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Chapter 1
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The city of Willem opened up before him and he knew his destiny was finally here for better or for worse because he was flat broke with no means of getting employment. And beyond that, his mom needed money for her cancer treatments and he was getting desperate. But the lawyer promised him more money if he came to see his grandfather and now he was here and wasn’t sure if this was a good idea. 

His mom always told him, “His life was not written by others but written by himself. So, don’t let people tell you what to do if you already had a destination.”

The trouble with him was he didn’t have a clear path. He had been working as a used car salesman for several years and he was good at it until the economy took a dump. The recession came in. 

Thomas shook his head. It didn’t matter. He needed money now. His rented car moved along a windy road traveling through cities he had never heard of before leaving behind his home far away in the city of Los Angeles; the small apartment that he couldn’t afford and his girlfriend, now an ex-girlfriend, who left him after he lost his job. 

His rented car jugged along the two-lane paved street moving with the other automobiles thousands of dollars more than his old jalopy. Last night before he took this trip, he checked on the internet about the city of Willem; it was a place filled with rich, affluent people who have their multimillion-dollar businesses. It was a place like Aspen or Marin county where the rich like to own their large properties away from the riffraff like himself. He hadn’t been here since he left it many years ago. 

From this height, the city looked gorgeous with rows of streets and large mansions estates dotted with green lawns and big trees. Yet, his mind was in turmoil because he had been having nightmares starting a few months ago with the constant feeling that something was not quite right and that something disastrous would happen. The street edged closer to the valley below. And a shadow fell over him and Thomas felt goosebumps over his skin start to prickle and itch. He glanced upwards and saw on a far cliff a large edifice of a house; it looked more like a castle than a mansion and he knew this was his destination. 

His stomach grumbled and he realized he was starving. He hadn’t eaten anything except a bag of chips and a Diet Coke on the way to Willem. His excitement of going to this billionaire city to meet his Grandfather got the best of him and made him scared and nervous. 

His mom had told him about how godless and ruthless his grandfather was and how he dominated everything he touched. The only memories he had of his Grandfather was a larger-than-life man who looked at you as if you were nothing. 

Thomas looked around the street. He was looking for a fast-food joint or hot dog stand so he could eat anything to quench his hunger but all he saw were tall pine trees lining the road and a scattering of homes that look small compared to the mansions he saw from the top of the hill. 

A sign appeared. It read “Welcome to the City of Willem.” The sign was ornate and gold. Somehow it looked terrifying as if it marked the beginning of a dead city.

A memory came to him. He recalled his mom scooping him up from his bed in the early morning hours to be rushed into his step dad’s pickup truck. And traveling away from this city. 

In the passenger seat was an empty leather case that contained some of the cash the lawyer gave him. It was two thousand in one-hundred-dollar bills and the lawyer told him there would be more if he visited his Grandfather for the weekend but Thomas thought it was all a hoax and didn't take the money at first. He gave most of it to his mom’s hospital. He wanted to give the case back. He felt like he shouldn’t keep it. 

“What’s the catch?” Thomas said. 

The lawyer stood in his doorway holding a leather bag. The lawyer didn't come inside or ask to come in. “There is no catch, Mr. Quinones. Just a visit for the weekend. Your Grandfather wants to meet you. You will be compensated for your time and to show our goodwill. Here is some cash for your travels.”

Thomas held the business card the lawyer gave him.

Thomas said, “Your name is Mr. Fox?”

“Yes, Derek Fox. I can assure you this is all legitimate. If you want to call my office, they'll tell you who I am.”

Thomas noticed the lawyer had dark silk gloves on and didn't offer him his hand to greet him. He didn't like this man on his doorstep and wanted this tall thin man to leave. He also smelt something odd emanating from the lawyer himself. The scent smelt like deep earth coming from a grave and Thomas was afraid to let this man in his apartment.  

Thomas grabbed the leather bag and held it in front of him like protection against zombie creatures. The lawyer smiled a wolf’s grin. “I'm glad you accepted.”

“I'm not sure.”

The lawyer turned on his heel and left him. The scent of the graveyard left with him. Thomas used part of the money for another month of cancer treatment. He has been paying his mom’s insurance premiums and hospital bills for years. But when his boss told him he had to lay him off because of the recession, Thomas decided to see his Grandfather, Pops Willem.
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Chapter 2
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Thomas stopped his rented car at an intersection. He watched as the cars on the other street passed him. He saw a BMW and then a Mercedes. At his former job as a car salesman, he could have been a better salesman if he sold those cars, not the shitty used cars he had on his lot.

A car honked at him and he awoke from his thoughts. It was a green light and he was sitting in traffic not moving. He punched the gas and he sped through the street. He reached the bottom of the valley and the area became more commercial with a supermarket, a Gelson’s, and a long strip of retail stores. 

There was a restaurant at the very end of the parking lot. It was called Grandma’s Diner and it didn't have the gloss and shine of the other stores surrounding it. He remembered this place. He drove into the lot and transverse the stalls. He parked his car next to a Black Tesla. His mom used to be a waitress here a long time ago. The place hadn’t changed and the name was even the same. 

Walking up toward the entrance, Thomas always thought of himself as a rich man living a lower-middle-class man’s life, and being in this city with its fancy homes and colonnade mansions made him believe that he was never going to have the money and power he deserves. He felt small like an ant on a gnarled tree trunk. 

He walked inside the restaurant and was relieved to find the interior was quaint with a small-town Americana feel. The chairs and booths were red leather seats with a long white counter table at the far right. It looked like a fifties diner and still the same after all these years. Behind the counter was a waitress dressed in a white dress with a red and white checkered apron. She smiled at him. 

“Take your pick, honey,” she said. 

The lady was neither too young nor too old. He smiled at her. 

“Thank you.”

Thomas sat at one of the chairs at the front counter.

“Coffee?” 

“Yes,” He said. The waitress gave him a menu. It had the emblem of a grandmother's diner in the front. He scanned the prices and it wasn't bad. It was affordable. He was about to order when somebody said his name. 

“Thomas, is that you?”

He turned on his chair and saw the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She was tall with long black raven hair. She wore a brown short sleeve shirt and dark khaki pants. Her large belt had a gun in its holster. Thomas didn't recognize her at first. 

Then a name came to him. “Alison, is that you?”

“Yes, I'm the sheriff of this town.”

The last time he saw Alison, she was a sophomore in high school, when Thomas fled with his mom and dad at night. 

“I can see that.”

Thomas stood and placed his hand out in greeting. She did something that startled him. Alison hugged him fiercely. 

She said, “It has been years. I have been meaning to look you up.”

Thomas was good friends with Alison when he lived here. They grew up a few blocks from each other when his mom lived in town away from the Willem mansion. He remembered another person he used to be friends with.

He said, “Do you still talk to Davis?”

“Yes, I was about to see him on a police matter. Have you eaten? I’m starved.”

She sat next to him.

***
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ALISON HAD BEEN SHERIFF for this city for about a year. She was newly elected after the last Sheriff died the year before.

Thomas asked, “Why did you decide to become a sheriff and come back? I always thought of you as the smartest person I knew.”

She looked at him hard and then nodded her head. “You don't remember. I know it's been a long time.”

Thomas remembered. He felt stupid and should have recalled Alison’s family. Her parents were killed in a tragic automobile accident. The sheriff at the time ruled it as an accident but Alison thought it was murder. Her dad’s business partner got the lion’s share of the money from the factories and businesses and sold everything.

“Sorry, I’ve forgotten. I left around the time when that happened,” he said. 

Their food was placed in front of them. He took a bite of his hamburger and was pleasantly surprised by the taste. It was the best burger he ever had. 

Alison said, “Ah, this place has the best food in town.”

“I remember.”

They were quiet for a while. He sensed she wanted to ask him why he and his mom suddenly left years ago. But she didn't. Alison started to eat her pancakes. 

“So, how’s Davis?” He said trying to fill the silence between them. She grabbed the paper napkin from the silver container on the counter. He felt Alison’s gun barely touched his leg. 

She said, “He owns a small chain of hotels. Not the fancy Marriotts or Sheratons. But something mid-price.”

“Wow, I never thought of him as a business owner.”

She smiled at him and then said, “So, why are you back?”

“I'm here to see my Grandfather,” he said. 

She turned again to him and knew the implications. 

“Do you need some help?” She said.

“No, I'll be fine. I just need some money to get me back on my feet.”

The sheriff nodded to him. “Ok, but be careful.” She paused. “So, you want to go with me to see Davis?”

“Yes, it's like the gang is back together again,” he said. 

“I'll give you directions and the address. I have some police business to attend too. And then I'll be there.”

They finished their lunch and Alison wrote down directions for him. Thomas knew that he had an appointment to see his Grandfather but it was later today and he had time. He really wasn't prepared emotionally to see his Grandfather and he hoped if he saw his old friends again he would be prepared. 
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Chapter 3
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Thomas watched as Alison drove away in her Sheriff’s patrol car. He was outside walking to his rented car. He was amazed at how different she looked. Thomas couldn't see the same teenage girl she was before he left. She seemed different and stronger. He nodded his head and thought it was the uniform and her gun. 

He steered his car onto the street and followed the directions Alison wrote for him. The map was easy to follow. The hotel Davis owned was near the center of town where all the shops were located. He wondered how different downtown Willem must look like after all these years. 

Thomas hoped the Willem Cinema Theatre was still there and also the small diner that was next door. When he was younger, he saw movies at the Willem cinema such as Star Wars and Indiana Jones. Davis and Alison would always be there with him. It was the best time of his life. 

Back then his mom had rented a small apartment close to the center of town and he always thought of happiness and joy at that place. His mom told him about how she was kicked out of the Willem mansion because she got pregnant. She never told him who his real dad was even though he has asked her several times in the past.  She could never divulge that information to him. He let it go. 

He drove down Main Street. In the middle of town, he recalled would be a circular park with a white gazebo in the middle. Not paying attention to the BMW’s and Mercedes driving next to him, he saw the park. People milled around it. The people there were dressed in slacks and designer shirts and jeans. 

He saw a Starbucks, and several high-end trendy clothing stores and then he saw the Willem Cinema. The movie building was two stories and according to the large electronic billboards it had twenty-two movie theaters.

He smiled in delight. Bright lights glowed on the marquee. Turning down a street away from the main strip, he saw the hotel Davis owned. It was large and square. The hotel was called the Jaunt Tavern Inn. It looked modern like all the buildings close to it. 

He drove into the parking lot. There weren't many cars parked next to the hotel and Thomas wondered if the business was doing fine or this was just a slow season. Thomas looked around to see if Alison’s police cruiser was already here but he didn't see it. 

Thomas walked toward the front lobby area. He didn't know what to do. Should he walk to the front desk and ask for Davis or should he wait? He pondered this as he entered; the front desk clerk who was staring off into space looked toward him. Thomas noticed that he was the only person in the lobby. 

The desk was long with a marble gray-green coloring for the counter. The clerk was a woman in her mid-twenties wearing a red and green uniform. 

She had light blond hair and a nice smile. Thomas didn’t know what to say and he was about to ask for Davis when a tall man came from behind her. 

“Ah, I know who you are. Alison called me.”

The man held out his hand and Thomas shook it. 

“Davis?” he said. 

“Yes, you don't recognize me?”

Thomas stared into the man’s face and saw the teenager underneath the man. He saw the brown hair and the jovial smile.

“It’s not that. It’s been years.”

Davis nodded to his right. “Hey, I was about to get lunch. Alison will be here in a few minutes. Do you want anything?”

“No, I already ate. But I could get a soda.”

Davis walked out from behind the front desk. On the left side of the lobby was a coffee shop. Thomas followed Davis into the dining room. The waitress around the counter nodded to them. They took a seat at the far end of the restaurant. 

Davis said, “I own this coffee shop as well.”

There was nobody beside themselves and the waitress. 

“How’s business?” He said. 

“Well, it’s the slow season.”

Thomas looked around. It was mid-summer and he didn’t want to ask when his busy season was. They sat in a round booth with black leather seats. The waitress sauntered over. 

Davis said, “The usual for me.”

The waitress looked at him. Thomas said, “A Coke  for me.”

Davis smiled. “I'm glad you’re back. But Alison didn't tell me why you’re here.”

Thomas knew this was an opening for him. “My Grandfather wanted to talk to me.”

Davis nodded. The waitress stood in front of the table; she held two cups. One was a coffee mug and the other a glass of soda. She deposited it on the table. She left and came back holding a pot of coffee and poured Davis a cup. For a split second, Thomas saw something. It was from the coffee. Steam rose from the beverage and he thought he saw an apparition, a ghost of a hooded figure, but it was gone. 

“Thomas, did you hear me?”

“What? Sorry, I was thinking about something,” he said. 

“I said what have you been up to? I haven't seen you for about,” Davis said trying to count from his head. His forehead creased. He always looked this way when he was trying to figure something out.  

Thomas said, “It has been about eleven years.”

“Yes, that’s about right.”

A person walked inside the coffee shop. It was Alison. Thomas gaped at her. Davis kicked him from the bottom of the booth. 

Alison said, “I thought we’re having a meeting.”

“I’m hungry. Come sit.”

The waitress came back holding a plate of chicken fried steak with mash potatoes and gravy. 

Davis said, “it's not a good as Grandma’s Diner but it’s almost as good.”

The waitress said, “Don't let the cook hear you say that.”

“Carl knows. I think it's the gravy.”

Davis started eating. Alison ordered a coffee. Thomas nodded and was happy to see his old friends again even though it was temporary. 

“So, what is this meeting about?” Thomas said. “Is this official police business? I don’t want to interfere.”

“Well?” Davis said while skewering another mouthful of food. 

Thomas looked at Sheriff Alison.

“Yes, it is. But we don't have to talk shop while you’re here Thomas,” Alison said. 

“What’s wrong?” Thomas said. 

Sheriff Alison looked around. “We cannot talk out here in the open. They could be listening.”

Thomas scanned around. The waitress was back behind the counter talking to the cook through the opening where the food came out. 

“Can you tell me?” Thomas said. 

“Only a little bit,” Sheriff Alison said and then added. “After Davis stops stuffing his face.”

“Ok,” Davis said, “I’m almost done.”
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Chapter 4


[image: image]




Thomas looked at Davis’s office. It was small and functional with a desk, computer, and a file cabinet.  Sheriff Alison sat next to him and Davis sat behind a desk. They all had beverages in hand. Thomas had a soda, Alison, and Davis a cup of coffee.

Thomas said, “Is it ok that I'm here?”

Davis looked at Alison and she nodded to them.

She said, “It is only a missing person’s case. We had a lot of them since I came here. Too many.”

Thomas said, “Why the secrecy? Why do you think people would listen to our conversation?”

Sheriff Alison sighed. She looked at Thomas as if he was weighing something. 

She said, “Things are happening in this city that you just don't understand.”

Thomas nodded. “Ok, I get that. I should go. It's getting late and I should have arrived at Willem’s Mansion an hour ago.”

Davis said, “We should get together soon. Here’s my number.”

They all exchanged their phone numbers. Thomas hugged them and walked out of the room. 

***
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ALISON WATCHED AS THOMAS walked out of Davis’s office. She wanted to tell Thomas to leave the city of Willem and never come back. She thought about Thomas’s mom and how she took Thomas away from this city. 

“You should have told Thomas about your suspicion,” Davis said.

“I don’t know anything. It’s just a hunch,” she said. 

“But he should know. What if he ends up missing as well?” Davis said.  

“No, I don’t think so,” she said. “But I think Thomas could be the key to all of this. He can go where we cannot.”

Davis said, “I remember Thomas always talking about being rich. He might be taking into Pop’s plans.”

“Yes, I know,” she said. 

Sheriff Alison took out a small notepad from her pockets. 

She said, “Ok, tell me about this missing person.”

Davis nodded and opened a drawer. He took out a sheet of paper. It was an itemized bill. 

He said, “His name is Arthur Kent. He was on a business trip. He told the front desk clerk when he checked-in.”

Alison wrote down the name. Davis gave her a copy of the bill. The room was prepaid and Arthur Kent’s address and phone number were on top. 

She said, “Has anybody called for him? Like his wife?”

“No, he didn't get any calls or messages.”

“Did he leave anything?”

“Yes. We didn't touch the room. When he didn't check out on his scheduled time, I knocked and then checked his room. His luggage and stuff are still in there,” Davis said. 

“Good. I'll get my deputy to catalog everything,” she said. “So, when was he supposed to check out?”

“Today, then I called you,” Davis said. “So, how many missing cases you have now?”

Sheriff Alison said, “I cannot tell you that.”

Davis shook his head. “It's more than five. I read the newspapers.”

She said, “Can I see the room?”

***

[image: image]


SHERIFF ALISON TOOK two latex gloves out of her pocket. Davis opened the door and let her inside. She placed the gloves on both of her hands. Waking inside the hotel room, she moved down a small hallway. The bathroom was on the left side.

Arthur Kent’s luggage was propped open on a small table next to the bed. All of the hotel rooms were the same. The rooms had one bathroom near the front, one or two beds, and a small table with one chair and a TV. This room faced the parking lot. But what got her attention was near the bottom of the luggage. She saw a small scrap of paper. She opened it and it had an imprint of the Willem logo on top. It was an invitation to go to the Willem estate for a business retreat. 

“What’s wrong?” Davis said. 

Sheriff Alison took out her phone and dialed Thomas’s number. The phone rang but he didn’t pick up. She was frustrated and wanted to call her deputy to find him but she didn’t have any reason for posting out a police bulletin on a hunch. She shook her head. 

She said, “Thomas is not picking up his phone.”

“Why?”

She held the paper out to him. Davis didn’t touch the paper but read the short letter. 

“Oh no,” Davis said. “I wish Thomas stayed.”

She shook her head.

“I hope we will see him again.”
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