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      Bridge and Nicole had just picked up their luggage and started strolling through the airport. They’d just gotten back from a two-week work trip in Africa, in which they successfully extracted a stolen painting from someone’s possession. With nothing else on the horizon, Bridge was looking forward to a brief break in the action. He was hoping for about two weeks of nothing but rest, and relaxation. Of course, he knew his definition of that would be much different from Nicole’s. In her version, the rest would be minimal. And probably lots of sex.

      As they walked through the airport, Bridge got one of those feelings that they were being watched. He turned his head to the side, though never around completely, not able to shake the feeling as they marched on. He kept his eyes open to the front and sides, though he saw nothing in either of those directions that made him nervous. But that nagging feeling of someone watching kept persisting.

      Finally, he stopped and bent down to tie his shoe. While down there, he positioned his body to the side so he could glance at the way they came. He turned his head and did a quick scan of the area, not wanting to make it seem like he was actually looking for something. Then he saw it. It didn’t take long.

      Two big guys in suits, not too far away, had also stopped. As Bridge looked at them, they looked away, which was the classic, ‘I’m following this guy, but I don’t want him to know it’ type of deal. It was just a natural reaction.

      “You good down there?” Nicole asked. “Are you triple knotting those things?”

      “Just want to make sure they’re good and tight.”

      “I think if you make them any tighter you’re gonna bust through them.”

      After Bridge was done tying both shoes, he got up and grabbed his luggage again, as he and Nicole continued their trek. With a few more minutes passed, the feeling of being watched only intensified. Bridge glanced over at his girlfriend.

      “Drop your bag.”

      “What?”

      “Drop your bag for a second,” Bridge said.

      “Why? Wanna see me bend over?”

      “Well, uh, yeah, that would be… I mean, no, that’s not what I had in mind.”

      “Then why?”

      “Don’t turn around, but I think we’re being followed.”

      “What? Why?”

      Bridge shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “So why am I dropping my bag?”

      “I wanna see if you see the same thing as I do. Just casually drop it and look back, see if you notice something.”

      As they walked, Nicole nonchalantly let go of the bag in her left hand. She turned around to grab it, casually looking around as her boyfriend asked. She quickly picked the bag up and they started walking forward again.

      “Anything?” Bridge asked.

      “I see two big guys in suits, looking like they got us marked for something.”

      “That’s them.”

      “Wonder what they want?”

      “I have a feeling we’re gonna find out soon enough.”

      “Maybe we should just turn around and confront them and ask.”

      “That never goes well.”

      “First time for everything,” Nicole said.

      “Not necessarily.”

      It only took a few more minutes before they reached the doors to exit, but Bridge’s eyes were immediately drawn to two more guys in suits, waiting just outside.

      “I’m sure that’s not a coincidence.”

      “Lots of people wear suits,” Nicole said. “Doesn’t mean it’s for us.”

      “Yeah, but they look similar to the guys behind us. They all have a certain look.”

      “Beefy?”

      “Ugly.”

      Once they went through the doors, it didn’t take long for them to finally get approached. The two men by the doors stepped in front of Bridge and Nicole to prevent them from getting any further.

      “Excuse me, you’re in my way,” Bridge said.

      “You need to come with me,” the bald man replied.

      “Um, I’m pretty sure I do not.”

      “You do.”

      “Listen, pal. I don’t know you, so I’m not going anywhere with you. Go get yourself a haircut.”

      The other man stepped in front of his partner, and slapped him on the arm, seeming disgusted by his approach.

      “What’s the matter with you?”

      The bald man shrugged, not sure what he did wrong.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Bridge. My employer would like to have a word with you, if you don’t mind.”

      Bridge looked at the bald man. “See? That’s how you talk to people.” He then looked at the nicer guy. “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested at the moment.”

      “I believe it is in regards to employment.”

      “That’s nice. But I’m still not interested.”

      The bald man readjusted his jacket, letting it be seen that he had a gun attached to his hip. Bridge noticed.

      “We’re in an airport, man.”

      The other man reprimanded his partner again, slapping him in the arm once more. “What are you doing?! Put it away!”

      The bald man grunted and closed his jacket to conceal his weapon. The nicer man spoke to Bridge again.

      “Our employer, Mr. Jankowitz, would like to offer you a job.” He pointed to a vehicle not too far away. “He is waiting in a car over there.”

      “Look, you seem like a nice guy, but I’m really not interested.”

      Bridge started to walk around the pair, but the nicer of the two men stepped in front of him to prevent him from leaving.

      “Mr. Bridge. I really don’t want to play the heavy-handed part here. But we were sent to get you and bring you to Mr. Jankowitz. He’s not the type of guy you say no to.”

      “Oh, really? So he’s one of those, huh?”

      The man smiled and nodded. “You really should talk to him.”

      “Oh, then by all means.” Bridge smiled and stuck his arm out like he was excited. “Lead the way, my good man.”

      As the two men led them over to the car, Nicole looked at her boyfriend, slightly complexed at what he was doing. She knew full well that he didn’t like being approached, and coerced, in this way. He usually bolted in the other direction. This wasn’t how he usually operated. Especially being ambushed in the airport after just completing a job.

      By this time, the two men that had been following them were now in back of them. Though Nicole wasn’t sure what her boyfriend had in mind, she was sure he had something ruminating up there. It was just a question of what.

      Once they reached the car, which looked to be one of those six-figure expensive-looking vehicles, one of the guards opened up the back door, allowing Bridge and Nicole to slide in. Already sitting in the car and waiting, was Myles Jankowitz. He had the rich guy persona down to a T. Expensive suit, thousand dollar watch, slicked back hair, shoes that cost more than most people’s mortgage payment, the works. He took off his sunglasses to greet the pair, which also cost a pretty penny.

      “Mr. Bridge, Nicole, pleasure to meet you. Thank you for giving me your time.” He tapped the driver, and the car started moving.

      “Uh, our luggage is back there,” Bridge said.

      “No worries. I’m having it sent to your hotel room. It’ll get there safe and sound, no problem.”

      “Oh. Well thanks.”

      “I apologize for meeting you in this manner, but I find someone in my position sometimes has to resort to things like this.”

      “Someone in your position?” Nicole said. “What does that mean?”

      “My name is Myles Jankowitz. I have an unearned reputation, I believe, which scares people off sometimes.”

      “Probably for good reason,” Bridge said.

      “So you’ve heard of me?”

      “Unfortunately, so.”

      Jankowitz grinned. “So you know why I operate this way.”

      “I do. I also don’t like it.”

      “As I said, I do apologize.”

      “Well I don’t know,” Nicole said. “What’s the deal?”

      Instead of letting Jankowitz talk, and likely make himself out to be better than he really was, Bridge instantly spoke up, wanting the truth to be told.

      “Mr. Jankowitz here is a criminal. He extorts people, assaults them, murder, if necessary, I guess. You know, that sort of thing. He’s got his hands in a lot of illegal activities, you could say.”

      Jankowitz laughed as he tapped his knee. “Mr. Bridge. I feel that is a character assassination. You don’t really even know me yet.”

      “And I don’t plan to. Whatever you want, I’m not interested.”

      “You haven’t even heard my offer.”

      “Because it doesn’t matter,” Bridge replied. “Whatever it is, it makes no difference. You obviously know of me, and if you do, you should know that I do not work for criminals, no matter what the situation.”

      “This could involve you getting millions of dollars.”

      Bridge shook his head, unmoved by the dollar amount, which he was sure was being exaggerated anyway. “Don’t care. I’m sure in your line of work, you have your rules, your lines you don’t cross. And so do I. And you’re a line I won’t cross.”

      Jankowitz looked at Nicole. “I would like to appeal my case to you.”

      “Oh, no. I don’t make the decisions here,” she replied. “I’m basically just a secretary. I don’t really do any field work or anything like that.”

      Jankowitz laughed. “Oh, you two. You’re quite a trip. But seriously, this is a one week job. Two at the most. Your take would be three-million dollars at the end of it.”

      Bridge briefly looked at his girlfriend, before putting his eyes back on their host. “I’m sorry. I don’t care if you offered three-trillion dollars. My answer will still be the same.”

      “Why? What is it that you have against me?”

      “Well, there’s the whole criminal thing you got going on. Very off-putting.”

      “I’m really not as bad as my reputation suggests.”

      “I think you’re exactly how your reputation suggests.”

      “You know, I can be very persuasive,” Jankowitz said.

      “I’m sure you can. But besides that, when is it that your case needs to be dealt with?”

      “Immediately.”

      Bridge grimaced. “See, that’s the other major problem. We’ve already got something else lined up. Probably will take us a few weeks.”

      Nicole looked confused as she looked at her boyfriend, knowing full-well that they had nothing else on the schedule.

      “I don’t believe you,” Jankowitz said.

      “Well, I don’t really care whether you believe me or not,” Bridge replied.

      He was about to go further when his phone rang. Bridge reached into his pocket and pulled it out, then answered it without even looking at the ID. At this point, he didn’t care who it was.

      “Mr. Bridge?” a man asked.

      “Yes, nice of you to call. I was just thinking of you.”

      “You were?”

      “Of course.”

      “Oh. Well how nice. I won’t take up too much of your time, as I know you’re busy.”

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      “Well, I was hoping I would be able to hire you for a job.”

      “Yes, the job,” Bridge said. “Like I said, we’re on it immediately. I know you’re on a time-crunch.”

      “Oh, well, yes, we are. I was anticipating having to talk about it a bit more before you decided to take the job.”

      “No need. It all sounds good.”

      “But you haven’t even heard what it is yet.”

      “I already blocked out the time needed for it.”

      “You have? Well, this is going even better than I expected.”

      “Why don’t you come over to the hotel in, let’s say, an hour? We can go over the details then, if that works for you.”

      “Why yes, yes it does.”

      “Great, do you know the way?”

      “I do, thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      “You sure will.”

      Bridge hung up and looked at Nicole. “That was our client. We’ll meet with him in about an hour.”

      “Oh,” she said, looking a little surprised. “How nice. I wasn’t prepared to… see him today.”

      Jankowitz didn’t look moved. “As I said, I can be very persuasive. Perhaps your other client can take a later date.”

      “No, I don’t think he can. And as I’ve mentioned, I’m not working for you. Case closed.”

      Jankowitz was about to plead his case further, but Bridge wouldn’t hear anything else. His mind was made up. And there was no changing it.

      “I would like to remind you that…”

      Bridge put his hand up. “I would hope you wouldn’t think these intimidation tactics would work against someone like me. With my background, I’ve probably seen more than you, and dealt with far more too. And going even further, I’m friends with numerous FBI agents, CIA agents, NSA agents, and dozens of other federal employees. And I’m quite sure you wouldn’t want me complaining to them about you, and having them dig into your activities or anything. So, why don’t we just conclude this matter and chalk it up to a misunderstanding, or we were both interested and just couldn’t agree on terms? I can move on to my next client, and you can find someone else who’s more agreeable to your position. That way we both can move on with no hard feelings, and we never have to deal with each other again.”

      “So I take it that’s your final answer?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Jankowitz smiled, finally realizing that he wasn’t going to be able to convince him. “It appears we’re at an impasse.”

      “It happens sometimes.”

      “Very well. No hard feelings?”

      “Not at all.”

      “I’ll take you back to your hotel.”

      Bridge didn’t want to spend an extra second in that car. “No need. Just drop us off at this next corner. We can walk the rest of the way.”

      “That’ll be quite a walk.”

      Bridge patted his stomach. “Well, I ate quite a bit on our last trip. I need to walk off a few pounds, anyway. It’ll be good.”

      “Very well.”

      The car pulled over at the next corner, and Bridge and Nicole bid their host goodbye, and got out of the vehicle.

      “You really couldn’t have let him drive us a little further?” Nicole asked.

      “You really wanted to be in that car longer?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      “Besides, walking’s good.”

      “Not when you have another client waiting in an hour.”

      Bridge’s eyes bulged out. “Oh, that. We gotta hurry.”

      “Wait, you’re really serious about that? You were actually talking to a client?”

      “I guess!”

      “I just assumed it was Eric.”

      “Nope.”

      “Then who was it?”

      Bridge shrugged. “Beats me! But we gotta get back to the hotel and meet whoever it is.”

      “What if the case isn’t to our liking?”

      “Well, it helped get us away from Jankowitz, so… I kind of like it already.”

      “What if it’s Mexico?”

      Bridge grunted and rolled his eyes. “Even if it’s Mexico.”
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      After getting a ride, Bridge and Nicole arrived at their hotel only a few minutes before their scheduled meeting. Once they went inside, Bridge stopped and stood still, putting his finger in the air as if he’d just come up with a brilliant thought.

      “What were we rushing for?”

      “For the meeting you set up?” Nicole said.

      “Yeah, but we can just pretend we’re not home.” He shrugged. “Easy as pie.”

      “You did tell this guy we were meeting.”

      “Yeah, but that was under duress. No court of law would hold me to that under the circumstances. I would have married a pig if it had gotten me out of that car.”

      “What’d you call me?”

      “No, wait, let’s not start that song and dance again. I’m not going there.”

      Nicole smiled. “Luke, let’s try to be a man of our word, huh?”

      Bridge shifted his facial features around as if he were insulted. “I’m always a man of my word!”

      “Yeah, well, you told this guy you’d meet him. We hurried back here to meet him. Our job is to help people. This guy obviously needs something. So let’s just do it.”

      “But we just got back today…”

      “Luke?”

      “I know, I know. Put your big-boy pants on and yadda, yadda, yadda. I got it.”

      A smug smile formed on Nicole’s face, glad she was getting through to him. It wasn’t always this easy.

      Bridge then pointed at her. “But I’m telling you, regardless of what I told him on the phone, if the job doesn't smell good, I’m not taking it.”

      “Maybe it’ll just need some air freshener.”

      “You know what I’m saying. If it’s no good, I’m backing out. I don’t care what it makes me.”

      “Understood.”

      “What was this guy’s name again?”

      “I don’t think you got it.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. Mystery man.”

      Barely five minutes went by before there was a knock on the door. Nicole quickly went over to answer it. When the door opened, a short, middle-aged man stood there. He looked pleasant, though distraught at the same time.

      “Hi, you must be…?”

      “Randolph,” the man answered. “Randolph Sample.”

      “Please come in.”

      After Nicole closed the door, she led Sample to the couch. “Can I get you a drink or anything?”

      “Just a water would be great, if you have it.”

      “Sure.”

      As Nicole walked to the kitchen, she spun her head around, wondering where her other half had disappeared to. If it wasn’t for the fact that she knew there was only one door, she might have suspected that he ducked out a different one, and let her get all the information here by herself. Then, as she came back out of the kitchen, bottle of water in hand, she noticed Bridge coming out of the bedroom. As she passed the water to her guest, Bridge came over and sat down in a chair across from Sample. The two men shook hands.

      “You must be Mr. Bridge. I talked to you on the phone.”

      “Yes, yes. And you are…?”

      “Randolph Sample.”

      “Randolph Sample. Randolph’s kind of an old-fashioned name, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, I suppose it is.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes, hoping this wasn’t going to be one of Bridge’s tangents that he liked to go on.

      “Can I call you Randy?” Bridge asked.

      “Please do.”

      “Sample’s kind of an unusual last name, isn’t it?”

      Sample shrugged and laughed. “Only one I’ve ever known. Usual to me.”

      Bridge smiled and laughed, not really seeming interested in getting to the heart of the matter. Nicole, on the other hand, didn’t want this to turn into a marathon session, and wanted to get things rolling.

      “Luke, why don’t we actually find out what Mr. Sample is here for?”

      Sample took a sip of his water, then started explaining his problem. “I own a string of mattress and furniture stores. Maybe you’ve heard of them. Sample Mattresses? Sample Furniture?”

      Bridge smirked, though it looked like he had just tasted something sour. “Do people get to sample them before they buy?”

      Sample looked bewildered at first, then a big smile erupted on his face. “Oh, that’s a little humor on your part.”

      Bridge grinned, as well. “I can’t help myself sometimes.”

      “No, that’s funny. That’s really funny.”

      Nicole sighed and rolled her eyes again, not seeing the humor.

      “No, our motto is ‘Get The Sample Touch’. Clever, huh?”

      “Oh, yes,” Bridge replied. “I would definitely get it.”

      “We pride ourselves on our customer service. We’re all about the customer.”

      “Good business model.”

      “It’s done well for me so far.”

      Nicole sat down at the other end of the couch from Sample, hoping to move things along. If she didn’t intervene, she got the idea that these two would be mindlessly rambling for a week before getting to what needed to be done.

      “Why don’t we get to what you’re really here for?” Nicole said. “What’s actually the issue?”

      Sample took another sip of his water, then sighed again as he thought about it. “Well, the issue is…” He shook his head. “I don’t quite know where to begin.”

      “Wherever you like. No need to be embarrassed or anything. We’ve heard it all before.”

      “Well, I don’t know if we’ve heard it all,” Bridge said. “I’m sure there’s a lot of things that…”

      “Luke?”

      “Oh, right. Yeah. Uh, proceed.”

      “Well, I guess the heart of the matter is someone stole money from me and… I kind of want it back.”

      Bridge leaned forward. “OK. How much money are we talking?”

      “One million dollars.”

      Bridge instantly sat back up, not expecting that much money. “Oh. OK. Nice, tidy sum. You really are doing well with your Sample Touch.”

      Sample grinned. “Yes. I now have twelve stores throughout the Tri-State area.”

      “Do you know who took the money?” Nicole asked.

      “Oh, yes. It was Alton Hamler. He worked for me. Obviously not anymore.”

      “What exactly happened?”

      “Well, I don’t really know the full story. One day, Alton just didn’t come to work. Then that turned into a week. Nobody could get a hold of him. Then after that, we noticed a million dollars was missing from the company’s finances. Nobody’s heard from him since.”

      “What was his role for you?”

      “He was sort of like a Vice-President for me. If I was on vacation or away, he’d run things for me.”

      “So he had full access to everything, I assume?” Bridge asked.

      “Oh yes. He had full keys to it all.”

      “How long has he worked for you?”

      “About a year. That’s why it’s tough to understand. I thought I knew him. Always friendly. Thought he was trustworthy. There were never any signs before this.”

      “How long ago did this happen?”

      “Two weeks ago,” Sample answered.

      “I assume the police have been notified?”

      “Yes. The police, the FBI, but, they don’t seem to have any leads on him. That’s why I’ve come to you. I’ve heard about your exploits, and was hoping you’d be able to do what the authorities have not.”

      “What is it that you want us to do?”

      “Well, I’d like you to get my money back, for one.”

      “And Hamler?”

      Sample thought for a moment. “I don’t know. I guess if he can be brought back? I’m not sure. I don’t want people thinking they can steal from me. If Alton gets away with it, what’s to prevent someone else from doing the same thing?”

      Bridge raised an eyebrow. “That’s always the chance. You do understand that even if we find him, he may have spent some of the money already?”

      “Yes. But, like I said, it’s not just about the money. I’m not in any financial hardship now. There’s millions in the bank account. But what if someone else sees him get away with it, then in six months, they do it too? I don’t want to become a sucker. No successful businessman plays the fool.”

      Bridge nodded. “I understand. So you want both Hamler and the money brought back?”

      “If possible. Or whatever money is left.”

      “And what if we get the money, but not Hamler?”

      “Well, I suppose that wouldn’t be the worst outcome. It would at least tell people that they won’t get away with it anyway. At least the money part.”

      “And what if we get Hamler, but not the money?”

      Sample sighed as he thought about it. “I guess that’s not the worst outcome, either. At least that would tell people you’ll be caught and apprehended. Though the money part would be an issue. You don’t think you can get him?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Bridge said. “I just like to lay out all the cards on the table before I take a case. That way everyone knows all the rules and outcomes beforehand. That way there’s no surprises at the end.”

      “I see. You will take the case, then?”

      “Yeah. I’ll need everything you have on Hamler, though. Addresses, phone numbers, relatives, friends, people he was close with at work, the car he drove, everything. No stones are left unturned.”

      “Oh. Well, I anticipated that.”

      Sample reached into his pocket and removed a folded-up paper. He passed it to Bridge, who promptly unfolded it and read it.

      “That is everything that I know of him. A copy of his employee file, and everything I know, I wrote down.”

      Bridge glanced at all of it. “Good. We’ll take a look at this and get started.”

      “As far as your payment, I brought a check with me. Will twenty-thousand be enough to get started?”

      “Sounds about right.”

      Nicole reached over and took the check from their client.

      “Is there anything else you need from me?” Sample asked.

      Bridge continued looking over the paper. “No, this should be enough to get us started. We’ll check in with you every few days to keep you updated.”

      “How long do you think something like this will take?”

      “There are no leads on where he’s gone?”

      “Not to my knowledge.”

      “I’ll be honest, they’re all different. Some things take days, some take weeks. Some take months. Without having a clear place to look, that’s gonna take some time. Maybe a lot of it.”

      “I understand. However long it takes. Even if it’s months. I just don’t want him to get away with it.”

      “We’ll do our best.”

      “Thank you. Well, I’ll let you get started.”

      Sample stood up, then Nicole led him back to the door. Once he left, she came back over to Bridge, who was still looking at the paper Sample left them.

      “How’s it looking?”

      “It’s looking tough,” Bridge replied. “But most of them do at first.”

      “Where do you wanna start?”

      Bridge didn’t reply at first. Instead, he held up the paper so his girlfriend could take a look.

      “Tell me what you notice at first glance. See if we’re on the same page.”

      Nicole quickly took a look. “Single. No kids. No…”

      Bridge smiled as he looked at his girlfriend’s face. She saw it too. The same thing he noticed.

      “He has no contacts of any sort.”

      “That’s it.”

      “No emergency contacts or anything,” Nicole said.

      “Exactly. What’s that say to you?”

      “Well, in some cases, I’d say that maybe it’s a coincidence, or he doesn’t have any family.”

      “But in this case?”

      “Knowing what we do now, I’d say that maybe he’s been setting this up for a while. And he’s trying to keep the trail light.”

      Bridge snapped his fingers. “Bingo.”

      “We should ask Sample about it.”

      Bridge shrugged. “No need, probably. I’m sure he’ll give some story that Hamler told him about why he had nobody.”

      “So where’s that leave us?”

      “Leaves us with an address. And maybe a call to our friendly FBI agent, who can give us a better story.”

      “Somebody’s gotta know this guy.”

      Bridge nodded. “Definitely. Unless he’s an orphan, someone knows who he is. And more importantly, somebody knows where he is. The key… will be finding out who that someone is. We do that, and Hamler won’t be far behind.”

    

  

