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  Present day


  March 12, 2021


  Flying to Austin, Texas


  “Sir.” A long sigh… “Sir?”


  “Nigel, wake up. She wants to know what you want to eat,” comments my seatmate.


  I look up at the flight attendant. Nice looking babe. Short, blonde hair with green eyes looking at me through the custom American Airlines face shield.


  “Chicken, I will have the chicken and some white wine, please,” I say to the flight attendant.


  New federal guidelines due to the coronavirus pandemic allow individuals to decide on their own about how to best protect themselves, but it is surprising to see that she is wearing a face shield. They are so cumbersome and clunky. I guess the old saying, “better safe than sorry” still applies.


  “Sorry, but we’re out of chicken.”


  “Fine, I’ll take the beef dish and red wine, Cabernet, if you have it. Please,” I say.


  I can’t quite place the six-point facial alignment that I need for full identification, but she does seem to exhibit face characteristics that are consistent with our database. I smile, taking the time to get a good look at her beautiful green eyes, before deciding whether I need to report her for further identification by our surveillance team. This trip is my first chance to use my face recognition training for my new job.


  Traditionally, face recognition uses a six-point biometric system that consists of the eyes, nose, chin, and ears. But ever since the COVID-19 pandemic last year, the world of face recognition has been turned upside down with the use of masks, scarves, and even these shields.


  The flight attendant nods and moves on towards the back of the plane.


  My seatmate, Clare, comments through her face covering, “Jesus, Nigel, why do you always have to be such a pain?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, I thought asking for a Cabernet was a reasonable request,” I say looking at Clare.


  I still haven’t gotten used to her wearing a face cover. She isn’t in any one of the at-risk categories, but that hasn’t diminished her enthusiasm for being cautious. Personally, I don’t bother to wear one anymore. I just don’t feel the necessity.


  I learned during my training sessions at Face Value that a person’s face can be altered by a variety of means. Cosmetic surgery is the most common with aging close behind. However, ever since the coronavirus outbreak, people have been using face masks or face coverings for protection along with sunglasses and hats, which presents a problem for law enforcement. Who is wearing it for personal protection and who is wearing it to hide from surveillance?


  Most of the time the uncertainty doesn’t require the involvement of our surveillance team, which I think is the case for the flight attendant. But, the guy up in first class offers a completely different challenge. He isn’t wearing a face mask, and I am pretty certain that his face is not in our database. I’ll have to check him out a little more carefully when we land.


  “I gotta pee,” Clare pushes up my tray and rushes past me, not giving me time to make room. But, then again, looking at her butt reminds me of a time when I focused on things other than faces.
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  Clare returns ranting about the line for the restroom and the lack of amenities, which I think means toilet paper.


  “How’d it go?” I say.


  “How come they can’t build bigger bathrooms in these wide-body jets? Here it is 2021 and with all the technology in the world, they skimp on bathrooms. I don’t get it,” she says.


  “Here ya go, hun,” Gretchen, the flight attendant, says handing me a plastic container with what I assume is my meal. “I was able to find you a chicken dish after all.”


  “Thanks, I really appreciate that very much,” I say.


  “Oh, I almost forgot your wine,” she says, handing me a mini bottle of Pinot Grigio. The one problem with this virus-protection thing has been an increase in plastic use. So much for protecting the planet.


  “Thanks, again.”


  She gives me a little wink through the face shield and says, “Anytime sweetie.”


  [image: ]


  Mae gets the text from Nigel during the flight to Austin. She is sitting about three rows back and can’t see him, but she does see the flight attendant.


  Mae relishes the chance to get out of San Diego. She isn’t much of a beach girl, and there isn’t much culture in and around San Diego itself. It still kind of has that beachy vibe from the 1960’s, and being from San Francisco, Mae likes a little more culture and glitz.


  Looking down at her phone, Mae reads the text from Nigel again:


  


  One firm contact – blonde stewardess, name tag says Gretchen, 90% confidence


  One soft contact – first class cabin, older gentleman, black suit, short haircut, big ears, 15% confidence


  


  Mae smiles. She checks out the flight attendant when she comes by with the food. It is always fun trying to figure out who is not in the Face Value database. If Nigel ranked the stewardess at a 90% confidence level, then it is certain that this Gretchen is in their database.


  But just to make sure, Mae will take a photograph of Gretchen and upload it into their system. By the time they land, the Face Value software system will have run Gretchen’s image against the 300 million images in the database.


  The older gentlemen will be another story. If Nigel scored him with a 15% confidence rank, it probably means that his facial characteristics are not found within their database, and that is of concern. So, it is imperative that she gets some kind of photograph of him. Mae will need to get one at the airport, and that is going to be tricky.


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER 1


  Austin-Bergstrom International Airport


  Austin, Texas


  March 12, 2021


  Looking out the airplane window as we taxi to our gate got me thinking. I feel lucky to have the new job with Face Value Corporation. I am excited to attend the 2021 South by Southwest Festival even though it is going to be smaller than in years past.


  I have been out of full-time work for about a decade and only working part-time. So, it feels good to be productive and useful. As for the job itself, I just sort of fell into it. I don’t know how to write computer code, and I’m not a first responder, but I do have a knack for remembering faces–a knack that sometimes gets me into trouble.


  “Come on, Nigel,” Clare says. “Get a move on. We need to catch the shuttle to the hotel because the next one won’t be for another hour.”


  Clare and I are stumbling along with the crowd towards baggage claim. Amazingly, people are still wearing all types of face covers and some with gloves even with the relaxed Federal guidelines.


  Clare rushes off hoping to claim our bags before I arrive. Suddenly, an image on the right of me comes into focus. The guy from first class. He is standing right next to me, but now he is wearing an N95 face mask. Christ, just what I need.


  Tall, fit, and trim. Nice suit and a briefcase. Ears are often a giveaway. This guy’s ears are huge. I don’t mean Dumbo huge, but bigger than most. People don’t think ears are that different, but they are. And, given the current situation with face masks they have become even more critical for face recognition surveillance.


  “Excuse me,” I say looking for some point of reference. “Did you hear which baggage carousel for the flight out of San Diego?”


  He shakes his head sideways and, in a muffled, Texas drawl says, “Sonny, sure as fire, the bags will be on Carousel 5.”


  “Uh, pardon me?” I don’t quite understand what the fuck “sure as fire” means.


  He laughs in that big Texan way and steps in front of me and moves to the left side of the escalator. “Follow me.”


  We scurry down the final few steps of the escalator and turn right towards what I assume is Carousel 5.


  Five minutes later, we arrive at the carousel, and Clare is standing there with our bags.


  “Let’s go slowpoke,” she says still wearing her face cover, quizzing me with her eyes about the Texas guy.


  I want to tell Clare that I need more time to identify his face. So, I say, “This guy was helping me find the carousel.”


  He nods at Clare in that Texas Ranger kind of way. “Howdy, ma’am. Glad to be of service.”


  He looks over her shoulder towards the carousel and then steps to pick up his bag. Before I can get one final look, he is off. Crap! I need to remember a few details–big ears, fit and trim, wide eyes with brown shades. Short military haircut.


  “Watch where you’re goin’, little lady,” I hear the Texas guy say. I look back hoping to get one more look, but I see him rush off, pushing a small Asian woman with a Hello Kitty face cover out of the way.


  I take a second look and shake my head. Clare is pulling me along towards the exit. “Let’s get to the shuttle, Nigel.”


  As we push our way onto the airport shuttle, I am reminded how quickly life can change. One short year ago I desperately needed to find a job, and I was a bit agitated with my lack of progress. But now I’m being paid to attend the fancy South by Southwest Festival with a beautiful woman by my side. Who would’ve thought?
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  By the time Mae gets to Carousel 5, she sees the older guy chatting with Nigel and Clare. She tries to maneuver inconspicuously to hear the conversation but without much luck. There aren’t many people around for her to hide behind.


  Mae isn’t a big fan of Clare and wonders what Nigel sees in her. She is pretty and does have big boobs, but there is something about her that does not sit right with Mae.


  The old guy reaches around Clare to grab his bag off the carousel. This is the opportunity that Mae is looking for. She judges his path and walks in a straight line.


  Bump.


  “Watch where you’re goin’, little lady,” old guy says to her through his face mask.


  Mae pretends to be looking at her phone, “Sorry, sir.” Giggling like a schoolgirl through her Hello Kitty face cover.


  Smile bastard. You’re on candid camera. Snap.


  With that, Mae moves away, centering the picture of the old guy in the Face Value mobile app. His eyes and ears are prominent in the photograph, which will be helpful for processing. However, even the most robust face recognition software has difficulties identifying faces with such limited biometrics. She had already experienced a few false positives from other pictures taken of people wearing face masks, and the end result was not pretty.


  Hitting send, Mae looks back to see Nigel and Clare laughing as they walk off. How cute, Mae thinks. Once she figures out what is going on with the old guy, it is time to learn a little more about Clare.


  CHAPTER 2


  Austin, Texas


  March 12, 2021


  Before getting on the hotel shuttle, the driver scans Clare and I to make sure we do not have a high temperature. We have to show our ‘immunity passport’ from the TSA mobile app, which verifies that we have been tested for the coronavirus and are not considered infectious. Then, we have to sanitize our hands because we are not wearing gloves.


  After getting on the shuttle and finding a seat, I look around at our fellow passengers. Most are wearing some kind of face protection and gloves, but there are a few like me going rogue. One guy is trying to make small talk with a hot looking redhead and not doing a particularly good job of it. I think his confederate flag bandana might be the problem.


  The shuttle pulls up in front of the Austin Hilton. There is a line of people waiting to board, dreading the 30-minute pre-boarding process. Clare and I disembark. I pick up our bags and stumble down the small stairway.


  “Nigel, give the man a tip,” Clare bellows as she heads into the hotel. I fumble through my pockets, hoping to find something. I pull out a few dollars and a piece of gum.


  The shuttle driver looks at my offering over his face mask and shakes his head, “Don’t worry, man. Who wants to touch cash anymore?” But he does take the piece of gum with gloved hands. “Juicy Fruit. I love this stuff, reminds me of growing up,” he remarks, turning to climb back into the shuttle bus.


  The Austin Hilton isn’t one of the new trendy hotels, but it has recently been renovated to comply with the new Federal Social Distance guidelines. Located almost adjacent to the Austin Convention Center, it offers access to almost all the venues being held at SXSW.


  I walk up to the front desk just as the attendant spoke to Clare, “Thanks for providing your immunity passport and face scan. We have you registered for one of our executive suites with a king-size bed. I just need a credit card,” the slightly frumpy looking man says through his custom face shield.


  People have been using the clear panel shields instead of a face mask in preparation for new Federal regulations. There is legislation pending Senate approval mandating a clear line of sight for a person’s mouth to help protect the rights of the hearing impaired and seniors who rely upon lip reading.


  Face masks were the obvious choice at the beginning of the coronavirus outbreak, but issues with those with glasses and a feeling of suffocation prompted the need for alternatives. The face shield seems to be catching on because it provides a full view of a person’s face and doesn’t make one feel like they are in the hospital.


  I look around to check out the lobby. I can see staff and guests wearing a variety of face coverings although the face mask is still the most common type. I don’t see any faces that catch my attention, but I notice that the concierge is good looking, even with her custom face mask on.


  “Nigel, give the man your credit card,” barks Clare through the Prada shawl draped across her face. She likes this more stylish look than a face mask. And, truthfully, I like it much better as well.


  “Sorry, I was just checking out the lobby. Very nice,” I say handing over my American Express card to the attendant who grabs it with gloved fingers.


  “Why thank you, Mr. Grant. And thank you for being a gold Hilton Rewards member. We are immensely proud of our hotel and restaurant. Make sure you check with concierge services about the many events in town this weekend. South by Southwest takes over a lot of venues, but with a smaller festival this year there are some other attractions that you might find of interest.”


  “Yes, I think I will come down later and see what’s going on,” giving the attendant a friendly smile.


  “Okay, your room is on the 10th floor on our Executive Level. There is a separate lounge up there with fresh fruit all day long and a wine reception at 6 PM,” the front desk attendant says. “And, rest assured that we take great care keeping our facility clean and sterile as per Federal regulations. Our housekeeping staff disinfects the elevators and escalators every hour.” He hands me the little envelope with the digital key. “Do you need help with your luggage?” he asks looking down at our bags.


  “Nope, got that covered, but thanks,” I say reaching down to pick up the bags.


  Clare and I head over to the bank of elevators. Clare turns to me, “So, you’re going to check in with the concierge to see what’s going on in town, are you?” she bristles. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with that tight skirt she’s wearing, would it?”


  “You know, I didn’t even notice that,” turning to look at the young lady. “Why gosh, you’re correct. She does fill out that skirt.”


  Clare punches me in the arm. “You’re such a liar, Nigel. Go on, have your fun with her,” she teases, “But, first you might want to see what I have planned for tonight!”
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  Clare and I are excited to travel after having been locked down in San Diego, and we are thankful that some of the restrictions have been lifted. The Federal travel guidelines allow individuals the choice to wear face coverings and gloves. However, it is still mandated that any business that offers client-facing services must provide face protection to their employees when requested. It also shortens the social distance requirement to arm length. However, one new little twist that is causing a lot of headaches requires that every individual has to be subjected to a thermal face scan when traveling on public transportation and attending events of 50 or more or public venues like restaurants and bars.


  The ACLU and other privacy groups are up in arms about the impact of these travel guidelines on personal freedom. Protecting the citizen from harm is all that matters in today’s world. The loss of privacy and freedom is sweeping the world, agnostic of the government affiliation.


  I don’t really give a damn. I figure that when my time is up, there isn’t much I can do. Wearing a mask and washing my hands isn’t going to get me through the pearly gates anyway. I lost that opportunity years ago!


  Riding up the elevator to our room, Clare continues to tease me about the concierge. Thankfully, as soon as the door opens on our floor, she races out of the elevator to get to our room. She places the digital key on the sensor and pushes the door open, not thinking about holding the door for me. I catch the door with one of the bags and then slip through before it closes.


  “Stop, don’t go any further, buster,” she commands, camera at the ready.


  Oh, brother, here we go again–the ritual. Clare starts taking pictures of the room: how it looks from the door, what the bathroom looks like, and how the amenities are laid out.


  “That is quite the view,” I comment, hoping to direct her attention away from the door.


  I would kind of like to put this bag down.


  “Just a second. I’ve got to take a picture of the beds. Look how they have those nice chocolates laid out with a welcome card,” she says.


  For the moment, I am glad that her attention is focused on picture taking. I’ve got to put these bags down and go visit the john. Traveling wreaks havoc on my daily constitutional.


  “Clare. Do you need to use the bathroom?” I ask, placing the bags on the floor.


  “No, go ahead, but turn on that fan. I don’t want you stinking up the room,” Clare says.


  But, before I get to make the move, a bell chimes. “Clare, your phone is buzzing.”


  “It isn’t my phone. It’s the door-bell,” she replies, lowering the Prada shawl to her shoulders.


  Being one for safety, I look through the peephole at a figure that takes up the whole field of vision. Wow, that is one big dude.


  “Hello? Who is it?” I say in my deepest voice.


  “Hotel Security, Mr. Grant.”


  I open the door slowly, peering through the crack.


  “Sorry to bother you, Mr. Grant. But it appears we did not get your thermal scan. Can you come down to the front desk?” asks the security guy through his face mask. He is wearing a traditional face mask with a swirly Hilton logo placed front and center on the mask. It looks a bit odd on his gigantic head.


  This guy is about 6’6” and the size of a small rhino. “You play at UT?” I joke, my voice wobbling.


  “Nope, Baylor. Can we get you down to the front desk now, Mr. Grant!” he says with a little bit of urgency.


  “Yeah, let me get a few things unpacked, and I will be right down. Is that okay?” I say dismissively.


  “No problem, I will just wait out here for you,” Security Guy says firmly.


  Okay, have it your way, but I gotta take that dump, and then I will go down to the front desk.


  “What is that all about?” asks Clare, looking up from her phone sans face cover.


  “They forgot to do the thermal scan,” I reply.


  “I wondered why they didn’t do that,” she says.


  About 20 minutes later, I step out of my hotel room, expecting Security Guy to have gotten bored and moved on.


  “Everything okay?” he says looking at me from across the hallway. His massive body is covering up the door across the hall.


  “Yep, just had to make a little pit stop,” I say, realizing that I have forgotten my mask.


  He nods his head with understanding. He speaks into a microphone on his sleeve, like the secret service.


  “I’m coming down with Mr. Grant.”


  As I watch him lumber down the hallway, with a decided limp on the right side, I am reminded of my friend, Carle. He has a bum right knee.


  “You play O-line?” I ask.


  “Yes, sir. Strong side, right tackle. I played all four years at Baylor. We went to the Cotton Bowl my senior year, which is what got me to the ‘Boys,” he strides through the hallway on a mission. Deliver Mr. Grant to the front desk.


  Security Guy and I exit the elevator, our casual chat about football and Baylor over. I felt small and frail standing next to him in the elevator, which is something, because I’m no slouch. I am about 6’2” on a good day albeit about twenty pounds overweight.


  “Mr. Grant.”


  I find myself standing at the front desk with some manager dude looking at me over a Hilton-logo face shield.


  “Mr. Grant. Are you okay?” he quizzes me.


  Damn, why do people always think something is wrong with me? “Yes, I’m great. Thanks,” I respond with as much assurance as I can. “What a great hotel you have here. Our room is magnificent.”


  “And, he said the bathroom facilities are top-notch,” says Security Guy, conveying in a sly way why we were running late.


  “Yes, sorry for the delay, but travel upsets my stomach,” I say looking at Security Guy. Screw you. Hope you get arthritis in that bum knee of yours, asshole.


  “No problem. Travel does take its toll on the old digestive system. Make sure you hydrate. That is what I find most beneficial,” Manager Dude comments in that all-knowing way.


  “That will be enough, Dwight. There appears to be a problem up on the 4th floor. Go check it out and report back.”


  Dwight! Never would’ve guessed that one. He seems more of the generation that named their boys Josh or Kyle, maybe even, Cody. Trendy names. Not Dwight.


  “Nice chatting with you, Dwight,” I chime in my most annoying voice. Dwight turns around and gives me what I assume is a ‘just you wait, fucker’ look.


  Manager Dude watches Dwight lumber off to the 4th floor. “Dwight means well. He doesn’t have the best interpersonal skills,” Manager Dude comments. “I think it might have something to do with his head getting banged around in his helmet.”


  We watch Dwight walk into the elevator. His massive body filling every nook and cranny.


  “Yep, correct on all accounts,” I say. “Now I guess you need to scan my face?”
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  “Say, cheese!” the manager dude says. “Thank you very much, Mr. Grant. I also need to see your TSA immunity passport?”


  “No problem,” I say placing my phone on the counter. “Here you go.”


  It is pretty simple and quick. They have one of the newer FLIR systems with the digital camera and thermal detector all in one. It is the state of art and offers the best resolution for face recognition in the industry.


  The fact that it does more than just assess your temperature is often overlooked by most people. I suspect the media doesn’t know, and the government doesn’t really want that detail to be common knowledge.


  “So, where do you guys store all of this data?” I ask.


  “Oh, we don’t store anything,” says the manager dude. “We just verify that you don’t have a fever and then check your facial image with the Federal database. If everything checks out, it gets purged from our system every night.”


  I look at him, realizing that he doesn’t know shit about what is going on, so I just say, “Uh huh” and go back to my room.


  What he doesn’t know is that there is about 10% of the population not in that Federal database, and when extrapolated worldwide the figure climbs to about 15%. The problem is determining whether those individuals aren’t in there because of some hiccup in the system or because they are actively working to not get discovered.


  As I step out of the elevator, I am reminded that without all of these concerns regarding face recognition, I wouldn’t have this wonderful new career.


  I come back to the room in good spirits and a smile. “What’s with the smile?” asks Clare, walking towards me with a mischievous grin.


  “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about how lucky I am that the world needs help identifying people in real time,” I comment.


  “How so? Clare asks.


  “Well, for one I wouldn’t have this wonderful job,” I say pulling her close, “and two, I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of meeting you.”


  “Who, me? Or, do you mean the concierge?” she says, running her hand down along my thigh.


  “Nope. Not even tempted,” I say proudly. Actually, I did look over at the concierge desk, but the cute blonde was gone, so I just came back to the room.


  “What are the plans for tonight?” I ask.


  “I don’t know, let’s go see what downtown Austin has to offer,” Clare replies, brushing her breasts across my face, “and then we can discuss dessert when we come back.”


  Austin, Texas – a town renowned for its barbeque, and all I can think about is dessert.


  PART TWO


  CHAPTER 3


  San Diego, California


  Monday, December 21, 2020


  The spring term at Portland State didn’t start until January 4th, so I decided to head down to San Diego for some sunshine over Christmas break. I figured the warmer weather would do me good and improve my tan. Besides, I was in desperate need to travel and get out of Portland. With the coronavirus outbreak early in the year, I hadn’t had a chance to do any of my normal summer travel. In fact, my three-week trip to Italy and France was cancelled because of limits on foreign travelers into those countries.


  There was still time before boarding the plane to San Diego, so I headed over to get some coffee at the Starbucks kiosk near my gate. It is one of the few vendors that survived the coronavirus pandemic. Most of the restaurants and shops closed and never returned. The whole travel experience is different. People just wander aimlessly before boarding their flights. Who wants to be stuck near a bunch of possible virus vectors?


  Walking towards the Starbucks near the gate for my flight, I saw a poster located at the entrance of the moving walkway. There were a bunch of different faces splattered around on the poster with some text that said, “Do you remember faces?”


  Yeah, I’m fairly good at remembering faces, I thought.


  The faces on the poster were of different shapes, sizes, and ethnicities. In addition, they were in different positions with a lot of text and scribble mixed in. And, some of them showed people with face masks or sunglasses and ball caps. At the bottom in bold letters it said, “Interested in a job? Want to live in San Diego?”


  Yeah, I want a job, and who wouldn’t want to live in fucking San Diego?


  There was a contact phone number at the bottom of the poster. Since I was going down to San Diego, I thought, what the heck. They hadn’t started to board the plane yet, so I called the number on the poster. It rang through, and I was transferred to their Human Resources department. A nice sounding babe took the call and told me they were booked for today, but that I was welcome to meet with the HR manager tomorrow, Tuesday, at 10 AM.
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  The next morning, I took a short ride over to the office in Sorrento Valley, which is technically Mira Mesa and not San Diego, but let’s not get picky. I arrived at my appointed time and was marched into an office on the first floor. It wasn’t much of an office, just a desk, with some folders laying on the desk and a filing cabinet in the back. It looked pretty spartan and clean. The desk had a plexiglass panel running down the middle, separating the interviewer and the interviewee.


  About 20 minutes later, in walked a very tall, nice looking woman about my age. She sat across from me in a plain, black suit, white blouse, and simple white pearls. No mask. No gloves. Interesting.


  “Your name, please?” she asked, peering at me through the clear plexiglass panel.


  “Nigel Grant.”


  “Your age?”


  “Do I have to share that?”


  “Yes, you do,” she smiled.


  “50,” I provided.


  “When?”


  “When what?” I questioned.


  Pretty Lady stared; her eyes fixed on me. “When is your birthday?” she said slowly.


  “Octoooober 21st, 1970,” I said slowly back.


  She gave me a quirky grin and then smiled. “Okay,” she scribbled something on the form on the desk.


  Pretty Lady looked at me, slowly twisting those white pearls around her finger. “My name is Bernadette by the way.”


  “Okay, now that we’re on a first name basis,” I said, “What now?”


  “What made you apply for this job?”


  “I saw the advertisement at the Portland airport yesterday. It seemed interesting. Is this part of Homeland Security?” I asked.


  She looked at me as if she were sizing me up. “No, it is not part of Homeland Security, and there is no direct connection with the government. This is a private company position,” she said rather firmly.


  “What part of interesting, do you mean?” she queried, waiting for my response.


  “Come again? I don’t quite follow,” I said.


  “Well, you said you saw the advertisement, and it seemed interesting. What was it that seemed interesting?” Bernadette asked.


  She pushed a piece of paper across the table. It is the advertisement with the faces from the airport. I stared at it, thinking, Hmm, what did I find interesting then? My mind began to wander. Is there a correct answer to her question?


  She was extremely attractive. I looked around the office trying to waste time.


  “Mr. Grant. Can we focus here!” she asked.


  “How come you’re not wearing a mask?” I asked.


  “I don’t think it’s necessary.”


  “Okay, I agree,” I said. “What was your question?”


  “What did you find interesting about the advertisement at the airport?” she said in an exasperated tone.


  I looked at her. “Well, the title on the poster said, ‘Do you remember faces?’, which I thought was quite interesting. And, then all those pictures of different faces including the ones with face masks got my attention.”


  “Yes. And, did any of those faces seem familiar?” she asked, leaning in.


  My mind immediately jumped to the one face that stood out. It was of a movie star, Bradley something. He did that movie with Lady Gaga. Brad Pitt, something. No, he doesn’t go by Bradley.


  Pretty Lady looked irritated but sensed some trepidation on my part. “Mr. Grant, it’s okay. You don’t have to share that information. Many of our candidates see faces that seem familiar, but they are afraid to mention it.” She checked off some boxes on the form and looked at me. “What is your academic background?”


  “Well, I did undergraduate at Cal State Northridge,” I said, thinking about my time in the San Fernando Valley.


  “What was your major?” she asked.


  “I majored in business at Cal State Northridge. I was thinking of becoming an attorney. But, after working at a law firm in Los Angeles for a couple of years, I realized that the legal profession wasn’t for me.”


  “Okay, and after Northridge?” Bernadette asked.


  “Well, about 10 years later, I went to Boston University for my MBA. They had a great business school, and I always wanted to live in Boston,” I answered remembering a favorite song,


  Please come to Boston for the springtime.


  I’m staying here with some friends and they’ve got lots of room.


  You can sell your paintings on the sidewalk, by a café where I hope to be working soon.


  Please come to Boston, she said no. Would you come home to me. And she said.


  Hey, rambling boy, why don’t you settle down.


  Was that by Kenny Loggins or Dave Loggins? I always get them confused.


  “Mr. Grant, please let’s focus!” she said. “What year did you start your MBA in Boston?”


  I looked at her. She had that annoyed look, the one that Jennifer, my ex-wife, gave me when she felt I was daydreaming.


  “Let’s see, that would have been around...2000 or 2001,” I guessed.


  “Which is it?” she asked.


  “It was 2000,” I said firmly. “I finished my MBA in 2002 and hooked up with an investment banking firm, where I spent seven years in their mergers and acquisitions group before the Great
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