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Dedication

When I first wrote That Old
Cloak and Dagger Routine and the books that follow, I was, like
Lisa Wycherly, a young woman trying to figure out my values in a
rapidly changing world. Thankfully, I had walking with me some truly wonderful priests and sisters
who taught me to love first and ditch the judgmentalism. Sadly,
religious like them are few and far between these days. This one is
for them – may you always preach love.

 


 


 



 Prologue

‘Twas Glasnost what done us
in. That, changing technology, and a CIA muckety-muck with a chip
on his shoulder. All those years of guarding our secret, and we’re
on overt status. Quickline was folded, and slowly, our work is
getting de-classified.

At least my journals can see the light of
day. I started them shortly after I was first adopted by Quickline.
It was a dangerous and perhaps even stupid thing to do. But I
needed some way to understand what I was doing and the person I was
becoming. It was so unlike the person I’d always thought I was and
the values I’d spent so much time working out. As it turned out, my
values weren’t challenged. Just me.

Anyway, all the names have been changed, and
some of the places. Secrecy remains a habit with us. Still, as I
look over the pile of tattered notebooks and binders stuffed with
pages scrawled over with cipher, I’m glad I wrote it all down.
[Dear Lisa, so am I – SEH].
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My name is Lisa
Wycherly.

I live with my boss.

I’m not sleeping with him. He’s got enough
women in and out of his bedroom. He doesn’t need me.

Oh, Lord, that sounds so defensive.

It’s just that, thanks to my boss, my life
has radically changed, and I still don’t know how to make sense of
it all. Things got just plain scary last weekend, not to mention
that horrible fight, and I’m still more freaked out because I’m
sharing a house with a man. Okay, maybe not that I’m living with a
man, but this man, a guy whose values are so totally opposed to my
own when it comes to sex and relationships.

Maybe I should just start at the
beginning.

Neither of us knew what we were getting into
that night. [And let’s be thankful we didn’t. -SEH] We were in a
bar, the absolute last place you’d find me under normal
circumstances. He sat down across from me.

“Ditched your date?” he asked, pleasantly
casual.

He was very nice for someone so obviously on
the make, and good looking with dark wavy hair, a cleft chin, and
very bright blue eyes. He wore a light-colored silk shirt with a
sweater neatly tossed over his shoulders. Later, I found he was on
the small side of average, about three inches taller than me, but
just barely.

“Yes,” I replied, as coolly and politely as
possible. “And thank you, but I don’t care to be picked up by
anyone else.”

He glanced into the restaurant of which the
bar was a part.

“Well, I suppose getting grabbed while
starting your salad is enough to sour an evening.” He started to
get up. “My apologies for presuming, Lisa.”

“Wait.”

He sat. “Yes?”

“How did you know my name?”

“You’re wearing it around your neck.”

My hand flew to the necklace as I let out a
sniff.

He gazed at me softly. “Are you in
trouble?”

“I’m alright!” I snapped, then blushed. “I’m
sorry. I don’t mean to be rude.”

“But you are in trouble.”

“It’s nothing life-threatening.”

I felt the tears well up again. And I’d
thought I was past crying about it. I blinked them back and looked
at the man across from me. There was something about him...

“I’ve been out of work for a year,” I heard
myself say. “My unemployment’s run out, and things are getting
tight.” I touched my necklace. “This is the only thing I haven’t
pawned.”

He nodded. “No money for a taxi, I
presume.”

“I’ll be alright. I can call my sister.”

“Who is not currently home, at least I assume
that’s who you called earlier.”

“They won’t be home ‘til eleven, and they’re
in Fullerton.”

“And we are in Hollywood.” He checked his
watch. “Which means you’ve got a long wait. Why don’t I buy you
dinner and take you home?”

I sighed. It was certainly my night to fend
off aspiring Don Juans. Except the current one was anything but
sleazy. In fact, he was the first genuine threat to my honor that
I’d ever known. Wouldn’t you know, that’s the moment my date
decided to show up.

“Wo, there you are, Lisa.” Larry was not
wearing a leisure suit, but he might as well have been. “You were
taking so long. I thought I’d better make sure you didn’t fall
in.”

“I survived the restroom, Larry,” I said.

Even though I wanted to fend off the man
across from me, I still felt embarrassed by Larry.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Larry,” said my
nameless friend. He got up smoothly and shook Larry’s hand. “Lisa
and I go way back. We haven’t seen each other in a while, and I
just had to have a chat with her.”

“Well, the waiter brought dinner,” Larry said
to me.

“Oh, that’s too bad,” said the nameless one.
“Lisa’s coming to dinner with me.” He signaled the maitre d.’ “In
fact, our table’s ready now.”

“Now, wait a minute!” protested Larry.
“Lisa—”

Larry made a grab at me. My benefactor
stepped between us and put his arm around Larry’s shoulders. They
spoke together quietly for a minute. I couldn’t hear over the
music. [I told him blind dates were a drag, and that I’d take you
off his hands, and put him onto Sue Wilkins if I remember
correctly. - SEH]

“Happy hunting,” my new friend said. He
slapped Larry on the back, then slid around and took my hand. “Come
on, Lisa. He won’t hold that table forever.”

I went with him. I don’t know why I did, but
I went with him. Larry gaped at me, then at some redhead. I didn’t
see what happened next. The maitre d’ seated us in a nice, secluded
booth, and my friend slipped him something.

The maitre d’ grinned. “Thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome.”

I put my face in my hand. “You didn’t have to
do that.”

“It’s my pleasure.” My friend smiled, and
there was something utterly sincere about it.

“What about Larry?” I asked.

Mischief lit up in those incredible eyes of
his. “That desperate little dork is getting the fate he so richly
deserves.”

“What do you mean?”

“The redhead at the end of the bar.” He
nodded in that direction.

I peeked around the booth. I couldn’t see the
bar.

I turned back to him. “She isn’t going to
dump him, is she?”

My friend laughed. “Hardly. In the first
place, she’s so easy he won’t know what to do with her, and in the
second, should he figure it out, she’s into S and M.”

“That’s... Oh no!” I started to get up.

“Let him be.” His hand landed gently on my
forearm.

“But—” I sat down.

He sat back and folded his arms. “The jackass
drove you from a salad you desperately wanted, felt you up in a
public place, he’s crude and he thinks he’s God’s gift to
women.”

“Just because he’s a jerk doesn’t mean he
deserves to get hurt.”

He looked at me. “Are you serious?”

“Of course, I’m serious.”

He shook his head. “Well, relax. She won’t
hurt him. Unless he asks, and that’s a different matter, isn’t
it?”

I slumped back into my seat. “I guess it is.
I don’t know. I’d always heard pleasure was the idea.”

“It’s not how I get my kicks, but who are we
to judge?”

“True.” My face felt fever hot. “Do you know
if he’s left yet?”

“They left just as we were sitting down.”

“Good. I’d better be getting back to the
bar.” I almost got up again.

“Why? Don’t you want dinner?”

I swallowed. “Yes. But I don’t want to get
any deeper in.”

“It’s nothing.” His smile was, again, genuine
and warm.

“A maitre d’ at a place like this does not
grin at nothing.”

“You’re hungry.” He looked puzzled. “I saw
you attack that salad with the ferocity of a starving child.”

“How do you know that’s not the way I always
eat?” Which, in truth, it is.

“I also saw you slide two dinner rolls into
your purse.”

I blushed again. “Alright. I’m hungry. Like I
said, things are tight. But I’m not hungry enough to compromise my
standards.”

He shrugged. “This is merely a philanthropic
gesture.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

“I don’t doubt it. Well, I’ll confess to
ulterior motives.”

His manner was relaxed, his grin casual. But
his eyes had an intensity that made me catch my breath. I could see
he would not trespass without my permission, but he would be happy
to convince me to give it.

“Look, it’s not you,” I stammered. “You seem
really nice, and I really appreciate your being honest about it,
and the way you got rid of Larry, and it’s very sweet of you to
offer, but I just don’t believe in sex outside of marriage.”

“Don’t you want dinner?” He seemed genuinely
surprised.

“Yes, but... Well, I just can’t. Larry was a
blind date, and the friend who set me up knows how I feel, and I
told him how I feel, and he ignored it, I guess. Anyway, I don’t
have any money, and I can’t give you my body, so...”

“I can accept that.” He looked at me again.
He was considering something, unrelated to the messing around, for
once. “Can you accept dinner and a ride? I promise I won’t touch
you.”

“Sure, if you really want to.” I shrugged and
he nodded at the waiter.

“What’s your name?” he asked after I’d
ordered. “I mean, your full name.”

“Lisa Wycherly. Yours?”

“Sid Hackbirn.”

“Oh. What do you do for a living?”

“As little as possible.”

I grimaced. “Not funny.”

It was almost imperceptible, but he winced.
“I suppose not. Apologies. I do some occasional freelance writing
and dabble in the stock market. Just enough work to maintain a
comfortably high standard of living. And you?”

“Well, I was a teacher.”

“Was, huh? Hmm.” He considered again.

I don’t why, but it made me nervous. After
I’d eaten, he put me in a taxi, gave the driver my address, and I
thought that was the last I would ever see of him.

I was wrong. Still, I didn’t regret it when
Mr. Hackbirn showed up on my doorstep three days later.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, with the
door opened only as far as the chain would let it.

I wasn’t particularly surprised that he was
there. I’d thought I’d seen heads of dark wavy hair following me in
the previous days. I wrote it off to my imagination, but it did
make his appearance less of a shock. Besides, I had other problems
just then.

“I’d like to talk to you,” he said.

“Right.”

“I’m serious. I have a business proposition
for you, and nothing more.”

“Alright.” I shut the door, removed the
chain, and let him in. “The worst you can do is kill me.”

He chuckled. “I like that attitude.”

“The place is a mess,” I said, sighing over
the boxes and stuff all around.

“You’re packing.” He shifted the vest of the
discreet three-piece suit he was wearing.

“I’m being evicted.” I choked and grabbed for
a tissue.

“Going to your sister’s?”

“For a couple days. Then, Neil, he’s my
brother-in-law, he’s going to help me move to Tahoe. I’m fleeing to
the security of the womb.”

“Not your preferred option.”

I fought back the tears. “Well, Mae and Neil
don’t have the room. They’ve got five kids. It won’t be so bad.
I’ll be working. My dad has a business up there.”

“A resort and a souvenir store, I
believe.”

“You’ve been there?” I was a little more
surprised at that, but I’d met people who’d been to my parents’
place before.

“Not really. I stay on the Nevada side when
I’m there.”

I turned on him. “You’ve been poking into my
private affairs!”

“I prefer to call it research.”

“I call it nosy.”

“I reserve the right to gather basic
background information on a prospective employee.”

That caught me. “Mr. Hackbirn, are you
offering me a job?”

“Yes. I need a personal secretary to take
over the mundane trivialities of life.” He smiled. “You impressed
me last Friday with your backbone.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You are a person who sticks to her
convictions even when there’s strong temptation not to. That’s a
very difficult quality to find in people.”

“I don’t type very well.”

His eyebrow lifted. “A master’s degree and
you don’t type?”

“Not very fast. I stayed up late a lot of
nights.” I looked him over again. “Just how much do you know about
me?”

He shrugged. “Basic facts. Your college
background, your year of community college teaching, things like
that. You got excellent references from your former employer, by
the way.”

“Let’s hear it for budget cuts.” I sighed.
“What makes you think I’m going to take a chance working for
you?”

“I’m offering an excellent salary and a place
to live, neither of which you have at the moment.”

“I do so.”

“Independent of your parents?” He shook his
head. “That is what you find most galling about going back there,
and don’t think I don’t know it.”

I looked away. “So where is this place to
live?”

“My house. I will need you to live in.”

“Sure.” I snorted. “Now, I get it.”

“Miss Wycherly, I assure you, I have no time
to waste on virgins with standards. This is a business proposition,
nothing more.”

“I still feel like it’s an elaborate plan to
seduce me.”

“If you really want to think so.”

He smiled a truly sensual smile. I blushed
and swallowed and tried to control the way my heart was racing. He
was mulling over the possibilities of bedding me by sundown. He
could have done it. But he wouldn’t unless I said yes, and I knew
that I could trust him not to. In fact, his job offer seemed to be
the answer to all the prayers I’d been offering. A really strange
answer, to be sure, but my gut said that it was the right one.

I smiled. “Alright, it’s not. Why don’t we
talk some terms?”

They were attractive, to say the least, and
included my own rooms and guaranteed time off to go to church on
Sundays. We dickered for an hour. Finally, I shook his hand.

“I guess I can take my chances with you,” I
said, happily.

Mr. Hackbirn sighed. “Miss Wycherly, before
we call this final, I’d better tell you. I wanted you specifically
because I need someone with guts. I can be a dangerous person to
know.”

“Mr. Hackbirn, I’m not a thrill-seeker. But
danger beats stifling hands down. Don’t get me wrong. I love my
parents, and they wouldn’t hold me back intentionally, and I’ll
probably end up running their businesses when they retire, or
whatever. But with them... Well, you get the idea.”

He got it. I was the one who didn’t have a
clue. I called my sister and told her about the eleventh hour
save.

“What are you going to do about your
landlord?” Mae asked.

“Well, I’m moving.” I looked over at Mr.
Hackbirn. “I found a new place right away.”

“What about first and last months’ rent?”

“Um. My new boss said he’d loan me the money.
He’s taking it out of my check.”

Mr. Hackbirn smirked. Maybe he had a right
to. All I knew was that I didn’t want Mae talking me out of it. I
told her I’d phone her with the address and phone number as soon as
I was settled in and hung up.

“Mae’s a nice person,” I explained awkwardly.
“But she gets judgmental sometimes, and you never know when.”

“I see. Well. Why don’t I call the moving
company? We’ll get them straightened out, and then you can come
over to my place and start today.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

There really wasn’t much left in the
apartment except my clothes, my books and other odds and ends.
Anything of value I’d pawned or sold, even my trusty old sewing
machine. The movers arrived a half hour after Mr. Hackbirn called
them from the pay phone down the street. While we waited, I tried
to find out about my new employer. He was pleasant but evasive. I
didn’t realize it until some days later when it dawned on me that
he hadn’t answered one question I’d asked him about himself.

His car is a dark slate blue Mercedes Benz
450SL, one of the first ones they ever built. I had expected
something a little newer, although not necessarily flashier. One
thing that was obvious about Mr. Hackbirn, he had excellent
taste.

He also has plenty of money to spend. His
house is in Beverly Hills. I was in awe as we rolled up the steep
driveway to the gray ranch-style house at the top of an ice plant
covered slope. The place had been built in the early sixties and
looked like it.

We went in through the bare garage. There’s a
small utility room to the right of the garage door, with the
kitchen and breakfast room just beyond that. The breakfast room is
a sunny yellow with a white French provincial breakfront, table,
and chairs with light green upholstery on the seats. The kitchen
door was closed.

“We don’t go in there unless Conchetta is
gone for the day,” Mr. Hackbirn said.

“Conchetta?”

“My housekeeper and cook. She prefers to be
left alone.”

Mr. Hackbirn then led me to the small suite
of rooms on the other side of the breakfast room.

“This will be your space,” he said, opening
the door. “Feel free to decorate it in any way you like. In fact, I
can have my decorator come in and confer with you.”

The outer sitting room was a large open space
with a writing table on one wall and a huge sofa upholstered in an
ugly shade of eggplant. There was a small oak coffee table that
didn’t match the sofa, and a small waist-high bookshelf, as well. I
went on through the door to the bedroom and bath.

The bedroom was very nice. I really liked the
comforter decorated with small red and blue flowers on nice green
stems. The bed was brass, too. My bedside tables and dresser were
white French Provincial, and the walls had been painted a soft
light blue. The bathroom matched, with fluffy blue towels. My
closet, which had mirrored sliding doors, was huge.

I put my box down on the dresser and set my
lone suitcase next to the bench at the foot of the bed.

Then it was time to see most of the rest of
the place. It looked like a model home or something out of a
magazine. Mr. Hackbirn, or his decorator, really liked period
furnishings. The formal dining room was Eighteenth Century, the
rest of the place tended towards Victorian and lots of oak.

The library was sheer heaven. Books lined all
four walls, and there were two burgundy velvet wing-backed chairs,
each with a good reading lamp next to it. There was also an ebony
baby grand piano.

“Do you play?” I asked Mr. Hackbirn.

“Sometimes,” he said.

The offices were also oak paneled. I think
they must have been one room in the past because to get to Mr.
Hackbirn’s, you must go through mine. My desk was modern, and it
had a computer to one side, with two printers next to it. There was
also a green leather couch on the opposite wall, sliding glass
doors to the front yard on the side, and four oak filing cabinets
with five drawers each.

The phone rang. Without hesitation, I went
over and picked it up.

“Mr. Hackbirn’s residence, Miss Wycherly
speaking,” I told the caller.

“Already?” answered the man on the other end.
“Is Sid in?”

“I’ll see. May I tell him who’s calling?”

“Mr. Henry James.”

There was a hold button, and I pressed it. It
was a multi-line phone, and it looked like Mr. Hackbirn had three
lines hooked up.

“It’s a Mr. Henry James,” I told him.

He sighed in relief. “Miss Wycherly, I
appreciate the way you screened that call, but in the future, under
no circumstances are you to identify yourself, or this place as my
residence.”

“Should I call it your business?”

“Don’t identify it at all. A simple hello
will do. I’ll take the call in my office. Why don’t you start
getting the files in order, then I’ll show you how to work the
computer.”

The file cabinets were empty except for the
first one. That was loaded with papers randomly tossed in. Almost
all of them were clippings of articles from magazines and
newspapers. Mr. Hackbirn was certainly well read, and given the
number of different newspapers I found, got around. Traveled a lot,
I mean. He gets around a lot the other way, too. But that has
nothing to do with the clippings.

After his call, it was lunch time. Mr.
Hackbirn explained that we would eat the majority of our meals in
the breakfast room and that he generally avoided work talk at the
table. The plates were set out on the table when we came into the
room.

Lunch was chicken salad with butter lettuce,
whole wheat toast made from homemade bread and a fruit compote. The
portions were on the small side, but I was in no position to
complain. I was done quickly. Mr. Hackbirn told me to leave the
dirty dishes on the table. Then it was back to the office where Mr.
Hackbirn showed me how to boot up the computer and the different
programs on it.

I played around for the next few hours until
it was five-thirty and time for dinner. Again, the plates had been
set on the table when we got into the breakfast room. There was
grilled mahi-mahi, salad with vinaigrette, fresh steamed zucchini,
brown rice, and small portions. Mr. Hackbirn, it seemed, was on a
diet.

Not that he said so. Nor did he comment on
the fact that I was done eating in a few short minutes. It’s not
obvious because my mother did pound good manners into me, but I
tend to wolf my food down.

“You should feel free to watch television in
the rumpus room if you like,” said Mr. Hackbirn, trying not to
notice how fast my food was disappearing. “Or if you prefer, I can
arrange to have a television put in your room.”

“I don’t watch much TV,” I said between
bites. “I was wondering about the library, though.”

“Help yourself. To any of the common areas.
I’d just as soon consider you a housemate outside of business
hours.” He paused. “Although, you might be more comfortable if you
make a habit of knocking first before opening any closed
doors.”

“Well, of course. I—” I stopped. “Oh. Yeah,
you might be right.”

Mr. Hackbirn chuckled, then looked at me.
“One more thing. I would appreciate if you’d not leave the house
for a week or two. Just until we’re settled in with the arrangement
and all.”

“Oh.” I frowned. “I was going to go shopping
on payday. All I have is one suit, and you did say business wear
during office hours.”

“That’s right. I did. I think I can arrange
that. Why don’t you go Friday afternoon? We can put together a more
detailed plan that morning.”

I nodded. It seemed a little weird. So, the
guy was kind of eccentric. I didn’t have any place to go, anyway. I
agreed to stick around.

Once Mr. Hackbirn had finished eating, he got
up and collected our plates and silverware.

“Come on,” he said, nodding at the kitchen
door. “I’d better show you how to load the dishwasher.”

“Okay, but I have loaded dishwashers before.”
I followed him into the beautiful tan and black kitchen with
gorgeous almond-colored appliances.

Mr. Hackbirn chuckled. “No. It’s how
Conchetta wants it loaded.”

I looked at him, puzzled. “Aren’t you her
boss?”

“Yes, and she makes that perfectly clear.
That being said, she puts up with surprise guests and other small
messes. I give her full rights to the kitchen when she’s here.”

Conchetta’s system wasn’t that hard to learn
and actually made a lot of sense. As soon as we were done, I went
to my rooms. I have no idea what Mr. Hackbirn did.

Later that night, while unpacking some of the
several boxes of my stuff that had been delivered that afternoon, I
found a Complete Works of Shakespeare and thumbed through just for
the heck of it. In the second scene of Julius Caesar, a line jumped
out at me. It was Cassius’: “Therefore it is meet that noble minds
keep ever with their likes, for who so firm that cannot be
seduced?”

Well, me, for one. Then I thought back to
that morning and that really hot little smile of Mr. Hackbirn’s.
Alright. Maybe it was possible. But I wouldn’t go down without a
fight. And what the heck was I doing there in the first place?
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For the rest of that week, I
was pretty busy. Tuesday morning, I didn’t have anything specific
to work on, so I played some more. Mr. Hackbirn had a database
program he wasn’t even using. Just for the fun of it, I indexed his
clippings on it, then cross referenced it all to the file folders.
Mr. Hackbirn can’t find a thing without me. Talk about making
yourself indispensable.

Tuesday afternoon I got my first article to
word process, a piece on the F.B.I. The sheets of binder paper were
a mess. Not only was the handwriting cramped and angled funny, any
crossed out words were completely blacked out. At least there
weren’t any arrows. When I finally deciphered it, I saw why he
didn’t do a lot of writing. The points were logical and flowed
well, but his grammar and spelling stank. I knocked on his office
door and entered.

“Uh, Mr. Hackbirn, would you mind terribly if
I cleaned this up a little?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” he asked back.

“Just little things like spelling
corrections.”

He let out a rueful chuckle. “It’s not so
good, is it?”

I winced. “Your grammar’s pretty bad, too.
It’s mostly just sentence structure. You state your case well, and
it flows together beautifully.”

“That’s right. You got your degrees in
English.”

“Well, literature. But... Yeah.”

The phone rang. There was something funny
about the way the line on his phone lit up.

“Miss Wycherly, would you please excuse me?”
Mr. Hackbirn put his hand on the phone but waited to pick it up.
“And make sure the door is shut on the way out.”

I left, shutting the door. Sitting back down
at my desk, I looked at my phone. None of the lines were lit. And
there were only three hooked up. I picked up the fourth line.
Nothing. Yet a fourth line had lit up on Mr. Hackbirn’s phone.

Mr. Hackbirn came out of his office in a
hurry.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be gone,” he told
me as he rushed past. “Go ahead and eat dinner without me.”

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Out.” And he was gone.

I shouldn’t have. It was his office, and how
he chose to live wasn’t really my business. On the other hand, I
was dying to know. I told myself that it could affect me. I went
into his office and picked up the phone and pressed the button for
that fourth line. I got a dial tone.

That was as far as my nerve got me. The next
day I noticed something else that was funny about the phones. It
was Wednesday night, really. Mr. Hackbirn has the same three-line
phone that I have on my desk in every room in the house. I was in
my sitting room and picked up to call my sister without noticing
which button I’d pushed. The conversation I heard was intimate. I
slammed the phone down, then fretted because he had to have heard
me slam it, and then had to explain, and...

The next morning at breakfast, I
apologized.

“For what?” Mr. Hackbirn asked.

“Well, I accidentally picked up your line,
and you were talking. I didn’t listen very long.”

He chuckled. “I can imagine. Don’t worry
about it. I had no idea you were on.”

“You must have heard me slam the phone
down.”

“No.” He went back to his paper.

“You mean you can’t tell if an extension is
picked up?”

“Can’t hear a thing. Unless you speak, of
course.”

I mused. “Makes it real easy to spy on
someone. Hey, you’re not listening in on my calls, are you?”

He flipped down a corner of his paper to look
at me.

“What do you think?” he asked in a bored, but
amused tone, and went back to reading.

It was odd, but, hey, the guy was an
eccentric. I let it pass. That morning, I stumbled onto all his
personal papers, like his birth certificate. He was born in New
York City to Sheila Hackbirn and an unknown father. A death
certificate had been filed for his mother when he was two. She’d
died of massive cranial injuries. There were papers giving Stella
Hackbirn, aunt and only living relative, custody of him. Those all
had been filed in New York.

There was a report card from a public school
kindergarten in San Francisco. Mr. Hackbirn was a bright little
kid, and had a mind of his own, much to his teacher’s chagrin. I
found a few notes from what I guessed were schools. They were all
called Free-something-or-other and were not too interested in
structure. Well, that accounted for the lousy grammar and spelling.
Then there were four years’ worth of report cards from San
Francisco High School. His grade point average was none too shabby.
The comments, for the most part, decried his inappropriate
behavior. [Gee, I wonder what that could have been – SEH]

Then I found his draft notice and army
papers. He served two years in Vietnam, which surprised me. He made
corporal and was honorably discharged. There were some more grade
reports, this time from Stanford, with a diploma. He graduated
summa cum laude with a B.A. in business and a minor in journalism.
I don’t know how he did it with his grammar and spelling. [There
were several girls who didn’t mind helping me. – SEH] And finally,
the deed to the house in Beverly Hills.

Was it nosy? I figured it was my right to
gather basic information on my employer. Not that it told me much
about the man, himself. He kept me at arm’s length, responding to
my questions without answering them.

Friday morning, Mr. Hackbirn asked me for a
detailed list of my plans for my shopping trip.

“Why?” I asked.

“I might be able to drop you and meet you
some places,” he said. “It’ll be faster than taking the bus.”

“Okay.”

We set out at about twelve thirty, right
after a fabulous gazpacho, with wheat toast and melon for lunch.
Good food, just not enough of it. We stopped first at his bank so I
could open my accounts since I’d closed mine when I no longer had
money to put in them. Then we went to a discount office supply
store. Mr. Hackbirn was appalled until we went to the regular price
place to get the things that we couldn’t get at the first place. He
remained appalled but admitted it was kind of silly to pay full
price for the same items offered at the discount store.

Then we went to a huge appliance store on
Wilshire, where I bought a sewing machine. Mr. Hackbirn offered to
buy it for me, which I refused. I did let him co-sign for the
payment plan, though, threatening dire consequences if he even
tried to pay it off.

Next stop was the Beverly Center. It was Mr.
Hackbirn’s idea to go there. He groaned when I went straight to the
Broadway sale racks.

“You don’t have to stick around,” I told him.
“I’d just as soon shop by myself.”

“I can stay,” he said, then saw something.
“On second thought, I think I will take off.”

I looked in the direction he had but didn’t
see anyone, male or female. He went in the opposite direction,
anyway, so he wasn’t chasing someone. I couldn’t figure out what
he’d seen that had changed his mind.

The man was unobtrusive, with sandy hair,
glasses, sport shirt and jeans. In fact, I couldn’t be sure he was
the same guy I’d seen at the food court. I left the mall and went
across the street to the fabric store. I was so absorbed there, I
didn’t notice him. But I did as I paid.

I walked up the block to the bus stop. He
watched the shop windows. I changed my mind and walked down Beverly
Boulevard. He just happened to be coming my way. I did an about
face and went back to La Cienega. Out of the corner of my eye, I
saw him scramble into a doorway. At the corner, I put on a sudden
burst of speed and just barely caught the bus. Through the window,
I saw my shadow running up, looking for me.

I changed buses twice. I had planned to visit
some shops I knew of in Westwood but changed my mind. Instead, I
ended up at a strip center in Brentwood, and there was no way I was
going to pay those prices. That left only one more errand. I got on
a bus headed east on Sunset.

It was a nice, conventional little church,
with a school and a hall. The sort of church your parents grew up
at. It was also almost a mile away from Mr. Hackbirn’s house, but I
still figured I could walk. So, I registered there and got the mass
schedule.

I didn’t see him that time. Just an odd
glimpse or two, but someone was again following me as I left. I
could have cried. I had that big, heavy bag from the fabric store,
and a couple others from the mall, too. I all but ran up to
Sunset.

I had to wait for the bus. No one approached
me. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched.
Mr. Hackbirn’s house is a good hike in from Sunset, also, with
really steep hills. I was so tired, I didn’t care if I was being
followed. I promised to save my next paycheck for a car.

Mr. Hackbirn was in the front hall, waiting
for me as I entered.

“Where have you been?” he demanded.

“I gave you a list this morning,” I gasped. I
dropped my bag and stumbled into the living room. I could see the
street from the window. It was empty.

“What are you looking for?”

I flopped onto the couch. “It’s weird. Ever
since I met you, people have been following me. All last Saturday
and Sunday, I kept seeing someone that looked like you. Then today,
at the Beverly Center, someone else starts in. I ditched him, go to
register at church, and then someone else is following me again.
Either I’m getting paranoid, or something strange is going on.”

“You seem awful short of breath.” Mr.
Hackbirn looked me over thoughtfully.

“It’s a hike up that hill.”

“What kind of exercise program do you
have?”

I looked at him. “Me? I attribute my
excellent health to a complete avoidance of physical exercise and a
steady diet of junk food.”

Mr. Hackbirn winced. “I was afraid of that.
Well, Miss Wycherly, that changes tomorrow morning. After
breakfast, I will drive you over to my health club and sign you up.
Monday, you will start martial arts training.”

“What? Don’t I get any say in this?”

“No. It’s a condition of your employment. I
need you in top shape.”

“Why?”

He paused. “So you can keep up with me.
Dinner is ready. Let’s eat.”

True to his words, Saturday morning found us
first at the sporting goods store for workout clothes and shoes,
then at the health club. I was in pretty bad shape. I used to hike
a lot, and camp, and ride horses when I lived in Tahoe. While I was
in college, I worked up there during the summer and did all that
stuff then. I hadn’t done much of anything since my first year of
teaching. I was so stiff Sunday morning.

I made it to mass on time. Walking home, I
got that creepy shadowed feeling again. I turned a corner, then
hid. Sure enough, around the corner came Mr. Hackbirn. I whirled
around and almost smashed into him.

“Alright. This is too much,” I shouted. “What
are you doing, following me?”

“Uh...” He fumbled for an answer. “You said
you were followed Friday. I was just seeing if you had reason to be
concerned.”

“You are so lucky that the last thing I want
to do is go back to Tahoe.” I stalked off towards his house. “What
is going on with you? I mean eccentric is one thing, but this is
ridiculous.” He walked next to me and didn’t answer. “Don’t you
trust me? What am I going to do to you? Am I supposed to be setting
you up for a robbery?” He still didn’t answer. “Well?”

“It seems to me that is a rhetorical
question.”

“Hmmph.”

“Perhaps it would be better if you just
remained at the house. I appreciate the inconvenience. But in the
first place, you won’t have to worry about being followed, and in
the second, I won’t have to worry about you being followed.”

“For how long?”

He sighed. “I wish I knew, Miss Wycherly, but
it shouldn’t be too much longer.”

Monday morning, I started running with him.
Mr. Hackbirn runs for an hour every morning. I walked. He shook his
head, and walked with me, pushing me to a run every so often.

After breakfast, we visited Mr. Fukaro at his
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