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WORKING STIFFS

 


The workplace is a
dangerous place. The unscrupulous are primed and ready to take
advantage of the innocent and naïve. A slight indiscretion can cost
the employee everything. A new position can turn a person into
someone they are not. Those at the top can be toppled and those at
the bottom can be crushed.

 


Until now, Vincent’s
father has kept one side of the business a secret from his son.
Vincent is about to learn the family business. On the most
important day of his career, Sam’s world will unravel when he helps
a woman in distress. Todd has failed in every job he's undertaken,
but that changes when he backs into a drug dealer's car. Now he’s
in hock with organized crime and can only get himself out from
under if he works for them to pay off his debt. Kenneth Casper is
ailing and so is his business empire. His shareholders circle like
vultures. Casper pins all his hopes on a Peruvian shaman with a
miracle cure.

 


Working Stiffs...Some
jobs are worth killing for.

 


My Father's
Secret from the collection won the Anthony Award for Best
Short Story in 2007.

 


 



 


What They Are Saying About
Working
Stiffs:

 


“Warning: This book is 100% adrenalin.
Wood is pure gold.”

— J.A. Konrath, author of Rusty
Nail

 


“Consistently surprising and
well-written, Working Stiffs proves
Simon Wood is a criminal genius. We should all be glad he’s writing
this stuff and not doing it.”

— Cemetery Dance

 


“For a lover of short stories, this
collection was a full meal. Wood changes voices, demographics and
plot lines like a teen changes clothes for a first date. Each story
is a strong sampling of humans at their most human told with the
finesse that comes from experience and a love of the genre.”

— Crime Spree

 


“Wood delivers the goods!”

— Reviewing The Evidence

 


“His style will seem effortless to the
reader and turn every writer green with envy.”

— Hellnotes

 


“A virtual virtuoso of suspense—Simon
Wood layers tension until you ache.”

— Elaine Flinn, award winning author of The Molly
Doyle Mysteries
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OLD FLAMES BURN THE
BRIGHTEST

 


 


Colin took the book from the woman
singing his praises.  Her compliments echoed what so many
other people had said about him.  Unlike his peers, his novels
weren’t whodunits where the ingenious professional or amateur
sleuth brought the criminal to justice.   No, he went in
the other direction.  His novels chronicled the exploits of
the criminal from their point of view.  Everyone liked to
quote the Daily Telegraph’s review, “Colin Hill is the finest
criminal mind in Britain today.”  These were fine words from
people who’d never committed a serious crime.  He listened,
smiled and nodded to the woman while he autographed the
book.

His wrist ached as he handed the book
back to the excited fan.  He scanned the lunchtime line of
autograph hunters and sighed inwardly.  He still had another
month of these events before he could return to the comfort of his
home.  It was easy to get jaded about this side of the book
biz, but he hadn’t yet.  He enjoyed more critical exclaim than
financial.  He’d earned enough to dump the day job, but was a
long way off from retiring to Jamaica.  Hitting the bricks to
sell his books came with the territory.  It wasn’t his readers
that got him down--it was the traveling.  Julie always put him
straight when he complained too much over the phone from some hotel
room.

“You’re living your
dream.  Don’t knock it.”

And she was right.  She’d been
with him every step of his writing career from the short stories
written in the wee hours to his first novel acceptance.  Four
weeks more of this wasn’t so bad.  At least he’d be home
before their anniversary.  He took the book from the next
person in line.

The rain picked up outside as he
continued to sign away.  When everyone had their books signed,
Colin signed the bookshop’s stock.  A shadow fell over him,
but he didn’t look up.

“I hope I’m not too
late.”

Colin recognized the voice
immediately.  A tidal wave of memories swept him away and the
pen slipped from his grasp.

“Denise.”

He looked up.  Ten years hadn’t
touched her.  She was still breathtaking.  Her loosely
curled, red hair tumbled down her shoulders and her form-fitting
blouse and knee length skirt revealed her elegant figure.  He
couldn’t stop a blush from reddening his cheeks and sweat from
beading at his hairline.

“Could you sign one to
me?”  She held out a book.

“Of course.”  He
worked hard to keep the tremor out of his hands as he took the
hardback.

Colin picked up his pen to sign. 
His fingers felt fat and uncoordinated.  He took a moment
before writing, then blanked.  Instinct urged him to write,
“To the woman I love,” but he blocked the urge.  That had been
how he felt about her a decade ago and he’d never told her, much to
his eternal regret.  If he had, things would have been
different.  There certainly wouldn’t have been Julie or his
writing career--two parts of his life he held dear.  Denise
was someone who required total devotion.  Even breathing had
to come secondary to Denise’s needs.

But that was then, certainly not
now.

He gripped his pen and wrote with a
flourish, “Good seeing an old friend, Colin.” Handing the book back
to her, he asked, “Are you busy?”

“No, I was on my way home
after this.”

“Do you want get a late
lunch and catch up?”

She beamed.  “Yeah, why
not?”

They found a pub with a good selection
of pub meals and settled into a table with their meals and
drinks.

“I can’t believe you’re a
writer,” she said.  “I don’t ever remember you expressing any
interest when we worked together.”

He shrugged.  “It wasn’t of
interest at the time.  The dream was there but not the drive
to make it a reality.”

“What changed
that?”

“Circumstances. 
Redundancy, actually.  Since I had no job, I had plenty of
time to explore the notion.”

“When I saw your name on
the books a few years ago, I considered writing to you.”

“Why didn’t
you?”

“I didn’t think you’d
remember me.”

“How could I forget you,
Denise?” 

She smiled and placed a hand on
his.  The gesture was hardly tantamount to an affair. 
The show of affection was innocent enough, but a flush of guilt and
embarrassment tore through him.  He was married.  He may
have wanted Denise at one time, but that ship had sailed. 
Denise would never be his.  But if he was being honest, he
still desired her.  There’d always been that question mark
surrounding her.  What if they had explored the option of a
relationship?  How would it have gone?  Guilt swept over
him again.  He shouldn’t be having these thoughts.  Julie
trusted him.  Julie loved him.  And he loved her
back. 

Their conversation settled into the
obligatory autobiographies.  He told her about his writing,
Julie, where he lived, blah, blah, blah.  Where his life had
changed for the better, Denise’s hadn’t faired so well. 
Married three times.  No kids.  A string of meaningless
office jobs which earned her a modest salary and the package
holiday to somewhere Spanish every now and then.  When he
quizzed her on the current Mr. Denise, he got the feeling things
weren’t going so well with husband number three, regardless of what
she said.  She looked down and away when she spoke of him and
kept the report concise and vague.  A hint of affection for
this man never entered her words.  He guessed it was a
loveless marriage--not uncommon in this day and
age. 

He found Denise’s life sad.  Her
vivacious nature should have inspired a life just as
vivacious.  Anything less seemed folly.

They ate when talk fell into a lull and
revived it with drink after drink.  They were buzzing with
laughter before he noticed the affect of the alcohol.  He
checked his watch.  It was almost six.

“I need to get to Newbury
tonight.”

“Are you
driving?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you aren’t going too
far in your condition.  You’re gonna have to wait
awhile.”

She was right.  He reckoned he’d
have to blow off his hotel in Newbury and find one here in
Reading.  Unfortunately, he had a book group he was supposed
to talk to in Newbury tonight.  Well, he could always take a
train.

“I’ll come along,” Denise
said when he explained his plans.

“What about your
husband?”

“He won’t mind.”

Or won’t care, Colin
thought.

They took the train to Newbury and
caught a cab to the library.  Using public transport made him
a few minutes late for the event, but he blamed his schedule and
not Denise for the delay.  The book group bought the lie and
the talk went well, judging from the applause.

Afterwards, they traveled back to
Reading and parted ways after a quick dinner.    He
found a hotel for the night, leaving his car where he’d parked it
that morning.  The hotel room was sterile and uninviting like
all hotel rooms.  He called Julie on his mobile and chatted to
her about his day.  He omitted Denise from the report. 
Nothing physical had transpired but mentally it had.  He’d
fantasized about having sex with Denise.  He put the fantasies
down to a whim and a one-time whim at that. 

Julie talked about her day, but he gave
her scant attention.  Instead, he examined one of his
bookmarks with Denise’s phone number scrawled across it. 
Regardless where his flight of fancy took him, he doubted he’d ever
hear from Denise again.

He was wrong.

Three days later, she called him. 
His book tour had moved north to Northamptonshire and
Leicestershire.  He’d attended a book party held after hours
in a bookstore that ran many such events and was making his
farewells when his phone rang.

“Colin, it’s me.” 
Tears and desperation clogged her voice.

“Denise?  Is that
you?”

“Yes.”

“What’s wrong?”

“He’s hurt me
again.”

“Who’s hurt
you?”

“Keith, my
husband.”

Spousal abuse had sickened him since
he’d researched the subject for one of his novels.  He’d spent
months talking to victims--children as well as wives.  He had
no sympathy for a man who used his fist instead of reason to settle
his problems.  He saw it as the ultimate betrayal of a
relationship and said as much in an afterword to the novel. 
Denise’s earlier reluctance to discuss her relationship with Keith
made sense. 

“Go to the
police.”

“I can’t.”

“He’ll hurt me
again.”

“Not if the police
intervene.”

“It didn’t work last
time.”

Colin imagined the scenario. 
Keith would break down when he saw the enormity of his crime, then
plead for a second chance and promise never to hurt her
again.  The promise would only last until the next time he
brutalized her.

“Where are you?” he
asked.

“In my car.”

“Stay with a
friend.”

“I don’t have any.  My
friends are Keith’s.”

“Go to a hotel.  Don’t
go back.”

“Can’t I stay with
you?  Come and get me, Colin?”

“I’m nowhere near
you.”

“Please.  You’re the
only one I can call.”

“I can’t help you. 
I’ll be in Scotland by the end of the week.”

“Please, Colin.”

The ‘please’ got to him.  Denise
filled that single word with all the fear and dread she could
muster and stretched it into a page of heartfelt prose.  He
couldn’t turn her away.

“I’ll be in Coventry
tomorrow.  Meet me there.  I’ll pick you up from the
railway station.  Call me when you arrive.”

“You mean it?”

“I wouldn’t say it if I
didn’t.”

She broke into tears and he comforted
her.  It was several minutes before she got herself under
control.

“Now, check into a hotel
and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

***

Denise reached Coventry by early
afternoon.  She bounded out of the station’s main entrance and
rushed over to Colin’s car parked out front.  She slipped into
the passenger’s seat, smothered him in a hug and kissed him
passionately on the mouth.  He didn’t return her
affection.  She sensed his stiffness and pulled
away.

“What’s wrong?”

“I thought you said he hurt
you.”  He’d expected bruises, cuts, damage.  There was
none.

“Keith’s smart.  He
doesn’t like anyone to see his handiwork.”  She unbuttoned the
bottom buttons of her blouse and exposed her midriff.  Knuckle
shaped bruises mottled her flat stomach.  “I’ll show you my
arms and thighs later, so you can see the whole
picture.”

“My God.”

A car wanting Colin’s parking spot
honked and he rejoined the traffic.  He didn’t have a signing
until the evening, so he drove to his hotel.  Once there, he
checked her into a room as close to his as possible.  She
flashed him a queer look when he checked her into her own
room.  He read the look.  Here was a chance to finish
unfinished business.  This was the start of something
new.  He knew this because he had thought these things too,
but it wasn’t to be.  He was happy with his life and the
choices he’d made.  The roads he’d not traveled would stay
untraveled.

“Come in,” she said,
opening the door to her room.

He followed her in and leaned against
the window overlooking the car park.  “Until you decide what
to do, you should stay with me on the tour.”

Denise frowned.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t have any
money.  I have a joint account with Keith.  He’ll cut me
off when he realizes I’m gone.  I won’t have the money for
rooms.”

“Don’t worry about
it.  I’ll pay and when you’ve got yourself sorted out, you can
pay me back.”

He wanted to make it very clear what
type of relationship they were entering into. 

“I still think you should
go to the police.”

“I told you that I
can’t.”

“At least contact a
battered woman’s shelter.  I know some people.”

“Don’t try and palm me off
on a shelter.  If you don’t want to help me, then
don’t.”

“Hey, I’m trying to help
you here.  The shelters have advisors who can help you cope
and offer you solutions.”

“Oh. 
Sorry.”

“Forget it.  You’re
distraught.”  She looked like she needed a hug and someone to
tell her it would be okay, but he resisted being that
someone.  She was vulnerable right now--and so was he. 
“You should at least begin divorce proceedings.”

She shook her head.  “Keith won’t
hear of it.  He’s a devout Catholic.”

“Shame he doesn’t act like
one.”

She dropped her head.

“Sorry.  That was the
wrong thing to say.”

“No, you’re right. 
He’s a bastard, Catholic or not.”

“So what do you want to do
about it?”

“Kill him.”

Silence filled the room.

“Are you
serious?”

“Yes.”

“You think that’s a
solution?”

“Depends on your
circumstances.”

“Denise, you shouldn’t be
telling any of this to me.”

“You’re wrong.  You’re
the perfect person to tell.”

“How’s that?”

“You’re a crime
writer.  There’s a quote on the back of your book about you
having a brilliant criminal mind.”

“That’s fiction. 
Killing someone in real life is totally different.”

“No, it’s not.”  She
crossed the room and stood in his personal space.  He felt her
breath against his face when she spoke.  “Your books are
how-to manuals.  If we follow the guidelines to the letter and
don’t break the rules, it’ll work.”

“We?”

“Yes.  I can’t kill
him without your help.”

“I’m not going to kill
anyone for you.  Are you crazy?”  

He slipped by her and made for the
door.  Denise raced by him and blocked his escape.  She
pressed a hand against his chest.  Her touch ignited him,
rekindling old desires.

“You have to help me,
Colin.  You don’t want to see me get hurt.  I thought
about it on the train ride up here.  It’s the only way. 
You must see that, surely?”

“I’ll help you any way I
can, but not that way.”  He couldn’t bring himself to say
murder.

“Then I might as well go
back to him and let him do this.”  Denise ripped open her
blouse, pulled up her bra and pressed his hand against her
breast.  “Do you feel that?”

He did.  He felt the softest of
skin.  Skin he’d always desired.  He felt her heart
beating out of control.  It mimicked his.  But he also
felt what she wanted him to feel--an inch-long scar on the
underside of her right breast.

“Keith did that with a
knife to teach me a lesson.  If I break one of his rules
again, he won’t stop there.  He’ll make sure he pushes it all
the way through.” 

She embraced him.  Her body
pressed against his, crushing his hand against her scarred
breast.  Her warmth penetrated his clothing. 

“I know you care for
me.  I’ve always known it.  You can’t stand by and let
this continue.  Help me do this.”

“No.”

“If you won’t, I’ll do it
anyway.”

“You’ll get
caught.”

“Then help me.”

He said nothing.  Here was a fork
in the road.  If he took it, the journey would be
treacherous. 

“Will you help me kill
him?” she asked.

***

Cars raced by on the motorway. 
Colin watched them slice through the darkness.  The motorway
services restaurant was quiet by comparison.  No one wanted
dinner at this time of night--people just wanted to get where they
were going.  He was no exception.  The book tour was
over.  He wanted to see Julie and sleep in his own bed. 
Denise had shared his hotel beds for the last two weeks.  The
sex had been all that he’d dreamed it would be. 
Passionate.  Exciting.  Adventurous. 
Acrobatic.  Parts of him ached which shouldn’t ache.  But
where should he go from here?  Who did he want--Julie or
Denise?  He could call it a day with Julie, but they’d
traveled a lot of miles and he still loved her.  Ending it
with Denise seemed like the better solution, but Denise was
dangerous.  She had dirt on him that she could fling if he
broke things off.  He looked at the speeding cars
again.  They knew where they were heading.  He wasn’t
sure he knew--not that he minded--he was enjoying the ride. 
He smiled and picked at his tepid meal. 

Denise slipped into the seat opposite
him.  She pushed her tray of uneaten food to one side. 
“I called him.”

“How’d he
sound?”

“How do you think?” 
She grinned.  “Angry.  Upset. 
Murderous.”

“Did he agree to meet
you?”

“Yes.”

“This time tomorrow, you’ll
be a free woman.”

“I know.  I can’t
wait.  I wish it was happening tonight.”

“Don’t wish for things to
happen too quickly.  You’ll hurry and forget something. 
If we’re going to kill Keith, it has to be planned and
meticulous.  Methodical is our watch word.”

“Yes, you’re right. 
You’re the expert at these things.  I’ll be
patient.”

“Good, because there’s
still plenty for us to do.  Tomorrow will be a big
day.”

***

Having long since been abandoned, the
Fox and Hound pub looked suitably bleak.  It stood alone atop
some nameless Berkshire hill shrouded by trees.  No wonder it
had failed to stay open.  It was the perfect place for Keith
to meet his doom.  Denise said they’d first met there and it
had become their place.  Heavy-handed Keith wouldn’t
think twice about reconciling there.  He’d be comfortable,
malleable, killable.  He wouldn’t see his undoing until it was
too late.  It would be as humane as murder could get, even
though humane was something Keith didn’t deserve.  Colin drove
and parked off the road a mile beyond the pub.

As he walked back to the Fox and Hound,
he ran over the plan in his head.  He’d accounted for
everything.  He plotted the killing out the same way he
plotted out one of his books.  He’d even back checked it to
ensure it worked without fault.  He just hoped Denise was
doing the same.  He checked his watch.  She wasn’t due
for another hour.

Reaching the pub’s car park, he snapped
on a pair of surgical gloves.  He tried the porch-covered
front entrance.  Locked.  He expected as much.  He
removed his skeleton keys.  A fan had sent them to him a few
years back with instructions on how to use them.  Obviously,
the fan possessed a past.  Now, Colin always carried
them.  They were a lucky charm and useful tool when he locked
himself out his car or hotel room.  He made short work of the
lock and stepped inside, leaving the door open behind
him.

The pub reflected Keith and Denise’s
marriage--derelict, hollow and cold.  All the fixtures, except
the bar, had been removed.  A couple of broken down tables and
chairs remained.  Paint peeled.  Mould grew on peeling
wallpaper.  Damp permeated the air from rotting wooden
beams. 

Colin stage-managed his scene.  He
inserted and removed props, while relocating others. 
Everything was perfect.  All he needed were his players. 
He retreated into the shadows and waited for them to
arrive.

Denise drew up right on time.  She
ventured inside the pub, but only came as far as the rotted welcome
mat.  She called out Colin’s name.  Her voice
trembled.

“I’m here,” he answered and
emerged from his hiding place.

A smile warmed her face, although she
shivered under her coat. 

“You look cold,” he
remarked and wondered if fear caused her shivers.  He could
understand it.

She nodded.

“I’ll light the
fire.”

He loaded the hearth with newspapers
that were lying around, broke a barstool and placed it on
top.  He squirted lighter fluid over the wood and newspapers
and lit it.  The fire caught on the first attempt.

“You came prepared,” she
said.

“It pays to.  Besides,
I’ll need an accelerant to cover my tracks.”

“So you’re really going to
kill Keith?”

“Of course.”  Colin
held his gloved hands over the flames.  He hadn’t realized how
cold his hands were until the heat soaked into
them.  

She came close.  He stood and
stepped back for her to get to the fire.

“How are you going to do
it?” 

“Club him.  Make it
look like one of these beams came down on top of him.  Then
I’ll scatter a few whisky bottles around and torch the place. 
Makes for a nice cover story.  Unhappy husband drinks too much
over loss of wife, comes back to place of first date, has accident
and places burns down.  Tragic but accidental.”

“You’ve got it all worked
out, haven’t you?”  Flames lit up her face, contorting her
smile into a leer.

“I believe so.”

“But you forgot one
thing.”

The voice came from the rear of the
pub.  A broad shouldered man, a few years older than Colin,
emerged from the doorway leading from the bar.  He exuded
natural strength.  Colin knew he was no match for this
man.

“Keith?” Colin
asked.

The man grinned and nodded.  He
came around the bar to block Colin’s escape through the front
door.

Denise removed a tape recorder from her
coat pocket and snapped it off.  “We have a lot of evidence on
you, Colin.”

“Evidence of
what?”

“Planning a
murder.”

“You’ve got
nothing.”

She shook her head. 

“You’re just as involved as
I am,” Colin said.

“No, I’m not.  Our
paths crossed at a book signing.  You became infatuated with
me and took me all over the country with you.  You wanted me
to stay, but I had a husband.  I didn’t want to divorce, but
your crazed love meant you would kill rather than be apart from
me.  I came here to stop you.”  She grinned. 
“Sounds like one of your books, doesn’t it?”

It did.  It was a nice scam. 
But it had its drawbacks.

“Nice try, but it won’t
fly.  The police won’t be too interested.  I doubt
they’ll prosecute.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Denise
said, “but it’s not the police you should be worrying
about.”

“Whom should I be worrying
about?”

“The press,” Keith
answered.  “The public will try you and I doubt they’ll side
with you.  Your reputation, not to mention your career, would
be in ruins.”

“You’d be surprised at my
reputation.  I’d survive.”

“Can you be so sure?”
Denise asked.  “Is it worth taking the risk?”

In all honesty, he wasn’t sure. 
Something would stick.  Something always did.  Colin
shrugged.

“What about Julie?” Denise
asked.  “I doubt Julie would be so understanding.”

No, Julie wouldn’t be very
understanding, he thought.  He would survive the slings
and arrows, but she wouldn’t.  Each one would wound. 
Mortally so.

“I’m guessing all this can
go away, though.”

“You learn fast,” Keith
remarked.

“Fifty thousand will ensure
our secret will remain our secret,” Denise said.

“You overestimate my
wealth.  I earn a living from writing, but not a
fortune.”

“You can take out a
loan.  I’m sure you have good credit.”

“You seem well-practiced,”
Colin admitted.  “You’re not first-time
opportunists.”

“We make a nice
living.” 

“Why me?”

“I picked up one of your
books and remembered how you always fancied me.  You were ripe
for the picking.  I’m surprised I never thought of targeting
you earlier.  As soon as I read that bit at the end of your
book about how you hate spousal abuse, I knew I had the perfect
bait to hook you with.”  A malicious leer distorted Denise’s
beautiful face.  She wasn’t beautiful anymore.

“The bruises were a nice
touch.  Very convincing.  How did you get the
scar?”

“From someone who didn’t
take this news as well as you.”

“So how do you want to play
it, Colin?” Keith asked and edged a step closer. 

There was only one way he could play
it.  They didn’t know it, but their con had settled matters
for him.  His life no longer had multiple directions.  He
knew where he was heading now. 

“Denise,” he
said.

“Yes, Colin?”

“I wish things hadn’t ended
this way, but I’ll always remember you.”

“That’s nice.”

“No, not
really.”

He slammed a fist into Denise’s
face.  She staggered back before her legs gave out and she
collapsed into the fireplace.  Her coat ignited, but the
densely woven natural fibers slowed the burn rate.  She tried
to pull herself out, but everywhere she touched was scorching
heat.

Keith cried out and lunged.  He
went straight to Denise’s aid and yanked her free of the
fire.  She tumbled forward onto her knees as Keith slapped out
the flames.  Colin snatched up the poker leaning next to the
fire.

“Keith,” Colin
shouted.

Instinctively, he looked up and Colin
sideswiped him across the left temple.  He collapsed to the
floor next to Denise. 

Denise groaned and tried to move, but
her burnt and blistered hands failed to support her.  The
flames on her coat died.  Colin felt genuine pity at the sight
of her singed red hair, but he didn’t have time to mourn.  He
raked through the fire, knocking the burning wood onto the
floor.  He scattered newspapers between the flaming logs and
emptied the lighter fluid and the whisky bottles all over
them.  The fire spread.

He knelt by Denise’s side and placed
the poker in her hand.  She stirred.

“I told you I came prepared
and planned for any eventually.  Even betrayal.  I commit
the perfect crime every time.”

She looked at him, but he couldn’t tell
if anything registered.  No matter.  She’d have eternity
to ponder her mistakes.  She lapsed into
unconsciousness. 

Colin waited for the fire to take a
real hold before returning to his car.  He didn’t want to take
any chances.  He wasn’t called the finest criminal mind in
Britain for nothing.  He put that down to research. 
First hand knowledge was the key.  You couldn’t write about it
unless you’d done it. 

As he slipped behind the wheel of his
car, his mobile rang.  He answered.

“Are you coming home?”
Julie asked.

It warmed him to hear his wife’s voice.
“Yes, I’m just leaving.”

“Good.  I’ve missed
you.”

“I’ve missed you too. 
I’ll be home in a couple of hours.”

“I’ll wait
up.” 

He reversed the car out of its hiding
place and onto the road.  “Hey, I’ve got a new idea for a
book.  It came to me during the book tour.  Wanna hear?”


 



MY FATHER’S SECRET

 


 


My old man didn’t really keep secrets.
He just never said anything. Mom was always saying, “Don’t ask your
father questions. He won’t appreciate it.” And he wasn’t the kind
of man you coerced into revealing something he didn’t want to
reveal. His construction background made him mountainous. He had
the kind of handshake that came from cutting rebar with hand shears
and a backhand to match.

People were always saying I was like
him. True, I had his height and build. They also said we sounded
alike, although I never heard the likeness. But, I did lack one
attribute that no one denied--his coldness. Thank God.

I got to study my pop a lot, seeing as
we worked together in his hardware store with my two younger
brothers. I watched him deal with customers with the same lack of
affection that he reserved for his family. It was amazing how he
exuded caution. Customers knew better than to haggle over returns
like they would with me, Tommy or Art.

And I came to realize that I only knew
my father through observation. I was twenty-two and knew nothing
about him. I didn’t know if he’d played high school football, gone
to college, or how he’d even met my mom. I wondered how much she
really knew about her husband. None of us were allowed into his
hermit world--until last year.

It was February and Minneapolis was
struggling to throw off winter when dad’s phone rang in his office.
We were forbidden from answering that phone. It was a private
line--for his use only. Dad’s instructions were clear. “Don’t touch
that phone. Don’t take a message. If I’m not here, let it ring.
And, don’t come in when I’m on a call.”

We always knew when the phone rang. Dad
had bells hooked up throughout the store and warehouse, even in the
john, so he could hear it anywhere. Everyone froze when it rang and
waited for him to lock himself in his office before answering the
call. No one ever said anything during his calls, customers
included. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like we were going to hear
anything. But that was the kind of respect Dad
commanded.

Dad emerged from his office ten minutes
later. “Vincent.”

I looked up.

“Here.” Dad held the office
door open and closed it behind me. “Sit down.”

Dad was grim-faced.

“Anything
wrong?”

Dad shook his head and sat at his
desk.

“I’ve got to go to
California and you’re coming, too.”

I perked up. After every closed door
call came a business trip. My father never divulged any details
about the trips other than they were for business. For me to be
included was an honor indeed.

“You’ve grown into a
sensible young man and an asset to me.” These were hard words for
my father to say. Affection, like the dead, was kept six feet
under. “It’s about time you got involved in another side of our
business.”

“Thanks, dad.” My mouth was
arid and the words struggled to come out. “When do we
leave?”

“Now.”

***

Leaving Sacramento International, I
peeled off my coat. California’s warmth was a vast difference from
the frozen gray of Minneapolis.

Dad led me to our rental car. Except,
we hadn’t rented a car. Our car was in the short-term parking lot.
Dad knew exactly which was ours and unlocked the trunk on a
four-year-old Taurus with Nevada plates.

I went to put my bag in. Dad blocked my
view into the trunk with his body. “On the back seat,” he
barked.

More secrets. I frowned. He was giving
me nothing, as usual. Nothing was ever a picnic with dad. It was
better to sit back and just enjoy the ride.

I dumped my bag on the back seat and
slipped into the passenger seat while Dad fiddled with something in
the trunk. The Ford rocked with his efforts. I stared at his form
in the vanity mirror on the back of my sunshade. The open trunk
shielded his body. I caught flashes of movement in the gap created
by the trunk’s door hinges. When he was finished, he joined me in
the car.

“Where did the car come
from?”

“Business contacts.” He
gunned the engine.

Dad didn’t use a map. He knew where he
was going, which was more than I could say. We ended up in
Mid-town, close to the rail lines. I was getting used to the
unusual. I wasn’t surprised to find we weren’t holed up in a
Radisson. Dad parked behind a three-story Victorian.

We unloaded the car. I grabbed my bag
off the back seat and dad retrieved his overnight and duffel from
the trunk. He hadn’t checked in a duffel at the airport.

“Don’t forget the
groceries.”

I gathered up the box. We’d trawled the
aisles of a local Raley’s, dad singling out the damnedest things.
He picked up coffee, a coffee pot, caffeine pills, a can opener,
canned goods, energy bars, camp chairs, a camp stove and other
assorted oddities. I examined our eclectic buys as I followed him
to the back steps.

Dad opened the door, using a key he’d
removed from a manila envelope marked, “Keys.” We let ourselves in.
The place was empty and smelled musty. I went to put the groceries
in the kitchen, but dad stopped me.

“Not there.”

“Where then?”

“Upstairs. We won’t be out
of our room much.” Dad picked the mail up off the doormat. “This
way.”

We settled into a third-floor bedroom
facing the street with no bathroom…and no bed. I dumped the
groceries on the floor, glad to be relieved of the weight, and let
my bag slip off my shoulder.

Dad put down the mail and descended on
the groceries, taking what he wanted. I noticed the letters weren’t
addressed to him. I’d never heard of Alfred Taylor.

“We’ve got power, so get
some coffee going.”

I did as I was told.

While I made coffee, dad positioned the
camp in the front window. He adjusted the Venetian blinds to slits
and dropped into one of the chairs. From the duffel, he pulled out
two pairs of binoculars. One pair he put on the other chair for me.
The last of his preparations was to place a notebook and pen in the
chair’s side pocket.

“Dad, what are we doing
here?”

He didn’t reply. Instead, he focused
the binoculars on a house outside. Some might have thought my
father hadn’t heard me over the brewing coffee pot, but I knew
better. The whitening of his knuckles was all the acknowledgement I
needed. He’d answer when he was ready.

“Coffee, dad.” I took my
seat next to my father and placed a mug on the floor, next to his
chair.

Dad kept the binoculars trained. “See
that battleship-gray, two-story across the street?”

The house directly opposite ours was of
the same era as the Victorian we’d taken up residence in, but was
in better condition. Mature eucalyptus trees, shedding their bark,
marked the corners of the lot.

“Yeah, what about
it?”

“I want you to watch it.
Don’t take your eyes off it.”

“What am I watching it
for?”

“We’re looking for a
man.”

“Who?”

“I’ll tell you when we see
him. Now, just watch.”

Obviously, our business in Sacramento
had nothing to do with a trade show, a client, or the hardware
industry in general. “Are we on a stakeout?”

Dad exhaled and a growl crept out with
it. “Just shut up and do as I tell you. Use your ears and your eyes
and maybe, just maybe, you’ll learn something. Okay?”

“Okay.”

My question had been redundant. Of
course we were on a stakeout. I’d seen enough cop films to know,
but that was where my dilemma lay. Why were we staking out some
stranger’s house? Was Dad a cop or a fed? Was that why he kept his
life so secret? But my gut told me otherwise. With paralyzing,
arthritic fear, I guessed we weren’t on the side of the angels. My
father, and now I, was playing for the black hats. I picked up the
binoculars and studied the house across the street.

***

Twenty minutes ticked by. Nothing
happened. People passed. Vehicles passed. But no one stopped at the
gray house across the street. I checked my watch. It was twenty
after four. If our guy was a regular working stiff, then I reckoned
he wasn’t going to be home for another hour. I put the binoculars
on the windowsill and stood and stretched, moaning as I did
so.

“Did I say you could get
up?” dad growled from behind the binoculars.

“No, but nothing’s
happening and nothing’s gonna for an hour or so.”

“Sit down.”

“Dad, come on.”

“Sit the fuck down. You’re
killing my concentration.”

There was no point in arguing. I retook
my seat.

“You can have a two minute
break every hour.”

Just before five, the mailman came. Dad
noted the time in the notebook. Six o’clock came and went, but dad
got excited at seven-oh-two.

“This is him.”

I stiffened in my seat.

“Look at him. Study him. Be
sure you’d recognize him in a crowd.”

I snatched my binoculars and trained
them on the man heading for the gray house. The sun had gone down
but there was good street lighting. He was around forty, soft
looking with a paunch and spectacles. He was nothing spectacular
and I couldn’t understand why he deserved all the
attention.

Dad didn’t speak until the man went
inside the house. “Right, this is what we’ve been waiting for. We
watch Spectacles. If you want a piss, do it now. I need both our
eyes on him. We can’t make a move until we know exactly when he
comes and goes. Understand?”

I nodded.

Spectacles didn’t act like he was
expecting a stakeout. He was far too relaxed. He entered his house
and put the lights on. One by one the rooms lit up. He didn’t even
bother to pull the drapes.

For two hours we watched him go about
his business, watching TV with his feet up, eating dinner and
drinking juice straight from the bottle. At nine-fifteen, he left
the house.

“Do we follow?”

Dad shook his head.

“Don’t we want to know
where he’s going?”

“He can fuck alley cats for
all I care; I just want to know his habits while he’s
here.”

“Shall I get some food
on?”

“No. I need you to keep
watch.” He handed me the notebook. “I’m going out.”

Dad slipped his jacket on.

“Where you
going?”

Dad frowned and left.

The door slammed and I returned to my
task. My jaw dropped. Dad was walking south on Spectacles’ side of
the street. When he came to Spectacles’ house, he ducked inside the
side alley and disappeared into the backyard. Five minutes later,
he rejoined the street and continued walking south. I waited for
his return.

Retaking his seat, dad said, “You can
get that food going.”

“Why’d you go to his
house?”

“Food,” dad
insisted.

“Dad, I can’t learn by just
watching. I need some explanation.”

Dad mulled the idea over. “Okay. When
the time comes, we can’t let him get away. If he bolts, I need to
know if he has an escape route. He doesn’t. He’s boxed in by
six-foot fences. Now, food.”

Dad didn’t want people thinking anyone
was living in the Victorian, so I had to make the food in the rear
of the house. I heated two cans of pork and beans on the camper
stove and brewed more coffee. We ate our food in silence and in the
dark, watching an empty house do nothing. Regardless of our cause,
glamour wasn’t part of the job description.

“Take these,” dad said,
tapping my arm.

He gave me four caffeine tablets. I
took them with the coffee, hoping to wash away the artificial,
canned flavor of my dinner.

“We’re gonna have to stay
awake all night and all of tomorrow.”

I frowned.

“But seeing as there’s two
of us, we can afford to take shifts. As long as you don’t fuck
up.”

Just like dad. No concession came
without a price.

“Remember, if you did this
alone, you wouldn’t get the luxury of sleep or toilet facilities.
You’d eat, piss and shit where you sat. You’re getting off
easy.”

Lesson over, we settled back into the
routine of window gazing. However, I found I wasn’t glazing over so
much. I kept sharp by not simply staring at the house but examining
the environment. I catalogued the image outside the window, reading
the outside world the same way I would read a line of text. And
with stunning admiration, I came to realize how my dad could just
sit for hours on end.

Time passed as swiftly as molasses on a
blanket. As weekday nightlife drew to a close, traffic dried to a
trickle. By one-thirty, street activity had been reduced to black
and whites on routine patrols.

I checked my watch. It was nearly four
and still no sign of Spectacles. Apparently, he was a night
owl.

“What if he doesn’t come
home?” I asked.

“He will.”

“But what if he
doesn’t?”

“He has no reason not to.
He didn’t leave with anything, so it’s unlikely he’s done a runner.
So, he’ll come home and we’ll wait.”

“I hope you’re
right.”

Dad examined me up and down. “Take a
break. Get some sleep.”

“What if he
comes?”

Dad’s face creased--his closest
impression to a smile. “A second ago you were wondering if he
wouldn’t return.”

“Yeah, well…”

“If you’re going to be any
good at this game, you’ve got to learn patience and how to roll
with the punches. If he comes, I’ll call ya.”

“Okay.” I bunked down on
the floor, thinking I was too full of caffeine to sleep, but I was
dead to the world within minutes.

Dad woke me at seven-fifteen. It seemed
as if I’d been asleep for minutes rather than hours and I felt the
worse for it. I collapsed into my seat.

“He’s back,” he
said.

Spectacles let himself into his house.
He didn’t bother with breakfast. He went straight to
bed.

“I hope this is the start
of a pattern,” dad said.

And it was. For the next three days,
Spectacles was as regular as oat bran. He left at nine in the
evening and returned around seven a.m. He slept in, went for a late
breakfast and ran errands. We did indeed have ourselves a
pattern.

Spectacles had just left for his fourth
night when dad said, “We’re doing this thing in the
morning.”

“What thing?”

“Get our shit together and
pack up the car. When it’s done, get your head down. We’ve got an
early start. You’ll know all you need to know in the
morning.”

I didn’t argue and did as I was told. I
packed our junk in the car. The duffel was the last thing left and
I got as far as grabbing the handles when Dad’s pipe wrench grip
crushed my wrist.

“Leave it,” he growled.
“This one stays.”

I left it.

We slept. It was the first time in
days. So far, I’d snatched the odd hour here and there, relying on
caffeine and adrenaline to keep me going. My heart had been
redlining since the second day and a caffeine headache slammed me
every three or four hours. I felt as though someone had crapped in
my head and forgotten to flush.

But not dad. I don’t know how he did
it. Like me, he could have won Sacramento’s Mr. Hobo pageant, but
his focus was still razor-keen. Just looking at him drained
me.

Dad woke me with a tap and a
“Hey!”

He wasn’t tapping me with his hand but
the butt of an automatic. I recoiled from the weapon, sleep
confusing the situation.

“Take it.” Dad thrust the
pistol at me.

I took it, sliding my index finger over
the trigger. Dad released his hold and I took the weight of the gun
unassisted.

“You’ve fired a .45 before,
haven’t you?”

A few years back, my brothers and I had
spent a year in the reserves at dad’s request, where we’d been
taught how to use firearms. He said it was our duty--but our duty
to whom?

“I’ve fired a Colt before,”
I replied.

Which was true, but nothing like the
Colt I held. Our drill sergeants would not have been impressed with
the piece of hardware I was examining. The .45 was old and worn.
The oil-black grip showed bare metal and covered in scuffs and
scratches. It looked like it had been used as a makeshift
hammer.

“Don’t worry about its
condition. It’s been cleaned and checked out.”

“What do I need a gun for,
dad?”

“Come here.”

I stood next to my father at the
window.

“We’re going to park in
front of Spectacles’ house and wait for him. When he goes for his
keys, we’ll shoot him.”

“Shoot him?”

“Put at least four or five
shots in him. Don’t rely on one. Put the shots in the back of his
head. If you think you’ll miss--put ‘em in his back.”

“Dad!”

“Ditch the guns there. We
don’t keep mementos.”

“Mementos? Christ, dad,
you’re talking about murder.”

Dad’s hand shot out and snatched my
throat. His momentum slammed me against the wall and he stuck his
automatic against my temple.

“We’re not talking about
murder. We’re talking about a professional hit. I’m a
shooter--that’s what I do. I kill who I’ve been told to kill. You
can be a shooter, too--if you’ve got the guts for it? If you don’t,
I’ll put a bullet in you now.” Dad snapped off the safety. “So,
what’s it to be?”

I’d already given him his answer. He
looked down and smiled. My Colt was jammed in his guts. His gun
slipped to his side and his throttling grasp changed into a pat on
the cheek.

“You’ll do. You’re ready.
Let’s go.”

If I followed I would be crossing a
line, one from which I couldn’t return. I went without trepidation.
Why, I don’t know, but I did, without a second thought. I was going
to kill a man I didn’t know. And I wasn’t bothered.

***

We waited in the car for Spectacles,
outside his home. We had the windows open. It was a pleasure to
breathe air instead of the stench of our own breath, sweat and
gas.

Ten to seven. He’d be along any
minute.

“Why aren’t we wearing
gloves?”

“No need. We don’t have rap
sheets. The cops only have DMV records to fall back on, then
they’ve only got a thumbprint and we’re out of state. Essentially,
we’re foreigners.”

“What about the
guns?”

“Don’t sweat it. These guns
have had so many owners that the poor bastards who legally owned
them won’t remember when they were stolen.”

I didn’t have to ask who our employer
was. These weren’t the tactics of the law enforcement agencies.
Organized crime operated this way.

“He’s here.”

Spectacles walked straight towards us.
He didn’t notice us and reached inside his pants for his
keys.

“We go when he’s got his
back to us. Don’t chase him. We do this on the porch.”

I couldn’t speak. My brain blistered
with adrenaline. I was tense and my finger tightened on the
trigger. My gaze followed Spectacles up the path to his front
door.

“Go.”

We slipped out of the car. Stray
vehicles sped by. The sidewalks were clear. We strode with
conviction, power and pace. We knew our job and we were going to do
it.

Spectacles stuck his keys in the lock.
We were ten feet behind, at the base of the porch. We didn’t give
him a warning. We just opened fire.

My dad and I, for once not father and
son or boss and employee, but partners, pumped bullet after bullet
into Spectacles. I didn’t falter. I went for the head, like my
father. Spectacles’ skull disintegrated. Globs of brain and bone
splattered the front door.

Ten shots had made oatmeal of his head
and we dropped the automatics before Spectacles hit the ground. Our
job was done.

We raced back to the car. A dumbstruck
woman walking her dog was rooted to the spot. She stared directly
at us, but I saw a blank sheet behind her eyes. She wouldn’t
remember a thing when the cops got to her. Dad gunned the engine
and floored it.

We went straight to the airport and
left the car exactly where we’d found it. Dad told me we didn’t
have to worry about the car or our camp gear. The car and contents
would be disposed of and the Victorian would be sanitized. He would
pay me out of his share. None of that information was important.
What counted was what he said last.

“You did good, Vincent,
real good. I’m proud of you.”

***

Seven months later, summer ran off
overnight and fall stood in. It wasn’t snowing but it wasn’t far
away. I’d already joined dad on another hit. It went more smoothly
than the first and I learned even more.

Dad’s phone had been ringing a lot
lately. But he hadn’t gone on any business trips and neither had I.
He took the calls in his usual manner and I, like everyone else,
was locked out. I knew there was a problem and I wasn’t happy to
sit back.

Thursday afternoons dad always went to
the bank, so I followed. He took care of business inside while I
parked in a red zone across the street and waited. Normally, he
returned to the store, but this time, he didn’t. He took the
highway out of town. Twenty miles out, he pulled into a rest
stop.

I don’t know if he knew I was shadowing
him but it seemed like it. I followed him into the rest stop and
parked as far back as I could. I watched him. He did nothing. He
sat and gazed at a bleak sky rolling by. I got out.

The F-150’s passenger window was open
and I leaned through. “Dad?”

He turned and I pumped three rounds
into his face, blowing out the driver’s side window. I left the
.357 on the bench seat next to him and raced back to my
car.

Dad had slipped up in Vegas the year
before. The Feds had made indictments. They had a blood trail and
eventually it would lead back to him. The trail had to
stop.

I knew this from the call. I’d answered
dad’s phone. He’d been out and the damn thing had rung for ten
minutes straight. They’d thought I was him. Maybe our voices did
sound alike. When they’d realized who I was, they offered me a
promotion and I accepted.

Now, when the phone rings in the store,
it’s me they wait for. No one answers Vincent’s phone.

 


 



A BREAK IN THE OLD ROUTINE

 

 

The woman sitting across the aisle from
Sam was staring at him.  He knew this because he’d been
watching her surreptitiously for a couple of minutes now. He kept
his gaze just to the left or right of her head or watched her in
the reflection of the BART train’s windows.  Her stare put him
on edge at first.  He never expected his voyeuristic flight of
fancy to be returned, but eventually, he warmed to her stare. 
He looked away from her to study the BART map so that she could
study him without fear of awkward eye contact.

Oddly, he’d not noticed her at
first.  He had no idea when she’d gotten on the train. He was
slipping.  This woman was worth looking it.  She was no
bubblegum blonde exposing lashings of bare flesh.  No, this
woman was striking.  Strong cheekbones tapered down to a
pointed chin.  Tresses of raven black hair tumbled over her
shoulders.  Her brown eyes were so dark they were almost
black.  He guessed she possessed Italian or Spanish
origins.  She was a similar age to him, nudging forty, but she
was one of those few women who exhibited ageless
beauty. 

This woman made quite an impression
considering Sam could only see her from the shoulders up. 
Rows of seats and other passengers obscured his view.  Even
without seeing, he knew, just knew, the rest of her would be just
as stunning.  He hoped she got off the train before he
did.  It would be a tragedy not to confirm his
theory.

Sam looked her way again.  She was
still staring.  They made eye contact for the briefest of
seconds.  He could have acknowledged the moment by smiling,
but took the coward’s way out instead and looked
away. 

The train passed from station to
station and her gaze never left him.  Sam failed to prevent a
blush from slipping out.  His fascination for this woman
cooled.  He wondered if this was some sort of revenge
tactic.  Maybe she’d seen him watching her and didn’t like
it. 

He got the message. Sorry.  He
meant no harm by it.  It wouldn’t happen
again. 

When the train slowed for the
Embarcadero station, Sam rose to his feet and slipped his laptop
case over his shoulder.  The woman stood too.  He should
have known she would be going his way. Fate was mean like that
sometimes. 

She stood next to him.  He knew he
shouldn’t check out the rest of her, but he couldn’t resist. 
He cast an admiring eye over her figure.  She wore a black
topcoat over a fitted business suit that showed off a waspish
figure.  A white, silk blouse clung to her full breasts. 
She’d left the top two buttons undone, exposing that vulnerable
part of her throat where it hollowed.  Her high heels gave her
a couple of inches on Sam.  Without warning, the word
“goddess” popped into his head. 

The train drew to a halt and a dozen
people poured onto the platform from their car alone.  Sam
stepped off without casting a backward glance.  He rode the
escalator knowing she was only a person or two behind him.  He
pulled his ticket from his wallet as he headed toward the ticket
barriers.  In a few moments, he’d be free of her, on San
Francisco’s streets never to be seen again.  Inserting his
ticket into the barrier, his hand trembled ever so
slightly.

“Excuse me,” the woman said
from behind him.

He didn’t have to turn around to know
she was calling out to him. Ignore her, ignore her, Sam
thought. The ticket barrier snatched his ticket from his
grasp.

“Excuse me,” she said again
and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

He turned to her.  She
smiled.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Could I have a
word?”

The man behind Sam moaned about being
held up.

“I’ll just step through,”
Sam said.

“Thanks,” she
said.

He stepped through and waited for
her.  He shouldn’t have.  He could have avoided the
dressing down by walking away, but he waited.  Stupid,
he thought.



She slipped her ticket into her pocket
and strode towards him, smiling and exposing perfect teeth. 
She came close, too close for strangers and placed a hand on his
forearm.  “I just wanted to apologize to you.”

“To me?”  His
dumbfounded expression was more genuine than she could ever
know.

“Yes, I was staring at
you.  Rude, really.  It’s a habit with me.  I just
hope I didn’t make you feel uncomfortable.”

“No, no,” he assured
her.  “I noticed, but when an attractive woman checks you out,
you aren’t going to complain too much.”

She laughed and squeezed his
forearm.  “Attractive--is that how you see me?”

Sam blushed.

“I’m sorry.  I have
embarrassed you.  I’m doing this all wrong.”

“Doing what all
wrong?”

She fumbled for the right words before
giving in and said, “Trying to pick you up.”

“Excuse me?”

“Look, I don’t want you to
get the wrong idea. I don’t go around picking up guys on BART, but
it’s so hard to find the right guy these days. I’ve done the dating
agency thing and the coworker thing and nothing good ever came of
them. I saw you, thought you were cute, and thought, what the hell?
I’m not usually this adventurous, but…”

“But what?”

“If I wasn’t mistaken, you
were looking at me too.”

Sam’s body temperature soared by a
hundred degrees. “Yeah, well, like I say, you are
attractive.”

She beamed. “Great! You’re cute. I’m
cute. Let’s go get some coffee.”

Coffee sounded good, better than good
in fact, but it was out of the question.  He was in San
Francisco to pitch to CalBank. His ad agency was in line to land
the bank’s advertising budget for the next two years.

He’d chosen to BART in rather than sit
in traffic with his partners because he liked the peace and quiet
of the transit system.  If he was really being honest, he used
BART out of superstition. Mass transit had won him his first major
account. His car had broken down, so out of desperation, he’d
ridden the bus to the client with his display boards taking up two
bench seats, much to his fellow bus travelers’ disgust. He won the
account and from then on, he traveled by public transportation to
meet with his clients. He considered it his good luck charm. The
last thing he needed was his routine being disturbed. He needed to
be relaxed when he pitched to CalBank so that his cool manner would
win them over like it had with so many other
clients. 

“I appreciate the offer,
but I can’t.  I have an appointment.”

“Please don’t say
that.  I’ve gone all out here. Don’t blow me off. Please.
There’s a Tully’s just a couple of blocks from here.”

His meeting was two hours away, but he
still should say no.  Playful voyeurism was one thing, making
contact was another.  But those eyes, that sensual mouth and
her vulnerable throat were so hard to resist.

“Please,” she
pressed.

“Okay, yes.”

They rode the escalator to street
level.  She pointed at a Tully’s contained within the ground
floor of an office building and led the way. 

“I’m Fran, by the
way.”  She held out a hand.

No, last name, he thought and
shook her hand.  Surprisingly, for all her coolness, her palm
was moist.  Nervous, he thought. 
“Sam.”

“You work in the city,
Sam?” she asked.

“No, meeting with a
client.”

A woman on her cell phone shouldered
the door open as she left the Tully’s. Sam caught the door and they
went inside.  The place was busy and Fran snagged a table in
the window.  He ordered a mocha for himself and a hot
chocolate for her with a twenty she’d given him.  He set down
their drinks and sat beside her.

“What’s so important about
your bag?” Fran asked.

The question knocked him off guard.
“What do you mean?”

“From the way you’re
clutching it, you look as though you’ve got the secret to the
DaVinci Code in there.”

Sam checked himself. She was right. He
was hugging his laptop case to his chest even though the shoulder
strap kept it from falling. It was a totally unconscious action.
Embarrassed, he released his drowning man grip on the
case.

“It’s my laptop. It’s got
my presentation on it. I work in advertising and I’m pitching to a
new client today.”

“Oh, is that
all?”

“No, it’s not all.” He
hadn’t intended to sound sharp, but he couldn’t help it. On his
computer was a work of art. Some might not see it that way, but
advertising was an art form and he was a great artist. His ad team
might be joining him, but they were window dressing. CalBank hadn’t
asked for the agency to pitch to them. They’d asked for him. It was
the reason he lugged the laptop around with him rather than entrust
it to his colleagues. If they were late, it didn’t matter. It was
all about him and his creation. He wasn’t about to let it out of
his sight. It might seem selfish, but that was his rule.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it to
sound the way it did,” she conceded.

“That’s okay. I’m a little
obsessive about my work. So what do you do?”

She didn’t answer.

“Fran?”

She was oblivious to him. Had he lost
her already with his snippy remark?

“Earth to Fran? Come in,
Fran.”

He realized she hadn’t drifted off
because his company bored her. She was frozen in fear. He touched
her on the shoulder. She was shaking.

“Fran, what’s
wrong?”

“Do you see that man over
there?” She nodded in his direction, but the movement was almost
imperceptible.

Sam scanned the faces walking along
Davis and California.  “Which man?”

“Black hair, leather
jacket, jeans, leaning against the trashcan across the
street.”

It took Sam a moment to pick the guy
out.  He was a little older than him.  Late forties,
possibly.  He looked pissed and he was staring directly at
Sam.  Marvelous, he thought.

“Who is he?”

“Garrett Burke. We used to
work together for the Port of Oakland. He seemed nice, so we dated
for a little bit. Things started off well enough but I realized he
wasn’t for me.  When I broke things off, he got nasty, made
threats, even at work. I was going to leave but the Port fired him.
That just made things worse. Since then, he’s been following
me.”

Sam pulled out his cell phone. 
“I’m calling the cops.”

Fran put a hand over his phone. 
“No, don’t.  It’ll just make things worse.”

“You can’t keep having this
freak follow you.”

“I know, but I’ve been to
the police already.  They won’t do anything because he hasn’t
done anything.”

“Except terrorize
you.”

“Yeah, but that isn’t a
crime, unless he lays a hand on me.”

This sickened Sam.  Okay, he
understood that justice had to be balanced and everyone was
innocent until proven guilty, but hell, sometimes, justice needed
to pull the blindfold off and kick some butt.

“That’s why I’m in the
city. My lawyer is working on a restraining order, but that takes
time. I’m finalizing details.”

“Then call your
lawyer.”  He handed her his cell phone.

She called her lawyer and explained the
situation.  She listened attentively, not arguing, saying yes
and no to questions Sam couldn’t hear. 

“He says we should find a
hotel. Do you know one close by?”

Sam thought for a second. “The Ramada
Plaza on Market.”

Sam checked his watch. Just under two
hours before show time. There was still more than enough of time to
get Fran to the hotel and make it to CalBank’s office to
decompress.

He looked over at Burke again, but he
was gone. It took a moment, but Sam spotted him heading towards the
coffee shop. Burke reached inside his jacket pocket and Sam saw a
flash of a gun barrel against the sunlight.

“We need to go,” Sam said,
helping Fran from her seat.  “He’s coming this
way.”

The news didn’t seem to make it through
to her.  There wasn’t time to explain.  Sam snatched the
phone from her.  “He’s coming.  We’ll call back,” he said
into the phone, then snapped it shut.  He hustled Fran out of
Tully’s side door, just as Burke entered through the
other. 

“We’ve gotta move. 
He’s right behind us.”

He had her at a near jogging pace on
Davis Street, but her high heels were slowing them down.  Sam
cast a glance back at the Tully’s.  Burke had shoved his way
through the crowded coffee shop and was on the street.  To
Sam’s relief, he hadn’t broken into a run.  He just lived up
to his reputation and stalked, keeping a steady distance between
them.

“What did your lawyer say?”
Sam asked.

“He said to get a room and
stay there until he can meet up with us.  He’s going to try
and get a restraining order now.  Oh, God, he’s right behind
us.”

“Don’t look back. 
Don’t give him the satisfaction.  Just keep
walking.”

He wanted to mention the gun, but Fran
was a mess.  That assured demeanor he’d witnessed on BART was
gone now.  He wasn’t much better, but he still had a
grip--just.  He was in this for the long haul now.  What
was stopping this psycho from stalking him to CalBank?  That’s
right--nothing.  He had to do the thinking for both of them.
The Ramada Plaza was a mile away--only a few minutes walk. That
didn’t give them much opportunity to lose Burke. 

A cab approached them on Davis. 
Sam waited until the last moment to hail it.  He hoped he
hadn’t waited too long.  Once Burke saw they were aiming for a
fast getaway, he’d make his move.  Luckily, the cab stopped
with a screech of tires.

Sam bundled Fran inside the cab and
clambered in behind her.  “The Ramada Plaza Hotel,” he called
out to the driver.

He turned to see Burke, his face
flushed red with fury, racing towards them with his hand wrapped
around the gun jammed firmly in his pocket, but it was too
late.  He lunged for the door handle, but missed when the cab
roared away.

He and Fran both watched Burke shrink
as the cab gathered speed.  The color returned to Fran’s
face.  She smiled at him.  “Thanks.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay.  I
shouldn’t have put you in that position.  Thank
you.”

Sam let the compliment stick but didn’t
know what to do with it.  He noticed the cabbie staring at
them with a curious expression.  Don’t ask, pal, Sam
thought, don’t ask.

Their journey ended before it started
when the cab driver drew up in front of the hotel.  Sam handed
him a ten and didn’t wait for change.  A doorman held open the
door and Sam guided Fran in.  A desk clerk welcomed them to
the hotel and Fran asked for a room. 

While Fran checked in, Sam watched the
entrance.  Burke didn’t burst through.

The desk clerk recapped.  “That’s
a room for one night, double occupancy.”

Double occupancy--what was that all
about? Sam shot Fran a glance.  With the slightest of
movements, she shook her head.  This wasn’t the time or place
to air their laundry.

“Luggage?” the desk clerk
asked.

“It’s coming along later,”
Sam answered.

The desk clerk looked at them with
disbelief plastered across his face.  Sam didn’t blame
him.

“I’m expecting someone to
meet us here, a Mr. Charles Lieber,” Fran said.  “Could you
call us when he arrives?”

“Of course,” the desk clerk
said and handed Fran her keycard.  As they walked toward the
elevator, he added, “Enjoy your stay Mr. and
Mrs. Delco,” leaning hard on the ‘Mrs.’

“Just keep walking,” Sam
said.

Fran’s hand shook so much that she
couldn’t get the cardkey into the slot, so Sam opened the door to
the room.  The room’s air conditioning kept it several degrees
cooler than comfortable, but Fran shrugged off her coat.  She
slumped onto the corner of the bed and broke into sobs.  Sam
fell to his knees to console her and hugged her close.  He
smelled an attractive mix of her perfume and her
shampoo.

“It’s over now.”  He
eased her away from him.  “When’s your lawyer
arriving?”

“Shouldn’t be long. 
Within the hour, he said.”

“Good.”  Sam checked
his watch.  Although it seemed like a lifetime, less than
thirty minutes had transpired since Fran had asked for him out for
coffee.  He still had plenty of time to regain his cool for
his meeting.  Rising to his feet, he said, “I should be
going.”

“Please
stay.” 

“You’re perfectly
safe.  He can’t hurt you now.”

“I know, but I feel safe
with you around.”

He shouldn’t stay.  This wasn’t
his fight.  He’d done his civic duty for the day and it was
time to go.  But what kind of person would he be to leave
now?

“Lieber will be here within
the hour?” he asked.

“Yes, but I’ll
check.”  She used his phone again to call.  She spoke
briefly to Lieber and confirmed that they’d made it to the
hotel.  “Yes, he’ll be here by nine.”

“Okay, I’ll
stay.”

“Thank you, Sam.”  She
wrapped her arms around him.   “I really appreciate
it.”

She held the embrace for a moment
longer than necessary.  It was understandable.  She’d had
a rough morning after a rough couple of weeks.  Sam wriggled
himself free without embarrassing her.

He considered calling his partners, but
dismissed the idea.  He didn’t want them knowing about
Fran.  Silly really.  He hadn’t committed a carnal crime,
but carnal thoughts had gotten him into this.  Hero or not, no
one was to know about this.  He tugged off the laptop case,
dropped it on the bed and sank into the armchair by the
window.

Fran sat back down on the bed. 
She leaned back, supporting herself with her hands behind her, and
parted her legs a few inches.  It was nothing tawdry and
seemed a totally unconscious move. Sam tried to not to look, but
his gaze fell on her exposed legs and the shadows cast by her
skirt.  She kicked off her shoes.  She had pretty
feet.  Her toenails were painted the same shade of scarlet as
her fingernails.

Was she coming on to him?  No, she
was relaxing, Sam told himself.  He was imagining
things.  There was no denying he was attracted to her. 
Well, he could window shop all he liked, as long as he didn’t go
inside to try anything on for size.

Fran glanced over at the clock on the
nightstand.  “It’s going to be a long forty minutes before my
lawyer gets here if we sit here in silence.”

Sam groaned inside.  If she made a
play, the deal was off.  She could wait for Lieber all by
herself.  He had his presentation to worry about.

“Talk to me,
Sam.”

“What do you want to
know?”

“Anything. 
Everything.  Just take my mind off that psycho out
there.”

“Have you
eaten?”

“No, not
really.”

“Then order something from
room service.  It’ll take your mind off him.”

“Good idea.  Room
service would be nice.” 

She leaned over the dresser next to him
and flicked through the leatherette binder with the menu
inside.  Her silk blouse tented.  This afforded Sam a
partial view of her breasts straining at her bra.

Keep your eyes on the road, Sam,
he told himself. 

Fran picked up the phone and ordered a
plate of fruit and a pot of coffee.  The food came swiftly
enough.  When it arrived, Fran slipped into the bathroom to
wash up. Sam tipped the waiter and placed the tray on the
table.  The kitchen had provided a nice assortment of fruit
including cantaloupe, pineapple slices, and berries. 
Returning to the room, Fran took a paring knife and removed the
skin from the cantaloupe.  Juice ran down her hand and
wrist.  She jerked her hand to her mouth to stop the juice
from flowing down her arm.

Sam stood.  “I really should be
going.  Your lawyer’s going to be here in a few minutes and I
need to be elsewhere.”

“Oh please, stay. 
Lieber might need you as a witness or something.  He might
need a statement.”

“Okay.”

“Good.  Now try some
of this.  The fruit is a lot a better than I’d
expected.”

After Sam had helped himself to a few
pieces of the fruit, the phone by the bed rang.   Fran
answered it.  Lieber had arrived.  She told the desk
clerk to send him up.

Good, Sam thought.  This
would all be over in a few minutes.

When Lieber knocked on the door, Fran
opened it.  Lieber was a narrow pole of a man with a nervous
look on his face.  Concern for his client, Sam surmised, until
the gun appeared--not in Lieber’s hand, but in Burke’s.  He
emerged from a blind spot in the hall and shoved Lieber into the
room, sending him crashing to the floor.  Sam knew he should
have chosen a hotel further away.  It wouldn’t have been hard
for Burke to keep pace with the cab, even on foot.  He’d lain
in wait for them to come out, but had struck it lucky when Lieber
came in asking for Fran.  Burke kicked the door
shut.

“Isn’t this cozy?’ he
snarled.

“Garrett, I can explain,”
Fran stammered.

Burke backhanded Fran.  The bed
caught her fall.  “Keep your lies to yourself.”

“You’ve entered felony
territory now,” Lieber advised.  “Leave now and we can forget
about this.”

Burke shoved an angry looking revolver
in Lieber’s face.  “Does this look like I care?”

Lieber shook his head.

“Didn’t think so.” 
Burke focused his attention on Sam.  “And who’s this? 
Your next boyfriend?”

“No, it’s not like that,”
Fran answered.

“It’s not?”

Burke’s gaze bore holes into her. 
Sam, still standing by the fruit, noticed the paring knife on the
tray. He edged a step towards it.

“What’s your name, friend?”
Burke asked.

“Sam.”

“What’d she tell you about
me?”

How did he answer a hair-trigger
question like that?  A sugarcoated response would provoke just
as bad a reaction as a brutally honest one.  Well, if he
wasn’t going to leave this any other way than in a body bag, there
was only one way to answer the question.

“She said you were a
never-was boyfriend turned stalker.”

Anger turned Burke’s face puce. 
His grip tightened on the revolver and he cocked the hammer
back.  “Is that right?”

Sam didn’t answer.

“No.  No, it’s not
what I said,” Fran blurted.  “What are trying to do, Sam--kill
us?”

“Shut up, you,” Burke
bellowed.  He jammed the gun in her face.

Lieber remained on his back with arms
and legs in the air in a dog-like submissive position.

With all attention off of him, Sam
palmed the paring knife.

“Take it easy,” Sam
said.

Burke swung his gun and his attention
to Sam.  “You’re in charge, are you?”

“No, you are.  You’re
the one with the gun.”

“That’s right, I am. 
I suggest you don’t forget that.”  He released his grip on
Fran and crossed the room to Sam.  “Why are you involved,
Sam?”

Sam said nothing.

“Did she show you a peek of
her tits and you thought you’d dust off the shining armor?  Is
that it?”

“Something like that, I
guess.”

“Here’s something you don’t
know. That’s how I met Fran.  She gets her rocks off by
playing the damsel in distress.  Her shyster does a nice
little trade screwing guys like me over--and you’ll be next. 
Isn’t that right, Lieber?  How many times have you been in
court on her behalf?”

“Don’t listen to him, Sam,”
Lieber said.

“The thing of it is that I
wasn’t stalking her.  I was trying to get evidence on
her.  I wanted to stop her fun and games.”

Sam wasn’t listening.  He didn’t
care.  He just wanted to get out of this room alive.  He
needed an opening to turn the tables on Burke and the opening
presented itself.

Fran leapt to her feet.  “Shut
up.  Shut up.  Shut up!”

She lunged at Burke. He swung the gun
at Fran.  She slammed into him as the gun went off, its bark
muffled against her body. Everyone froze in shock until Fran slid
down Burke’s front, leaving a bloody streak down his
clothes.

“Oh, God,” Lieber
cried.  “What have you done?” He rushed to Fran’s side and
tried to staunch the blood spreading across her stomach with a
handkerchief.  “Fran, Fran, are you okay? Talk to
me.”

Fran gurgled.

“I didn’t mean it,” Burke
stammered. “It was an accident.” He knelt at Fran’s side and
stroked her hair like she was a beloved pet.

“Sam, go get help,” Lieber
barked.

“I’ll call 911.”

“No, I’ll do that.” Lieber
snatched the phone off the nightstand and punched in a number. “Get
someone from the front desk. They must have a medic on
staff.”

“I’m so sorry, Frannie,”
Burke said, sobbing, the gun at his side now.

Sam dropped the paring knife and bolted
for the elevators. He hammered away at the call button, but it was
taking an eternity for the elevator to arrive. He couldn’t wait.
Fran could die. He took the stairs, hurling himself down them two
and three at a time. Bursting into the lobby, he raced over to the
snotty desk clerk who expressed nothing but shock as Sam hurtled
towards him.

“A woman’s been shot. Do
you have a paramedic on staff?”

“What?”

“The woman I came in with.
She’s been shot.”

None of this seemed to be sinking in.
The desk clerk looked as if he’d just been slapped. Sam tried
again.

“She’s dying in your
hotel.”

That got through. “I’ll get someone
right away. Room five-fifteen, right?”

Sam nodded then raced back up the
stairs to the room. The door was ajar when he charged through it,
slamming it back against its hinges. “It’s okay. Someone’s on the
way.”

But Sam was talking to himself. Lieber,
Burke and Fran were all gone. There wasn’t a trace to prove they’d
ever been there. There wasn’t even a drop of blood on the
carpet.

What had just happened? Sam
wondered. Surely Burke hadn’t persuaded Lieber to make off with
Fran before the cops came. That only could have happened if Burke
had held Lieber at gunpoint. But Burke had fallen apart. Maybe he’d
pulled himself together and regained his murderous intent. Then all
of Sam’s thoughts came to an abrupt end and he felt much colder
than the air-conditioning dictated. His laptop was gone. He tore
the room apart searching for his work, but it was nowhere to be
found. They must have taken it. He raced out of the room and
straight into the arms of security.

“Let go of me.”

“Not just yet,” the larger
of the two muscled men said, and shoved Sam back into the room.
They looked just as confused as Sam when they discovered no body.
“What’s going on?”

“They’ve run out and taken
my things with them. We’ve got to find them.”

Sam tried to sidestep the men but they
restrained him easily.

“Let’s go down together,”
the man said.

Sam ran off an explanation as the
security men escorted him to the elevator, but they weren’t
listening. They were more interested in the hotel’s reputation. All
the while, his presentation to CalBank slipped further from his
grasp.

The desk clerk and two police officers,
one a sergeant, met Sam in the lobby. They asked the same damn fool
questions hotel security had asked. They might have been more
responsive if Sam had kept the hysteria out of his
voice.

“There’s no one up there,”
the larger security man said.

“Because they’re gone,” Sam
said.

“The room is clean,” the
other security man added.

“He saw them. Ask him,” Sam
said and pointed at the desk clerk.

“I’m a little confused,”
the desk clerk said.

“What’s to be confused
about?” Sam demanded.

“You checked in
alone.”

“What the hell are you
talking about?”

“What I said. You checked
in alone. This woman you’re speaking of, I’ve never seen
her.”

“She paid for the room with
a credit card.”

“Is that true?” the
sergeant asked.

“No, he prepaid with cash.
I can prove it.”

The desk clerk led a procession, which
drew stares from everyone in the lobby. Sam’s heated explanations
had turned this debacle into a spectator event. The desk clerk
called up the reservation and pointed to the screen. The
reservation was indeed in Sam’s name and the room had been prepaid
in cash.

“Is this some sort of
joke?” Sam demanded.

The desk clerk raised himself up. “I
have no idea what you mean.”

“I’m obviously being used
as the scapegoat for something.”

“What are you talking about
now?” the tired sounding sergeant asked.

“They’ve got a body on the
premises and they don’t want the bad press.”

“So what are you saying?”
the desk clerk said. “That we made off with a body?”

“That’s exactly what I’m
saying, but you screwed up. I had room service delivered. I admit
you work fast, but not that fast. I bet you didn’t have time to
brief everyone.”

The sergeant asked for the room service
waiter who had brought the food to Sam’s room. He knew the cops
were only humoring him at this point, but he didn’t care. They’d be
whistling a different tune in a moment.

“Do you remember me?” Sam
asked the waiter.

“Yes. I delivered a fruit
platter and pot of coffee to your room.”

The news failed to impress anyone, but
Sam smiled nevertheless. “Do you remember the woman in my
room?”

“No. You were
alone.”

“No, I was with…” Sam let
his words trail off. He remembered he had answered the door while
Fran was in the bathroom.

“I think we’ve heard
enough,” the sergeant said. “Time to go.”

The cops grabbed Sam by the arms and
guided him towards the exit. Sam protested and demanded they speak
to the room service person who had taken the order from Fran, but
no one was listening. The desk clerk made sure the inconvenience
left with the authorities and led the way out.

“Sorry for the trouble,”
the cop said.

“These things happen,” the
desk clerk replied.

“You’re a lying son of a
bitch,” Sam fired at the clerk. He shrugged off the policemen’s
hold and grabbed the desk clerk by the lapels. “You’re in on this,
aren’t you?”

“That’s it,” the sergeant
said and pinned Sam against the wall while the other officer cuffed
him. They dragged him out to a patrol car and shoved him in the
back.

His cell rang, but in his current
predicament, he was unable to answer it. He knew who it would
be--his team wondering where the hell he was. All wasn’t lost yet.
As long as he got himself under control and explained himself to
the cops, he’d still make it over to CalBank, but he’d be without
his laptop. He had to face facts. There wasn’t a chance in hell of
getting that back in time. Why had they taken it? To sell? By
mistake? None of it mattered. CalBank was history.

Luck didn’t fair with Sam. The cops
booked him on a misdemeanor and it was evening before they released
him. Over a dozen messages filled his cell phone’s voicemail. He
listened to his colleagues then the senior partner blast him for
his no show at CalBank. The senior partner punctuated his rant by
telling Sam he was fired. Sam wanted to be angry but it had been
too long a day and he just didn’t have the fight left in
him.

Between the tirades, Sam gleaned that
Rennie Creative Partners had won the lucrative contract. A nice win
for RCP. They were zero and ten against Sam. One and ten now, he
supposed. He deleted his messages along with his career. He paused
when he came to the last message. The caller left no name, but he
recognized Fran’s voice.

“If you want your laptop
back, come to the Ferry Building. We’ll be waiting
outside.”

Sam had his explanation. He’d been
scammed. Fran and company had conned him out of his laptop. If they
thought they could extort anything out of him, they were dead
wrong. They’d killed his career. He’d go along though, just so that
he could tell them the computer was worthless.

He walked the short distance to the
Ferry Building. People were filing past the historic building to
make their journeys home after a hard day’s work. He scanned the
faces for Fran, Lieber and Burke, but failed to see them. It looked
like he was being stood up and was about to leave when a hand
settled on his shoulder. He turned and faced not Fran, Lieber or
Burke, but Lucas Rennie from RCP. Pieces of the puzzle fell into
place.

“I hear you’ve had quite a
day,” Rennie said, smiling.

“Likewise,” Sam answered,
“but for entirely different reasons.”

“Let me make it up to you
and buy you dinner. I’ve got a table. It’s not too far.”

After the day he’d had, why not? “Lead
on.”

“Good. Shall we?” Rennie
pointed in the direction of the restaurant and they set off at a
leisurely pace.

“I was expecting someone
else.”

“I bet you
were.”

“Who were the three
stooges?”

“Investigators from a
private security company. They’ve been shadowing you for the last
few weeks. You’re a pretty clean living guy, Sam. They could only
come up with two chinks in your armor. One was your weakness for
the ladies. Nothing creepy, mind you, just a girl
watcher.”

“And the
second?”

“You’re a creature of
habit. You’re ritualistic when it comes to pitches and you don’t
trust your team. You keep all the important stuff in your
possession. That gave them an opening. The plan practically devised
itself.”

“Well done. That scam is
the most imaginative thing RCP has come up with in
years.”

Rennie belly-laughed. “You’re not wrong
there. They tell me the desk clerk’s cooperation really swung
things.”

“So this has all been about
discrediting me and you winning a much-needed client? It’s no
secret that you’ve been hurting for business.”

“You’re close, but not
quite on the nose.”

Another turn of the screws? Sam
wondered.

“You’re right insofar as I
wanted to prevent you from pitching to CalBank, but I also wanted
more than that.”

“More?”

They turned off the Embarcadero and
headed towards a waterfront restaurant.

“Yes. Our CalBank pitch was
weak. Even with you out of the running, I doubted that the CalBank
board would go for it, so I pitched them your proposal.”

That sucked the air from Sam’s lungs.
Not only had Rennie ruined him today, but he’d used his own hard
work against him to do it. “You son of a bitch.”

“Don’t get flustered. I
haven’t gotten to the good part yet.”

The good part? What did Rennie have in
store for Sam now? The guy really wanted his pound of flesh and
then some. “What’s the good part?”

“You.”

“Me?”

“I want you to join us.
You’re smart, talented. You’ve got everything we need. Join me and
I’ll make you a partner. I’ve got all the paperwork drawn up. All
you have to do is sign.”

“So today has been one big
job interview?”

“More like head hunting.
You should be flattered.”

“Should I?”

“Yes, I went to a lot of
trouble.”

“It felt like it,” Sam
said. “You could have just offered me the job and dispensed with
all the theatrics, you know.”

“Yes, but we’re in the game
of selling people products they didn’t know they needed. A simple
taste test wouldn’t have swayed you. You needed
convincing.”

They arrived at the restaurant. Rennie
held the door open for Sam. “Are you going to join me?” he
asked.

Sam paused for a long moment before
stepping inside.
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Preston’s long, loping, rhythmic
strides beat an impressive tattoo on the sidewalk. Each elegant
footfall connected effortlessly with the concrete. Although he was
tall and his gait was long, he floated a couple of feet beyond his
stride. A sheen of sweat clung to his lean, black skin. He exuded
strength, confidence and grace. He seemed to glide when he jogged,
riding on a wave of self-belief. It was a sight to behold, unlike
my lumbering attempts.

Preston and I were night and day. My
footfalls slapped the sidewalk, sounding like wet meat tossed
against a wall, sending lightning bolts of pain through my bones
and into my groin. My corroded knees popped every other step and
air struggled to make it into my lungs. Hell, Preston made me feel
old.

The key to Preston’s superior form had
little to do with better diet, a good night’s sleep, protein
formulas or the elixir for eternal youth. No, he was riding a tidal
wave of good fortune. Life, private and professional, was going his
way. I don’t begrudge him, though. If ever a guy deserved good luck
and good fortune, it was Preston. He was a stand up guy and not
many of those find themselves ahead of the game these
days.

We used to be the perfect running
partners, just two guys trying to fight off the effects of middle
age, kidding ourselves that we could beat the effects of time. That
was cool with me. I didn’t run to keep in shape, to keep my wife
interested or even to attract the eye of other women. I ran with
Preston because he was my neighbor and my buddy. We were the same
age, we liked the same things and it was a mark of our
relationship--a guy thing, if you will. An unsaid bond between
men.

But Preston and I hadn’t been on the
same page--hell, the same chapter--for quite some while. In the
last eighteen months, I watched my friend grow in stature, leaving
me behind to stagnate in my own pond. But the disparity in our
performances hadn’t all been one way. As Preston stretched out in
front, I slid back. I’m definitely not the man I was six months ago
or the six months before that, for that matter.

Time hasn’t been the only thing that
has caught up with me, even the general day-to-day has trampled
over me. My checkbook doesn’t balance. My expenses get higher as my
income gets smaller. The kids demand more. My wife seeks and
receives more gratification from television than she does from me.
It’s sad, but no different than many American lives, I’m sure.
Preston has a secret to his success. I just wish I knew what it
was.

“C’mon, Jack. Pick up the
pace, I’m running at half speed.”

I panted in apology.

“This isn’t you. What’s
up?”

I tried to answer, but I couldn’t. My
response stalled in my chest, trapped in the syrupy air jellifying
in my lungs. It was a particularly bad run for me. Current events
were weighing me down more than most and my speed showed it. I
shook my head, flicking sweat in all directions as my breath
whistled in my throat.

Preston glowed. The lucky
SOB.

“C’mon, spit it
out.”

He slowed his pace to allow me to catch
my breath. I still seemed to be running full tilt, while Preston
was doing the running equivalent of treading water.

“Kids, marriage, job, life,
everything. Tell me, what isn’t hitting the fan these
days?”

“Me.” He grinned.
“Everything is cool in the house of Preston Barnes.”

Preston couldn’t have been more right.
He was living the American dream. There wasn’t a thing in his life
out of place. If he fell, it would be into his wife’s loving arms.
If I fell, I’d crack the sidewalk and be sued for the
privilege.

But it hadn’t always been like that.
About two years ago, Preston had trudged through the same quagmire
the rest of the suburban world had and then some. His life was a
blight no one in the neighborhood envied.

“I know,” I wheezed. “You
don’t have to rub it in.” Starbursts speckled my vision. “Well, we
can’t all be as lucky as you, Press.”

Preston barked a short, sharp laugh.
“Luck had nothing to do with it. I was losing the battle with life,
so I took control. Now that I’m calling the shots, life couldn’t be
better.”

“Easier said than
done.”

“I wouldn’t say that. Once
you make that first step towards resolving your problems, you’ll be
amazed at the results. Tell me what’s up and I’ll tell you what to
do about it.”

To be honest, I’d been hoping Preston
would reveal his secret. He’d never offered before, even when
others and I had asked. A feeling trickled over me that he was only
telling me now because I was at rock bottom and I couldn’t fall any
lower. But I didn’t care what he thought about my life. If he
wanted to throw me a bone, I wasn’t so proud that I wouldn’t gobble
it up with glee. Now, I would learn the Preston way and become a
devout disciple.

“Jenny’s been upset for
days and dragging everyone down over her cat,” I said. “It went
missing last Thursday. The damn thing was probably hit by a
car.”

“Tragic, but that doesn’t
sound too disruptive.”

True, it wasn’t. My daughter’s problems
weren’t the reason for my despair. They were just one in a
never-ending laundry list of minor irritations that was draining my
spirit. No, Jenny wasn’t the problem--my son was.

“It’s Kevin. He’s going
through the teenage thing. You know the drill. He goes out, but
doesn’t tell us where, then follows it up with the silent
treatment. Lately, he’s stepped up the pace. He’s coming in after
midnight on school nights and he’s skipping classes. We’ve already
met with the school principal, but it doesn’t seem to have any
effect. It’s gone too far, but I don’t know what to do about it. It
scares me, Press. It really does. I have visions of where this is
all going to end. Well, you know…”

“I know,” he
replied.

And Preston would know. He would
understand my fears and problems. His son, Nathan, used to be every
suburban neighborhood’s nightmare, a black kid caught up in a
street gang. No one dared to give Nathan a sideways look when his
gangbanger friends came visiting. Paranoia was a flag flown from
every home’s porch. Those were rough times for Preston and his
wife. They felt the tension the neighborhood was feeling, but they
turned that boy around. The kid was now a poster boy for everyone’s
child. At the moment, the nearest my Kevin would come to a poster
boy would be on a milk carton.

“How far has he gone?”
Preston asked.

“He was suspended last week
for smacking a kid with his helmet during football practice and
next week, he’s got to answer to a petty shoplifting case. I’m
hoping that I can get the store manager to drop the
charges.”

Preston nodded, assessing the
information. “So it hasn’t gone too far.”

“Too far for me. Tracy’s
ready to wash her hands of the boy.”

“You’re a long way from
bottom, my friend.”

“It doesn’t feel like
it.”

“Trust me, you
are.”

“So how did you sort things
out with Nathan?”

“Parental guidance, pure
and simple.”

I snorted. “It’s a bit too late for
timeouts and spankings.”

Preston laughed. “Ain’t that the truth?
Kids grow up so fast I wonder who the parent really is sometimes.
No, you can’t use the techniques our parents used on us. It’s a new
millennium and that calls for new millennium solutions.”

We came to a major intersection.
Jogging in place, Preston hit the pedestrian crossing button. I
slumped forward, resting my weak arms on trembling knees. The
specks of light in my vision were gone, replaced by a wave of
nausea.

“It comes down to respect,”
Preston continued. I looked up at my friend. “We give them
unconditional love. They give us unconditional respect. But as they
start growing up and their little brains develop, we, as parents,
are in trouble. It’s inevitable that they’re going to see chinks in
our armor. They come to realize we aren’t gods. We aren’t perfect.
You just have to reinforce their first impressions. They were
right--we are gods.”

The “Don’t Walk” sign changed to “Walk”
and Preston set the pace again with me trailing a stride and a half
behind.

“So what did you do to
teach Nathan that you and Amber are gods?”

“As soon as we saw the
company he was keeping and respect they were getting from him…we
took his CDs away.”

That was it? I was disappointed, to say
the least. I’d been hoping for more, a lot more. Up until then,
Preston had impressed me. His approach sounded bang on, but the
execution was weak.

“Did it work?”

“No. It pushed him further
away from us and closer to his friends.”

“So what did you do
instead?”

“You have to understand, we
were desperate and I did things that I wouldn’t normally do, but we
had to get through to Nathan. We had to leave a mark that he
wouldn’t forget. So I sat him down with his CDs and I told him that
Amber and I loved him, but he had to be taught a lesson for his
actions. Obviously, he went to smart-mouth me, but before he could,
I smashed his CDs to pieces with a hammer.”

Again, I wasn’t impressed. I know what
Kevin would have done if I’d done that to his music collection.
Hell, I know how I would have reacted if Preston smashed up my
music. I understood Preston’s motivation. He was trying to strike
at the kid’s heart, to make him realize the effect he was having on
his family, but it wouldn’t have turned me around.

“Not surprisingly,” Preston
said, “that didn’t work either. I was pushing Nath further away…any
further and I’d lose him forever. I had to think, really think,
about my next move.”

Preston was reliving these moments,
these trials, these decisions. His voice took on a reverential
tone. He’d gone to the mountaintop to find his faith and had been
rewarded. I stepped up my pace to catch sight of a side of my
friend that I’d never seen.

“I knew I was losing
Nathan. I could feel my son slipping through my fingers. Well, you
know what they say about drastic times requiring drastic measures?
I did what I had to do and it worked. I killed his dog in front of
him.”

Preston’s last comment was a hammer
blow, so much so that I stumbled and stutter-stepped a couple of
times before I found my running rhythm again. He’d let his
admission slip out so casually that I wasn’t expecting it. My mind
didn’t have time to comprehend the viciousness of the
act.

“How?” I asked. This wasn’t
what I’d meant to say, but Preston had knocked my brain out of gear
and my mouth was freewheeling. I’d meant to say, “You killed your
son’s dog? Get away from me, you freak.”

“Well, Nathan isn’t so big
that I couldn’t pin him down and tie him to a chair in the kitchen.
Then, we called in Hunter for his dinner as usual. Amber made the
dog’s dinner and I mixed in the rat poison.”

“I thought you said the dog
had died from a tumor,” was all I could say. I pictured it all.
Preston and Amber’s immaculate custom kitchen with the beautiful
tiled floor that I’d helped Press lay, and Nathan duct taped to an
Ethan Allen chair as Preston, my friend, lowered the poison laced
bowl to the retriever. I closed my eyes to blot out my vision, but
only gave it greater clarity. I tasted bile.

“He thought we were
bluffing, of course. He thought I was trying to scare him and all I
was mixing into Hunter’s food was crushed oatmeal. I told him, as
parents, we were deadly serious about poisoning. This was a wake up
call to the fact that there were consequences for his actions. And
this was an indication of how serious we were. Thinking about it
now, I saw a flicker in his eyes. He was taking me seriously. I
could have stopped there, but I could see Nathan’s resolve wasn’t
rock solid. A threat wasn’t going to do it this time. So, I gagged
Nathan, gave the dog the food, locked him in the kitchen with the
dog and took Amber out for dinner. Do you know it took that mutt
over twenty-four hours to hemorrhage its last?”

“My God, I can’t believe
you did that!”

My horrified condemnation was
misinterpreted. I could barely put into words my disgust for what
Preston understood to be good parenting, but he took my remarks as
a compliment. The son of a bitch actually smiled.

“Yeah, well, we had to do
it. We were losing our son to a life of crime and eventual
corruption. It had to be done. Obviously, we made our point to
Nathan. Having been tied to a chair for twenty-four hours, he’d
messed his pants, but we didn’t let him clean himself up until he’d
cleaned up the dog and its mess. You wouldn’t believe the amount of
blood and puke a poisoned dog will produce.”

That was it. I couldn’t run anymore. I
was lightheaded to the point of unconsciousness. An ocean a time
zone away sloshed in my ears and my vision dissolved to block
shapes and primary colors. My response to Preston’s parental
guidance was to vomit. I yakked up a light breakfast into the
gutter, much to the disgust of the coffeehouse’s outdoor customers
across the street. Splashing vomit speckled my ankles, but I didn’t
care. It took all my strength to prevent my feeble legs from
collapsing.

Preston patted me on the back. “Steady
on there, buddy. Drink too much water this morning? That stuff’ll
bite you in the ass. C’mon, let’s run it off. It’s the best
cure.”

I couldn’t believe Preston. The man
didn’t have a clue what kind of monster he’d become. I wanted to
rip him a new one, let him have it, but my stomach hadn’t finished
unloading its remaining contents. Mercifully, I stopped and I
breathed like a bull ready to charge, with thick gobs of sputum
trailing from my lips. I wiped a hand across my mouth before
straightening. Preston called out. He was a hundred yards ahead.
Although he’d taken a baseball bat to my emotions, I followed. I
had to learn more.

“We pretty much cracked
it,” Preston said, when I’d caught up with him. “We did have a
couple of setbacks but I took care of them.”

I didn’t know what Preston meant by
“setbacks” and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Not yet
anyway.

“Yep, in a couple of weeks,
Nathan was our son again. The respect was back. The bad influences
were gone. You must have noticed the change?”

“And everyone lived happily
ever after,” I said.

Preston’s smile slipped. A serious
demeanor took over his features. Obviously, not all was perfect in
Never-Never land.

“My tactics only work for
so long before there is a call for further
reinforcement.”

I couldn’t imagine Nathan slipping back
after the trauma of Hunter. If it had been me, I’d never have put a
foot out of line with Preston again. I couldn’t help feeling sorry
for the kid. His fear of screwing up must have been
intense.

“Nathan’s been slipping
back. I’ve discovered that he’s hooked up with some of his old
associates. But I’m going to handle it.”

Preston’s words struck a chill in me.
Never had I heard that simple promise sound so
malicious.

He went to say something, but caught
himself and a smile spread across his lips. “This might be good
practice for you, Mike…to see how I handle matters. You never know,
you may be able to use my tactics on Kevin. You up for
it?”

I said yes. Yes, out of fear for what
Preston would think if I said no. Yes, out of fear for Nathan. And
yes, because let’s face it, I was curious.

“Good. I’m pleased,”
Preston said. “I’ll be ‘round for you at nine.”

***

The knock came right on the button.
Preston was dressed causally in dark clothes, as was I, as
instructed. We got into Preston’s car, but not his Infiniti and not
Amber’s SUV. Preston had pulled up in an ancient Crown Victoria
with a broken taillight. I had no idea where the car had come from.
It was like nothing I’d seen him use before.

“Where are we going?” I asked once we
were on the expressway. Funny really, I didn’t want to know what we
were up to while we were in our neighborhood. Subconsciously, I
didn’t want my home tarnished by what Preston had planned. Although
Preston hadn’t made any disclosure, I knew, just knew, it wasn’t
going to be good.

“We’re heading over to the
warehouse district. A couple of Nathan’s friends deal out
there.”

Deal what? I thought. I didn’t think it
was cards.

“How did you find out?” I
asked.

“I followed Nath. He’d been
late home from football practice a few times and from a study
session once. We have ground rules in our house. He’s allowed to
stay out to a prearranged time. When he stopped obeying that rule,
it was time to investigate. Parenting isn’t like having a Chia Pet.
You can’t just feed it once and leave it to do its thing. Parenting
requires constant diligence. Tonight will be a good example.” Press
turned to smile at me. “Trust me, follow my lead and Kevin will be
snapping to attention before the month is out. And once that
happens, you’ll see your world following suit.”

I didn’t smile back. I couldn’t. Fear
coursed through my veins like a virus. The best I could do was nod
in agreement and wait for the heat of Preston’s gaze to leave
me.

We entered the decaying warehouse
district. The properties became seedier the further we were from
the expressway. Ripe for redevelopment, it was ignored by the city
and left to descend into a haven for every kind of criminal
activity available on the books. At least crime was contained in a
confined space making it easy for the cops to mop up after the
event.

Driving through the decaying streets,
my heart raced. Although he had the air going, I was sweating. He
was determined--the focus apparent on his face. He didn’t plan on
taking prisoners tonight. I knew this and I could have avoided the
event, but I still came along for the ride. I had to
see.

Preston parked a car length from a
four-way stop with weather-beaten striping. The street was
deserted, except for a couple of junkers skulking on the cross
street. Interrupted streetlight peppered the neighborhood thanks to
burned or shot out bulbs. I didn’t feel safe, even with the Crown
Victoria’s engine still running.

“This is it,” Preston said,
gazing at a three-story, graffiti-scarred warehouse with most of
its windows missing. “This is where I followed Nath to. Let’s
hustle.”

Preston switched off the engine, but
left the Ford unlocked. He strode across the four-way without heed
to any possible oncoming traffic. Not so bold, I followed in his
footsteps, keeping an eye out for traffic or anybody
else.

Preston stopped by a side door, which
looked secure until he put his shoulder to it and it caved in with
little resistance. From the silent street, the sound of the
fracturing lock was deafening. I expected that we’d disturbed every
dealer and chop shop in the district, but my fears were unfounded.
Preston’s never-ending stream of good luck knew no
bounds.

We stepped inside. Shattered glass
crunched under foot. Sinuous electrical wires hung from the ceiling
like exposed veins. A muffled baseline throbbed in the
distance.

“They hang out on the floor
above,” Preston said.

He led the way to an emergency access
stairwell and a flight of steel stairs. Our footfalls clanged on
the metallic surface, but the music masked our intrusion. I eased
back the second floor door. A jerry-rigged light feebly lit an
area. Three figures shifted in the shadows at the center of the
warehouse floor. I went to ask Preston our tactics but he brushed
by me.

He walked towards the group of three.
His cool was astonishing. There was no haste or excitement to his
pace. Fear was not an emotion that existed inside him. Being
spotted was not an issue. As observer to this demonstration of
parental guidance, I followed.

“I know we don’t have a
sign posted, but no trespassers,” a shadow said before we were
halfway across the floor. Laughter followed the quip.

“I’m here for Nathan,”
Preston commanded.

“Dad?” Nathan
managed.

“Dad?” the comedic shadow
echoed. “Is it your curfew, Dawg?”

More laughter followed. Nathan mumbled
a curse.

When we reached them, the light exposed
Nathan’s bad influences as being not much older than Nathan, just a
couple of punk kids. One wore a Raider Nation sweatshirt and the
other was a walking advertisement for FUBU. What elevated them from
punk kids were the bags of dope, pills and weed sitting on top of a
wooden, upturned packing case. None of the three made any move to
hide their stash. The dealers flopped into a couple of worse for
wear loungers. Nathan remained standing, rigid in his
fear.

“Nathan, I thought we had
an agreement,” Preston said.

FUBU cranked the volume on the boom
box. He swapped a mischievous glance with Raider Nation. Preston
wasn’t to be trifled with and kicked the boom box clear across
room. The CD player skittered across the floor, pieces breaking off
as it disappeared into the gloom. With the boom box dead, an
oppressive silence squeezed the standoff.

“Hey, man,” FUBU said,
jumping to his feet.

Preston thrust him back down into the
lounger. FUBU didn’t get up again. He swapped another glance with
Raider Nation. This time, there was no mischievousness present,
only shock.

“Is this what you want,
huh?” Preston demanded, ignoring the dealers.

Nathan said nothing.

“We had a deal. You don’t
associate with drug dealers.”

“Hey, we ain’t no drug
dealers. We’re businessmen,” FUBU said, but not with the conviction
I’d seen when we’d first arrived. He sounded more like a whining
child.

“Did you think for one
minute I wasn’t going to find out? Was what I did to Hunter not
example enough to show you how far I will go to keep you on the
straight and narrow?”

Fire burned in Nathan’s eyes. I felt
the pain of that event. I’d only heard the tale second hand and it
was a raw wound to me. God knows what it was like for Nathan who’d
lived through it.

“Do you think being a drug
dealer makes you special, huh?” Preston flung his arms wide before
stuffing them in his jacket again. “Do you think it’s cool or
something?”

Nathan still said nothing. I felt the
escalation in the air. Preston was building to something. I willed
Nathan to say something to calm his father down.

“I want an
answer.”

Nathan mumbled something
inconsequential.

“Do you know what happens
to drug dealers, Nathan?”

Before Nathan could answer or FUBU and
Raider Nation could mouth off, Preston jerked out a small revolver
and shot the two dealers. FUBU took one in the forehead, killing
him instantly and Raider Nation took one in the throat, mortally
wounding him as blood geysered from the wound. He clutched at his
neck. Pleas for help were reduced to gurgles, but they didn’t last
long. He was dead within a few seconds.

I hadn’t been prepared for what Preston
had done--none of us had, least of all FUBU and Raider Nation. The
look of shock and stunned amazement on Nathan’s face mimicked my
own. Preston had crossed a line, but it was obvious by the way he
talked and acted he didn’t believe he had. To him, this was
parenting plain and simple--just good old-fashioned methods to keep
a kid on the right track

Preston turned to me, the gun still in
his hand. For a glimmer, I thought I’d been brought there to create
a scenario--drug deal gone bad--but the gun wasn’t aimed at
me.

“You see, Mike,” Preston
said. “There are no limits. You have to do what you have to do. If
not, you’ll always be at someone else’s mercy.”

“You killed them,
Press.”

Preston smiled the kind of smile
intended for dense children. “No, these boys were on a slippery
slope to this end. If anyone is responsible, then Nathan
is.”

“No,” Nathan
protested.

Preston gabbed his son by the
shoulders, the gun still in hand, muzzle inches from Nathan’s head.
“Yes. You are responsible for what happened here tonight. You were
told what would happen if you didn’t keep your end of the
bargain.”

Nathan tried to interrupt, but Preston
shut him down.

“Nathan, listen,” Preston
commanded. “You promised to stay in school, not to smart mouth your
mom and me, stay away from bad influences, not to drink or do drugs
and I promised not to take action. I’ve been true to my word.
Haven’t I?”

Nathan couldn’t look at his father when
he replied. “Yes.”

This was tough love at its harshest.
Preston, whether you agreed with his methods or not, was a devoted
father. I am too, but my devotion has never caused me to go this
far. He was certainly a father among fathers.

“Let’s get out of here,”
Preston announced. “C’mon, Nath.” He rested a hand on his son’s
shoulder and escorted him out of the building.

As I hit the street, the cool night air
struck me. I’d hoped it would refresh me and clear my head of what
I’d just witnessed, but it didn’t. Instead, nausea overwhelmed me.
But I wasn’t the only one suffering ill effects. As I helped Nathan
into the back of the Crown Victoria, he was shaking. I wanted to
tell him it was okay and not to worry, but I knew Preston would
negate that. Tonight was a demonstration that things weren’t okay
if Nathan carried on this way.

On the drive home, Preston got me to
ditch the gun down a storm drain and told me to dispose of the
clothes I was wearing. He detailed other measures I should take to
ensure that nothing came back to connect us to the killings. I
listened and took it all in.

As Preston parked up, I glanced back at
Nathan. The kid was broken. He was clay to be molded into whatever
shape Preston desired. I couldn’t see Nathan breaking the rules
again. If he did, then he deserved Preston’s special form of
parental guidance.

“You go on in and apologize
to your mother,” Preston instructed as we got out from the
car.

Nathan said nothing and traipsed
inside.

“Good kid, really,” Preston
said, as Nath closed the door. “Just needs a few taps in the right
direction. Know what I mean?”

I nodded. I did.

“Thanks for tonight,” he
said. “I really appreciate the support. I hope you learned
something.”

I nodded. I had.

“I just need your help with
one more thing.”

“Sure.”

“I have to dump the car.
Can you pick me up from this address in an hour?”

He handed me a scrap of paper and I
read the address. “I’ll be there.”

“Good.” My friend smiled at
me. The smile scared me, but I welcomed it. Things had been leading
up to this point. This had been what I’d been waiting to hear. “We
should talk about how we’re going to solve your
problems.”

“I’d like that,” I
said.

“I’m glad. Did you know
these skills can be adapted to suit any problem? It’s totally
universal.” Preston sidled up to me conspiratorially. “My boss kept
taking credit for my ideas but since I cut the brake lines on his
car, he gives credit where credit is due and now I have his job. My
father-in-law said I was a good for nothing. It’s not a tune he
likes to sing since his house burned down.”

Once Preston started he didn’t stop. He
proceeded to catalog his triumphant successes, describing in minute
detail how he’d won battles with his church pastor, store clerks,
car mechanics and a bank manager. As wrong as it sounded, I took it
all in, never once questioning his ethics.

“Like I was saying, it
comes down to respect. Once you have respect the world is a much
finer place. I think if you take my approach, you’ll see a marked
improvement in your quality of life.” Preston spread his arms wide.
“Aren’t I proof enough?”

Yes, he was, but I didn’t respond. I
still wasn’t sure I wanted to follow my neighbor’s path,
irrespective of its successes. For all Preston’s stories and his
demonstration, I couldn’t decide whether I was that kind of a man.
Could I inflict the same ruthless love on Kevin? I needed something
to push me.

“Fall is certainly upon us
now,” Preston said.

“Er, yeah.” Preston knocked
me off guard by the observation. I was still preoccupied with his
teachings. My mind was thick with the visions of Hunter writhing on
the kitchen floor and Nathan’s face when Preston had killed the two
drug dealers.

“Leaves are getting
everywhere. Sidewalks are covered in the things. I’d hate to see my
gutters right now.”

Preston was right. Drifts of leaves
were everywhere and who didn’t have a lawn hidden under a blanket
of nature’s castoffs?

“The problem is I don’t
have a leaf blower.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Oh, I know I do, but I
don’t have it.” Preston turned to face me. “You do.”

“Sorry, about-”

“I lent that blower to you
last winter and you still haven’t returned it.”

“I’ll get it back to you,”
I promised.

“Mike, would like to know
what happened to Jenny’s cat?” Preston’s eyes were hard. “I can
tell you, you know, but it won’t be good news I’m sorry to
say.”

“That’s okay. I
understand.”

I returned home full of Preston’s
teachings. Things were going to change around here--and for the
better. Preston had shown me the way.
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“So, in conclusion, yes,
this has been a bad year for Casper Industries.  Profit and
revenues are down, as is return on investment.  This doesn’t
mean a slide.  The economic environment is tough and we’re
weathering the storm better than most.”

Kenneth Casper searched the sea of
investor’s faces.  He was losing the crowd.  Frowns and
headshakes were everywhere in the packed auditorium.  He
hadn’t seen an annual stockholder’s meeting this well attended in a
decade.  There was a reason for that.  In the investors’
minds, Casper Industries was on a death spiral and they blamed one
man, the man in charge--him. If he didn’t turn things around in the
next few months, there would be a call to oust him.  How
embarrassing was that?  To be kicked out of the company he had
created with his own hands fifty years ago. At least this torture
was nearly over.  After this address, the meeting would be at
a
close.            

He turned to the final page of his
address using his talon-like, arthritic hand.  The sheet
slipped from his feeble grasp and fluttered to the ground.  He
groaned when he bent to pick it up and his back seized on the way
down.  Mark Clinton, vice-president of operations, dashed to
his rescue, snatching up the sheet and passing it to
him.

Kenneth wished the stage had a trapdoor
that would open up and swallow him.  This was just the kind of
display that would destroy him.  Everybody knew his health was
poor and that was where the problem lie.  Nobody looked beyond
the surface.  Everybody associated Casper Industries’
crumbling empire with his own physical decrepitude.  Okay, he
was the first to admit that his physical problems drained him of
energy, but his mind was as sharp as ever.  No one cared about
that, though. 
       

“Come on, Kenneth, we’re
nearly through.”

The situation wasn’t helped by Mark’s
rescue.  The tableau only played to everyone’s fantasy that
Casper Industries was being held together by a younger, stronger
man.  If the stockholders kicked him out, it would be Mark who
would succeed him.  Kenneth wasn’t unduly stressed by Mark’s
aspirations.  Whatever the investors thought, Mark was
Kenneth’s greatest and most fervent supporter.  It wasn’t
something he could say about the rest of his board.

“Thanks,” Kenneth said and
smiled.

“Let me help you
up.”

“No.  Let’s not give
them the satisfaction”

Mark nodded and retreated to the
wings. 

Kenneth straightened as quickly as he
could, endeavoring to show a spark of youth, but his spine screamed
under the load.  He hadn’t fooled anyone.  He completed
his address and tottered from the stage to a damp smattering of
applause.  It was the least they could do for all the years
he’d lined their pockets.

Meg welcomed him off the stage with a
smile that matched his physical pain.  She didn’t help him off
the stage.  She waited until he made the short, tortuous
distance from the lectern to the stage wings.  She was a great
kid and just as beautiful as her mother.  She hugged him when
he reached her.

“You look done in, dad,”
she whispered into his ear.  “Let’s get you out of
here.”

“Do you have the plane
tickets?” he whispered back.

“Yes, everything is ready
and the car’s waiting outside.”

“Let’s go then.”

Meg ushered Kenneth through a side
door, helping him avoid his fellow executives and
stockholders.  He didn’t want to be waylaid.  He had a
flight waiting and nobody was to know what he was doing until it
was done.  This was his last shot at saving his career. 
She led him along a service corridor and they burst through the
door at the end.

Out in the rain-soaked alley, Mark
paced alongside the waiting limo.  He opened the door for
Kenneth the moment he appeared and helped him inside the
car.

“Good luck, Kenneth. Come
back a new man.”

“Thanks, Mark.  You
don’t know what your help means to me.”  Kenneth failed to
hide the emotion and tears welled up.  He grabbed Mark’s hand
and shook it two-handed.

“Trust me, I do know. 
Now get out of here before your flight leaves.”

Meg slid into the car next to Kenneth
and Mark closed the door.  Before Kenneth had buckled himself
in, the limo blew out of the alley.  Thirty minutes later, it
pulled up in front of international departures at LAX and they were
in the air an hour later on a LanChile Airlines flight bound for
Lima, Peru. 

Although Lima offered nothing but hope,
Kenneth couldn’t relax and the nine-hour flight seemed longer than
it was.   He stayed awake while Meg slept soundly. 
Late afternoon stretched into night and Latin America faded into
meaningless dots of light. All he could think about was
failure.  The treatment, successful for so many, would surely
fail in his case.  He would return to the US in time to see
his company slip from his arthritic grasp.  He was stupid to
believe in anything else.  The airliner touched down in Peru’s
capital city after midnight and he disembarked feeling older than
he ever had in his life.

Even at that late hour, the city was
alive.  Exiting the arrivals lounge, taxi drivers mobbed
anyone and everyone.  Locals jostled Kenneth whilst trying to
secure his business. Luckily, Meg knew Spanish and dismissed all
comers, although they ignored her.

“Don’t worry, dad, we’ll be
out of this soon.  Someone’s here to collect us.”

That was if they ever made it that
far.  Passengers from another flight poured out of the
arrivals lounge feeding the taxi drivers’ frenzy for
business.  The resultant force halted Kenneth and Meg’s
progress.  Sweat prickled Kenneth’s brow and his breaths
trickled from his chest.   His grip on consciousness
loosened.

A man wearing a Giants baseball jacket
pulled two men apart.  “Señor and Señorita Casper?”

“Yes,” Meg
replied.

“I am Jorge,” he said in
crude English.  “Come with me, please.”

Jorge took the luggage cart from Meg
and used it to plow a furrow in the crowd.  He didn’t take any
prisoners, giving anyone in his path a single warning in Spanish
before forging ahead.  His technique was effective and
Kenneth, aided by Meg, followed in his wake. 

Jorge loaded their bags into a
well-preserved, red and white Nissan Maxima from the
eighties.  He opened the rear passenger door for them and they
slithered onto plastic sheathed seats.  Kenneth guessed this
was what passed for a limo in Peru, but he didn’t care too much for
absent luxuries.  He was free of the zoo and on the
road.

Hitting the city streets, Jorge said,
“I take you to hotel.”

Meg leaned forward.  “Where is
Señor Escobar?”

While searching for a reply, Jorge
veered into another lane to avoid a slow moving bus, cutting off an
ancient Mercedes in the process.  The maneuver was worthy of a
New York cabbie, but not of Kenneth’s heart, which fluttered with
nervous agility. 

Jorge failed to make a coherent answer
in English and Meg re-asked in Spanish.  Happy to speak
Spanish, he reeled off a rapid-fire reply.  Meg leaned back in
her seat.

“What’s happening?” Kenneth
asked.

“Escobar will meet us for
breakfast at the hotel at ten tomorrow.”

“Is Escobar the
shaman?”

“No, he’s our guide. 
He will take us to the shaman.”

Out of this chaos, there was finally
some order.  Kenneth felt a portion of his stress melt away
and he wound the window down for some air, leaving Jorge to his
crazy driving.  Meg clasped his hand and gave it a comforting
squeeze.

In spite of all the pollution and car
fumes, the air smelled sweet.  It wasn’t bleached of its
personality like its US counterpart.  Something still virgin
and untouched scented Lima.  He smiled.

“A penny for them,” Meg
said.

“I just have a good feeling
about this.”  He lifted her hand in his and kissed the
back.   “Thanks for all your help.  Without you, I
wouldn’t have this chance to regain my strength and my
company.”

“You don’t have to thank
me.  You’re my dad. What daughter wouldn’t do this for her
dad?”

Jorge turned onto a residential street
and stopped under a neon sign announcing “Hotel,” although
guesthouse was a better description.  A six-foot stucco wall
hid the hotel’s entrance from view and a wrought iron security gate
made sure unwelcome visitors didn’t get in without a
fight.

“We here,” he
said.

Jorge pulled out their luggage from the
trunk and banged on the iron gate for attention.  A withered
man of late middle age with jet-black hair exchanged words with
Jorge and opened the gate.  The men shared the burden of the
bags and Kenneth and Meg followed them inside. Abundant plant life
filled a well-kept courtyard and Kenneth’s apprehension left
him.  At the check-in desk, the withered man introduced
himself as Miguel.  He spoke quietly in English, although his
soft cadence made it difficult for Kenneth to understand
him. 

While Meg checked them in, Kenneth
scanned the hotel.  A small lounge area constituted the
lobby.  Squishy and mismatched sofas were pushed together in a
U-shape.  Local and American newspapers covered a table that
filled the gap between the sofas.  It was a so-so
affair.

Jorge left them.  Meg offered a
tip, but he refused it saying he had been properly compensated for
his efforts.  Miguel carried their bags with the aid of his
son, a clean-cut man in his twenties.  He then led them
through a beautifully tended garden courtyard in the rear, which
doubled for their restaurant. 

The climb up two flights of stairs felt
like a mountain ascent to Kenneth.  His decrepitude
embarrassed him especially considering how easily the spry Miguel
completed the obstacle. Kenneth guessed there had to have been only
a handful of years between them.  Everyone was polite though
and waited for him to reach the second floor.  He hated their
pity and hoped to God that the shaman was worthy of his
reputation.

Miguel had placed Kenneth and Meg in
adjoining rooms.  Meg stayed and helped him settle
in.

“We should be staying here
just tonight, but I’ve decided to keep these rooms until we leave
for LA,” Meg explained while unpacking his bag.  “We can leave
some of our things here.  We’ll need to travel
light.”

Kenneth sat on the edge of the bed
waiting for the throbbing in his head and the aching in his legs
and hands to pass.  He would have liked to have been in the
cosseted surrounding of a Hilton or some such, rather than this
place, but he understood the reasons for their low profile. 
No one was to know about his recovery plan.

“Hey, what’s this?” Meg
asked with a smile.  She held up a small bottle of Burgundy
Kenneth had brought with him.  It was from his favorite French
vineyard and a very good year.

“You weren’t meant to see
that.  It’s a little surprise for later,” he replied and
smiled back.  “It’s for a little celebrating if the shaman
does his trick.”

He was lying of course, but Meg
believed him and that was all that mattered.  Fifty years of
business made him a good liar.  If the shaman turned out to be
a charlatan, then Kenneth wasn’t going back.  There was no
point.  He was finished and there was no way he would return
to LA to see his empire pass into someone else’s hands.  He’d
poisoned the wine and when the time came he would drink it and die
in a shabby hotel in a third world country.  It was a pitiful
end, but death was rarely glorious.  That was why everyone
feared it so much.

“Well, have no fear, you’ll
be drinking this before the week is out.”

Meg finished unpacking and left him
alone.  Still dressed, he collapsed into a heavy
sleep. 

Daylight through his window woke him
around nine.  Sleep had done him a lot of good.  His
aches and pains had receded to a low level hum and were all but
gone after a long shower.  Meg knocked on his door as he was
toweling off.

“Escobar is waiting for us
downstairs.”

“I’ll meet you down
there.”

Kenneth found Meg and Escobar having
breakfast in the garden patio.  They stood as he
approached.  Escobar smiled and offered a hand, which Kenneth
took.

“Mr. Casper, it’s an honor
to meet you,” he said in clear but heavily accented
English.

Escobar had a professional air to
him.  His wore an expensive shirt and slacks, but no
tie.  He sported a brush cut hairstyle and a fashionable
goatee.  He exuded Latin suave.  But his laid back
professionalism was a façade.  His calloused hands said much
of past careers and the crescent scar above his left eye looked to
have been the work of a beer bottle. Whether he was a man to be
admired or feared, Kenneth wasn’t sure.

“Mr. Escobar, you flatter
me.”   

Escobar shrugged off the compliment and
sat. 

“I’ll get you some
breakfast, dad,” Meg said and went over to the buffet.

Kenneth settled into a chair next to
Escobar.  “When do I meet the shaman?”

“Straight to business, eh,
Mr. Casper?” 

When Escobar said this, he wasn’t
looking at Kenneth, but at the patio’s only other occupants, a
couple eating breakfast half a dozen wrought iron tables
away.  They were South Americans, certainly not from the US by
the look of them.  They didn’t seem too interested in what
Kenneth had blurted out.

“Maybe I should be more
discreet,” Kenneth said.

Escobar dismissed the suggestion with a
wave of his hand.  “Nothing to fear, my friend.  People
here understand and respect the shaman.”

Meg returned and slid a plate of fresh
fruit and a tall glass of orange juice in front of Kenneth. 
He speared a cube of papaya and ate it.  It was the freshest
he’d tasted anywhere.

“So when do I meet the
shaman?” Kenneth asked again. 

“Two days from now,”
Escobar replied. “We leave after breakfast and ride to
Caraz.”

Kenneth didn’t relish the long overland
ride. He didn’t know much about Peru, but he knew enough to know it
wasn’t miles and miles of gleaming freeways.

“Can’t we charter a plane?”
Kenneth asked.

Escobar shrugged.  “We could, but
it won’t get you to the Caraz drop off point.  The terrain
isn’t suitable for airplanes to land and, even if it was, you’d
still have ride with the shaman’s people to meet him.”

“You aren’t taking us to
him?” Meg asked.

“No,” Escobar
replied.

“Why?” Kenneth
asked.

“His location is
secret.  Even I don’t know where he is.”

It sounded tedious.  Kenneth just
wanted to get the shaman’s cure and get out.   This
wasn’t meant to be a quest for El Dorado. 

“I thought you knew the
shaman,” Kenneth said.

“No,” Escobar
corrected.  “I know his people.”

“How do you know he can do
what he says he can do?”

“I have brought the shaman
many people and he has cured them.  You have nothing to worry
about, Mr. Casper, the shaman will help you.”

Kenneth didn’t like all this
palaver.  He knew he’d let his heart rule his head in coming
here, but now his head wasn’t too keen on letting his heart have
control.  He was a businessman unaccustomed to superstition
for answers.  That was the domain of rich widows and daytime
talk shows.  He could call it off, but if he did, then Casper
Industries was over.  He had to see it through, even if it
killed him, because not following through was a sure ticket to the
grave.
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