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Chapter One

 


 


The mall around Mindy and Sally hummed with
activity. People bustling around after getting off work just so
they can get home in time for dinner. The skylight above them
showed a bleak grey sky; clouds hanging low and pregnant with ice
crystals. Upon closer inspection, one could probably even see the
snow falling from those low pregnant clouds.

It had already been a long day, and Mindy was
dragging her feet a little despite agreeing to come shopping with
her best friend, Sally. At this point they had already been to two
stores; one of them being Bath & Body Works.

Mindy wondered morosely if her sinuses were
going to ever recover from such punishment. She couldn’t smell
anything else around them at the moment; it’s like her nose had
been banished to a pungent floral hell. However, she did manage to
find a nice little scented candle that she couldn’t wait to try
out; something to soothe her nerves after such a long day.

Mindy was thin with long wavy, deep brunette
hair and bright green eyes; she contrasted deeply with her friend
Sally who seemed to be a washed-out version, brown hair and brown
eyes. Sally kept her blonde hair secured neatly with a barrette to
keep it out of her eyes, but this did not detract from her strong
attractive facial features.

As they walked into Bed Bath & Beyond,
and Mindy turned to Sally, her best friend and co-worker, her
thoughts churned a moment before she finally asked Sally: “Is it
just me, or does today seem really off?”

“I think it’s just you,” she replied,
obviously not really paying her statement any mind, while scanning
the store for some new towels. She had complained on the way out of
work that the towels she currently had in her apartment needed a
serious update.

Mindy sighed; her towels were at least two
years old. Not that she didn’t like new things; she just didn’t
like shopping for towels, of all things.

Deep in her own thoughts she wasn’t really
paying much attention, and suddenly this mannequin wearing a very
plush lavender robe seemed to loom up out of nowhere, and Mindy
walked smack dab into it. She stumbled and grabbed the robe for
support and disrobed the mannequin, but managed to keep everything
from falling.

Sally turned around from a set of fall-themed
towels to gape with astonishment, and her cheeks colored quickly
when she realized that everyone was staring at them. Most of the
focus seemed to be more on Mindy, who was standing there frozen on
the spot clutching the robe-less mannequin and the mannequin’s fake
plastic breast in one hand.

Sally managed to find her voice, “Mindy, what
in the world!”

Mindy smiled like she always did when she’d
crash into something. “I think I found the robe I want….”

Sally watched in disbelief as Mindy righted
the mannequin and then proceeded to check the size on the collar of
the robe. Mindy nodded, obviously content with the size. She then
folded the robe neatly over her arm and started off toward the cash
register.

Sally just dropped the towels she was going
to purchase back on the shelf and trudged after Mindy, her face as
red as a beet. “Mindy you’re supposed to grab things off the
shelf, what in the hell are you doing?”

Mindy just ignored her though, and went right
up to the register and paid for the robe before starting back out
into the main part of the mall once again, with Sally fuming behind
her.

What infuriated Sally even more was instead
of an explanation, Mindy just took up the old conversation like it
was completely normal to disrobe a mannequin for its clothing, and
leave.

“Well, I’m not saying this without good
reason, Sal,” Mindy persisted, as she shook her head, obviously
worried. “Think about it; there was an earthquake this morning, the
power even went out, and then the heavy snow. Winter is still a
month away. I’m telling you, there is something really different
about today.” Mindy shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot as they
stood by a display window showing bright and cheery fall décor.

“There’s nothing abnormal, Mindy. There is
such a thing as global warming. The weather reporters talk about
this sort of thing all the time. I’m also sure that there is also a
good explanation for the lights going out,” Sally replied, still
horribly annoyed about Bed Bath & Beyond; but she let that
slide for now. This wasn’t the first time something like that had
happened.

Her tone reflected mild annoyance after
having to listen to Mindy’s superstitious talk since she arrived at
work that morning. Eight and half hours later had done nothing to
deter Mindy, as they had walked from shop to shop through the
crowded mall.

Sally had to wonder what was going on in
Mindy’s head that would make her obsess over something that seemed
so trivial. Sally had just never been one to believe omens or
predictions.

Even Sally had to admit with the snow falling
as heavily as it was; it made for an extremely cold day. The snow
had come suddenly; around mid-morning, and had already reached two
feet deep in some places.

With the snow; the sky had become grey and
ugly. With the gloomy sky looming overhead, it seemed to add a
certain effect to the atmosphere of things. The gloomy skies made
the small tremor earlier this morning seem even more daunting
during the early dawn hours.

Sure, the tremor this morning made her sit
straight up in bed, but some places around the world see a lot more
than just a minor shake every day. To her, such a small disturbance
really wasn’t anything to talk about all day.

Sally, however, felt justified in saying that
nothing seemed unusual based on predictions that had been made over
the last few years. There had been significant occurrences which
reinforced scientific claims that global warming, along with the El
Niño phenomenon, would result in adverse, and sometimes strange,
weather patterns.

Super storms, tsunamis, and unexpected floods
and blizzards had been increasing year after year across the globe,
so Sally didn’t see why Mindy was making such a big deal about what
had transpired on this particular Monday.

“Well, if you say so,” Mindy said,
sheepishly.

Even though she agreed with Sally, the bold
faced truth was she still didn’t really agree with her, but after
noticing the twinge of annoyance in Sally’s voice, she decided to
drop the subject so she didn’t upset her any more.

Sally stopped to look at a window display for
a moment. Mindy glanced around a little; something still bothered
her in the back of her mind, when Sally suddenly turned toward her
with a strained smile.

“Why don’t we get you that nice lingerie set
that you’ve been eyeing since we got here? Then we can stop
somewhere and grab something to eat before we leave,” Sally
suggested, attempting to change the course of their conversation
before it could sour both of their moods.

They were now passing the Victoria’s Secret
store for the second time. They both glanced at the racy little
number in the window with black lace that a clerk had precariously
draped on a mannequin. Mindy’s eye had been caught by it the first
time they had passed by that afternoon. It was gorgeous; but Mindy
didn’t really think she’d look good in it at all, and on top of
that, who would she wear it for? Her cat and empty apartment?

Mindy shook her head, “Nah…I mean, I do like
it, but it just isn’t feasible for me to buy something like that
being that…I’m well, you know…..single,” Mindy replied shrugging
her shoulders. “However, I am hungry.”

“We can change that, you know. The single
part,” Sally said hopefully, “After all, Kevin is very
interested…”

“Not another word about Kevin,” Mindy
retorted, sharply. “I’m not ready for any kind of relationship
right now, Sally. I told you, I need to get over Michael before I
get involved again.”

“You’re taking a mighty long time to get over
him, though. It’s been over a year. Don’t you think it’s time you
moved on?” Sally pressed.

“Look, we obviously aren’t going to agree on
anything today, so let’s just drop it, okay? I think we should just
leave,” Mindy replied.

Sally looked deep into her friend’s eyes for
a few seconds before nodding in agreement. She knew there was
something Mindy wasn’t telling her, but trusted that she would be
told when Mindy felt good and ready.

They had been friends since high school and
Mindy had always been somewhat secretive, even with her. Some days
it bothered Sally that Mindy was so secretive, but she found it was
usually the best not to push the subject.

Mindy lagged behind Sally a bit when they
walked out of the shopping complex. She felt guilty about lying to
Sally again, especially since she was no longer in love with
Michael and had actually been over him a mere few weeks after the
nasty break-up. Mindy found that she was over Michael the moment
she got a job with the same company Sally worked for, when she had
met her current love interest.

Sally had told her that there were many hot
guys at the company who could help her get over her ex, and had
even been nice enough to introduce her to Kevin, who was good
looking and single.

However, of all the men who were available,
Mindy had to fall in love with the one who had already set his eyes
on Sally, this being the reason why Mindy felt she had to make
Sally believe that she was not ready to move on yet. There was
something about Gary that just drew Mindy to him, no matter how
hard she tried to turn her head.

They headed to their cars through the falling
snow and bitter cold, when suddenly they both came to a dead stop
amidst a drift of snow in the crowded parking lot. Sally blinked a
couple of times to make sure that the white-out conditions weren’t
messing with her eyes.

“Did you move your car, Mindy?” Sally asked,
slightly confused.

Sally stared at the spot; she really hoped
she was just seeing things there. She grimaced, though this isn’t,
and wouldn’t be, the last time Mindy had lost her car. There was
one day back when they were going to college together that
something similar to this occurred, except that it was spring break
and they went to a large music festival in Mindy’s car. It was late
at night and the parking lot was still very full; however, they had
decided that they were beat and wanted to get back to their
hotel.

When they got back to the parking lot, Mindy
had lost track of her car. Then they spent a good two hours looking
for it, mistaking other cars for hers in the dark. Eventually, once
the parking lot was starting to finally empty, they found the car.
Sally had never been so irritated. She prodded Mindy, who seemed to
be in outer space at that exact moment.

“Huh?” Mindy replied; snapping out of her
thoughts and looking around.

“Your car…did you move it?” Sally repeated,
somewhat agitated for having to repeat herself.

“No. I was with you the whole time. Why would
you…ask…that..?” Mindy responded, her speech trailing off as she
realized that they were standing beside Sally’s car.

When they had arrived at the mall, they had
parked adjacent to each other in the parking lot. Now though, there
were cars on each side of Sally’s car that didn’t even come close
to resembling Mindy’s old dirty blue Malibu.

“Where’s my car?” Mindy said, her voice
trembling slightly.

“That’s what I am wondering myself,” Sally
replied, glancing around the parking lot; the gears turning in her
head, trying to absorb the situation.

A moment passed with both of them looking
around the lot. At this point Mindy was becoming more and more
panicky by the minute. That worried little voice in the back of her
head was re-enforcing today’s odd events even more. Today was
different, and deep down Mindy knew it.

“Oh my God,” Mindy shouted, finally losing
control and dropping her shopping bag in the snow at her feet.
“Someone stole my car. Someone stole my car!”

“Calm down, Mindy,” Sally said in a hushed
tone, as several people who were within earshot started looking at
them. “There must be some explanation for your car not being here.
Let’s go find a security guard.”

“Why not just call the police?” Mindy asked,
reaching in her bag for her smart phone.

However, after taking out her phone, Mindy
realized looking down at the screen, that it was flashing the
message “No Signal.” She shook her head, as this was unusual.
Normally her phone always had signal, no matter where she was.

“What? This is weird…is your phone picking up
signal, Sally?” she asked.

“Ah…let me see…” Sally answered, taking out
hers as well. “Hmm…it’s saying ‘emergency calls only,’ what do you
know?”

“Well, at least we can try calling 911,” said
Mindy.

Sally dialed the emergency number, but after
a couple of seconds her call dropped. She attempted the call
several more times, but received the same results. She then tried
with Mindy’s phone, but to no avail, then she finally gave up.

“Could someone please call 911?” she asked,
raising her voice loud enough to be heard by the few people who now
lingered around nearby, after hearing Mindy’s declaration about her
car being stolen.

Several people around them took out there
phones to call. Oddly enough though, no one else had network access
either, even though some phones had “emergency calls only.” All
attempts to call 911 failed.

People were starting to talk and murmur about
this discovery, making Mindy even more superstitious about today’s
occurrences. Before Mindy could voice this concern, Sally grabbed
her hand, pulling her away from her chaotic thoughts.

“I think we should really find a security
guard to help us,” Sally said, impatiently tugging on Mindy’s hand.
She also took this opportunity to snag up Mindy’s bag from where it
was dropped in the snow.

After putting Mindy’s bag in her car, she led
her in search of uniformed personnel. They didn’t have to go far,
one of them was found helping an elderly woman park several meters
away. The woman’s coat was half open, despite the harsh chill and
cold around them, but what was more ridiculous was the gold dress
she was wearing underneath.

Sally had to wonder if she was suffering from
dementia or if maybe she let her teenage granddaughter dress her
that morning. Teenagers nowadays wear the strangest fashions, she
thought, as she shook her head in dismissal. They quickly rushed
over to him and waited a moment for him to finish with the woman
before stating their cause.

However, he wasn’t of much help, stating that
he hadn’t seen or heard anything unusual, and that they would have
to get a police report in order for security camera footage to be
released. Sally thought this was strange, given that normally the
guard would look over things himself. He was still not helpful even
when they pointed out that the phones they had on them, and on
those around them, had no signal in which to even call the
police.

He looked around and nodded to the woman that
he knew as Ceecee; the footage the young woman asked about was to
be erased, but he needed to stall her and her friend first and
foremost.

“But my car could be reduced to scrap by
then,” exclaimed Mindy, her voice frantic.

“I’m really sorry, ma’am. There’s really
nothing else we can do for you at this time without a police
report,” said the guard, turning away from them to move on to the
next person seeking help.

“Let me speak with your supervisor,” charged
Mindy just as he started to walk away.

“That won’t be necessary,” Sally chimed in,
grabbing hold of Mindy’s shoulders, “I think that would be a waste
of time. I have a better idea.”

“Oh yeah, what is that, Sally?” Mindy asked,
poorly hiding a note of sarcasm in her tone.

After waving goodbye to the security guard,
Sally pulled Mindy back to her car. By that time the small little
cluster of people around Sally’s car had dispersed; probably still
musing on the fact that none of them had a viable phone signal.

“I think it’d be best to drive around for a
while and see if your car is still in the area. With all the
traffic on the road, who knows…probably whoever took it hasn’t
gotten very far,” said Sally.

Mindy agreed, and hurriedly got in and
fastened her seatbelt.

Sally and Mindy, both real estate agents in
their mid-twenties, were yin and yang in comparison. Many of their
mutual friends wondered how they had remained friends for so long,
being so different from one another.

Sally was the more energetic and cool-headed
of the two, usually taking the lead and making the hard decisions
when necessary. Mindy, on the other hand, was impatient, impulsive
at times, and didn’t handle pressure very well at all.

They had even attended the same college after
leaving high school, and studied the same thing, but went on
different career paths after leaving college. However, when Mindy
lost her job and her boyfriend soon after, Sally pulled some
strings at her workplace, and soon they became co-workers in
addition to being best friends.

Now with Mindy’s car gone, it was Sally who
was taking charge of the situation once again, as she had done so
many times in the past.

She didn’t mind being there for Mindy, but
every now and then she wondered what would happen if she wasn’t
there to support her. Even though they were so different, on some
levels they worked so well together, like a well-oiled machine.

“Don’t worry Mindy, you’ll get back your
car,” said Sally, trying to sound as reassuring as possible given
the situation.

They had driven through the huge parking lot
and ended up back where they started with no sign of the car, and
Mindy seemed to be on the edge of crying as they headed out onto
the road.

As Sally turned out onto the street, Mindy
finally spoke up with a tearful whisper, “I really hope so.”

The snow still came down like a white blanket
of death around them, but Sally knew they needed to continue
looking despite the harsh road conditions that were before them.
Losing even an old vehicle can cause much grief; it’s like losing a
reliable friend in retrospect.

The traffic was still heavy out on the road
with people going home from work, and Sally began to seriously
doubt her original plan. Even as she merged in with the throng of
traffic, deep down she knew the thief had to be further ahead of
them by now, but it was worth even a long shot.

“Drive that way, Sally,” said Mindy, pointing
to the hard shoulder up ahead.

Sally’s eyebrows wrinkled at the suggestion,
but she forged on. Driving on that part of the road was illegal and
dangerous. Still, it was the only way that they could get ahead of
the traffic and have a chance of catching up with the missing car.
Without another thought, she swung her luxury Mazda onto the narrow
lane and stepped on the gas, taking the risk, just for Mindy’s
sake.

Several minutes later, they were nearing the
end of the roadway where there was an intersection where the hard
shoulder converged into regular traffic, going in two different
directions. They still hadn’t seen any sign of Mindy’s car, and as
Sally glanced at her, she could see the tears starting to well up
in her best friend’s eyes.

“So much for your great plan, Sally,” Mindy
blurted out, obviously hurt and worried.

“What?”

“Your plan…it didn’t work,” said Mindy, with
a hint of temerity.

“I’m sorry Mindy, but with the traffic being
so heavy, I thought we had a slim chance of catching up with
whoever took your car,” Sally replied, trying to convey her
sincerity even in this situation.

“Well, you thought wrong,” Mindy snapped,
“For all I know it could be anywhere right now. I don’t know why I
allowed you to convince me to go to the mall.”

“Oh. So now you’re blaming me, Mindy?” Sally
spat back, starting to really get irritated.

“Well, we wouldn’t be here now if I hadn’t
followed you, would we?” Mindy retorted.

“Okay, that’s enough!” Sally hissed as she
mashed the brakes suddenly, jolting them forward. “Blaming me won’t
help the situation. Besides, you’ve never ever complained about
coming to the mall with me before, and anyway, won’t your insurance
company help you to get another car if it’s stolen? All you need to
do is call them and make the report to the police. As a matter of
fact, I’m taking you to the police station right now.”

Mindy opened her mouth to respond, but no
words came out. It was always so hard to actually argue with
Sally’s sound judgment. She had never managed to win in an argument
with Sally before because Sally always seemed to put things into
perspective so well. A few moments later, when she did manage to
respond, her tone was somewhat penitent.

“I’m sorry Sally, it’s just that I can’t
believe my car is gone. We were only in the mall for an hour or so.
Why would someone want to steal such an old car anyway?” she
finally managed to say. It was definitely very odd indeed that
someone would want such a beat up old thing like her Malibu.

Sally didn’t respond; she felt slightly
wounded by Mindy’s earlier comments and could feel her mood
souring. They were almost at the intersection when she put the car
in gear once more to set it in motion, showing scant regard for an
oncoming pickup truck as she swerved off the hard shoulder into the
left lane in front of it.

She could hear the blare of the pickup’s horn
followed by a few curse words from its driver, but she was
oblivious to that, especially since the light ahead of them was
green. Sally’s current mood was affecting her driving, but at that
particular moment she really didn’t care.

Mindy glanced at her as she accelerated,
realizing that Sally was upset. She instinctively clamped her hands
down on either side of the seat. Before she could say anything,
however, she was being thrown forward again, this time quite
violently, as Sally stepped on the brakes sharply. Both women
opened their eyes wide with a deer-in-headlight expression on each
of their faces.

“Sally…watch out!” screamed Mindy.

There was a loud screech as the vehicle
struggled to come to a complete stop before hitting the obstacle
that had appeared out of nowhere. Needless to say, it was
unsuccessful and there was a soft thud at the very moment when it
stopped.

“Oh damn,” uttered Sally as Mindy continued
to scream, unable to vent her own shock in any other manner.

She wanted to scream at her to shut up, but
decided against it. Instead Sally got out of the car to see who or
what she had hit. It was a man dressed in full black, clutching a
handbag and a huge shopping bag. He looked dazed, sprawled out on
his back, but he moved his head and fluttered his eyes in Sally’s
direction, indicating that he was alive. She visibly sighed in
relief.

“Oh God, we hit a man! Is he dead?!”
exclaimed Mindy, who was now standing beside Sally in muddy tire
tracks left from the cars before them.

Before Sally could tell her to calm down, two
cops came running across the street from a nearby plaza and told
the ladies to back away. Sally and Mindy, at this point, looked at
each other in bewilderment; which completely shocked Mindy into
silence and replaced her panic as well.

“Stand back ladies, this guy is dangerous,”
shouted one of the officers.

The women quickly retreated, almost going
back into the car as they realized that the policemen had been
chasing the man who was now lying on the ground before them.

“Looks like you will live, you lucky
bastard,” said one of the officers, slapping a pair of handcuffs
onto the man who was now sitting on his haunches in the snow.

“Come on, get up. Let’s go,” ordered the
officer, his voice quite stern.

The man managed to stand up as the officers
helped him to his feet before escorting him to a squad car which
had just arrived on the scene. Sally and Mindy were still
speechless when one of the officers returned to speak with
them.

“We’re really sorry. He just came out of
nowhere..,” Sally began, not really sure what had just transpired
before her own eyes.

“No need to explain or feel sorry, ma’am,”
the officer said, cutting her off. “Thank you both. Thank you, for
saving us the time and effort of chasing this sleaze bag down.
Look, he just took these bags from a woman at knifepoint inside the
plaza. I’m sure she’ll be happy to get back her possessions.” He
paused a moment and looked at them, concerned. “Are you ladies
okay, though?”

“Ah…yes…we are,” Sally answered, looking
across at a still shaking Mindy.

Their seatbelts had prevented them from being
thrown into the windshield with the sudden stop, so they weren’t
feeling any real physical pain, at least not yet. The car also
seemed fine, showing no dents to the hard nose of the relatively
new Mazda.

A small crowd had now gathered, and the other
officer held up both bags for everyone to see. The bystanders
started to murmur, some cracking jokes as it became evident what
had just transpired.

As a smile returned to Sally’s face, the
officer shook her hand and then Mindy’s hand before setting off in
the direction of the plaza with his partner in tow, apparently to
find the woman who had been so unfortunate to have been robbed on
such a dreary snowy day.

There were a few cheers and some applause as
the police car with the criminal drove away. Mindy and Sally tried
to get a closer look at him, but he held his head down as the car
drove off, he seemed very embarrassed about being run over while
trying to make off with the woman’s belongings.

“Wow, I can’t believe we got away with that,”
said Mindy, after they had gotten back in the car.

“Apparently, we were doing the police a
favor,” Sally said, smiling as she started the car up once more and
drove away.

“Yeah, some heroes we are,” Mindy replied
with a laugh. It was the first time she even came close to seeing
such an odd situation, let alone the fact that it happened to
her.

“Oh crap,” Sally exclaimed, after they had
gone a few blocks. She bit her lip just a little.

“What is it now, Sally?” Mindy asked,
sounding worried all over again. It was just one thing after
another today.

“We should have reported your car stolen to
those cops,” she replied, sheepishly.

In all the ensuing mayhem, it had completely
slipped her mind about why they were originally there in the first
place.
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