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Angela Howard... "What, you can't be serious, Mark?" But he was, and on top of that, he gave me a time limit. I was all for deadlines, but how on earth would I accomplish everything he asked of me so quickly?

"Peter, you're coming with me. You have the best photography skills in the business, and I'm sure you know your way around the vagrants."

"What's that supposed to mean, Angela?"

"I wasn't trying to be callous. I need your help. My editor wants me to find a man or a woman who's been living in the streets and turn them into a rock star. Not literally, but....you know what I mean.

"Know, no, I don't. But it sounds like a blast. How long do we have?"

I stared at Peter, "It won't be long enough. But if I don't do as he asked, I'm out of a job. Come on, lunch is on me."

John Smith ... Just like that, the answer I was looking for fell into my lap. Her name was Angela Howard, and she was a reporter. 

"And why would you do all this for me? I'll go along with your story, but you must also agree to my terms. Do we have a deal?"

I had a chance to get my life back. Would it be worth the humiliation this woman and her reporter were determined to put me through? 

"Don't forget, you must do whatever I ask, or the agreement we made is off."

Follow their story as they leave the harsh world of the homeless and plunge feet first into the world of high finance, crime, and human trafficking. 
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THE CHARACTERS IN THIS story are fictional. Any similarities to real people or their tales are purely accidental.     
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I dedicate this book to my mom. 

She loved books, and shared her love of reading with me. 

She taught me so many things. 

Her greatest gift was her compassion, and her love for others. On her headstone, it reads, As I have loved you, love one another. 

Mom, you inspire me to do great things, I love you...
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It felt like I walked the streets nonstop, for a month or more. In reality, it was five days. I hadn't found a place where I'd felt safe enough to stop. I was a large man who was very capable of defending myself, but I also knew what measures a person might go to when they had nothing left.  

Before too long, it got to the point where I couldn't stand my own stench. I tried many times to enter some of the office buildings that I used to frequent. But now the signs I'd never noticed before, were always visible. No vagrants allowed on the property. Restrooms are for clients and employees only. It was a sad situation for anyone to be in. Now that I knew how it felt, I wished that I had some way to remedy the problems the homeless faced. 

Eventually, after my third attempt to use one of the public restrooms, I went into one of the alleys and urinated. It was disgusting, but I'd already seen and done much worse. 

I looked for the darkest place in that alley and sat down. I hadn't had a decent meal for days, and my pills made me nauseous. I leaned my head back against the bricks, and closed my eyes...just for a moment. 

I didn't know how long I'd been sleeping, but it was hunger that woke me. It was getting darker, and the smells coming up from the docks meant it was dinner time for the tourists who would now be swarming the area. 

Perhaps if I walked the waterfront, someone might feel sorry for me, and feed me. I was too proud to beg, but I would take anything if it was offered. 

It was much later than I expected it would be by the time I made it to the area near the beachfront. The tourists were mostly gone, and the parking lots were emptying out below the highway. I hadn't been in this area at night, before. There were so many smells. The Puget Sound had a particular fishy odor mixed in with the various food aromas, and that made my stomachs complaints much louder. 

Now, I had to do the one thing that bothered me the most. I had to dig through the trash and find something to eat. I decided to check the cans that were closer to the different food vendors first.

I started down the grassy hill, and in my haste, I tripped and rolled all the way to the bottom. My head hurt, and I was extremely dizzy. So I kept my eyes shut, and waited for the spinning to cease before I opened them. 

Once I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was the withered face of an older woman staring down at me. Her nose was crumpled tightly in between her eyes, and that caused her mouth to gape open; revealing she was toothless. 

"You okay, George?" Was she speaking to me? I turned my head from side to side; there was no one on the grass but me.

"I'm sorry, but you must have mistaken me for someone else. I think I'll be alright once I get this spinning to stop." I pushed myself up and into a sitting position. "Thank you, madam, for checking on me."

"Are ye hungry? I have enough to share." She held a sack out in front of her, and it was clean, and appeared to be quite full. What treasures it carried, I wasn’t sure of. Not yet. 

"Young lady, I would enjoy that, and your company very much. I'm still a little woozy, would you mind sitting next to me down here on the lawn? I don't think my head will stop spinning enough for me to stand." I took the sack from her and helped her sit next to me. 

I stuck my hand out in front of me to shake hers. "I'm John. It's nice having someone to eat with. Even better, it didn’t cost me anything." 

"I'm Megan. Or Meg if you’re stingy. You look like you could use a friend, John. Where have you been staying? I'll tell you right now, you stink." 

I tossed my head back and chuckled. "And I thought it was just me who noticed. Thank you, I needed a good laugh. Do you live near here?" Her hand shook as she tried to open the bag, so I took it from her, and then opened the sack and closed my eyes as the smell of fresh, hot food hot me. 

“Wow,  this smells incredible." 

"It's from a hot dog place upstairs in one of those buildings. It's got the works too." 

"The works huh?" I handed her a bottle of water, and I took the other one for myself. 

"I'd love to pay you back, Megan, but I have nothing to give you right now." She couldn't open her bottle, so I reached over and loosened the cap for her. 

"Why, thank you, John. You can pay me back another time. Friends help friends." 

"I’ll remember that." I handed her the hot dog, with the works and an order of french fries. After I had pulled mine out of the sack, I ripped the bag in half and set a half for us each on the ground to use as a plate.

"I should probably tell you who paid for our dinner. This was bought by a couple that was here visiting with their kids. It sure is nice to get hot food when it's supposed to be hot." 

I eagerly bit into the hotdog. Food had never tasted so good, and it was still warm. "This is amazing, Megan." I swallowed it, and then realized I'd probably taken her meal for the morning. "You could have used this for breakfast." 

Her reply was quick. "Eh, don't worry about it. It's tourist season; much easier to get a meal during this time of year." She took a few bites of the hot dog and the fries before carefully wrapping them back up in the paper they’d come in.

"I've messed up your whole routine, haven't I? Here I thought I was being a gentleman supplying you with a paper plate, and you needed it for your leftovers." 

She shook her head and grinned, "That's what pockets are for. I got plenty of them. Come on, John. You can walk me back home, and if you want a place to stay for the night, my friends and I can put you up for a few days."

They kept me longer than that. If Megan hadn't found me on that day, so many months ago, I don't know if I would have made it. Now I considered each one of them my family. I looked after them, and they did the same for me. 

They were there when I needed them most, especially when I was sick. I'd gotten quite ill for a few days. During that time I couldn’t keep anything down. I no longer had any pain pills, and the cancer medication I was taking was also gone. 

At least I wouldn’t be alone at the end.
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Day 1

Playlist: Neil Diamond, Tap Root Manuscript.  ​

I'd heard of stories similar to this one, but I couldn't imagine any of the homeless people I’d seen on any of the street corners, or sidewalks ever looking like they were worth a million bucks. All those stories had to be scams. 

My editor told me that I had to find someone who could be transformed from a homeless person into someone who could step out of the pages of, Couture Magazine, or Wall Street. I was given a very short time to not only find the right person, but I was to document the whole thing as well. 

He wanted me to bring a photographer with me, and once I found the right person, Mark would provide everything that was needed to finish the transformation, makeup, hair, clothes, and manners. My job was on the line, and my editor already had some other suck butt waiting to snatch it from me. 

"Peter, you're coming with me. You have the best photography skills in the business, and I'm sure you know your way around the vagrants."

"What's that supposed to mean, Angela?"

"I wasn't trying to be callous. I need your help. My editor wants me to find someone who's been living in the streets, it can be either sex. I'm supposed to turn them into a rock star. Not literally, but....you know what I mean.

"Know, no I don't, but it sounds like a blast. How long do we have?"

I stared at Peter, "It won't be long enough. But if I don't do as he asked, I'm out of a job. Come on, lunch is on me."

I grabbed Peter, and we went outside together. He held the door open on my side of the car. I was unaware that he was such a gentleman, until now. Then he climbed into the passenger side next to me. 

"Well Peter, have you got any ideas at all as to where we should start looking?" I pulled out my CD collection and popped the disc into the player. "I know I've seen the vagrants all over the city every day, but there isn't one of them whom I can picture that a makeover might work on."

"Angie, you know there's that new outdoor mall downtown; I've seen a bunch of them hanging near there. Let's try that place first; then if no one fits our specifications, we can go to the waterfront." He positioned his camera safely between his legs, then put his seatbelt on. "I'm ready when you are."

"Thanks. Isn't this great? Not only do we have to find someone, but we also must convince them to do this. Then we get to tell them there's nothing in it for them but the makeover. I don't know about you, but this is going to suck big time." I pulled away from the curb in my cherry red Mustang GT and headed toward the outdoor mall. 

After parking the car twenty feet away from anyone else's, we took the elevator down to the first floor. Stepping outside felt incredible; it had been a while since I had done a story that allowed me to be in the open air. 

"Should we start at the very beginning and walk around, or do we wait for them by the trash cans?" I was pissed, and I knew what I had just said wasn't very nice. "I'm sorry, Peter. It's not your fault. I just think what we are doing here is wrong on every level."

Peter was trying to stay up with me, but I was a power walker by nature. "Do you think you could slow down just a tad, Angie? I'm all right, but if I drop my camera trying to keep up with you, it won't be pretty." I could see he was starting to sweat already; apparently, his camera was more cumbersome than it looked.

"Sorry, I forget myself sometimes. Did Mark tell you an exact date, or how long he was giving us to find someone? I only heard the part about needing to make them shine." 

As we spoke, I scanned the crowds of people; Peter did the same. If either of us saw a possibility, we would stop and stare at them, or at least that's what it must have looked like to others. We were lugging around a camera and stalking the homeless; I'm surprised that we hadn't been arrested for trespassing or harassment yet.

"Hey, Peter. It's after one. How about a bite to eat, and then we can move on to the waterfront?" I was already heading over to the food court. “I noticed a place earlier that had a large assortment of salads. As you know, that’s my favorite food on earth.” 

After we both chose something from the food court to eat, we sat outside under the shade of an oversized umbrella and continued to homeless people watch. 

"You do know that even if we find someone there's no guarantee that they'll let us do this. I'm thinking we should find a few prospects just in case. We've already come across some possibilities, and I'm sure they stick close to the same areas." 

I finished my salad and waited for Peter to shove the last of his burger in his mouth. Men could be so disgusting when they ate. "I don't know how easy it will be to make a gentleman that quickly out of a homeless man. Perhaps we should focus on finding a woman." After watching him eat his burger, I was sure that manners would be impossible for someone to learn that quickly. 

"How do you feel about that idea?"

Peter wiped his mouth on the back of his arm, then I heard a soft burp come from him. "Excuse me, Ang. Well, that's okay, but remember whoever you choose must agree to be filmed by me. I think that includes dressing, undressing, etcetera, etcetera, and I can't think of too many women who'd be willing to do that, homeless or not."

I was already gathering our trash and wiping off the table with the extra unused napkin. "Yes, you've got a point. Let's head down to the waterfront to look for our victim. Maybe I'll stumble across someone who'll be perfect." Peter didn’t know it, but I was hoping for a female. That would make it easier for me.  

We drove around, looking at some of the shadier areas of town. After many discussions about the right type for our story, we came up with a list of specifics that we decided to look for. No one had come anywhere near our qualifications yet. We watched a group that was harassing the tourists in front of the EMP museum. Nope, nothing yet, so we made our way toward the Puget Sound. 

It was later in the day, but there was still no parking near the waterfront at all. We had to park in one of the pricey parking structures in downtown Seattle and walk downhill. I was fast, but after wearing my high heels all day I wanted to take them off and throw them at someone. 

"Find me some grass; I've got to take these off now." Peter moved in front of me, and I followed him to a parcel of lush-looking grass near the 'Pot Park.' 

"Here you are, your highness. Your grass is served." He bowed low in front of me, and I watched his expensive Nikon fall off his neck and land at his feet.

"You're lucky this time, Peter; if you had cracked the lens, the boss would have freaked." I bent down and ripped the high heels off my sore feet to carry them. I started walking down the hill, then glanced back to look up at Peter as he examined the camera for any damage. 

"You do know we haven't even come close to... Awe. Ooh." After stumbling down the hill, I found myself lying crossways on top of a body. I tried to grab onto something to push myself up, and off of whoever it was I’d landed on. 

Unexpectedly I felt something firm and warm grab my hand, tightly. "Excuse me, but can you please let loose of my hand?" I kept trying to pull it free from the vice that gripped it. 

"Excuse me, but I seem to have fallen, and I need my hand to, to..." I turned to see a startling pair of blue eyes looking back at me. "I...I need my hand to help me get up."

All of a sudden, I went from lying on my belly, across the forceful male person, to suddenly being on my back. Then was pulled upright and I found myself leaning into a foul-smelling, broad-chested man. The broadest chest I'd ever been that close to. 

He was past the point of being labeled unshaven. He had a full, caveman-type beard, and a mustache that mostly covered his mouth. 

He still held my hand, as he asked, "What about the words, 'I'm sorry, sir. Are you alright?' or 'Thank you for helping me up off the ground."

I pulled my gaze away from his extraordinarily white, perfect teeth. Those teeth didn't belong there. Not surrounded in the dirty blond hair bordering his lips. 

I swallowed and then forced myself to speak. "Let go of my hand...Please." I think he smiled, and then he let go of my hand. The whole incident left me feeling shaken. 

Peter hurried down the hill toward us. "Wow, you've already found someone, and he's perfect." He stopped and then stood there smiling, as his head bobbed back and forth between the filthy stranger and myself. 

I wanted to hit him for saying that out loud. 

Then the man asked in his annoyingly pleasant manner, "Perfect? Perfect for what may I ask?" He stood up and crossed his arms over his ridiculously large chest as he looked back and forth between Peter and me.

We must have seemed like a couple of clumsy loons as we stared right back at him, our mouths wide open. But Peter was right. The man was perfect.

I couldn't believe our luck. I stuck my hand out in front of me with the intention of shaking his. "Hello, my name is Angela Howard, and this is my partner, Peter Finch. We've been looking for someone like you all day, and we would like to make you a propos..."

He looked alarmed, "Now wait just a minute. I'm not into that kind of stuff. You and your partner can find someone else." He turned and started down the hill away from us. 

I attempted to run after him; my high heels bouncing in my hands. "No. Wait, you've got it all wrong. Please let me finish what I was going to say." He was still moving very fast and the distance between us grew rapidly.

"Wait. We want to make you an offer." That still didn't sound right. "We want to offer you a job of sorts. Will you please just stop and listen to what we have to say?" 

I heard Peter behind me. "Say something to make him stop, Peter."

Peter yelled, "Sir, we want to change your life. We want to make you famous." 

Thank you, Peter. 

The man did seem to be slowing down a bit, but he still hadn't turned around. I nudged Peter to continue. "Sir, have you ever wanted to know what it was like to be important? To have people wait on you hand and foot. We want to help you achieve greatness."

The man stopped. He slowly turned to face us, and I caught my breath at the intense sadness that I saw in his eyes. But then it disappeared just as suddenly. 

Had I only imagined it? 

Those steely blue eyes were staring at both of us, almost as if to shame us for daring to propose what we had. Then he spoke again. "And then what? After I achieve greatness and fame, then what will you do for me?" 

I looked at Peter; neither one of us knew how to answer that question. 

"That's what I thought. Good day, Miss Howard, Mr. Finch." He turned and kept walking down the hill. 

After he left us, I felt like I'd been formally scolded and dismissed by someone with authority. There was something suspicious about the man. He spoke to us as if we were peons who worked for him, and not the homeless person that he obviously was. 

Or was he? "Hmmm."

We both tried to keep up with him as he moved purposefully toward the area near the docks. "Wait. Just hear us out before you decide." We drew all kinds of attention to ourselves, as we ran while yelling after the street person. 

Once we reached the pavement, I had to slow down to put my shoes back on. "Great, there he goes. We'll never catch up with him now."

"I'm not too sure about that; look what he's doing, Ang." Peter caught up with me, and we stood there together watching our subject. 

He was down on one knee, the other foot still on the hot ground. There was a big, dirty mutt wagging his tail in front of him. He pulled something out of his pocket, and then the dog nuzzled at it from his hand. The man reached up and scratched the top of the dog's filthy mane as the animal continued to eat. 

"Wow, do you see that? He's got a heart, too. Angie. We're not leaving here until we can convince him to do this story."

"So, professor, do you have any ideas on how we're going to do that?" As we spoke, we continued to observe the man. He had longish, dirty blond hair that had started doing its own dreadlocks thing. His facial hair was just a shade darker than that. He wore a shabby gray t-shirt and a denim shirt over that. It was soaked with sweat and stained under his arms. His pants weren't in as bad of a shape; other than the fact that they looked like he'd been crawling over the greasy pavement in them. 

The knees were showing definite signs of wear. I knew I stared know. His knee looked as if it might pop out at any moment as he continued to kneel on the ground and scratch the dog's ears.

"Maybe I do. What's the chance that this guy has eaten yet today? It's close to our dinner time. Let's offer to feed him. I don't know how anyone his size could turn down a free meal; I know I couldn't." Peter's stomach growled to emphasize his point.

"You can't be hungry already. We ate only a few hours ago." Maybe it was all this exertion and the excitement of the hunt, but I was starting to feel hungry as well. "But you know what? That's a good idea. 

"Why don't you ask first? I think he's had enough of me." I remembered the look in his eyes right after I'd fallen on him. 

"Besides that, you're a dog lover, and I'm not. I'll wait here while you go and ask."

"Chicken. Are you afraid of the dog or the man?" He'd hit the nail on the head. 

I was intimidated by that man. I shouldn't be, he was a street person for God's sake. "Okay, I'll admit that he is a little scary, and he's quite large you know. Please, Peter. I got the feeling that he didn't like me much after I landed on him." 

Peter turned and gave me a dirty look. "Okay, sister. But remember; this is your story, not mine. I'll still have a job at the end of the week, and you might not." Peter stood for a moment, then shook his head like he was clearing out the cobwebs or something. 

"I'll do it, but you owe me. You're buying dinner, right?" 

"For him I was. Just remember I'm the one who might be losing my job. I'll be broke if this doesn't work." I mentally started calculating how much was in my purse and my bank account. I had plenty of money with me to pay for us all. I also had enough money in savings to cover my expenses for a few months; one never knew in this business. 

I still had my trust account as well. I could afford to be generous. "Peter, I have to be careful. I can pay for him, but... if you insist, I'll buy yours, too. I won't be able to eat. What will that teach him if you insist on eating in front of me?" 

"I was just kidding, Angie. Don't go all guilt trip on me." I stood back and watched as Peter approached the man. 

"Okay, here goes nothing." I inched my way forward a little to observe the exchange between the two, men. 

Peter hesitated just for a moment before I heard him say, "Excuse me sir, but can we buy your dinner? Anything you want. We just want to talk to you, and nothing else." 

The stranger turned, and then he stood up and watched the dog run away. "Anything that I want?" Those slate-colored eyes were still cold as he turned and looked at Peter, then me. Peter glanced back at me, also. 

I nodded yes.

"Yes, anything. We just want you to hear us out. We've got something to discuss with you, and over dinner would be the perfect time to do it." Peter smiled, and his head bobbled up and down like one of those sports dolls that everyone had on their shelves. 

I stifled my laugh. Silly thought.

"Okay...I'll do it on one condition. I'll wait here. As you can see, I'm not quite dressed for dinner. You will order whatever I want and bring it back to me. Then we can talk." 

I was relieved, and I could see that Peter was, too. He was grinning from ear to ear. "Sounds great. Angie, doesn't that sound great?" 

I came closer; there wasn't any reason to hang back. "Yes, it does. What would you like for dinner, Mr., uh?" He hadn't told us his name yet.

He stepped forward and held out his hand to shake Peter's and then mine. "Smith. John Smith." Right, another John Smith. 

Well, he had a right to his anonymity. We both shook his hand, and again I wondered about him. He already seemed so well-mannered. I imagined that not every street person started out as such. It would be interesting to hear his story.

"Right, Mr. Smith. Can I call you John? What would you like for us to bring you back to eat?" I'd agreed to anything at all and was curious as to what he was going to ask for. I watched the expression in his eyes as he thought and found myself wishing for more of a glimpse of the face hidden under all that hair. If he agreed to our proposal, I'd be able to see it. 

I was strangely excited about that.

"There's a fast food place inside that building straight up the stairs. It's called 'Carney's Dogs.' They've got a combo meal that includes a dog and fries with a choice of drink." Peter and I both stood there patiently waiting for him to finish talking. "I want you to bring me twenty-seven combo meals: all of them with bottled water. Have them put the works in the bags."

I'm surprised that John didn't burst out laughing at the looks on Peter's and my face when he gave us his order. "That's very funny, John. Now please tell us what you really want. Do you want one of those combos? I'll get you two if you're starving." 

"You heard me correctly, Miss Howard. I said twenty-seven. But now that I think about it, a few more would be even more appreciated. Make it an even thirty. You said anything at all, and that’s what I want. Now go, both of you. I'll wait right here, and then we can negotiate once you return with the food."

We hesitated, and then Peter grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the building that John had spoken of. I knew the place; I'd been there many times myself. They were pricey for a hot dog stand but well worth it. 

"Well, that'll set me back a bit. Stop laughing. It's not funny, Peter."

"I beg to differ. If you had seen your face when he mentioned twenty-seven, you'd be laughing, too. I'm sorry. If you need help paying for the meals, I can help out." We climbed the stairs together. 

Suddenly, I was even more intrigued by John Smith. Did he have a secret stash where he was storing food? It wouldn't last for more than a day. What was he up to?

[image: image]

"ANG, I WISH I'D HAD a picture of the kid's face when we gave him our order, 'You said thirty dogs, all with fries and the works?' That was priceless." He laughed all the way down the stairs.

We carried fifteen bags each. I offered to carry more because Peter still had his camera hanging from his neck, but he insisted that he could manage. But as we walked, the bags grew heavier. I was never more relieved to see the man waiting for us near the docks. My fingers and arms were aching from the weight of all those sacks. 

He stood up from the ground, and I prayed he'd make his way over to relieve me of some of my load. But he didn’t, he just stood there and watched us. Jerk face.

"Peter, I hate to even bring this up, but do you realize that we forgot to get something for ourselves?" Just then my stomach did a very un-lady-like growl. 

"I guess you're hungry after all." He smirked.

Smart ass remarks like that were not called for. "Of course, I'm hungry. Who wouldn't be after standing up there and waiting for nearly forty-five minutes for our food order? I can't believe we forgot about ourselves." 

As we got closer, John continued to stand where he was. "Here you go, Mr. Smith; thirty sack meals. Where do you want us to put them?" I was grew more irritated by the minute.

"Don't put them anywhere." He walked over and took all the sacks from me. "Do you need help with those, Peter?" 

Peter shook his head no. "If you change your mind, just let me know. I want both of you follow me." 

"Okay..." I guess we’re going to go sit down somewhere and watch him eat. 

We followed him for a while. He led us into an area of the docks that I hadn't been in before. It wasn't pleasant, and the smells made my stomach turn. I was glad that I hadn't eaten after all. I glanced at Peter, and then reached over and grabbed some of his bags. 

He looked ready to lose them at any moment. "Thanks, I thought I was going to have to drop them somewhere." In a quieter tone, he asked me, "Where do you think he's taking us?"

"Pay attention. We're going to help some people who need this more than you or I do." 

We turned a corner and came across the saddest thing I had ever seen. There were many street people of all ages huddled together but spread out in a dark, dirty alley that ran under the highways. 

"Follow me."

I wouldn't want to be here on my own, and I know Peter was a little apprehensive, too. He looked at me, and I shrugged my shoulders. I didn't know what we were doing there. Nevertheless, we both got a little closer to our large guide. 

John started by first going over to the families that had small children. He called them each by name and handed them all a sack. I had to turn at one point and hold my breath to stop myself from crying. It was the most dismal yet touching thing I’d ever seen.

At one point, Peter muttered, "I wish my hands were free, I would sure like a picture of this." 

After he said that, John's booming voice called out for us to bring the rest of the sacks to him. We hurried over to where he stood talking with an old woman without any front teeth. "Peter, hand Megan a sack. 

"There you go, Megan. You should be able to eat this okay. There's nothing that can't be swallowed without too much effort." He waited for her to open her package, and then he asked if she needed help with her water. She held the bottle up to him; her hand shook uncontrollably. 

John unscrewed the cap and gave it back to her. "There you go, sweetheart. I'll check on you later." 

We followed him around to each individual, and every sack was given out; all but the last three. 

That’s when he turned and looked at us. "Thank you for your kindness. I’ll follow you back to the waterfront and we can talk." He handed each of us one of the sacks, then turned and waved at the people whom we’d just fed.

"He's beyond amazing, Peter; I can't believe what I just saw." I wiped at the sweat that was dripping down the sides of my face. It had been very damp, and the air was stifling as well. I never would have imagined that I'd get that close to so many homeless people all at once.

We followed Mr. Smith back to the grass hill where I'd first stumbled upon him. I followed his lead and sat down across from him. Peter sat next to me, and we all opened bags and started eating.  

John finished his first, then bunched his sack into a ball and held it in his giant fist. "Thank you for dinner. Now, what do you want from me?"

I almost choked on my next bite. John watched me as I took a sip of water. I set it down between my crossed legs. I glanced at Peter, and then began our proposition. "Mr. Smith,"

John listened to everything that I had to say. Occasionally, he looked around at the people who were still in the area. Every so often, he looked at me; but mostly he focused on his lap. 

"So, you see Mr. Smith, we think that you would make an excellent candidate for our project." I held my breath as I waited to hear what he would say. It was getting darker outside, and I was exhausted. It had been a long day, and the race wasn't over yet; I still needed to see if we had a winner.

He looked up at me directly and then began, "I'll do it but, only on my terms. First, there will be absolutely no pictures of me in this state. Don't interrupt me, Miss Howard. I'll explain later. Second, we will continue to come down here and feed those people every day until your project is completed. And third, I will choose my own clothes, and I will decide on what will be done with my hair. For now, you do understand that there will be more demands from me before we are through with this project of yours."

I grew more intrigued as he spoke. I would have to talk to my editor about the whole feeding thing, but it was a small price to pay for this man's story. 

"One more thing. When you find out who I am, you both will be sworn to secrecy. You will give me your word. If you go against what I have asked at any time during the makeover, the whole deal will be off. If you can agree to my terms, then we will begin early in the morning." He looked like he oversaw the entire grass hill; his demeanor was already changing.

I looked at Peter to see if he was on the same page that I was. We both nodded our heads quickly at each other, then in unison, we said, "Yes."

We watched John Smith stand up. He bent down to assist me up, nodded at us both, and then said, "Good night. I'll see you both here early tomorrow morning." He turned and made his way back down to the waterfront.
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"MEGAN, YOUR SYMPTOMS are getting much worse. I might have found someone who will be able to help you. I want you to stay close to me at night, so I can keep an eye on you; that's if you think George will let you." 

"What did you say? I'm afraid, George will be leaving here soon. I don't want him to go. Good night, John. That girl you brought around earlier is a looker, and she has all her teeth." 

I tossed my head back and laughed. "I'm sure you did once too. Now, do as I asked, and come with me, Megan. I'll let you use my extra bedroll tonight. 

"Even if she does have all her teeth, she will never replace you or what you have done for me." I helped Megan get herself situated next to me. I knew she wasn't long for this world. If it hadn't been for her, six long months ago, I would have been much worse off.

"I love you, Megan. Please wake me if you need anything. Now, I've got some thinking to do." I watched over her until she fell asleep. 

Whatever I chose to do with the reporter, I would make sure this group of people and especially, Megan and the young girls were taken care of first. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Day 2

Playlist: U2, Rattle and Hum. 

I pulled up outside of Peter's apartment at precisely six a.m. I put my favorite U2 CD in the player and began singing out loud. 

We wanted to get to the waterfront as early as possible. I hated to admit it, but I had butterflies this morning when I woke up. I haven't had those since I was a young girl at Christmas time. I honked one more time; I didn't want to have to find somewhere to park, and the rush hour traffic was already crowding the streets.

I checked myself in the rearview mirror. I wasn't what you would call average looking, nor could I call myself a classic beauty. This morning, I tied my thick wavy auburn hair back neatly away from my face. In the mirror, I saw large green eyes surrounded by long lashes and an overly full upper lip in comparison to my bottom one. I noticed both still needed a coat of my favorite coral lip gloss. 

I left the high heels I word yesterday in the back of my closet. My feet hurt after all that climbing, so today I wore my ugly, but sensible shoes. They were more appropriate for trudging over the hillside. 

Peter came rushing out the front door of his building, the Nikon hung from around his neck once more, and he had on a short-sleeved t-shirt. We were more prepared today. It was going to be warmer, and I was glad that I was wearing a sleeveless yellow top and a lighter pair of pants. 

"Sorry. I was trying to finish my donut before I came out. I didn't want to mess up your pretty car." He licked off his fingers, and then wipe them on his pants. 

"Sometimes you can be so gross, Peter. Yuck. Heard of a napkin? Paper towel works great, too." I pulled away from the curb and right into the heavy morning traffic. Seattle had some of the worst rush hour traffic anywhere, and I hated driving in it. 

"I can't wait to find out who John Smith is. What do you want to bet he lost money when the stock market crashed or something of the sort? He seems pretty bossy like he ran an office or such." I didn’t want to say anything to Peter, but I'd thought about John Smith all night long.

"I'm going to bet that he's running away from a wife and kids and that she was taking him to the cleaners, so he took off. Now he wants to go back but doesn't have the money for it." Peter talked as he stared out the car window. 

Whatever his story was; we would soon find out together. 

We had to park even farther into the city than the day before. I hoped he wasn't waiting for us yet. I wanted to make sure that we got there ahead of him so that I could study him and make sure that he was the one we wanted. 

Who was I kidding?

We reached the top of the grass together this time and looked down to see him standing in the same spot he had left us the day before. He looked like he was wearing a cleaner pair of pants, but he still wore the same sweat-soaked shirt. 

"I expected you both to be here much earlier. We've got a lot to accomplish and a short amount of time to do it in. Where are we going for breakfast? Nothing too fancy yet; I didn't have anything clean to put on."

I looked at Peter. He was as confused as I was. I asked, "Do you have any suggestions, John? We aren't as familiar with this area as you seem to be. Why don’t you lead the way, and we'll follow." 

We trailed him back to the building we'd visited the night before. We went back upstairs, but this time we went to the side that overlooked the docks.

We all had the breakfast special; two eggs, toast, ham or sausage, and a choice of juice. Peter and I also had coffee. "Are you sure you don't want any coffee, John?" He shook his head, and caveman came to mind again. I pursed my lips together tightly to stop from smiling. 

Then I asked the big question, "Who are you really, John Smith?" 

He raised his eyebrows at me, and his head tilted slightly to the side. "Why do you think my name isn't John Smith? It is, but that's only part of my name. Once we've finished this project of yours, I think you'll be surprised at who I am." 

I pulled out my cell phone, very slyly I thought. Then he said, "Don't go googling my name yet. I can tell you that I'm familiar with the world of finance, and at one time I could have made the best-dressed list somewhere. 

"But there's so much more to my story. Especially now." His demeanor changed again while he spoke. He was back to the bitter, angry man we met yesterday. "That, my friends, will be revealed to all after your newspaper article has been published."

Whatever had happened to this man would make a fascinating story. My editor was going to be euphoric with me after this. It was about time, too. I worked hard to get where I was and wasn't about to be replaced by anyone. This was just the story I needed to get my creativity flowing again. 

Peter was as interested as I was. "Oh my God. What happened to you? Why are you here?" He looked at me and said, "Do you remember our bet earlier, Ang? It might not be too far from the truth." 

"Actually Mr. Finch, we'll have plenty of time to discuss what happened to me. If you two are finished with breakfast, let's begin." John rose from the table.

I had an idea but, we needed to get a picture of John first. I needed it for the story anyway. Hopefully, he'd cooperate. "John, my editor wants a before and after picture. Will you let us take a few pictures of you before we begin the transformation?" 

He focused on me for a few moments. I was almost ready to ask him again. "Miss Howard, I'll let your friend here take one, but only one. It will be approved by me before I allow you to use it. Do you agree?" He waited for my answer.

I didn't know what he was hiding or why he was so particular about it, but I had to agree; the article needed to show a transformation. "Is there somewhere specific that you have in mind for this picture, Mr. Smith?" 

We left our table, and followed John down the stairs. He hurried ahead of us and held open the door. He seemed to be a true gentleman by nature. 

I turned and naturally said, "Thank you."

"My pleasure, and in response to your other question, the answer is yes. Please follow me." We followed him as he went farther down the docks to an area that went out onto one of the small beach areas. 

He seemed to be looking for something; I knew what it was as soon as he found it. "I saw this here the other day." He bent over and picked up a gray cap that said Seahawks over the bill. It was almost unnoticeable, as it stuck out from the sand. 

I watched in fascination as he shook the hat out thoroughly, and then he bent over from where he stood and shook out his Rastafarian mop of dirty blond hair. Then while holding the cap tightly between his knees, he gathered, then twisted his hair into a tight knot. He quickly placed the cap on top of his head trapping his hair neatly inside and stood back up. 

It only took a few seconds, but the difference with his hair up, and out of his face, was already crazy good. I think I said 'Wow.' out loud. Both Peter, and Mr. Smith, gave me a funny look. 

"This will be the spot where I want you to take the picture. It will be of me looking out over the Puget Sound, collar and above only. There will be no close ups, and I want most of my face to be a shadow. If you have to edit it to make it work, then do so." 

I think we both just stared at him with our dumb and dumber looks before we said yes. "That sounds great, John." 

Suddenly, I had an idea. "Peter, can you get the details worked out with him? I'm going to call my editor, Mark, and make sure that it's okay with him." I turned and pulled out my smartphone. I quickly put it on my camera app and turned toward them; I spoke into the phone as if it was on speakerphone. I took as many pictures of John Smith as I could without looking too suspicious.

"Thanks, Mark. I'll talk to you later. How's it going, Peter?" My fingers shook as I stuck the phone back into my pants pocket. I walked higher up the beach to watch him photographing, John. 

I knew that I’d gone against his word, he had told us no pictures. But the ones I took were for my eyes only. The newspaper had a facial recognition program on one of its computers. Before this week is over, I'll know who you really are, John Smith. 

"If you're ready, John, I've booked an appointment at one, so you can start your makeover today. It's at Antonio's in Pioneer Square. We were extremely lucky to get in today." Hell, we were fortunate to get in any day. Mark, my editor said the guy owed him one. 

"So, whenever you're ready, Mr. Smith, we can be on our way." 

"Do you recall I specifically told you that I would be deciding what would be done with my hair, Miss Howard? Do we need to go over the rules again?" 

The attitude this man had was unreal. "Mr. Smith, nothing has been written in stone or otherwise." Where did all his arrogance come from? 

"I'm just trying to get the show on the road. Let me rephrase this then. Mr. Smith, would you like to go with us to Antonio's Salon this afternoon? It's difficult to get in to see him, and we have an appointment for one, and it’s today." I'll bet he's never heard of Antonio's, but I'll humor him.

"He'll be able to do almost anything that you ask of him. He's just that good." Admit it, Angela, you're curious to see what the finished product will look like. The sooner, the better. 

Peter stood behind John, making hand gestures. "Do you have something to add, Peter?" I knew he was trying to shut me up and I'd already decided to go through with this on my own. Then a thought popped into my head. Did curiosity kill the cat.

"Angie, stop talking while your ahead."

"Not to worry Peter, I had a... oh never mind. Just call it a strawberry blonde moment."

"You're not a strawberry blonde."

"Oh, be quiet, Peter." I knew John was watching us both; we behaved like bickering children.

"We will be going to Valentine's," John spoke over our arguing. "While we are there, I'll have you call, Tom James, to make arrangements for him to meet us. He's not only the best tailor in town, but he’s the most discreet." 

John looked right at me and asked, "What is the time, Miss Howard?" 
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IN MY REARVIEW MIRROR, I could see John sitting in the backseat of my Mustang. He hadn't seemed at all impressed when he climbed into the car. It kind of had me miffed. 

"That was fun wasn't it, Peter?" I looked over at Peter sitting next to me with his Nikon tucked protectively between his knees. I'd told him to safeguard that picture of John Smith with his life. That was the only one that he'd been able to keep of him. 

My story depended on before and after pictures; Mark had made sure that I understood precisely what the rules were.

"What was fun, Angie?" Peter looked at me with his 'I don't have a clue what you're talking about' stare. He looked over his left shoulder and smiled at John. "I can trade you places, John. You seem kind of squashed back there."

I had to bite my lip to stop from smirking; John did look pretty silly sitting in the back seat, but he'd insisted on it. Chauffeured came to mind. 
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