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14 Hours and 23 Minutes

By Tom Munroe


Chapter 1

There was an uneasy stillness to the night.
Shamus always hated these missions in the tropics. As if the bugs
weren’t bad enough, the few sounds that did come out of the
darkness were unfamiliar. No chirping crickets. No hoot of an owl.
No howl of a coyote. No, here there was almost nothing. And when he
did hear something, he had no idea what it was, how far away it
was, how close it was. No familiarity with the night, like at home.
It was unnerving.

“How much longer do you think before that
Columbian drug lord comes out of his house?” he asked his partner
Mack. “The mosquitoes are eating me alive.”

“They’ve been in there quite a while. It’s
almost midnight. It shouldn’t be much longer.”

They kept up their surveillance on the house
at the bottom of the hill, the house they had been watching since
five P.M. when the limo had pulled in the driveway with its
bodyguards in Humvees. All the lights were still on. The occupants
hadn’t retired for the night. And the intelligence Mack and Shamus
had been given was that the drug lord had to be back in the city
for a meeting first thing in the morning. That would make an
overnight stay here unlikely.

“We’ve got movement!” Mack whispered. Two men
carrying assault rifles emerged, followed by a man in a white suit
with a Panama hat.

“Okay, everyone,” Mack said quietly into his
radio. “Time to move in!”

Simultaneously the two men and the other
eight pairs of their counterparts charged down the hill. Gunfire
erupted as they were spotted by the bodyguards, but the two were no
match for the bullets coming from all directions, and they quickly
fell to the ground.

Just then, a dozen more men emerged from the
house, all of them armed. They were quickly followed by eight
more.

“Geez,” shouted Shamus. “We were told there
would only be a half dozen in the house!”

Bullets flew in all directions, hitting
trees, rocks, even the ground in front of them. It was impossible
to sight all the targets, as some of the men from the house had
already run into the tall foliage. And there were just too many of
them.

“Get down!” Mack yelled, pushing his partner
to the ground.

As Shamus tasted the tropical soil, he heard
two bullets fly past his helmet, missing him by inches. But at the
same moment, three hit Mack, and he fell backwards, lifeless.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Miguel stared at his computer. This is
such a colossal waste of time. He’d been online for an hour,
fooling around on various dating websites. He’d been on one for
several weeks, but it didn’t seem like anyone was interested in
communicating with him.

It occurred to him maybe it was his picture.
So many of the websites had guys with dozens of images of
themselves, often on vacation in fabulous places. Pictures taken in
speedos in front of beaches, swimming pools, or socializing with a
huge group of friends. Looking very successful. And always looking
very fabulous, almost as if they were models. How could Miguel
possibly compete with that? He had taken no fabulous trips. And on
the few he had taken, he had only come home with pictures of the
scenery: Niagara Falls, the Statue of Liberty, the New York
skyline. None of those pictures showed him in them, as he had been
on those trips alone.

He guessed that all he could do was snap a
few more pictures of himself and post them, along with a few from
his trips. It wouldn’t compete with all of the other hot guys
online, but it was a start. And he decided to post them on a few
other websites as well. What the hell, anything was worth a
try.

In the next few days, he received no
responses, no follow requests. Disgusted, he stopped checking,
figuring he’d give up on the idea. But two weeks later he decided
he’d remove his profile from all the websites after taking one last
look.

And there it was. A follow request and a
greeting. And it had been sent ten days previously, the very day
after he’d given up. He looked at the guy’s profile. He was pretty
good looking. There were only a half dozen pictures. His page
wasn’t even as imaginative as Miguel’s. One in a bathing suit, one
sucking on a drink, another petting a dog. Nothing indicating a
fabulous vacation or a large group of friends.

Well, I probably blew it with this guy
after all this time. He sent the guy a “hi,” and was surprised
when a response came back almost immediately.

Hello, Miguel. I’m Shamus.

After shaking off his initial shock, Miguel
replied, Thanks for replying so quickly, Shamus. Glad to know
you. Haven’t met too many people on this website. Actually, you’re
the first. What kind of luck have you had?

There was a pause. For a moment Miguel
thought he’d lost him. After a few minutes, there was a reply.

To tell the truth, I did meet someone on one
of these sites. It was another site, and I got off of it after what
happened.

Why? What happened? Miguel asked,
already intrigued by this man.

I met someone. He lived in New York City. He
invited me to come and visit him. But it didn’t go well. He made me
stay in a hotel, never allowing me to come to his house. After
seeing me a couple of times—and we had a good time together—he
didn’t show up anymore. I was wondering what happened. He didn’t
answer my emails. I thought I should probably just go back home.
And then something else happened.

What happened? Did he dump you after bringing
you all the way to New York?

Worse. I got death threats from his wife.

You’ve got to be kidding!

Yeah. It shook me up pretty bad. I came home,
got off all the websites. Haven’t talked to anyone since. You’re
the first person I have even told about it. I only just a couple of
weeks ago decided to try again, using a couple of different sites
this time. I really have had a hard time dealing with what
happened. I’m still not completely over it.

Shamus, I understand. But not everyone is
a jerk like that. You have to keep trying to find someone.
Miguel found himself empathizing with him. But he was also
beginning to feel something else. His loneliness was starting to
disappear. Here was a person who needed someone to talk to. And he
appeared to be the one this guy needed right now. He felt a warm
glow as he realized he had finally found someone who wanted to
communicate with him online. Who knew where it would go?

Shamus, are you still there? Miguel
asked, realizing it had been a couple of minutes since the last
communication. Had he said something wrong?

Thanks, Miguel. I had been trying to tell
myself exactly that, but I guess I needed to hear it from someone
else to really believe it. Thanks for your kind words. I’m glad you
are talking to me. Where do you live? What do you do?

I’m an adjunct professor at a small college
in Savannah, Georgia. How about you?

I’m from Dayton, Ohio. I work as a consultant
part time for a business. My contract will be ending soon, and I am
hoping to start my own business.

Wow, that’s an admirable goal. Starting a
business can be quite a challenge.

Yeah, I know, but I think I know what I’m
doing. I’m pretty tech savvy.

There was a lull in the conversation, an
awkward silence. Miguel wondered if they had run out of things to
write.

Listen, wrote Shamus. It’s late and
I have to get up early in the morning. But I really want to keep
talking to you. Your words have been wonderful. They’ve helped me
out a lot. I like you very much. Can we talk tomorrow?

Yes, of course. I would enjoy that. I’ll be
online as soon as I get home from work.

Good. I’ll be looking forward to that. Have a
good night.

The screen went blank. Miguel just stared at
it, hoping for more words, even just one word, to come through. But
there was nothing more.

What just happened? He realized he was
on cloud nine. Was it just the fact he’d connected with another
human being?

Or was it something more?

* * * *

In spite of the fact he’d told Shamus he
wouldn’t be online until the end of the workday, Miguel found
himself checking his phone several times. Shortly after he arrived
home at six, a message came through.

Are you home from work yet? Shamus
asked.

Yes, he wrote back, feeling his heart
rate pick up just a little.

I waited all day to contact you. I didn’t
want to bother you at work. But I couldn’t wait to talk to you
again. You said so many nice things to me last night, made me get
over the funk I had been in since that trip to New York. I had
never told anyone about that before. I wasn’t ready to share it.
But once I shared it with you, I could feel a burden lifted from
me. I felt like me again. I hadn’t felt like that for a very long
time.

You just needed someone to talk to,
replied Miguel. I’m glad I was able to help.

You did more than help. You made me feel
better about myself. I didn’t feel like I was a fool anymore
because of what happened to me. And…

There was a silence that went on for a bit
too long. Finally, Miguel asked, And what?

I think I’m in love with you.

What the…? thought Miguel. He was
totally blindsided. This guy sure moves fast. He struggled
to regain his composure. His mind was reeling, and he could feel
his pulse racing. He had a hard time focusing. He knew he had to
write something. But what?

How…how can you know that already?
We haven’t even met. We’ve only talked once, and not for very
long.”

Because no one else has helped me the way you
did. No one else has helped me feel better about myself, give me my
self-confidence back. I knew it just after we started talking. So I
couldn’t wait to tell you that I’ve already surrendered myself to
you. And I’m hoping that you will tell me that you’re ready to do
the same thing.

Good Lord, thought Miguel.
Already? he found himself repeating. But we’ve
only just started talking, we haven’t even met. I don’t
even know what you look like other than a few pictures. And you
don’t know much about me.

That doesn’t matter, insisted
Shamus. I already know I love you. It doesn’t matter to me what
you look like. I know I’m in love with you.

But, Shamus, wrote Miguel, but it was
no use. He felt his heart melting. He tried to fight it, telling
himself the whole thing was ridiculous. But the man had caught him
totally off guard. He thought back to the night before, when the
same thing had happened as he talked to Shamus. And he thought
about how he had checked his phone a number of times all day,
hoping for a message. And he knew, deep down…

He realized Shamus was waiting for him to
write something. The silence had gone on for far too long. He took
a deep breath.

Yes, he wrote finally. Yes, I’m in
love with you.

You’ve made me feel like no one else ever
has, wrote Shamus. I’ve talked to a lot of guys online, and
it always just seems to trail off. It goes on for a while, but then
they just seem to disappear, or they won’t answer my messages
anymore. It always makes me feel that I’m somehow inferior, that I
didn’t pass some kind of test. How can one human being treat
another that way, make all sorts of promises of wanting to meet,
even of a future together, then just vanish into the shadows? I
guess that’s the reason I went to New York to meet that guy. He was
the only one that I had any success with, the only one who ever
wanted to meet me, so I thought we were really going to have
something with each other, but that turned into a disaster.

Then I met you. You made me feel that I
was important to someone, that I had some kind of value to someone.
It was a wonderful feeling. I couldn’t think of anything else but
you all day, and I couldn’t wait to talk to you again. I knew I
shouldn’t blurt out how I felt about you so soon, that I would risk
spooking you, but I couldn’t help it. I had to get it out there
right away. I had to know if you felt the same way about
me.

Miguel listened in stunned silence, still
debating the wisdom of having told Shamus his feelings so soon. How
could he have had such bad luck on so many websites for so long,
and then so suddenly find someone who was in love with him? Could
it possibly be for real?

Miguel, are you still there? Shamus
asked.

Yes, yes, of course I’m still here. I’m just
so surprised by all this that I don’t know what to say. I’ve had
the same bad luck as you with online dating. I’d gotten to the
point where it all seemed to be a complete waste of time. Then we
suddenly found each other. Is it…

Fate? Shamus answered quickly. Yes,
I think it is. Just when we were about to give up, we found each
other. It’s clear it was meant to be. Somehow, we both hung in
there just long enough that, incredibly, we stumbled onto each
other just as we were about to quit. Given my experience with the
last guy, I might never have tried again.

Miguel let that sink in. It was pretty much
the way he felt. He would have quit the websites, too, never to
have met Shamus—or anyone else.

Miguel, wrote Shamus, will you talk
to me every night? Will you tell me more about yourself? Your goals
in life? Where you hope to be in a few years? And whether or not
you…
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