flailed like a rodeo bull to dislodge him. Ty was surprisingly
strong for a man who looked so skinny.

Mark screamed, “I need some help
here—somebody help!” as Ty continued to wriggle beneath him. Ty
landed a blow to Mark’s mouth and that triggered something in Mark
that neither one of them expected. Mark began swinging his fists
down at Ty, pounding his face as he rode Ty’s waist. He felt pain
in his fists as he landed solid blows to Ty’s head.

Ty blocked as many blows as he could and
thrust his pelvis up, heaving Mark hard enough to throw him
partially off. The sound of tearing fabric, grunts and flesh
slapping concrete caught the attention of people nearby. Ty tried
to crawl away, but Mark grabbed one of his legs and then the other.
He hugged them. If he couldn’t whip Ty, he would at least hold him
until someone stepped in to help.

Ty twisted and tried to kick, but Mark
clamped down on Ty’s legs with all his strength.

Mark shouted again for someone to call the
police as he began to sustain blows from Ty. He clasped Ty’s legs
as tightly as he could until he felt a strong hand squeeze around
the back of his belt. He felt a hard smack on the back of his neck
and a hand squeezed his collar and pulled eight more inches of
fabric into a huge fist. The hands lifted Mark up off the ground,
shaking Ty free of Mark’s grip. It was Ty’s hulky accomplice who
had run from the Chevy parked on the street to rescue his partner
in crime. Ty got up, cussing at Mark and spitting blood. The hulk
slammed Mark’s body down, knocking the wind out of him. Mark gasped
for air.

“We ain’t through with you, bitch! We ain’t
through!” Ty knelt back down and screamed right into Mark’s face
with all the confidence of a stranded soldier who had just received
more than enough reinforcement for rescue.

Mark called out for help again, but none came
despite the spectators who had paused near the entrance of the gas
station’s store and out by the street.

Mark wriggled to free himself, but his
muscle-bound captor flipped him face up with ease. Mark saw the
hulk’s face, gritting his teeth as he held Mark down by the neck.
He saw the hulk’s arm pull away and then a fist returning. That
ended the scuffle and his consciousness.

He wouldn’t remember the blow to his head, or
the full-swing kicks to his ribs that Ty, moments later, inflicted
to Mark’s limp body. He wouldn’t hear the hulk yelling at Ty to
hurry and get in the car. He wouldn’t feel Ty slipping his hand
into Mark’s back pocket and lifting his wallet, nor would he hear
the squeal of his own Camry’s tires after Ty jumped into the
driver’s seat for a second time, to flee.
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Mark lay curled up beside a gas pump. He
clutched his stomach with both hands. His left cheek was pressed
against greasy asphalt caked with dirt and unleaded fuel drippings.
A searing pain shot through his ribs with the slightest move of his
torso.

He squeezed his eyes shut and heard the sound
of traffic and footsteps and a small group of voices nearby. He
concentrated on the voices to hear if any of them referred to him.
No voice was distinct until a woman’s pierced the rest as she
announced, “I’ve already called the police.”

He moved his arm and a sharp burning pain
radiated from his chest. He grimaced and lay still, releasing a
slow moan. Breathing hurt.

“He ain’t goin’ nowhere,” a man said a few
steps away. “He’s down for the count.”

Mark heard the sound of footsteps
approaching. He cracked his eyes open and saw the base of an
unleaded fuel pump. He wondered how long he had been unconscious.
He heard a shuffle of feet near his head and then more voices.

He licked his lips and his tongue drew in
blood mixed with grit and gasoline. He rolled onto his back and
turned his head toward a semi-circle of about twelve spectators.
One of them, a man with a gas station uniform, stepped forward to
straddle Mark’s upper body. The man reached down to help him up.
Mark shook his head and rolled to his side.

“You really shouldn’t move until medics get
here to check you,” a female voice said.

Between ankles and legs of spectators, he saw
more people approaching from the street and the gas station’s
mini-mart.

“You okay, dude?” a young man called out.

Mark held his breath and created enough
pressure in his gut to bear the pain of sitting up. When he did, he
gasped and slouched forward and panted. His head nodded slightly
with each breath. He heard the faint whine of distant sirens.

Some of the spectators whispered to one
another and pointed east on Wilshire Blvd., the direction his
assailant had driven his Camry.

The gas station attendant said, “Beggars used
to just ask for money. Now you never know if they’re gonna just pop
you for your cash and car like you just got popped. I kick ‘em off
the station property, but you can’t stop ‘em all—especially around
here.”

He held out a hand to help, but Mark refused
it again, using his own hands to push himself back against the gas
pump. When some of the spectators saw Mark sit up unassisted, they
realized the drama was ending, turned and walked away.

A police car pulled in diagonally and blocked
access to the bank of gas pumps beside Mark and his dwindling
audience. A stocky officer emerged, leaving his car’s blue lights
to strobe on the glass windows and doors of the gas station and
Mark’s remaining audience.

For Mark, a police officer was not a welcome
sight, despite having nothing to hide. Three years ago he had
endured a nightmare that featured the police. The clean cut,
innocuous-looking Mark Denny wouldn’t normally be profiled—it was
his unfortunate choice of attire one day that brought unwanted
police attention. While waiting in line to make a deposit at his
bank one afternoon, Mark became one of several witnesses to an
armed robbery. The robber wore jeans and a button down shirt that
was close enough to the style of Mark’s shirt that day to later
cause several of the other bank occupants to wrongly identify him
as the robbery suspect. Before he was exonerated, Mark spent two
days locked up, enduring a horrible ordeal of verbal abuse and
physical threats by fellow detainees between several grueling
interrogation sessions he would never forget. To this day he would
rather not see, nor be seen, by the police. He didn’t want to be
questioned or examined by anyone.

When he saw the police cruiser pull in, he
struggled to his feet. More sharp pain emanated from his ribs and
shoulder, and his head began to throb. As the officer stepped to
the front of his car, the gas station attendant left to go tend to
his cashier duties. Mark began to follow, trying to blend in and to
walk without displaying the pain he felt.

“Sir, I need you over here,” the officer
said. He motioned with a gloved finger and his other hand adjusted
his baton. The plump officer wore small round sunglasses that made
his face seem rounder. He twisted his neck to speak a code from the
side of his mouth into a radio handset mounted to his shoulder and
the dispatcher responded with a confirmation that was full of
static.

“Hey! Show’s over!” the officer turned to the
remaining spectators and pointed his gloved finger toward the
street. The watchers scattered.

He then pointed at Mark and said, “You wanna
tell me what’s going on here?” The officer tugged at his belt a few
times and then pointed in front of his cruiser’s hood where he
wanted Mark to stand.

“No trouble, Officer, just a
misunderstanding. I’m not pressing charges,” Mark replied.

“We get an assault call, I show up and you’ve
got blood on your face and clothing—looks like you misunderstand
your own involvement. You got any ID on you, partner?” the officer
asked.

“Everything is fine. I’m okay,” Mark
answered. He licked his upper lip and felt a lump where swelling
had begun.

“Right. I still need that ID, sir,” The
officer held out his hand. He leaned toward Mark for a better view
of his mouth and eye. “You got tagged real good,” he said.

“No, I’m fine…”

“Well your eye’s swelling up, your lip’s
busted, your clothes are ripped, and you want me to believe nothing
happened here? Medical is on their way. They’ll need to check you
out.”

“I didn’t say nothing happened. I said I
don’t want to press charges.” Mark slipped his hand into his empty
back pocket where his wallet should have been. He checked his other
pocket even though there was no way Mark Denny would have ever put
his wallet into his left back pocket. He patted all his pockets
including the front pocket of his torn, now-dirty shirt. All were
empty.

“No ID, sir?” the officer said.

“It’s gone,” Mark said. He stepped a few feet
away to search the nearby asphalt where his car had been parked.
“My car and keys are gone too,” Mark said. The seriousness of his
dilemma had begun to register.

The officer removed a glove, licked his
thumb, and flipped through a few pages pinched by a small
clipboard. “Sir, do you have a description of the assailant for
me?”

Mark stared at the ground and gave the
officer an abbreviated description of his car, Ty and Ty’s
accomplice. All the while his arms were folded and pressed gently
against his stomach, which gave him some relief from his rib
pain.

After the officer took Mark’s description, he
said, “Now we’ll file a report on your vehicle and get you on your
way. Do you have someone you can call for transportation?”

Mark sank to his knees and slapped the
asphalt with his open hand. The pain that came from pounding his
fists on Ty’s face shot through his knuckles and he immediately
regretted displaying his frustration.

The officer pressed his lips together and
pushed his sunglasses higher on his nose. “Sir, I realize you’re in
a tough spot, but I’m going to need your cooperation for a few more
minutes so we can get things squared away for you.”

“Squared away for me,” Mark mouthed. As the
officer wrote notes, Mark stared beyond the gas pumps to the side
of the road where he imagined the muscular accomplice must have
parked the gray Chevy to help Ty. His car was gone with his keys,
wallet, and identity. His shoulders sagged introducing a new pain
across the top of his back.

“I need a restroom,” Mark said.

The officer motioned with his pen for Mark to
head into the gas station. “Fine, sir. You go use the facility and
we’ll wrap this incident up.”

The officer followed Mark into the gas
station and stepped over to the candy aisle while Mark got the
restroom key from the attendant at the cash register. Outside, Mark
slid the key into the men’s restroom door. He looked over his
shoulder through the glass door of the food mart and saw the
officer thumbing through some bills to pay for some snacks.

Mark let go of the doorknob, leaving the key,
chain, and stick dangling from it. He hurried around to the rear of
the gas station and hobbled through an alley that led past a
dumpster and the back door of a restaurant. He zigzagged as fast as
he could through several city blocks, stumbling through pain he
anticipated would only worsen. After six blocks he entered through
the hedged arch of an upscale apartment building courtyard. It
provided good concealment from street traffic. He felt that he was
a safe enough distance from the gas station to buy some time for
rest.
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Mark sat on a bench, panting to catch his
breath. He was relieved when some passing pedestrians ignored him
as they entered and exited the apartment complex.

He noticed his torn shirt. Three buttons were
missing and his jeans were smudged and grimy. The back of his hands
looked like he had been punching a brick wall; chards of skin hung
from his knuckles. He felt a lump the size of a lima bean on his
bottom lip and his right eye felt swollen. He wiped his mouth on
his arm, and more blood and dirt came off onto his sleeve. His head
throbbed, both from the pounding that it took on the concrete and
the strong fumes of gasoline that he had soaked up and that now
exuded from his body.

Perhaps the sudden series of unfortunate
events in Mark’s life was payback for his thousands of unpunished
good deeds. Anyone who knew him would call Mark a good guy. Each
evening before he went to bed, he emptied his pockets of whatever
coin and bill change the day had yielded, placing them onto his
bedside stand. In the morning, before leaving, he put this change
into his left front pocket. When he saw someone in need, out from
his pocket came a gift of whatever bill or coin his hand found.

Mark’s altruism didn’t discriminate—whether
male or female, young or old, clean or dirty he gave without
hesitation and without any requirement that the recipient promise
to avoid booze or drugs. He offered cash or food to panhandlers,
beggars, the “societally-challenged”—or whatever you care to call
them—because that’s simply how he was. He sincerely hoped that each
person that he helped would get back on his or her feet, but wasn’t
delusional enough to believe that his small, token gifts were
life-changing so much as tangible sympathy given with no loss of
dignity to the recipient. His gifts were a human-to-human
contribution to Abraham Mazlow’s first layer of basic human
need.

Today, Mark’s tardy punishment had caught up
with him.

After his brief rest in the courtyard, he
decided that a phone call to a local friend or client for a ride
home was his next best move. He could then begin the miserable
recovery process that included conversations with credit card and
insurance companies.

“Sir, you’re going to have to leave. No
loitering. You’re on private property.” A doorman stood behind him,
his arm extended with a finger directing Mark to the archway.

“No problem,” Mark said. He stood and made
his way slowly to the street while his evictor watched to ensure
complete obedience.

Mark had at least eight clients in Santa
Monica. The nearest, Milt Wingren, had an office just off the Third
Street Promenade—an outdoor pedestrian mall. He figured he could
endure the walk, but finding a closer place to make a phone call
seemed to be the better option.

He checked the street signs and discovered
that he was on the corner of 9th and Broadway, only six blocks from
the Promenade.

As he began his foot journey his aches were
waking. His impulsive decision to take on the cons had demanded a
steep physical price.

He saw a well-maintained business park. A row
of single-story suites with tinted glass windows stretched north
from the street. He entered through a red-brick walkway lined with
planters, manicured to perfection. The walkway opened to a small
park and symmetrical Spanish-tiled benches, reserved, named parking
spaces at the far end and modest signage adorning the entrance to
each suite.

He approached the closest door to make his
phone call. He would ask to use the receptionist’s phone for a
quick call and be back outside to wait for his ride in less than
three minutes. He pulled the locked door twice, causing a clanking
loud enough to turn the heads of several gardeners working nearby.
Beside the door, three black signs embossed with white lettering
read, “All Deliveries to Back Entrance,” “No Soliciting,” and
“Absolutely NO Loitering or sleeping in this entryway.” Under these
signs was a worn intercom button.

Before Mark pressed the button, he leaned to
the tinted glass of the front door and froze when he saw his
reflection. His right eye had swollen nearly shut. Grease and dirt
smeared his face, and his lip had swollen as if it had been stung
by a bee. His torn and filthy shirt hung untucked with a shred of
it hanging almost to his knee. His jeans had larger swaths of the
grime that his face had collected.

He cupped both hands over his eyes to peer
inside the tinted window. A woman in a gray business suit and
wearing a wire mouthpiece sat behind a half-circle glass desk in a
spacious lobby. She swatted at something high above her head. Mark
waved to get her attention. The woman’s lips moved, but Mark could
not hear her because the thick, glass door muted her.

She swatted the air again in Mark’s
direction. He realized that her hand swats were for him—to shoo him
from the front door. She curled her fingers around the tip of her
mouthpiece and glared at Mark with an intensity that startled him.
She jabbed her finger hard in his direction—gesturing for him to go
back in the direction he had come.

Mark mouthed, “Me?” to her and she rolled her
eyes and nodded, flicking him away with a backhand.

Mark mimed dialing a number and placing a
phone receiver to his ear. She shook her head. As Mark stepped back
from the glass, she approached it from inside.

“Go away!” she mouthed. Mark turned to leave,
but not before he saw her gave him the OK sign and a sarcastic
smile to punctuate her victory.

Dejected, he returned to the street and began
walking toward the Third Street Promenade.

As he waited for the next pedestrian crossing
signal, a flower-delivery driver in a green van with a giant floral
logo on the side stopped at a red light beside Mark. He made eye
contact with Mark and then frowned. He did what many people do
after making accidental eye contact with a homeless person: he
pressed his lips together and shook his head in small shakes of
repulsion as he turned away. Mark almost laughed in disbelief. He
was thankful that the world still had plenty of good people. Good
people like his clients. One of them would certainly help him
out.
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Milten Wingren was Mark’s accountant and
client. He was also a practical jokester. Last year when he
finished doing Mark’s taxes he arranged for his receptionist to
call Mark. She posed as an IRS agent, launching into an
uncomfortable interrogation citing fictitious tax laws about which
Mark knew nothing. Milten listened on the other line, biting his
lip to keep from laughing out loud. After a final question to which
a flustered Mark didn’t know the answer, Milten broke in with
uproarious laughter. Mark was not amused and fired Milten as his
accountant and quit as his tech support person. Milten apologized
profusely, calling several times over several days to apologize and
to continue the business relationship. Mark eventually agreed,
putting Milten on probation.

In the following months, Milten refrained
from his practical jokes. If Milten could help him now, Mark would
certainly consider him fully redeemed.

He turned on Fifth Street and headed north.
He would probably think Mark’s appearance was part of a gag for
payback of the practical joke. Mark imagined having to repeat the
words, “I’m serious,” at least five times before Milten believed
the story of the gas station scuffle.

A block from the Third Street Promenade, Mark
watched shiny sports car after luxury car pass by him. His thoughts
returned to his own stolen car. Where was it now? Chance of
recovery was slim—especially without a police report—and he
understood that. He needed a car to conduct his client visits. How
much would a rental cost? And how long would he need it?

His beloved Camry was special to him. It was
his first new car he had purchased on his own after college. The
thought of Ty pulling it into a chop shop and stripping and
mutilating it for parts made him feel more victimized than the
beating he had taken beside the gas pump.

He put his arm around a traffic signal pole
and leaned his head against it, and then realized that he must have
been mouthing his thoughts because a woman in a car at the curb was
staring at him. Her face wore the concern that spreads on the faces
of people when they see someone talk aloud to no one—or hug and
talk to poles for no apparent reason. A green light released her
and she sped away.

Mark entered the alley between Third and
Fourth Streets to Wingren Accounting Associates. The alley was
narrow, yet the offices’ windows had bold, proud signs as if they
once faced out to the busy Promenade. Wingren’s door was locked and
the lights were off. A note said, “Back at 2:00 p.m.” Mark checked
his watch; it was 10:34 a.m.

He sat down on the top of two concrete steps
that lead to the front door, with only a minor flinch from the
sharp pains in his midsection that he had grown to expect with any
major change in his posture. The thought of waiting for over three
hours was unbearable. Mark was sore, tired, getting hungry, and
simply wanted to get home as soon as possible. His home was only
four miles away. But walking that distance would take the physical
toll of completing a marathon and probably much more time. If he
wanted to get home now, then he knew there was only one way to
speed up the process. He walked two blocks and entered the Third
Street Promenade.
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If a group of civil planners came together to
design an ideal beach city in a luxurious, utopian location, they
couldn’t improve upon what already exists in Santa Monica,
California.

The city boundaries encompass 8.3 square
miles of an almost-perfect rectangle, except a notch where
Brentwood dents its northeastern corner.

The city is mostly flat, with a gentle,
downward slope to its southwestern border. Its famous beach is
virtually straight with a tree-lined bluff that elevates to the
north, rising high above the Pacific Ocean.

Skinny, sky scraping palm trees, spaced with
the care of birthday cake candles throughout the city, shimmer and
wave in a constant ocean breeze.

The Third Street Promenade presents a three
block showcase of the finest shopping, dining and entertainment
found anywhere in the world.

Entering it, Mark saw that the relative
warmth of late morning had generated a typical crowd of tourists,
street performers, and homeless people—all staples of The
Promenade. If sheer number of people was an indicator, then odds
were good that Mark could convince someone to let him borrow a cell
phone for one short call or lend him two quarters for a pay phone.
If he was one of these people and saw himself, he’d certainly lend
some change. He had done so many times.

Out in the wide-open, outdoor pedestrian
thoroughfare, he stepped into the flow of the crowd.

The day was beautiful—even by Santa Monica’s
November standards. Carefree gulls cocked and bobbed their robotic
heads, riding their razor-sharp, boomerang wings as they slipped
sideways high above the crowd.

Along the center of the outdoor mall,
merchants guarded goods stocked in green-roofed kiosks with
retractable awnings. Everything is available on the Promenade—from
wind chimes to clothing to crystals. A short distance away, a young
girl sat in a director’s chair and worked on a newspaper crossword
puzzle. She cracked her gum and occasionally looked up to tend to
her cart of earrings.

Mark passed restaurants that featured outdoor
patios enclosed in shallow perimeter fences and planters. With each
breath, Mark’s nostrils pulled in an aroma that contained the
samplings of no less than five menus. He was getting hungrier.

He heard the sound of competing music coming
from speakers mounted outside shops, combining with the riffs of
street performers and the ubiquitous murmur of voices through which
laughter or an excited sentence poked from time to time.

All of these sights and sounds were familiar
to Mark; he visited the Third Street Promenade often, but never in
his current condition. Today this place had an odd, unfamiliar feel
to it. He was usually quite comfortable walking the
Promenade—grabbing a bite to eat between service calls. Now he
still blended in, but played a completely different role in the
ambiance—a role that intrigued tourists for whom the sight of a man
dressed like Mark was unusual.

An uneasy feeling swept over Mark. It was
similar to the feeling he had when the flower-delivery driver had
turned his head from him. But this was stronger, more intense. He
noticed people easing away from him—even those walking in the same
direction. People who approached him from a distance came no closer
than ten feet. Those that he overtook, or who noticed him close by
took four or five strides from him as inconspicuously as possible
without making eye contact. A glance—that’s all anyone gave him
before stretching their proximity. It was uncanny—the smoothness
with which people could distance themselves from him without
looking at him.

Was he seeing it right? Was it just his
imagination? Perhaps his injuries—particularly the blows to his
head had fogged his thinking, making him hypersensitive, he
thought. After all, how often had he paid any attention to the
distance people kept between him and them as they passed? Maybe
they always wanted this space from him.

He stopped and turned to face oncoming
pedestrians. Foot traffic continued to flow around him with a wide
berth. The space cushion that passers-by kept from the homeless was
to be expected. After all, many were dirty or smelly or sometimes
made wild hand gestures that only they themselves understood. Mark
knew he was disheveled, but in his case, it was temporary and he
wished he could announce it with a bullhorn. He would blend into
the crowd within the hour if he could just make a call and get home
to clean up and become himself again.

Thirty feet away, a well-dressed man stood
amidst foot traffic reading a newspaper. The man stood in front of
a newsstand. Foot traffic passed close by him—some people brushed
his shoulder. Mark went toward the man and stopped a few strides
from him. Again he turned to face oncoming shoppers. Sure enough,
the flow of traffic arced around him as though he wore an
invisible, giant inner tube. He was both conspicuous and
ignored.

He saw a bench and eased down onto it for a
rest. His head throbbed and he rubbed his temples a few times. With
elbows on his knees, he rested his chin in his hands and watched
the people pass by. His eye still felt tight and was halfway shut,
but it hadn’t worsened. He licked his lip and felt the bulge of the
lima bean unchanged.

He searched faces for an altruistic-looking
candidate to approach. He discovered that assessing the potential
for sympathy on the faces of people who refuse eye contact was a
challenge. Working up the nerve to ask someone for help with
nothing but thanks to offer was even more difficult. He rehearsed
what he might say.

Excuse me, I’ve been attacked… No, that might
scare them.

Pardon me, could I borrow your cell phone for
one local call? If people wouldn’t even look at him or walk closer
than a car length, why would they let him press their cell phone to
his filthy ear?

Then Mark saw what he decided was his best
chance. It was a family—a husband, wife, and a young boy and girl
no older than eight. The children may have been twins, close in age
and height. The family’s clothing and accessories announced that
they were tourists—complete with dangling camera and new Disneyland
sweatshirts. The parents laughed, holding hands as they walked. The
kids pulled their parents with their energetic pace, excited at all
the sights and sounds.

Their happiness and affection for one another
boosted Mark’s confidence. Certainly, such a loving family would be
willing to improve his obvious tough luck by fifty cents. He took a
breath and approached them—careful not to limp. As though alerted
by radar, the father’s head turned to Mark from twenty feet and
locked onto him. Mark wasn’t deterred and maintained the approach.
The father’s arm stiffened and reached out to slow his wife. He
then stepped between Mark and his family, herding his kids and wife
behind him with his hands out to his sides.

Mark put on his best smile and met the man’s
eyes. “Excuse me sir, I’ve been robbed of my car and phone and just
need to make one phone call. Is there any way you could spare some
change or let me use your cell phone for a local call?”

“You want money?”

“Actually, just enough for a call would be
great,” Mark said. Some shame crept onto his face for asking and he
looked down at the ground for a moment.

The man turned his head over his shoulder to
his wife and young children and said, “Kids, pay attention, here’s
a good lesson for you.” He then turned back to Mark. “Suppose I
offered to buy you some lunch?”

“That is very kind of you, but actually it’s
only change for a phone call that I need…”

“Aha!” the man said. “So money or nothing—is
that your deal?”

“No,” Mark said, “I need to make a phone
call—I don’t need money…if I can use your cell phone for one quick
call I won’t need any money.”

“Sorry, pal,” the dad said smugly. “You’re
not gonna be using my cell phone to call your dealer. Now I need
you to back away from my family. C’mon kids.”

Mark watched dumbfounded as the man herded
his family away. The kids resisted any hurry, twisting their necks
to get a good look at Mark.

Mark walked for a few minutes to regroup and
salvage some of his pride. He did so by reminding himself that this
was all a nightmare from which he would wake up the moment he made
a phone call and heard a familiar voice say, “No problem, I’ll be
right there to pick you up.”

After watching people pass by for ten more
minutes, he noticed a woman that he felt had kindness potential.
She was well dressed in a long, beige coat and carried a black
designer purse over one arm. He didn’t know why he chose her, but
she looked to him like someone who smiled easily and, therefore,
might be sympathetic. He began his approach—not directly, but
angling in her direction through a thick group of shoppers. Like
the tourist father earlier, she seemed to sense him from a
distance. Her eyes swept his body from foot to face, gathering the
distasteful details. Mark relit his friendliest smile, but it was
too late. She changed course, frowned and sped her pace with one
hand up saying, “No, no, no, no, no, don’t even think about
it…”

“Have a great day,” Mark said, his voice
dropping to a whisper as he watched her escape him.

He continued south on the Promenade. He saw
two teenage boys standing outside a store typing into their phones.
Perhaps kids wouldn’t be as callous as the adults. Maybe he could
promise to repay them a buck if either would loan him some change.
He went to them and said, “Excuse me, either of you guys have fifty
cents for a phone call?”

They stopped their typing and looked at Mark
and then at each other and then back to Mark. “Get a job, bum,” one
said. His buddy laughed and they knuckle-bumped each other.

On his way back up the Promenade, back toward
Milten Wingren’s office, Mark made two more approaches to people he
thought had potential for sympathy. On both attempts he was
rejected before he could even utter a word.

He found a payphone and checked its coin
return for some lucky change—empty. He picked up the receiver and
dialed 0.

“Yes, operator, I want to make a collect call
please.” He gave the number of one of his Santa Monica clients, a
law firm for whom he provided IT support.

The operator rang his client and Melissa, the
receptionist, answered. The operator asked permission to bill the
collect charge from “Mark” and Melissa said, “I’m sorry, Mark. I
cannot accept any collect calls.”

Before Mark could interject, the operator
said, “I’m sorry sir, your collect call has been refused,” and the
line went dead.

Mark dialed 0 again and tried a collect call
to the other client whose phone number he recalled. There was no
answer even though the operator honored Mark’s request to let the
phone ring over fifteen times.

Mark slammed the phone receiver down and
walked to a bench by a planter to regroup. He reconsidered walking
home, but the thought of making the trek through his pain was
unbearable. Although the easier option would be to wait for Milten
to return to his office at 2:00, he couldn’t bear the time needed
to wait for him. It was only 11:50 a.m.

Two young girls and a boy, none older than
seven, sat on an opposite bench near a fountain a stone’s throw
away. They licked ice cream cones and giggled while a woman,
probably their mother, stood over them digging through her purse.
One at a time, she pulled out coins and handed them to the
children.

At last, Mark thought. A mother with her coin
purse out and open. If a mother had no sympathy on a young person’s
misfortune, who would? He made his way toward her. When he came
within thirty feet he saw a homeless woman carrying a plastic cup
stand up from a bench behind them. She approached them and
requested some change while clanging a few loose coins in a
cup.

The mother shook her head and shooed the
homeless woman away as the children watched. Mark detoured to a
nearby light post and leaned gently on it.

The mom instructed the kids to close their
eyes, make a wish, and then toss the money into the fountain
without peeking. All three children did so, and afterward looked at
one another as if they expected more to happen after the coins
splashed into the water.

Mark knew that if he waited for the children
to leave and then sat on their bench, he might be able to slip his
hand into the fountain to get some change for a phone call.

The young boy sitting on the bench threw the
stub of his ice cream cone into the fountain. It bobbed a few timed
and then tilted as the water began to saturate it. His mother
scolded him, pulled him from the bench by the arm, and gave him a
stern lecture on littering. Before the ice cream cone could sink, a
gull that had been watching from a rooftop swooped down into the
fountain and grasped the cone in its beak. It spread its wings, and
with two powerful flaps levitated up to a ledge to enjoy its soggy
treat.

The mother ordered the kids to follow her
closely and they rejoined the flow of pedestrian traffic on the
mall. Mark made his way to the bench. The fountain was deeper than
it appeared to be from a distance. The turquoise tiles under the
water undulated with the fountain’s current. Pennies, nickels,
dimes, and, yes, quarters shimmered from beneath the water. Mark
turned sideways on the bench and rested his arm along the back
before he let it flop down just above the water. He casually
checked in all directions. He hadn’t attracted any attention so
far. He dunked his hand into the chilly water and wiggled his
fingers. It soothed the scrapes on his knuckles.

All passers by seemed to be oblivious to him.
He lowered his hand into the fountain halfway to his elbow. As he
swept his arm back and forth in the water, gauging how far he’d
have to plunge his arm in to get his fingertips on one of those
quarters, he felt eyes on him. As he scanned the closest
storefronts, he saw a security guard outside a jewelry shop
watching him. Unlike the many people who passed Mark on the
sidewalk, the guard didn’t seem to mind maintaining eye contact
with Mark. In fact, he put his hands on his hips and he lowered his
chin, giving Mark patient attention.

Mark lifted his arm and shook the excess
water off. As he did so, the guard gave him three slow nods, as if
congratulating him for making the right choice. Mark stood and
wiped his hand on his shirt and continued his walk back toward
Milten Wingren’s office.

He saw a homeless man with a sign that said,
“Please help.” Mark now understood the simplicity of the sign. It
eliminated any pretense and cut to the heart of the matter.

On the opposite side of the mall he saw a
street performer dressed like a clown from the waist up—complete
with frilly shoulder pads, a red ball nose and face paint. He was
getting big laughs by imitating passing tourists. The crowd laughed
whenever the clown waddled behind a fat man or primped his hair
behind a woman in bouffant. On the ground near a tree under which
the clown stood was an inverted hat with a dome of bills puffing up
from inside and coins splashed onto the ground around it.

Mark made his way closer. There were so many
coins spread out on the ground by the hat that the clown would
certainly let Mark borrow two quarters for a quick call. During an
apparent lull in the routine, the clown sat down on a wooden crate
turned sideways under the tree. Mark stepped into the clown’s area
and said, “Excuse me, is there any chance you would let me borrow
two quarters for a phone call?”

The clown stood up and turned his back to
Mark, crouching and searching up and down and all around as if he
didn’t know where Mark’s voice was coming from. “Hey, I’m right
here,” Mark said. The clown jumped high in the air spinning so that
when he came down he faced Mark. That’s when Mark heard the laughs
and realized that the clown was still very much amidst a
performance. New spectators stopped walking, and since the clown
was stationary and not following pedestrians, the flowing foot
traffic began to clog around them. Mark found himself snagged,
costarring in the clown’s routine.

“Hey, I’m sorry, man. I didn’t realize you
were still on. I just wanted to borrow some change, that’s
all.”

The clown pointed down at his overflowing hat
and then pulled the corners of his mouth down with his fingers and
wrinkled his forehead. He then broke into an exaggerated mime of
playing a violin. Spectators laughed. Mark stepped back. The clown,
following Mark’s lead, took a giant step back and hung his mouth
open with a dumbfounded expression. More laughter from the crowd
angered Mark. He yelled, “Never mind, clown. I can see you need the
money to buy some matching pants for your blouse!” The clown mimed
the act of stabbing himself as if Mark had struck a fatal blow and
the crowd laughed and clapped. Mark turned and walked away to the
sound of spectators booing and hissing.

The clown wasn’t letting Mark off the hook so
easily, and mimed shoveling big heavy scoops of money from his hat
and throwing it toward Mark. A roar of laughter went up from the
crowd. The clown followed him for a good fifty feet, scooping
pretend money, tossing it, and milking the crowd for more laughter.
It wasn’t until Mark had drawn the clown too far from the real
money in that hat that the mockery stopped and the clown retreated
to guard his stash.

Mark sat and watched people until almost 1:00
p.m. and then decided to move about some more to stave off
stiffness that had begun to set in. He hung his head while he
walked. His growling stomach not only reminded him of his hunger,
but of a growing thirst.

He passed two benches occupied by homeless
people before he found a free one. The option to wait until Milten
Wingren returned to his office was looking like the only one. It
was just two blocks away. He could wait here instead of on Milten’s
steps.

The fresh aroma of a variety of hot foods
wafted past Mark’s nose. The grilled smokiness of marinated carne
asada gave way to the smell of buttered popcorn from a nearby
theater, which yielded to marinara sauce slow cooking in an Italian
restaurant a block away. The fragrant food made Mark’s stomach
churn and growl and drew early lunch customers into the outdoor
patio seats of the cafés.

He watched the homeless people that wandered
from trash can to trash can, digging through, tasting, and
pocketing anything edible. From a perch on a nearby building, a
pigeon folded its wings and swooped down to a wadded ball of yellow
paper on the sidewalk. It took the paper in its beak and shook free
a stub of a baked pretzel. A nearby homeless man jumped up from a
bench. He abandoned his bundle of clothes wrapped tightly in a
sleeping bag to chase after the bird’s prize. The pigeon flapped,
lifting itself far out of reach, pretzel in beak to enjoy its lunch
elsewhere. The homeless man cursed the bird, picked up the empty
pretzel paper, and threw it hard, but it only floated down by his
feet before he grumbled back to his bench.

Mark leaned his elbows on his knees and
rested his sore face in his hands. All his family members who would
accept a collect call from him were scattered in various cities
across the country. He knew that his small circle of friends would
be at work right now and he hated to need them. He would wait for
Milten.
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Mark shook his head with his face still
buried in his hands—unable to believe his circumstances. His head
throbbed. He felt a tap on his shoulder and from behind heard a
voice say, “Son, I’d be honored if you’d take this change.”

Mark turned to see a short, slightly
hunched-over old man, two quarters pinched between his index and
middle fingers. The man’s hair was pure white, a neat crop around
his ears and tapered to the neck as if he had just been to the
barber. He was clean shaven and wore a two-piece, single-breasted
brown suit and brown wing-tip shoes to match. His trousers were too
short so that green socks protruded from his shoes, exposed to a
place well above his ankles. His fist squeezed the straps of a
small wrapped and tied black duffle bag thrown over his
shoulder.

Mark took the quarters. “Thank you, sir.”

The man dropped his duffle bag on the ground,
raised both his hands in the air and shouted, “Woo-hoo! No, thank
you!”

“Why are you thanking me?” Mark said. He knew
that many people who wandered around here suffered from mental
illness. Mark was grateful for the quarters nonetheless.

“Cause you’re takin’ my grace,” the man
said.

Mark felt a sermon coming on. He wasn’t in
the mood to hear a religious pitch from a potentially crazy person
who felt they had purchased sermon time in exchange for fifty
cents. He held his palm open, ready to give them back. “What’s your
name?” he asked.

“Folks around here call me Uncle Leon. And
you?”

“I’m Mark—Mark Denny.” They shook hands.

“It looks like somebody took a whuppin’ to
ya.” Uncle Leon’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward to hone in on
Mark’s swollen eye as he continued to shake Mark’s hand.

“I’ve had a very tough day,” Mark said.

Uncle Leon had a firm grip and he smiled as
he shook hands—a smile that deepened the permanent wrinkles at the
corners of his eyes. His greeting had the warmth of a grandpa.

“Well God bless ya, son. You needed some
quarters, now you got ‘em.” Uncle Leon picked up his duffle bag and
turned to leave.

“Listen, Uncle Leon…” Mark said, stopping
him. “If you’ll give me your address I will be glad to pay you back
by mail—with interest.”

Uncle Leon laughed. “You’re sittin’ on my
address. And if you tried to mail it here, what are ya gonna write
on the envelope? Third Street Promenade, fourth bench north of
Broadway Street?” He pointed his finger around to the other benches
on which other homeless people sat. “Hell, one of my roommates
would get the mail that day and I’d never see your money.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know your situation. I
was just looking to repay you for your kindness.”

“Thank ya’ is just fine. You try to pay me
back and you’ll ruin my grace.”

“What’s with this grace?” Mark asked. He was
anxious to go make his phone call, but Uncle Leon intrigued
him.

“Unmerited favor—that’s what grace is. I
showed you favor you ain’t earned. If you pay it back you ruin my
grace. If you don’t pay me back, my favor comes back to me better
and different.”

“Interesting…philosophical,” Mark said.

Uncle Leon stroked his chin between his thumb
and forefinger a few times while he examined Mark. “You’re new to
beggin’, ain’t ya?”

“Oh no, I, uh just, I’m just trying to make a
call—I mean this is temporary… and I…” Mark stammered.

“Hold up, son. You’re gonna choke on yer
tongue.”

Mark took a small breath so as not to
reignite the pain in his torso and prepared to try his explanation
again.

“May I?” Uncle Leon pointed at a spot on the
bench beside Mark.

“Of course—apparently it’s your bench.”

“Naaa. It’s a time-share. Anyways, I know yer
new to beggin’ ‘cause the disappointment on yer face is fresh—it
ain’t etched in real good. Yer askin’ voice is chock full of hope
and you don’t got no callus in yer tone yet.”

“So you’ve been watching me?”

Uncle Leon nodded. “Not for long though. I
seen how the clown did you. By the way, don’t worry,” he leaned in
closer to Mark and lowered his voice, “Clowny don’t make nothin’—he
stocks his own hat with cash so people think he’s good. Givin’ you
quarters would wreck his profit ‘cause his mockery don’t pay any
good.”

“So I guess the clown doesn’t share your take
on grace.”

Uncle Leon smiled and nodded at Mark. “You
believe me? ‘Bout the grace stuff I just said to you?”

“Sure. But I’m not religious…I don’t
really—”

“Religious? I’m not talking ‘bout no
religion! Grace ain’t just in religion. I’m talking about universal
grace, boy! Givin’ without takin’! Unpaid kindness. You ever tried
that?”

“Sure. I give all the time without expecting
anything back.”

Uncle Leon’s smile grew wider and he adjusted
his duffle bag on the ground between his feet. “Can we chit chat
for a spell, son?”

Mark checked his watch as if he had the
option to be somewhere else. It was only 1:25 p.m. and Milten
wouldn’t be available for at least a half hour. “Sure,” he
said.

Uncle Leon rubbed his hands together, scooted
a bit closer on the bench, and crossed his skinny legs, drawing his
pant leg yet higher and exposing a hairy leg above the green sock.
“I’m going to tell you something you ain’t never heard before.”

“Please do,” Mark said.

“You remember that Bruce Willis movie where
the kid said he seen dead folk?”

“Yep. The Sixth Sense.”

“That’s the one. Well, I can see favors,”
Uncle Leon said. He slapped his knee like it was a gavel that
pronounced his words true and then he leaned back on the bench.

“What do you mean you see favors?”

“I see favors,” Uncle Leon said louder,
almost laughing at his own amazement of the fact. “I see them
flying out of folk and into other folk. They’re real things—favors.
I only know’d one other person, a woman, who could see favors like
I can. One day she got sick with a fever and when the fever broke
she couldn’t see them no more and never saw them again. The gift of
seein’ favors got to her though ‘cause when she lost it she forgot
how to trust what she couldn’t see and went crazy.” Uncle Leon
wiggled his fingers up by his ears to show craziness.

Mark returned to his suspicion of Uncle
Leon’s mental instability. “Go on,” Mark said, more out of respect
for the elderly man than genuine curiosity.

“When a person does a favor, it slips out of
his body and goes into the body of the person gettin’ the favor.”
Uncle Leon thrust his hands out from his chest. “Anyone nearby that
sees the favor happen, they get splashed with some of it. Then a
new favor launches out of the person you helped and follows you
waiting for a chance to get into you.”

“So what does a favor look like?” Mark
said.

“All shapes and sizes and colors. Some are
round, some are blocks, some are twirling tubish things—everybody’s
is different, but all favors are just a jigglin’ when they come
out—jigglin’ like jelly. I reckon they’re soft and that’s how they
get into the person that’s gettin’ it.”

“Amazing,” Mark said. He decided Uncle Leon’s
wild notion was good entertainment for a few minutes.

“I might be the last man alive who can see a
favor anymore—long as I can avoid the fever. By they way, yer
favors are hour-glassy, like the base of a guitar.”

“How do you know what my favors look like if
you haven’t seen me do any favors for anyone?”

“Oh, I can see ‘em alright. That’s the thing
I ain’t told you yet. Favors can’t stay with the person you give
‘em to. They always follow you, trying to get back into you—always.
But they gotta come back different or else they can’t get back into
you. They gotta change form and enter you as a different type of
favor. If they can’t then they hover around you waiting for a new
way to get back in.”

“So you see favors trying to get back to me
right now? Because I could use one.”

“A whole flock of them hovering around, but
right now they are kinda goin’ in a line thata way.” Uncle Leon
shook two fingers toward Mark’s right side. “I wonder why they
ain’t getting’ back to you. You must have a few hundred or so at
the moment.”

“I could have used some favors today,” Mark
said.

“Well I sent one of them back into to you
with the quarters I gave you.”

Even if Uncle Leon was stark-raving mad, what
was the harm in the delusion that a favor was a visible entity?
Mark decided to indulge him some more.

Uncle Leon continued, “I still don’t know why
you have so many stuck favors built up. You must live too safe or
something. You don’t take enough risks for a favor to help you. If
yer life is always the same, yer favors ain’t got no chance to come
back to ya different.”

“I fix computers. My job is to make things as
predictable as possible. I suppose I treat my life like that
too.”

“That’s why you got favor constipation, son!
You best step out a little—break your routine. Yer favors’ll come
poppin’ back to ya.”

“I was trying to do a favor this morning.
That’s what got me into this mess.”

“Favors don’t cause harm, selfishness—aimin’
favors the wrong way—that’s what messes folk up. What did you
do?”

“I bought some gas for someone and he robbed
me at the gas station.”

Uncle Leon’s eyes widened. “You did a favor
for someone and he robbed you?

“My car, my wallet, my phone—that’s why I
look like this.” Mark swept his hand from his neck to his
waist.

“And you said this happened today?”

Mark nodded. “This morning.”

Uncle Leon shook his head in thought. “That’s
confusin’,” he mumbled. He stood up and scanned the sidewalk beside
Mark, and looked up and around Mark’s head and then leaned sideways
to look far down the sidewalk again.

“What are you looking for?”

“If you done a favor for someone who done you
wrong, then you should have a hell of a favor waitin’ to get back
to you—triple size or bigger, but I can’t see nothin’ of the
sort.”

Mark didn’t answer. He knew that what he did
for Ty looked like a favor outwardly and Ty may have thought he was
receiving a favor, but Mark knew his own true motivation. He was
not trying to show grace of any sort to the gas-can cons. His so
called favor had an ulterior motive, but Uncle Leon couldn’t know
that.

Uncle Leon squinted at Mark and squatted,
leaning on his knees to look Mark in the eyes. “You sure it was a
favor you done, son?”

Crazy or not, lucky or not, Uncle Leon had
either seen or deduced that Mark hadn’t really done a favor. Or
just maybe this old man really could see favors and that a giant
favor was missing from Mark’s stash. Mark decided to tell Uncle
Leon the story of the gas-can beggars. He recounted the morning’s
events for him.

Uncle Leon took it all in, not saying a word.
He occasionally grunted and said, “Um hmm.”

When Mark finished, Uncle Leon gave him a
soft pat on the back and said, “That wasn’t no favor you done. But
it’s over. And you look like you learned something out of it.”

“That’s for sure,” Mark said.

“Now give me my quarters back.”

“Huh?”

“You heard me. I want my quarters back. Put
‘em in my hand.” Uncle Leon extended his hand to Mark. His face was
serious.

When Mark dropped the quarters into Uncle
Leon’s palm, Uncle Leon jerked his shoulders up as if his favor had
reentered him. “I’m gonna release this favor again, only bigger.
You don’t need a phone call. You need a ride home. Where do you
live?”

“Venice, just off Abbott Kinney, but—”

“Come with me.” Uncle Leon picked up his bag,
stood, and motioned for Mark to follow.

He took off at the pace of a speed walker—not
what you’d expect from a man Uncle Leon’s age. Mark called out,
“Uncle Leon, you’re going to have to slow down—I’m injured,
remember?”

Uncle Leon turned his head and said over his
shoulder, “Oh, walk it off, son. Hell, I’m twice yer age and
probably as sore. You could use a good sprint to keep you from
gettin’ stiff.”

Uncle Leon zigzagged through shoppers and
tourists who were walking the same direction. Mark trotted and
walked and trotted to keep up. He noticed that people he passed
didn’t veer off as far from him, but this was probably because
Uncle Leon’s pace gave little time for them to react.

During their one block trek, Uncle Leon
called out greetings by name to four people resting on benches
along the way. He, in turn, was greeted by three employees of local
shops as they tended to their store fronts. A security guard
standing post outside a clothing store said, “Morning, Uncle L,”
and saluted. Uncle Leon returned the salute and said, “Should have
your socks any day now.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” the guard
said.

Uncle Leon turned without slowing down,
pointed to the guard, and told Mark, “He’s been beggin’ for a pair
of my green socks for months.”

A man in a suit standing outside a
Mediterranean café called out as they passed. “Hey Uncle Leon—you
stopping by for your lunch today?”

“Maybe tomorrow, I’m booked today.” Uncle
Leon thumbed over his shoulder toward Mark. “That’s Romy, the
maitre d’,” Uncle Leon explained. “I clean his patio and he gives
me a meal. I figure I could eat there for weeks on what I racked up
so far. And I don’t gotta order the specials either!”

Mark, having gained on Uncle Leon, took a
pause from his panting and said, “But isn’t that payback of a
favor?”

“Fair pay has its place just like grace does.
They’re different. If yer gonna get paid back, with food, that’s
the place to do it.” He pointed to Romy’s café. “You gotta try that
guy’s barbecue gyro.” He rubbed his stomach, rolled his eyes, and
kissed his fingertips.

As they continued on, more people greeted
Uncle Leon like fans, and he returned their greetings with warm
sentiments and a tip of his pretend hat.

He led Mark through a narrow alley beside a
pizza place called Allegra. Uncle Leon pounded the back door three
times with the butt of his hand. A fat man with swept-back hair
opened the door. His apron was sauce-stained and his hairy forearms
were dusted with flour.

“Phillip! Just the man I want to see,” Uncle
Leon said.

“Hi, Uncle Leon, what can I do for you?”

“May we?” Uncle Leon pointed inside.

“By all means, come in.” Phil held the door
wide for Uncle Leon and Mark. The smell of hot Italian food poured
out the door, walloping Mark. He closed his eyes for a moment in an
attempt to control his hunger as his stomach growled. As they
walked, Uncle Leon introduced Mark to Phil, explaining that Mark
had been attacked. Phil turned to Mark and said, “Mr. Clark Kent
here was a good person for you to run into if you ran out of
luck.”

“I’m learning that,” Mark said.

They sat where Phil pointed, in the last
booth in the back of the restaurant near the kitchen. In the front,
Mark saw customers seated at a counter and window tables tended by
other employees in red aprons.

“You going south any time soon?” Uncle Leon
asked Phil.

“Uhhhhh, two business deliveries on Main
Street, I think.”

“Can you drop off our friend Mark near
Abbott?”

“For you? No problem. Be about ten more
minutes—let me check the order.” Phil got up and pushed through the
swinging door that led to the kitchen. The smell of hot marinara
sauce and baking pizza’s that wafted out produced an encore of
growling in Mark’s stomach. “This is another keeper,” Uncle Leon
said, twirling his index finger above his head. “Best pizza pies on
The Promenade.”

“It smells like it,” Mark said. He considered
asking Uncle Leon if there was any chance he could borrow enough
money for a slice of pizza, but he resisted. Uncle Leon had done
enough for him and apparently was going to arrange for
transportation—as a favor.

The kitchen door flew open. Phil came through
it with two large pizza slices, one flopped over each hand. He gave
one to Uncle Leon and the other to Mark before he clapped some
residual flour from his hands onto his apron.

“I’ll be back with plates for you. We’ll be
running that Main Street order in about five minutes so down your
slices quick.”

Mark sunk his teeth into his piece of pizza
and the explosion of flavor was something he would never forget. If
it was his stress or circumstances that made the food taste so
good—he didn’t care. He stuffed his mouth with another bite and his
cheek poked out full as he chewed.

Uncle Leon smiled and then began his own
slice.

Phil came back with the plates and then
hollered, “Chad!” toward the front of the restaurant.

They heard the sound of a chair scooting and
then feet fumbling. A teen-age boy rounded the corner with a
worried expression. “Yes, Mr. Tenelli.”

“Two big orders for Main Street and you have
a passenger.” Phil pointed to Mark who nodded and tried to smile
with a stuffed mouth. “Take him wherever he needs to go. Get your
bags ready, pies are coming out now.”

“Yes sir.”

Chad went into the kitchen and Mark shook
Phil’s hand even though doing so hurt.

“Good luck to you, Mark,” Phil said. “When
you are back on your feet, I hope you’ll come visit us again.”

“Absolutely, thank you—and thank you for the
ride.”

“You can thank that man right there,” Phil
said, pointing at Uncle Leon. “He’s done so much for us and we sure
are grateful.”

Uncle Leon tipped his imaginary hat again and
then clutched his heart to show thanks for the recognition.

Chad emerged carrying twelve insulated pizza
bags—high enough to need to balance them. He accepted Mark’s offer
to carry some of them and they headed for the back door.

Mark leaned to Uncle Leon and said, “Thank
you, sir. You’ve given me an education I won’t forget.”

“You’re welcome,” Uncle Leon said. He stepped
close, pointed to Mark’s chest and whispered, “Don’t forget they’re
hourglassy and they’re itchin’ to get back into ya. Live a little
and give ‘em a chance to come back.”
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Chad turned left onto 2nd Street. Two more
turns and they were headed south on Ocean Avenue on what had become
a beautiful sunny day. Chad seemed to relax as he leaned back to
drive with one hand. He kept looking at Mark’s clothing. Mark felt
the interrogation coming.

“So how long have you been down on your
luck?” Chad asked.

“Actually, I’m not homeless,” Mark said.

“Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ve had some trouble today.
I’ve got a home.” Mark became aware that he was defending his
social standing with the fact that he had a home. Why was it so
important to him that Chad know that he wasn’t homeless? Why panic
and hammer the point home to an eighteen-year-old pizza delivery
boy?

“I was assaulted this morning,” Mark
said.

“Whoa! Did you kick some ass? What happened?”
Chad smiled and wiggled down into his seat as if settling in for a
great story.

“Actually, I don’t remember how it ended. I
think I got knocked out.”

Chad whistled as he faced forward again.
“K-O, dude! That sucks. Hey, did Uncle Leon rescue you?”

“No…well, in a way, I suppose. We met a few
hours later when he saw me looking for some help on the
Promenade.”

“You had to beg?”

“Actually, I just needed some change for a
call.”

“Well that’s begging. It figures that Uncle
Leon found you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He always finds people in trouble.”

“Do you think it’s because he can see
favors?”

“What?” Chad said, frowning. Mark realized
that Uncle Leon hadn’t shared his “gift” with Chad.

“Never mind. So what did Uncle Leon do for
your boss?” Mark asked.

“Only saved his life—probably. Last year Mr.
Tenelli was robbed on his way into the pizzeria early one morning.
Two guys. They stuck him up in the back alley by his car and wanted
him to open the door to the restaurant. Mr. Tenelli wouldn’t do it
so they started pounding him. Uncle Leon was nearby, saw it and
started talking to these guys, and before you know it they not only
let Mr. Tenelli go, but Uncle Leon got them both to apologize.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Yeah. Uncle Leon eats at the pizzeria any
time he wants for free.”

“So Uncle Leon visits Allegro often?”

“Yes, and he’s all over the Promenade when he
isn’t volunteering.”

“Where does he volunteer?”

“He works at the Soft Landing Shelter House
just a few blocks that way,” Chad said as he gave a sloppy hand
gesture out window. “I think they feed him there too.”

He pulled the car into a metered parking
space on Main Street and got out.

Mark opened his door and said, “Here, I’ll
help you carry those in.”

Chad held up his hand and said, “Hold on. You
probably ought to wait—I’ve got it.”

Mark eased back into his seat and closed the
door. “Right. I’m unappetizing.”

“Sorry, dude.” Chad got out, stacked his
pizzas, and disappeared into an office building.

After the delivery, Chad dropped Mark off on
the corner, one block from his apartment at Mark’s insistence. As
Mark neared the walkway to his apartment he was excited to be
almost home. The notion of rest and food in the privacy of his
apartment quickened his pace despite his aches.

The two-story apartment complex was U-shaped
and enclosed a courtyard that opened to the street. Mark lived
upstairs at the bottom of the U. His living room window opened to
the courtyard, which featured a few planters and a dried-up
fountain stained with pigeon droppings. The fountain was flanked by
torn, sun-faded patio furniture on one side and resident mailboxes
on the other.

An outdoor staircase led to an upper floor
walkway that wrapped the inner perimeter of the building. All unit
doors faced inward and enabled all residents to witness the arrival
or departure of any neighbor. Slipping a key into a mailbox assured
that several blinds in the overlooking apartments would part as
nosy neighbors peeked through.

Mark didn’t have his keys, but did have a
magnetic key box that he hid it under the mailboxes. His mailbox
was near the bottom so despite the peeking neighbors, removing the
metal box without revealing its hiding place was easy. His
apartment manager, Todd Felsom, was a friend and next-door neighbor
so there was little chance Mark would ever be locked out. Still, he
liked the key box; he’d rather not ask Todd for help if he were
ever locked out.

He scanned the courtyard and then retrieved
his secret key. As he climbed the stairs, he prepared for the
possibility that Todd Felsom might see or hear him. Todd was an
irresistibly friendly beach bum who made it a point to know as much
of Mark’s business as possible, and would no doubt make a scene if
he saw Mark’s current condition.

Last night Todd and Mark had another of their
frequent arguments about the legitimacy of panhandlers that were so
prevalent in their neighborhood, and more so north in Santa Monica.
Todd maintained that many of the homeless were scam artists who
actually made good money hoodwinking well-meaning people who were
suckers enough to give. “These guys rack up fists full of cash
hidden in their dirty clothes,” Todd insisted.

Mark disagreed, rebutting Todd’s claim with a
news report he had seen saying that even in a busy intersection,
panhandlers are lucky to make ten bucks a day.

Now Mark eased down the walkway, hoping to
slip into his unit unnoticed. His plan was to shower, get food to
top off his slice of pizza, and then spend the rest of the
afternoon contacting his insurance and credit card companies.

He had almost made it to his front door when
he heard Todd’s voice.

“Hey, is that you, Buddy?” Todd hollered from
inside his apartment. A moment later Todd’s screen door flew open
and he peered out, dressed in a black unzipped wet suit with an egg
surfboard tucked under his arm.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Mark said, keeping his face
low and close to his door so Todd wouldn’t see his busted mouth or
swollen eye.

“Doo-hoo-hoo-d! What happened to you?” Todd’s
voice echoed throughout the courtyard and the curtains in several
units parted.

Mark got his door open, and was inside with
the screen door closed behind him before Todd could approach.

“What happened to you?” Todd asked again.

“I’ll tell you later. I really have to take
care of some stuff right now.”

“Buddy, you look like you might need a
hospital or something. Did you fall off a bus?”

Mark closed the door to a crack and said,
“I’m fine. I’ll see you later.”

“Hey, will you be here about four? When I get
back I’m gonna be hungry.” Todd lifted his surfboard for Mark to
see. “Thought you might wanna head over to Bonfiglio Café for some
grub.”

“Not today. Really, I have too much to do,”
Mark replied.

“Suit yourself,” Todd said as he turned and
began to retreat down the walkway. “But I bet you’re going to be
hungry,” he yelled over his shoulder. “I’ll ask you again when I
get back, Buddy.”

Todd called Mark “Buddy” since the day they
met—long before Mark felt like a buddy. Todd always seemed to greet
people with more enthusiasm than Mark could understand—like a puppy
after its owner arrived home from an extended absence. The
excitement was nice for a few minutes, but then Mark wished the
pooch would calm down.

Todd seemed to carry with him an innocence
that made it difficult to get mad at the guy. Even when Mark would
boot Todd out of his apartment so he could get some work done, Todd
never held a grudge. In fact, he would often be standing outside
Mark’s door an hour later, hollering in to see if Mark wanted to
catch a movie. Life was good for Todd. After inheriting a
fortune—that included this very apartment complex—from his
grandmother, he moved in to spend his days surfing. Lack of
financial worry only added to Todd’s zest for life.

Mark closed the door and sank to his knees as
the weight of the day’s events caught up to him in his first
private moment.

His one-bedroom apartment was spotless.
Cleanliness was easy to maintain since his place was so small and
furnished with only the bachelor basics: a sofa, an entertainment
center, a dining room table and chairs he had assembled himself. He
had a cheap particle-board bedroom set.

In the living room, an antique coffee table
given to him by his mom doubled as his office desk. It had a
cleared space for his laptop between a notepad and some tourist
magazines on California—an inadequate attempt at an aesthetic touch
for the rare occasion he had company other than Todd.

Each evening at six o’clock he cleared his
coffee table of any client-related paperwork without fail. It
helped him maintain his strict line between his personal and
business lives.

The kitchen had a stove and refrigerator
included with the rental. He kept the vertical blinds drawn on the
living room window facing the courtyard. Having no privacy for his
entrances and exits, Mark was determined to keep his inner
apartment completely private—even at the expense of the two hours
of morning sunlight his unit got. This opened him up to ribbing
from Todd, but Mark didn’t care.

More than anything now, he simply wanted to
take a shower and change, but decided to first top off the
delicious pizza slice he had with Uncle Leon. His stomach had
returned to grumbling.

As he opened the fridge, he noticed the
blinking light on his answering machine that sat on the countertop
within arm’s reach. He pressed the play button. A female voice
said, “Mr. Denny, this is American Express calling to confirm a
charge of twenty-one hundred dollars on your card at 11:13 a.m.
today. Please contact us to verify this charge. Thank you.”

Before the next message could begin, Mark
hobbled to his bedroom, leaving the refrigerator door open to swing
shut on its own. He grabbed the phone and called American Express
from the caller ID.

At first he was concerned only about the
inconvenience of losing his wallet. Now he was afraid the problem
may have grown to affect his financial and possibly his physical
safety. Ty and his accomplice had his home address information,
birthday, and more than enough information to steal his identity if
not stake out and burgle his home.

Mark closed his eyes to concentrate. He tried
to visualize the contents of his wallet. He carried a health
insurance card and two other credit cards—a MasterCard and a Visa
bank check card. Mark now assumed they would soon be maxed out if
they weren’t already.

After wading through a series of automated
prompts, an American Express human picked up. She helped him cancel
his card and assured him of non-liability for any fraudulent
charges. Mark’s worry subsided only a bit, as he spent the next
hour calling his bank, insurance company, the DMV, a car rental
agency, his other credit card companies and the client with whom he
had an appointment this morning.

While waiting on hold, he turned on the
television. Police had no leads in seven missing people that had
occurred in as many days. It was not only the number of
disappearances, but also the regularity with which people had
disappeared that had brought this story to the front of the local
news broadcasts. Last year Santa Monica had six missing-persons
cases. Now seven in one week was big news.

He had missed the press conference on this
story, but they were about to show the highlights. The camera
showed a long table with several families sitting behind it. A
reporter announced that family members from each of the missing
people were present and that each family would have an opportunity
to say a few words to the public regarding their missing loved one.
One by one, with wobbly voices and long pauses, they took turns
between the fumbling, sniffling, and adjusting of microphones to
plead for the safe return of their loved ones.

Near the end of the press conference, a
reporter asked the last family member if there was any chance that
their twenty-year-old daughter had simply run away. The father
jumped to his feet and pounded his fist on the table, rattling the
mics. He jabbed his finger toward the reporters, saying, “Don’t you
dare try to make this into something it isn’t. She wouldn’t do
that! I’m her father—we talk three times a day!”

The man’s wife whispered consolation into the
man’s ear as she pulled him by the arm from the press. Her words
failed to calm him. “My daughter would have called!” he shouted as
he backed from the room. “She would have called…” He said this
again and again until he was gone.
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Mark’s laptop sat on his coffee table opened
to an identity theft assistance web page. At a little after three
o’clock, he fell asleep. An ice pack he had alternated between his
lip and eye lay melting on the couch beside him. It was made from a
re-sealable plastic bag filled with a clump of ice cubes melted and
refrozen together after several power outages that plagued the
apartment complex. A pounding on his screen door startled him.

“Let’s go, Buddy, I’m starving!” Todd’s voice
reverberated throughout the courtyard like an intercom
announcement. Back from surfing, his still-wet hair was slicked
back. Mark heard two windows slam shut outside followed by Todd
shouting, “Sorry ma’am!” even louder.

Mark stood up and winced from the pain in his
ribs. He was stiffer and he felt new bruises on his legs. His left
knee felt like someone had injected acid under his kneecap. He
groaned his way to the door. “Look, I’m a little tired, I’m going
to pass,” Mark said through the screen door.

“Aw, c’mon, Buddy! You need to get out. Let’s
run to Bonfiglio,” Todd insisted.

Mark opened the door—more to end Todd’s
courtyard shouting than to be hospitable, and Todd marched in.

“Da-yum, Buddy! What happened to your mouth?”
Todd said, laughing with disbelief.

“I was attacked,” Mark said. He eased back
down onto his couch.

Todd stopped laughing and looked sideways at
Mark, skeptical.

“I offered to help some guys that needed gas
and got the crap kicked and punched out of me. They took my wallet
and car.”

“No way! Your ride too?”

Mark nodded, staring at the floor.

“Buddy, I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, well…”

For a moment Todd had nothing to say. He just
shook his head while examining Mark. He broke his silent spell by
saying, “C’mon, let’s get something to eat, Buddy. It’ll be good
for you. You need some food.” He held the front door open,
gesturing for Mark to exit.

Mark wasn’t in the mood for Todd’s loud
company, but his fridge held nothing appetizing and waiting until
tomorrow to get cash and groceries wasn’t an attractive idea. “I
just told you I’ve got no wallet and no money and I don’t feel like
walking anymore today…”

“I’m paying. I’m betting that the rest of
your story is gonna be worth whatever our tab is,” Todd said,
waving harder for Mark to go out the door. “Do you want me to drive
you three blocks? Or Old Man Robins downstairs has a wheelchair—I
bet he’d let us borrow it.” Todd laughed loudly at his own
joke.

On the slow, three block walk to Bonfiglio
Café, Mark relayed the experience of the two men and the empty gas
can as he kept his upper body stiff and moved his arms little to
avoid pain.

“Look, I’m sorry you got hurt, Buddy. But I
could have told you that gas-money scam is old. In fact, I think I
saw it on TV once.”

“Thanks for that. Apparently everybody knew
about it except me.”

They rounded the corner onto Abbott Kinney
Blvd. and saw Bonfiglio Café, a mom and pop eatery run by Henry and
Althea Bonfiglio. Its appearance resembled a cottage more than a
restaurant, with its clean white exterior, neatly railed sitting
porch and shake roof. The age-worn green neon sign jetted out from
above the front door with two letters burned out. The Open sign and
the patrons standing in line outside the door at meal times were
the only indicators that Bonfiglio Café was a commercial
establishment. Inside, Henry and Althea had made a decent attempt
to decorate it with a surfing theme complete with long boards hung
on the wall blending into a wallpaper mural of a beach with
sand.

The Café had grown to enjoy local fame. One
could tell rough time by the grill exhaust venting over the nearby
streets. Long before the café opened, the aroma of Althea’s fresh
baked bread wafted from its ovens, through the vents and into the
windows of early-risers blocks away.

By 11:30 a.m., the aroma shifted to grilled
onions, peppers, steaks and soups to go with the bread.

Dinner time brought the hearty smells of the
Café’s famous chili and Henry’s Tequila-Jalapeño marinated steaks
seared with his secret surf ‘n turf rub.

A television mounted near the ceiling had
instigated many a heated argument in Bonfiglio Café since Henry
insisted that it stay tuned to all news, all the time. Politics was
the most common reason for debate in Bonfiglio Café, but Henry
would always keep the tension from becoming physical by yelling,
“Hey! Guys, take it outside. We got kids in here.” He’d say this
whether kids were present in the café or not and it always seemed
to work.

All seats in Bonfiglio Café were counter
seats featuring a red vinyl rotating stool and chrome menu rack at
each place setting. The counter wrapped around the cashier and
grill so that each patron could see their food preparation from
beginning to end. Althea and Henry Bonfiglio worked full time with
only a chef named Mario as an employee.

It was 4:20 when Todd and Mark entered—just
ahead of the dinner rush. Todd sat at his favorite stool and made
it a point to greet each of the patrons in his usual style—with too
much volume. Most of the café’s regulars acknowledged Todd’s
greeting with a nod or a simple “hello.”

“What happened to you? Car accident?” Henry
asked Mark. He paused from his grillwork and peeked over his
partly-steamed bifocals to examine Mark’s face. Mark had cleaned up
as well as possible after his shower, but it would take a week or
more to hide the injuries to his face.

“Good Lord! You look like a train hit you,
Darlin!” Althea chimed in as she stepped over for a look too.

“He kicked some ass today,” Todd answered for
Mark. Some the diners turned their attention from the TV to
Mark.

“Todd, please...” Mark said, lifting his hand
to silence Todd. “I was assaulted today and got some souvenirs out
of the deal.” Althea gently touched Mark’s chin and he turned his
head slightly for a better look. Althea had a maternal air about
her—especially with the younger men like Mark.

“Thank God you are still alive,” Henry said.
“Did they catch the guy?”

“It was two of them, and no, they got away,”
Mark answered, raising his hand again for Todd to be quiet and let
him answer.

Todd obliged him, but then said, “Yeah, but
not before Markie cracked open a can of whup ass on one of them
though.”

Henry said, “Listen—we feed sick and
afflicted here. No charge for your dinner tonight. Whatever you
want.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Mark protested.
Henry pressed his hands against his ears and turned his head as if
he didn’t want to hear it.

“You want the usual? I just made a new batch,
Hon,” Althea said to Mark as she stepped to the cash register to
swipe another customer’s credit card.

“Sure, thank you, I appreciate it,” Mark
said.

“Steak and lobster, my friend,” Todd said. He
ate steak almost every day.

Three years earlier, when Mark first began
dining at Bonfiglio, he overheard Henry venting to one of his
patrons about a computer problem. Apparently, Henry had suffered a
computer crash that had rendered much of the Bonfiglio’s business
data inaccessible and the computer unusable. Henry lamented that
they would need months if not more than a year to reenter their
financial and inventory data into a new computer—if that was even
possible.

Mark apologized for butting into the
conversation, and offered to take a look at the crippled computer
for him. Henry agreed, wary at first because he didn’t know what
Mark might charge him.

That evening, Mark spent over an hour, after
closing, pounding commands into the sick computer’s keyboard and
plugging in external devices to reconfigure and reset settings. He
managed to recover all of the Bonfiglio’s computer data and
actually fine-tuned their computer to work better than it ever
had.

When Henry and Althea saw their monitor
display their inventory and bookkeeping information on the screen
Henry yelled, “Bravo,” clapping and cheering with his hands up
high. Althea clutched a dishrag to her face, nearly in tears with
gratitude. Mark’s refusal to allow them to pay him launched the
Bonfiglios into a tirade that Mark couldn’t escape without at least
accepting a free meal the next day.

Henry knew Mark as a regular and it hadn’t
taken long for him to notice that Mark was vegetarian. He put
together a new vegetarian recipe composed of some fresh, leftover
ingredients he had on hand at the Café that day. Mushrooms, olive
oil, macaroni, several types of cheeses, seasoning and other
vegetables combined to make a spicy baked macaroni dish.

The next day Henry gave Mark a sample and
after Mark pronounced the dish to be absolutely delicious, Henry
put it on the menu, naming it Mark’s Macaroni Madness. Althea made
sure to keep enough of the ingredients in inventory to have a
portion prepared and ready for Mark at least a once a week.

“Another person gone,” Henry said. He slid
napkins and clean utensils in front of Mark and Todd and then
pointed up to the television where the rest of the Bonfiglio diners
were focused. “Somebody’s pickin’ folk off,” he said, and then
pursed his lips at the gravity of it all. He grabbed his exclusive
remote control from under the counter and turned the volume up.

The anchorwoman recapped the few known
details of the first seven disappearances as a square graphic
appeared displaying all seven photos in a grid with names
superimposed under each.

“Keith Mendalsen, the founder of Mendalsen
Investments was the first person reported missing a week ago. He
was last seen by his secretary as he left his twelfth floor office
in the ALCO Development building. His phone service provider has
been able to confirm that since that time, his phone has not been
used. They also indicated that Mendalsen’s phone signal was turned
off approximately two miles from his office at 8:42 a.m. With the
phone not in use, it is impossible to get a trace on the phone’s
location, according to his service provider.”

The news report continued, reviewing where
the next six victims were last seen in Santa Monica.

Brandon Chargon and Jackie Dunbarton, the
second and third missing persons were last seen by coworkers at
their respective office buildings. The cars of both were found in
their assigned parking spaces, untouched.

Police found the cars of Dana Erweiller, a
registered nurse, and Lucy Carabello, owner of a nail salon,
abandoned on opposite ends of Ocean Avenue overlooking Santa Monica
Beach.

The subsequent disappearances were reported
from various parts of Santa Monica and involved people of widely
varying professions and residential locations, with no common
thread. The cars of the missing persons had all been recovered.
Neither the vehicle condition nor the location was abnormal. The
eighth and most recent disappearance was a postal carrier whose
abandoned postal truck was found after being missing for
twenty-four hours.

The anchorwoman encouraged anyone with
information about these missing people to please call the 800
number shown on the screen. She urged calm and reminded the public
that any lead, no matter how small, was important. “If you see
something, say something,” she ended.

Henry turned the TV volume back down to its
normal level, triggering a buzz of voices speculating on the
disappearances.

“Surf and Turf, baby!” Todd shouted as Henry
placed his food before him. Todd’s excitement about his food seemed
misplaced and caused scowls from nearby diners.

Althea served Mark a melted cube of the
delicious, gooey macaroni dish named after him.

“I sure hope it’s not a serial killer,” she
said from behind the counter. “It’s so many dear souls so quick. I
hope nobody’s killing ‘em.”

“Naaaa,” Henry argued. “Serial killers want
the same type of victim again and again. These missing people are
too different from each other.”

“Dead!” an old man at the end of the counter
hollered. He was another local regular who was practically a
fixture at Bonfiglio Café. His nickname was Mashy because on any
given day he could be seen eating mashed potatoes at the counter,
After having a stroke last year, Mashy spoke in only one- or
two-word sentences. Henry and Althea had taken a strong liking to
Mashy and fed him meals in exchange for the minimal amount of help
he could give them sweeping up their supply room after hours.

“DEAD!” Mashy said louder. “All.” He lifted
his hands in the air and raised eight crooked fingers. For a few
moments everyone stopped and considered the proclamation.

Althea broke the silence. “Well, you can’t
know for sure, and me and you both hope you’re wrong, don’t we,
Mashy?” But he just shook his head and went back to eating his
potatoes.

The November sun had all but disappeared,
dragging dusk over the city and darkening everything on Mark and
Todd’s walk home. They walked in silence—unusual for Todd. Both of
them kept a watchful eye as they passed the few buildings and
alleys that lined their route home.

As they approached their apartment complex, a
sick feeling developed in Mark’s gut—a feeling that became stronger
each time he remembered the loss of his car, keys, identification,
and credit cards. A stranger had them.

They turned to walk up the sidewalk to the
base of the apartment stairs. Mark slowed and checked over his
shoulder, scanning the cars on the street to see if anyone was
sitting, waiting, or watching him. What if Ty was staking out his
place?

“What’s your problem, Buddy?” Todd said. “Who
are you looking for?”

“No one,” Mark said. At the top of the steps
they headed down the walkway to their units. “Listen,” Mark said to
Todd, reducing his voice to a whisper, hoping Todd would do the
same. “Those guys this morning—they took my ID. I think they may
come back to rob my place.”

“Chances are slim to none. Your car is in a
million pieces by now,” Todd said, resting his wrist on Mark’s
shoulder.

Mark stepped away and closed his eyes.

“Look, I’m sorry to give you bad news, but
that’s what they do—they call ‘em chop shops. You got
insurance?”

Mark nodded.

“Then you’ll be fine. You’re gonna end up
with a better car than your Camry after your claim. As for the
stuff in your place, what do you own that a thug would want?”

“TV, computer…not much I suppose, but—”

“Ha! You gotta learn to relax and enjoy life,
Buddy, or you’re gonna kill yourself from the inside out!” Todd
emitted a cackle that returned his voice to its usual grating
volume. “And I’ll get your door rekeyed tomorrow. Don’t worry about
it!”

“Alright, see you then,” Mark said. He
hesitated at his apartment door.

“Want me to check your closets for ya?”
Todd’s laugh echoed throughout the courtyard as he continued to his
own apartment.

Someone hissed, “Shhhh!” out of their window
before slamming it shut.

“Oh relax!” Todd shouted back.

Mark couldn’t sleep. Each time he dozed off,
any sound—each click of a closing door in another part of the
complex or the footsteps of a neighbor passing by his front
door—opened his eyes. He imagined the bitter irony of Ty and his
accomplice using his own car and keys to come rob him again.

He finally fell into restless sleep at 5:00
a.m.
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At 6:30 a.m., his clock radio alarm jolted
him straight up in bed even though the sound was familiar. The pain
that invaded every joint of his body lingered and he groaned as he
got up.

In the bathroom, he noticed the swelling in
his eye had gone down, but a dark patch had developed under it and
there was no way he could hide it.

The shower and fresh clothing made him feel
better and that was progress. “Baby steps—good,” he muttered as he
paused to look around his apartment, trying to remember if there
was anything else he needed to do while he was out today.

He exited his front door and tucked his
folded notes into his pocket as he walked the few steps to Todd’s
front door. Todd had offered to drive Mark around town to help with
identity damage control and other chores. Mark knocked on Todd’s
screen door and then peered in. Todd never locked his front
door.

“Todd?”

“Enter!” Todd’s voice came from the back of
his apartment. A few moments later he came out of the bathroom in
his underwear, brushing his teeth. He held up a finger for Mark to
wait and ducked back into the bathroom to spit.

“Where is our tour today going to start?”
Todd said, with his irrepressible, buoyant mood.

“I need to drop by the DMV, my bank and then
I can rent a car to take care of the rest on my own.”

“Like hell you will. Just use my car until
you get your insurance settlement. I won’t need it while you are
using it during the day.”

“Naa, I don’t want to drive your car. I get
nervous in it. I don’t know how long I’ll need it. I’d just rather
have my own.”

Todd shrugged and rolled his eyes. “Fine.
Suit yourself.” He tucked his pulled-out pockets back into his
shorts and stepped into his flip-flops by the door.

They walked from the apartment complex to a
house next door. Todd pulled the frazzled rope handle to open the
garage door. Inside, Todd flipped back a car cover to expose a
pristine, black ‘63 Corvette Sting Ray.

“There she is,” Todd said. He paused with the
car cover halfway off and looked over to Mark. “You sure you’d
rather pay for a subcompact rental instead of driving mine for
free?”

“Yeah,” Mark replied, swiping his hand across
the mirrored finish of the car’s hood. “I’m nervous just standing
next to her.”

“Hey, Buddy, it’s only a car!” Todd reminded
him.

“Yeah, but hey Buddy, I’m not rich like you,”
Mark replied. Todd laughed.

Todd’s fortune had come to him easily. He was
an only child and his parents had died in a robbery ten years ago
when he was only eighteen years old. The family trust contained
assets that yielded something over six thousand dollars per month
in dividend payments for Todd’s use. He embarked on an instant
career in surfing.

His grandfather died a year ago followed only
three months later by the death of his grandmother. A phone call
from the executor of their estate informed Todd that he was sole
beneficiary of an inheritance estimated at over four million
dollars. Todd was rich, yet chose to live in an apartment buildings
he owned near his beloved beach.

Todd drove them both to Bonfiglio Café and
entered to the sound and smell of bacon sizzling on the grill.
Althea slid two ceramic mugs of hot coffee under their noses before
they could even pick up their napkins.

“The usual?” Henry mouthed to Todd from the
grill so as not to disturb those listening to the news
broadcast.

“Sure thing,” Todd answered.

Mark waved his hand, “No” and smiled, holding
up an onion bagel he’d taken from a counter basket to go with his
coffee. Henry slid some cream cheese and a butter knife down the
counter to Mark.

Up on the television, the morning news anchor
revealed that Edgar Hayden, the postal worker reported missing
yesterday, had triggered FBI involvement in the Santa Monica
missing person’s case since he was a federal worker. The screen
showed Hayden’s wife and two small children, a boy and a girl,
standing outside their home. Mrs. Hayden pleaded for the public’s
help in finding her husband. She was in tears, clutching her
daughter who then began to sob, burying her face into her mother’s
side. Mrs. Hayden reported nothing unusual about Edgar Hayden’s
recent behavior and, like the families of the other missing people,
she ridiculed the speculation that Edgar had disappeared of his own
will. “He would never do that.” She glared at the camera. “Our
marriage is strong and he loves his kids.”

The reporter promised more information on any
new development as soon as they got it and the news broke to
commercial.

“You think somebody got those folk all locked
up in one place?” Henry asked no one in particular.

“Hell no! That there is the work of a serial
killer,” a man in an orange hard hat said. “These disappearances
are no accident! I told my wife and kids to lock the door and not
to open it for anyone—including me.”

“Yo wife ain’t in no danger,” answered a
white-haired black man in a suit sitting at the opposite counter.
He wiped his mouth and stood up to stuff his change into his
wallet. “Them folk’s was all took while out ‘n’ about. Didn’t
nobody break into nobody’s house to take nobody!” he said. “Look
like from them folks that’s missing—safest place to be is home.”
Then he put on his tan wide-brimmed hat and headed for the door.
“Thank ya, Henry,” he said, lifting a wave to Henry without looking
back.

Todd was halfway finished with his meal
before his first words to Mark. Food was one of the few things that
could keep Todd quiet. “You think those people are going to turn
up?” he asked.

“I hope so. After what that old timer just
said, I’m realizing that I’m out ‘n’ about all day every day for my
work,” Mark said, flicking a bagel crumb from the counter.

“Aaaaah, don’t worry,” Todd said with his
mouth chock full of eggs and potatoes. He held up a finger for Mark
to wait while he swallowed hard. “They’ll catch whoever’s doing
it,” he said.

After breakfast, Todd’s Corvette turned heads
as it growled down Washington Boulevard. They stopped at the DMV so
Mark could get a temporary driver’s license. As they passed by
several groups of young people, girls gave him the thumbs-up sign
and yelled while their male companions stood by, some visibly
resentful. This always happened in the Vette.

“All this attention could have been yours
alone today, Buddy,” Todd said. He waved to two attractive women
who giggled and tried to thumb a ride.

“Thanks, but they’d find out it wasn’t mine.
Besides,” Mark said as he turned in his seat to look back at the
girls, “those girls would jump into your car when they don’t even
know you and people around here are disappearing?”

“Dude, you gotta learn to live in the moment!
You’re too cautious!” Todd elbowed Mark, who just shook his head.
“Anyway, all the missing people are from Santa Monica. We’re at
least a mile away from there!” Todd threw his head back in a huge
laugh that cut through the sound of his car.

Mark remembered Uncle Leon’s claim that Mark
had a train of unpaid favors following him, and the only way to use
up his surplus of favors was to take some risks. Would accepting
Todd’s very expensive classic car for a week be risky enough? Too
risky, Mark thought. And totally out of his comfort zone.

After a visit to the bank with his new
license, he replaced his ATM card, completing the errands necessary
to get him his own reliable transportation.

Todd dropped him off at the car rental agency
and within twenty minutes, Mark came out and told Todd that he was
good to go. Todd saluted and his Vette roared out of the parking
lot, turning the heads of everyone within two blocks.

Mark’s rental car, a Toyota Corolla, was
brand new. It didn’t have the acceleration of Todd’s Vette, but
would sip gas and was more than adequate for Mark’s transportation.
He stopped at his cell phone carrier’s store and got a replacement
phone. Then he called his voicemail and discovered thirteen new
messages from clients needing various types of computer help. He
scribbled their numbers and needs on the back of his rental car
agreement and then continued onto the hardware store for a new
doorknob. There was no way he was going to wait for Todd to replace
his locks.

On the drive home, he turned on the radio and
heard that a ninth person had been reported missing. Two friends of
a missing woman reported that she exited a movie to use the
restroom and never came back. Police closed and taped off the
theater until they could complete further investigation.

A little after four o’clock, Mark turned his
rental onto his street and parked. As he reached the top of the
stairs he saw that his front door was about six inches ajar. Todd’s
door in the next unit was completely open, which was typical for
Todd. Mark, on the other hand, never left his door unlocked—much
less open. Something wasn’t right. His pulse quickened as he walked
closer to his open front door. He had no doubt that he had closed
his front door securely and locked it that morning. Mark forgetting
to lock a door would be like Todd forgetting to talk.

A new possibility gave him some
relief—perhaps Todd had already begun work to change the locks. Of
course! That made perfect sense.

He paused just outside the open door and
leaned to listen. Silence. Only the chatter from a neighbor’s TV
spilled through an open window. He took a closer look at the
doorknob. Todd hadn’t changed it. Something was wrong.

“Hello?” Mark said, leaning in. No
response.

He pushed the door open and stepped in. He
saw a hollow space where his TV and stereo had been and his heart
sank. Sofa cushions and paperwork littered the floor. He saw
overturned chairs and all his cabinet doors wide open—two of them
pulled all the way out and laid on their sides on the floor. The
refrigerator door was wide open and the plastic on his new case of
bottled water was cut open with two bottles missing. On his living
room wall magic marker scrawled the message, “Still ain’t done
bitch.”

“No, no! Aww, no!” Mark moaned, sinking to
his knees.

He threw his door shut and when it slammed,
the whole unit shook. He heard heavy footsteps thump from behind
the wall, startling Mark until he realized they were from Todd,
probably running to his rescue. Mark stood up and walked to the
middle of his living room and grabbed his hair with both hands. He
pivoted, surveying the loss and damage.

Todd opened the front door. “Buddy, what’s
wrong with you?” he said. Then he saw the condition of the
apartment and gasped. His eyes went back to Mark.

“What’d I do? What’d I do to deserve the last
two days of my life?” Mark said.

Todd’s face went pale.

“So I was right,” Mark said. He picked up a
sofa cushion and threw it across the room where it knocked over a
photo that had no resale value for the thugs. He sat on the
cushionless sofa and sighed, “They came back.”

He noticed an unusual concern on Todd’s face.
“What’s your problem?” Mark asked. “What are you staring at? Why
are you quiet?”

“I saw some guys here about an hour ago,”
Todd confessed.

“What?” Mark stood up.

“I saw two guys, well dressed, knocking on
your door.”

“And you didn’t call the police?”

“They said they were detectives and were
following up on your case. I told them you weren’t going to be back
for at least an hour. They said they would wait around for you. I
went back inside my place. I didn’t hear a thing. I didn’t let them
in—they must have picked the lock.”

“Did they show you badges?” Mark said.

Todd nibbled his cheek.

“They didn’t have badges!” Mark yelled.
“Those weren’t the police, Todd—they were the thugs that robbed me,
stole my car and obviously that wasn’t enough because now they’ve
put the cherry on top of their sundae with the rest of my stuff!
What did they look like?”

“One big, one skinny. Black. Both clean
shaven. Both wore suits.”

“That’s them! Don’t you remember my
description?” Mark said. He pushed Todd out of the way and went to
investigate the bedroom.

“Look, I’m really sorry, Buddy. I would have
kept an eye on them but they said they were police…”

“Yeah, police wearing suits they bought with
my credit cards.” Mark came back into the front of the apartment
carrying his phone. “How could you not realize…—never mind,” Mark
said, shaking his head with his eyes closed. “Look, it’s not your
fault, Todd. Don’t worry about it.”

“I had no idea, Buddy. If I can do anything
to help you out, just say the word. I’ll buy you new stuff.” Todd’s
tone was unusually low, and he stepped back out the door to give
Mark a chance to gather his thoughts.

Mark stood and went to examine his front
door. There was no sign of any damage or forced entry. The job had
been clean. Entry, most likely, by simply turning a key—his
key.

The apartment itself had suffered relatively
little damage, aside from a toppled lamp and some dresser drawers
that were broken after having been pulled out and dropped to the
floor. Mark went to his bedroom and sat on his bed amidst piles of
clothes thrown there by the thieves as they searched drawers for
valuables tucked away in obvious places.

Mark took out his new replacement cell phone
and took photos of his living room, kitchen and bedroom.

Was it not enough that they had robbed him of
his cash, car and ID? Did the threat on his wall mean they would
continue to torment Mark because he had been an uncooperative
victim? What else would they do?

His thoughts went to his work. Suddenly, he
jumped to his feet and ran to the sofa, adrenaline helping him cope
with his day-old aches and pains. He reached under his sofa and
felt, patting as far back as he could. He breathed a huge sigh of
relief as he pulled out his laptop.

Mark’s laptop was his primary tool for work,
but losing it would have been more of an emotional loss than a
tangible one. All his client information, calendar, address book
and invoicing was saved online, tucked safely behind secure
Internet connections and long encrypted passwords.

He heard an awkward bang against the door and
it swung open. Todd came in holding a thirty-six inch LCD
television under his arm. “It’s not brand new, but hey, it’s better
than nothing,” he said, setting it down in the empty entertainment
cabinet.

“You don’t have to do that, Todd,” Mark
said.

“Aaah, forget about it. I have two TV’s. You
might still have one if I had interrogated those ‘detectives’
better.”

“Thanks, and sorry about earlier… I owe you
big time for all your help. I do appreciate it,” Mark said.

“Think nothing of it, Buddy. I’m sorry life’s
takin’ a dump on you, but think of it this way: how much worse can
things get for you?” Todd broke into one of his loud laughs, but
Mark’s wounds were too fresh to join him. “Are you gonna call the
police?” Todd asked.

“What good will it do? The paperwork is a
pain and they aren’t going to get my stuff back for me. I’ll just
put on my new doorknob and try to get caught up on some work.”

“Might make an insurance claim easier.”

“My apartment isn’t insured.”

Todd saw that he wasn’t helping Mark’s mood,
so he said, “Why don’t I put on your new doorknob for you while you
start putting your place back together?”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

For the next hour, Todd went about installing
the new doorknob, sanded and repainted the wall threat left by the
burglars, and changed Mark’s mailbox key.

Mark made some calls to reschedule with his
clients.

With the new doorknob and dead bolt in place
and keys in hand, Mark thanked Todd who left for a jog.

Mark wanted to get out of his apartment. He
wanted to do something to take his mind off everything. He wondered
if he might be able to find Uncle Leon again. Apparently he often
visited a shelter called Soft Landing Shelter.

Mark would go tonight. Even if he failed to
find Uncle Leon, he might be able to volunteer in some capacity
there.
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Mark drove on Main Street through Venice into
Santa Monica. Despite the crisp coastal evening air, the sidewalks
bustled with shoppers. Some carried shopping bags while others
sipped steaming drinks cupped with both hands on the patios of
coffee shops and cafés. The reports of missing people had done
little to stem the flow of tourists and locals who came out in the
evening.

He parked two blocks from Soft Landing
Shelter House and began a chilly walk. While he waited at a
pedestrian crossing, he smelled the pleasant aroma of something
home cooked and perfect for this sort of weather. It could have
been soup, or cornbread and beans—just fragrant enough to interrupt
the salty breeze of the ocean air. A young couple holding hands
walked up behind him to wait at the crosswalk. The woman argued
with her companion about whether the aroma was coming from a
restaurant or a house.

The signal changed and they crossed the
street. Mark could have sniffed his way toward the shelter
blindfolded, as the delicious smell grew stronger.

At the front door of the shelter he saw a
line that crossed the porch, went down four steps, and wound its
way to the street. He scanned the line looking for Uncle Leon, but
didn’t see him. He pardoned himself to reach the front door,
stepping between the waiting people. It was locked. The people who
waited in line studied him, waiting to see if he would dare cut in
ahead of them. He noticed a wooden carved sign above the front door
that said “A Soft Landing Shelter House.” Below it, smaller letters
read “Soft Landings for Hard Knocks.”

“If you’re helping, you gotta go to the side
door,” said a man sitting on the porch and leaning against a
support column. His clothing was ragged and he wore no shoes.

“Thank you,” Mark said. The man nodded. Mark
felt eyes watching him as he walked back down the sidewalk, around
the corner and into the alley.

He came to a screened side door covered with
security bars. It was through this door that the aroma of tonight’s
dinner poured. The door had a small centered opening about the size
of a lunchbox. Mark pressed a dirty button beside the door and
heard a distant buzzer from inside the shelter. A woman appeared
behind the screen. She was a short Latina in her thirties wearing a
white food-stained chef’s uniform, complete with tall pleated
chef’s hat. “Hi!” she said. “Volunteering tonight?”

“Yes, I suppose. If you can use some
help.”

“Absolutely. Welcome!” She used her apron to
turn the doorknob. “Come in. My name is Tory,” she said with a
thick accent. They shook hands.

“Mark Denny. Pleasure to meet you.”

Tory led him down a plush hallway and
explained that she was the head chef and gave Mark a brief summary
of the shelter’s work in providing regular food services for the
homeless. Mark noticed a hallway and rear office furnished as
though it were an executive lounge rather than a shelter. Framed
and individually-lit art pieces lined the hallway, spaced every
three feet. Some paintings portrayed images of homeless people, and
all the pieces appeared to have an ocean theme that featured some
local landmark—the pier, the beach, the bluff, the Promenade,
Pacific Coast Highway.

“Pardon the floor,” Tory said. “We just got
new carpeting today.” They stepped over some remnant carpet scraps
and a new roll destined for an unfinished office.

At the end of the hall, they came to a much
larger, lit portrait of a woman. The label underneath read
“Executive Director, Neva Boyston.” She wore a business suit, heavy
makeup, and a stern expression with her nose high—posing as though
her portrait would be hung on a wall of a museum. To the left was a
closed door with a golden “Executive Director” placard. A sign
below it had a plastic slider with two positions: “Out” and “Not
now.” Out was selected.

“Is she the founder of the shelter?” Mark
said, pointing to the portrait.

“No, but she’s the boss. You’ll meet her soon
enough,” Tory said, her eyes widened for a moment.

They exited the hall through double swinging
doors and entered a spacious kitchen with new stainless steel
ovens, stoves, and refrigerators. Cookware hung from the ceiling in
orderly rows. Several drawers filled with cooking tools and
utensils of every kind were opened underneath two long slate
countertops. Rinsed carrots, greens, and onions were stacked high
on one side with chunks of beef cubed on the other.

The eight kitchen staff wore white full-bib
aprons, and prepared food, cleaned and occasionally glanced up at
the laminated “Today’s Menu” sheets taped above each countertop. A
long food service area separated the kitchen from the dining room.
Above it, a bold sign faced into the kitchen and read “We Eat
Last.”

A fat black man stirred a vat of soup with a
spoon the length of a baseball bat. Mark decided that it was his
concoction that produced the aroma that escaped the shelter. The
man nodded to Mark and then reprimanded a passing girl about not
having picked up more butter on the day’s shopping trip. When the
girl argued, Tory paused to intervene and settled the matter. She
then pointed to the dining room and said, “Mark, you can wait with
our other volunteers in there. Thank you for coming.”

The dining room was sparse in contrast to the
plush back office and fully equipped kitchen. Although it was the
largest room in the shelter, no dining space was wasted and folding
metal chairs and tables were arranged to have guests sitting elbow
to elbow. Between entrance and exit doors at opposite ends of the
dining room, windows looked out through the porch and onto the
street. The bare tile floor magnified the sounds of utensils,
chopping, and voices coming over the counter from the kitchen.

Through the window, Mark saw the line of
people on the porch still waiting to enter. The man who had given
Mark directions to the side door stood in front now. He peered into
the dining room window and then tapped a woman next to him on the
shoulder and she checked her watch and gave him the time. He sighed
and opened up a wrinkled magazine. The line now stretched around
the corner and out of sight.

A group of chairs were arranged
classroom-style to face a small lectern off to one side of the
dining room. Seven volunteers waited in their seats for
instructions.

Mark took a seat in the back row. Tory
reappeared in front of the volunteers, thanked them for showing up
and announced that Ms. Boyston had called from her car and would be
arriving shortly.

“Are all those people going to fit in here?”
a young girl volunteer asked. She pointed out the window at the
line of people who were now jockeying for position near the entry
door.

“Those that have tickets will get in,” Tory
answered. “The people you see further back on the sidewalk are on
standby.”

She went on to explain the system. Most of
the people waiting in line outside held a green ticket. James, a
shelter staff member, arrived at 5:30 each morning to hand out meal
tickets through a protected window slot in the back door. The
shelter gave free food tickets on a first-come, first-served
basis.

Each day James passed out all 300
tickets—usually within ten minutes—except on the 2nd and 16th of
each month. On those days up to a hundred unclaimed food tickets
were left over because aid checks from the county or other
assistance agencies rendered many payees too stoned or drunk to
show up for a meal ticket the following day.

They heard a chirp of tires on pavement and
Tory said, “That might be Neva right now! I better get back to
work.”

Moments later, the clip clop of heels echoed
from the kitchen. “Well if our inventory was off then you should
have called me, shouldn’t you have?” Neva said. She burst into the
dining room frowning and staring into a make-up mirror as she
powdered her face. She wore a bright red dress under a black
leather jacket and carried a matching leather purse. Large hoop
earrings dangled against her neck with each turn of her head. Her
shoulder-length blond hair darkened close to her scalp. Her tiny
nose and swollen, semi-paralyzed top lip revealed her failed
attempts to stave off aging.

Tory made a quick gesture of choking Neva as
she passed.

When Neva saw her audience of volunteers, her
expression melted into delight. She snapped her mirror shut high in
the air, and tucked it into her purse. She then held her purse out
to her side at arm’s length and scanned the volunteers. A uniformed
woman stopped cleaning a table, scurried to Neva, and took her
purse from her outstretched hand.

Neva leaned an elbow onto the lectern with
the confidence of a seasoned professor. “My God, who are the most
beautiful volunteers in the world?” She said with the tone of
someone trying to get a baby to smile. She held both hands out
toward the sitting volunteers. “Here they are!”

She scanned her new volunteer crew and nodded
as though approving her choice in furniture after its delivery. She
winked at Mark who deflected it by looking back over his shoulder
as if he had heard something. Neva continued her review of the
volunteers, examining those in the back row. “Hi, Randy, back again
for the third week in a row?”

“Yep, you know I wouldn’t miss Happy Hour,
Ms. Boyston!”

“Now, Randy, you’re going to give all our
freshmen the wrong idea about what we do here!” Neva said, feigning
embarrassment by patting the back of her hair with the palm of her
hand. “Let me explain to our ‘newbies’ what Randy means. Each day
we pass out three hundred tickets and set a goal of feeding at
least two hundred and seventy guests between 6:30 and 8:30 p.m. If
we reach our goal we celebrate an hour before closing by serving
the volunteers non-alcoholic drinks and refreshments. We call it
‘Happy Hour.’” There is one announcement I have before we get
started. The shelter is in need of computers. Our endowment pays
for many of our amenities, but computers missed our list this year,
so if any of you have, or know of people who would be willing to
donate, their computers to us we’ll be happy to provide a tax
deductible receipt that I’d leave blank for you to fill in,” she
said with a wink.

Mark often had clients who upgraded their
computer systems and never knew what to do with the old ones. It
wouldn’t be difficult to find a client for such a donation—if not
immediately, then soon.

Neva checked the clock on the wall by the
door and then proceeded to spend the next fifteen minutes telling
the history of the Soft Landing Shelter House with an emphasis on
her rise to the position of Executive Director. She told the story
of Wilson Medford, a wealthy retired Air Force pilot who had
established a generous endowment to form and support the shelter.
She described his dream of establishing a permanent, dependable
resource of food for the homeless citizens that he so frequently
saw roaming the streets of Santa Monica.

After her lengthy introduction, she
instructed all the volunteers to stand and hold hands in a wide
circle that enclosed their chairs. When the volunteers moved too
slowly for Neva’s liking, she clapped her hands twice and said,
“C’mon people! I want every head bowed and every eye closed as we
pray to our maker.”

After a minute, Neva bowed her head, lifted
the hands of the two volunteers standing next to her, and prayed
aloud. Her voice became that of raspy preacher’s. “Oh dear God Lord
Jesus, have mercy on us your humble servants…”

The voices of the kitchen staff called back
in unison, “Yes, Lord!”

Mark and most of the volunteers found it
impossible to keep their eyes closed in light of Neva’s dramatic
voice change and the unexpected response from the kitchen. They saw
a row of chef’s hats above the counter tilted in prayer.

“Lord, we come here tonight to serve you,”
Neva continued.

“Yes, Lord!” came a louder response. More
volunteers peeked toward the serving counter and then back to Neva
as though they watched a tennis match. Neva’s eyes were squeezed
shut, her head was tilted back, and the volunteer whose hand was
clasped in Neva’s mouthed the word, “Ouch.” Mark bit his lip to
keep from laughing.

“We know we serve you, Lord, because you tell
us that if we have done it to the least of these your brethren, we
have done it unto you, dear GOD!”

“Oh yes, Lord,” replied the kitchen. More
volunteers opened their eyes in disbelief.

“Lord, God our father, we ask you to bless
the hands that prepared this food, oh Lord.”

“Yes, Jesus,” said two of the volunteers,
attracting an incredulous gaze from others.

“And, dear God our savior, we ask you to
bless our humble shelter.”

“Oh yes, Lord!” The preacher-congregation
exchange was now at full volume with nearly all participating.
Mark’s eyes remained open and he made no effort to hide it.

“We ask you to multiply our efforts, dear
Lord, holy Jesus, and give grace to those we serve.”

“Oh yes, Lord!”

When Mark heard Neva say the word “grace,” he
thought of Uncle Leon and wondered if he would show up late or at
all.

Neva continued. “Dear Provider of all our
needs, may we not only fill the stomachs of your flock tonight,
dear Father, shepherd of all, but may we fill hearts, nourish
souls, cleanse pain, and shower our fellow man with your love, dear
God above all.”

“Oh yes! Lord.” The shelter staff and many
volunteers were now frenzied, as hands rose into the air.

“In Jesus our savior’s precious name, dear
Lord, we thank you again. AMEN.”

From behind the serving counter, the
shelter’s employees followed Neva’s “amen” with ten seconds of
jumbled “God have mercy,” “Yes, Lord,” and “Thank you, Jesus.”

The shelter had turned into a tent revival
meeting, but in less than a beat, Neva’s voice reverted to that of
an instructor as she commanded the volunteers to take their seats
again. As though she had flipped a personality switch, her calm,
controlled voice briefed them on the specifics of tonight’s dinner
service.

Mark took his place behind the kitchen
counter where he was told to serve a scoop of rice to each tray
that passed before him. At 6:30 sharp, the front door opened and
the hungry dinner guests flowed in. The dinner service was more
orderly than Mark expected. Two staffers collected meal tickets at
the door, exchanging each for an empty food tray. Guests then
passed through the service line quickly, in a cafeteria style, but
with no choices to make.

When Mark missed a scoop of rice on a woman’s
tray, she yelled, “You gonna starve me in a shelter? Huh?” Mark
apologized, gave her a heaping scoop and buckled down with renewed
focus.

He soon got into the groove of his job,
gaining the courage to multitask—greeting a few of the dinner
guests as he served them.

Mark felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned
and saw Tory, smiling in her white chef’s uniform complete with
pleated chef’s hat.

“How’s it going, Mark?”

“Oh hi, Tory. Fine, just fine,” Mark said,
comforted by her inquiry, but still worried about missing another
scoop of rice.

He glanced back over his shoulder at the
kitchen staffers and noticed that their eyes never left Neva as she
walked from table to table in the dining area. Occasionally he
heard her voice saying, “Aren’t you a love,” and “Why thank you!”
She schmoozed with her dinner guests, touching their shoulders as
they ate and showered her with thanks and praise, feeding her as
much as she fed them.

At 8:30 sharp, Neva walked to a bell hanging
on the dining room wall and rang it loudly. She shouted, “Tray
count!”

“Two hundred and seventy-six,” said a man
standing at the end of the serving line.

“Eeeexcellent,” Neva replied. “Looks like
we’ll have Happy Hour after all!”

Only a few dinner guests remained scattered
throughout the dining area, and the kitchen staff had cleared off
most of the tables.

Neva instructed the volunteers to pull two
tables together for the Happy Hour celebration. Tory brought out
cookies—different from the oversized coins Mark had seen dropped
onto each dinner guest’s serving tray. These cookies were larger,
softer, and still warm. Within a few minutes, the table was set
with punch, cookies, potato chips, brownies, cheeses and
pastries.

Mark was not in the mood to socialize. He
fulfilled his goal of helping out. His hope of seeing Uncle Leon
had been dashed, so there wasn’t much point in staying. He excused
himself to use the restroom and then slipped through the kitchen
and out of the shelter by way of the executive hallway.
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Sleep came easier for Mark that night; in
fact, he slept so deeply that he woke with a start. He blinked
until the clock radio came into focus. He was hungry and late.
Though he still felt some stiffness and pain, he hurried to the
bathroom. While brushing his teeth he was happy to see his eye
looked almost normal again with only slight discoloration under
it.

He showered and dressed fast enough to put
himself back on schedule. In fact, he decided that it was safe to
grab a quick bagel at Bonfiglio Café on his way to his first
client.

When he arrived, Todd was already at the
counter eating breakfast. All the other patrons sat engrossed in
the morning television news. Another person had been reported
missing and public alarm was intensifying. A news reporter
interviewed a woman in front of a grocery store. “We’re leaving
town for Thanksgiving, and now I think we’ll leave a few days
earlier than we had planned. My kids are scared.”

Mark sat a couple stools from Todd. He kept
quiet so he wouldn’t disturb the diners who slowed their chewing to
take in every bit of information about the latest missing
person.

Henry placed a coffee and a bagel in front of
Mark and Mark gave him an OK sign. The news broke to commercial.
Instantly people began speculating on the disappearances.

Mark stayed long enough to finish his light
breakfast and bid farewell to Todd and Henry. He drove north to
Santa Monica where he had booked two service appointments.

The first was with Cody Graham, the executive
vice president of Broadman & Carose, a property management firm
in the ALCO building. Mark visited Cody often and took care of all
aspects of their computer network. Today, Cody wanted Mark to
install a series of web connected cameras in their lobby. The task
required minimal technical skill and would be routine for Mark.

Two of the missing people were last seen in
this building and after recent complaints from tenants, Cody felt
pressure to enhance security.

The additional cameras would appease these
tenants, but the bigger motivation for Cody was a shot at the now
$250,000 combined reward offered by the families of the missing
people for information leading to their safe return.

Mark drove into the underground parking
garage and rode the elevator up to the lobby. All parking elevators
opened at the lobby, in view of a security desk where Neville, the
security guard, sat. Because of Mark’s frequent visits to the ALCO
building, he and Neville had developed a great rapport, joking and
ribbing each other as Mark entered and exited.

“When are you coming to my house to fix my
computer?” Neville said. For some reason, ever since he had learned
that Mark worked on computers, he began prodding Mark for free
service. Mark went along with the joke.

“I sure would, but I’m booked solid,” Mark
said. He smacked his head with the butt of his hand—his usual
response. Neville laughed. Mark hurried into an open door before
Neville could notice his wounds.

The doors opened on the second floor and Mark
stepped into the Broadman & Carose office. The receptionist,
Gina, was on the phone and smiled when she saw Mark and then
grimaced when she noticed his healing wounds. She held up her index
finger for Mark to wait and then pointed to their make-shift
waiting room—a sofa arranged beside a purified water dispenser and
a magazine rack with some outdated Sports Illustrated magazines.
Mark mouthed “thanks” to Gina and sat on a couch.

“Hold one minute,” she said into the phone
and pressed the hook down. “Hi Mark. I’ll let Cody know you’re
here.” She pressed a button on her head set, announced Mark’s
arrival to Cody and then said, “He’ll be right with you.” She then
pressed another button to resume her call.

Cody appeared through an arched doorway. He
was a big, round man, approaching four-hundred pounds with
perpetual sweat on his forehead.

“I’m sorry about your loss. I heard about
Carlos,” he said.

“Thanks, I appreciate it,” Mark replied.

“Come on back to my office and let’s talk
about these cameras, Mark.”

They went down a hall, passing several
cramped offices, “I’ve got lease renewals up. I’m going to lose
tenants if I don’t do something,” Cody said, wheezing with every
other step.

“Is it that bad?” Mark asked.

“Yep—and gonna get a whole lot worse if I
don’t do something.”

They entered Cody’s office. It was larger
than the others and had a 2nd story, ocean front view. Disheveled
stacks of papers six inches deep sat edge to edge on his desk under
coffee cups, donut crumbs and empty candy bar wrappers. Mark turned
down Cody’s offer of coffee and they sat to talk.

Cody’s chair squeaked as he reclined in front
of the window. He saw Marks face clearly now and asked, “What
happened to you? Your face is scabbed up.”

“I was assaulted and robbed.”

“Gosh I’m sorry to hear that,” Cody said,
leaning in for a better look at the healing scratches on Mark’s
face. “Did they catch the guy?”

“Nope. But I’ll be fine.”

Mark gave Cody an abbreviated summary of his
assault ordeal and then they got down to discussing the matter at
hand.

“What in the hell is going on in Santa
Monica?” Cody said, throwing his arms up. He still panted a bit
after the walk down the hallway. “Did you hear that three people
disappeared from this building?”

“I thought it was only two.”

“Only two! ONLY two! Mark, you gotta help me
here. These cameras I got—can I view them from home and record
it?”

“I can make that happen for you.” Camera
installations like the one that Cody wanted were common and simple
to install. New technology made it easy to view the camera feeds
from anywhere—even on a phone.

They discussed the logistics of setting up
the building surveillance system and Mark explained how he would
make the camera feeds recordable and available to Cody via the
Internet.

Mark got a key from Gina, retrieved a ladder
from the storeroom and went down to the lobby to set up the
cameras.

Neville ribbed Mark about being in league
with Big Brother and Mark laughed it off.

Within three hours, Mark had positioned six
cameras that, together, would record every inch of the lobby.
Anyone entering or exiting the building would be under recorded
surveillance.

Mark went back up to the Broadman &
Carose office and announced that the cameras were installed and
ready for use. He gave Cody a tutorial on viewing the various
camera feeds right on his computer. Cody was excited about his
potential involvement in catching a criminal and the fat reward he
could earn.

“I got two more things I need you for,” Cody
said. “The first is a little sensitive. See, Gina. She’s doing too
much personal stuff on the computer. She’s messaging, Tweeting and
Facebooking with her friends all day to the point of not getting
her work done. I confronted her about it. She claimed to have
stopped while at work, but I don’t believe her. Her work isn’t
getting done. I told her that I could watch what she does on the
computer, but she knows how to work that thing so well—I don’t
think she believes me. Is there anything I can do?”

“Easy. Want me to block those web sites?”
Mark asked.

“No, I’d rather catch her in the act—I mean
we’ve gone over this so many times I’m ready to let her go.”

Mark remembered his prized TellTale and knew
it could secretly confirm any computer activity Cody needed.

“Say no more,” Mark said. “I’ve got the
perfect tool. I’ll set it up for you on my next visit.”

“Excellent. I knew I could count on you. The
second thing I want your help with is this: We still have five old
computers in the storage room from our computer upgrades last year
and we need to get rid of them.”

“Bingo,” Mark said. “I did some volunteer
work at a shelter last night and they mentioned needing some
computers. They’ll receipt you for them too.”

“Great, take them. I didn’t know you did
volunteer work at a shelters.”

“I’m fortunate. So I try to give back as much
as I can.”

“Hmph. What a good guy. I’m impressed,” Cody
said with a smirk. He walked Mark out to the front office and bid
him good-bye.

In the storage room, Mark found the
computers. There were four desktop systems and a laptop covered by
a clear plastic tarp. He remembered these computers. There was
nothing functionally wrong them; they were simply dated and slow by
current standards. Mark could wipe them clean of data and then
restore them to their factory condition for Soft Landing Shelter
House.

As he drove out of the garage, Mark called
the shelter to make arrangements for delivery of the computers.
After two rings, a woman’s voice answered. He recognized Tory’s
accent and she remembered him from last night’s volunteer service.
Mark reminded her of Neva’s request for computers and told her he
had obtained five of them. Tory was excited, said it was a good day
for Neva to hear such good news and that it would be okay to
deliver them Sunday if possible.

The next morning Mark’s phone rang. It was
Cody.

“Listen, Mark. We have a company that
provides general building security for our tenants. They saw the
cameras you put up for me and they had a fit on the phone, saying
that they either want to supply their own cameras or we need to
give them full access to our footage. Not sure why they’re so
interested, but they’re making a real stink about it.”

“So what do you want from me?”

“I don’t know—you tell me what to do. I’d
rather leave them up and just give them access—after all, you’ve
done all the installation work already. Be a shame and a gigantic
waste of my money to pull them all down. Besides, after a fight
outside the law office, some of the things that happen in our halls
and lobby are downright entertaining and I’d hate to lose
them.”

“That’s fine. I can give your security
company access to view the recordings via the web. What’s their
name?”

“The guy who called is Bracks—and he was a
real jerk on the phone. He wants the name, model number, and
location of every camera you’ve installed.”

“Give me his email address and I’ll send him
his logon info. He can get a ladder and look up the camera models
on his own.”

“His email address is
bracks@trailbladers.com. Hey, man, when you give him access, can
you keep a couple of cameras for my eyes only? I want that reward
and if anyone goes missing from my building again—the money will be
as good as mine.”

“Alright, I might accidentally reserve a feed
or two for your eyes only.”



“Great. This will get them off my back. I
appreciate it.”

The next day, Bracks contacted Mark and told
him that two camera feeds were missing from the ALCO building. Mark
knew then that Bracks’s level of technical expertise was above
average.

Mark logged onto his computer and had the
missing feeds restored within five minutes. Cody would have to
share his surveillance equally.

 


* * * * * * *

 


eighteen

 


It was Sunday, four days since Mark’s assault
at the gas station. He found it easier to sit up in bed and swung
his feet out to the floor. Although he still felt some pain in his
ribs, the scrapes on his arms and face had darkened to scabs.

He was ready to spend some time at Soft
Landing Shelter House setting up the computers donated by
Cody—unmerited favor, as Uncle Leon would have called it. He hoped
to eventually see Uncle Leon there.

Soft Landing already had much going for it.
The shelter seemed to be well-funded, and Mark intended to further
enhance its resources. He would donate his labor to configure the
computers so that the homeless and other visitors to the shelter
could access email accounts and, perhaps, acquire some computer
skills.

He dressed, grabbed his computer bag, and
headed to Bonfiglio. With a solid half-day of work ahead, he’d need
some breakfast.

The café was quiet since most of its regulars
slept in on Sundays. Althea was on her knees up on the counter
using both hands to scrub the grill with a steel brush. Henry
leaned against the counter watching the TV with a rolled newspaper
tucked under his arm. The only other diner was a young man of about
nineteen who had stopped in for breakfast.

“Morning, Mark,” Henry said. He tossed the
newspaper on the counter and slid a place setting to Mark.

“Good Morning. Any news?” Mark said, pointing
to the television.

“A new one went missing—the tenth. A college
kid. He’s been gone for two days and they found his bicycle in an
alley over off Main Street,” Henry said. He sucked his teeth and
mumbled, “What a shame.”

“Any leads?”

“Well, if there are they aren’t saying. FBI’s
been on it for three days now since the postal worker went
missing.”

“I think they got nothing,” Althea said,
climbing down from the counter top and wiping it off. “I don’t like
it one bit. These folk couldn’t have disappeared any better if they
had gotten in their car and just drove off somewhere.” She tossed
her rag over her shoulder and washed her hands. “That should scare
the hell out of all of us.”

Mark ate, thanked Althea and Henry, and took
off for the Soft Landing Shelter House.

The shelter’s front door was locked, so Mark
rang the buzzer. Tory answered and welcomed him.

“Ho ho ho,” Mark said. She laughed. “Did you
explain this donation to Neva and did she have any problem with
it?” he asked.

“Are you kidding? She was ecstatic. It isn’t
often that I get to tell her something that makes her happy.”

“Is she here?”

“No, she doesn’t come in on weekends unless
she’s giving a tour.”

Tory propped the door open for Mark to bring
in the computers. He set them up along a wall of the dining
room.

For three hours he configured, connected and
tested the computers. He found a closet where the shelter’s router
and DSL modem was located. He installed a network switch and
connected the newly installed computers to the shelter’s Internet
service that, to this point, only served Neva’s office.

It was mid-afternoon when Mark finished. He
was tired, but very satisfied with his installation. The computers
looked great, lined up in a row, keyboards scrubbed free of grime,
and screen savers running on monitors. The computers would provide
a useful technological service to people who, in many cases, had no
home.

Mark was disappointed that he hadn’t seen
Uncle Leon at the dinner service. On his way out of the shelter, he
leaned into the kitchen and called Tory over to him.

“Have you seen an old man come in to
volunteer? He calls himself ‘Uncle Leon.’”

Tory thought for a moment. “What does he look
like?”

“He’s about 5’ 7” white combed-back
hair.”

“Does he wear green socks?”

“Yes—that’s him”

“We call him Leonardo. Yes, he’s been a
regular and tells great stories, but he had an argument with Ms.
Boyston a couple weeks ago and hasn’t been back.”

“An argument about what?” Mark asked. He
couldn’t imagine Uncle Leon offending anyone.

“He was entertaining the other volunteers
before dinner service with this silly dance and Ms. Boyston said it
was inappropriate behavior in the shelter. I think she was jealous
of the attention he was getting. He told her that the shelter
should supply happiness and she said something about reputation.
They went back and forth until he walked out.”

Mark thanked Tory for the information and she
thanked him for the computers.

Mark left the shelter admiring Uncle Leon
even more. Their interesting conversation about favors remained
with Mark. He wanted to talk to him again and decided that he owed
it to himself to try to find him. He’d be sure not to bear gifts or
thanks or payback that would ruin Uncle Leon’s grace.

Mark would return to the place where they had
met—the Third Street Promenade. The odds of finding Uncle Leon
should be good if it was true that he lived there.

 


* * * * * * *

 


nineteen

 


Despite the unusual chill in the evening air
and the unsettling news reports of people going missing each day,
thousands of tourists and local shoppers walked the outdoor mall of
the Third Street Promenade.

Mark parked on Ocean Avenue facing the high
Santa Monica beach bluff and walked toward the Promenade. After a
block, he passed a mobile news crew working under two skinny
spotlights. Two short, lighted palm trees framed the reporter with
the Santa Monica Pier as her backdrop while another woman powdered
her face with a brush. Two blocks away, Mark saw hundreds of people
coursing into and out of the pier’s entrance. The shops and
amusement park rides of the pier sparkled and their neon colors
danced on the ocean’s surface.

A man wearing headphones cued the reporter.
She raised her microphone, pointed to a row of parking spaces, and
explained that the abandoned cars of four victims were found
there.

Mark didn’t wait to watch the report. As he
walked he wondered how there could be absolutely no leads in this
case. Maybe the police weren’t telling all they knew. That was a
more comforting thought than a person abducting citizens using a
perfectly untraceable method.

Every person Mark passed began to appear
suspicious to him. A man passing in a van stared for a moment
longer than was necessary. As Mark passed a dark alley, he saw a
man force a shop’s back door closed by ramming it with his
shoulder. Was the man pressing the door against a struggling
victim?

Still, he wanted to find Uncle Leon and
walked as if he was on a mission. He checked all the benches just
north of Broadway Street where Uncle Leon claimed to live, but saw
him nowhere. He saw the fountain where he had been tempted to lift
a few coins for a phone call, and shook his head in disgust at his
temptation.

After a block, he came to the bench where
Uncle Leon had found him. He sat. With any luck, the man who could
see favors would show up.

The Promenade seemed different to Mark.
Something about the mix of people was not as he remembered. There
appeared to be more homeless people than ever—despite the
relatively chilly evening. He wondered if his short stint with
poverty had affected the lens through which he viewed the
world.

As he waited, he saw a woman on the opposite
side of the mall. She wore a tie-dyed bandana and dirty baggy
clothes that looked like they may have been bright orange and green
at one time. She lifted the lid from a trashcan. Stubby fingers
poked through gloves that were missing their fingertips. She placed
the lid carefully against the base of the trashcan as though she
were the regular janitor about to empty the trash. She rummaged
through the can’s contents for a few moments and her nose wrinkled
up. She pulled out several food items and after inspecting each,
she threw them back like a quality-control agent on a factory
assembly line. Then she pulled out a half-eaten hamburger sniffed
it, and re-wrapped it. She stuffed it into a dirty, green knit bag
slung over her shoulder.

Mark remembered how good the food smelled
when he was stranded here. Even now, the aroma from a grill
promised something tasty. As he watched the woman, he wondered how
many more hours or days it would have taken before he was driven to
lift the lid of a public trash can and look for something to
eat.

The woman smoothed the trash liner, placed
the lid back on top, and shuffled away toward the next trash bin on
her route. Todd would have argued that the woman was an actress,
trying to dupe people into helping her. Mark felt sympathy and
followed her. Now that he had a sample of how difficult it was to
obtain help from most people, he had new resolve to help her
out.

Her face was locked down as she scuffed her
feet along. “Excuse me,” Mark said. She didn’t respond. “Excuse
me,” he said louder.

The woman stopped and her head turned
slightly. The lines in her face sketched years of unrelieved pain.
She stood up straight, bracing herself for an insult.

“I have something for you,” Mark said, a
vague sentence to test her reaction—her sanity.

She was shorter than she had seemed from a
distance—the top of her head only chest high to Mark. She turned
and then looked up to his face. Mark had two gift certificates that
a client had given him over a year ago. He fanned them, saying,
“These are gift certificates for Traney Bistro right down the way.”
He pointed and the woman followed his finger. “I want you to have
these,” he said.

The woman’s eyes went back to Mark and he
thrust the certificates toward her. She took them with her dirty
fingers and examined them just as she had examined each item from
the trash can. The certificates were for $30 each. Mark had hoped
to sneak the certificates into Uncle Leon’s bag or jacket
unnoticed, but he was losing hope in his search for Uncle Leon. On
impulse, he decided that this woman was a worthy recipient.

The woman’s expression saddened and she
pointed in the direction of Traney Bistro. “They don’t let me go in
there,” she said, brushing the certificates against her leg.

Mark wasn’t prepared for that answer. He
expected her to say, “Thank you,” or “God bless you.”

“Are you kidding?” Mark said. “That’s money
in your hand—of course they’ll let you in!” Mark said this even
though he could smell the stench of her body odor each time the
cold breeze came from behind her.

“Disturbing the patrons, disturbing the
patrons, disturbing the patrons, gotta move, gotta move, move it
outta here,” she repeated, her voice getting louder. Mark looked
around to see if she was attracting attention. He only wanted to
give a gift quietly and be on his way.

“I can give you some cash instead if you
prefer,” Mark said quickly.

“You don’t have to give me anything,” the
woman replied, holding up the certificates. “I’ll sell you these
certificates for sixty bucks.”

Mark laughed so hard he bent over. When he
stood up, the woman wasn’t laughing with him. She hadn’t even
cracked a smile. She still held the certificates up in front of
Mark’s face.

Mark could afford to buy back his own
property, but the principle of the transaction, mixed with his
inability to find Uncle Leon had him frustrated. “Wait a minute—you
can’t sell me my own gift to you.”

“Did you give these to me?” She shook the
certificates in Mark’s face and her eyes widened.

“Yes, but—”

“Then they’re mine. But I can’t use them
because the restaurant has banned me, so really you gave me
something that you can use, but I can’t. Nice gift, mister.”

Mark’s mouth fell open in an awkward laugh of
disbelief. “Are you serious?”

“Dead serious. Matter of fact, you made me
remember something painful. You made me remember a place where I
was thrown out again and again, so you really hurt me tonight,
right here,” she said, pointing to her heart. Her eyes went to the
ground, but then she snuck a peek at Mark.

“Unbelievable,” Mark said. He shook his head
and took cash from his pocket, peeling off three twenties. He
handed her the money and she made a flagrant show of handing him
the certificates.

 


* * * * * * *

 


twenty

 


After wandering the Promenade for another
half hour, Mark was tired. He had one more chance to find Uncle
Leon as he headed back to his car. He noticed another TV news crew
about half a block ahead in front of a shoe store. A camera
operator aimed a shoulder-mounted camera at a TV reporter just
outside its door. A few shoppers stopped to find out what news the
crew was reporting. The reporter said that the location was the
last place the most recent victim was seen before disappearing.

Mark paid little attention to the news crew
and continued walking. He thought about the uselessness of helping
people, how attempts can backfire when exploited by a con. Maybe
Todd was right, he thought. After all, his altruism had resulted in
nothing but grief this week.

He made a wide arc around the spectators,
mostly tourists, who watched the news crew. He side-stepped a few
times to avoid collisions. Clear of the crowd, he slowed down to
look up at the clear night sky. His eye was drawn to something high
and off to his left across the wide Promenade walkway. Something
was out of place; he saw the slightest motion where he wouldn’t
have expected it. The light of the mall shops below drew a faint
outline of a figure—a man up on a rooftop. He wore a long coat and
a baseball cap. The bottom of his coat flapped in the breeze. There
was no railing to protect him and he was so near the roof’s edge
that Mark thought he could see the man’s toes jutting over. The
man’s head was tilted down to the crowed sidewalk far beneath him.
He stood motionless.

A chill shot through Mark and he stopped
walking. A woman who carried shopping bags in both hands had
followed Mark too closely and bumped into him. She grumbled
something about Mark blocking the foot traffic.

Mark studied the silhouette. His memory of
Carlos came flooding back and he felt an urge to take action. He
remembered the day before Carlos jumped to his death. At lunch with
him, Mark had failed to realize the depth of Carlos’s desperation.
Carlos’s suicide tormented Mark because of its preventability. In
the following months, Mark had a recurring dream of talking Carlos
down from the bridge. In the dream, Mark reminisced aloud about
their experiences together. He struggled to keep a running
monologue going, but always eventually ran out of memories on which
Carlos could focus. It was then, every time, that Carlos jumped.
During his fall, his fading scream melded into Mark’s own scream as
he sat up in bed, heart pounding. The unchanging outcome of each
nightmare haunted Mark.

Now, Mark examined the building on which the
silhouette stood. The upper two floors were brick with symmetric
windows and blinds pulled shut. The bottom floor was a vintage
clothing store named Rona that was dark inside.

Mark weaved his way through pedestrians
toward Rona’s front door. He scanned the crowd for a police officer
or a security guard. With the recent tension in Santa Monica,
security was more visible almost everywhere, yet Mark could not see
so much as a security guard anywhere.

He was jogging by the time he reached the
front door of the closed store. A scrawled notebook-paper sign in
magic marker read “We’ve Moved!” and gave the clothing store’s new
address. Mark yanked the door handle, causing only a loose clank.
He saw a chain wrapped around the inside door handles.

He ran to the business next door, a tattoo
shop, and burst through the front door. A skinny, pale guy with a
shaved head pulled his buzzing tattoo pen from the back of a
shirtless woman who was hunched over, clutching her legs. He looked
up at Mark, clearly annoyed.

Mark was winded. “There’s a guy…on the edge
of the roof next door and he might jump…somebody call the police.
Can I get out back here?” he pointed to the back of the shop and
the tattoo artist nodded and aimed his pen the same direction.
Everyone in the shop hurried out the front door to see.

Mark ran until he reached the back door. He
flung it open and stumbled into the alley. He yanked the handle of
what he thought was the rear entrance to the closed Rona Clothing,
but it was a stairwell painted in graffiti and it stank of urine.
He ran up three flights of stairs and entered a hallway lined with
numbered doors. He leaned on his knees to catch his breath and then
began to search for roof access—stairs, elevator, attic door on the
ceiling—anything. At the end of the long hallway, he saw a large
open window. He ran to it and peered out over the alley. Beside the
window, a metal fire escape ladder bolted to the building led to
the roof. He reached out the window for it, grabbed the ladder, and
swung a leg out to the bottom rung. The ladder felt cold to Mark’s
already trembling hands and the chilly wind was brisk as it swept
across the face of the building.

He climbed fifteen rungs and then peered over
the building’s top edge across the roof. He saw the man’s back on
the far side still standing motionless, head bowed, and feet far
too close to the edge.

Mark’s hands trembled from a combination of
cold and nervousness. He swung his leg off the ladder and onto the
roof. He burrowed his fists deep into his jacket’s pockets and
pressed his teeth together to keep them from chattering. Why wasn’t
anyone else up here already? How could all those people down there
not see this man?

Mark eased his way across the gritty roof. He
tried to step on the tar seams of the roofing material to quiet his
footsteps. His heart thumped as he sidestepped some gray waist-high
air conditioning units and capped conduit that jetted up through
the roof’s surface.

Not wanting to startle the man, Mark stopped
halfway to him and called out, “Hello, sir?”

The man did not respond. His features became
more visible at this close range. The bill of his ball cap was
pulled low on his brow and he had a matted salt-and-pepper beard.
His long dark trench coat fell all the way to his ankles. He had a
red towel worn as a scarf, tucked in under his collar. His hands
were hidden in his coat’s side pockets. The toes of his work boots
were flush to the edge of the roof.

“Sir?” Mark said, a bit louder than he had
intended to.

The man’s head raised and he looked over his
shoulder. His eyes began at Mark’s feet, and then swept up to his
face before turning away again. “Police?” the man asked.

“No.”

“Shrink?”

“No.”

“Building manager?”

“No.”

The man gazed down at the sidewalks far
below, showing neither disappointment nor relief at Mark’s answers.
Mark wondered what answer would have pleased the guy—or would have
continued the conversation.

“My name is Mark.”

“Go on back where you came from, Mark,” the
man sighed. He remained fixated on the distant ground below.

“Are you going to hurt yourself?”

The man laughed, forcing a loud puff of air
out his nose. He turned to Mark again, chin up high to see under
the cap’s bill. “Your power of deduction is spectacular.”

“I’ll pay you to not jump,” Mark said,
pulling out his wallet and holding it up. It was a desperate
attempt to buy some time.

The man turned the rest of his body to Mark.
He smirked in disbelief. “Put your wallet away, go back where you
came from,” he said. He adjusted his baseball cap so he could
better see Mark’s face from under the bill. The cap’s logo was
something shiny but Mark was still too far away to make it out.

Mark stepped closer to the building’s edge,
but kept about twenty feet between him and the man. His new
position enabled him to see some of the people below. The crowd
developed a clot where spectators had now noticed the man and
paused to check out a possible jumper.

Mark locked his focus on the man and eased
closer.

“You are disobedient,” the man said.

“I’m desperate.”

The corners of the man’s mouth went down and
his eyebrows went up—as if he was impressed with Mark’s quick
reply. He nodded slowly as he examined Mark again—more carefully
this time.

Mark stepped closer to the edge and a camera
flash lit them both up. He turned and held his palms to the crowd,
motioning for them wait—to not take photos. He held up his index
finger, asking for a minute.

The man stared at Mark, but said nothing.
Mark saw that the man’s face was dirty with a smear under his eye
where he had wiped his face.

“I’m done. I’m all done,” the man said. He
shook his head, turned toward the edge of the roof ledge again, and
gazed down at the crowd.

“Listen, sir, this jump may not do it,” Mark
said. “It’s only about thirty-five feet. If you jump, there’s a
good chance you’ll survive in physical agony.”

The man pivoted his entire body to face Mark
again, one foot still only an inch from the edge. He reached up and
unwound his red scarf, revealing a white hangman’s noose around his
neck snug to his throat. He opened his long coat wide. The rope
traveled straight down the front of his body, turned at his scuffed
black boots, and snaked its way a few yards where it was tied to a
rusty steel I-beam that protruded through the roof.

“The sidewalk is thirty-four and a half feet
below us. My rope is twenty-five feet,” he said. “I’m so tired of
the humiliation.” His voice quivered. “They’re going to remember
this.”

He turned back to the crowd. More camera
flashes hit them and Mark yelled at the crowd to stop.

“Let them,” the man said as he pointed at his
audience. “This is new for me. They usually hate to see me. The
sight of me hurts their eyes. Look, now I mesmerize them.” He waved
his arm over the crowd like a celebrity acknowledging his fans and
camera flashes suddenly multiplied, popping on his tired face like
a frenzy of lightning. Mark saw people in the crowd covering their
mouths with one hand as they pointed up with the other.

Three teenage boys carrying skateboards began
to chant, “Jump, jump, jump…” A woman standing beside them smacked
the nearest of them with the back of her hand and pointed in a
direction away from the building. Mark saw the back of her head
bobbing in reprimand very close to the boys’ faces. They obeyed her
outstretched arm by stepping away far enough to appease her. Then
they playfully shoved each other, deflecting blame, all while
snickering.

Two police officers pedaled bicycles through
the crowd, blasting handlebar buzzers at anyone in their way. They
jumped from their bikes letting them fall to the ground, and ran
toward the front door of Rona Clothing. One officer tripped and
fell because he was staring up at the two men on the roof. He
cussed and bent over to examine his knee before his partner
hollered for him to hurry.

Cold wind drifted over the roof, flapping the
bottom of the man’s coat. Mark wasn’t sure what to say next, and
since the man hadn’t jumped, he waited, thinking, choosing his next
words carefully while hoping the police would appear soon. He
crossed his arms and buried his hands under his armpits for
warmth.

The man re-tucked his scarf over his noose
and then concealed both under his jacket. He leaned out over the
edge of the building and watched the officers fail to open the
front door to the clothing store. When they ran next door into the
tattoo shop he turned to Mark and said, “Here they come, but
they’ll be too late.”

The words jolted Mark, making him forget the
cold. He estimated that the officers would be on the rooftop in
less than a minute. If only he could take two steps closer to the
man, he would consider tackling him. The man looked about 5’ 10”,
and although his long coat was thick, his narrow face and the
glimpse Mark got when he opened his coat hinted at a thin body
frame. Mark decided the risk was too great to rush him. They could
both fall if he did something stupid.

“Please tell me your name,” Mark said.

The man nodded at him. “Excellent. Build
rapport, establish my trust, take me downstairs, and cut me loose
so my humiliation can begin anew. Ahh, it doesn’t matter. You are
too late to help me. My name is Al,” he said. He turned back to the
crowd and continued to address Mark. “And you’re an okay kid. I
figured there might be one more decent person in the world. Too bad
we didn’t meet before I made this little commitment.” Al pointed to
his neck. “If you’ve developed feelings for me in the last two
minutes, then you won’t want to see what is about to happen. You
should leave now. I’ll give you time.” Al reached under his coat
and snapped the rope at his waist. A hump of rope sailed across the
roof until it was snuffed by the rusty I-beam to which it was tied.
He turned back to face the edge of the building.

“Al, please don’t,” Mark felt the nightmare
of Carlos squeezing down on his stomach. He glanced to the far side
of the roof. Where were the cops? From below, a fat man holding a
half-eaten hot dog yelled, “Don’t do it! It’s not worth it, pal!”
This outburst triggered others to begin shouting up at the rooftop.
Most encouraged Al to come down safely while a few yelled
“Jump.”

“Listen to them, Al. These people don’t want
you to die. ” Mark repeated some of the phrases shouted by the
pro-life spectators. Al said nothing. Then he squatted for a moment
and suddenly thrust his arms straight out behind him. There was a
collective gasp and the crowd went silent. A few people in the
crowd yelled, “No!” Al then jumped straight up. People screamed and
cameras flashed. Al came straight back down with a thud of both
boots onto the roof’s edge. After a quiet moment of shock, the hum
of the murmuring crowd returned.

Al laughed while pointing a mocking finger at
the crowd. His laughter turned into sobbing. His shoulders shook
and his head bowed.

Mark’s mouth fell open. For a moment, he was
paralyzed. He scanned the opposite side of the roof again. Where
were the damned police? He licked his lips. “Al, is there anything
I can do—”

“Back off!” Al screamed.

Mark’s arms flew up in defense and he stepped
back.

“Not you, kid.” Al turned and yelled at the
closest air conditioning unit about twenty feet away. “Cop, back
off or I’m jumping now,” Al said, slowing his words for
emphasis.

Their covers blown, two officers stood up
from behind separate air conditioning units and took a few steps
back. “Sir, take it easy, we just want to talk,” the closer officer
said.

“Well fancy that!” Al said. “I’m the most
popular person on the Promenade tonight. Why don’t I host a talk
show? My cameras are ready.” He pointed to a spot in the crowd. The
nearby news crew had set up for an impromptu spot on Al. Two men
scurried to aim spotlights at the rooftop. At any moment now, Mark
and Al would be lit up like a Broadway stage.

“You’re still too close. Back off!” Al yelled
at the officer.

The officer put his hands out and said, “Sir,
we are only here to help and we—”

“DAMMIT you don’t listen!” Al screamed. He
pointed at Mark and said, “He is doing fine. He is helping me. You
are ruining all his progress.”

The officer stopped, but did not retreat.
Below, more police officers gathered and pressed the crowd back
from the building with an arc of yellow police tape. Sirens whined
in the distance mixed with the unmistakable blasts of fire truck
horns.

“What’s your name, cop?” Al demanded.

“My name is Officer Reynolds, what’s
yours?”

“I recognize you. You’re the one who
‘relocated’ me to improve the local scenery a while back.” Al
air-quoted the word “relocated.”

“I don’t remember that,” Officer Reynolds
said, holding up his hand as if swearing.

“Well, you did, and you won’t again. Tonight
I’m evicting myself.”

“No sir, listen. Here’s what I need you to
do, partner—”

Al turned back to the crowd, cupped his hands
around his mouth, and shouted, “There is a police officer named
Reynolds harassing me up here!” The crowd hushed to hear Al.
“Office Reynolds is not being patient with me.”

The crowd booed until Al hushed them with his
hands. He pointed down to the television camera aimed at him.
Floodlights on either side of it popped on, and Al and Mark
whitened along with the entire face of the building. Mark squinted
in its brightness and then turned his head from it.

“I want this news crew to report to the world
that Officer Reynolds of the Santa Monica Police Department is
pressuring me to jump and I was reconsidering before he showed up.”
Al turned his back to the light and glared at Reynolds, who backed
into an air conditioner.

“He will talk to me,” Al said, pointing at
Mark. The officers stepped back again to appease Al. “Come closer,”
Al said to Mark, pointing five feet from him. Mark approached.

“Come on, Al, let’s just walk down. Please
don’t do this…”

Al lowered his voice and leaned toward Mark
so neither the officers nor the crowd could hear him. “Have you
ever been so humiliated and so repulsive that even death tried to
evade you?”

Mark was silent for a moment. “Yes, but I
can’t say I’ve felt the way you seem to.”

A hint of a smile crept across Al’s face.
“Honesty—amazing,” he said. “I want you to do something in exchange
for my life.”

Mark cocked his head and studied Al. “What?
Some test? You’re putting your life in my hands?”

A surprised laugh escaped Al. “You sure
you’re not a shrink?”

“I’m a computer technician. What do I have to
do?” Mark began to shiver.

“Take off all your clothes.”

“What?”

“Strip—and let them laugh at you.” Al pointed
to the crowd. “Let them televise it.” He pointed down to the camera
crew. “And let them,” he gestured in the direction of the officers
who were still whispering to each other between short bursts from
their radios, “write you up for indecent exposure.”

Though the bizarre request surprised Mark, he
kept his facial expression steady. He considered the cost of
complying with Al—the humiliation Al seemed to want him to feel and
more involvement than Mark wanted with the police. He then
considered the cost of simply walking away. His recurring nightmare
about Carlos would be compounded by this vivid, actual suicide and
all the shame that came with having failed to prevent it. “If I do
this, will you walk down the stairs instead of jumping from this
roof?” he asked.

“Yes,” Al said, without hesitation.

Mark nodded, thinking. The sirens were much
louder now. He heard the grumbling of a fire truck and the hiss of
air brakes as it came to a stop. On the edge of the crowd below, he
saw the TV camera aimed directly at them.

“Mark took off his jacket and let it drop. Al
watched with a slight smile of disbelief. The chilly wind quickly
stole any warmth from Mark’s upper body. He pressed his arms
against his sides, but the hard shivering began almost
immediately.

Mark unbuttoned his shirt. When the cold air
rushed in, he ripped the shirt off quickly—like jumping into a cold
swimming pool. A few spectators whistled and hollered. Cameras
flashed. Mark ignored them and focused on Al, who no longer smiled,
but studied Mark’s face. Al turned to face him.

Mark kicked off his shoes and unbuckled his
belt.

“That’s enough, sir!” an officer yelled.

Al spun toward the officers. “You SHUT UP,
cop!” Then, still on the very edge of the building, he leaned at
the hip and yelled to the officers on the ground. “If there’s a
sergeant down there, you better get your boys off my hero’s ass
before they cause a televised death.”

Mark’s teeth chattered as he watched the two
officers speak into their handsets and retreat.

Al turned back to Mark and said, “Almost
done.”

Mark, shivering uncontrollably now, pulled
down his pants. He stepped out of them and kicked them toward his
growing pile of clothes. A new burst of camera flashes made him
squint. He yanked a sock from each foot and threw them onto his
pile. He was down to his underwear and afraid to look at the
spectators who had grown eerily quiet.

Mark’s pulse raced. With hands that were
starting to go numb, he hooked his thumbs under the elastic of his
underwear. He paused, shivering, to look into Al’s face for any
hint of reprieve. Al’s face had lost its anger and his head tilted
as he watched Mark. Tears were in his eyes.

“That’s enough,” Al said.

“D-don’t break our d-d-deal,” Mark replied,
teeth chattering.

“You’ve shown me enough.”

“Really? D-d-don’t back out on me, Al.”

Al did not answer. He seemed unable to speak.
Mark stepped closer and extended his hand toward Al’s. Tears
streamed down Al’s face. Mark took another step closer. In his
peripheral vision, Mark saw the officers squat, waiting like
runners in a starting block.

Mark took another step closer to Al, who had
bowed his head and squeezed his eyes shut. The crowd seemed to hold
its collective breath. “The lights and cameras remained aimed at
the rooftop, illuminating half of Al and half of Mark’s near-naked
body.

Al covered his face with both hands and
that’s when Mark dove, grabbing Al’s torso and sending both of them
crashing onto the roof. Al made no struggle, he only gasped a few
times to catch his breath after landing square on his back with
Mark on top of him.

A cheer went up from the crowd and they
applauded and whistled.

Before Mark could get off, the two police
officers were on top of them. One officer grabbed Mark around the
waist and threw him aside, while the other severed Al’s rope with a
pocket knife. They rolled Al onto his stomach and handcuffed
him.

Mark, still shaking from the cold went
straight for his clothes. He hopped on one numb foot as he
struggled to slip the other into his pant legs. He could hear the
buzz of the excited crowd.

His fingers were too cold to button his shirt
so he skipped that task and slipped back into his jacket.

Officer Reynolds approached and said, “You
law enforcement?”

“No. Look, I didn’t mean to interfere,” Mark
explained. “I tried to help and was stuck by the time you guys
showed up.”

“Not a problem, sir. He didn’t give you much
choice. Pretty brave what you did. But risky too. I wouldn’t advise
such a tactic in the future.”

“I understand, Officer,” Mark said.

A firefighter in a ladder bucket popped up
over the side of the building and threw a stretcher onto the
roof.

The other officer called to Reynolds for help
with Al. “He refuses to walk,” he said.

Reynolds turned to Mark and said, “Sir,
you’re going to need to answer some questions for us on the ground
so stand by. The fire fighter will lower you to safety. We’ll take
care of him.” He pointed to Al.

“Go ahead and take him first, I’ll be fine,”
Mark said.

“No, your safety is paramount. We’ll help you
down and then come back for him,” Reynolds said.

Al hollered from his prone position
underneath the knee of the other officer. “Hey, Mark! Officer
Reynolds prefers to show his affection for me in private as a
reward for the television publicity I gave him tonight.”

Reynolds glared at Al.

Mark stood, walked over to Al, and turned to
Officer Reynolds. “Look, he almost died tonight. He was desperate.
Take it easy on him.”

Reynolds pointed a baton toward the fire
bucket and said, “Sir, you need to exit the roof. We’ll take it
from here.”

“I’d like to wait with my friend,” Mark
said.

Reynolds shook his head. “Sir, I’m not going
to ask you again. You need to—”

“C’mon, Paul, let’s just go,” the other
officer interrupted.

Mark sat and put on his socks and shoes. He
heard the buzz of a late helicopter approaching. All four men on
the roof looked toward the sound. The officers grabbed Al, each
hooking him under an arm pit.

“Be gentle. It’s my first time,” Al said, and
then winked at Mark.

The helicopter’s spotlight swept back and
forth, searching for the scene. The officers dragged Al between the
air conditioners to the waiting firefighter. Al’s boot heels
scraped as they slid across the gritty roof surface.

“Thank you, Mark,” he said as firefighters
strapped him onto the stretcher. Mark saw his stretcher lift and
then disappear over the edge. By the time the fire fighter came
back up to get Mark, the helicopter bathed everything on the roof
in white light. Mark sat on the stretcher and the firefighter
exited the bucket to tie Mark in. The officers left the rooftop
using the fire escape ladder Mark had used to get up.

Mark’s stretcher touched down between a fire
truck and an ambulance. A small group of medics approached him and
after congratulating him for his rescue of Al, they asked if he
needed medical attention. Mark said he didn’t. Three nearby
officers leaned on their car in conversation. Although Mark was
supposed to answer some questions, his aversion to dealing with the
police revisited him. He slipped away and headed back out the alley
and toward the Promenade. The only thing he wanted at that moment
was some privacy. He vowed to mind his own business for the rest of
his life.

He managed to give a wide berth to the news
crew and the crowd that was still dispersing from the front of the
building. He hoped no one would recognize him with his clothes on
and then laughed through a shiver at the thought. He blended into
the crowd most of the way back to his parking spot.

He turned on his car with tingling fingers
still recovering from numbness. As he waited to warm up, he stared
at the colorful lights of the pier until his eyes lost focus. A
homeless man passed in front of his car. He carried a backpack so
large it almost doubled him over. Mark wondered if that man felt
the humiliation Al claimed to know.

The car warmed and he pulled out of his spot.
He felt pain creeping in on his right side. His full body tackle of
Al had awakened some of the soreness from the previous week’s
beating. He drove home hoping for a long, sound night’s sleep, but
he knew that wasn’t likely. In addition to his missing identity, he
had now been on television, all but naked. The rooftop incident
left his body as exposed to the public as his identity was to the
gas-money cons. He tried to focus on the positive ending to Al’s
predicament, but couldn’t.

 


* * * * * * *

 


twenty-one

 


It was almost 9:00 p.m. and Mark’s own
actions atop the building on the Promenade had surprised him. He
wondered if Uncle Leon had seen his rescue escapade. If so, what
sort of unpaid favor must the act have yielded? He pictured Uncle
Leon jumping up and down, excited at the sight of it.

After a few blocks on Ocean Avenue, his phone
rang. Caller ID displayed Margaret Thurmon, an elderly receptionist
in the office of a law firm Mark serviced.

He sent the call straight to voicemail. Under
his breath he said, “I’d love to talk, Margaret, but I’m off duty.”
Thirty seconds later, his phone vibrated again. Caller ID showed
Jaffey Melugin, the client Mark was supposed to have visited the
day he was assaulted and robbed. He had been scheduled to set up
some new computers at Jaffey’s home. Mark sent this call to
voicemail too and shoved his phone back into his pocket. A few
seconds later, the phone vibrated again.

“What’s going on?” Mark mumbled, checking the
caller ID—another client. Mark ignored it again, but pulled over to
listen to his voicemail messages.

Margaret, the first caller, was hysterical.
“I saw you on the news,” she said. “Are you okay? Call me
ASAP.”

While he listened to Margaret hyperventilate,
call-waiting beeped. Mark pulled the phone from his ear and checked
the caller ID. It showed Julie Maro, an assistant to one of his
clients. He sent it to voicemail and two more calls beeped in
before Margaret’s voice mail message ended.

He now understood the phone calls. The news
feed of his act on the rooftop had obviously been broadcast live.
Thousands, if not millions of people could potentially have seen
him shivering, practically naked atop a building and tackling a
homeless stranger.

“Great,” Mark sighed. He tossed his phone to
the passenger seat and continued toward home.

As he turned onto his street and began
searching for a parking spot, his stomach knotted when he thought
about entering his apartment. But then he remembered that there was
nothing else of value to take and the new locks would have to be
picked in front of a host of nosey neighbors.

As he approached his door, he heard his home
phone ring at the same time the phone in his pocket vibrated. He
fumbled for his key and jiggled its rigid edges into the keyhole.
Since family and friends were the only ones who called his home
line, he picked up without checking the caller ID. It was Brian, an
old buddy he had not seen in over a year.

“Hey dude,” Brian said. “I saw you on the
news rescuing that guy. You were unbelievable. Did you get
hurt?”

“No, but I think my ego will be sore
tomorrow,” Mark said. “I just realized that they broadcast that
already. My phone’s been blowing up ever since.”

“Of course they broadcast it. It was live and
a hot story, man! I was flipping through the local news channels
and you’re on almost all of them, Superman. Hey, did you know that
guy?”

“No.”

“What did he say to you? Give me the play by
play.”

“Listen, Brian, I’m not really up for it
right now. Let me catch up with you later.”

“Aww, c’mon, man!”

“Seriously. I’ve got to go. Sorry.”

Mark pressed the End button. He cupped his
face and exhaled. His answering machine beeped every five seconds
and showed twelve new messages. He pressed Play and got a pen and
paper from his coffee table.

The first message was from his mom in Florida
who had heard the news from a family friend and urged Mark to call
her back. The remaining messages were from friends who had seen the
news and were calling to make sure their eyes had not deceived
them.

The phone rang again and the caller ID showed
private. Mark let it go to the answering machine and used his cell
phone to call his mom in Florida.

She answered on the first ring, saying,
“Thank God you’re alright. Now, why were you in your
underwear?”

Mark gave her a brief summary of his
predicament with Al and put her fears to rest. After a stern
reprimand for the danger he had put himself in, she admitted that
she was proud of him.

Since the news had been shown on prime time
local television, Mark’s act was saved on the DVR’s of thousands of
people in greater Los Angeles and already broadcast over the
Internet. He took out his laptop and found streaming footage of the
incident. The cameras zoomed in on his waist when he slipped his
pants off. Watching this, he winced and then relaxed, resigned to
the reality that there was no taking back his choice that night. No
big deal—probably. In fact, people might even call his act heroic.
The problem was that Mark hadn’t sought to be a hero. He had simply
wanted to avoid a new nightmare of failing to prevent a
suicide.

He turned off his phone’s ringer, disabled
the message-alert beep on his answering machine, and slapped off
the kitchen light. He wanted to dive into bed, but instead he crept
between his sheets with a tenderness that respected his aches. He
tucked his hand under his pillow and reveled in a moment of quiet
darkness. He realized that his act atop the building in Santa
Monica had likely launched his fifteen minutes of fame. While he
slept, his answering machine worked overtime. The number of saved
messages ticked up and up as friends, family and former coworkers
left messages of inquiry and congratulations. Most asked for a call
back.

 


* * * * * * *

 


twenty-two

 


Todd woke Mark by pounding on the door at
6:00 a.m. yelling, “Buddy, you’re famous! C’mon, open up.”

Mark mumbled as he struggled into some jeans.
When he unlocked the door, Todd came in and yelled, “Oh my God!
You’re a superhero!”

“Shhhh!” Mark said, closing the door to spare
his neighbors. “Don’t you ever whisper?”

Todd was giddy and paced in Mark’s small
living room. “Buddy, what got into you? I know you are into giving
to beggars, but I never thought I’d see you on TV, standing on a
skyscraper rescuing one—and naked! What was that about?”

“Look, it wasn’t a skyscraper and I got drawn
into the situation. I wasn’t trying to be a hero,” Mark said. “I
was the first person to see the guy so I tried to help him. The TV
cameras happened to be nearby and found us.”

“Well you better get ready to sign
autographs, buddy.”

“Naaaah.”

“You don’t believe me? There’s a news van out
there getting ready for you right now.”

“What?” Mark parted the blinds to peer into
the courtyard.

“I went jogging this morning. When I came
back, a Channel 5 van was parked out front. So I turn on my morning
news, and what do I see? My next door neighbor saving a bum on a
building. Man, I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks.” Mark jiggled his doorknob to make
sure it was locked and turned on the TV. He saw himself high above
Rona Vintage Clothing, shouting down at the crowd. Al stood beside
him, looking down, his face shadowed by his baseball cap and his
noose tucked out of site.

The anchorwoman said, “Mark Denny, a computer
support technician, performed a heroic act, stripping down to his
underwear to approach a despondent man and foil a suicide attempt.
Denny, twenty-nine years old from Venice, appeared to be in
conversation with the desperate man. After disrobing to his
underwear, he suddenly dove, risking his own life to save the
suicidal vagrant. It is not yet known if Denny’s stripping act was
a distraction tactic, or if it was the result of conversation with
the suicidal man. We’ll have more on this extraordinary footage
later…”

Mark stood and shook his head at the TV. Todd
jumped up after him and demanded a high-five that Mark ignored.

“Hey, did that guy make you strip?”

“Look, Todd, I’ll tell you about it later,
but right now I need your help.”

“Whatever you want, buddy.”

“I don’t want to talk to the media. I’m
hungry. I have to get to a client appointment I’ve already
postponed. If they come to the door could you run some interference
and help me get out of here?”

“Say no more.” Todd went to the blinds and
peered through. “Here they come,” he said.

A female reporter in a business suit
approached. She had a clipboard tucked under her arm and talked on
her phone as she examined the unit numbers—looking for Mark’s. A
man behind her shouldered a large TV camera.

Mark joined Todd at the window and said, “Get
rid of them and don’t tell them anything! I’m going to grab a quick
shower.”

Mark went to the bathroom while Todd dealt
with the reporter, telling her that Mark was not home and would not
grant an interview even if he were. The reporter was persistent and
pressed Todd for Mark’s whereabouts. This set off a brief argument
that ended with Todd slamming the door. Mark heard this from the
shower and, for once, was grateful for Todd’s loud mouth.

After he dressed, Mark found Todd flipping
channels on the TV. He poured some coffee.

“Let’s go to Bonfiglio for breakfast,” Todd
said.

“You think I’m going to get hounded?”

“Look, buddy, you got no choice here. You did
something wild and people want to know about you. Today, the whole
city will be talking about what you did. You’re gonna have to deal
with it.”

“I suppose. I just wish it hadn’t been caught
on tape.”

Todd went to peer through the peep hole when
Mark noticed that the display on his answering machine was blinking
Full.

“Hold on, Todd.”

He pressed play and the machine announced,
“You have fifty-three messages. Memory full.”

Todd pumped his fist in the air,
cheering.

Mark leaned back against the refrigerator and
laughed in disbelief. For the next fifteen minutes, he listened and
took some notes while Todd silently cheered in amazement with each
new message.

While Mark took down the names of his
callers, there were two more knocks at his door. Mark motioned for
Todd not to answer. Todd peeked out the peep hole and gestured as
if he were holding a microphone.

Between the many well wishes and
congratulations from family and friends were requests for
interviews from newspapers and TV stations. Three local morning TV
shows left phone contact information, each packed with urgency for
Mark to call as soon as possible.

Producers from “Good Morning America” and
“The Today Show” left requests for exclusives, promising to
accommodate Mark’s choice of flight, hotel, dining, and scheduling
requirements. If he couldn’t fly to New York immediately they
offered to send a crew to him for an interview at his
convenience.

Mark turned on his telephone’s ringer and in
less than a minute a new call came in. He turned it back off. He
pressed speed dial for voice mail on his mobile phone and
discovered that it, too, was full.

As they continued to listen, Todd pointed to
the answering machine and said, “You gotta find a way to make money
on this. You’re gonna be rich!”

Mark frowned, shook his head and checked his
watch. He pressed stop on his answering machine and said, “I need
to get going. I’ll listen to the rest of these on the road.” He had
listened to, and deleted, over thirty of the messages and had a
list of almost as many numbers scrawled on a piece of paper.

“Bonfiglio?”

“I’ll try it…” Mark said. “I don’t want to
make a scene.”

“You sound like a rock star.” Todd peered
through the blinds again. “I’ve got an idea,” he said.

Mark followed Todd along the upper walkway,
down the steps, and out a side door located within the courtyard.
It exited to an alley and they were able to reach the street
without leaving through the apartment’s main entrance—now staked
out by reporters. Three news vans sat on the street. Near them, a
reporter spoke into a microphone with the apartment complex as a
backdrop. Todd and Mark crossed the street at a great enough
distance to avoid notice.

At 7:00, Bonfiglio Café was already serving
its regular customers. Todd went in and held the door open for
Mark. Henry said, “Hey, there he is,” and began to clap his hands.
Patrons turned to look and then the applause spread around the
square counter as people rose to their feet. A few minutes earlier
they had seen the news on the café’s TV.

Mark smiled. Todd, next to him, clapped too,
but stopped as soon as Mark noticed him. Althea came out from
behind the counter, gave Mark a big hug, and told him how proud she
was of him. She squeezed his arms as if to check for damage.

The applause subsided and they sat at the
counter. A loud voice said, “Good!” Mark turned to see Mashy point
a finger at him and smile.

“Scared is a better word, Mashy,” Mark
replied. He pointed a finger at himself and Mashy’s shoulders shook
in a silent laugh.

The TV news had transitioned from Mark’s
heroic act to the missing people in Santa Monica. Another woman had
vanished yesterday. Now thirteen people were missing.

“That was a helluva brave thing you did,
kid!” a postal carrier yelled from the opposite side of the café.
“Why’d you strip?” All eyes turned to Mark.

“It was a dare. I was desperate to help and
that’s all I can say,” Mark replied, hoping he wouldn’t be asked to
elaborate. His answer seemed to satisfy them.

Henry slid plates and placed utensils in
front of Mark and Todd. “Breakfast for you today is on the house,”
he said.

“Oh, you don’t have to—”

“No, I insist. Whatever you want.” Henry
opened a menu and handed it to Mark. “I tell you what,” he said,
“if I’m in danger, I want this guy standing near me.” Henry thumbed
at Mark for all the patrons to see.

“No doubt about that,” Todd said.

Since Henry would not accept Mark’s usual
order of a bagel and coffee, Mark ate as much as he could of his
eggs, hash browns, toast, fruit, and pastries. Afterward, he
thanked Henry, said good-bye to Todd, and left the café.

 


* * * * * * *

 


twenty-three

 


Northbound on the 405, Mark exited on Sunset,
going east to Bel Air. He arrived at the home of Jaffey Melugin, a
wealthy commercial real estate tycoon. Jaffey had been one of
Mark’s first clients and developed a great trust in Mark to handle
his personal computer needs at his multiple local homes as well as
his Beverly Hills office. Today’s visit would be routine: set up
Internet connectivity and two new computers in Jaffey’s guest
house.

Mark’s car rolled to a stop a few feet from
the massive entry gate. He rolled down his window and pressed the
intercom call button. The speaker hissed and a voice with a heavy
Spanish accent announced, “Melugin’s residence.”

“Hi Camille, it’s Mark.”

The hiss muted and the gate jerked. It crept
open, sliding into a brick wall that surrounded the entire
property. Mark drove in and crossed a bridge over a stream that ran
lively during the day thanks to some powerful pumps on timers that
Mark had helped Jaffey program to control from a computer in the
home. The Melugin’s steep driveway was long, winding, and
disappeared from sight a short distance from the entrance gate.

Mark reached the top of the hill and the
estate came into view. The Jaffey home was opulent—even by Bel Air
standards. It was secluded yet had a near 360-degree view that
included mountains, ocean, and distant city lights. The twelve
acres of landscaping and gardens, two guest cottages, three floors
of living space totaling something over 14,000 square feet were
designed by Jaffey himself. A full-time staff of eighteen managed
it.

The driveway led to a motor court where
valets stood ready to park and wash guests’ cars.

Mark pulled up beside Javier, one of Jaffey’s
assistants, who was removing a portable wardrobe of dry cleaning
from the back of a white van.

“Hi Jav. Mr. Melugin inside?” Mark asked as
he closed his car door and slung his black computer bag over his
shoulder.

“Yes Mr. Mark. Go on in, sir,” Javier nodded
toward an arched wooden gate.

Mark opened the gate and entered a rose
garden. He followed a path past a polished fountain. At the end of
the path he came to a pair of carved wooden doors and swung one
open.

“Camille?” he called.

“Yes, Mr. Denny.” A woman in a house cleaning
uniform and white shoe covers appeared. “Mr. Melugin is waiting for
you in his study.” Camille vanished around the same corner from
which she had appeared.

Mark made his way down the hallway lined with
wood trim and smelling of furniture polish. The floors gleamed with
a reflection that could rival a mirror. At the end of the hall,
Mark knocked on the double doors of Jaffey Melugin’s private
study.

“Come in, Mark.” The faint reply barely
penetrated the doors.

Mark entered an office the size of an Olympic
swimming pool. A fire crackled in a stone fireplace. Sofas and easy
chairs faced it with enough seating for a dozen people. The high
domed ceiling featured a mural of Jean Andre Rixens’s Le Capitole.
The smell of coffee and wood burning offset the grandeur, making it
feel cozy.

Jaffey sat behind an enormous mahogany desk.
He put down his newspaper when he saw Mark.

“Hello, Mr. Melugin.”

“Good to see you, my friend.” Jaffey stood
and extended a hand to Mark.

“It’s good to be back home,” Mark replied and
they laughed.

Jaffey was dressed casually, with jeans, a
button-down shirt, and loafers. At thirty-eight he had the trim
build of an athlete.

“I’d like you to set up two new computer
systems that are waiting for you in the guest house, but while I
have you here, I want you to check my computer too. It’s been slow
the last couple of days and I think I may have screwed something
up.”

“Glad to check that for you, may I?” Mark
gestured toward Jaffey’s laptop.

Jaffey moved to a sofa, and raised a remote
toward the large television mounted on a wall facing the desk. He
changed the channel a few times before he landed on a news channel
that featured an anchor person announcing the disappearance of the
thirteenth person.

Jaffey turned to Mark and said, “How about
those people who keep dropping off the face of the earth? It’s
crazy that officials won’t say they are abductions yet. Of course
somebody’s nabbing these people. Say, don’t you live over in Santa
Monica?”

“No, I live in Venice, but that’s close
enough. My clients in that area are more paranoid every day so
they’re keeping me busier.”

“How so?”

“Well, I’ve got a backlog of surveillance web
cam installations. I’m getting calls for that almost every day
now.”

“Really? So public fear is good for your
bottom line, eh?” Jaffey laughed and snapped his newspaper
open.

Mark knew that the news was likely to show
his rescue of Al at some point. He wondered if it would happen
while Jaffey was tuned in.

His wait wasn’t long. The next story began
with a photo beside the anchorman’s head showing two figures on a
building. The caption below read “Stripping Savior.” The anchorman
began the segment by saying: “Tourists walking the Promenade last
night got a rare glimpse of an unorthodox form of heroism last
night. Mark Denny, a local computer technician, managed to join a
suicidal vagrant atop a building, ultimately saving the man’s life
after lunging at him…”

Jaffey folded his newspaper. He looked at
Mark, then back to the TV, and then back to Mark again. Through an
incredulous laugh, Jaffey said, “Is this for real?”

“I’m afraid so,” Mark said. “I was fortunate
enough to prevent the guy from jumping, but they are really blowing
it out of proportion—”

“Shhhhh, hold on,” Jaffey interrupted. He
stood to watch the actual footage and said, “My God, that is
incredible! You took him down like a defensive tackle!” Jaffey’s
eyes sparkled with new admiration. “Where did that come from? Did
you know you had that in you?”

“No,” Mark said, still pecking keys, trying
to focus on the computer. “I lost a great friend to suicide a short
time ago. Something got into me last night. When I saw that guy,”
Mark pointed to the TV, “I must have run for him with that energy
and one thing led to another.”

“Unbelievable.” Jaffey slapped his knee as he
smiled at Mark. “You’re too modest. But why the clothes off?”

“Sorry,” Mark said, grimacing.

Jaffey laughed. “No, seriously, what’s the
story on that?”

“He wanted to see if I could pass some sort
of humiliation test.”

“Are you sure he wasn’t just trying to get
his rocks off?”

Mark nibbled his cheek, considering Jaffey’s
question. “I suppose there’s a slight chance of that, but he had a
hidden noose around his neck and it seemed like he was crying
several times during our conversation. I doubt he was up there
looking for excitement.”

“Man, I am so impressed. Can you stay for
lunch today? I’d be honored.”

Mark checked his watch and said, “If I can
finish your guest house by noon it’s a deal. Otherwise I’ll need to
take a rain check.”

“Excellent.”

Mark set up the new computers in Jaffey’s
guest house with plenty of time to spare. When Mark returned to
Jaffey’s study, they talked over lunch about a project Jaffey
wanted to launch in Santa Monica. It was an art gallery and Jaffey
wanted to donate and convert it to a technology shelter for
homeless people. A place where they could go to clean up, use email
if they wished, listen to music, and watch television.

Mark told Jaffey about his experience at the
Soft Landing Shelter House and the computers that he had set up
there. Jaffey listened and congratulated Mark on his altruism.
Jaffey was a generous philanthropist—particularly for the homeless
cause—but he typically used his checkbook instead of his hands to
contribute.

Mark’s phone vibrated non-stop during lunch
so he finally turned it off.

He said good-bye to Jaffey and left through
the rose garden. He turned on his phone and saw nineteen missed
calls.

The valet brought his car. Mark drove out of
the protective gates of the Melugin estate, his phone pressed
against his ear to retrieve messages.
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The next day, Mark had a full schedule of
work. At every service call, clients congratulated him. A few
strangers recognized him as he walked to and from his car. One
woman said, “That was a brave thing you did.” A man said, “You sure
do got guts, pal.” A young girl asked him for his autograph and
Mark checked over his shoulder to make sure she wasn’t talking to
someone else.

After work, he opened his mailbox. More
letters than usual fell out, including a missing child card. In
light of the missing people in Santa Monica, he actually studied
the face of the child on the card and wondered if these would soon
have rows of local faces instead of only one or two children.

As he neared the end of the walkway, he
noticed a gift package the size of a shoe box placed squarely in
the center of his doormat. It was wrapped in green paper topped
with a shiny gold bow.

Inside his apartment, he pulled his stash of
mail from his computer bag and tossed it on the kitchen counter
beside the gift. He took a moment to study the package. It was
simple and it came with no card. He checked all sides, searching
for the scrawl of a name, a tag, or any identifying feature, but
there was none. He pulled the gold bow loose and tore the paper,
exposing a plain white box. As he opened the box, confetti swelled
out like rising dough. He lifted a handful from the box and
examined it. The thin strips of paper were white with spliced black
lettering on them—document shreds.

He dug his hand deep into the confetti and
felt an object the size of a wallet. He pulled it out and shook
paper shreds from a gray cell phone that appeared to be brand new.
He flipped it open and noticed that its keys were missing except
Call and End.

The mystery had the earmarking of one of
Todd’s practical jokes. Mark was tempted to toss the phone into the
trash, but knew curiosity would nag him indefinitely if he did. He
pressed the Call key and lifted the phone to his ear. He didn’t
hear the sound of a ring, but instead one high-pitched beep before
a male voice said, “Hello, Mark Denny.”

Mark frowned. “Who is this?” he said.

“I hope my gift won’t be a letdown. My name
is Pop.”

Mark pulled the phone from his ear and
frowned at it for a moment. “What do you want?” he said.

“First I want to congratulate you on a job
well done at the Brennan building.”

“What building?”

“The rooftop on the Promenade—the origin of
your new fame? Your bravery took my breath away.”

“Thanks,” Mark said, barely above a
whisper.

“You’re welcome, although my compliment is
not a gift to you—you’ve earned my esteem.”

After an awkward pause, Mark said, “Is there
something else I can do for you?”

The man on the phone cleared his throat.
“Yes. I want to show you something that will please you. I promise
it will be a better gift than a phone in a box.”

“What is it?”

“Although I could tell you, seeing it will
give you a satisfaction that my words cannot.”

“Look, I’m flattered, but I really don’t have
time for games. What are we talking about?”

“When I saw you save that poor brother on the
rooftop, I knew that I had something that would appeal to you.”

“Look, you still haven’t answered my
questions. This gift phone is a little weird and I don’t have time
to—”

“I guarantee that you will be thrilled with
this gift because it will soon please all heroes of your sort. Just
meet with me once, Mark.”

“Listen, I don’t know who you are, ‘Pop,’ but
thanks for your congratulations. I’m not interested—no
offense.”

“No offense taken, but you will regret not
knowing—I promise you that.”

“Fine. By the way, why the jimmy-rigged phone
in a box? Why didn’t you just call my home phone? I’m listed.”

“Two reasons. First, I suspect you have a
great number of calls to return since your answering machine is
full. Second, I’m big on privacy.”

“So that’s why I’m talking on a phone with no
number keys?”

“Yes.”

Mark thought this guy could be crazy after
all. He decided that it was time to get off the phone. “Thank you
for the offer—whatever it is. I’m not interested in meeting. Sorry
to disappoint you.”

“Mark, if you hang up, the phone in your hand
won’t operate a second time.”

“Thank you for your call.”

Before Mark could press the End button, the
man said, “There’s a DVD under your doormat. Please play it. I’ll
be in touch.” The line went dead. Mark pressed the Send key again.
The LED was blank and did not respond. He tossed it back into the
confetti-filled box and stepped outside his front door. Under his
doormat, he found an unmarked DVD in a plain white paper case. He
picked it up and flipped it over. It had no label.

The gas-money cons had taken his DVD player
with his television so he reached under his sofa and pulled out his
laptop. As it booted, he reviewed his odd conversation with this
‘Pop’ guy. All sorts of people had contacted him since his
now-famous rescue. Some were gracious, others simple one-time
congratulatory fans, yet many seemed more excited about Mark’s act
than he felt was warranted. He wondered if this publicity had made
him a more-likely target of obsession.

He put the DVD in his computer. The movie
began with a black screen and the words “Part One” centered in
white letters. It faded to a jittery, grainy image of cross traffic
at a busy intersection. The camera steadied somewhat on a street
sign labeled “Wilshire Blvd.,” and then jerked left to the cross
street’s sign, “12th St.” The camera wobbled back to slowing
traffic on Wilshire and steadied. The cameraperson had to have been
standing in the center median to get this angle of traffic.

The video showed a line of cars that waited
in the left turn lane. It began to bob as it moved passed cars,
turning to face each driver.

Most drivers turned away from the
cameraperson—or locked their gaze straight ahead. Some drivers
viewed the cameraperson with surprise. Others examined the
cameraperson from foot to head before their expressions soured. The
windows of drivers that the camera approached slid closed—just as
they had for the gas-money cons.

The fifth car in line was a white Mercedes
convertible with the top down. In it, a man in a dark pinstripe
suit talked on his cell phone and worked a toothpick with his
tongue.

The camera approached the car and paused
beside its driver. The movie’s sound muted for a moment and then
the driver told the person on the other end of his cell phone,
“Hold on a minute.” He turned to the camera and said, “Can I spare
change? I don’t want to spare one more second of my time on you,
asshole.” The driver resumed his phone call, apologizing for the
interruption.

The camera moved back and the audio muted
again. Then the driver turned and said, “If you were really sorry
to bother me, you wouldn’t, you parasite. Get a job.” The man spit
his toothpick toward the camera. The car behind him honked. The
light had turned green and the cars ahead of this driver had pulled
away. The Mercedes’ tires chirped as it lurched ahead, its driver
extending a middle finger toward the camera. The light turned
yellow and a truck ahead stopped, forcing the Mercedes driver to
slam on his brakes. He leaned on his horn, cussing over the open
top of his convertible’s windshield at the driver in front who had
decided not to stretch the yellow light.

The camera remained on the Mercedes from a
distance of four car lengths. The driver got out and, leaving his
car door open, he stormed toward the cameraperson. On the way, he
tucked his phone into his suit pocket and pointed a finger at the
cameraperson. Closing in, profanities flew from the driver’s mouth.
The movie’s audio muted several times as the cameraperson spoke. At
one point, two dirty gloved hands slid into frame. The driver
slapped the hands aside and shoved the cameraperson. The image
flipped up to the sky and then cut to static. The static faded to
black and the words “Part One” appeared again on the screen.

Mark sat in silence for a few moments when
the ninety-second movie ended. The footage disturbed him. Was Pop
the cameraman? Was the driver Pop? Why had Pop asked Mark to watch
this movie, and was this what he though Mark would enjoy? Would Pop
really contact him again?

Mark went back to the kitchen and sorted his
mail, but remained distracted by the phone call and movie. He
opened some bills and some letters that turned out to be from fans
who congratulated him. One of them included a dinner invitation
from a woman with a photo of herself posing on the beach. He tossed
it onto the counter. He needed to get ready to go to the Soft
Landing Shelter House. It would be his first opportunity to see the
donated computers in use. He also hoped for a chance to see Uncle
Leon.
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On the drive to the shelter, fewer people
than usual were out shopping on Main Street this evening—despite
the beginning of the holiday season. Pedestrian traffic was lean
and parking spaces along Main Street were abundant.

Once again, the Soft Landing dining room had
a group of chairs arranged in classroom formation. Neva’s lectern
stood tall at the front.

When he entered the shelter, he scanned the
dining room and saw none of the computers that he had set up. The
entire wall was bare. He tried to convince himself that there was a
good explanation and took a seat in the back row.

About the same number of volunteers were
present as before. Most of the faces were new and most of the
volunteers seemed as anxious as he had on his first visit. He did
recognize a few of them, including Randy, the one—who had been
excited about Happy Hour. Uncle Leon wasn’t there.

He did see the top of Tory’s taller chef’s
hat moving among the others beyond the serving counter and below
the hanging pots and pans. She could provide answers about the
computers if Mark could get a moment with her.

Neva arrived late again, clicking into the
dining room in stiletto heels and a purple dress with matching
lipstick. She feigned surprise when she saw the volunteers, then
patted her hair and kissed the air toward them as she approached
the lectern.

She began the introductions—heaping praise on
the volunteers for their choice of Soft Landing Shelter as a place
to serve the needy.

Neva came to Mark and said, “You look
incredibly familiar. What’s your name?”

“I’m Mark. I volunteered here last week.”

One of the two women who sat in front of Mark
waved to get Neva’s attention, then pointed over her shoulder and
said, “He’s the stripper guy that saved the man on the building.”
All the volunteers turned to look at Mark. Some smiled with amazed
disbelief. One affirmed, “Hey, it is that guy!”

“Thank you,” Mark said to the tattletale.

“So, we have a hero in our presence,” Neva
said, a smile of recognition creeping onto her face.

Mark lifted one hand in an informal,
obligatory wave to the group.

“Oh,” Neva said, now smiling at Mark. “What
you did was so brave, so selfless and so phenomenal; may I please
shake your hand?” She left her lectern and arced around the
volunteers, clickety-clacking to Mark, hand extended. She shook his
hand and after a moment he let go, but she wouldn’t, holding his
hand tightly as she turned to the rest of the volunteers. “Now here
is a man that you want to have around when you are in need,” she
said. “And look, he’s adorable too!”

Mark blushed, forcing a smile and waited for
Neva to return to the head of her classroom. She kept looking at
him during her “History of Soft Landing Shelter House” lecture and
the story detailing her rise to Executive Director. Mark ignored
her and the other volunteers who kept looking back at him. His mind
wandered back to the mysterious phone conversation.

The phone had completely died when he hung
up. Mark knew computers and, though not as skilled with the inner
workings of cell phones, he remembered someone who could help him:
Jim Kourokina. Jim was a ham radio operator, mobile-phone-tweaker,
electronic gadget guru, and as far as Mark was concerned, a
certified circuit-board genius. Mark decided he’d pay Jim a visit
for some answers about the technology used by this mysterious
“Pop”.

Neva asked the volunteers to stand and bow
their heads. She went into her manic prayer, complete with all
manner of calls to God. Mark watched the new volunteers peek
through squinted eyes—scarcely able to believe her
metamorphosis.

Afterwards, she delegated roles to the
volunteers for the night’s dinner service, assigning Mark to add
slices of pie to each tray. “Sweet as you are, that ought to suit
you just fine,” she said. Some volunteers chuckled at Neva’s
attempt at humor.

Mark felt a tap on his shoulder. It was Tory.
She smiled and congratulated him too. “It’s good to see you back
again. Thank you for the computers,” she said.

“Tory, back to the kitchen,” Neva snapped.
All voices in the dining room stopped and all eyes turned to Neva.
“You have duties, and our celebrity is busy. Now!”

Mark scratched his head, surprised at Neva’s
reprimand as he watched Tory scurry, head bowed, back into the
kitchen.

“Let’s go people. Places everyone!” Neva
shouted, as if she were a film director.

A bell rang. The front doors opened and the
hungry dinner guests began to flow by with their trays. Mark served
over three hundred sweet-potato-and-lemon pies to trays that seemed
to fly by quicker than they had when he served rice last week.

At the end of service, Neva halted the
volunteer work and Happy Hour began. Mark, as before, had no desire
to party. He wanted to make an inconspicuous exit to get home as
soon as possible, but he also wanted to finish his conversation
with Tory. He rose to his toes and strained to see into the
kitchen, but did not see her so he approached for a better view.
Another woman in a white uniform who was wiping off countertops saw
Mark searching. “Is Tory back there?” Mark asked.

“Un momento,” the woman said, and then
disappeared into the executive hallway on the other side of the
kitchen. Behind Mark, Neva supervised some of the volunteers as she
directed them to arrange chairs around two of the tables for their
Happy Hour reward.

The woman came back into the kitchen pulling
a confused Tory by the hand and pointed to Mark. Tory smiled and
continued to him.

“I hope you aren’t in trouble,” Mark
said.

“Nah.” Tory waved her hand dismissively
toward the dining room where the incident happened. “I’ll be
fine.”

“She’s absolutely fine,” a voice interrupted.
It was Neva, standing right beside him. In one smooth motion Tory
turned in an about-face, picked up a dishtowel, and began wiping
dishes with it. She mouthed, “I’m okay,” and stepped back deeper
into the kitchen.

Neva touched Mark’s shoulder and said, “Oh,
please tell me you’ll join us for Happy Hour, Mark. I’m sure my
other volunteers would love a firsthand account of your
adventure.”

“No, actually I have to get going. By the
way, I’d like to ask you about the computers I brought here on
Saturday.”

“You are the person who donated the
computers?” Neva said, looking Mark up and down.

“Not me, a client of mine donated them. I
installed them on his behalf, but now they’re gone and I’d like to
know where they are.”

“I can’t tell you what good those computers
will do!” Neva pointed to Mark. Now, with the undivided attention
of everyone in the entire shelter, she said, “He’s heroic and
generous in one fine package—unbelievable! Come with me.” Neva
gently pulled Mark into the kitchen. Without slowing her step, she
barked for Tory to take over the Happy Hour service in the dining
room and led Mark past the other kitchen workers and into the
executive hallway. She pulled a chain, long enough to be a
necklace, from her purse. It was loaded with keys. She still
clutched Mark’s arm with one hand while sorting keys with the
other. She unlocked the door to her office and Mark shrugged his
arm free. Neva released a fake laugh that failed to reduce the
awkwardness.

She held the door for Mark, followed him in,
and locked the door. Mark shoved his hands into his pockets.

Neva’s desk was an antique, with carved legs
and a rich finish. Two chairs were slip-covered with silk and faced
a matching sofa. An entire wall was adorned with shelter awards and
framed newspaper clippings about Neva’s work at the Shelter. More
watercolor paintings hung on the walls. On a mantle, three
renderings of Neva in intricate wooden frames looked down on them.
Candles lined the window sill and top shelves. Cinnamon and other
candle scents were distinct from the aroma in the rest of the
shelter.

Mark heard distant laughter from the kitchen
and dining area. Happy Hour was underway.

“So tell me about that fantastic rescue you
performed,” Neva said. She lifted an ornate pencil holder from her
desk and dusted the place where it sat. “I want to hear all about
your heroic rescue of one of our own!”

“If you don’t mind, I would prefer not to
recount that right now. I would simply like to understand what
happened to the computers I delivered and installed.”

“Oh yes, those.” Neva walked around her desk
to Mark and put her hand on his shoulder. “Sit, please.” She
pointed at the sofa. “I’ll tell you, but first can I get you a
drink?”

“No, thank you.” Mark sat, keeping his hands
in his pockets. His eyes followed her. She opened two tall cabinet
doors exposing a wet bar, and pulled a clean glass that hung upside
down from a rack. She scooped ice into it. “We had to move the
computers,” she said.

“But when I left they were set up and ready
for use,” Mark said.

Neva walked to the sofa and sat next to Mark.
He shifted to make room. Neva crossed her legs, leaned back, and
put her arm on the sofa behind Mark. “Yes, I know, and I do
appreciate your hard work. But the truth is that the dining area is
a veritable security risk for our shelter.” She gestured toward the
door with her glass and the ice clinked against it. “We cannot
supervise what goes on out there, and frankly, within a week they
would be stolen and traded for a thirty-dollar fix.” She winked at
Mark while tipping her glass back for a large gulp of her
drink.

“So you still haven’t answered my question.
Where are they now?”

Neva shifted on the couch and patted her hair
as if insulted that her explanation hadn’t closed the matter. She
dropped her smile and turned to Mark. “Your computers are fine,
hero.” She slammed her drink onto the small table in front of the
sofa. It didn’t spill since only ice remained. “God!” she said,
rubbing her temples with both hands, her eyes closed.

Mark stood up and stepped back. “Look, I’m
not trying be a pain in the ass. I was happy to contribute my work.
I only want to see it help the people who come here.”

Neva stood and walked to Mark as he continued
to step back toward the door. Neva’s smile reappeared. “I’m sorry.
I shouldn’t have snapped. Can you forgive me?” She leaned close;
Mark could smell her liquored breath.

“No problem,” he said. “I’ve got to get
going.”

“You know tomorrow I’m getting my hair
colored,” Neva said, stepping even closer to Mark. She had him
backed up to the door. He stepped sideways to avoid begin pinned.
“What do you think of platinum blond?” she asked.

He wondered if her performance was a joke. It
was over-the-top enough to be a TV gag. He scanned the room for
objects that could hide cameras—like a one-way mirror, a cabinet
with dark flush knobs, but saw nothing. He had no answer for her so
he said, “I don’t know what I think of blond—I’ve never been a
blond.”

Neva laughed hard and then curled her fingers
around the open edge of her blouse and said, “You may not have ever
been a blond, but have you ever had a blond?”

“I’m all finished here,” Mark said. He turned
away, unlocked the deadbolt, and exited to the hall, leaving the
door open. As he headed toward the back door that led to the alley
he heard Neva say, “Thanks a million for the computers, hero.”
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Jim Kourokina was an electronics genius. Mark
had met him three years earlier when he hired Jim to install a car
alarm system. They shared a love of technology—albeit in different
areas—and became friends. Mark kept Jim up to date on computers and
software technology and Jim prodded Mark to let him tweak each new
phone Mark purchased so that it could do things for which it was
never intended. Mark rarely agreed, always afraid that doing so
would void his warranty.

He dialed Jim’s number and paced the hall
between his bedroom and living room. Jim answered and made a geeky
joke about not remembering who Mark was. Mark told Jim he’d be
dropping by to show him a new electronic mystery that Mark was
betting Jim had never seen.

“Surprise me,” Jim challenged.

After he hung up, Mark removed Pop’s phone
from the confetti filled box and examined it again. It was still
dead.

Jim Kourokina’s house was cluttered. A giant,
blocky HAM radio antenna shot skyward like a big unfinished cage on
top of his house. When Jim opened the door, two small Pomeranians,
“Walkie” and “Talkie,” rushed out. They barked and jumped on Mark’s
legs. He squatted to greet them.

Jim’s place was exactly as it was about a
year ago on Mark’s last visit. Two dirty sofas on matted carpet
were the foundation for a graveyard of electronic gadgetry. Circuit
boards, manuals, wires, bubble wrap, and fast food wrappers
cluttered both sides. Jim led the way on a walking path that went
through the electronic debris to a converted bedroom at the back of
the house that contained his HAM station and workshop.

“Out you go, guys,” Jim said as he opened a
screen door to the back yard. Walkie and Talkie scurried out.

“Hey, I saw your dive on TV,” he told Mark.
“Brave move, dude. Real brave.”

“Thanks.”

“Why did you take your clothes off?” Jim
pushed his glasses higher up on his nose and smiled from under a
bowl haircut. A tomato soup or ketchup stain smeared Jim’s wrinkled
dress shirt.

“Let’s just say it was a dare and that I’m
glad things worked out. But all the attention is a little much for
me.”

“Ah, don’t be embarrassed. I admire your
courage. What can I do you for? Carlos finally gonna let me have a
look at his secret eavesdropper?” Jim laughed.

“Carlos is dead.”

Jim’s expression went flat. “What? Oh,
man—I’m so sorry. What happened?”

“He killed himself. A bridge.”

Jim pulled a chair from under his workbench
and pushed it toward Mark. He sat down at his desk piled with
wires, screwdrivers, and electronics parts. “When? Are you
okay?”

“It happened a couple months ago. I’ll be
fine.”

“Seriously, if there’s anything I can do to
help you out, just say the word.”

Mark pulled Pop’s phone from the gift box and
handed it to Jim.

Jim identified it with barely a glance. “A
Mondral x260 flip phone. Basically a clone of the old Motorola v260
flip phone. It’s severely dated, but still might be tweakable.” Jim
rattled off the specs of the phone with the ease of recalling his
own birthday and social security number.

“You are incredible.”

“I know. What’s with the gift box? Were you
going to surprise me?” Jim said, and then laughed loudly.

“Some guy left it on my door for me to call
him. He talked and when we hung up it went dead. Here, take a
look.”

Jim flipped the phone open and examined the
missing keys. He pivoted in his chair and pulled down the bent arm
of a lamp that had a built-in magnifying glass. He studied the open
phone, turning it.

“I made one call by pressing the Send key,”
Mark said. “The guy who answered talked with me for a while and
said I wouldn’t be able to make any more calls on the phone.”

“Bingo,” Jim said.

“What?”

“You can’t use the phone anymore because it’s
got no keys!” Jim slapped his knee and let out another nerdy laugh.
Mark had to close his eyes for a moment to bear Jim’s
corniness.

“May I?” Jim said, pointing to a mini
screwdriver. Mark nodded.

He popped the phone open and adjusted the
magnifying glass. After he rotated it back and forth and tapped it
gently on several parts of its circuit board with the tip of his
screwdriver, Jim said, “Real bingo.”

“What?”

“This isn’t a cell phone. It’s been
Frankensteined into a two-way radio. Did you hear a ring when you
called this guy?”

“No, it was a beep.”

“Of course. It’s set to full duplex. Normally
you would have to press a button to talk and release it to hear.
Someone has gone through the trouble to convert a relatively
popular cell phone into a sophisticated, encrypted walkie-talkie.
Probably to keep you thinking it’s a cell phone—or to avoid
tapping.”

“So what’s the range? How far away was this
guy I called?”

Jim checked the circuit board again and then
popped the battery out and examined it. “Three miles or less unless
he used a repeater, in which case the caller could have been
anywhere on earth.”

“Where would a repeater be?”

“Nearby building, house, or a vehicle—if they
thought they’d need to follow you to keep the signal hot.”

“Thanks, that doesn’t narrow it down at
all.”

“Did he threaten you or something?” Jim
snapped the phone back together. He twirled it in his hand and then
stopped to check it for a serial number.

“No, I think he wanted to sell me
something.”

“This is sorta cool,” Jim said, shaking the
phone toward Mark. “Good clean work on the keys and c-board
resizing. Someone knew what they were doing. It’s clever.”

“Yeah, gives me the creeps,” Mark said,
catching the phone when Jim tossed it to him. “Thanks so much, man.
I knew you would know.”

“You can thank me by healing ol’ Betsy on
your way out.”

“She’s sick again?”

“Yep. It might be viral.”

Mark made his way along Jim’s path of junk to
the front room where an antiquated PC hummed in the corner. Mark
sat down and fixed her up, working his magic, his fingers pounding
away on the dirty keyboard to tune up Jim’s computer. After a few
minutes, Betsy wasn’t running any faster, but she was clean, her
retirement delayed again. The professional courtesy was comfortable
for Mark. And it was rare that he could swap service in this
way.

“Betsy’s feeling much better. See ya later,”
Mark yelled as he left.

“Thanks,” came Jim’s reply from the back of
the house.
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Mark dialed in and retrieved his home phone
messages as he drove home. A synthetic voice said, “Mailbox full.”
His answering machine rarely had more than a number five blinking
when he got home. He began to play and delete the messages, many
from reporters still wanting interviews.

He turned onto Venice Blvd. and was about to
hang up when he heard the familiar voice of Janne Prophet, a client
with whom he had developed a close friendship. She left the
shortest message of all: “Mark, I saw you. You were phenomenal.
Please call me.”

He hung up and dialed Janne’s number. Her
assistant answered and asked him to hold for a moment. When she
came back on the line she announced, “You’re connected, Ms.
Prophet.”

“Am I speaking to a bona fide hero?” Janne’s
voice echoed from a place that sounded spacious.

“You gotta help me,” Mark said, and he smiled
the smile of a person speaking to a rescuer within reach.

Janne laughed. “My goodness, I can’t imagine
your popularity right now.”

“Whatever, but seriously, can you spare a few
minutes for me?”

“Whatever you need. I’m home. Come here
now.”

“You’re a life saver. I’ll be there in ten
minutes.”

Janne Prophet was a media mogul, founder of a
successful press syndicate and owner of a chain of nine newspapers
evenly spaced from San Diego to Seattle. She had recently broadened
her media empire to include several television stations. Mark had
met her three years ago when she was referred by another client. On
his first visit, he helped her convert to a near-paperless
electronic office. He set her up with electronic address books and
a scanning service to convert the tons of paper in her filing
cabinets to computer files. “Bring me into the twenty-first
century, and spare no expense,” she had told Mark. He did so by
using every tree-saving technology available. Over the years, Mark
had helped Janne develop her office technology and even to enjoy
it.

He knew he could tap into Janne’s vast
knowledge of the media for advice on how to handle his newfound
fame. Al’s words about humiliation and public lack of concern for
the homeless had affected Mark. The praise he received after
rescuing Al seemed excessive, and benefiting from it felt
exploitative.

Although Janne’s southern California
corporate offices were in Century City, she preferred to work from
her beautiful home in Santa Monica. Her assistants routed her calls
to her house on most days and it was there that Mark now raced.

Janne’s home sat tucked on two and a half
acres of prime real estate only a block from the beach. Mark parked
in the driveway and climbed three steps to the wide porch of the
colonial-style mansion. A housekeeper greeted him and offered him a
seat in a parlor off the entryway.

The home had the look of a museum, with order
and cleanliness that Mark loved. Fresh flowers were on every table
and open windows stirred their scent. Oriental rugs under antique
chairs partially hid polished hard wood floors. Souvenirs of bows,
arrows, paintings, and mounted taxidermy from Janne’s world travels
sat on a crown-molded ledge high on each wall.

“Would all reluctant heroes please come
upstairs?” Janne’s voice echoed from the top of the staircase.

He met her at the top of the stairs. She
smiled with open arms. In her fifties, trim and always fashionable,
she dressed with the same attention to detail that she gave her
home. Her hair was always done and each time Mark saw her she
looked as though she had just left the salon. Designer red bifocals
made her appear more like a professor than a media mogul.

After they hugged, she stepped back and
lifted Mark’s chin with her fingertips. “You look good outside, but
in your eyes—ehh, not so good. Are you hurt?”

“Who isn’t?”

Janne laughed and interlocked her arm with
his, leading him down the hallway to her office. The upper floor of
the house was more open and contemporary. Large framed mirrors
enhanced the natural light that streamed in through skylights.

For some reason Janne had taken a special
liking to Mark. “It seems that your new fame has cramped your
style,” she said as they neared her arched office door.

“I’ll survive, but you gotta help me with
these reporters. Are any of them from you?”

“Probably, but I didn’t send them,
specifically. They are doing their jobs. If I call mine off, you
won’t feel the difference. You are news, my friend. Come. Tell me
all.” She swung open the tall door and gestured for Mark to
enter.

A desk sat diagonally in the middle of a
sprawling office. On his first visit Janne had explained that the
desk was made from an unhinged barn door that she had seen beside a
road near a farm in Mexico. She fell in love with it at first site
and paid a generous sum of money to the thrilled family that owned
it. Its ornate carvings and artisanship were visible since the desk
held little more than Janne’s laptop, a penholder, and a few
newspapers. Framed debut issues of her publications, awards, and
commendations from charitable organizations lined her walls. French
double doors opened to a tiled sun deck with a view of the Pacific
Ocean, interrupted only by a row of lanky palm trees creating a
postcard perfect view. Ceramic hand-painted waist-high urns lined a
planter that ran the perimeter of the deck. Each urn contained
flowers visited by occasional hummingbirds. A railing at the deck’s
far edge overlooked a swimming pool and guesthouse.

They went out onto the sun deck. Mark
proceeded to tell Janne the story of his assault and of the
supposed heroism of his rescue of Al.

After listening intently, Janne said, “Do you
realize how ‘on time’ your act was?”

“What do you mean?” Mark asked, puzzled.

“I mean this city has entered a state of
complete terror.” Janne stood and stepped inside the office to get
a New York Times from her desk. She snapped it open, folded a page
back, and laid it on his lap. The headline read “Santa Monica Loses
a 14th Person.”

“This city is under attack. People are
frightened—and to see someone such as yourself take the risk you
did to save a person many would consider insignificant is exactly
what the people needed to see. And televising it was the healthiest
distraction I can imagine for a city thirsty for something—someone
they can count on. Your victory amidst all the mysterious horror
that surrounds us these days was refreshing.”

“Thanks. That’s all nice, Janne, but I didn’t
know I’d have to deal with the cameras, aggressive reporters, phone
calls, full answering machines—”

“Would that have changed your mind about
rescuing that man?”

Mark leaned back and gazed at the blue sky
flanked by palm trees. He shook his head.

Janne stood and motioned for Mark to follow
her into her office again. “I know what you need,” she said. She
sat down and began flipping pages in her appointment book.

Mark sat on a chair facing her desk. “Why
aren’t you using the handheld I set up for you?” he asked.

“I’m ashamed to say I forgot everything you
showed me so this is faster for now, trust me.”

Janne jotted some notes on a pad and said,
“We’re going to hold a press conference—an official response from
you that the media can sink their teeth into and eliminate your
paparazzi and overbearing correspondent problem. If you don’t give
them something, you won’t be able to live at home for a week.”

“No. Please, no. I really don’t want to be on
TV again,” Mark said.

“To you, fame is a sickness. It will go away
on its own, but it’ll leave quicker if we treat it. Now, do you
want my help or not?”

“I do, but—”

“Do I tell you how to fix computers?”

“No.”

“Do I trust you to get me out of my
technological mishaps?”

Mark smiled. He could not refute her.

She turned to a heavily marked calendar on
the wall beside her desk. “Can you be available tomorrow
afternoon?”

Mark nodded.

“Leave everything to me.” She reached across
her desk and pressed a speed dial button. Her assistant answered on
speaker and Janne greeted her. “Tracey, dahling…”

“Yes, Ms. Prophet.”

“I need a press kit, announcements, and
location set up sooner than humanly possible. Please book the
Doubletree Renaissance Room for four o’clock tomorrow and
cyber-blast the kit to all our outlets. Title it, ‘Mark Denny makes
statement and answers questions about heroic act on the Third
Street Promenade.’ And did I mention that this needs to happen by
tomorrow?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Contact the San Diego, Santa Barbara,
Salinas, Portland and Seattle offices and have each fly down their
best person for coverage—tell them it’s exclusive so it’s a reward
of sorts.” Janne leaned back in her chair and smiled.

“Moderation?” Tracey’s voice sounded tinny
through the speakerphone.

Janne studied her fingernails for a moment
and then said, “Me. I’m going to moderate this myself. It’s been a
long time.”

Mark marveled at Janne as she worked her
business. She was a true pro and watching her was a treat.

She turned to him, “Mark, do you have a
suit?”

“One.”

“What color?”

“Navy.”

“Fine. Wear it… Oh, and Tracey?”

“Yes, Ms. Prophet.”

“I want refreshments served and a nice
floral. This press conference is to be both conclusive and
celebratory. We’re going to flare and then quench Mark’s limelight
so he can get back to his life.”

“Yes, of course, Ms. Prophet.”

“That’s all. Thanks, hon.” Janne ended the
call with the press of a button. She took a moment to write a few
more notes in broad strokes and then paused to look at Mark. “I’ll
compose a statement for you tonight—based on what you shared with
me. Tomorrow you can review and correct, if need be. Be at the
Doubletree at 3:00 p.m. tomorrow and we’ll run a mock up before we
broadcast at four.”

“I might have to run away,” Mark said, elbows
on his knees and chin resting in his hands.

Janne looked over her glasses and feigned an
angry glare.

“Okay, okay, I trust you.”
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After the visit with Janne, Mark called
Bonfiglio Café on his way home. Henry’s voice was hushed and Mark
didn’t hear the usual background banter. Only a voice on the café’s
television was audible. The fifteenth person, an eighteen-year-old,
had been reported missing for twenty-four hours under the same
mysterious circumstances as the others. The boy’s family was on the
air making a statement. Henry quietly took Mark’s order for two
portions of Mark’s Macaroni Madness and hung up.

When Mark arrived, the café was abuzz with
new speculation on the vanishing Santa Monicans. The eighteen year
old was the first person under twenty-one years old to go missing.
Henry handed Mark his to-go containers in a plastic bag and waved
off Mark’s attempt to pay.

In front of his apartment complex, dusk had
triggered a few streetlights to flicker on at half power as they
warmed up. Enough light remained to see that no more news crew
personnel waited, but an unfamiliar man in a suit stood at the top
of the steps. He carried a briefcase and paused to look in all
directions before he sauntered down the stairs. If Mark had arrived
two minutes earlier, they would have passed on the narrow walkway.
He felt the luck of timing and instead of leaving his car, pulled
out a container of his macaroni. As he ate, he watched the man walk
a short way down the street and get into an unmarked van.

He waited until it was darker outside before
leaving his car. When he reached his front door, two red envelopes
were taped to it and a gift basket sat on the doormat. He collected
them all and went inside, checking over his shoulder to make sure
he hadn’t been spotted.

The basket contained large shiny apples,
pears, and grapes. Gourmet coffee and wrapped chocolate candies
were tucked between. A book about heroism protruded from the center
of the treats. The entire basket was wrapped in cellophane with a
thick red bow tied at the top. He put it on his kitchen countertop,
pulled a steak knife from a drawer and cut the wrapping open.

As he bit into an apple, he examined the two
envelopes which were both from new admirers who had seen him on TV.
He wiped juice from his chin and wondered how they had found his
address—and in so little time. One letter ended its praise for him
with an invitation to say a few words at a local church at any of
the next two Sunday services. The church pastor had signed it and
included a P.S., saying that he was doing a sermon on selfless
love.

While reading the other fan letter, he
wondered where Al was. He wondered if he was getting a comparable
amount of attention—the non-humiliating attention he needed—or any
attention at all. Were news reporters trying to get his side of the
story? If so, Mark had neither seen nor heard anything about him
since their encounter three stories above the Promenade.

He turned on the television. The news was
almost entirely about the missing persons, focusing mainly on the
newest, youngest victim. It seemed that law enforcement was finally
inclined to call these “abductions.”

Mark’s story was featured later in the
broadcast and the replay of his lunge at Al was shown in slow
motion. Earlier that day, Channel Five had taken some footage of
Mark’s front door with a reporter knocking on it. He saw that an
envelope had already been taped to it. The reporter said that Mark
Denny could not be contacted for comment. The camera then panned
left to a grinning Todd Felsom who appeared thrilled to be of
service.

“Did you know you had a hero next door, Mr.
Felsom?”

“It doesn’t surprise me. Mark is a fantastic
neighbor,” Todd boasted. The reporter nodded for Todd to continue.
“What people don’t know is that Mark risked his life for this guy
right after having been assaulted and robbed five days earlier.
Mark Denny is Superman as far as I’m concerned.”

Mark clapped his hand to his forehead. He
wasn’t angry, just unused to such attention—and for an act he had
no idea would become as big as it had. He turned off the TV and
then went to bed, hoping he could find sleep on the night before he
would be televised, again, at the press conference arranged by
Janne.

The next day, Mark performed a few computer
service calls around town before he made his way to the Renaissance
Room at the DoubleTree Hotel. He was right on time for the 3:00
p.m. prep Janne had requested. As he walked through the parking
lot, he searched for Janne, but didn’t see her. Inside, he cracked
the Renaissance Room’s door and peered in. A small group of
reporters crowded to one side of the room, talking on phones and
setting up cameras and laptops. In front of them, a dozen
still-photo and television cameras mounted on tripods were aimed at
a long table with pleated burgundy tablecloth that hung to the
floor. A bundle of microphones spouted up in the center of the
table like an overstuffed bouquet. The bright call letters of local
radio and TV stations collared each one.

“Mark,” someone whispered loudly from behind
him. He turned and saw Janne jogging toward him. “Don’t go in
there, they’ll mob you with questions and we’re not ready.” She
pulled him by the arm and led him away. “I have a separate room for
us to prepare in. How are you feeling?”

“Nervous. Will I live?”

Janne put her arm around his shoulder.
“You’ll be fine.”

She had notes spread out on a table and three
newspapers opened to stories about Mark’s heroism. She locked the
door behind them and pointed to a chair. They refined Mark’s press
statement and rehearsed a number of probable questions.

“I’m going to give you a get out of jail free
card.” Janne said.

“What? I’m going to jail now?”

“No, my paranoid friend. Reporters can
sometimes be a bit raw in their questioning. They want the dramatic
story and will try to get a reaction from you. If a tough question
is too uncomfortable to deal with, I want you to pinch the skin of
your Adam’s apple and tug it gently a few times. The move is
inconspicuous, but I’ll see it and I’ll step in to take over.
That’s what we’ll call your ‘get out of jail free card.’”

“Like this?” Mark said, pulling his throat
skin way too hard.

“Almost. Just be a little more subtle about
it. If you need it, you’ll be glad we have this code.”

At 3:35, they emerged from their private
meeting with a few minutes to spare before meeting the press. The
plan was for Mark to offer a brief prepared statement about the
incident that would satisfy the curiosity of the media.

When they entered, the cameras flashed and
red indicator lights illuminated. Lenses followed every inch of
Mark’s movement to the table. The reporters shuffled, bumping one
another to get good position as Mark sat down.

Janne leaned to the microphones and opened by
welcoming the press, and then gave them an eloquent statement about
the bravery and selflessness Mark had shown by putting his own life
in danger to save the life of one of society’s rejected citizens.
She then sat back and gestured for Mark to lean to the microphone
for his statement.

Mark unfolded his notes. His tongue felt like
cotton as he prepared to talk and Janne subtly pushed a glass of
water a few inches toward him. He took a sip and a deep breath. His
hand trembled so he placed the paper on the table. Janne patted his
knee—reassurance hidden from the reporters by the front skirt of
the table.

“My name is Mark Denny. Two nights ago, I
helped a man who needed it. I didn’t realize my actions were being
televised until after I was involved.” Mark paused and looked up
from his paper to the reporters. A batch of camera flashes fired
off.

Mark returned to his notes. “Since that
event, the most popular question asked of me is why I took my
clothes off. Newspapers have referred to me as the ‘stripping
savior’ and the ‘knight in no armor.’ I agree that these are funny
terms, but to set the record straight, I’m not an exhibitionist. I
didn’t enjoy exposing myself. I was neither attempting to seduce,
nor to trick the man who planned to take his life. We discussed
humiliation. My act was a desperate attempt, at the end of a
difficult conversation, to show him my willingness to experience
the humiliation and mockery he claimed to feel daily—what many of
our homeless citizens feel daily. When I moved close enough to
reach him, I felt I had an opportunity to physically keep him from
harming himself so I took it…” Mark’s voice cracked and he stopped.
He blinked fast and exhaled hard to hold back tears. “Because I
didn’t want him to die.”

Janne leaned toward Mark and put her hand on
his back. He looked up at the reporters and said, “And that’s all I
care to say about the incident.”

He wasn’t going to need a get out of jail
free card today because he wasn’t going to take any questions.

Janne nodded, stood, and thanked the media
for their attendance. She and Mark headed for the exit while
reporters shouted questions to them from behind the veil of camera
flashes. Janne held up her hand like an overprotective publicist as
they went to the door.

The voice of a squawky female reporter
pierced through the others. “Do you have any professional training
in suicide prevention?”

Mark stopped at the door and turned back.
“No.”

“Did you know the man?” Two reporters asked
the same question at the same time.

Janne leaned to Mark’s ear and whispered,
“You don’t have to answer any more.”

Mark nodded to her, but didn’t move. He
decided to answer—while standing at the door for an abrupt exit if
needed. “No, I didn’t know him,” Mark said. “I met him right before
the crowd gathered. His name was Al. And if there is any chance you
are listening, Al, I hope you are okay.”

Another voice called out louder than the
others: “How do you answer those who say that your friend, Al, was
just a bum and not worth saving?”

An incredulous expression spread on Mark’s
face. Some of the other reporters seemed disgusted too. Mark walked
back to the table and leaned close to the microphones. “If more
people could empathize, I mean really look through the eyes of a
homeless person, there would be no Al’s in this city.” Mark pounded
his hand on the table and said, “That’s how I answer them.” He
walked out the door, still held open by Janne, and ignored the
other questions the reporters shouted.

He had finished his first news conference and
he hoped that it would be his last. He thanked Janne for helping
him make the process as comfortable as possible. She hugged him and
made him promise to call her if he needed anything else.

On his drive home, Mark considered taking a
vacation. The last six days had been the most dramatic of his life
and he needed a break. The news conference turnout was evidence
that his act of saving Al still held strong public interest and
probably would for some time. A trip to Maui for a week or two with
a stack of books would do him good.
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As Mark drove to his first appointment the
next day—a new client referral from Janne Prophet—a reporter on the
radio announced that a body—possibly one of the missing people—had
been found early that morning. Mark turned up the volume. Details
were still coming in, but apparently the victim was found in a
westbound lane of California Avenue just east of Third Street. He
was dressed in the dirty garb of a homeless man and placed face up
with his arms crossed over his chest. The body had been taken for
autopsy. Police warned that they could not confirm that this was
one of the abductees, but added that more details could come as
early as that evening.

“Wow,” Mark said aloud. Finally, there might
be some evidence—some break in the case.

The discovery of a body had affected public
behavior. Shopping crowds thinned more. Buses had fewer passengers.
Telecommuting surged. It meant that the abductor was now officially
a killer, with a healthy stash of future victims already
obtained.

Paranoia gorged on the imaginations of
terrified people and altered their behaviors. Police reported that
hotlines were flooded after each new incident, but, so far, all
leads fizzled out.

Hotlines also reported a surge in false-alarm
missing-person calls. Anxious family members phoned in reports on
husbands, wives, and children who were simply late getting home
from work or school. Employees whose out-of-the-office lunch hour
ran long received phone calls from concerned bosses and coworkers.
Police urged calm, while trying to appease a nervous public by
reducing the twenty-four-hour requirement for a missing persons
report filing to twelve hours.

Retailers were hurting. Black Friday, the
busiest shopping day of the year was around the corner. How would
the Third Street Promenade, Main Street, and all the other retail
areas in Santa Monica survive with shoppers becoming too terrified
to leave their homes each day? Residents were glued to television
news that offered only speculation and interviews with Santa
Monicans who shared what they were doing to protect themselves.

As Mark pulled to the driveway of his new
client’s office, he noticed he was ahead of schedule by a
half-hour. The job was a simple new computer set-up and migration
of data from the family’s old computer, so he decided to relax in
the car a few minutes before going in.

He felt a lingering irritation about the
missing computers at Soft Landing. Neva’s flippant, arrogant
attitude about the problem worsened it. He pulled out his phone and
called the shelter. He wanted to speak to Tory again. She would
know.

She answered the phone, and after a warm
greeting and some small talk, he told her about his private
encounter with Neva. With running water and pots and pans clanging
in the background, she listened without a word. When he finished
ranting about his wasted work, he said, “I want to know where the
computers went.”

“I cannot place an order,” Tory said over the
noise.

“What? Are you talking to me?” Mark said.

“We don’t need espresso, but we may need some
breakfast blend.”

Mark paused, confused. “Are you talking to
me, Tory?”

“Yes, that is true,” she answered. “Can you
call me back on my cell since I may be at the market shopping for
the shelter? I might be interested in carrots.”

Mark finally caught on; Tory was working in a
room full of people brimming with Neva-allegiance, and maybe Neva
herself was standing near enough to hear. “What’s your number?” he
asked.

Tory gave him her cell number and told him to
call back in five minutes. He called Tory’s number twice, a minute
apart, and both times it went straight to voice mail. The third
time Tory answered. “That wasn’t five minutes. You gave me no time
to go outside!” Her accent thickened when she was agitated.

“I’m sorry. I’m a little anxious about a
day’s worth of my labor having gone to configure computers for your
boss.”

“Well, she did take the computers,” Tory said
over the sound of traffic.

“What? All of them?”

“Yes. She told James to load them into her
car.”

“But she can’t—” Mark yelled. “Can she do
that? They were a donation to the shelter, not to her.”

“She asked us if you got a receipt.”

“I didn’t get a receipt—my part was
labor.”

“Exactly. And that’s when she called for
James to load them up.” Tory’s voice rose to compete with a passing
motorcycle. “Look, Mark, I think you mean well by donating
computers and your work, but this type of thing happens almost
every day. I should have given you a warning. I’m sorry.”

“It isn’t your fault. But I want this problem
fixed,” Mark said, wiping his hands on his jeans.

“Mark, you saw by the way she talked to me
she is no good. She acts like an owner, not a director.”

“Who does she answer to?”

“Her boss is the board, but they don’t know
what she does in the shelter. I cater personal parties for her
using the shelter’s food and equipment. James, our clean-up man,
and some other kitchen workers load her car with our food. She
controls the inventory reports. I don’t think she’s bought any
personal groceries for years. She takes the shelter furniture every
year and puts it in her condo.”

“You have got to be kidding me.”

“I wish I was kidding. The shelter has plenty
of money, but much of it goes to buy things for her.”

“Why haven’t you reported her? How can you
stand to see her get away with this?”

Tory was quiet for a long moment. “I’m in a
tough position. I can’t explain it to you now,” she replied, her
voice much lower.

“I’m sorry. I’m not upset at you. I just
can’t believe she can fleece the shelter like this.”

“I just saw her car leave, if you have some
time I can tell you more.”

Mark checked his watch. He had ten minutes
until his appointment. “Sure. Absolutely,” he said, turning off his
car.

Tory went on to tell him that she was the
only current employee who predated Neva at the shelter, thus, she
had seen Neva’s rise to power from the inside and from day one.

It was during the first year of Soft
Landing’s operation that Neva Boyston was persuaded by one of her
UCLA professors to try an internship there. Neva accepted, and one
afternoon during her first week as an intern, Mr. Wilson Proctor,
the wealthy former Air Force pilot and the shelter’s founder,
stopped by in person. Proctor, impressed by Neva’s enthusiasm and
beauty, praised her in front of Tory and the four other staff
members.

Proctor’s attraction to Neva was obvious
enough to spark immediate gossip. His visits to the shelter
increased in frequency and always occurred when Neva was completing
her work-study internship hours. He extended his usual ten-minute
weekly walk-through inspection of his shelter to a half-hour
private inspection of every inch of the facility with Neva at his
side.

The relationship between Wilson Proctor and
Neva Boyston soon had all the appearances of a romance—even though,
at sixty-two, he was forty years her senior. In subsequent months,
the shelter staff often spotted Neva leaving to enter a limousine
at various times in the afternoon—whether or not her shift was
complete.

An intern was clearly the position of least
responsibility at the Soft Landing Shelter House. Even so, Neva
began to suggest operational changes to the shelter. The staff
resisted the changes, but succumbed when encouraged by Wilson
Proctor himself to accept Neva’s ideas as brilliant. Neva proposed
that cell phone use should be prohibited by staff while inside Soft
Landing Shelter House. She placed a basket by the back door into
which cell phones were to be placed while staff was on duty—a rule
existing to this day.

She also suggested parking limits for
employees, punishments for sampling food, and a host of other
restrictions that kept the shelter’s small staff on edge and
miserable.

One morning, only a few months after her
first visit to Soft Landing, Neva announced to the staff that her
internship had been converted to a permanent new position entitled
Director of Operations—effective immediately.

In the following weeks she became bolder in
her bending of the rules and exploitation of Wilson Proctor’s
fondness. She came in late, left early and regularly exited the
shelter carrying food, appliances or whatever else she wished for
her personal use. Proctor called a special meeting of the board of
trustees. After promoting her tireless efforts and profound
dedication to the homeless cause, Wilson convinced the board to
vote Neva Boyston in as the new Executive Director of Soft Landing
Shelter House. Within a year, Wilson Proctor was dead from a heart
attack.

“Look, Mark, I need this job,” Tory
explained. “I can’t remember everything she did, but I can tell you
that you are the first person from the outside to notice and ask
questions. I’m sure she’s angry about the other night. She always
gets angry when people question her.”

“Can you put me in touch with a member of the
board?”

“I don’t know…” Tory said, her accent thick
again. “I am afraid. I think I have told you too much.”

“You won’t be involved. She stole my client’s
computers and my labor to set them up, and this situation has
nothing to do with you.”

“I don’t know. I am afraid,” she
repeated.

“Listen, Tory, I can look up the shelter’s
board members, but that will only be a list of people that I don’t
know and it will take me a lot of time. You can make this so much
easier for me if you can just give me some insight on the
appropriate person to talk to. I know that you know who can do
something about this problem.”

“Yes, but if she finds out that I gave you
information, I will be worse than fired.”

“What do you mean worse? Will she hurt
you?”

Tory didn’t answer. “Tory? Tory, are you
still there?”

“Let me see what I can do. Don’t call me
about this on the shelter’s phone. If you do, I won’t be able to
talk. I will call you.”

“Thank you, Tory. Please do the right thing.
Just get me a name and number. I’ll handle the rest.”

 


* * * * * * *

 


thirty

 


After finishing the day’s service calls, Mark
decided to stop at Bonfiglio Café for dinner. He wanted to hear
what patrons in the café said about the discovery of a body. Only a
few blocks away, his phone rang. It was Tory.

“Got a pen?” she said.

“Wait!” He pulled over and fumbled through
his glove box. He found his car’s rental agreement and flipped it
over. “Ok, go ahead,” he said.

“You did not get this number from me.”

“I promise I didn’t. What number? I never got
a number! Give it to me.”

Tory laughed nervously. She gave Mark the
number for Jared McCrane, a Santa Monica resident and chairman of
Soft Landing’s governing board of directors.

“I have to warn you, Mark,” Tory added. “Neva
punishes anyone who so much as parks too close to her parking
space. If she discovers that someone reported her to the board she
will explode.”

“I look forward to it. Thanks, Tory. She
doesn’t scare me. Thank you for the phone number you didn’t give
me.”

After he ended the call with Tory, Mark
immediately dialed Jared’s number. A secretary answered on the
first ring, “Mr. McCrane’s office…”

“Jared McCrane, please.”

“Who’s calling?”

“My name is Mr. Denny.”

“And the nature of your call, Mr. Denny?”

“I’m a benefactor for Soft Landing Shelter
House and my time is limited—if you don’t mind…”

“Oh, my apologies, sir. Please hold.”

Mark smiled.

Moments later a deep, scrappy voice came on
the line. “May I help you?”

“Mr. McCrane, my name is Mark Denny, and I
have some information about the Soft Landing Shelter House that you
want to get from me.”

Jared McCrane chuckled. “Oh, I do, do I?”

“Yes sir. I’m a computer service technician.
One of my clients generously donated several computer systems to
the shelter. I donated my time and expertise to set them up for the
shelter, and now they have disappeared at the hand of the Executive
Director.”

“Isn’t this a matter to be discussed directly
with Neva Boyston?”

“Sir, I’ve tried. But apparently she can do
as she wishes. A witness who will remain anonymous has informed me
that Neva furnishes her own condo with shelter furniture every
year. She regularly orders employees to stock her car with shelter
food inventory and more. Now if this doesn’t matter—”

“Where are you getting your information, Mr.
Denny?” McCrane interrupted.

“I’d prefer to keep that person’s name
confidential, but I assure you that my source is reliable. You can
verify any of the things I’ve told you with minimal investigation.
I can vouch for the computers I set up. They are gone and Neva was
unwilling to explain why. When she didn’t, I felt that the board of
directors should be made aware of it. Personal use of shelter
resources doesn’t seem in line with Wilson Proctor’s dream for his
shelter, does it?”

“No, indeed—and these allegations are quite
serious,” McCrane said.

“I know, sir. I thought that volunteering at
the shelter would be a rewarding experience. But the waste of my
hard work—without explanation—has discouraged me.”

“If your allegations are true, Mr. Denny,
then Ms. Boyston has breached our clearly defined tenet for the
shelter. She would have no authority to take the liberties you have
described.”

“Which is why I’m calling you for help.”

McCrane sighed and then said, “I’m going to
transfer you to my secretary. I want you to give her your contact
information because I intend to get to the bottom of this. Nothing
would make me happier than to discover that you are incorrect.”

“I hope I’m wrong too. But evidently, Neva
Boyston has carte blanche when it comes to use of the shelter’s
resources.”

“Absolutely not. Wilson Proctor funded it
with a non-discretionary legal endowment to prevent such a misuse
of resources. I will investigate this further and discuss the
matter with my colleagues. I thank you for your call.”

“Thank you, Mr. McCrane.”

 


* * * * * * *

 


thirty-one

 


By the time Mark arrived for dinner at
Bonfiglio, the packed café was silent as everyone focused on the
television. The body of the man found in the street had been
identified as Keith Mendalsen, the first person to go missing on
November 1. The news reported that a second body had been found in
the middle of a street two miles from where Keith’s body was
discovered. There was reason to believe that this new body was that
of Brandon Chargon, the second person to vanish. Police cautioned
that official identification of the second body was still
pending.

Back home, as he fumbled through his keys, he
heard Todd’s footsteps and then his voice. “Buddy, is that you?”
Todd stepped outside his door holding a small package like the
first that Pop had sent. It was wrapped in green paper and tied
with a golden bow.

“It’s halftime or you wouldn’t be getting
this until after the game.” Todd gestured for Mark to catch the
package from five feet. “You weren’t here for a delivery today, so
I offered to hold it for you.”

“Thanks,” Mark said, as he caught the
package. “What did the delivery guy look like?” he asked.

Todd, already stepping back into his
apartment, said, “She was hot—tall—brunette. You should have been
home!” He then screamed at a replay of a fumble and Mark went into
his apartment to unwrap the gift.

He knew what the box held. Not only was the
phone identical to the first, it was packed in the same confetti.
No shred was wide enough to display an entire typed letter, but
fragments of black lettering, again, were clearly visible on each
piece.

Mark blew some paper dust from the phone and
took it to the couch to make the call.

Once again, the phone’s number keys had holes
where the buttons had been. He pressed the Send button and put the
phone to his ear. The “beep” sounded, followed by the distinct,
calm voice. Pop, cleared his throat and said, “Mark, I want to hire
you for a professional consultation. Are you willing to make your
services available to me?”

The question caught Mark off guard. “I’m a
computer technician,” he answered. “What sort of consultation are
you looking for?”

“I know what you do. And I’ll pay you your
rate of one-fifty per hour to consult on a confidential project. I
believe we’ll find it mutually beneficial although you will be the
one earning cash.”

“Is this your way of revealing the mysterious
thing that you claim will make me happy?”

“Yes, and to ease any concern you might have,
we’ll meet in a public place.”

“Where’s your office?”

“I have a location in the ALCO building on
Arizona Avenue. Are you familiar with that address?”

“Yes.” Mark had just installed lobby cameras
for Cody there. “I am familiar with that office building.”

“Fantastic. Can you meet me tomorrow at nine
a.m.?”

Mark’s personal policy was to take weekends
off, but Pop had intrigued him and performing a professional
service for him strangely legitimized a meeting. “Sure, what
office?”

“I’ll meet you in the vestibule, outside the
elevators of the fourteenth floor. Are you comfortable with
that?”

“Fine, see you then.”

“Excellent. You won’t be sorry.”

Mark spent the next two hours doing client
billing and paperwork. Thoughts of his impending meeting with Pop
broke his concentration. In the kitchen, he scrolled his phone’s
address book to the name of Cody Graham. It was 7:20 p.m. and the
recorded message at Cody’s office offered a pager number in case of
emergency. Mark dialed it.

He returned to his sofa to check evening
television news. Almost all the coverage was on the second body
that had been found earlier in the day. There were reports that a
recorded message of some sort was around the neck of the first
body, but officials would not confirm it.

His phone vibrated and Mark checked the
caller ID. It was Cody returning his page. Mark answered, saying,
“Hey, Cody, I need your help.”

“Did you see the fight?” Cody said, his mouth
full of food.

“What fight?”

Cody paused to swallow. “This afternoon in
the lobby in our building, a domestic dispute got physical after a
couple left Harper Law Office on the sixth floor. I saw it live and
got the whole thing recorded on the cameras you put in. You didn’t
see it?”

“No. I know it’s fun, but I don’t have time
to log in and watch your cameras. Listen, I need your help.”

“Sure, whatever you need,” Cody mumbled, his
mouth full again.

“I have a new client in your building and I’m
meeting him tomorrow.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know what company. The guy’s name is
Pop. I’m meeting him on the fourteenth floor. Can you remember the
names of any tenants you have up there?”

“Nobody—yet. Well, actually,” Cody belched,
“the tenants are new. We were beginning construction to divide that
space into four suites and then Gina showed the space to this
corporate horticulture company. We offered them roof access for
their nursery and they fell in love with the space. They leased the
entire floor—paying our price—no negotiation.”

“Do they have a name?”

“Plaunte Designs. They’re only two weeks into
build-out of their full-floor suite so I don’t see how they would
need you for computers yet. When I checked in on them a couple days
ago they were repairing some water damage done to the floor by one
of their ingenious contractors who tried to modify our sprinkler
system for their plants.”

“Do they have a guy named Pop there?”

“Doesn’t sound familiar. A woman runs the
show for them. Her name is Rosy. I’m not kidding.”

“Plaunte Designs—thanks,” Mark said. He
laughed and sketched the rough shape of a rose on a napkin and put
a “y” after it.

“Gotta get back to dinner. Drop by my office
after your appointment and I’ll show you the fight tape,” Cody
said, then hung up.

Mark’s fingertips pummeled his laptop’s
keyboard as he hit search engine after search engine looking for
information on Plaunte Designs. The company had a simple
website—little more than a placeholder with an address, phone
number, a fancy logo and a link to examples of their work. When he
linked his search to the word “Pop,” he got no results. After an
hour, convinced that Pop was either an alias or held little rank in
the company, Mark went to bed.

 


* * * * * * *

 


thirty-two

 


Mark wolfed down some breakfast at Bonfiglio
and left for the ALCO building.

The abductions had national—even
international attention from all forms of media. News vans and
satellite trucks lined more and more of Santa Monica’s main
thoroughfares. Police set up checkpoints around the city’s
borders.

Mark pulled into the ALCO building’s garage
and noticed two armed security guards posted on either side of the
entrance. One of them stepped into the driveway blocking his car.
The guard held up a hand for Mark to stop, then approached. Mark
rolled down his window. The guard leaned in, examined the interior
of the car, and asked for ID. After barely glancing at Mark’s
driver’s license, he waved him into the garage. Mark assumed the
kicked-up security was a response to the pressure Cody felt from
his tenants. “But you’re not gonna catch the bad guy on camera if
you scare him away with guards at the garage entrance,” Mark
muttered to himself.

He cheered silently when he saw the parking
space closest to the elevators available. The garage was often full
during the week and such good fortune would have been unheard of
without arriving at the building before dawn.

He rode the elevator to the lobby level where
visitors were required to check in before continuing to higher
floors. As he exited, he waved to the cameras he had installed and
after making sure no one was watching, he mouthed the words “Hi
Cody” at one of them.

Neville was on duty and when he saw Mark, he
rubbed his eyes then opened them wide in exaggerated disbelief.
“Hey, whatchu doing here? You sleep walkin’? It’s Saturday!”

Mark held up his arms like a zombie and they
laughed.

“Did you bring my computer?” Neville
asked.

Mark smacked himself on the forehead, looking
as distressed as possible over having forgotten Neville’s free
computer yet again. “Oh man, I forgot it. Actually, I’ve got a
meeting,” Mark said. He took a clipboard from Neville’s hand and
signed in.

“Cody ain’t around,” Neville said.

“I know—I’m meeting a new client on the
fourteenth floor. Today’s the only day we could meet.”

“Fourteen?” Neville frowned. “Okay, but
nobody’s up there. At least I haven’t seen anybody there
today.”

“It’s supposed to be a new company—plants or
something. What do you know about them?” Mark asked.

“I see contractors come and go—always have to
tell ‘em not to use the passenger elevator for freight—but I
haven’t met anybody that actually works there.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what I learn after my
meeting,” Mark said. He pushed the clipboard back and checked his
watch. Right on time.

In the elevator, Mark pressed floor fourteen,
the ALCO building’s highest floor. The elevator shuddered and
lifted.

Mark checked the floor indicator. Floor seven
blinked on, then eight, and nine. At fourteen, the elevator
stopped. Mark felt a twinge of excitement; the mystery of Pop was
about to be solved. He wiped the faintest perspiration from his
hand onto his pants.

He stepped to the elevator door, anticipating
it opening, but it didn’t. He pressed the “open door” button a few
times, but the doors remained closed and the elevator still. After
twenty seconds, he was tempted to press the red emergency button,
but didn’t feel panicked enough yet and he didn’t want to give
Neville the pleasure of rescuing him.

Mark was about to pull out his phone when the
elevator began to move—sinking. The floor indicator above the door
remained on number fourteen. He put his hand to the crack of the
door. It vibrated and he felt air rushing in.

When the elevator stopped, he moved toward
the door again, wondering if it had returned him to the lobby. The
doors opened to a dim corridor about thirty feet long with thick,
dark foam cushion lining every inch of the walls and ceiling.

Two men and two women dressed in red Polo
shirts and black slacks stood just outside the elevator doors. At
the sight of Mark, one woman, a short college-age blond, began to
jump up and down, clapping her hands and squealing with excitement.
The grinning men applauded Mark. They reached out to greet him with
firm handshakes and a gentle tug to coax him from the elevator.

The other woman, a tall brunette with
supermodel looks, covered her mouth as she joined the others
approaching Mark. “Oh, my God,” she said. “I am so honored to meet
you, Mr. Denny.” She took Mark’s hand and clasped it between both
of hers. Her voice wavered as though she might cry. She hugged him
around the neck whispering, “Thank you so much for coming.”

“We’re huge fans of yours,” the blond woman
added.

Mark was speechless. If this was Pop’s idea
of something that would please him, then so far he was wrong. When
the elevators doors closed behind him, he tried to take in the
strange space. The padded floor, walls, and ceiling sucked up
voices so thoroughly that it was a challenge to understand any of
them without watching their lips. The applause of Mark’s fans made
little more than a tapping sound that seemed to evaporate inches
from their hands. He felt his feet sink slightly into a padded
floor covering. His eyes quickly adjusted to the dim light in the
vestibule. He examined the four people who greeted him so
enthusiastically.

After pausing to notice the confusion on
Mark’s face, his greeters laughed and the brunette woman, said,
“You’re going to have to pardon our excitement, Mr. Denny! We saw
you on television and you were absolutely amazing.”

Mark began to understand the reason for their
excitement. But he was here to meet with one person not four.

“I have an appointment with Pop. Where is
he?” Mark asked—utterly confused.

“And he can’t wait to meet you. We work for
him and we’ll take you to him now,” she said, and then gently
pulled Mark by the arm toward the end of the corridor while the men
flanked him, patting him on the back. Mark walked slowly as he
tried to make sense of these people—and this space. They guided him
around a corner to a large red door.

Mark recognized their uniforms. The red
shirts and black slacks were standard attire for Trail Bladers
Subterranean Data Destruction employees. Their shiny black and red
trucks cruised the streets of Santa Monica and surrounding areas
every day. They shredded documents, hard drives, DVDs, flash
drives, and any other hardware that could contain their clients’
proprietary information.

They were known for an unusual, if not
ingenious gimmick that set them apart from other companies: “onsite
silence.” Every word of communication between Trail Bladers and
clients was done by telephone via the Trail Bladers’ corporate
office. Associates who drove trucks and picked up the locked
document and data containers were forbidden to speak a word while
on client premises. For clients with intercom systems, Trail
Bladers associates carried a small voice recorder that gave the
generic greeting, “Trail Bladers at your service.”

Asking questions of onsite Trail Bladers’
personnel became a game for many of their clients. People told
jokes, made faces, or asked silly questions in an attempt to get a
Trail Blader to slip up and speak. Mark had seen them servicing
many tenants in the ALCO Development building.

The brunette squeezed Mark’s hand. “My name
is Morana and this is Nanette,” she said, pointing to the blond
woman.

“I’m Teddy,” one man said.

The other one, muscle-bound and bigger than
the gas-money con, waved to Mark. “My name is Raphael. Glad to meet
you, sir.”

Morana said, “You’re uneasy, Mark. Don’t
worry. Pop will explain everything to you. You’re going to be so
excited!”

A waist-high, glass console sat next to the
door. Nannette stepped to it and placed her hand on a glass panel
the size of a paperback book. A bright green light illuminated her
hand, and a heavy “clunk” came from within the door. Raphael spun a
wheel handle counterclockwise and swung the door open. His strain
indicated the door’s weight.

They entered a spacious room that took up
most of the floor. It was painted with the official colors of the
Trail Bladers Subterranean Data Destruction. Six white pillars were
all that interrupted the deep red walls. The pillars gave the
vacant space a gutted, skeletal feel. Deep scrapes and dings on the
concrete floor told of heavy items dragged to and from all
locations of this space.

A row of large metal containers with wheels
sat along a side wall. Each had a prominent Trail Bladers logo. Two
uniformed men worked in the room, one sweeping the massive floor
and the other wiping down a far wall with a cloth. Morana waved to
them. They stood up straight to return her wave. “Have you heard of
Trail Bladers Subterranean Data Destruction?” she asked Mark.

“Yeah, sure. I see your trucks all over
town,” he said. “I think I have some clients that use you guys.” He
slowed his walk and looked at each of them again. The level of
their excitement still confused him.

Halfway across the red room, Raphael, the
muscular man, pointed Mark toward a wide freight elevator on the
opposite side. Its black frame and red doors matched the walls.
This time Teddy placed his hand on another glass console beside the
elevator door. After a flash under his hand, the elevator display
blinked to life and Mark heard the sound of the elevator car en
route to their floor.

“This was one of our main destruction
facilities,” Teddy said, turning to Mark as they waited for the
elevator. “We’ve moved our equipment to a larger
location—completely underground.”

Mark glanced around the room and then back to
the four people who still had the gawky grins of celebrity watchers
as they beamed at him. “Where are we taking the elevator to?” he
asked.

“Relax,” Morana said, putting her arm around
him. Mark looked at her hand on his shoulder—uneasy with the
physical contact. Yes, she was beautiful, but he didn’t know her
and he didn’t know where he was going. “Papa is waiting to meet you
at our new corporate headquarters. We’re going to take you
there.”

“Pop? You call him Papa?”

“Oh, yes. He insists.”

“Where exactly is your headquarters?”

“I’m sorry, Mark we can’t disclose that to
you—yet,” Morana said. “But I can tell you it’s nearby and we’ll
have you back safe and sound within two hours.” She smiled warmly
at Mark then reached over her shoulder to Raphael, her hand open.
He fished in his front pocket and pulled out three crisp
hundred-dollar bills and tucked them into Morana’s hand. She opened
the bills, and handed them to Mark.

“What’s this for?” Mark asked.

Teddy said, “Timing is everything for Trail
Bladers, so we pay our consultants and vendors promptly, if not in
advance.”

Mark whispered a barely audible, “Thank you.”
He shook his head, trying to make sense of this situation. The
freight elevator opened and they entered it, surrounding Mark. The
elevator bumped and began going down. Mark saw the illuminated
floor display count down from floor three.

“What floor were we on?”

“Five,” Teddy answered.

“Why did Pop tell me to meet him on floor
fourteen?”

“He’s going to answer all your questions. For
now, let me just say that Papa is extreme with the privacy of our
operations. It’s the nature of our business. After all, secrecy is
our profession. You’ll find Papa isn’t so personally secretive when
you talk to him face to face.”

The elevator door opened to a freight dock. A
shiny black and red armored truck was backed to its edge. Mark
recognized the logo—a shiny circular blade with jagged red and
black lettering. A uniformed Trail Blader stood guard beside it.
The diesel engine glugged as they approached it. The guard stepped
to the rear of the truck and swung open its steel doors. “Welcome,”
he said, turning to face Mark and the crew.

“I’m not going anywhere in that truck,” Mark
said immediately.

Nanette smiled. “Trust us—it is the safest
ride you’ll ever have.”

“We don’t have far to go,” Morana added.

Trail Bladers had an excellent reputation
around town. A peek at their operation and a chat with its founder
could be fascinating. After a quick assessment of his options, he
decided to go along.

Raphael and Teddy stepped into the truck
first and lowered the legs of a modified bench. They rotated it to
face backwards and then clicked its feet back into floor slots.
Morana gave Mark a gentle tug on his arm, urging him to enter. He
leaned forward to keep from bumping his head and sat down. Teddy
and Raphael went back toward the building and disappeared through
an unmarked door beside the freight elevator.

“It is such an honor to meet you,” Morana
said.

“What do you mean?” Mark asked, still
perplexed by the excitement of his four escorts.

“Papa can’t stop telling us about your
heroic, selfless act on the Brennan building. We’ve seen the clip
of your dive a thousand times at our office.”

“I can’t believe I’m really sitting here with
you,” Nanette giggled.

“Well, here we are,” Mark said. It was the
only reply he could think of. He knew his act was admired by many,
but he didn’t understand the level of his new escorts’
fanaticism.

Raphael and Teddy reappeared, carrying metal
chairs. They clicked their chairs into slots in the floor of the
truck so that they faced Mark and the women on their bench. The
Trail Blader who greeted them outside, closed them in and locked
the door before climbing into the driver’s seat. The truck had two
small windows high on the back doors. A console sat on the wall of
the truck—identical to the one that had opened the door in the
building.

They sat in darkness until an interior light
blinked on, giving them only enough light to stave off
claustrophobia.

The truck jerked ahead. As they drove, Mark
could see only sky and an occasional tree, power pole, or street
light sinking from view through back door windows. Inside, he
noticed scrape marks on the walls of the truck.

His four Trail Blader escorts smiled a lot,
but spoke little while in the truck. Mark had no sense of direction
as he felt the vibration and shifting motion of the truck. He felt
the truck stop and turn a few times, but he had no bearings on his
location or distance traveled. After ten minutes of stop-and-go
travel, he felt the speed of a freeway.

The ride was taking a bit longer than he had
expected—especially after Morana’s assurances that his entire
meeting with Pop would be short. “I need to know where we’re
going,” he said to Morana.

“I’m sorry, I can’t tell you specifically.
The secrecy of our location is part of our business protocol.” Her
face drooped in sympathy. “But we’ll be there in less than ten
minutes,” she promised.

“Seven and a half minutes,” Teddy said.
Raphael laughed.

They offered Mark water, but he had grown too
uneasy to drink. His concern grew each minute he spent locked in
the back of the armored truck.

 


* * * * * * *

 


thirty-three

 


When they stopped, Mark strained to look out
the tiny back window. Raphael leaned forward in his seat ready to
stop Mark from standing up, but Morana raised her hand to him.

Mark peered out, but saw only a garage door
sliding down, and then the window went dark.

“Papa’s going to be so jazzed that you are
here,” Teddy said to him.

“Are you kidding? He’ll be beside himself,”
added Nanette, who had kept quiet, with a star-struck gaze fixed on
Mark for the whole trip.

“It would be great to get out now,” Mark
said. Although he wasn’t prone to claustrophobia, being packed
inside an armored truck in dim light with four strangers had him
antsy.

“Sure,” Teddy said. “We’re dropping in. We’ll
be down and out in just a moment.”

Mark felt the truck bump and heard the whine
of a motor. His four escorts sat comfortably, wearing satisfied
smiles as if waiting to exit a roller coaster. The truck bumped
again as it stopped its decent.

When the doors swung open, the driver stood
outside, his arm extended to assist the occupants out.

“Mark, you will want to leave your bag here
in the truck, please,” Teddy said. “Believe me, it is safe.”

Mark tucked his computer bag under the bench
and stepped out of the truck. His laptop was fully encrypted so he
wasn’t concerned about anyone snooping on it. The rest of his bag’s
contents were unimportant.

The whine of a motor sounded again, this time
louder, not muffled by the truck’s closed doors. They stepped out
into a clean, white-walled garage that held four shiny black and
red armored trucks—identical to the one he’d exited. Shiny truck
maintenance tools hung in orderly rows on one wall. Another wall
held cabinets and a large sink.

High above them, he saw two slabs sliding
closed to form the ceiling through which they had descended. Mark
leaned down and saw a hydraulic lift underneath the truck.

The Trail Bladers ushered Mark to a side
door. Raphael placed his hand over another glass console and the
door clicked open. Inside, a small group of uniformed Trail Bladers
stood in a foyer. They began to clap and cheer when they saw Mark,
greeting him as if he was a long lost family member.

Morana beamed and gestured for Mark to enter
the foyer to join his admirers, but Mark was too dumbfounded to
move. He forced the best smile he could muster and gaped at the
cheering strangers. He felt like someone whose friends had thrown
him a surprise birthday on the wrong day.

After the applause subsided, Teddy addressed
the group, saying, “Back to work—Papa has only a few minutes with
Mark before we must return him.”

As the Trail Bladers turned and filed out of
the foyer through a black door, some of them saluted Mark and gave
him a thumbs-up sign. One hollered, “Welcome, Mr. Denny. We’re glad
to have you!”

As the last Trail Blader exited the foyer,
Mark stepped in. What he saw next took his breath away and his
mouth dropped open. An enormous floor-to-ceiling photographic mural
covered the foyer’s far wall. It was an image of Mark, standing in
his underwear moments before he leapt to rescue Al. The resolution
and detail of the photo were excellent, but the angle was odd—it
was as if it had been taken over Al’s shoulder, or shot long-range
with a telephoto lens from another building top. In the image,
Mark’s hand extended toward Al. His toes were curled under from the
cold and his other arm was pressed against his side as he shivered.
His discarded clothing was visible in a heap a short distance from
his feet. The photo caught a portion of the crowd three stories
below, cropped by the building’s edge. The camera had captured
Mark’s worried expression, but also his slight smile of
encouragement and his eyes wide with hope as he reached out. Below
Mark’s image, three words, printed in bold white type, read, “THEY
STILL EXIST.”

“That, my friend, was amazing,” Teddy said,
jabbing his finger toward the wall. He shook his head and repeated,
“Simply amazing.”

“Thank you,” Mark barely whispered, unable to
pull his eyes from the mural of himself. He remembered the blitz of
flashbulbs every time Al had made a gesture to the crowd. He
remembered the gasp of the spectators when Al pulled the fake
jumping stunt. But he was positive that he and Al had been alone on
the edge of the building. And Al had no visible camera. Certainly
the police who eventually arrived couldn’t have taken the photo.
They got nowhere near Al while he was still standing.

“Who took…how did you get this photograph?”
Mark asked, still fixated.

“You’ve already met Papa,” Morana said. “He
took the photo moments before you risked your life for him.” Mark
turned to her as her perfect smile grew larger.

He felt a tap on his shoulder. It was
Nanette, holding a black felt-tip marker. “Mr. Denny, would you do
us all the enormous honor of signing your wall?” she said. The
marker quivered in her hand and she averted her eyes from
Mark’s.

Mark took the pen. The faces of the four
Trail Bladers beamed, as they celebrated him with clear pride.
Raphael nodded and pointed to the wall, coaxing him.

During the last week, public focus had made
Mark uneasy. Now his celebrity had risen to an entirely new level
within this clandestine operation—some secret world that he never
knew existed and maybe no one knew existed—except these people who
lived in it.

 


Mark felt light headed. “I need to sit down a
minute. I need a drink—please,” he said.

“We’re on it,” Nanette said to Morana and
Raphael. She and Teddy ran to the black door. Teddy placed his hand
on the console, the door clicked open and they disappeared through
it. On the opposite side of the foyer was a red door with no handle
or hinges showing. Mark wondered what it was for.

Morana took the pen from Mark and said, “You
can autograph our photo in bit—if you feel we are worthy.”

“Worthy?” Mark had gathered himself enough to
cough a nervous laugh.

Morana didn’t laugh. “Yes, if you feel we are
worthy,” she repeated, her face serious.

Morana and Raphael led Mark through the door
that Teddy, Nanette, and the other Trail Bladers used. They wound
their way through a maze of door-lined hallways bathed in
fluorescent light. Raphael split off at an intersection, and
entered a room at the end of a short hall. Each door had a glass
hand-console mounted in the wall beside it.

As they turned a final corner, Morana said,
“I’m taking you to a place where you can rest while I check to make
sure Papa is ready to meet. Nanette is on the way with some
refreshments for you. We will return you to the ALCO building the
moment your meeting is finished.” She stopped at a door and placed
her hand on its console. The door clicked opened.

Inside Mark saw accommodations that rivaled a
presidential suite in any five-star hotel. A hand-tiled entryway
led to a great room with plush furniture and tables decorated with
fresh flowers. A sitting area separated the full kitchen from a
polished dining table that seated ten.

In the rear of the suite, a master bedroom
featured an enormous bed with grand, carved bedposts. On the far
wall, silk draperies hung from ornate wrought iron in a graceful
ceiling-to-floor fall. A marble master bath included a sauna and a
sunken whirlpool bath. Every fixture and surface glistened. Just
outside the master bedroom, a den with a television, sofas, fridge,
and snack bar was bigger than Mark’s apartment living room.
Attention was given to every detail of the room, from the number of
stems in the flower vases to the pearly white bathroom wash basin,
beside which plush towels were fanned.

Morana followed Mark as he toured the various
areas of the suite. “Is this someone’s home?” Mark asked. “I
thought we were at your offices.”

“We are at corporate headquarters. We have a
number of suites and some of us live here. Please make yourself
comfortable. This suite is yours for as long as your stay.”

They made their way back to the kitchen,
Morana pointed to the countertop and said, “Nanette and Teddy have
already been here and left you some refreshments. I’ll be back to
take you to Papa in a few minutes.”

Morana exited, pausing in the hallway to wait
for the door to click shut before she left.

Not a bad way to live underground, Mark
thought. He assumed they were in some sort of bunker after seeing
the ceiling through which the truck had been lowered and an absence
of any windows.

He went to the counter for the refreshments.
A bottle of chilled peach iced tea, his favorite, was in a bucket
of ice. “Wow,” he said out loud. Bagels and cream cheese sat to the
side on a silver platter. He helped himself and walked across the
room to where the drapes hung. If they were underground, he
wondered why the room needed drapes. He parted them and discovered
a shiny, black screen of some sort—made of plastic. He drew his
fingers across it, pulling the drapes back further. The black
plastic was a panel screen that covered the entire wall. On the
wall’s edge, he noticed an electronic control panel with the words
Open, Close, Day, Evening, Sun, Rain, Snow, Audio, Intensity,
Brightness and Contrast. He pressed Open and the long drapes slid
apart, swinging their bottoms to either side of the wall in a lazy
flop. The huge screen was as pristine as the windows of a
limousine.

He pressed Day and a bright, high-definition
moving image of a rolling green lawn, a garden, and trees covered
the entire wall. He backed away for a better look. The trees
swayed, birds flew by with muffled chirps, and for a few moments
the bright green lawn dimmed and then brightened as though a
passing cloud had blocked the sun. He pressed Evening and the wall
darkened. Orange lines of a sinking sun shimmered on a beach and
the sound of the waves splashing filled the room. He turned the
screen off and thought of six clients who would purchase this
system on the spot—without regard to cost—based on his description
alone.

He went back to the den and sank into a sofa
in front of the TV. The cushions swallowed him up and he laid his
head back, taking in the wonder of these magnificent
accommodations.

As he reached for the remote control on the
coffee table, something caught his eye. A box of Rotherings on the
opposite side of the table. He hadn’t seen Rotherings chocolate
caramels since he was a young boy and didn’t know they were still
manufactured. He loved them so much then, he would eat them until
he was sick. He grabbed the box, feeling giddy as he examined its
nostalgic logo and lettering that brought back so many
memories.

He flicked on the TV and popped a Rothering
into his mouth. The delicious flavor of childhood made him smile.
He would ask Morana if he could take the box with him.

He flipped channels until he found a news
update on the missing people. CNN had a “Breaking News” banner
scrolling across the bottom of their broadcast. A third and fourth
body had been found, and a press conference—now becoming a daily
occurrence—would be held at the Santa Monica Police station at 6:00
p.m. Mark checked his watch. If the meeting with Pop was indeed
short, he should be home in plenty of time to see the press
conference live.

For the next ten minutes, he watched coverage
of the victims. Psychologists and profilers speculated and argued
about the motive and next move of the killer. The debate became
heated with experts disagreeing on almost everything except that
the dead were, indeed, dead.

Because of the peach iced tea he had guzzled,
Mark had to use the restroom. He entered the master bath and
marveled again at the spaciousness and the beauty of its
spectacular polished fixtures. Approaching the toilet, he saw a
dark green object protruding from behind the pearl-laced shower
curtain. He pulled the curtain back, exposing a long sniper rifle
with a large mounted scope. He stood, frozen, surprised by the
inappropriate location of a weapon. It made as much sense as a
jackhammer stored in a library. A fully loaded ammo pouch strapped
to the gun’s stock contained five rounds that protruded from it
like glistening bear claws. The rifle gave him a chill and he
checked over his shoulder to make sure the bathroom door was
locked. His curiosity about the gun competed with his fear of
it.

He let the curtain fall back to conceal the
gun and then he used the toilet. After washing his hands, he opened
the bathroom door to listen for Morana. The suite was quiet. He
closed and locked the door again, went back to the gun. He picked
it up. Mark knew little about guns, and this rifle fascinated him.
He rotated it carefully, examining it. The steel was cold and the
gun heavier than he had anticipated. It was pristine and polished
to an intense shine. At nearly four feet long, its barrel tip
reached Mark’s stomach while the gun rested on the floor. On the
end of the stock, he found an engraved tag that said, “Tango-51
Tactical Operations.”

He saw a switch on the scope, flipped it on,
and aimed the rifle at the doorknob fifteen feet away. When he put
his eye to the scope, he saw a digital readout beside a red-dot
reticle on the doorknob. The readout showed blank values for
windage, distance, and elevation.

Mark placed his finger on the trigger, but
quickly removed it. He placed the gun exactly as he had found it
and left the bathroom.

When he went back to the den, he saw Morana
waiting for him out in the kitchen. She leaned on the counter
turning the pages of a magazine. She looked up when she heard
him.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Papa said to take you by the diner on the
way to his office. He wants to make sure you are well fed. Follow
me.” Morana tossed the magazine onto the counter and they left.

After they had taken two long hallways,
Morana consoled a door. When it opened, the aroma of an active
grill engulfed them. Inside was a full diner, complete with a black
and white checkered floor, red vinyl stools, and a few matching
tables. An old fashioned jukebox flashed in the corner.

Behind the counter, two chefs in red and
black chef hats and aprons worked over a grill. One stirred a large
silver bowl. The other cut vegetables for the kabobs generating the
mouth-watering smell. They smiled at Mark. One raised his hat with
both hands and the other hollered, “Welcome, Mr. Denny!”

“Let’s find a seat,” Morana said. “Would you
prefer the counter or the dining area?”

“Um, counter is fine,” Mark said, looking up
at the shiny soda pop fountain behind the counter. Other fifties
memorabilia lined the walls and oldies played in the
background.

They each took a stool and Morana pulled a
paper menu from beside the napkin holder and then handed it to
Mark. When he opened it, his face lit up. “Wow,” he said. Then his
expression became serious. He scanned the menu, gave Morana a hard
stare, and then looked back to the menu.

“See anything you like?” she asked.

“What do you think?” Mark said, closing the
menu. He put it down on the counter. “In fact, why don’t you just
order for me?”

“What’s wrong?” Morana’s face was
distressed.

“Is this a joke?” Mark said, pointing to the
menu.

“No. We did some research. We wanted to offer
you what you like.”

“It’s everything I like. Every food I’ve ever
loved.” He picked up the menu again. It displayed a compilation of
Mark’s favorite foods that would have been difficult for even Mark
to list—grilled vegetable kabobs, vegetable lasagna, warm sourdough
bread, tossed green salad with Thousand Island as the only dressing
option. The menu’s dessert section showed chocolate malt and key
lime pie with ginger graham cracker crust. The kicker—the one that
couldn’t have been a coincidence—was Mark’s Macaroni Madness. Henry
and Althea Bonfiglio had certainly not given out their recipe for
Mark’s dish.

“We thought you would like this,” Morana
said.

“You people are creeping me out. There’s
stuff on here that I had forgotten I love. What else do you know
about me?”

Morana curled her hair behind her ear and
swung her legs from the stool like a little girl. “Mark,
information management is our profession. We’ve used our resources
to obtain information about you that allows us to accommodate you
comfortably. You are a VIP. Papa explained that heroes rarely feel
worthy of the praise that follows their acts, but I wish you could
feel it—because you deserve any special treatment we can offer
you.”

Mark nodded. The secret trip, the treatment,
the gun, and now all of his favorite foods printed on a menu by
strangers all began to creep him out and he was eager to leave this
place. “I would prefer to just get to my meeting with Pop. I’m not
hungry.”

“Is there something wrong with our selection?
Did we miss something? The chefs will prepare anything you
want—”

“No, no. Please. Let’s just go meet Pop.”
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After navigating a series of hallways they
rounded a corner to a dead end. Morana placed her hand over the
console of a red door that stood out among the white ones. It
clicked open. She held up her hand signaling Mark to wait. She
peered into the room. “Okay,” she said, and then pushed the door
open for Mark.

He stepped through the doorway onto thick,
dark red carpet. It was a large room with the features of both an
office and lounge.

Mark heard the fire crackling from a stone
fireplace in the corner, but stepping closer, he saw that the
fireplace had no real logs in it. A large flat-panel monitor in the
mouth of the fireplace produced perfect footage and audio of a
hearty fire, licking a perfect stack of logs. Off to one side three
rows of cushioned, bleacher-style seats lined a wall. The office
was dim, with small spotlights creating focal points on artifacts
encased in glass cabinets spaced evenly on the wall. A series of
ceiling-mounted lamps shone down on several large portraits. A
photo showed the first Trail Bladers Data Destruction office with
an old Trail Bladers van parked in front. On the far wall hung a
full-length painting of a homeless man sitting on a curb, smiling,
his hand held up to take a shiny coin from a young boy offering
it.

Behind a desk sat a man wearing a black suit,
red tie, and dark sunglasses. He had a thin frame and a trimmed
half-inch white beard.

“Mark, I’d like you to meet Pop,” Morana
said.

“Greetings, Mark,” Pop said, reclining in his
chair. Mark studied his face, trying to confirm whether this was
truly the “Al” he had rescued at the Promenade. The light in the
room was too dim to be sure. Pop smiled and said, “Mark, you have
my gratitude for both risking your life for me and agreeing to
share a slice of your life with us today.”

“You’re welcome…” Mark said, still searching
for recognition. Morana stepped outside, and began to pull the door
closed to give them some privacy.

“Morana, stay,” Pop said, still smiling at
Mark.

“Yes, Papa,” she answered, stepping back
inside. The door clicked behind her followed by the heavy clunk of
an electronic deadbolt.

Pop walked around his desk, but stood at a
distance—not close enough to oblige a handshake. “My name is Al. My
friends call me Pop,” he said.

“Good to meet you,” Mark said warily.

“I had hoped it would be.”

Mark studied Pop’s face. The asymmetric
smile, Pop’s height and voice all fit as Mark’s memory of his
rooftop rescue strengthened.

Noticing Mark’s curiosity, Pop lifted his
sunglasses to his forehead. “Forgive my shades,” he said.

Mark immediately saw the eyes of the man on
the roof. However, something was different. Under Pop’s left eye
was an almost healed black and purple bruise.

“After you left, Officer Reynolds found a
private moment to thank me for the national P.R. I gave him.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” Mark said,
leaning in for a better look.

“It is good to see you again,” Pop said,
letting his sunglasses slide back down to his nose. “Please, sit.”
He opened his hand toward the middle of three chairs facing his
desk.

Mark sat and Morana sat beside him. Pop
shifted his upper body left and right rather than turn his head
from side to side—the way Mark remembered him doing. On the roof,
Mark had thought it was Al’s concern about dislodging the rope that
caused him to keep his head still. In reality, it seemed Pop always
moved that way.

“You are the man I rescued at the Third
Street Promenade last week?” Mark asked, trying to do away with
residual suspicion.

Pop raised his right hand. “Guilty as
charged. Our makeup department is excellent.” Pop reached to his
desk and grabbed a phone. He put it to his ear and said, “Teddy,
please,” and then hung it up too soon to have confirmed an
answer.

“You have all of this?” Mark swept his finger
around the room. “What kind of a sick joke was that on the
roof?”

Through a small speaker mounted beside the
door, an electronic voice said, “Teddy.” Pop removed a PDA from his
pocket and tapped the screen with his finger. The door clicked open
and Teddy peered in.

“Teddy, sit,” Pop said, not looking at
him.

“Yes, Papa. Thank you, Papa,” Teddy said as
he took the other seat beside Mark.

Pop cleared his throat. “Yes, Mark, back to
your question,” he said. “I am about to show you that what I did
was no joke. First, are you comfortable? Can we get you anything?
Food? Drink? A massage? Anything?”

Mark shifted in his chair. “No…I’m not
comfortable,” Mark said.

Until that moment, Morana and Teddy’s eyes
remained on Pop. At Mark’s announcement, they both straightened and
turned their attention to Mark. Morana’s brow furrowed as though
she might cry. Teddy cleared his throat and adjusted himself in his
chair.

“Oh?” Pop said. “Tell me what will make you
comfortable and you shall have it.”

Mark extended his hand and began to count on
his fingers. “I need to know where I am, why all of your people are
treating me like some sort of king, and what sort of consultation
you actually want from me. Getting those answers will do wonders
for my comfort.” Mark sat back in his chair and crossed his
arms.

“Well,” Pop said, looking first to Morana and
then to Teddy. “It’s time.”

Morana jumped up and hurried out the door.
Pop sat forward in his chair and waited for the door to click
behind her. He folded his hands in front of him. “Your first
question: where are you? You are over thirty feet below ground,
encased in a state-of-the-art, ten-thousand-square-foot bunker
unlike any in the world. Above our heads are steel-reinforced,
thirty-inch concrete slabs supporting eight hundred metric tons of
earth. Access from the surface to our facility is via a
motion-sensing biometric entry system connected to the steel-gated
driveway of a building that appears above ground as a modest Trail
Bladers Subterranean Data Destruction garage and office. Security
is our foremost priority and as you can see, we rarely have any
surprise visitors.”

“What city are we in?” Mark pressed.

“We are underneath one of our facilities in
the San Fernando Valley. My answer must remain vague for reasons
you’ll soon know.”

Mark was silent. Pop’s answer hadn’t
satisfied him.

“Your second question: why were you greeted
like royalty here? Let me say it this way.” Pop stroked his short
beard. “We are a family here at Trail Bladers. My people have
developed a tremendous esteem for me.” Teddy nodded. “In our Trail
Bladers’ company meetings I’ve expressed my dismay at our world’s
lack of heroes. I want heroes at our company and—”

The electronic voice interrupted again,
saying “Morana.” Pop reached into his pocket and the door clicked
open. A group of people dressed in red and black Trail Blader
uniforms marched in single file. They filed in along the three even
rows of carpeted bleachers. They remained standing, facing Pop. A
couple switched positions with their neighbors to obtain a
preferred seat.

“Sit,” Pop said. They obeyed in unison.

Morana returned to her seat beside Mark. The
Trail Bladers, some seeing Mark for the first time, whispered to
one another and smiled at him.

Pop stood up. All conversation and movement
in the bleachers stopped. He walked around his desk and stood in
front of the bleacher seats, reviewing his Trail Bladers like a
military general.

“This is a high day for Trail Bladers,” Pop
announced.

“Yes, Papa!” the entire group shouted in
unison. Mark suppressed his surprise.

Pop paced, tapping the tips of his fingers
against his chin. “You’ve all seen Mr. Mark Denny in heroic action,
and he has finally come to meet us.”

The Trail Bladers broke into hearty applause.
A few of them rose to their feet, leading the rest to join in a
standing ovation. Pop turned and applauded with Morana who had
risen to her feet.

Mark felt every eye in the room study him.
The discomfort was familiar from the press conference.

Pop continued. “We’ve seen the video a
hundred times. Mark, selflessly risking his life for me—while
enduring public humiliation, proved himself worthy of our loyalty.”
Pop strolled along the front row of Trail Bladers, examining their
faces. Satisfied with their attention, he said, “Mark is an honored
guest who has earned our highest regard. I want each of you to give
him anything he asks for. I want his wishes fulfilled before he
expends the energy to make them known. Have I made myself
abundantly clear?”

All the employees answered, “Yes, Papa.”

“Return,” Pop said, flopping his hand toward
the door. The employees stood and filed out. They smiled at Mark
and some reached to shake his hand as they walked past him. Mark
recognized Nanette. She mimed a clap and pointed to Mark as she
exited with the others.

Mark was alone again with Pop, Teddy and
Morana. Pop flipped a switch on the wall and the lights went out.
He flipped another switch to illuminate a lamp hanging above his
desk. Its light spread on the desk, but left the edges of the room
in darkness. The room went from art gallery to a stage.

“Six days ago you risked your life to save
mine,” Pop said, “and my employees would have thought you heroic
for risking your life for any unfortunate human being. But the fact
that you saved me has fanned the flames of their esteem for you a
hundred-fold. Do you understand that?”

Mark managed a nod.

Morana’s shoulders relaxed with relief and
Teddy swallowed.

“Good,” Pop said. “Now, your third question:
what sort of consultation do I want from you?” Teddy sat forward in
his chair. Morana uncrossed her long legs and exhaled. Mark sensed
their sudden anxiety and a new nervousness swept over him. Teddy
rubbed his hands together nervously.

Pop swiveled in his chair, reached back, and
pressed a switch on the wall. A flat screen slid down from the
ceiling. Video footage appeared and a title that read “Part One”
appeared. Mark recognized it. Pop paused the video and swiveled
back to his audience. He focused on Mark.

“I’m not going to patronize you by easing you
into what might be—cold water for you, Mark. I believe that you are
strong enough to handle the shock of a chilly plunge.”

Morana and Teddy’s eyes locked on Pop with
hopeful expressions.

“Mark, have you followed the news coverage of
the missing people from Santa Monica?”

Mark nodded. His heart pounded as he
anticipated Pop’s next statement.

“We have them,” Pop said.

“My God,” Mark said, his fingers dug into the
arms of his chair. He breathed heavily as adrenaline flooded his
system.

“Please don’t be afraid,” Morana said. She
touched his shoulder. He pulled away, his eyes fixed on Pop.

Pop stood and pumped his open hands toward
Mark to calm him. “You must understand that we will do you no
harm,” he said.

Teddy nodded to confirm Pop’s
announcement.

“Oh my God…” Mark repeated. He attempted to
moisten his lips, but his dry tongue failed.

Morana’s face was sympathetic. She stood and
looked to Pop, who put his fingers to his lips and shook his
head.

After giving Mark a few moments to collect
himself, Pop continued. “Your reaction is understandable, but—”

“My God,” Mark said again. It was all he
could say. He wondered if he was experiencing the same process of
abduction as the other victims. He stood and said, “I really want
to leave right now.”

“If you’d listen for a minute, you’d
understand!” Teddy hollered.

“OUT!” Pop screamed at Teddy, who shuddered
and threw his arm up in defense. Pop leaned toward Teddy and said,
“Now!” Teddy stood, nearly tripping over himself to get to the
door, all the while apologizing to Mark and begging Pop’s
forgiveness. Pop only pointed at the door, his sunglasses failed to
conceal his rage.

Teddy’s begging echoed from the hallway as
the door closed. Mark was tempted to run out, but he knew an escape
attempt through the maze of hallways in this
biometrically-controlled bunker was ridiculous.

Pop walked around his desk and sat on its
front edge only two feet from Mark. He took off his sunglasses.

“What do you want from me?” Mark asked, his
voice trembling.

“Shhh.” Pop raised a finger. “I want you to
listen carefully, Mark.”

“Are you going to kill me?” Mark frantically
studied Morana and Pop.

Morana kept quiet. She nibbled her lip and
offered Mark a useless wink of consolation.

“No,” Pop said. “You are safer now than
you’ve ever been in your life. Now I’m going to give you a moment
to collect yourself.”

Morana leaned forward, placed her hand on
Mark’s leg, and said, “You are the opposite of our fodder. We will
not harm you.”

Mark gulped and sat back in his chair, trying
to relax his posture, but his face betrayed his fear.

“Where are they—the missing people?”

“Fodder. They are fodder. They are nothing
but fodder,” Pop said. “Watch this footage. Soon all your questions
will be answered.”

He pulled out his PDA and tapped its screen.
The movie Mark had watched on the DVD Pop had left for him began
playing. But unlike his copy of the DVD, the audio of the
cameraperson was not muted. Mark once more watched the man, now
identified by the news as Keith Mendalsen, curse and attack the
cameraperson.

Morana played with her hair and Pop twirled a
pen on his desk without watching the footage. From time to time
they checked on Mark to assess his reaction. At the end of the
clip, Pop tapped his PDA and the movie screen slid back up.

A beeping sound came from Pop’s computer. He
held his PDA up high, a foot from his face and widened his eyes as
if straining to see something on the small screen. Another beep
sounded and he returned it to his pocket.

“How does this fodder’s behavior make you
feel, Mark?” Pop asked, now turning a mug on his desk.

“Terrible,” Mark said, still unsure of his
safety and hoping to give the right answer.

“Mark, I will soon end homelessness in Santa
Monica, and then, in rapid succession, Los Angeles and the nation.
My mission gives unprecedented aid to our brothers and sisters who
are cast aside by fodder.”

Pop leaned back in his chair, folding his
hands behind his head in relaxed confidence. “You are still afraid
right now. Afraid because you find yourself in a secured
subterranean nest with a group of people whose esteem for you, you
don’t understand.”
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