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            ONE

          

          
            PAUL MASON AND BRIAN GALLAGHER

          

          MARCH 14, 2018

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twenty-Eight Days Before

      

      

      Brian Gallagher stood at the open door to Paul Mason's office looking around to assure that the lights in the surrounding offices had been turned off, and the occupants were no longer lingering. The building was dark and empty as far as the eye could see. He looked back at Paul and said, “So, are we going through with this?”

      “I'm not talking here. Let's go outside and take a walk.”

      The two men took the elevator down to the ground floor, staying silent throughout the ride. There was no one else in the elevator and very few people seemed to inhabit the building. They signed out at the guard desk and slid their personal access cards through the reader at 9:20 p.m. They walked outside to the street to find that the almost perpetual Los Angeles rush hour was slowing and the traffic was about as light as it was going to get. There was a slight drizzle, noteworthy because any rain was rare in Los Angeles. As they walked down the street toward Mulligan's Brewery, Paul Mason ran a hand through his short black hair and said, “I don't know, man. It is a big risk.” Paul was six foot, two inches and slender, with the body of a rider in the Tour de France. He wore wire-rimmed glasses over penetrating blue eyes. Brian was two inches shorter and muscular, his regular workouts keeping his body almost as fit as it had been when he played linebacker at Stanford. His brown hair was longer than Paul's, and matched a well-trimmed beard that showed little gray.

      Brian shook his head. “We've been planning this for three months. I thought you got past the hesitation.”

      Paul replied, “Yeah, but this is a big fucking deal. This is not just career ending, it is prison time.” He shook his head. “And we agreed that unless we were all on board, we kill this plan, right?”

      “We did and I agree that we need to be fully committed. So if you're not, we need to walk away from this project now,” Brian said. “We've already put countless hours into this project and if we're still not committed, we never will be,” Brian added, sounding frustrated.

      Paul sat down on a bench outside the watering hole. “Look, we know that they will figure out what happened. That's a given. There will be some lag time before they catch on, but after that, they will start tracking everyone who could have pulled it off and I keep thinking that could somehow lead back to us. That's when I start thinking that maybe we should walk away.”

      Brian nodded. “I get it, man, I do. And at some point we might be among the suspects, but how do they get back to us? They won't be able to prove anything.”

      Paul shook his head. “I don't know. This is like betting your future at the crap table.”

      “Déjà vu. We have had this conversation. And if you want to, we walk away. But if not, let's commit. Role the bones, man.”

      “Don't you have any second thoughts? I mean, we both have kids under ten. Don't you get nervous that you just might leave Alison and the kids to do a long prison sentence? That's the part that unnerves me. I believe in what we are doing, but I don't want to leave Ann to spend time in a cage with nothing to do but replay my regrets.”

      “I get it,” Brian said. He smiled. “Like I said, we can walk if you want, Paul. I'm not in if you're not, so it all ends here if you choose. What keeps me in is the thought of what a couple of guys might be able to accomplish in terms of the immediate results, and the message we get to send. And if we do it right, maybe no one learns who sent the message. I just think…”

      At that moment, Brian's phone rang. He hit a button and said, “Brian Gallagher.” After a moment, Brian said, “Pretty timely call. I was just talking to Paul about the project.” He paused and then asked, “What's the news?” There were a few more moments of silence and then Brian said, “Okay. See you tomorrow night.”

      Paul said, “I take it he's in?”

      “Yep, he's in.”

      “I guess I'm not surprised,” Paul replied. “He's almost as outraged by all this as you are and he's single.”

      “And you're not as outraged as we are?” Brian asked.

      “Yeah, I am.” He thought for a moment and then added, “I'm just not convinced that three guys can fix this.”

      “We can't fix it, but that's not the plan. What we can do is send the message that they are vulnerable, too.”

      Paul furrowed his brow. “Do you ever have visions of the FBI surrounding your house and dragging you away in cuffs? Have you considered that part of the downside? I mean, if we get caught, we are totally fucked. We will likely know some of the people in on the arrest.”

      “Yeah, but it'll be a heck of a book when you get paroled.” He grinned and then added, “Of course, you won't be able to make any money on it because of the conviction, but we know a number of good causes ready for donations.”

      “Funny stuff,” Paul said, shaking his head. “And I guess I'll always have you to keep me amused.”

      “Exactly, but more importantly, we are not going to get caught. We have this honed to perfection, man. It's beautiful.”

      They stood up and walked into Mulligan's. They selected a twelve-dollar beer from one hundred and fifty on tap and then found a table in the back of the bar. They looked around at the tired figures in suits that populated the bar. Lawyers, politicians, lobbyists and investors, all capping the day at the watering hole. Some planned to persuade Congress to change laws for the benefit of corporate clients, while others worked on transactions to make them richer, while still others tried to find a way to escape a deal gone bad. There were big players here, but none of them dealing on the scale of what Paul and Brian were contemplating. There was an extended silence while they looked around at this world of behind the scenes business. After a time, Paul looked at Brian and said, “Okay, I'm in. Let's roll the bones, my friend.”

      Brian grinned and gave a satisfied nod. “I think we can make a difference.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            LINDA CALDWELL

          

          TWENTY-FOUR DAYS BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      Linda Caldwell yelled up the stairs, “Come down for dinner you guys.”

      “Just a minute, mom,” said a twelve-year-old voice from one of the bedrooms. “I just have one more life.”

      “We only get one life and we don't delay it or our dinner based on video games. Let's go.”

      “Okay, be right there.”

      The front door opened and Brad stepped inside. “Hi, sweetheart,” he offered. “How was your day?”

      She wiped at her brow and then shook her head. “Chasing kids all day. I feel like I've been trying to move frogs across a football field in an open wheelbarrow. I'm hoping we can do dinner, but apparently Jason can't emerge until he uses up one more life.”

      “Sorry, honey, sounds like a tough day. I'll chase these guys.”

      “Give me some lips before you disappear up those stairs, never to be seen or heard from again—I think that's what happens to people who go up there.”

      “I've heard that. Maybe we should tie a rope around my waist and you can hang on to one end.”

      “Hey, guys, time to come down for dinner,” Brad said. Jason came racing out of the first door and started down the stairs two at a time. He wore a T-shirt and blue jeans with countless pockets. His hair was uncombed. Brad met him half way and hugged him. “Hi, buddy. What's new?”

      “Not much. What's for dinner?”

      “Liver salad and cod liver oil dressing.” Brad said, walking to the top of the stairs and pulling off his tie. “That hair of yours seen a comb lately? You look like you were dragged backwards through a hedge. And where's Matt?” he asked the disappearing boy below.

      The answer was screamed back. “He's putting the lip lock on Claire at the back door.”

      Brad thought that Matt was too young to be lip-locking anyone. He had just turned fifteen and he had another year before he was allowed to date.

      Brad changed into jeans and went downstairs to the kitchen as Matt came in from the back porch. Brad grabbed silverware as Linda put chicken stir-fry onto plates.

      “Hi, buddy,” he said to Matt.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “You and Claire spending a lot of time together these days?”

      “Mom was just all over me about that. No big deal.”

      “Looks serious to us when you're kissing on the porch.”

      Jason walked into the room and Matt glared at him. “Jason, you little jerk. Quit spying on me.”

      Jason shrugged and sat down. “You do your thing on the porch, people are going to see it, he said, and then added, “We got any hot sauce?”

      Linda put the plates on the table and sat down. She grinned widely at Brad. “The news is in,” she said.

      “You got it?” he asked with wide eyes.

      “Yep. I fly to Vegas in three weeks to be installed as the new Vice President of Human Resources.” She grinned widely.

      “That is so good, honey. Congratulations!” He took her hand. “I'm going to open a bottle of wine and we are going to celebrate.”

      She nodded. “You know, it feels good just to get the nod above all of the other applicants. There were some impressive characters applying.”

      “Not as impressive as you. And that's my objective opinion,” Brad replied with a smile.

      “Can you get more time away from the office to keep an eye on these guys during the four days I'm there in meetings?” she asked.

      “You can count on it.”

      Matt shook his head. “We don't need watching,” he said emphatically.

      “Yeah,” Jason added, taking a big bite of the stir-fry. Hot sauce rolled down his chin and onto his shirt.

      “Nice going, nerd,” Matt offered, shaking his head.

      Brad looked at Linda and smiled widely. “That is so awesome.”

      She grinned, basking in the moment.

      “Should we come watch?” he asked.

      “It's an announcement, not a coronation.” She laughed and added, “Thank you for the thought, but it will be fifteen minutes of announcement and then off to four days of meetings.”

      “Okay, but you've worked up to this for eight years and it is a big deal.”

      “Thank you, sweetie.” She came around the table and kissed him.

      “Please,” Matt responded, “I'm eating.”

      Linda gave him a sideways look. “Seems like you should be the last one to complain about kissing these days. You've been trying out, what does your brother call it?–your lip lock on Claire.”

      “Mom, stop,” Matt said, fighting embarrassment.

      Linda kissed Brad again. “Thanks for being so supportive,” she said.

      “I only wish we could all be there to see the promotion.” He looked at Matt and Jason. “Mom kicked butt, right guys?”

      “Yep,” Jason said. “She is awesome!”

      “How about you Matt?” Brad asked. “You have something to add?”

      “If an HR executive is in everybody else's business, she's probably pretty good at it.”

      Brad frowned. “That wasn't nice.”

      “Relax, Dad, just kidding.”

      “It didn't sound like a joke.”

      Matt was a little fidgety, having painted himself into a corner. “Yeah, yeah. I know she's really good at what she does.” He put down his fork. “Can I be excused?”

      “What's your plan for tonight?” Linda asked.

      “Going to study at Claire's.” Linda and Brad both looked at him and waited. “Relax, both her parents are home.”

      “Okay,” Linda said, “be home at 9:00.”

      “Going to study Claire you mean. More lip lock,” Jason said grinning.

      “Shut up, you little twerp.”

      “None of that kind of talk or you'll both be grounded.”

      Matt shook his head. “Why does he have to be such an asshole?”

      Linda snarled, “We don't talk like that around here. Next time you spit out something like that you can tell Claire you're unavailable for the next week.”

      “Okay, I'm sorry,” Matt said. “He's just such a…”

      “Quit while you're ahead, Matt,” Brad directed.

      He nodded and walked toward the door.

      “You're forgetting your homework,” Brad yelled in his direction. Matt grabbed his backpack from the living room and headed out the front door.

      “Can I be excused, too?” Jason asked.

      “Yeah. And you don't need to stir it up all the time, young man,” Linda replied.

      “Me?” Jason said indignantly. “I'm just stating facts.”

      “Well, stop stating facts that are your brother's business and you'll get along much better.”

      “All right. Can I go?”

      “I said yeah,” Linda responded. “Go, before I change my mind.”

      As he ran up the stairs Linda and Brad looked at one another and laughed. “This is how parenting is supposed to work, right?” she asked.

      “Beats me. I'm faking it, just like you are.”

      “Want to do dishes?” he asked.

      “No. You?”

      “No.” He paused. “Want to have sex?”

      She smiled and said, “Yeah, in the kitchen or in the car?”

      “In any room we can keep kids out of. The downstairs bathroom's free.”

      “I'm in,” she said, smiling, “anywhere they can't find us or call us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            KEVIN ROPER

          

          NINETEEN DAYS BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      At 10:30 a.m., the phone rang and Kevin Roper hit a button and said, “Roper.”

      “Hi, Mr. Roper. Ashley Gibbons here.”

      “Hi, Ashley.”

      “Mr. Eaton and the executive board would like to meet with you now if you can be available.”

      “What's the status of the negotiation?” Roper asked.

      “The Veritable team has been left in the conference room pending our discussion with you. Mr. Eaton instructed me to keep them there until he meets with you. How soon can you be here?”

      Roper considered and said, “I can be there in about twenty minutes.”

      “Great,” Gibbons said. “We will leave word downstairs that you are to be taken to the Chairman's suite as soon as you check in.”

      “Fine. On my way,” Roper said and hung up. He sat back in his seat and grinned. This was going to be interesting. He ran a hand through his short, black hair, and pushed his glasses back on his nose. He looked part accountant and part professor—handsome in a nerdy kind of way. His appearance was Clark Kent meets Chris Isaak. At thirty-seven, he had already discovered success in an independent and entrepreneurial way.

      Roper grabbed the file he needed for the meeting. He turned off the playlist as Asia's “Holy War” was beginning and looked around the office. It occurred to him that the corporate battles he inhabited were “Holy Wars” in their own way, with big stakes and corporate careers on the line. He grabbed his jacket from the hanger behind the door and raced through the unoccupied reception suite to the bank of elevators. He loved his office because he made it just what he wanted it to be. Inside the double glass doors was a large, well-furnished and uninhabited reception suite, two conference rooms each having three computers on long conference tables, and Roper's private office, complete with fireplace. The reception suite was simply a large room he passed through coming and going, with two desks and no occupants. It was simply a buffer between him and the outside world. He had plenty of space in what had once been an executive condo, and he had no need for employees. Besides, if employees knew what he did, they would put him, and potentially themselves, at risk. So what Roper did, he did alone. After one try at marriage that lasted only a year, he was unattached at age thirty-nine. His life was as he had designed it. He was free to date, to have fun and to work eighty hours a week without guilt.

      Roper made his way downtown and parked in a reserved space under the building. He walked into the massive three-story lobby of the latest glass and steel monolith on Fifth Street in downtown Los Angeles, the upper fourteen floors of which were occupied by Bryant International. As he walked toward the desk, a uniformed security officer and a man in a suit stood next to the security desk ready to greet him.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Roper,” the young man greeted, extending a hand. “I'm Mike Sanchez, Mr. Eaton's assistant.”

      “Mr. Sanchez,” Roper responded, shaking the hand.

      “If you'll follow me, sir. I'll take you to the private elevator that is waiting.”

      Roper followed the man down a corridor and around a corner to where a woman waited by a large gold and glass elevator.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Cole,” Roper said, greeting the woman.

      “Hi, Mr. Roper,” the thirtyish brunette said softly. “They are waiting for you.” They climbed into the elevator and the woman turned a key and pushed the button at the top, which simply said 'Penthouse.' They rode silently for the twenty-five seconds it took to climb fifty- three floors. As they stepped out of the elevator, Ms. Cole said, “Let's take the short cut.” He gestured that she should lead the way and then followed her through double doors of smoky glass. They turned down a narrow corridor and walked to an unmarked door at its end. A code box and card reader were mounted beside the door. She ran a card through the card reader and then punched a series of numbers into a code box. She lifted the handle and they were in a back corner of Jack Eaton's private reception area. Roper followed her past three desks and into a conference room with a massive oak table that would have seated forty people. The room was currently occupied by seven people, a couple of whom Roper had met. The rest were strangers to him.

      From the end of the table a man in his late fifties, with white hair swept back, stood to greet him. As he smiled, Jack Eaton greeted him, “Kevin, thanks for coming.”

      “My pleasure,” Roper said.

      “Please, come down and sit here,” Eaton said, gesturing to a chair that awaited him adjacent to Eaton's.

      Roper shook Eaton's hand and sat down. The faces around the room regarded him with anticipation, waiting silently for Eaton to lead the conversation.

      Eaton swung his chair to face Kevin directly. He smiled and said, “So, it looks like you've done it again. Tell me what you've got.”

      Roper opened his file, pulled out a couple of documents, and laid them in front of him. He said, “Your team let me know that during your negotiations Veritable stated that its subsidiary, Monarch Industries, no longer had issues with potential liability for the way it has been disposing of its two controversial solvents, right?”

      “Affirmative,” Eaton said. “That's what they represented and we haven't found anything to the contrary.”

      “Well,” Roper said grinning, “you will. They are not exactly being forthright with you.” He handed Eaton the first of the documents in front of him. “This is the notice to Monarch Industries that a full government investigation is now underway. It is dated two weeks ago.” He handed the document to Eaton and waited.

      Eaton shook his head as he read. “Those bastards,” he muttered.

      “And there is one more important document,” Roper said, passing the second document. “Here is an email from legal counsel at Monarch advising executives that this investigation will be extensive and is likely to consume several months to a year. Note that the addressees include top execs at Veritable as well as Monarch, so it will be hard for them to suggest that they were unaware of these developments.”

      Eaton silently reviewed the document and then said, “Holy shit. Two of the addressees on this email are in the conference room down the hall right now.” He looked to the elegant looking woman on his left. “Theresa, can your team put together an analysis of costs, including PR, staffing costs, fines and corrective actions costs.”

      “You got it, Jack,” the woman said, taking the documents and walking toward the door.

      As Theresa walked out, Ms. Cole appeared at the door. “The visitors are inquiring about how much longer they need to wait,” she said.

      Eaton smiled. “I'd like to say until hell freezes over, but just send in sandwiches and tell them we will be with them as soon as possible. Thank them for their patience.”

      Ms. Cole nodded, spun and moved out of the room.

      “Any questions?” Eaton asked the other executives in the room.

      There was a moment of silence, and then a bald man sitting five seats from Roper responded. “Kevin, I'm Bob Timmons. My question is, how sure are we about the information you've provided?”

      “Mr. Timmons, I would say as close to one hundred percent as you can be about anything. I mean, these are documents that Veritable and Monarch created.”

      “Any other questions?” Eaton posed.

      “Yes,” said a thin man with hair only above his ears and large dark-rimmed glasses, “I have a question. How did you get this information?”

      Roper glanced at Eaton, who looked angry. Roper just grinned. “Well, sir, I'm a researcher. Finding out things is what researchers do. Like reporters, I can't give up sources or my sources dry up.”

      Eaton, perturbed by the last question said, “Okay, enough questions.” He looked at Roper and said, “I know I've offered this before, but if you ever change your mind, I'd love to have you come work for me. I will make you a hell of a deal.”

      Roper smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Eaton, and if I ever decided to join an organization, it would likely be yours, but I am content right now.”

      “Well keep us in mind and keep doing good work for us.”

      “My pleasure, sir,” Roper said as he stood up. He waved to the room and then turned back to Eaton. “Let me know how this comes out, will you. I'd love to know if the Veritable deal is remade, and if so, what I've helped you save. And don't worry, your savings won't affect my price structure.”

      Eaton said, “We will. And don't forget, I want you here full time. Think about a package that might persuade you to join us.”

      “Thanks,” Roper said and headed out of the room thinking that this had been a pretty good day so far. Not only was he being courted by one more Fortune 500 company, he had made a hundred and fifty thousand dollars for about three weeks of work.

      Roper had several other projects underway, and when he checked his phone found that a new corporate client had called during the meeting to tell him that they had some work they needed on a priority basis. The first time a client called, they always had the notion that they could call him today and he could do the work tomorrow. They were shocked to learn that he considered every assignment for one to two weeks before he would tell them if he would take it. It made no sense to them and he gave them no explanation. Without payment, he spent days evaluating how the assignment could be done, as well as the risk posed by the project. That analysis was critical. Kevin's work would be regarded by many as corporate espionage. It was a fascinating niche and there was no shortage of work, but he had to stay cautious. Not just cautious, but also invisible. If he was exposed, he never knew how far his corporate targets might go to get even. They might come after him through law enforcement or even more directly, as they also had the ability to work in the shadows. Every action creates an equal and opposite reaction. Newton's laws of physics were in play in the corporate world, and when your actions cost a company millions, that reaction could be quiet warfare.

      Roper returned the call and began his initial inquiry. “Is this Joseph Barry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kevin Roper returning your call. First, how did you get to me?” If there was no good answer to this question, the conversation went no further.

      “We were referred by Michael Jefferies.”

      “Okay. What assistance do you need?”

      “We need to know if our technology has been stolen. Can you assist?”

      “Maybe. I need more information. Can we meet tomorrow?”

      “Earlier the better,” Barry said.

      “How about 8:00 a.m.?

      “That works. Tudor Tower, 53rd Floor. Someone will meet you in the lobby.”

      “Please have materials available to show me the technology and the reasons you suspect it was stolen, Mr. Barry.”

      “Done. See you then.”

      As Roper hung up, he had the familiar feeling of excitement that came from operating on the edge. The excitement of the work and the fear of detection created an addictive high like no other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            CHRIS MORGAN

          

          THIRTEEN DAYS BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      Chris Morgan was five feet six and had always been thin. His thick rimmed glasses completed the weak and nerdy image that had chased him for as long as he could remember. He had struggled with being bullied at school and he was socially nervous and clumsy. The world never seemed to go his way. But, maybe all that was about to change. He wanted the Operations Director job so badly he could taste it. With a new baby on the way, his third, he couldn't hope to survive on a teller's wage; not even on a senior teller's wage. The Operations Director position would change all that, almost doubling his earnings, and after eight years, he felt sure he had the inside track.

      Branch Manager, Hank Mercer, had a way of keeping distant, but Chris knew that was just his management style. Chris would be a part of management in the near future and he couldn't wait. The most exciting part of it would be rushing home to tell Connie that he got the promotion and everything would be all right. Their money worries would be a thing of the past. They could buy a new cradle for the baby and new clothes for all of the kids. Maybe they could even find money for a deposit on a house. It would all be within reach.

      At 6:00 p.m., when the last of the tellers had gone for the day, Chris spent some time reviewing the revisions to the cash ordering policies that had just been distributed. He wanted to learn it all, so that he knew all banking operations inside the branch. At 6:30 p.m. he got ready to leave. He stopped at Hank Mercer's office door and said goodbye on his way out. Mercer barely looked up as he mumbled good night. He was distant and cold, even for Mercer. If it had been anyone else, Chris would have been concerned that there was something wrong, but, this was Mercer being Mercer.

      As Chris turned and walked toward the door, Mercer called out, “Just a minute, Chris.”

      Chris returned to Mercer's office door.

      “Sit down for a minute,” Mercer said in harsh tones. When Chris took a seat in one of two visitor chairs, Mercer said, “We have a problem, Chris.”

      “Really? What is it?”

      “We received a complaint about you violating bank policy.”

      Chris sat back in shock. He had no idea what this might be. “What do you mean?” he managed to say after a brief pause.

      “There has been a harassment complaint against you. We are going to have to put you on leave while we investigate the matter,” Mercer said.

      Chris was in shock and feeling panic rise up. “What am I accused of? And who is accusing me?”

      Mercer said, “That will come out in the investigation.”

      Chris took a moment and then said, “Hank, I didn't do anything wrong. I have another baby coming and I can't afford to be off work right now.”

      “I'm sorry Chris, but that's the way we have to do it. I don't get a choice in the matter.”

      Chris felt like he had been kicked in the gut. He mumbled, “Okay,” and then he stood up to leave.

      “The investigator will be contacting you next week and set up a time to interview you. You will be told what the accusations are and have the opportunity to respond to them.”

      Chris sat there in stunned silence. Mercer repeated, “I'm sorry, Chris, I have no choice.”

      It was like an out-of-body experience. This just couldn't be happening to him. “Okay,” Chris managed to say again as he walked from the room. He felt weak in the knees, like he might just collapse under his own weight. Driving home, Chris tried desperately to figure out what he might have done to offend anyone at work. He liked his coworkers and tried to help them learn. As long as he could remember he had been the “go to guy” for tellers with questions. His stomach was churning and he felt a sense of helplessness. He began to cry as he thought about having to tell Connie that he had been suspended. To make it worse, he would earn no money for the next several days while this investigation happened, at a time when they needed every dollar. It was all so sudden and so unfair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          
            JOSIE EVERETT AND DON SILVER

          

          TEN DAYS BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      The calendar said it was almost the beginning of spring, but Des Moines was still winter cold. The latest storm left the roads difficult to travel and a number of communities without power. Josie Everett looked at her husband, Tom, who was still in bed, and then turned and walked to the kitchen without speaking. When she had been a prom queen and he had been a football star, they were a match made in high school heaven. But after twelve years of marriage, forever had become harder to see. Tom was in and out of construction jobs with the demand and the weather. Over the years they had both grown in different ways and they slowly had grown apart. She had studied accounting, and to her way of thinking, he had studied nothing but football and craft beer. There was a distance between them that was hard to navigate. When he wanted sex, her first reaction was to resist. She would tell him that she had a headache or there were other things she had to get done, but he knew the truth. Her desire for him had waned with the growing distance between them.

      Josie grabbed a travel cup and some coffee and carefully drove the fifteen miles she commuted to work, but it was hard going in the harsh weather, with cars randomly strewn across and beside the road like pieces arbitrarily left on a game board. She parked in her usual spot and walked into the building. She proceeded to the restroom and checked herself. She was satisfied with what she saw. Her large breasts were always noticed first, and guys had been staring at them since junior high. She had a good figure that she maintained by intermittent jogging and random periods of starvation. She had considered one of the newer, short haircuts that had become popular, but she wasn't there yet. Her long black hair was attractive, and the contrast to her penetrating, dark green eyes still drew stares and smiles. Her high cheek bones and small nose completed an image of elegance and intelligence. Josie would celebrate her thirty-fifth birthday next week and had decided she wanted big changes in her life. She walked back to her office and checked email, responding to several before turning her attention to the documents awaiting her attention and analysis.

      At 10:30 a.m., Josie walked down the corridor from her small office to her boss's larger one. She entered and closed the door behind her. He was surrounded by documents as the office was slow to make the turn to paperless. Don Silver was forty and graying at the temples. He was a white-collar guy who was handsome in a Marlboro Man kind of way. He looked up from his laptop and asked, “Any word on my meeting with Encore?”

      “Yep. It's all set for Thursday during the L.A. trip.”

      “Good news, thanks. What about the pitch to Winston Marble?”

      “Waiting to hear back from them,” she said. “If I don't hear today, I'll call them again.”

      “Great,” he said and smiled warmly at her.

      Josie walked to the door and twisted the lock on the handle. She turned and faced him and then reached under her skirt to slide her panties down to the ground. She stepped out of the panties and walked over to him. She smiled and then reached down and rubbed him over his pants. She got an immediate response. She undid his belt, and pulled his pants down, and then straddled his lap and slid him into her. She began to move, at first slowly and then more rapidly. When the chair began to squeak loudly, they stood and she leaned over the desk. He entered her from behind and tried hard to remain silent so they couldn't be heard by the community of workers not far from the office door. She smiled as he came with deep thrusts and held her tightly. She felt warm all over. It was just the way lovemaking was supposed to feel.

      They stood and got dressed.

      “Wow,” he said, “that was incredible.”

      “Yeah,” she said, “it was.”

      He smiled and took her hand. “I can hardly wait to have you all to myself for four days in Los Angeles,” he said.

      “It will be wonderful,” she said.

      “Where does Tom think you are going?” he asked.

      “He thinks I'm visiting my sister in Minneapolis,” she said.

      “Your sister will cover for you?”

      “Yeah, although she doesn't like it. What about your wife? Is she suspicious about us?”

      He shook his head and then said, “No, I don't think that she has any clue at all. She doesn't behave like she is concerned when your name is mentioned.”

      She ran a hand through his hair and kissed him softly. “Obviously she should be, though.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” he replied.

      She combed her hair and straightened her blouse and skirt, and then she emerged from Don's office back into the world of work. She was suppressing a smile and had concerns that an after-sex glow might be seen on her face. No one should look like they just got laid on a busy day in an office, so she made herself ponder her lengthy to-do list. She felt a flash of guilt about Tom, realizing that at some point there were decisions to be made there; decisions she had been deferring for some time. She still cared about him and a breakup would be hard, but maybe not as hard as staying together when the love was slowly leaking out like air from a punctured tire. Those hard realities brought her back down in a hurry and she was instantly back in work-mode.
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            KELLY PARSON

          

          EIGHT DAYS BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      Kelly Parson finished her lunch-time workout and showered. She dressed quickly and returned to the hospital, donned her blue scrubs and headed down to radiology. Kelly looked younger than her thirty-eight years and kept herself in good shape. Her gorgeous hazel eyes were usually the first thing people noticed when they met her, and those eyes were set afire by her soft blonde hair. She had delicate features and the kind of a smile that made people like her right away. She was smart and witty, and drawn to people with a good sense of humor—people who didn't take themselves too seriously.

      She had a full schedule this afternoon, including consults with two physicians to review MRI's. She had been a physician in the nuclear medicine department at Cedars-Sanai in Los Angeles for five years and had never been happier in her professional life. She was well regarded for her expertise and her manner. She also made enough money to do whatever she wanted to do—which would have been nice but for the fact that she didn't have time to do much of anything.

      Work was rewarding, but her private life was, as she characterized it, non-existent and her opportunities for correction bleak. Kelly had tried web-dating, just lunch dating, blind dates set up by her friends, and none of it worked. To the contrary, the thought of going out with another of these unattractive strangers was more than she could take. The supply of self-absorbed, uninspired, inarticulate or just plain boring men out there was inexhaustible. Some of them wanted to talk about past relationships, while others wanted to tell her about their skills in sports, at work or in bed. These dates were so hard to endure, and typically, she could hardly wait to say goodbye to the guy at the end of the date. They never seemed to notice her lack of enthusiasm and clock watching.

      There had been a guy she loved in college—really loved. But everyone told them they were too young and somehow, they both let it get away as they chased other dreams. They went away to different universities for post-graduate work after receiving their Bachelor's degrees and lost the future they might have built together; a possible future she let herself contemplate only occasionally. When she got to medical school, where there was hardly time to sleep, let alone build a relationship.

      After working as a practicing physician for nine years, the relationship she wanted to find seemed further away than ever. Any free time was hard to come by, and Kelly would rather spend that time listening to a podcast or reading a book than interviewing another random guy who wanted to get laid and get back to football.

      During the afternoon, Kelly met with other physicians to consult on interpretations of scans for a liver cirrhosis patient and a hepatitis patient. She spent the remainder of the afternoon training newer practitioners in analysis of CT scans and MRI's. She interviewed an applicant for a radiologist position at the end of the day and made her way home at about 8:00 p.m. She fed her tuxedo cat, Poco, who everyone thought was named after the band. It was actually a short form of Hippocrates—a little nerdy, but she liked it. Kelly made dinner and cleaned up around the condo. Then, she climbed into bed with a book, and Poco took his position, purring beside her. As she settled in for the night, she found herself wishing that there was someone other than a cat next to her to share the day's events and to kiss goodnight. All in good time she told herself. Love would find her if that was supposed to happen, even if she had no time to look for it.
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            CHRIS MORGAN

          

          FIVE DAYS BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      Chris Morgan had been at home and constantly worried for five days before they called him to schedule a time for him to meet with the investigator. When he first told her what had happened, Connie had just looked at him, silently appraising, conveying that he had let the family down without saying a word. He had assured her that he had done nothing wrong and everything would be all right. She nodded, but he was not sure that she believed him.

      Since the day he had been suspended, Chris had been obsessing about what was going on. Was someone out to get him? And how would they pay the rent and buy food this month? They had nothing in the bank and nowhere to go for money. They had borrowed from her parents and owed plenty already. He was feeling trapped and had far too much time on his hands, most of which was spent replaying the suspension and trying to determine what policy he had allegedly broken.

      Now that the day of the interview was here, Chris could hardly wait. He wanted to hear what he had been accused of and to make it right. He wanted to put this all behind him and get back to work. He drove downtown and pulled into the parking lot of California Bank's corporate headquarters. He parked, taking the ticket the machine spat out at him so that he could have it validated. He signed in with security in the lobby and rode the elevator to the fourteenth floor as directed. The receptionist took him to a small conference room where no one waited, flicked on the light, and told him to take a seat and the investigator would be with him shortly.

      He straightened his tie and took deep breaths to fend off the nervousness. After about ten minutes, the door opened and a short-haired woman in a business suit stepped inside. She looked about forty years old, was slightly overweight and had a serious expression.

      “Mr. Morgan?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      She took a seat across the small table and said, “I am Roberta Fisher, an attorney and investigator for the bank.”

      “Yes ma'am.”

      “Mr. Morgan, I am here to ask you questions about accusations that have been made against you at the bank. I have to let you know that depending on what we find, you could face discipline or termination. Your job is just to answer my questions truthfully and completely. We want to get to the truth. We will attempt to keep all of this quiet and only those within the company who have a need to know will be kept informed. Any questions?”

      Chris's head was spinning. He couldn't think of any specific questions, so he said, “I don't think so.”

      “All right, so let's begin. Do you work with a teller named Amy Cooper?”

      “Yes, sure.”

      “How would you describe your relationship with Amy?”

      “Good. We are just coworkers, but we get along fine.”

      “Did you tell Amy that she looked really good in what she was wearing?”

      “I might have, I don't know. If I did, I was just complimenting her.”

      “Did you tell her that a certain outfit made her ass look great?”

      Chris froze. It had happened once about a year ago. “Well, it was a year ago and I was only telling her how hot she looked.”

      “So you did say it?”

      “Yes, one time. Like I say, it was a year or more ago.”

      “Chelsea Wilkins is another teller who works with you regularly, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you tell Chelsea Wilkins that she had great tits?”

      “No, no, I never said anything like that.”

      “Did you stare at her breasts?”

      “No.”

      “Did you ever put your hand on her buttocks while she was bent over a file cabinet?”

      “No way.”

      “Did you talk to Chelsea about her boyfriend?”

      “Depends what you mean. She talked about him, so I would like ask how he was and how they were doing.”

      “How they were doing as a couple?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why did you need to know that?”

      “I didn't need to know it, I was just being social, asking how it was going with her and her boyfriend. She talked about him a lot, so I would just ask how they were doing.”

      “How often?

      “I don't know. Occasionally.”

      “Did you ever tell her that you wanted to fuck her brains out?”

      “No, never. I wouldn't say that to a woman.”

      “Ever ask her to show you her tits?”

      “No, never. I do not talk like that to any woman.”

      “You ever touch her breasts?”

      “Never.”

      “Mr. Morgan, can you think of any reason that either Chelsea or Amy would want to lie about such things?”

      “I have no idea. I can only say that I did not do the kind of things you're asking about. I never would.”

      “Did you ever ask Amy if it was hard to take her jeans off?”

      “What? No, I…” He stopped when it occurred to him that they had a conversation about jeans a couple of years ago. “I can't believe we are having this conversation,” he said. “This is really not right.”

      “What do you mean,” Fisher asked him.

      “A couple of years ago we talked about our favorite jeans. She said she liked Trend Brand, and I told her I tried them but I didn't like them because they were too hard to get on and off. That was the end of that conversation.”

      “Did you ever go over to a co-employee's house?”

      “One time, yes.”

      “Whose house did you go to?”

      “Amy's.”

      “Why?”

      “She left her coat at work on a Friday night. She called and asked if it was there because she wasn't sure where she left it. I told her I could drop it off on my way home.”

      “And did you?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you say to her?”

      “Here's your coat.”

      “And what did she say?”

      “Thanks.”

      “Any more to it?”

      “Not that I recall.”

      “Did you make any comment about her appearance that night?”

      “What?”

      “Did you say anything about the way she looked?”

      Chris sat back in his chair and thought.

      “What was she wearing?”

      “A dress.”

      “Did you comment on it?”

      “I might have said she looked pretty.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No.”

      Fisher regarded her notes for a few minutes and then said, “Okay, that's all I have. Is there anything you would like to say?”

      Chris drew in a breath and said, “Only that I love my job and I respect women. I would not say sexual things to the women I work with, so none of this makes any sense.”

      She nodded and made a brief note. “Okay, we are all done here, Mr. Morgan. We will get back to you when the investigation is concluded. It will likely be within the next few days.”

      Chris stood and shook her hand. “Okay, thank you.”

      “Will you guys validate parking?” he asked.

      “Yes, sure. See the receptionist out front and tell her I said we would do it.”

      “Thank you,” Chris said. He walked to the receptionist and she put a stamp on his parking ticket. As he walked to the car, he replayed the interview in his mind. He wanted to think that this was all behind him soon, but he was worried. He couldn't believe that he had been accused of behaviors like that. He asked himself why they would do that, but could come up with no answer.

      As Chris drove home, the questions were spinning around in his mind and he tried to replay them as accurately as possible. The people that he worked with every day and liked—they thought he was a harasser? It just couldn't be right. He would tell Connie everything that happened and she would help him make sense of all this. Nausea rose up in him like a wave and he had to pull over to the side of the road to vomit. It was a nightmare.
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      Paul Mason stood on the beach watching the sun turn the distant clouds a deep orange-red as it prepared to disappear over the horizon. He dialed Brian Gallagher's number and waited.

      “Yes,” Brian said when he answered.

      “Are you on schedule?”

      “Yes. You?”

      “Affirmative. I just checked into the Coronado Hotel for the next week. Just going to be sitting on the beach and seeking out untried umbrella drinks.”

      “Nice. Well, have a wonderful vacation.”

      “You all set, too?”

      “I'll be working from home all week if you need to get hold of me.”

      “Great. Have fun.”

      “Yeah, you too. Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      When Chris Morgan told Connie about the interview with the investigator, she stared at him silently. At first she listened attentively and supportively. As he described the sexual comments, comments about clothing, about breasts and alleged touching he had been asked about, he had expected that she would understand that none of these things were true. But somewhere in the process, it felt like a line was crossed and she began to look at him differently. Like a guy who might actually be making sexual comments to the women at work. It struck him suddenly, as her transfixed stare became one of shock rather than support.

      “You don't think I did these things?”

      She was quiet and then said, “I hope not.”

      “Do you have faith in me?”

      “I do, I do. It's just that these are the kind of comments women always hear. We are subjected to men talking about our body parts all the time. They talk about the way we look, what we wear and what they want to do to us all the time. I've heard it a lot, especially when I worked in the warehouse.” She paused and then added, “It just sounds like the kind of thing that is real—the kind of thing that women get to hear wherever they work.”

      “I know, but that doesn't mean I did it. Honey, you know I'm not out there chasing women.”

      “I do know that, but I also know that harassment isn't always about chasing.”

      “So you think I did this?”

      “No, I'm not saying that I think you did it. I am saying that it sounds real and I am concerned that these two women think it happened. Do they have any reason to make this up?”

      His heart sank. Even the woman who knew him best had the same questions—the same hesitations. “I don't know. They know I want the Operations Director job. Maybe…”

      “You think both of these women are making this up to stop you from getting a promotion?” She was quiet a moment and then said, “This is bad, Chris, this is really bad. They are thinking that you harassed these women.”

      “Do you think I did?”

      “Why were you telling a coworker how hot she was or making a comment about her ass? Even if that's all you did, that's not okay.” She was getting more upset as she spoke. “We can't afford to have you out of work, Chris, we're barely making it now. And I don't want my husband talking sex or body parts with other women.” He saw anger and resentment in her eyes, and then she turned and walked away from him.
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            TWO DAYS BEFORE

          

        

      

    

    
      Linda Caldwell sat on the sidelines in a folding chair near other parents, watching Jason run back and forth on the soccer field. She knew that they actually planned plays, passes and scoring runs, but it always appeared to her to be random movement. One team got near the goal, the other took it away and moved back to the other side of the field to do the same. They were now nearing the end of the fourth quarter and neither team had managed to score.

      Linda glanced about twenty feet down the sidelines to where Matt and Claire sat holding hands. They couldn't stop staring at each other. This can't be good, she thought, seeing the raging hormones that filled the air between them. They were just too horny for kids not yet sixteen. She and Brad had better talk about this and make a plan, as she had no desire to be a grandmother when her oldest son graduated from high school.

      She walked down the sidelines and said, “Let's pick everything up and get ready to go.” They couldn't stop staring at each other long enough to respond. “You guys hearing me okay?”

      “Yes, sorry, Mrs. Caldwell,” Claire said.

      Linda had an urge to tell Claire to stay away from Matt's pants, but didn't think it would do much good. These two weren't far from some experimentation, if it hadn't started already. “Matt, let's go.”

      “Okay, Mom, I'm getting ready.”

      “Getting ready? You're still sitting there staring at Claire.”

      “Mom, you're embarrassing me.”

      “Well, I don't mean to, but we need to get ready to go. I want to do some work and then start packing for my trip.”

      “Why? It's still three days away.”

      “You know me. I'm not one to wait until the last minute.”

      “That's for sure.”

      A whistle blew in the distance and the teams lined up to congratulate one another on a game well played. Jason found them and helped carry chairs to the car.

      “Did you see me out there?” he asked. “I had three shots on goal.”

      “You did, Buddy. Nice work,” Linda replied.

      “Aren't we overlooking the obvious?” Matt said. “As I recall, none of them went in the goal and the game ended in a scoreless tie.”

      “You're an asshole,” Jason said.

      “Don't talk like that Jason. I don't want to hear words like that from you. And Matt, you could be a little supportive. Your brother worked hard out there.”

      “I think you did a good job,” Claire said, smiling at Jason.

      “Thanks, Claire.”

      “Matt? How about an apology to your brother?”

      “All right, I'm sorry. I get that you worked hard, even if your team suc…”

      Linda interrupted him. “Quit while you're ahead Matt. You almost said something really nice there.” She paused a moment and then said, “Can you have dinner with us tonight, Claire?”

      “I think so. Just have to check in with my mom.”

      “Jason, you want to have Trevor over?”

      “Yeah, sure. I'll call him now.”

      Linda smiled. It was one of the unwritten rules of parenting that if one kid gets company, so does the other. Though it was easier where Jason and Trevor were concerned, because she didn't harbor silent fears that she would come home early and find them naked in her bed.
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        * * *

      

      At noon, the phone rang. Chris was almost sitting on top of it and picked it up on the first ring. “Hello?”

      “Chris, this is Hank Mercer. We need you to come into the branch at 1:30 today. Is that okay?”

      Hank wasn't his usual, abrupt self. Instead, his boss sounded concerned. “Yes, sure. I'll be there. What is happening?”

      “We'll talk about it when you get here, Chris.”

      “Okay,” Chris said. As he hung up the phone, he felt nausea rising.

      “Who was that?” Connie asked.

      “Hank Mercer. He wants me to go into the bank at 1:30.”

      “Okay,” she said, and then added. “Just be the good guy you are.”

      He nodded, “I will.”

      They had a sandwich together, with conversation at a minimum and nervousness filling the air around them. Connie walked out to the car with Chris and gave him a kiss. “It's going to be all right. Think positive.”

      He nodded and then climbed into the car. He waved as he backed out of the driveway. As he drove toward work, it occurred to him that he still might get the Operations Director promotion once all this was over. His mood brightened and he turned on the radio. This nightmare would all be over soon.

      He pulled into his parking spot and walked into the bank. Hank met him at the door and said, “Come with me.”

      It sounded a little ominous. He followed Hank to the conference room in silence. The attorney he spoke to, Roberta Fisher, and the HR Manager, Gladys Newell were both already in the conference room when he and Hank Mercer arrived.

      “Good afternoon, Chris,” Newell said. “Please, sit.”

      Chris sat down and waited. Newell started the conversation. “As you know, the bank has a zero tolerance policy concerning sexual harassment. We have to make sure that all of our workers have an environment free of any sexual harassment. You understand?”

      “Yes, ma'am. I understand that.”

      “In this case, we have two credible women who have stated that you made them very uncomfortable with talk about body parts, sex and inappropriate touching.”

      “I didn't do that,” Chris blurted out, surprised at how angry it came out.

      There was a moment of silence and then Fisher said, “Chris, it is our assessment that you engaged in conduct that is a violation of law and a violation of the bank's policy and it is very significant. We have thought long and hard about it, but we think we have to let you go.”

      “No, no, please. I love this bank. I've worked hard here for eight years and I never intended to offend anyone I work with, I like them all. Please, let me stay with the bank.”

      “We just can't, Chris. We will give you the chance to resign if you want to so that you don't have a termination on your record. If you do that, if we get calls from any prospective employer, we will tell them only that you quit.”

      “Please,” Chris begged, “don't do this. I am a really good employee.”

      There were a few moments of quiet and then Newell said, “The decision has been made, Chris. Now it's just a question of how you want this to go.”

      Chris was angry at this betrayal. He glared at them finding no words to express his panic, then, without saying another word, he stood and walked from the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TEN

          

          
            THE DAY BEFORE

          

        

      

    

    
      At 8:00 a.m., Josie Everett walked into Don's office carrying a bag and wearing a smile. He grinned at her while talking about the estimated time to complete a project to someone on the phone. She opened the bag and showed him a short dress, holding it up to her so he could enjoy the prospects. Then she reached into the bag and came out with a see-through negligee that would cover nothing much at all. Now Don was smiling and having a hard time keeping his attention on the call.

      “Okay, so I'll call you when I get back from the LA trip and we'll update the forecast.” A moment of quiet and then he said, “Shall do. You too.”

      Don put down the phone and said, “Wow. Very nice. If we had time I'd want you to try it on for me.”

      “All in good time. Right now we have to get out of here because our flight leaves in two hours.”

      “I'm ready. Call an Uber and let's get out of here,” Don said, walking to the corner of the office to grab his suitcase. “Let's go have some fun.” He thought for a moment and then added, “Maybe we can join the mile high club on the flight.”

      “Are you kidding? There's hardly enough room for one person to pee in airplane restrooms. I don't know how couples can have sex in a three foot-closet.”

      “Creative,” I guess.

      She smiled. “I'd rather have beds, couches or even a rug by a fireplace.”

      “Don't get me worked up, we have to go.”

      “Well, I can always give you a personal massage under a blanket while others are sleeping on the plane.”

      His eyes grew wide. “Now you're talking. In the meantime, put on your business face and let's get out of here and head for the airport.”
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        * * *

      

      When Chris told Connie what happened at the meeting, she became very quiet. As he told her all of the details, her expression became sad and he could see that she was doing her best to be accepting. When he finished, she asked, “Did you tell them that you had made mistakes and that none of this would happen again?”

      Chris froze. He wasn't sure he had said anything like that because he didn't believe that he had done anything wrong. “Does that mean you think I did all these things?”

      “No. I'm saying that women you work with were obviously offended by some of the things you said and did. You can say that you will be careful without admitting everything that was alleged, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “So how did the meeting end?”

      “They told me I could quit or be fired and I walked out of the room.”

      “You just left?”

      “Yeah. They were clearly not listening to me.”

      “If you quit, then they don't tell people that you were fired for harassment, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Doesn't that make it a whole lot easier to find a new job?”

      “It probably does, yeah.”

      “So do it.”

      “Okay, I'll call the HR Director and confirm that I quit.” She shook her head woefully. “What?” he asked.

      “I'm worried, Chris. We can barely afford the mortgage as it is. I just don't know how we're going to make it.”

      “I know. As soon as I talk to the company, I'll go down to the unemployment office, and then I'll start looking for a new job.”

      She nodded and quietly moved toward the living room where the kids awaited her attention.

      Chris felt a rising panic in his gut. “Oh my God,” he said to an empty room. He dialed HR at headquarters and asked for Ms. Newell.

      “Hi, Chris,” she said softly.

      “I've decided it's probably best if I resign. Then you don't give out any reason for me being gone, right?”

      “That's right, Chris. Anyone who asks will simply be told that you elected to leave or resign. We will give no further explanation.”

      “Okay, write me down as a resignation.”

      “You're sure? Because I can't change it once it goes into the system.”

      “Yeah, I'm sure.”

      “All right, Chris. That's what your file says as of right now. I am entering it as we speak.”

      “Okay, thanks,” he said, and hung up.

      Chris checked the clock. He still had time to get to the Employment Development Department and file his unemployment claim today. He said goodbye to Connie and raced out the door. He arrived at the unemployment office at 4:05 p.m. and there was a long line ahead of him, but there should be plenty of time to get to the front of it before they closed at 5:00. He saw an open window and walked up to it.

      “Yes, sir,” a blonde woman in her mid-twenties said.

      “I need to apply for unemployment benefits.”

      “Certainly, sir,” the polite blonde said with a big smile. She handed him a small stack of forms and said, “Complete these in one of the cubicles over there,” she said pointing, “and then get in that line when you are done.” He looked at the stack of forms and then back at her. “Don't worry,” she said, “it moves pretty fast.”

      He nodded and moved away from the window, finding a seat in one of the cubicles and filled out the requested personal information as fast as he could. At 4:45 he stood and got into the line. There were ten ahead of him. At 4:58 there were still three ahead of him. 'This was not going to work,' he thought, feeling frustrated.

      Some of the windows were now showing closed signs and he knew there was no way he would make it in one more minute. At that moment, a balding man in a suit appeared behind the woman seated at the window in front of him and said, “Don't worry. If you are in this line now, we will not close before we see you.”

      Chris drew a deep breath, fending off some of the anxiety that had overtaken him. 'All right,' he told himself, 'this will all work out and then I will find another job.'

      Chris made it to the front of the line at 5:15. The woman looked at his documents and then looked back at him. “Did you resign your position?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Just ready to do something different,” he mumbled.

      “I'm so sorry, sir. You are not eligible for unemployment benefits.”

      “What?” he asked too loudly, the anxiety returning immediately.

      “When you quit your job you don't get benefits, sir. Here, it's in the rules.” She handed him a booklet and all of the documents he had completed. “Thanks for coming in and so sorry we can't be of assistance to you.”

      Chris walked over to a nearby chair and sat down, afraid that he might fall down if he didn't. “That bitch,” he said audibly, and others turned to give him disapproving glances. Newell never told him that if he agreed to resign, his unemployment benefits would go away. He was breathing deeply through his mouth as anger rose up inside him.

      “Are you okay, sir?” a man walking by asked him.

      Chris stood and ran from the building, having no idea what to do next.
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang just before 7:00 p.m. Linda grabbed it on the second ring. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Caldwell?”

      “Yes, who's this?”

      “This is Adrianna Newby at the California Bank. We are processing your refinance documents and found a problem.”

      “What's that?”

      “There is a place on page 52 that does not have your signature. Can you come by the bank tomorrow and provide the missing signature?”

      “Page 52, huh? I guess I stopped reading the small print when I got to page 51.”

      The woman laughed. “I know. I stopped on page 10 and I see these documents all the time.”

      “Okay, I'll come by tomorrow.”

      “If not, we can arrange to do it all electronically, but it's easier at this point to provide the single missing signature.”

      “Yeah, I'm leaving town the day after tomorrow, but I can find time to stop by tomorrow. What time?”

      “How about between 12:30 and 1:00 p.m.?”

      “You got it. I'll be there.”

      “Thanks so much and sorry for the inconvenience.”

      “Not a problem. This is an easy fix.”

      “Thanks. I will look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

      “You bet,” Linda said. As she hung up the phone she added this latest task to her to-do list for tomorrow. There was a bunch to do before she left for Vegas.
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      Chris didn't sleep all night. He paced around the kitchen and drank too much coffee while Connie and the kids slept. He had been silent when he returned from the unemployment office, unable to tell Connie that he could not get unemployment and they were in big trouble. He wanted to tell her, but each time he tried, he couldn't find the words. The sun would rise in the next hour and he had not come up with a plan. There was nothing he could do. There would be no money when the bills came in this month.

      Chris paced faster, calling Gladys Newell a 'fucking cunt.' That bitch had ruined him. Hank Mercer was worse. He hadn't even tried to stand by Chris, just threw him under the bus with the first bullshit complaints. For eight years he had given everything to the bank and he had been betrayed. They had taken everything from him; his earnings, his self-respect and maybe even his family. This could not stand.

      Chris walked to the hall closet, pulled out the step-stool and reached up to a box at the tallest point on the shelf. He pulled down the box and took out the Saturday night special he had purchased for seventy dollars a couple of years ago. It wound up in this closet and out of view because Connie wanted nothing to do with guns and wanted to make sure it was never within reach of the kids. But, now he needed it. He tucked the gun inside the water heater cupboard for easy access and walked upstairs. Maybe now he could sleep for a little while, then, he would make things right. They would be held accountable for what they had done to him.
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        * * *

      

      Josie and Don got off the plane at 2:30 a.m. and went to the airport Sheraton, where they got more exercise than sleep. They fell asleep at about 4:30 a.m., then awoke and made love again at 9:00 a.m.

      “You feeling spent yet, cowboy?” she asked him with a wide grin.

      “Yeah, but every time I look at that ass of yours, I get excited all over again.”

      “Take me to breakfast and then we'll come back here for more,” she said.

      “Yeah, okay. I don't have to be at the meeting until 2:00 p.m.”

      “I'll shop a little while you're at your meeting and then we can have a romantic dinner somewhere.”

      He was quiet a moment and then said, “You sure Tom isn't suspicious about us?”

      She gave him a curious look. Why did he bring that up? Was he worried Tom was going to come after him? “I don't know,” she said and then paused. “He knows that I am not sleeping with him much anymore, so he might think that there is someone else. We just don't talk about it.”

      “Yeah, I get it. It just isn't like it once was. The passion slowly leaks out of relationships, right?”

      She paused and then said, “I don't know. Tom and I are both sad about what we lost along the way. I'm not sure I should tell you that, but I'm doing it anyway. I guess I'm trying to figure out what's real in the relationships we built our lives around. What about you and your wife? Is it a relationship you plan to save?”

      “I don't know. I haven't thought about it because I'm not sure she even suspects. She never raises any question anyway. I just don't want it to be more complicated than it has to be.”

      Josie paused a moment. She furrowed her brow and asked, “And what do you want out of our relationship?”

      “I want to fuck your brains out, gorgeous. I just can't get enough.”

      “And that's it?”

      “I don't know,” he replied. She gave him a stern look. “Truly, I don't know what I want,” he said.

      “I know we're having fun, but I was wondering whether I was more to you than a fuck buddy.”

      “You are. You really are,” he said. “It's just complicated.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, it's complicated, but I'd like to know what you feel about us.”

      He smiled and said, “Let's go to breakfast now and talk life later. I'm starved.”
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        * * *

      

      Chris slept for about an hour. He awoke and it all came crashing back down on him. The loss of his career, no money and no unemployment. He dressed and drank coffee, avoiding conversation with Connie, then made his way to the water heater and grabbed up the gun. When he made his way back to the kitchen, Connie asked him if everything went okay at the unemployment office and he told her that he thought so. He couldn't bring himself to tell her that there would be no money. Later in the morning, he told Connie he was going to do something about their situation and left the house in a hurry. He drove to the downtown branch at 11:45 a.m., but Hank Mercer's car wasn't in the parking lot. He called the bank's customer number.

      “Good morning, California Bank, this is Denise, how can I help you?”

      He was quiet a moment and then said, “Hi, Denise, this is Chris.” There was a silence on the line and it was clear that Denise did not know what to say, “Everything is okay. I was just calling with a question for Hank about my benefits. Is he in?”

      “No, he had a meeting outside the branch but I expect him back in the next fifteen or twenty minutes. Shall I have him call you?”

      “No, I'm going to be out for a little while. I'll give him a call later on. Thanks Denise.”

      “Sure. Take care, Chris.”

      Chris bought a cup of coffee from a mini-mart on the corner and walked around the block. By the time he returned, Hank Mercer's Lexus was in the parking lot. He touched his belt line to assure himself that the gun was still in place. All was good. At 12:24 p.m., he walked into the bank.
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        * * *

      

      The morning was incredibly hectic for Linda Caldwell. Jason had a field trip and, naturally, hadn't obtained the necessary consent or even remembered he needed one. Linda took him to the drop-off point at school, found the teacher in charge and signed the missing form. With Jason on his way, she and Matt picked up Claire and she gave them a ride to school in the other direction. None of this was that unusual, it was just that today she had a lot of work to do before she took a late afternoon flight to Las Vegas. She was also stressed because of the raging hormones that filled the car. Claire needed to be fitted for a chastity belt or something. These two were going to experiment anytime they could find thirty seconds and a quiet corner.

      After she dropped off Romeo and Juliet, Linda returned to the home office, responded to emails and worked on the two critical projects at the top of her list. At 11:30 she put her bag in the car and left the house for Los Angeles International Airport. She was feeling better because she had plenty of time. She would make one stop at the bank to sign the page that had been overlooked in their refinance documents and she would be on her way. By tonight, she would be checked into her room at Mandalay Bay and watching the craziness that was Las Vegas. Linda parked and walked into the bank at 12:26 p.m.
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        * * *

      

      Don parked the car on the sixth floor of a massive parking structure and he and Josie made their way down to street level. It had been a quiet ride. Since their exploration of what the relationship might be, Josie had been uncharacteristically quiet and Don was feeling a little awkward, unable to find words to push them past that conversation. He wanted to get back to fun and laughter, but the road back was hard to find.

      When they got to street level, Don realized that he had parked in the wrong building, which would make getting reimbursed for a big parking fee impossible. They walked toward the building where his meeting was to occur, which was right next door to the bank. Maybe he could get past the emerging rift between them by giving her money to shop with while he was in his meeting.

      “I need to stop here for a minute,” he said, gesturing toward the bank. “Is that okay?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Josie said.

      He walked up to the ATM, but then changed his mind because this is money he could not account for when he got back home. But there was another account he could use.

      “Let's go inside,” he told her.

      “Okay,” she said, agreeably. They walked into the bank at precisely 12:28 p.m.
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        * * *

      

      Kelly's twelve hour shift at Cedars-Sinai was scheduled to begin at 2:00 p.m. She stopped for a chicken wrap and iced tea at Cabana, a small sandwich shop without outdoor seating. She indulged herself with the time needed to read those portions of the Los Angeles Times that caught her attention. She reflected that her life had become so busy that taking the time to get the news was now a guilty pleasure. How would she ever find time for a personal relationship?

      She finished her iced tea and paid the check, giving the young server a big tip. He had done nothing extraordinary, but Kelly believed in tips. People who worked hard for near minimum wage needed all the help they could get.

      She walked out of the restaurant and it was then that the bank caught her eye. She checked her watch and saw that she still had some time before her shift. This would be a great opportunity to set up her IRA, something she had been planning forever and never found time to do. She walked into the bank at 12:30 p.m.
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        * * *

      

      At 12:31 p.m., Kevin Roper checked his watch and then walked into the bank. He walked over to the tables where deposit and withdrawal slips were completed prior to getting in the line for teller service. He pulled three checks from his wallet and began to prepare a deposit ticket. He glanced at the others around him and instantly saw a face that was familiar. It was a face he had known years ago, but it hadn't changed much from the one he remembered. She was pretty back then and now she was more mature and pretty had become gorgeous.

      She was looking directly at him, apparently going through a similar recognition process. They stared at each other for a few moments and then she said, “Kevin?”

      “Kelly?”

      “Yes. Oh my God, I haven't seen you since high school graduation.” She threw her arms around him and gave him a hug that he willingly returned. “I can't believe it,” she said.

      “You look amazing,” he told her.

      “You're looking pretty good yourself,” she said, and then looked momentarily embarrassed.

      “What are you doing now?” he asked. “I remember that you were planning to go to medical school, right?”

      “That's it,” she said. “I did it and I'm now practicing at Cedars-Sinai.”

      “Wow.” He smiled and then added, “You always were impressive.”

      She looked embarrassed again. “What about you?” she asked. “What are you doing?”

      “I'm in technology. I find new ways of using it creatively,” he said. He knew this intentionally cryptic response told her nothing.

      “I have to work at 2:00 p.m.,” she said. “How about we make a time to get together and catch up?”

      He caught her looking at his fingers. “Divorced,” he said. “Three years now.”

      “You?”

      “I never found the right guy,” she replied. She wrote on a deposit slip and then handed it to him. “Here's my number,” she said. “Call me.”

      “I will,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      When Chris walked into the bank, he looked around him and saw nothing out of the ordinary, but he was sweating, overcome by the weight of what he had come to do. Chris scanned the bank lobby. It was another busy banking lunch hour, with three tellers open and ten people in line behind those now occupying the windows. He wiped his brow with his sleeve and he could almost hear his heart beating as he walked slowly down the hall in the corner of the bank toward the manager's office. On impulse, he touched the gun beneath his jacket. It was still there and ready. The walk down the hall to the manager's office had never been this long before. Each step took minutes and the sound of his shoes on the tile echoed across the bank. He felt suddenly heavy and it was hard to keep his feet moving. Then he felt the nausea rise inside him. He reached his destination and knocked on Hank Mercer's door.

      “Come in,” Mercer said. The moment Chris heard Mercer's voice, he realized he just couldn't do it. He couldn't shoot Mercer. He couldn't shoot anyone, no matter how they betrayed him. And, he couldn't leave his family to fend for themselves while he went to prison.

      “Come in,” Mercer said again. Chris retreated quickly back down the hall to the center of the bank and then accelerated, moving quickly toward the front door. As he moved faster, people looked up at him. He looked straight ahead and went faster yet. The front door was only fifteen feet away now.
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        * * *

      

      Paul and Brian parked fifty feet away from the bank in a handicapped spot, putting the blue and white disabled placard that identified the car as legitimately parked on the rear view mirror. They wore long beards that covered them from their nose to their chest. They each grabbed a back pack and a gym bag from the back seat and they made their way toward the bank. As they approached the building, they quickly put on ski caps and eye masks. They pulled handguns from their pockets and pushed through the door to see a man walking toward them at top speed.

      “Stop,” Brian told him in an altered, electronic voice. “Stop right there.”

      Chris Morgan stopped in his tracks.

      Paul located the guard and ordered him to drop his weapon, which he did. “Everyone on the ground, face down,” Paul screamed across the bank lobby.

      As Paul watched the group, Brian walked down the hall and came back with Hank Mercer and two other employees who were in the break room.

      Paul yelled toward the tellers. “Put the money from your drawers into these bags. No marked bills, no dye packs and no GPS. Got it?”

      There was nodding all around. “Everyone else in here,” Brian said, gesturing to the conference room.

      Once they were gathered inside, Brian said, “Everyone face down on the floor.”

      Kevin Roper stayed standing and Brian yelled, “You too, man.”

      Kevin seemed to be frozen in place. Brian hit him in the gut and doubled him over. Kevin found himself on his knees and trying hard to catch his breath.

      “Stay face down. No one moves,” Brian said, looking around the room and assuring that all were frozen in place. He closed the door and the room was silent.

      Brian walked over to the storage room next to the vault. On the wall inside the door, he found a grey box that looked like circuit breakers with a lock built into the front. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small tool kit. He opened the kit and selected what looked like an ice pick. He inserted the device into the lock on the box and began to twist. Brian had it open within thirty seconds. He connected a device to three distinct wires inside the box. He walked out into the lobby and confirmed that all cameras had been disabled and then gave a nod to his partner.
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        * * *

      

      In the conference room everyone stayed face down on the floor. After a long two minutes, a voice said, “What do we do?”

      Kevin said, “We survive this.” He looked over at Kelly, who was just a few feet away. She looked his way and her expression was pained.

      “Are you okay?” he whispered.

      She nodded and said, “Yes. You?”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      A male voice somewhere across the room from Kevin said, “These guys aren't professionals.”

      “What do you mean?” a woman asked.

      “I mean they never even collected our cell phones to keep us from communicating outside the bank.”

      “Okay. Someone call 911,” another voice said.

      “You do it,” someone else said.

      Finally, someone said, “I just sent a text message to my daughter to call 911. We should get some help soon.”

      Josie was positioned near the conference room door and was crying. Don told her that everything would be okay, even though he was scared shitless and didn't know if he believed it. His assurances had little impact on Josie, who continued to sob. In that moment, Don realized that this was going to be national news and this is how his wife Naomi would learn that he was fucking Josie. Maybe they would have a chance to discuss it and he could apologize. Or the cruelest possibility of all, he would die today and her last memory of him would be that he had been cheating with a younger woman and had taken her away on his last trip anywhere. His parting gift to her would be to ruin every memory they had shared together.

      The door opened and Brian stepped inside. “All right,” his electronically distorted voice said, “You,” as he pointed at an elderly woman, “you,” he said and pointed at Linda Caldwell, “and you,” he said, pointing at Kevin Roper. “The three of you come with me. Keep your hands in the air where I can see them clearly.”

      The three stood with hands vertical beside their ears, and began to follow Brian. As they started moving toward the door, Chris Morgan decided it was up to him to stop this. Maybe he could protect these people and make up for the mistake in judgment that brought him here today. He pulled the Saturday night special from his waist band and lifted it toward Brian. Brian saw the initial movement and pivoted. Brian had his gun trained on Chris before Chris could complete his move. In that instant, Kevin Roper kicked the gun from Chris' hands away as he walked past Chris. Chris and everyone else in the room was in complete shock. “Are you trying to get yourself and all the rest of us killed? I want to get out of here alive, you crazy son of a bitch,” Kevin yelled at Chris as the gun went skidding toward Brian, who grabbed it.

      Brian looked at Chris and the electronic voice growled, “You stupid shit. You want to be responsible for getting people killed?” He looked around and said, “You can all get out of this without injury or you can do something stupid and die today.” Chris shook his head, unhappy that his attempt to save them had been undermined. He could have taken that guy out.

      Brian walked out the door with his three chosen followers. He led them down the hall to where the offices were located. He made a stop at the first door down the hall, the Operations Director's office. Paul came walking towards them and said, “Mr. Costello.” He handed the three bags of money that he had been given by the tellers to Brian.

      “Thank you, Mr. Abbott,” Brian responded. He then pointed to Kevin. “You, in here. Go through this bag and pull out consecutive bills, dye packs and GPS devices. You have ten minutes.”

      “You,” Brian said to Linda Caldwell. “You do the same with this bag.” He pointed to the adjacent manager's office and handed her the bag. She disappeared inside and he closed the door. Linda walked to the desk and put the bag down. She sat down in Hank Mercer's chair and cried, realizing that the life she had built was over, whether she lived through the day or not. This day would cost her everything she loved. She put her head in her hands and tried desperately to think of some answer, any answer; some plan that would allow her to believe that she could make it through this and keep her family, but she could come up with nothing. It was so ironic that the life she had worked so hard to rebuild would be destroyed in a single day, simply because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She thought of Brad, Matt and Jason and how she was about to lose them and they had no idea. She loved them beyond all words. She needed a chance to explain. Would she ever get that chance or would she die here today, leaving them with a secret that would tear her family apart? One way or another, it was all going to come out today. She wanted to live long enough to explain it herself and to ask for their forgiveness. As she took everything out of the bag and began to search as instructed, she said her prayers aloud. “Please Lord, help me figure out what to do. There has to be something I can do. Please help me figure out what that is and I will find a way to make it right. Please, please.”

      After Linda Caldwell entered Mercer's office, Brian walked further down the hall. “Now you,” he said to the elderly woman, who was now shaking almost violently. “You do the same in here.” He pointed to the break room. “You do what we tell you and you will not be hurt. Understand?” The woman forced a nod and moved into the break room. The door was closed behind her.

      Brian walked back to the desks of the loan officers and personal bankers, where Paul was seated. Paul said, “Okay, we are eleven minutes in. First contact should be between seven to ten minutes from now. Let's get to work.”

      They walked back to the conference room and Paul said, “All right, Mr. Mercer and Ms. Jacobs, get your keys and let's go.”

      “We can't open…” Hank Mercer started to say.

      “Save your breath,” Brian said. “We know exactly who can do what. Don't waste time and don't endanger the others. Let's go.” The electronic voice was commanding and confident.

      There was no Operations Director, so senior teller, Sophie Jacobs, had been designated as the other key carrier. Somehow, these guys knew that.

      “Follow Mr. Costello,” Paul said. He in turn followed them to the vault. “You have two minutes to get it open,” Brian told them.

      Mercer and Jacobs scrambled to the locks and got it done in less than a minute. They stared straight ahead, nervously. “Back to the conference room,” Brian said. He followed them and closed the door once they were inside and back on the floor with the others. Paul and Brian then began moving the money from the vault—nothing smaller than twenties.

      Linda Caldwell was feeling desperate. She had to try to get out of this. There had to be some way out before it was too late. She moved to the door of the manager's office and opened it just enough to give her a view down the hallway. She could see that there was nowhere to go. But as she started to close the door, she saw something else. There was someone walking out toward the two bank robbers; someone who shouldn't have been out there. She watched in fascination as the man approached the robbers. This guy was either crazy or was one of them. Mr. Abbott and Mr. Costello did not seem surprised by his arrival. They began to engage in conversation with the new arrival, who turned slowly in her direction as he spoke. His face came into view and it was a face Linda recognized. She stared in disbelief, and then slowly closed the door before anyone noticed her.

      After ten minutes of moving money, Paul asked, “Got as much as we need, Mr. Costello?”

      “Yeah, we're there.”

      As they completed the task, another voice said, “Are we ready for the next step?”

      Paul said, “Yeah, let's get to it. We're going to get the first call in just a few minutes.”

      The newly arrived man simply said, “Good.”

      Brian said, “I'll be with you as soon as I handle cash, phase two.”

      The two men seated themselves at the financial service reps desks and began working the keyboards. Within three minutes there were recognizable sounds outside the bank. Paul knew that police would be clearing this block and everyone within a two block radius. There would be patrol and unmarked cars lining the streets and providing a protective barrier between the officers and the building.

      It took eight additional minutes before the expected phone call. Paul let the phone ring three times before picking up. “Hello, who is this?” Paul asked in his electronic voice.

      “This is Lieutenant Marshall Briggs, LAPD.”

      “Well, Lieutenant, I'm going to need to speak to a trained negotiator. Is that you?”

      “I can help you,” was the reply.

      “Not if you can't answer my questions,” Paul replied.

      “No, I am not a negotiator. I have one on the way, but I can help now.”

      “Have that person call me, please,” Paul said and hung up, anticipating that he had just bought another ten minutes or so.

      Brian emerged and sat down at an adjacent desk, entering information into the computer. “Estimate?” he asked simply.

      “I'll need at least another half-hour,” the new arrival said.

      “No problem,” Paul said.

      They worked for an additional seven minutes before the phone rang again. On the third ring, Paul picked it up. “Hello,” Paul said.

      “This is Emery Caplan. I am the negotiator you wanted. What is your name?”

      “You can call me Bill.”

      “Okay, Bill. First, we have a direct line to you. You pick up the phone and I will be on the other end.”

      “Okay, good,” Paul replied.

      “We want to bring you out safely. Isn't that what you want, too?”

      “First, I want to convey that everyone can make it out of here safely if you don't do anything to jeopardize them. Second, I need a plan from you to get about twenty of us out of here and to the airport in about three hours. Work on that and I'll get back to you in about a half-hour.”

      “Work with us,” Caplan said. “Release some of the hostages in a show of good faith while we work on your request, okay?”

      “We'll talk about releasing some hostages in a while. First, I need to know that you are sincere about getting us out of here safely,” Paul said in electronic tones.

      “Is everyone okay in there?”

      “Everyone is fine. No injuries so far and I want to keep it that way,” Paul said.

      “I'd like to come in and verify that, Bill,” Caplan said in his most friendly voice.

      Paul paused briefly to make it seem like he was thinking this over. “We can talk about that later if you do what I ask.”

      “Okay. I want you assure me that all the hostages remain safe while we work on your request.”

      “You have that assurance as long as no one out there does anything stupid. I will call you in a half-hour for an update,” Paul said and then hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Caplan called Lieutenant Briggs and said, “Give me some kind of an exit plan that I can take to them.”

      Briggs said, “I know you are all about buying time in these situations, Caplan, but don't have any misconceptions. I am never letting these guys leave here without surrendering.”

      “I know, Lieutenant, but I have to give them something to keep them talking.”

      Briggs said, “Tell them we'll pick them up in golden chariots and fly them to the stars for all I care. But as soon as what you're doing stops working, my team will enter the building.”

      Caplan was quiet and then said, “Get me a bus that I can pull out front to show them their means of departure.”

      “This is such bullshit,” Briggs said. “All right, I'll order you a bus. Tell them it will be here in an hour.”

      “Thanks, Lieutenant. If I can keep these guys in the game, maybe we get everyone out before the shit storm hits.”
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang after twenty minutes, but Paul ignored it and continued working. Fifteen minutes later, he picked up the phone and said, “So, what have you got for me?”

      “We will have a bus here within the hour,” Caplan said. “You release the hostages and that bus will take you to the airport or anywhere you want to go. We will not approach it.”

      Paul had to suppress a laugh. There must be some dumb fucking criminals out there if that kind of stuff works.

      “Okay, that sounds alright. But first, we are going to be here for a long while, so I am going to need food, maybe pizza, for about thirty people.”

      “I can't guarantee your safety for a long while,” Caplan said. “You need to work with me here. Send out some of the hostages to show good faith.”

      “All in good time,” Paul said. “First the food. Pizza for thirty people. How long will that take?”

      “You'll have pizza within forty-five minutes,” Caplan said.

      “I'll bring it in myself.”

      Paul grinned. “As long as I can see that you are unarmed before you get to the door, I'm okay with that.”

      “Anything else we should talk about to make sure everyone stays safe?” Caplan asked.

      “Just make sure no one comes close. You know that one officer who goes renegade can turn this whole thing upside down, right?”

      “Yes, I understand. We'll make sure everyone stays back.”

      Paul hung up and nodded to Brian. “As planned.”

      “That's a lot of pizza,” Brian replied.

      “Yep. The cops can eat it. It's about time the department bought them all lunch.”

      “For a guy who had so many reservations about all this, you seem awfully fucking calm,” Brian said. “Aren't you even a little nervous about all this?”

      “Yeah, of course. But I'd rather be concentrating on what I'm doing than focused on the fact that I'm scared shitless. Besides, the decision is made, so there's no point in further hesitation.”

      “Maybe I should have been more nervous earlier, so I didn't have to do it now,” Brian replied and stared at the screen in front of him.

      The three men work in silence for about twenty more minutes. “You got time to go let the money inspectors loose?” Paul asked.

      “Five more minutes.”

      They could hear sirens, the occasional bullhorn warnings of the voices of command outside. Paul checked his watch and nodded. Right on time.

      Ten minutes later, Brian and Paul nodded to one another and then to the third man. The third man walked away first. A minute later, Brian walked down the hall and began retrieving the bags from the three selected hostages who waited in separate rooms. He opened the door to the manager's office and asked Linda Caldwell, “Any sequential serials, dye packs or GPS in there?”

      “Yes.” Linda replied. She pointed to a dye pack and a GPS in a stack of currency on the desk.

      “Good,” Brian said, in his electronic voice. “Leave that on the desk and let's go.”

      He entered the break room and asked the elderly woman the same question. “I didn't find anything that you were worried about,” she said.

      “Okay, good. Follow me.” Brian, closely followed by Linda Caldwell and the older woman, stopped at the Operations Director's office and opened the door. “What did you find?” Brian asked Kevin Roper.

      “Nothing. It's all okay,” he said, pointing to the bag of money.

      Brian simply nodded and then took all three bags away. Paul led the elderly woman, Linda and Kevin back to the conference room while Brian took the three bags away. “You three get back down on the floor.”

      Paul left all of the hostages on the conference room floor. The room had grown silent, but worry filled the air. The hostages were shaken and shaking, wondering if they would be executed, freed or caught in the crossfire if the police came pouring into the bank. Many had texted information about their situation and “I love you” to family, just in case it was their last opportunity. Josie sent a text to Tom, telling him that she loved him. Kelly wrote to her parents to say the same. There were periodic sighs and sobs around the fear-filled room and the room was full of the group's collective anxiety while they waited for something bad to happen.

      Finally someone said, “Should we do something?”

      Another voice said, “Like what? If you know a way out of here, let me know. Otherwise, don't do anything to antagonize these guys. I want to get out of here alive.”

      Paul checked his watch and then picked up the phone. “Caplan?”

      “Yes, I have the pizzas now. It took a little longer than I thought, but I'm ready. Can I bring them in now? We can talk while people are fed.”

      “Give me a few minutes and I'll call you back,” Paul said.

      Paul and Brian returned to the conference room carrying gym bags. There was an eerie quiet that filled the room as everyone waited, frozen with fear, to see what was next. Brian said, “Everyone stand up, slowly.”

      The hostages all slowly climbed to their feet, some with hands raised protectively.

      Paul and Brian threw the gym bags on the table and began pulling beards, ski caps and eye masks from the two gym bags they brought with them. “Put these on,” Paul instructed. “When you have them on, I don't want to be able to see any part of your face other than your nose and the bottom of your ears. Got it?”

      There were nods around the room and everyone covered their faces as directed. When they were done, Paul said, “Everyone follow me. We are going to walk over to the area of the lobby near the front door, but stay out of view from everyone outside. I'll show you where and you will sit down and wait for the next instructions.”

      They followed Paul to the designated area and he gestured to everyone to sit down. He said, “Clasp your hands behind your head and don't move. We are going to be leaving in the next ten minutes. You will walk out of here and go back to your lives. You are very close to freedom. Don't do anything to mess it up at this point.”

      Paul walked over to the desk and picked up the phone. “Caplan?”

      “Yes, I'm here.”

      Paul nodded at Brian. “Okay, you can walk the pizzas inside. Move toward the bank until you are about fifteen feet from the front of the building. Then stop and show me your inside pockets, waistband and legs below the knee. Got it?'

      “Yeah, I've got it.”

      “Okay,” Paul said, “start walking now.”

      Paul hung up and he and Brian walked to a point where they could see through the glass doors onto the street. A tall, clean shaven man with thick red hair was approaching carrying pizza boxes. Officers knelt behind cars fifteen feet behind him and guns were pointed at the bank. Paul and Brian watched as the red haired cop got to a point about fifteen feet away and set the pizza boxes down. He turned out his pockets and lifted his shirt to display the waistband of his pants. He lifted his pant legs as requested and then turned 360 degrees slowly and then gathered up the boxes.

      At that moment, Brian walked over to the hostages. He instructed, “You are all going to walk out of here in a single file straight line and go directly over to the police cars. Slowly. No one runs and no one steps out of line. You follow one another until you get there. Got it?”

      Brian started the first hostage out the door slowly. Scores of police raised guns and held them at the ready. Someone yelled, “Hold your fire,” as the hostages began walking across the street to where the police cars awaited. They walked slowly, as instructed, remaining in single file. When half of the hostages had exited the bank, there was a sudden explosion somewhere close. Hostages ducked momentarily, and then continued moving toward the waiting police line. Some of the police officers were directed toward the explosion while others stayed behind to watch the hostages continue their journey from the bank to safety. Almost immediately, there was a second explosion in the same location and more police ran that way, with high-ranking officers screaming orders and the fire department preparing hoses and gear.

      When the last of the hostages left the building, Brian and Paul darted further inside the bank. There would be confusion while the first responders tended to loud explosions and minor damage in the adjacent vacant building. They would take time to determine that the explosions did not provide an escape hatch for the perpetrators on the other side of the bank. Then they would try to determine whether the perpetrators had exited the bank along with the hostages. Brian and Paul had a few minutes while all of this was sorted out. Finding minor damage and nothing else at the explosion sites, the cops would all focus attention back on the bank. Then those in charge would decide to deploy the SWAT team and backup officers. Paul and Brian anticipated that they had about four minutes before the building was under siege.
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        * * *

      

      Police officers lined the street in front of the bank, using strategically parked cars for protection in case the perpetrators commenced firing. Police tape and officers assigned to maintain the perimeter, kept both onlookers and reporters at bay. The perimeter had been established at two blocks in all directions. Traffic was redirected, and no entry was permitted beyond the perimeter, even to those who lived or worked within the boundaries. The press was the biggest pain in the ass because they somehow believed it was part of their jobs to overcome such orders. They would sneak past boundaries with cameras, they would look for places where officers weren't stationed, and they would roll cameras using helicopters hovering above the danger zones—crazy dipshits.

      Lieutenant Marshall Briggs had rigged a trailer as his mobile headquarters. From there, he and the negotiator, Emery Caplan, had the only direct line contact with the interior of the bank. Briggs wanted these guys badly and he wanted them at first opportunity. He had to do this by the book, but as soon as he got the hostages out, he would order a massive assault on the bank. He had deployed snipers to nearby rooftops at every angle that might provide a clear shot into the bank. Briggs was intolerant of those like Caplan, who seemed to him to be psychologists disguised as cops. He didn't want to psychoanalyze these assholes, he wanted to bust them or shoot them—whichever came first.

      He shook his head as he watched Caplan carrying pizzas toward the bank, then stopping to assure the assholes inside that he wasn't armed. Briggs knew that his superiors endorsed this bullshit, so he had to try it before he would be allowed to unleash the SWAT team on the doorstep. He had three police agencies strategically placed on all sides of the building and he was ready for anything.

      Briggs watched carefully, with one screen inside the trailer blowing up the image of Caplan as he walked toward the front of the bank, and a second screen locked on the front door of the bank. Other cameras focused on the back door of the bank and views of the bank from three other angles gave him three hundred sixty degree coverage of the bank. Two other cameras focused on police lines at the front and back of the building. The whole building was surrounded by police. From his perch in the trailer, Briggs could see everything that was happening, quickly visualizing all scenes around the bank as events unfolded. If an officer fired a weapon, or any unauthorized action was taken, they would know it instantly and they would have it recorded.

      After Caplan showed the perps that he was carrying nothing but pizza, he was then apparently given the signal to move forward. Briggs watched as he slowly advanced toward the bank. He got to within ten feet of the building and then the front door of the bank opened slowly. Briggs thought this was to let Caplan in, but instantly, the scene changed. People started to slowly emerge from the bank, one after another, wearing hats of some kind, masks and beards. They kept moving across the road toward the waiting police cars as Caplan stood there watching.

      “Caplan, pull back. Pull back,” Briggs yelled into his walkie-talkie. Caplan hesitated a moment and then backed away a few steps. He then walked with the emerging hostages back toward where the police waited.

      There was a sudden explosion. Nothing on any of the monitors in front of Briggs showed the place of explosion. “Jesus, what was that?” he yelled. To his team in the trailer he said, “Find me the location.”

      A voice said, “The building next door, sir. Don't know what the building is.”

      “Dispatch officers to see what the fuck just happened over there.”

      He grabbed the phone in front of him and hit a button. “Sergeant Mills?”

      “Yes, sir,” a voice responded.

      “You see what's happening here, right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I don't know what that explosion was, but maybe it was the exit used by the perps. Keep your eye on the ball. The hostages have all been disguised the same for a reason. It's likely that the perps either exited at the explosion site or they are among the hostages.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The hostages are under stress and may be too nervous to point anyone out.”

      “Agreed.”

      Briggs commanded, “I don't want anyone among the hostages walking away from us. We hold all of them while we…” His words were interrupted by a second explosion. After a moment, he added, “Same location, sir.”

      Briggs said, “Okay, dispatch additional officers and get me a report from them and the fire department.”

      Mills heard the second explosion as he watched the flow of bodies continue toward him. “Donavon,” he yelled to an officer a few feet away.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Have your team greet the hostages, make sure that they are unhurt and then get the garb off their faces. Unless someone is seriously hurt and needs immediate hospitalization, get names and addresses as well as pictures of every one of them before anyone goes to the hospital to be checked out or leaves the area, got it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mills hit a button and spoke to the officers all around him. “I think the perps may be hiding among the hostages and will make a break for it at some point. We have to be ready for anyone making a move.”

      “Roger,” was returned by each of five deployed senior officers at assigned points around the building.

      Three EMT vehicles were placed together in a semi-circle to allow a preliminary review of the condition of the hostages as they emerged. The first to arrive was a woman in her early twenties. The mask, ski cap and beard were removed to reveal fearful eyes and hard breathing.

      “You okay, ma'am?” one of the paramedics asked. The woman groped for words but found none. She could only nod. “Are you injured in any way?”

      It took the woman time to find her voice. She shook her head and then managed a very soft, “No.”

      “May we take your vitals?”

      “Yes,” she said, barely audibly.

      They took and recorded her vitals and then looked her over superficially. Finding no signs of injury, a paramedic said, “Okay, ma'am, please walk to the officers over there.” He gestured to card tables that had been set up on the other side of the line of police cars. She nodded and walked slowly toward the waiting officers, who greeted her with bottled water and again asked if she was okay. By the time she reached the waiting officers, she could see that the press, although being kept out of reach, were getting pictures of her and the others streaming out of the bank.

      A tall officer said, “Ma'am, we need to take your picture, okay?”

      The woman, still in shock, just nodded. Photos were taken and then she was shown the way to a waiting chair at one of the tables. There an officer began inquiries. She was asked her name, address, circumstances surrounding her trip to the bank and the basics about what happened inside.

      The second to reach the paramedic circle was Josie. She heard herself tell the questioning paramedic, “No, I am not injured. I am okay.” As her vitals were taken, she saw the press filming in the distance and she focused on the fact that Tom would know that she was here with Don, fucking his brains out and not visiting family as she had told him. She had a feeling of impending doom. Josie was asked three times and each time assured the paramedics that she was not hurt. She was given smiles and coffee at the table where a police officer waited to talk to her and to take her picture so that all of Des Moines would be aware of her visit to Los Angeles with Don.

      Next in line was Chris Morgan, who assured everyone he was fine. As his vitals were recorded, he felt only relief. He was relieved and grateful that he had not gone through with what he came here to do and that all of this was not about his actions. This whole scene could have been about him being carted off to jail for murder or attempted murder. This could have been the end of his life, but he made it out of all this and it was like he had been given another chance to make things work. He would find a new job and make everything right with Connie. He was also relieved that he no longer had the gun. It would be way too hard to explain why he was coming out of the bank with a gun. He told the officers he was unharmed and even smiled when his picture was taken.

      Then came Kelly Parson. She was shaken, but the doctor in her was at the surface.

      “Are you okay, ma'am?” one of the paramedics asked her as she took her ski cap and mask off.

      “Yes, I'm unhurt. I'm also a doctor, so if anyone needs help, just point me in the right direction and I'll see what I can do.”

      The man smiled. “You are something else. We have a couple of other doctors who weren't hostages on hand to do that job. All you have to do is get through this ordeal yourself.”

      She nodded, but said nothing more.

      “You sure you're okay?”

      “Yes, I'm fine.”

      She was directed to where the officers waited. She provided her name and address and as her picture was taken, she found herself looking around for Kevin Roper and wanting to be assured that he was also okay.

      The next to reach the paramedic circle was Don Silver. They took his vitals and seemed satisfied as they recorded the numbers. He assured them that he was okay and then asked if Josie had been there. A reassuring paramedic told him she had already checked in and that she was fine. He followed directions toward the police tables and the police photographer who waited. He could see that the press was getting video of all the hostages as they emerged from the paramedics to where police waited. One thing was clear, the secrecy that it took to keep two relationships going was a thing of the past. Maybe he could now figure out who should share his future. Maybe when he did, the woman he chose would no longer have any interest in him. In either case, his life was about to change in big ways. He sat down next to a waiting officer and started to provide his name and contact information.

      Kevin Roper emerged next and went through the same initial process with the paramedics. He asked about Kelly. He began to describe her and then said, “She's a doctor.”

      At that point there was recognition in the paramedic's eyes. “Yeah, yeah,” he replied, “she checked in. She wanted to know what she could do to help if you can imagine that—after all you guys have been through.” The paramedic grinned and directed Kevin to where about twenty hostages sat around tables answering questions from the officers. He scanned them until he saw her. Then his heart lit up and he walked directly toward her.

      A waiting officer said, “Over here.”

      Kevin said, “Okay, I'll be right back. I just have to check on someone.”

      The officer looked concerned. “I understand. I'll walk over there with you because I can't turn you loose until I have the information I need from you.”

      The officer followed Kevin over to Kelly, who was on the phone to the hospital informing them of why she had not appeared at the beginning of her shift. She saw Kevin approach and looked in his direction.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I'm fine. How about you?”

      “Yeah, I'm good.” He touched her hand and she smiled.

      “I guess I have to go with this officer,” he said.

      She nodded. “Yeah.” She paused and added, “Call me.”

      “You can count on it,” he said, “I think we can have a better first date than this.” He saw her smile and then followed the officer to his assigned table. As his picture was taken and he began to provide information like name, address and where he worked, he was still thinking about her. He hadn't reacted to a woman like this in a long time and he could hardly wait to call her. Between thoughts of Kelly, he considered all that had just happened. He felt good.

      Linda Caldwell was one of the last hostages to emerge. She didn't want to meet with an officer, didn't want to give them any information and certainly didn't want her picture taken. She searched for any way around all this—any kind of a back door, but could find no way out. As she passed through the paramedic circle and was assigned to an intake officer, she could feel the weight of it all. Her picture was taken and as she gave the officer her name and address and she began to cry. The officer was understanding, telling her he understood how traumatic the experience had been and that everything would be all right now. He was kind and compassionate and had no way of knowing that her concerns were unrelated to the robbery, but were all about what would happen when her photograph was processed and when she appeared on televisions across the nation. She thanked him for being so understanding. She was trapped and terrified.
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        * * *

      

      “Lieutenant, the adjacent building has small fires, no way out,” an officer confirmed.

      “Okay,” Briggs said.

      After the line of hostages made it across the street to the waiting paramedics, Briggs hoped that they were all out, but had no information about how many hostages had been taken. He considered his options for a few minutes and then ordered the waiting SWAT team to advance into the bank. They entered in rapid succession, clinging to walls with weapons pointing the way. Other officers followed, staying back to allow the SWAT team to clear each area within the bank. The team moved with trained precision as corners were turned and doors were flung open. The unknown was around every corner, as they had no idea whether they would find someone ready to open fire or another explosive device. Adrenaline ran high as each officer readied for what might confront them and stood ready to protect the other members of the squad. They moved through every room in the bank, clearing each until they had covered it all and take a breath.

      The team leader radioed Briggs. “All clear. No perps, no hostages.”

      “You sure?” Briggs asked in frustration.

      “Yeah, we've cleared every room.”

      Briggs radioed over to the hostage intake leader. “The perps must be among the evacuating hostages; the building is empty.”

      “Roger,” the man said. “Although everybody out here looks like Joe citizen.”

      Briggs ordered, “Turn the forensics team loose on the bank now.” His phone rang. “Briggs.”

      “Lieutenant, the fires are now out in the unoccupied store next to the bank. Two small explosive devices were used. We'll have the experts ID the device and source.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Briggs hung up and called Mills.

      “Has everyone who emerged from the bank been photographed and documented?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And what have you got?”

      “Nothing, sir. Everyone documents like Mr. and Mrs. America. The only possible exception is one guy who used to work at this bank and was fired this past week. No weapons, mellow guy, doesn't seem like one of the perps.”

      Briggs shook his head. What a fucking day. “All right, make sure to notate that on the report. The case has already been submitted to the detective bureau for assignment. There should be a team on it within the hour.”

      “Yes, sir. They all expect to be contacted for further interviews in the morning.”

      “All right, thanks Miller. Let's turn the scene over to forensics and see what we can get.” He paused a moment and then added, “Any thoughts on how the perps exited?”

      “No, sir. They sure didn't walk by us.” He was quiet a moment and then added, “We know that there were two of them from what the hostages have told us. They seem to have just fucking vanished. David Copperfield would be impressed with these bastards.”
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        * * *

      

      At 6:00 Josie and Don had dinner at the hotel, largely in silence. It felt like a meal with a stranger.

      “Let's talk about the elephant in the room,” Josie said. “We know we've been discovered and we need to decide how we handle this. I'm not sure what there is between us.”

      Don looked down at his plate and said, “We've had a good time, but I think we should get you a separate room. You know, make everything look on the up and up.”

      “I see. You know that your wife is going to find out we are in Los Angeles together, so you want to pretend that nothing ever happened between us.” She shook her head. “I guess that answers my earlier question about how you feel about me. Just fun to fuck when no one is looking.” She was calm. “Don't worry, I'll get my own room.” She stood up and looked at him, perhaps seeing who he was for the first time. After a few moments, she said, “I think I knew we were not real. I should have known better.” She walked from the table without looking back and made her way directly to the hotel reception desk to check into a room of her own. By the time she walked away with her room key and headed for the elevator, feelings of guilt and shame had started to find her. It had all been a fling and nothing more, and she would get to tell her husband that she was that trite woman at the office who had been fucking her boss.

      She put the key in the door and walked inside the room. It was undisturbed and looked almost sterile. She would have to get her suitcase back from Don's room, but that could wait. She would call Tom first. He would learn about all this from her, not putting the pieces together from hostage names provided by the press. She had to do it as soon as she could muster the courage, because this was already national news. She was shaking and her stomach hurt. She could feel the blood pulsating through her head as she considered that with this call to Tom, she could lose everything. She would likely be all alone at this point in her life. She deserved it, she knew that much. Perhaps she would remember this day while she grew old alone, with nine cats and no visitors.

      It was 8:00 p.m. in Los Angeles and 10:00 p.m. in Des Moines as Josie dialed home. Tom answered on the first ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Tom, it's me.”

      “Hi, Josie.” He paused and said, “I miss you already. How's your sister?”

      She knew he had not had the television on yet. Her heart sank as she said, “Tom, I have to tell you something.”

      “Okay, go ahead.”

      She had to get right to it or she wouldn't make it. She paused and then blurted out, “I didn't go to Minneapolis to visit my sister. I'm in Los Angeles.”

      He was quiet and then said, “So you went with Don Silver to his meetings. Why wouldn't you tell me that?”

      “I should have.”

      His turn to pause and then he asked, “You want to tell me anything else?” There was a protracted and uncomfortable silence, and then he asked, “Like how long you've been sleeping with him?”

      “Tom, I'm really sorry. I didn't want to tell you this way.”

      “I've been suspicious for a while.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. It's pretty apparent. You stopped having sex with me and you light up whenever his name is mentioned. I thought I might hear that you are moving out to be with him.”

      “I don't want to do that,” she said. “I want to stay with you.” More silence. “Is that what you want too, Tom?” she asked, fearful that she would hear the answer she deserved.

      “I don't know.” He paused and said softly, “You've always been my dream girl, Josie. I always felt like I was so lucky to have you, but now that I know that our vows didn't count for much, I don't know what I want.” She could hear him softly crying as he said, “It makes me really sad, Josie. I feel like everything is lost.”

      “I'm not going to leave you for him.”

      “I don't think it matters, Josie, I'm not okay with my wife sneaking around and sleeping with some other guy. I can't trust you anymore.” He paused a moment and then said, “so I think we are done.”

      “Tom, I still love you. I wish I was there to hold you right now.”

      He was quiet and then said, “I'm glad you're not because when I hold you, I start to believe anything is possible again. Now I know better. Goodbye, Josie.”

      She cried out to the empty room. God, what had she done? For the first time in months, she thought back to her long walks with Tom on cool evenings, the feelings that she had shared, the decisions that they had made together. She thought about how he was always there to cheer her and support her. Then she thought about the vows that he wrote for her. He told her that she was the light in his eyes and that love was wherever she was. He told her that he would love her forever. And she told him that she was his, now and forever. That he was the man of her dreams and that they would grow old together. She could remember it all in such detail now. Why had she let all of that get away? Why had she cheated on the guy who was her forever love? It had all been a desperate attempt to find romance that had drifted away. Josie knew that Tom was the right guy. Hadn't she always known that? She cried with the realization that she might never have the chance to make things right with the man who was meant for her. She had known he was the one and he had always been there for her. She somehow let it all slip away.
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        * * *

      

      Don Silver ordered his third Tanqueray and tonic, working up the courage to call Naomi. He emptied the glass and then walked from the restaurant. He tried to think of the right words that could explain all this—a man strays sometimes, but it doesn't mean he doesn't still love his wife. He would make her understand.

      Don called Naomi at 8:30 p.m. California time, so it was 10:30 p.m. for her. The call woke her and she sounded groggy. “I didn't expect to hear from you when it got this late,” she said. “I guessed you were out at a late dinner.”

      There was silence. Silver took a deep breath and said, “I have to tell you something.”

      “What is it?” She sounded worried now. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I'm okay. I was a hostage in a bank that got robbed today. They let us all go after a couple of hours, so everyone's fine, but you're going to hear about it on the news in the morning.”

      “You're sure that you are okay?”

      “Yeah, I'm fine.”

      “Thank God,” she said.

      Another moment of silence. “There's something else.”

      “What?” she asked, “What is it?”

      “Josie is here with me.” There was no response. “Did you hear what I said?”

      “I heard you. Anything else you want to say?”

      “It's not serious. I want to be with you,” he said hurriedly. She was silent again. “Naomi, are you there?”

      “Yeah, I'm here.”

      “It was a mistake,” he said, apologetically.

      “This is so sad,” she said. “So cheap, so trite. I don't know why men think this is okay. Don, our vows were important. The fidelity vows we made are part of a loving relationship. Doesn't that matter to you?”

      “It does. It really does. I screwed up,” he said, beginning to weep.

      “You screwed up everything that counts.” After a quiet moment, she said, “The life we built means nothing to you. You tossed it all away just for a fuck on the side. I don't know why you would do that. Goodbye, Don.” The phone went dead.

      He called back and got no answer. He didn't leave a voice mail message but called again. He tried five times before she answered.

      “Hi, Don. Was there something else?”

      “I'm so sorry. I want to save us.”

      “You said that, I have it. Anything else?”

      “We can make it through this.”

      “Don, you have been fucking another woman. I don't want to know how long, so don't make anything up. But the only reason I'm learning that you took a secret trip with your lover is because it's going to be on the news.”

      “Don't let all we have go, Sweetheart.”

      “It doesn't seem that we have too much,” she replied. The phone went dead again and he sat alone in the dark.
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      The detective bureau was a vast open space with desks placed in seemingly random locations and files inhabited every inch of horizontal space. The conversion to paperless files was a slow process, particularly given that detectives took handwritten notes as part of their DNA and there was insufficient staff to input all of their observations and conclusions into electronic format.

      “I need to see Gray and Butler before I meet with the Chief,” Lieutenant Spencer said, standing at the door to his officer.

      “I'll get them in here,” his assistant said. She picked up the phone and pushed some buttons.

      Stacey Gray was the first to appear. At thirty-eight, Gray was a twelve year veteran of the Department and had been a detective for the last six. She was an attractive woman with a face that featured dark penetrating eyes which were constantly assessing and black hair that she wore just above the shoulders. She was 5' 7” tall and had a nice figure, which she kept from drawing attention with her chosen clothing and jackets. She moved with an air of confidence.

      “He's inside?” she asked.

      “Yep. Go on in. I'll send Butler in when he gets here.”

      Stacey knocked briefly and then walked in. “You wanted to see me, Lieutenant?”

      Spencer sat behind his desk with his hands behind his head. Before he said anything, Jeff Butler gave a brief knock and walked into the office. Butler was six feet tall and solidly built. At forty-two, he was a sixteen year cop who had entered the detective bureau three years ago. He was clean shaven and had black hair that was cut short, with only traces of grey emerging around the edges. He had a naturally serious expression and always looked as if he was deep in thought.

      “Morning, Lieutenant.”

      “Gray, Butler, both of you sit” he said gesturing to his visitor chairs. “You've seen the headlines this morning?”

      “Yes, sir.” Stacey said. Butler nodded.

      “And you've reviewed the reports from yesterday, including the one from Mendosa and Carter, who handled the initial appearance from our team at the scene?”

      “Affirmative,” Stacey said.

      “So you know that this is already a clusterfuck and it won't be leaving the headlines anytime soon. This is going to get lots of attention within the department.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jeff Butler said.

      “So I decided that you are the team I want on this case. Get me some answers. Gray is senior on this and any formal statements to the press are approved by me and communications before you speak. We okay on all this?”

      “We are,” Stacey Gray said. Butler nodded.

      “All right. Get out of here and go find out how two guys robbed a bank and turned invisible in the process.”

      “Yes, sir,” they both said and left the office together.

      As they walked out, Stacey said, “Let's go talk.”

      They grabbed coffee and walked into a small conference room.

      “Congratulations, by the way,” Butler said. “I heard you nailed the dirtbag who kidnapped the Wilson kid.”

      “Yeah, we had to put two rounds in him to stop him from shooting us, but we got him. He's going to pull through. Then the son of a bitch can stand trial.”

      “That's two big ones in a row for you, right?”

      She shrugged. “Luck of the draw.”

      “I'm not sure about that. I hear you're doing good work.” He paused and then added, “That history is probably why you're the lucky soul assigned to this investigation.”

      “Maybe. If that's true, then you're here because of that counterfeit bust you helped engineer.”

      “So, aren't we lucky,” Butler said, grinning.

      Stacey smiled. “Yep, we should definitely be careful what we wish for—I'm already yearning for the days of investigating something the press isn't all over in the first five minutes.” She sipped her coffee and then said, “Ready to climb into this one?”

      He nodded. “No time like the present.”

      She pulled out her notes and said, “So, here's what we know so far: We've got two perps who were heard calling each other Mr. Abbott and Mr. Costello in distorted, electronic voices. We have no camera shots of these guys because they wore disguises and then they promptly disabled the cameras. We have twenty six hostages who never saw what either of them looked like. By way of description, we have only that both were average build and one was a couple of inches taller than the other. Right so far?”

      “Right on.”

      “So Abbott and Costello ask for a negotiator. When they get the negotiator and have a couple of conversations, they ask for a bus they never use and then pizza for all of the hostages. Then, just as the pizza is being delivered by the hostage negotiator, who is trying hard to get inside and get a look, they put everybody in the same disguise they wore into the bank and let them walk out. Now, we know that everyone who came out of the bank appears to be a hostage and none of them appear to be perps. Then SWAT clears the building and finds no sign of life anywhere. All correct so far?”

      “Correct,” Butler replied. “Correct and pretty mystifying. With SWAT and three police agencies surrounding the building, only hostages emerge.”

      “Right,” Stacey said. “So I think we begin by talking to all the hostages again. Doesn't it seem that two of them, who come out dressed just like the perps went in, have to be our targets?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” Butler said, “but when you read the accounts, all of these people are regular folk who wandered into the bank for some mundane reasons.”

      “Yep, Stacey Gray said. “So let's look closer at all of them. Maybe the mundane reason offered by one of these guys is a perp's alibi. We'll get them in here and interrogate all of them and see where it leads.” She paused. “I know where I want to start. One guy, let's see, Chris Morgan,” she said looking at the report. “This guy is a former bank employee fired a couple of days before this went down and happens to be back in the bank at the wrong moment. This guy may have a motive for being at the bank.”

      “Do we cut the list of hostages in half?”

      “Yeah, we'll each do half and compare notes. But before we do that, let's talk to forensics and see what they have. We also need to go out to the site. The bank manager is going to show us the set up and should have an update on missing money.”

      Butler shook his head. “I'm not sure how anything could be missing. The only ones who leave the bank are dressed just like the perps when they arrived or are cops. They all walk out in front of more than two hundred cops and the media, carrying nothing. So we think the perps were two of those in the disguise, but how did any money possibly get out? Neither cops nor hostages carried satchels out, so it seems to me that the bank is going to tell us nothing is missing.”

      “Makes sense. Let's find out,” Stacey said, and they walked out of the conference room past the coffee pot for a refill and then headed out to the unmarked Ford.

      On the way to the bank, Butler called in to the forensics lab. “Carlos Morton, please,” he said to the answering operator.

      There was a pause and then a voice said, “Morton.”

      “Carlos, this is Detective Jeff Butler. I have you on speaker so that my partner, Stacey Gray, can hear you. What have you guys got for us that wasn't in the initial report?”

      “You aren't going to be happy,” Morton said.

      “Why?”

      “Because we have a whole bunch of nothing. We found nothing collectible at the site, there's no DNA, no recoverable photos and no prints.”

      “Wow. Nice start. Got any good news? What about the explosive devices?”

      “Made from common products found in the average kitchen. Nothing unique. Designed for maximum noise and minimum damage.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. We also looked at the disguises that the hostages wore. Nothing on them except, in some cases, the DNA of the wearer.”

      “Where do they come from?”

      “We're tracking the suppliers now.”

      “Let us know as soon as you get anything on that, okay?”

      “You got it, Butler,” Morton said. He then said, “One more thing though. We found dye packs from the cash drawers in two of the offices where the three hostages were taken and a GPS that came from one of the drawers was also in one of them. We are doing a forensic analysis on them now. The results of that analysis should be available in the next day or two.

      “Thanks.” As Butler hung up, he looked over at Gray. “Can you believe that? A whole bunch of nothing.”

      “Yep. No help at all.”

      Gray and Butler arrived at the bank and pulled into the parking lot where four other cars were parked. The lot was cordoned off to keep people, including some lingering members of the press, away from the bank's front door. They checked the parking lot to find nothing conspicuous and then checked camera locations. They made their way past the cordoning tape to the front door of the bank.

      Bank Manager Hank Mercer unlocked the door and let them in. “Hi. I'm Hank Mercer, the bank manager. The other people here are from corporate. They are helping me assess what happened.”

      “Mr. Mercer, L.A.P.D.,” Stacey said, showing her badge. “I'm Detective Gray. This is my partner, Detective Butler.” They shook hands and then Stacey asked, “Have you figured out what's missing?”

      “We have. Seven hundred sixty-three thousand four hundred dollars was taken from the vault and another eight thousand from the registers.”

      “Are you sure?” Butler said, his shock evident.

      Mercer nodded. “Yes, we have it to the penny.”

      Gray and Butler traded glances with questioning eyes. How the fuck did these unidentified people manage to get seven hundred and sixty-three thousand four hundred dollars plus the teller money out the door? Everyone had to walk through a line of paramedics and a bunch of cops. How was any of this possible?
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        * * *

      

      The press was waiting outside when Gray and Butler emerged from the bank. They set up cameras in the bank parking lot and took shots of the building as the backdrop to the anchor's pronouncements about the robbery. The world was getting a good look. The country's biggest daily newspapers' websites and the cable news shows all displayed pictures of the bank and each of the hostages, along with their names and cities of residence. There were catchy headlines like, 'Hostage Watch,' 'How did they do it?' and 'What happened to the Pizza?'

      Cable news focused on the robbery, engaged in rampant speculation about what occurred and presented various experts on everything from the homemade explosives to the psychological effects of a hostage situation. Podcasts and documentary specials focused on bank robberies, solved and unsolved crimes and psychological effects of short term hostage situations were already under construction and already being advertised.
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        * * *

      

      Kelly Parson saw her picture on the front page of the paper, three pictures away from Kevin's. The whole experience was surreal. She wasn't sure how one was supposed to feel about having been a hostage, but she knew that there was a persistent uneasiness that bothered her this morning. Maybe it was knowledge that it all could have come out much differently—much worse for all of the hostages. Maybe it was hours spent not knowing if you would live to the end of the day. Whatever it was, she felt more vulnerable to things beyond her control than she had ever felt before.

      She arranged for the day off work and had an appointment to meet with the lead detective in a couple of hours. Not that she knew anything. She told them all she knew after they walked from the building, but if they wanted to go through the motions again, maybe she should could help in some way. She was shaken by yesterday's events, but she told herself she would get past it. What she wanted was to see Kevin again—to talk to him about what happened and what they had been through together, and to spend time with him. When they met at the bank, she had been excited. In all likelihood, she'd already have a date with Kevin if their reunion hadn't been interrupted by the robbery.
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        * * *

      

      Stacey Gray walked into the conference room where Chris Morgan waited. “Mr. Morgan, I'm Detective Gray.”

      He stood and reached out a hand, which she shook. “Good morning,” he said, forcing a nervous grin.

      “Please, have a seat, Mr. Morgan. Do you want some coffee or water?”

      “No, I'm okay.”

      “Well, let me just make sure that we have a few basic facts correct. You live at 1652 Westerbrook, Apartment 59?”

      “Yes, that's right.”

      “Your wife is Connie and she resides with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you have three kids?”

      “Right. And one more on the way.”

      “Well, congratulations.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “I used to work at the bank.”

      “The bank where the robbery happened yesterday?”

      “Yes ma'am.”

      “Until when?”

      “Until this past Wednesday.”

      “And now you are unemployed?”

      “Right. Yes, at the moment.”

      “Did you get fired?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Do I have to say?”

      “Well, so far this conversation is voluntary, but that could change.”

      “They fired me because they said I sexually harassed a couple of women, but I swear, I didn't do it.”

      She nodded. “So why were you at the bank yesterday?”

      “I went to ask my boss questions about unemployment insurance.”

      “And did you?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I never saw him. I went to where his office is and started feeling uncomfortable about being there, so I decided that I would just leave and go ask the unemployment department.”

      “What happened at that point?”

      “I was walking toward the front door when the two guys burst through the door and pushed me back inside.” Chris had planned his explanation at great length. He certainly couldn't say he came in to shoot his former boss, or he would be spending the next five to ten years in jail. Chris was confident, knowing that the cameras would back him up, showing that he was trying to leave when the two robbers arrived. He had also carefully considered the fact that he never did see Hank Mercer, so the story worked. Being too embarrassed to talk to the boss who had fired him just made sense. If they accepted that, he was just one of the victims.

      “Did you ever get a look at either of the two guys? See any distinguishing marks—anything that would help us identify them?”

      “No. They were always masked.”

      “What did they do when they arrived?”

      “They had us lay on the floor in a big conference room.”

      “Did they take anything from you? Money, cell phones, anything?”

      “Nothing. They left everybody with their phones.”

      “What is the next thing that happened?”

      “One of them came back and took three people out and took them somewhere else.”

      “You know where?”

      “No.”

      “You know who?

      “No, I didn't know anyone.”

      “Can you describe them?”

      “One was an elderly woman—maybe early seventies. Another was an attractive woman, maybe late thirties. She was a looker. The third one was a guy. He was in his thirties, too. I think he had black hair, kind of short. And he had glasses.”

      “Did you see them again after they left the room?”

      “Yeah. They were brought back about a half hour before we all left the room.”

      “Anyone do anything in the room while you were on the floor?”

      “I think some people texted family. Most people were too scared to call or text anyone.”

      “After the three people came back, what happened next?”

      “Like, I'd say, a half-hour later, one of the guys tells us all to follow him. He takes us to the waiting area near the front door, and then the two guys pull out beards, masks and hats just like the ones they were wearing and tell us all to put them on.”

      “Then what?”

      “They had us wait there for a while, and then one of them told us to walk slowly out the front door and toward the police.”

      “He used the word police? As opposed to cops or something else?”

      “Yeah, I think he did.”

      “Then you left the bank and made your way over to the police and paramedics?”

      “Right.”

      Gray looked down at her notes for a moment and then added, “Is there anything else that you think I should know?”

      There was a silence that was too short for Chris to reassess the course that he had chosen. He tried not to show any perceptible reaction and simply said, “No, I can't think of anything else.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Kelly Parson was escorted into the same conference room. Stacey Gray walked into the room a few seconds later.

      “Hi Dr. Parson, I'm Detective Gray.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Kelly said. “How can I help?”

      “I want to get information about what happened at the bank. I'll get you out of here as quickly as possible.”

      “Sure,” Kelly said.

      “You are a doctor?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you practice at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center?”

      “Correct.”

      “What brought you to the bank yesterday?”

      Kelly shook her head. “I was going to say bad timing, but I'm not altogether sure that's true. I stopped by to talk about setting up an IRA, something I that had been on my to-do list for a while.”

      Stacey reflected and asked, “So why do you think that this trip to the bank might not be bad timing? I'm not sure I know what you mean.”

      Kelly smiled. “When I first walked into the bank, I ran into a guy I hadn't seen since high school.” She smiled and added, “A guy I might like to know better.”

      Stacey leaned back. “That is pretty good timing. Did this guy wind up one of the hostages?”

      “Yep.”

      “Who is it? I won't let on that you might like to know him better.”

      Kelly grinned. “Kevin Roper, and no need to hide it from him. He took my number before the day got crazy. I hope to hear from him soon.”

      “How many people were involved in the robbery?”

      “There were two men.”

      “You know they were both men?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “How?”

      “Height and the way they moved. I'm pretty sure, even though I never saw a face.”

      “Where were you when it all started?'

      “In the lobby area at one of those little tables where you prepare the paperwork for your transaction.”

      “Can you show me on this diagram we prepared depicting the bank layout?”

      “Sure. Right there.”

      “Put your initials at that location.”

      “Okay.” Kelly did so.

      “So what happened after they walked into the bank?”

      “They moved everyone into the big conference room over here and had us lay face-down on the floor.”

      “Did they take anything from you?”

      “Nope.”

      “When did they next interact with you?”

      “That would be when one of them came back and pulled three people out.”

      “Can you describe the three people?”

      “Well, one of them was Kevin. Kevin Roper. The other two were women. One about forty and the other an older woman, maybe seventy-ish.”

      Stacey knew that the forty year old was Linda Caldwell and the seventyish woman was Margaret Pierce. “Do you know who these women are?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know where they were taken?”

      “No, ma'am.”

      “They came back at some point?” Stacey asked.

      “Yeah. I think about twenty-five minutes, maybe half hour later, but I have to say, time is really hard to gauge. We were all pretty scared and the minutes seemed like hours on the one hand and ran together on the other. I'm not sure if that makes sense, but it was really anxiety provoking.”

      “Anything else happen before they came back?”

      “Only when that guy pulled a gun.”

      “What? Someone pulled a gun?”

      “Yeah. One of the hostages pulled a gun from somewhere and pointed it at one of the bank robbers. It was when he came in to get the three people I mentioned. As he was walking out, this guy pulls a gun.”

      “But he didn't fire?”

      “No. Kevin knocked the gun away and yelled at the guy. Something like, “are you trying to get us all killed.”

      Stacey reflected for a moment and then said, “I'm going to show you pictures that we took of all of the hostages. Can you point out the guy who pulled the gun for me?”

      “Sure,” Kelly said. It took just a moment before she said, “Here he is. This is the guy,” and pointed to a picture of Chris Morgan.

      “You're sure?” Stacey asked.

      “Definitely. That's him.”

      “You have been a great deal of help. Thank you for your help, Dr. Parson.”

      “Sure. I hope you catch these guys.”

      “Okay if I call you back with any additional questions?”

      “That's fine. Call me on my cell phone if you need me.”

      As Stacey followed Kelly out of the conference room, she saw Jeff Butler waiting for her in the hallway. She walked over to Jeff and said, “You aren't going to believe this one.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “One of the hostages, Chris Morgan, pulled a gun on one of the robbers while they were all in the conference room.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Morgan had been fired a few days before the robbery based upon sexual harassment allegations. Then he shows up the day of the robbery with a gun. Any thought about what he might have been up to?”

      Butler shook his head. “But he never used the weapon?”

      “Right. One of the other hostages knocked it away and said he was going to get them killed.”

      “Wow,” Butler said. Then he added, “Well, if you think the day has been wild so far, get ready for some more news.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “One of our hostages has just been reported missing.”
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        * * *

      

      Linda Caldwell checked out of the “Easy Rest,” the roadside motel where she had spent the night, at 9:00 a.m. and drove north. She had no idea where she was going. Brad and the boys would have no idea where she was and they would be worried. But she had decided it was best that Brad had no information when he first spoke to the police about her. He would be convincing—he didn't know where she was and he couldn't help them find her.

      She knew it would only be a few hours before police computers or one of the many people who saw her picture in the media made the connection. Linda Caldwell of today would soon be identified as Angela Bremmer, who had departed Columbus, Ohio, nineteen years ago after a manslaughter conviction that would have sent her to prison for three to five years. Angela Bremmer was only twenty the night of the accident. Everything on life's horizon looked promising and wonderful. She had her degree from UCLA and she was off to do great things with her life. After her first day at her new job, she went out for a couple of glasses of wine with two girlfriends. She was on her way home at 8:00 p.m., in the twilight of a summer night. She wasn't far from home when a young boy on a bicycle suddenly appeared in front of her car. She slammed on the brakes and then she heard that awful sound as the boy was thrown forward onto the pavement. She replayed the tape every day, and it was all still crystal clear: The boy lying in the street, her screaming to God to help the boy, the crowd gathering and then the paramedics working hard but unable to bring him back. She also clearly remembered the disappointment on the face of a fifty something judge who looked down on her from the bench. She had suddenly become the young woman who had so much going for her and who threw it all away by drinking and driving. Angela did not feel like she had been driving under the influence, but the prosecutor and ultimately the jury, after three days of deliberation, believed otherwise. For countless years since, she wondered about whether her second glass of wine had slowed her reflexes. Whether, if she had stopped after one glass, her reaction time would have been slightly better and the young boy would still be alive. It was a thought that still brought feelings of guilt a dozen times a day.

      Then came the day after the guilty verdict. She just couldn't go to prison with people who were angry, cruel and lost. Surely, this wasn't the way her life was supposed to go. On impulse, she found herself packing a bag and then getting in the car and driving away. Nervously climbing onto the freeway with her heart racing, telling no one that she was going. She drove for fourteen hours without stopping to rest. Then, after a few hours of fitful sleep, continued on, still without destination. She pushed on and on, first stopping in St. Louis. Angela stayed low profile, finding a job as a shipping clerk in a warehouse. She changed her name and her appearance. After three months, she got nervous and moved on to Grand Junction, Colorado, where she worked as a data input clerk.

      She took a year to make her way west to Los Angeles and become Linda Caldwell. She met a wonderful man named Brad and settled down to raise two boys. And the family she lived for had no knowledge of who she had been. They had no idea of the mistake that she had made that cost a life or how she had been living as a fugitive all these years.

      Maybe Brad would be done with her for this big lie. Maybe he wouldn't be able to forgive her for inadvertently killing a teenager after two glasses of wine. Maybe he would feel that he had been defrauded and he didn't know the woman he had been with all these years. And maybe her boys, who were now old enough to understand all this, could not love a mother who had done these things. In an instant, her world had been destroyed. All it took was being a hostage and having the media circulate photographs and video for the world to see. Just like that, everything she valued was gone and she was living the life of a fugitive, all over again.

      She had no idea where she would go or what she would do now. She would call Brad and tell him after he convinced the police he knew nothing of her whereabouts. When she told him, he would be hopelessly sad. He would be disappointed that the woman he built a life with was a fraud—and inevitably, he would leave her. She pushed tears from her eyes as she left Ventura and drove north on the 101 Freeway toward San Francisco.
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        * * *

      

      Paul pushed buttons on a burner phone and waited. On the third ring, it was picked up. “Yeah?”

      “Well, greetings to you, too.”

      “Any update?”

      “Yep. Phase three now complete.”

      “Good news.” Brian paused and then asked, “How are things in Coronado?”

      “Nice place. Now that Phase three is complete, I'm going to have a margarita by the pool.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      “Anything on your end?”

      “Nope. All quiet on the western front. I guess I'll talk to you Monday when we are both back in the office.”

      “Any word from number three—direct or indirect?”

      “No, I assume we are staying on schedule. No conversation until next Wednesday.”

      “Okay. Take care buddy.”

      “Yep. Don't get sunburned.”
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        * * *

      

      Stacey checked her watch. It was 7:55 p.m. as she and Butler walked into Lieutenant Spencer's office. He gestured to chairs. They sat and waited. He looked up from his computer monitor and said, “So, what have you got?”

      “A headache,” Stacey said. “You got any aspirin?”

      Spencer nodded. “Always.” He opened his desk and tossed her a bottle.

      She took two and made a face as she swallowed them without water. She tossed the bottle back to him, and then she said, “Forensics has nothing. No prints, no DNA, no clues left behind. Voices were electronically distorted. We have spoken with half of the hostages so far. No one got a look at the perps, but they called each other Mr. Abbott and Mr. Costello. The stories of the hostages are consistent. They all state that three of the hostages were taken away to different rooms. Those hostages were then given the money taken from the register in three separate bags. They were told to pull out dye packs, consecutively numbered bills and any GPS. They were returned to the bigger group in the conference room. So we have nothing that helps us ID the perps. We have no idea how they got over seven hundred and sixty thousand dollars plus three bags of register money out of the bank. And we have no idea how they got themselves out of the building because they were not among the bearded, ski masked people who walked out of the building, even though the hostages tell us that the two men were dressed that way. They seem to have found another exit that we can't locate. Oh, and the explosive devices used for diversion were made from household products everyone has, so there is nothing traceable.

      “If all that isn't enough to justify my headache, one of the hostages was a former bank employee, fired a few days before the robbery for sexual harassment. He showed up with a gun on the day of the robbery, which he didn't mention during his interview. He may well have been there to exact some kind of revenge for his firing. So we will be speaking with him again tomorrow.” She shook her head and then said, “And, one more thing. One of the hostages has been reported missing by her husband. Linda Caldwell never returned to her husband and kids after she left the police line last night. I talked to her husband an hour ago and he is extremely worried and has no idea where she might be or why she didn't come home. No sign of domestic violence, no argument between them, she just never came home.”

      “Jesus,” Spencer said. “This is a bigger cluster fuck by the hour.” He shook his head. “So what am I supposed to tell the Chief and the press? We have no leads on who did this and can't figure out how they did it? And as a bonus, one of the hostages had a gun and may have been there to shoot someone and another hostage has suddenly disappeared?” The room was quiet. “So where are you going from here?” Spencer asked.

      Stacey said, “First we talk to the guy with the gun, then the rest of the witnesses. Then we check in with David Copperfield and find out how these guys made themselves disappear.” She thought a moment and then said, “We have the techies checking out the device they used to kill the cameras. That might tell us something, too. Tomorrow after talking to the rest of the hostages, I'll also go back to the bank to see if I can figure out how they got themselves and the money out of there.”

      “All right. Get out of here and let me pretend we're making progress. Now I have a headache,” he said. He opened the aspirin bottle and took three. “I want to know every new development. Check in with me every night, Gray.” He paused and then added, “And bring me some good news.”

      “Yes, sir. It almost has to get better from here.”

      “One would think,” he said, turning his attention back to his computer monitor and looking miserable as they left the office.
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        * * *

      

      Linda Caldwell was in San Luis Obispo when she called home.

      “Hello?”

      It was Matt. “Hi, honey.”

      “Mom, where are you? Are you okay?”

      “I'm fine, Matt.”

      “When are you coming home?”

      “As soon as I can. Let me talk to Dad.”

      “Okay, hang on.”

      Linda waited nervously, trying to find words to say the unbelievable. Her hands were sweaty and her breathing was faster than normal. The adrenalin had been pumping ever since the robbery began and there was no sign of relaxation in sight.

      “Linda, where are you? What's happening?” Brad asked, sounding extremely worried.

      “I'm up north. Probably best if you don't know exactly where because you're going to be asked.” She cleared her throat and said, “There's something I should have told you a long time ago.”

      “What? What is it?”

      “Before we were together, I was Angela Bremmer. I lived in Columbus, Ohio. A couple of weeks after graduating from college, I went out for a drink with girlfriends after work. I had two glasses of wine over a couple of hours and then drove home. On the way home, I hit and killed a young boy on a bicycle. I was convicted of involuntary manslaughter and sentenced to three to five years for driving under the influence. I was given ten days to put things in order and I disappeared. I changed my appearance and slowly made my way to California over the next year.”

      There was a silence on the phone that seemed to go on forever, and then Brad said, “And now you're running again?” His comment was like a gut punch and left her without words. “You have to come home and face this, Linda. You can't run again.”

      “I know. The story about who I am will break soon and they will come looking for me. I have some information to trade about the robbery, so I am going to find a lawyer to try to make a deal for me.” Silence. “Will you help me?”

      “Yes, of course I'll help you.” He said nothing more.

      “Are you angry?”

      “Yes, I'm angry. I'm also sad and I'm disappointed. I thought we were really close.”

      “We are, Brad, of course.”

      “You didn't trust me enough to confide in me, Linda. You didn't treat me like the guy you can trust with everything. So I guess we're not what I thought we were.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “How long until you come back?”

      “I'll look for a lawyer in the next day or two. I'll make a deal to turn myself in sometime during the next few days.” She drew a breath. “I'm going to have to go to jail, Brad. Will you be around when I get out?”
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