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I dedicate this book to all the people 

who wondered if I was writing about them.

I am.

And to those who inspired it and will never read it.
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PREFACE
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Welcome to 1965

The 60s were a time of immense social change, with the air filled with the sounds of protests and the scent of revolution, marked by widespread rebellion against established norms and significant political shifts, including the rise of a youth counterculture. The Civil Rights Movement and anti-war protests in the U.S., alongside women's liberation, echoed through the streets with chants that boldly challenged established norms and sparked societal change. Canada’s sense of national identity was deeply tied to the adoption of the Maple Leaf Flag. Gay rights echoed through the vibrant rhythms of rock music from The Beatles and the heartfelt tunes of Motown. Iconic fashion, like miniskirts swaying and bell-bottoms flaring with every step. Events like the Mariposa Folk Festival in Ontario, which influenced Woodstock in New York, filled with vibrant music and lively crowds, helped shift society away from the conservative attitudes of the 1950s towards a more open and inquisitive period. 

The 60s. When $1.50 could buy you a whole pepperoni pizza, or just a slice for 20¢ to satisfy a quick craving. Get a McDonald’s burger priced at 15¢, while fries cost just a dime. Muscle cars ran on regular or premium gas, costing about 31¢-39¢ a gallon, while some new cars like the Volkswagen Beetle were priced at $1,595.00. In a world where prices were affordable, women chose voluminous beehives, chic pixie cuts, or flowing long hair, the scent of hairspray mingling with the roar of their boyfriend’s thunderous cars. Get ready for an unforgettable adventure if you've never truly lived through the sixties. 

The air usually hung heavy with the sharp, chemical scent of Aqua Net hairspray, clashing with the warm, oily aroma of exhaust from a freshly polished GTO at the nearby drive-in hangout. Jazz and rock tunes poured from open windows and convertibles, filling the air with a lively vibe made for stolen kisses and secret meetings. 

Life's onward march quickened, a lively and hopeful rush amid a constantly shifting backdrop. A sense of wonder and a hint of mystery linger in the future, which glimmers like a distant mirage on the horizon. Color television arrived, offering vibrant glimpses of the future, and was paired with an original, defiant sound that pierced the usual static. With social and stylistic barriers ready to break, bringing a fresh wave of opportunities, the lingering question still hangs in the air. 

“What’s Next?”

Enjoy The Romantic Coupling Of Two Lost Souls.
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CHAPTER 1

The Viewpoint
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THE MONOLITHIC STRUCTURE pierced the sky, its peak swallowed by wispy, gray clouds that swirled like phantom smoke, a bone-chilling reminder of one's insignificance. On a bright day, the panorama from the tower’s wind-swept crown stretches a staggering eighty miles in every direction. In front of the majestic Viewpoint Tower and Convention Center, the sharp scent of exhaust hung in the air as a tall, hatless gentleman, his suit impossibly crisp, emerged from the gleaming black and white federal police car, parked audaciously at the curb. He then slipped through the polished revolving glass doors, a soft whirring sound accompanying his movement. The tower's uniformed security guard approached swiftly. The gentleman, his hand glinting under the bright lobby lights, flashed his RCMP Inspector badge, a silver glint against dark fabric, and stated, “The car's perfectly fine right where it is.” He moved past the vibrant, glossy, informative brochures promoting the city of Niagara Falls, its surroundings and attractions, and sprinted straight for the information desk. There, a radiant young woman, her blonde hair like spun sunlight, greeted him. Her youthful lips, full and rosy, curved into a warm, inviting smile as she looked up from her desk, her eyes locking onto the gleaming police badge and crisp identification the gentleman presented by reaching over the smooth, cool surface of the high counter.

“Welcome to the Viewpoint officer. How may I help you?”

“I’m Inspector Arnold of the RCMP. I need to speak with your manager please.”

“Oh.” She said slowly, lifting the telephone receiver to her ear. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No, it’s a security matter.”

“I’ll ring him for you.” She said while pushing buttons on her new white touch-tone telephone. “Hello, Mr. Jensen sir, there’s an Inspector . . .” She paused, looking at the man for help with his name.

“Arnold.” The inspector reminded her.

“Inspector Arnold from the RCMP here to see you.”

“The Mounties? What the hell do they want?”

“He said it was a security matter.”

“Security? This is bullshit. We don’t have a security problem.” After a momentary hesitation, Jensen said, “All right, send him in.”

“Yes sir.” Replacing the receiver on its base, she looked up at the inspector and, pointing around the corner from the information counter, said, “He’s expecting you, sir. His office is just around the corner.” 

“Thank you.” The inspector said, leaving the counter and heading for the manager’s office.

A quick, sharp double knock announced the inspector's arrival as he entered the Manager's office, his haste overriding the need for a formal invitation to enter. Fred Jensen sat at his mahogany desk, the air in his office thick with the smell of expensive leather and polished wood. His face was creased with worry. As the inspector approached his desk, he rose, offering a warm, outstretched hand to his guest.

As their hands met, Jensen said with a worried face, “Inspector Arnold.”

The inspector replied. “Mr. Jensen.”

“Please,” Jensen said. “Take a seat.” As both men seated themselves, Jensen continued. “So, inspector, may I see your credentials please.”

“Of course.” Arnold said, reaching into his jacket pocket for his badge and personal identification. Jensen studied the credentials and gold badge for a moment before allowing Arnold to return them to his pocket. 

“Thank you. Now, I'd like to understand the current security issue and the reason for the RCMP's involvement.”

“You have an international auto show planned for next month, correct?”

“Yes. Exotic Cars of the World.”

“Well, we've received concerns from several countries on behalf of some manufacturers about security, since most of these cars are one-of-a-kind and priceless.”

“I understand, inspector, but we have incredible security in place, plus a hundred-million-dollar insurance coverage.”

“That’s good. Do you have any plans of the building and tower?”

“Yes, they’re over here.” Jensen said while rising from his chair. Leading Arnold to the far wall, they stood in front of a very large, slightly sloped table with several extremely large horizontal drawers beneath it. “All the building plans are here. What would you like to see?”

“Let’s start with the basic plans of the entire structure, and plans of each floor including the exhibition area, entrances and exits. I don’t need to see plans for the tower.”

Jensen opened several of the large drawers, removing large blueprints of different sections of the building and placing them on the table above. “These plans will show you whatever you need.”

Arnold perused the blueprints. “Yes, these will do.”

“Is there anything else you need?”

“I need a walk-around. I need to see your security office, telephone banks, alarm systems, entrances, exits, the loading docks, the works.”

“Very well, I’d be happy to show you around.”

*****
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BACK IN JENSEN’S OFFICE, the manager was surprised to see Arnold roll up the blueprints and tuck them under his arm. “Ah, inspector, you can’t take those.”

“I’m afraid I can, Mr. Jensen, but I will give you a receipt, and will return them after the event. How’s that?”

“I guess that’ll be okay.”

Writing a receipt on a blank piece of paper, Arnold handed it to Jensen. “There you are sir. Thank you for your help and co-operation and I will personally return these following the show.”

*****
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THE ROARING, BLACK and white cruiser ate up the miles on River Road, its tires humming against the asphalt as Inspector Arnold blew past the thirty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit. The open window welcomed a gust of wind, carrying the distinct aroma of pine needles, while the sedan’s slowing pace produced a satisfying crunch of gravel beneath its tires as it entered the private lane. 

Dozens of impressive maple trees, their leaves whispering in the light breeze, created a harmonious soundscape around the car, like a proud honor guard. The swirling dust and leaves were illuminated by the red taillights, and then the warm, earthy smell of Indian Summer took over. 

As the vehicle neared the mansion, the soothing murmur of the Niagara River grew louder. The police car was engulfed by towering weeds and lush meadow grass, their rough leaves scraping against its sides. As it sped along, the gravel beneath its tires erupted in a percussive symphony, each stone leaping and pinging sharply against the inner fenders.

A formidable metal gate, immense in scale, was the sole divider of the otherwise continuous log and barbed-wire fence. The driver tapped the button on the tiny, hidden remote attached to the sun visor, and the gate's grating metallic cry sliced through the still evening air. The widening entrance allowed the squad car to surge ahead, its tires making a faint whispering sound on the smooth, private asphalt. 

The magnificent two-story Tudor-style mansion loomed, its dark stone facade projecting a lengthy shadow onto the driveway. The hum of the tires vibrated through the air as the cruiser smoothly navigated the curve of the blacktop, drawing closer to the mansion's main entrance. Just before the grand entrance, after expertly navigating the fieldstone-encased circular garden, the driver slammed on the brakes, the high-pitched squeal of tires shattering the quiet as the car screeched to a halt. The recessed ceiling lights of the portico cast an eerie, spectral glow on the mansion's covered entrance, causing the shadows on the walls to writhe and contort. 

Emerging from the driver's side of the cop car, Inspector Arnold, commonly known as Arti Lombardo, was in his late forties, tall and impeccably dressed in a dark gray suit. Carefully tucked beneath his right arm was a substantial blue paper roll, shaped like a cylinder. Fueled by a firm determination, he hurried towards the elaborately carved, gleaming rosewood double front doors. His Italian leather dress shoes made a sharp, echoing sound as they struck the cool flagstone floor of the entryway. A considerably sized man, likely in his early thirties, stood in the foyer expecting the driver's arrival. The front doors were standing wide open, and as the pseudo-inspector stepped inside, they seemed to whisper welcomes to him. 

“What’s the rush, Artie?” Frank asked, his voice echoing in the spacious foyer. 

“Where is he, Frank?” 

The hallway amplified Artie’s charging footsteps, their rhythmic thuds nearly swallowing Frank’s voice. Frank increased the decibels of his speech so he could be heard. “In the library,” he said, picturing the hushed space filled with rows of books. His voice boomed with an excited shout. Artie sprinted, his heart thrumming a rapid rhythm against his ribs, each stride fueled by an urgent need to reach his destination. The pressing urgency of the situation caused an immediate physical reaction. His heart pounded like a drum against his ribs, a wave of unease washing over him. 

Frank shut the heavy front doors, the resounding thud sending a tremor across the polished floor of the vast foyer. He stood still, awestruck by the magnificent entrance hall, its towering ceilings reflecting the dazzling light of the sparkling chandelier. Frank smiled contentedly, his left arm sweeping out in a gesture towards the library, and then he moved down the glass passageway, the cool surface of the glass wall sending a shiver along his spine.

As Frank continued down the long front hallway, he peered through the diamond-shaped lead-lined windows, observing the front lawn. Frank always found himself utterly mesmerized by the stunning array of oil paintings, intricate tapestries, and antique furniture adorning the interior wall of the front hallway. 

The paintings' rich hues and elaborate designs stood out sharply against the muted walls. The richly textured tapestries, with their intricate weave, brought a cozy warmth, a sense of depth, and a welcoming ambiance to the wide passageway. 

With each step, the aged wooden floorboards of the silent hall creaked softly and rhythmically, their aged wood groaning with each footfall as the subtle echoes of the passage lingered in the stillness, a soft, whispery sound accompanying his movement. Frank strode confidently, the soft plush rugs yielding slightly under his determined steps.

A nod from his superior, a silent but potent signal, granted him entry into the library’s opulent chamber. Frank gently grasped the carved walnut door's handle, the smooth bronze cool beneath his fingers, and stepped inside. The room's walls were adorned with deeply hued walnut paneling, its polished surface reflecting the light and immediately imparting an air of opulence. Frank cautiously advanced, halting a respectful distance from the men as their hushed voices mingled with the frantic thumping in his chest. 

Lost in thought, Antonio Adamo leaned against the Louis XIV desk, the intricate, carved details feeling cool and smooth against his touch. The ancient wood seemed to whisper secrets of the past, its voice a dry rustle like fallen leaves underfoot. The soft rustle of mauve damask whispered around him as he shifted, smoothing his smoking jacket. As his friend gestured enthusiastically, the room filled with the comforting scent of aged paper and tobacco smoke. 

Artie, his body practically vibrating with anticipation, vividly recounted the spectacular sights and exhilarating sounds at the Viewpoint Tower. Tony settled into his chair at the business side of his large, ornate desk, the sound of Artie’s voice broken only by the gentle hum of attentive listening. The immense, ceiling-high bookshelves on this side of the room granted a sense of quiet seclusion. The space almost closed off, creating a hushed, scholarly ambiance that seemed to create a small, private office, separated by the shelf-partitions. His expensive Italian leather shoes made barely a whisper as they glided soundlessly over the deep, plush Persian carpet. He smoothly and delicately waved his perfumed hand, inviting Frank and Artie to settle into the plush, decorative chairs before his desk.

“Artie, Artie, calm down.” Tony said, his voice smooth as silk. 

Tony sank into the plush velvet of his desk armchair, the soft fabric a welcome sensation as the chair's warm hug enveloped him. The room was bathed in a gentle but subdued glow. The only light source, presently, was from three massive, diamond-shaped glass windows framed in lead, casting a stunning visual panorama of the vast lawn beyond. With a flick of the wrist, Tony flipped a switch, and a warm, inviting glow flooded the room.

“So, they’re all coming, eh?” Tony asked, his eyes glinting in the low light. “How’s security?” 

“As you expected, Tony. No changes, only the regular Tower guards.” Artie replied, his voice tense but controlled. 

“Good. Very good.” Tony paused, his gaze shifting to the younger man. “Frank, how are the uniforms coming?” 

“Gino’s pickin’ d’em up Tuesday, boss.” 

“Excellent.” Tony leaned back in his chair, the creaking of the antique wood filling the air. “Now, what about the crew, Artie? Does everyone understand their job?” 

“Pretty much,” Artie said, the rustling of blue paper in his hand filling the silence. “Now that I have the photographs and the plans, we’ll be ready after another couple of meetings.” He tapped the bulge in his right pocket, a sense of anticipation filling the room. “Now that I have all the pictures, I’ll get Vinny to build the model as soon as possible.”

“Did you get pictures of everything?” Tony asked, his eyes narrowing in concentration. 

“You bet! I got the security office, telephone banks, alarm systems, entrances, exits, the loading docks, the works.” Artie’s voice filled with excitement. “This little camera takes great pictures, and the Fed’s ID fooled everyone.”

A loud, jarring knock, like a hammer against oak, broke the library's silence, making Tony's weathered face, a map of an interesting life, twist in annoyance. Tony's voice, a gunshot in the sudden silence, ripped through the air, halting Frank's investigation. 

“See what all the commotion is, Frank?” 

At Tony's command, his second-in-command delicately unlatched the robust walnut door, its metallic click resonating in the hushed space, and gingerly pulled it ajar to expose the scene within. As a visitor struggled to get into the room, the muted disagreements escalated into a loud, chaotic din of shouts. Tony's voice, a powerful and distinct sound, echoed through the tall bookshelves of the hushed, dimly lit library. 

“Who’s there, Frank?” 

A small sliver of light seeped through the doorway opening. “It’s me, daddy.” A young girl’s voice spoke out from the hallway. 

Tony’s demeanor immediately softened as he rose from his chair, his footsteps muffled on the carpeted floor. “It’s okay, Frank,” he said, his voice warm and inviting. Approaching the door, he gently nudged it open with his hand, revealing a vision of loveliness. A young woman with flowing brunette hair and a breathtakingly beautiful face.

The door flew open with a thunderous bang, and a captivating young woman swept in, her vibrant aura instantly charging the atmosphere. The soft, plush carpet of a deep blue-green hue absorbed the sharp clicking of her heels. As she walked, the smooth black silk of her pants rustled softly against her skin, hugging her form before elegantly touching the tops of her feet. Her raven hair, flowing with each stride, was beautifully contrasted by the rich vermilion of her blouse, its ruffled neckline adding a touch of elegance. 

Tony strode purposefully into the room, the plush carpet muffling the sound of his determined footsteps. He reached his beautiful daughter, his eyes shining with joy, and pulled her into a gentle hug. They ambled across the vast library, Tony's arm a comforting weight, radiating warmth around her shoulder. Across the room, a conversation area upholstered in rich leather beckoned, its deep, soft cushions practically inviting her to sink in and relax. As they sank into the plush leather, a comforting creak echoed, and the scent of aged leather filled the air, making the room feel even cozier.

“I’m sorry for the interruption, daddy,” Talei said, the sound of her voice filling the spacious room. “But I want to go into town, and Frank has . . .”

Tony interrupted, his voice steady. “I’m aware, honey. It’s okay. Frank’s just doing his job.”

As Talei inhaled deeply, her nostrils slightly flared. The sweet scent of freshly cut grass gently drifted in through the open window, filling her senses with the fragrance of summer. 

“And while we’re at it, why do you still have me followed everywhere?” she asked, her voice tinged with frustration. “It’s really embarrassing.”

Tony’s hand rested on her shoulder, and Talei felt the weight of his touch. 

“Those men are there for your protection, sweetheart,” he said. “I want you to be safe.”

“Daddy, nothing’s going to happen to me,” Talei said, her voice rising slightly. “For Christ’s sake, I’m twenty-fi . . .”

“Now, watch your language, young lady,” Tony admonished, his voice stern.

Talei’s cheeks flushed, the heat spreading across her face like a wildfire. She looked at her father, her sloe-eyed gaze meeting his. “For God’s sake, daddy, I’m twenty-five years old and able to take care of myself,” she said, her voice trembling with anger. “Besides, Kim’s been teaching me jujitsu.”

“Kim? Kim who? Not Kim the gardener?” Tony asked, his eyebrows raised in surprise.

Talei nodded in the affirmative, the soft rustling of her clothing filling the room. “Yes. He’s an excellent teacher.”

Tony rubbed his chin, the rough stubble scratching against his skin. “And how long has this been going on?”

“Whenever I’m home and he has time.” Talei said, her voice softening slightly.

“Well, Talei, I’m afraid I must put a stop to that right now.” Tony said, his voice firm.

Talei’s confusion turned to anger as she demanded. “Why?”

“Because Kim’s not the type of person you should be associating with.” Tony's voice was resolute.

“Oh, daddy, he’s not a foreigner, he’s Canadian. Born in Toronto.” Talei said, her voice pleading.

“Toronto, eh.” Tony said, his voice softening slightly.

“Maybe his skin’s the wrong color for you, or he’s not Italian like you and everybody else around here, or . . .” 

Tony interrupted as Talei trailed off into silence. “That’s ridiculous, Talei, now you’re talking about racism.” Tony interrupted, his voice firm. “Remember your mother! Polynesian, Heathen, and definitely not Italian.”

“That’s different,” Talei said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“How? How is that different?” Tony asked, his eyes searching hers.

“You were my age then, and you loved her.” Talei said, her voice cracking slightly. “You’ve changed daddy. I can’t even talk to someone who isn’t Italian without you getting uptight.”

Tony began, “Talei, you don’t realize . . .” 

“Daddy.” She interrupted. “Look at me.” Talei said, her voice rising again. “Do I look Italian to you?”

Tony’s gaze lingered on her face, and he said, “You look beautiful, Talei. You remind me of your mother.”

Talei replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “I hardly remember her. I have to look at her picture every night.” 

“Well, I miss her very much. We both do, honey,” Tony said, his voice filled with emotion. “Now let’s not hear any more about it, okay?”

“I’m sorry, daddy, but why?” Talei asked, her voice softening.

“Aah, aah, now don’t make a federal case out of this.” Tony said, a wry smile twisting his lips. “Let’s just say that I would prefer you spend your time with people of a higher social standing.”

Talei took a quick glance at Frank’s burly physique, admiring his strength and size. “That’s kind of difficult with my personal bodyguard or his men always around,” she said, feeling frustrated. 

Tony placed both of his warm hands on her shoulders, gazing into her dark, radiant eyes. The room filled with the sound of his deep, soothing voice as he spoke. “You’re right, Talei. As of now, the guards will no longer have to go with you.”

Talei’s heart leaped with joy as she breathed in the scent of her father’s cologne. She could feel the warmth of his embrace as he pulled her in for a hug. “Honest?” She asked, her voice filled with hope. 

With his right hand in the three-finger Boy Scout salute, Tony promised, “Scout’s Honor.” 

The sound of her father’s gentle words had an immediate effect on Talei. Her tense expression relaxed, and her attitude softened. With a deep sigh of relief, she responded. “Thank you, daddy. Now, can I please have my keys so I can go into town? It’s Thursday night and I’m bored out of my mind.”

“Is this a school night?”

“No. Don’t you remember, I don’t have any classes on Fridays.” 

“So where is it that you usually go?”

“We usually go to King Arthur’s Court, you know, on Clifton Hill. Especially on Fridays and Saturdays. Its jam packed then, and everyone’s our age. Plus, it’s a good place to look for a boyfriend.” Talei paused just to see the reaction that got from her father. “Plus, there aren’t too many fun places to go for a night out unless we cross the river to the states, which is also where my favorite pizza joint is.”

Her father looked at her with a meaningful smile, and his lips thinned out in response. “Okay, sweetie. A boyfriend, eh? Just make sure you’re not too late and be careful crossing the border, honey. It’s not quite as safe over there.”

“Oh daddy, stop worrying. It’s as safe there as it is here. I’ve been there dozens of times.” Talei leaned over and kissed his cheek, grateful for his understanding. “I won’t be late. Thank you, daddy. I’m just going with Abby.”

“And who’s this Abby again?”

“My friend from college, Abigail Johanson.”

“And you call her Abby?”

“That’s her nickname.”

“And do you have a special name she calls you?”

“Nope. Just Talei.”

As she stood to leave, the luxurious carpet cushioned her feet, and a refreshing breeze swept in from the open window. Using her most playful, innocent tone, she asked, “Daddy, could you spare some cash?”

Tony's only child, a cunning and astute individual, had once again outmaneuvered him in a clever and unexpected way. With a sympathetic smile playing on his lips, he reached into the inside pocket of his smoking jacket and produced his billfold. As he was about to pull out two crisp ten-dollar bills with a pleasant smile, he said. “Is this enough?”

Reaching into his wallet, she relieved him of three crisp twenty-dollar bills while flashing her pearly whites. “Just in case.”  

“Okay sweety, have a wonderful time. 

Talei departed the conversational area, her slender frame flowing towards the library entrance, her stiletto heels silent on the thick carpet. As she departed, Tony noticed the gleam of triumph in her eyes, accompanied by a swift, right-handed wave directed at Artie. 

As she reached the door, Tony caught the familiar floral notes of her favorite perfume. The air was thick with the sweet, floral perfume, which conjured images of a happier past. He caught a whiff of an accustomed scent, a lingering fragrance that strongly evoked thoughts of her mother's perfume. He watched her stand before Frank, her posture exuding a quiet confidence that spoke volumes. Her sour expression seemed to echo the harsh, metallic clang as Frank dropped the car keys into her waiting hand. The tinkling melody of the keys accompanied her as she turned and strolled down the hall towards the garage. Tony watched her go, a complex blend of pride and sorrow churning within him as he subtly nodded and met Frank's gaze, watching as the heavy library door closed behind him with a muffled thud. The hallway fell silent, the diminishing echo of the door's closure leaving Tony alone with his thoughts and Artie.

“She sure grew up fast, Tony.” Artie said as they sat in Tony’s office area, the scent of Talei still in the air. 

Tony let out a sigh as he leaned back in his desk chair, the antique wood creaking beneath him. “Yes . . . but sometimes I think it’s too fast.” Tony replied, his eyes fixed on the desk picture of his deceased wife holding his baby daughter in her arms. “It’s hard to believe it’s been twenty-four years.” 

“You did an outstanding job raising her.” Artie said, trying to console his army buddy. Tony nodded, a small smile appearing on his face. “I remember how tough it was for you after Leila died.” Artie continued, his voice gentle. 

“Well, if anybody understands, you do. If you weren’t there for me, old friend, I wouldn’t have made it either.” Tony said, his voice filled with gratitude. 

“Do you still hear from her family at all? Leila’s, I mean.” Artie asked, his gaze shifting to a small vase of flowers on Tony’s desk. 

“I see them when I’m in Hawaii. Without them taking care of Talei when we shipped out, I might have lost her too,” Tony said.

“You really loved her, didn’t you? Leila, I mean.” Artie said softly, his eyes scanning the pictures on Tony’s desk. 

“You have no idea how much, Artie.” Tony replied, a hint of sadness in his voice. “Talei and Leila were my entire world. When I lost Leila, I became obsessed with protecting Talei out of my fear of losing her too. I guess I still am.” he added, his hand resting on the single picture of his stunning daughter. 

“She’s a beautiful young woman, Tony. You should be very proud.” Artie said, his eyes returning to Tony’s face. 

“Thanks, but the beauty naturally comes from her mother.” Tony said, a smile slowly thinning his widening lips. 

Artie laughed out loud, the sound echoing throughout the room. “Come on Tony. Any fool can see that!”

Tony put an end to the pain of discussing his personal loss and family and straightened his back, breaking the somber atmosphere that had enveloped the room. He let out a deep sigh as he ran the bony fingers of his right hand through his thinning black hair. Tony cleared his throat and spoke up. “Okay, enough reminiscing. Back to business. Have you got a list of the cars in the show?”

“Yeah,” Artie said, the sound of rustling fabric filling the air as he reached into his inside jacket pocket. “Right here.” 

Tony noticed the metallic gleam of Artie's pen as he retrieved the exhibitor's list from his inside jacket pocket. As Tony took the brochure from Artie’s hand, his eyes quickly scanned the list of “Exotic Cars of The World.” The smooth paper, feeling cool under his fingertips, and he picked up a pen. As he jotted down numbers next to each vehicle on the brochure, the pen's cool weight felt good in his hand. The intercom's sudden buzz jolted them both, and Tony fumbled his drink, sending a splash across the table. He wiped his hand on his pants, the rough denim a familiar feel, before pressing the intercom button.

“Who is it?” He retorted. 

A throaty voice with a heavy French accent came back over the speaker. “Monsieur Bouchard for Monsieur Adamo.” 

“Damn. I forgot all about him coming tonight.” Tony said as he looked at Artie. Pressing the open button for the gate, Tony yelled into the intercom. “Come ahead.” 

Artie stared at Tony. “Who’s Bouchard?” 

Tony shrugged. “He’s from the Syndicate in Montreal. They want us to become part of their family.” 

“Why would we do that?” Artie asked. 

“I’m not, but they’re expanding their operations so they think it’s a good idea.” Tony pressed another button on the intercom and called out. “Vinny.” Tony continued. “I’ll play them along until we’re gone. Then they can take over anything they want.” 

Vinny’s voice crackled through the speaker. “Yes sir, Mr. Tony.” 

“Vinny, greet our guests at the front door and bring them to the library please. Then put the police cruiser in the complex.” 

“Yes sir, Mr. Tony. Right away.” 

Tony stood and walked around to the front of the desk. “Anyway, they’re here to make their pitch, so we’ll listen.” Tony put his large, manicured hand on Artie’s shoulder as his subordinate friend stood just short of Tony’s six-foot-two height. “Right, boss. We’ll listen.”

*****
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THE FOUR MEN UNFURLED themselves from the library's deeply cushioned seats, their limbs extending, and with the soft sound of fabric shifting, Tony thought they were getting ready to leave. Bouchard, a stout gentleman with graying hair, tightened his grip on the buttons of his waistcoat, which already seemed a bit too small, letting out a soft sigh as he rose. Tony's sharp eyes zeroed in on the aide's restless movements, his attention captivated by the aide's clumsy efforts to hide his not-so-concealed underarm weapon. 

“Well, Mr. Bouchard.” Tony said while rising from his seat. “We’ll consider your proposal and advise you of our decision.” 

“The end of October is the deadline.” added Bouchard, still smiling. “We are implementing several activities for Ontario that would be quite beneficial to your operation, both influentially and monetarily. Yes, Mr. Adamo, under our umbrella, nineteen sixty-six could be your most lucrative year yet.” Tony just nodded in agreement. “And now, Monsieur, I would like very much to see your operation if you don’t mind.” 

“It would be my pleasure, Pierre. Can I call you Pierre? Mr. Bouchard is so formal,” replied Tony. 

“Monsieur Bouchard is most acceptable. We have not yet cultivated a functional relationship, Monsieur.” Bouchard said, his tone firm. 

The change in Bouchard’s tone took Tony aback, and he quickly apologized. “Oh, my apologies.”

“Your operation?” Bouchard asked again, his eyes scanning the room. 

“Of course. If you gentlemen will follow me,” Tony said, leading the way out of the library. 

Artie proceeded down the corridor first, courteously and obligingly holding open the simulated wood-steel fire door to the garage. As the group entered the four-bay garage, their footsteps created a sharp, rhythmic echo that reverberated down the long hallway, filling the air with an eerie sound. 

Bouchard wrinkled his nose, a sour smell tickling his nostrils. The sharp, metallic tang of carbon monoxide assailed him the moment he stepped into the garage. As they gathered, the massive garage doors loomed, their metallic surfaces glinting in the light as they stood like sentinels over the four stalls. The garage currently held three cars, their metallic surfaces gleaming under the harsh, buzzing fluorescent lights. The first bay held Tony's gleaming new Lincoln four-door convertible, a snow-white marvel with a flawless red leather interior. Artie's brand-new, cherry-red nineteen-sixty-five GTO gleamed under the lights, its pristine white leather interior radiating an almost ethereal glow, fueling his determination not to be outdone. In the third bay sat a sleek, black Cadillac sedan, its polished surface gleaming under the lights, a stark contrast to the bare, echoing expanse of the fourth bay, which seemed to hold its breath, patiently waiting for its resident’s return.

Bouchard and his aide, their eyes wide, watched as Artie opened the large utility closet and twisted the second metallic wall hook. The soft creak of wood echoed as a section of the back wall slowly slid to the right, exposing a diamond-plate platform and a cold steel railing. Bouchard peered inside, his eyes widened at the sight of the platform, while a new aromatic smell of oil, grease, and paint stung his nostrils. With each step, the frigid metal sent a shiver up his spine, and their echoing footsteps boomed, bouncing off the walls.

The fluorescent lights cast a brilliant glow on the polished metal staircase, inviting them deeper into the vast underground lair. As they descended, the sharp metallic clang of their footsteps reverberated loudly through the concrete grotto. The aroma of oil, grease, and paint billowed up from the depths, the acrid fumes mingling with the chilling atmosphere. The staircase's smooth, frigid metal sent a shock of cold up their arms, and the deep underground air made their spines tingle with a growing dread.

“Welcome to our operation, Bouchard.” Tony greeted him, the sound of his voice echoing in the large underground stronghold. The bright floodlights illuminated the rows of sleek cars, each one a work of art. “We deal mainly in high quality European models, as you can see.” 

“Yes, Mercedes, Porches, Jaguars . . .” Bouchard’s voice trailed off as he took in the beauty of the cars. The gleaming paint reflected the light, and the engines hummed like a choir. 

Tony led him to another area of the complex. “And over here, we have Rolls Royce, Ferrari, Lamborghini, anything the wealthy connoisseur demands.”

Bouchard’s eyes widened as he pointed to a few cars under an intense spotlight in a separate alcove. “Are those special models?” He asked, his voice filled with excitement.

“You have an expert eye, Monsieur. Come, inspect,” Tony replied. 

They completed descending the stairs and went directly to the special alcove. Bouchard’s stoic face cracked as he neared the spot-lit trio of cars.

“Aston Martin DB Five.” Bouchard breathed. “Mercedes three hundred gullwing. Magnifique.” He ran his hand over the sleek curves of the car, feeling the smoothness of the paint and the coolness of the metal.

“And one of my favorites, Monsieur, the four-twenty-seven Cobra. Zero to sixty in four point two seconds.” Tony grinned as Bouchard’s eyes widened in amazement.

“Where do you find? . . . Aah, pardonner mois, Monsieur? I should not ask.” Bouchard said, realizing he was getting too excited.

With a big smile, Tony directed Bouchard’s attention in the opposite direction. “Over here, Monsieur, we have North American models, Thunderbird, Corvette, Cadillac, Imperial and Lincoln. The rest are souped-up models.”

The sound of engines revving and tires screeching filled the garage as Tony showed Bouchard the souped-up cars.

Bouchard turned to his aide. “Souped-up? Quest que c’est, souped-up?” he asked, the sound of confusion in his voice.

“That means quick, Monsieur. American Muscle. And over here, some are having different colour paint applied. Others are at different stages of finish, while most are at some stage of reassembly.” 

“Impressive, Monsieur. Very impressive. I see you also have Police cars,” Bouchard said, pointing to the three-car fleet of police vehicles in the corner.

“They can come in handy,” Tony replied with a wink.

“Resourceful.”

“I thought you’d appreciate our lofty standards.”

“Very professional. And those cars?” Bouchard asked, pointing to a group of cars in the far corner, most with different portions of their anatomy removed.

“We call that our parts department,” Tony replied with a chuckle.

High above, the massive exhaust fans in the ceiling generated a constant, pulsating whoosh that reverberated throughout the space, amplifying the busy, never-ending movement happening beneath. The air thrummed with the high-pitched whine of polishers and the aggressive hiss of grinders, sending dazzling arcs of sparks skittering across the slick, gray cement. With sweat beading on the workers' foreheads because of the searing heat from welding torches, the air was thick with the biting scent of scorched metal and potent cleaning chemicals. The fierce glow from the torches bounced off the walls, making long, flickering shadows that built a mesmerizing, enigmatic mood.

“And your cannabis plants?” Bouchard asked.

“Right above you, Monsieur.” he replied, a small smile on his face. 

Bouchard looked up, puzzled. “Above me?” he questioned.

Tony explained, “A multi-level greenhouse covers this entire underground complex. The oxygen from the plants comes down here, and we dissipate the exhaust fumes through the greenhouse. The plants enjoy the natural light and garage air, and the complex enjoys the fresh oxygen from the plants.” 

“Ingenious,” Bouchard remarked, his eyes scanning the area. 

“It’s also the conduit for the electricity, natural gas, and water lines to the complex,” Tony continued. “We’ve found that some people get suspicious if they don’t see where the utilities go.” 

“Monsieur, your entire operation is very impressive. My report will be very favorable.”

Tony smiled. “Well, thank you. I appreciate your support.” 

Bouchard leaned in, speaking in a hushed tone. “Perhaps, aah, you might show your appreciation in some tangible way?” 

Tony raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Well, Monsieur, that Aston Martin has been here for some time now. If we come to an agreement, I hope I can persuade you to . . . shall we say, give it a suitable home?” 

Bouchard’s expression showed his approval of Tony’s offer. “One more question, Monsieur.” 

“Anything,” Tony replied. 

“How do you get the automobiles in and out? I see no doors.” Bouchard inquired. 

Tony turned to Artie and said, “Show them the door, Artie.” Under his breath, Tony repeated, “I’ll show them the door.”

Artie's face broke into a wide grin as he walked to the control panel, its low hum a comforting sound positioned just outside the supervisor's office. He pressed the large red button. The sharp, metallic smell of the panel tickled his nose as a shiver ran down his spine. An ear-splitting siren ripped through the air, shattering the general silence of the soundproof complex, instantly overwhelming everything else. A steady, pulsing of bright red lights accompanied the deafening blare of the alarm. The crew reacted swiftly, their movements quick and urgent as they scrambled to clear the ramp’s landing area. Two enormous hydraulic supports began dropping a section of the ceiling. The rear portion remained anchored to the wall. A low hum emitted as the immense steel-reinforced concrete slab slowly lowered. As the ceiling descended and became a massive ramp, Bouchard's gray eyes widened in disbelief, and his aide's jaw nearly touched the gleaming cement floor. The entire scene unfolded like a precisely choreographed ballet, the steady hum of machinery a constant underscore to the crew's movements. The mesmerizing blend of sights and sounds captivated the visitors, leaving them in a trance.

“Remarkable!” Bouchard exclaimed in awe, his eyes scanning the vast expanse of the road before him. The smooth asphalt shimmered in the light, and the yellow lines on either side seemed to stretch on forever. “Magnifique!” he added, his voice laced with wonder.

“Big enough for an eighteen-wheeler,” Tony said, nodding in agreement. 

“Eighteen . . .  oh, trucks. Oui, je compris,” Bouchard replied, his attention still fixed on the impressive sight before him.

“From the surface, it looks like a normal paved road to the greenhouse,” Tony continued, “and the hydraulic jacks above ground look like the interior supports for the greenhouse. The size of the supports is what made the greenhouse into a multi-level structure which tripled our growing capacity for the marijuana.”

Bouchard's excitement grew with every step on the staircase, a feeling he struggled to suppress. He stepped onto the diamond-plate steps, the cold, hard metal biting at his soles, and felt the ramp's vibrations thrumming through the earth.

Tony's voice, sharp and commanding, broke the silence as he ordered, “Close it up, Artie,” and startled Bouchard. “Shall we return to the house, gentlemen?” he asked, his voice echoing in the quiet room. 

Bouchard gave a slight nod, his gaze fixed on the impressive road, his mind still absorbing its magnificence. As they returned to the house, the sharp clatter of Tony's footsteps echoed on the diamond-plate behind Bouchard. He paused on the last step of the metal staircase, inhaling the cool, moist air. 

“Can you smell it, Artie?” he asked, his voice low and husky. 

“Sure, boss,” Artie replied, his eyes scanning the room. “Paint, oil, burned metal . . .” 

Tony shook his head, inhaling again. “No, Artie. That’s not it.” He closed his eyes, savoring the rush of excitement that coursed through him. “Money. That’s the smell of lots of money.” 

Artie’s gaze flicked back to Tony, a slow grin spreading across his face. “I hear ya, boss.” 

Tony nodded, his eyes flicking to the gleaming cars parked below. “I already have buyers for these beauties, and our friends in South America will take most of the Viewpoint job. The few cars left we can sell to our regular customers and then we’re out.” 

“Sounds good to me, boss,” Artie said, his voice low with anticipation.

Despite their strained smiles, Tony and Artie escorted the unwelcome visitors to their limousine, its polished black surface reflecting the above lights. Tony and Artie offered a polite goodbye, but the glint in their eyes betrayed their true feelings as they watched the car leave. The engine's roar faded, replaced by a heavy, pervasive silence that hung in the air. Tony and Artie returned to the library. Visibly agitated, Adamo sank onto the worn velvet of the antique chair, the scent of old books heavy in the library air behind the large, ornate desk. Tony repeatedly slammed his palm onto the cool marble desktop, the sharp thud reverberating through the quiet room. 

Seated in his chair, Artie's eyes widened, a wave of confusion washing over him as Tony, his friend and boss, suddenly bellowed, his voice ricocheting off the walls in the stunned quiet. “That bastard Bouchard!” he hissed, his voice rough with fury. Artie winced, a sharp intake of breath betraying his discomfort. Tony's furious outburst struck with a force that felt as sharp as a punch. Tony yelled with a thick and defiant voice. “I am not intimidated by their threats.” His voice, choked with anger and rebellion, boomed through the library. Artie felt the tension in the air, a thick, suffocating blanket, amplified by the surging waves of Tony's anger. The room buzzed with the crinkling of paper and the rhythmic scratch of Tony's pen as he diligently worked through his calculations, adding and multiplying. 

Amidst the surrounding chaos, a thrilling, excited anticipation surged through Artie. Tony's statement rang true. Their opulent lifestyle was a clear indicator of their affluence. The Viewpoint score reached an impressive sixty million. four million more arrived from the existing car inventory, and even greater profits were generated from the hash and marijuana delivery. With nearly a hundred million already deposited in Swiss banks, they were in a prime position to amass a vast fortune. Artie admired Tony's daring, but even though Tony's audacious plan impressed him, Artie couldn't shake his worries for Talei. Tony was unwavering in his insistence that she remain completely uninformed, shrouding her in ignorance until the very last moment.
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CHAPTER 2

The Race
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THE LOCATION OF THE local clandestine Thursday night races is well-kept under wraps, only divulged to a specific group of individuals through hushed conversations that take place only on Thursdays. Every week, a different deserted back road on the outskirts of the city was selected, blocked off, and designated for racing. Both the drivers and the spectators had gathered tonight on Gatto Road to prepare for yet another night of street racing. As two specific drivers got ready for the race of their lives, the Indian Summer atmosphere crackled with exciting anticipation. The two vehicles for this race had each been subjected to careful adjustments and refinements, with the objective of extracting the greatest possible horsepower and speed from their engines. Both drivers knew fully that even the smallest mistake could cause them to lose the race, yet their determination to succeed, no matter the challenge, was paramount. 

The competition consisted of a race that covered a distance of a quarter-mile, twice. A quarter mile to the turnaround, then back the same distance to the finish line. A white start/finish line, which had been spray-painted earlier, was slowly approached by a British racing green nineteen-sixty-four Ford convertible. Light from the onlooker’s car's headlights reflected off the vehicle's exterior. The camel-coloured soft top was tightly fastened, ensuring that the palomino interior was cloaked in shadows, while the tinted windows were firmly shut, diminishing the noise of the engine's vibrations. Bystanders who were present could sense the immense power surging from the special three-ninety engine, as the driver kept pumping gas through the six-pack carburetors, preparing to release four-hundred-thirty-five horses onto the asphalt.

Positioned next to the Ford was a longtime competitor. A nineteen-sixty-three Pontiac two-door hardtop that had a classic design. In the car's dark, mirror-like finish, the headlights of surrounding cars were visible, drawing attention to the stylish blue racing stripes that stretched along the entire vehicle. The Pontiac, lighter than the Ford, had a surprise in store tonight. Concealed from view, a clandestine incorporation of nitrous oxide was ready to increase the horsepower of the three-hundred-seventy-five horsepower engine, enabling it to generate a substantial five-hundred-ten horsepower instantaneously.

A beautiful but intense girl with a slender figure walked out onto the road. As she walked between the two cars, she took her place several feet in front of them, her long, dark hair flowing around her shoulders. Her attire consisted of a baggy red pullover blouse and tiny, tight cut-off jean shorts. She also held a red handkerchief that was acting as a flag as she prepared to begin the race. She pointed to the Ford, followed by the Pontiac. Each driver revved their engines to show their readiness, the roaring sound reverberating throughout the car-lined road. 

The potent scent of gasoline and burning rubber, originating from the oil-drum bonfires, filled the air and created a tangible tension that was evident everywhere. When the flag finally fell, the Ford quickly accelerated from the starting line, immediately gaining the front position. From the rear, the Pontiac was rapidly coming closer, with the loud roar of its engine struggling as it pursued. The Ford, as the drivers changed gears, maintained its lead, effortlessly transitioning between second, third, and finally fourth gear. As the impending turn approached, the Pontiac driver engaged the nitrous button, which caused the car to surge forward with a burst of power. As the Pontiac accelerated, the engine's tremendous noise was overpowering, but it was the first to arrive at the turnaround point.

Following the Pontiac driver's celebration, which was met with cheers from the crowd, the Ford driver remained determined and refused to concede. With fierce determination to beat the Pontiac to the finish line, the Ford driver slammed on the emergency brake, expertly spinning the car around the oil drums. With each second that went by, the Ford then accelerated, its tires screeching as it sped back toward the finish line. As the Pontiac driver watched his rearview mirror, he smirked, his confidence in his racing abilities soaring. The Ford driver quickly shifted gears and aggressively pressed the gas pedal, the car accelerating rapidly past the Pontiac to retake the lead.

As the Ford pulled ahead, the driver of the Pontiac watched in a state of shock. Regardless of the circumstances, he was unwilling to concede defeat. The driver, determined to overtake the Ford again, once more pressed the nitrous button, stubbornly keeping it engaged. Flames suddenly erupted from the Pontiac's dual exhaust pipes. The two vehicles sped up the road, flanked by parked cars and spectators. The night was filled with the echoing sound of their engines as they reverberated through the darkness. Despite the Ford's continued lead, the Pontiac was now rapidly closing the distance and becoming a threat. As the competitors neared the end of the race, the crowd grew silent, everyone anticipating when the victor would emerge.

The Pontiac, demonstrating impressive acceleration, regained the lead and successfully crossed the finish line first, achieving victory. Signaling the end of the race by waving a checkered flag, the pretty brunette girl was met with an eruption of cheers from the crowd. In a moment of intense frustration, the Ford driver slammed his fist against the steering wheel while the Pontiac driver, revving his engine loudly, celebrated with victory burnouts, creating a giant cloud of white smoke from his tires and sending flames shooting out of his dual exhaust pipes. Suddenly, without warning, a loud bang reverberated through the surroundings as the Pontiac's engine exploded. Shrapnel scattered in all directions, and the crowd erupted with screams of horror, witnessing the Pontiac lift into the air as it flipped onto its roof, consumed by flames.

Rem, the Ford driver, slammed on his brakes and immediately rushed out of the car, running towards the Pontiac, now engulfed in flames. As Alex, the mangled Pontiac driver now covered in soot and blood, attempted to crawl out of the blown-out window, Rem reached the Pontiac. After helping Alex to exit the vehicle, Rem carried him away from his fiery car. A crowd assembled around the two drivers. The attractive starting girl was calling for an ambulance on her CB Radio. Leaning against the Ford's fender, Rem opened the passenger door and seated Alex.

Reviving Alex, a concerned Rem yelled. “Alex, Alex. Are you okay man?”

Woozy and disoriented, Alex whispered, “Wha . . . what happened?”

“Your engine blew, man.”

“What? Why? Rem, I won the race, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, Alex you won, but your fancy new nitrous blew up your engine. That’s why I don’t use it.”

“Yeah, but Rem, I still beat you.”

“That you did, man. That you did.”

“Hey Rem.” An onlooker yelled. “How’s it feel to lose?”

Still holding Alex upright, Rem yelled back. “Come and race me and you’ll find out!”

Rocky, Jimny, and Shap ran over. “Are you guys okay?”

“I’m fine.” Rem said. “Alex here needs a little attention. We’re just waiting for the ambulance.”

“What the hell happened?”

“Alex was using nitrous and the engine couldn’t take it anymore and blew up.”

“I see now why you won’t use that stuff, Rem.” Shap said, watching the Pontiac fire get put out by a few guys with extinguishers.

“Yeah, but since Alex beat me, now I’m out of money and I have to take my car in for a tune-up.”

“Really? You want more power?”

“Just enough to beat Alex here, and that big-mouthed asshole over there.”

Looking at the heckler, Shap said, “Who?” 

Rem pointed. “That guy? The goofy dunce with his hat on ass-backwards.” 

“Oh yeah. I know him and you’re right, he’s a big-mouthed asshole.”

The ambulance finally arrived along with a tow truck. Sirens wailed, a piercing contrast to the hushed anxiety that had settled over the scene. The paramedics, a blur of efficiency, swiftly assessed the situation, their practiced movements a stark reminder of the precariousness of life. Meanwhile, the tow truck's winch groaned, its powerful machinery beginning the slow, methodical task of righting the damaged vehicle.

The driver, visibly shaken but remarkably composed, was carefully taken to the ambulance, his eyes reflecting a mixture of relief and disbelief. A small crowd, drawn by the commotion, watched in silent contemplation as the scene slowly transformed from one of urgent crisis to one of quiet recovery.

“Well Alex is going to be okay.” Rem said. “And I’m headed home. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER 3

Bated Breath
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SUSAN GASPED. EACH shadow in the room morphed into a potential threat. The fluorescent lights of the office seemed to buzz louder, casting long, menacing shadows as dread coiled in her stomach. The weight of the impending announcement settled upon her, the silence thickening with unspoken grief. An icy dread washed over her as each frantic beat of her heart echoed in her ears. Her vision blurred, and each footstep echoed loudly in the sterile hallway. Being called into the boss’s office at the end of a Friday could only mean one thing. She was being fired. 

The floorboards groaned beneath her feet as she walked, and a cold sweat slicked her skin. Her arms prickled with a chilling dampness as if an unseen hand had brushed against her. Every shadow seemed to lengthen, the air growing thick, and a chilling dread threatened to suffocate her. Susan's jaw clenched, a vein throbbing in her forehead as she visualized the injustices, fueling her rage. 

At the door of the boss's office, Susan gulped, the surrounding air suddenly cold, as if an unseen presence watched her. Her cold sweat erupted, and her vision blurred, the world tilting precariously as the condition clawed its way up her body. Her knuckles were white as she squeezed her hands, the metallic tang of fear flooding her mouth, as her fingers danced like frantic spiders. The cold sweat slicked her skin as each breath scraped against her throat, the world tilting with unseen terrors. Her lungs burned with each shallow breath, the air thick and suffocating, mirroring the invisible dread that coiled in her stomach. Her limbs grew rigid, the cold sweat plastering her skin as a shadow of dread enveloped her.

While Susan stood in the hallway, the chill of the tile floor seemed to seep up her legs as her clammy skin fought the cold sweat on her forehead. Beads of sweat rolled down her temples. The dampness was a stark contrast to the dry air. Even though the hall was chilly, she felt a clammy dampness creep over her back, causing her blouse to stick unpleasantly. Her mind raced with each passing second, painting vivid images of potential disasters. What if she was being let go, and the reason was a blunder on her part? If her years of labor were unexpectedly considered lacking, what would happen? The fear of the unknown tightened its grip on her, intensifying the physical symptoms of her anxiety. After a quick double knock, Susan took a deep breath, marshalled her courage, and pushed open the heavy wooden door. As the door creaked open, she steeled herself and stepped into the room, heart pounding in anticipation of the news.

“Susan, hi.” Her boss said from behind her desk. “Have a seat, I’ll be right with you.”

Susan's heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat in the sudden silence. As a surge of adrenaline coursed through her veins, the room whirled, and her body was overcome with a chilling unease. Her hands shook, a subtle tremor giving away her nerves, as she reached for the chair and sat down. Sitting there, she could feel the tension coil in her muscles as her shoulders automatically rounded. The weight of anticipation made her chest feel heavy, as if a great stone had been placed upon it, making each breath shallow. Every inhale was a struggle, as though her lungs could not fully expand bound by the crushing weight of her anxiety. Her palms, slick with nerves, left a faint sheen on her skirt as she wiped them. The coolness of the material offered fleeting relief, but the dampness quickly returned, clinging to her skin.

Sweat trickled down her face, glistening under the fluorescent lights of the office. As she waited, the rhythmic tick of the clock on the wall echoed in the stillness, each second dragging on and on. In the silent room, the rapid beat of her heart echoed in her ears, turning her thoughts into an overwhelming noise. Doubts and insecurities swirled, a chilling vortex threatening to pull her under. At last, her boss said goodbye, and the receiver clicked as the call ended. As she looked up from her desk, the soft glow from the window reflected in Susan's eyes. Susan was already grappling with torment, but her boss’s unreadable expression only deepened the anxiety. Her heart skipped a beat, and it felt as though time stood still, waiting for the secrets to be revealed.

“Susan, I wanted to talk to you about an opportunity for growth within the company.” Her boss began, her tone measured and composed. “It would be a substantial promotion, heading up your own department, and it also comes with a considerable raise in pay. Because of your exemplary work here, I wanted to give you first right of refusal. But there is a catch.”

The words lingered, a silent echo, before the boss’s sound waves finally reached her. A slight calm washed over her, relaxing her muscles and evening out her breath, as if a silent command had been given. The oppressive weight vanished, and she felt a lightness she hadn't known she possessed. As Susan listened to her boss, pride and accomplishment washed over her, replacing the fear she'd felt before. As her anxiety diminished, confidence bloomed, accompanied by the thrill of anticipation. She was being offered a significant promotion, heading her own department, and a hefty salary increase. However, there was a catch . . . a glaring obstacle blocking the way. The position was in Vancouver, almost three thousand miles and a world away from her home and everyone she knew in Niagara Falls.

As Susan processed the news, a surge of adrenaline coursed through her, her heart hammering against her ribs. Fear surged through her, activating her fight-or-flight instincts, making her muscles tense and her thoughts race with dread. As her boss explained the opportunity, the tension slowly drained from her body. With each word spoken, Susan felt the weight of uncertainty, like a physical burden, dwindle. As her boss spoke of the responsibilities awaiting her in Vancouver, Susan felt a sense of pride wash over her, and her muscles relaxed. A wave of confidence surged through her, melting away the tension in her body.

Amidst the emotional storm, Susan was brought back to reality by the harsh truth of the matter. The thought of leaving Niagara and everything she knew was a heavy burden on her heart. Before her, she pictured endless miles, each one a step further away from those she loved, the warmth of the past, her boyfriend's embrace, and the haven of her life. The bittersweet realization struck her. A pang of sadness mixed with the thrilling promise of her new role. 

Susan understood that this major life change would inevitably involve some hardships. Leaving her loved ones, starting over, and getting used to a new city would be difficult, no doubt, but, as she assessed the situation, the promise of professional advancement, the excitement of the unfamiliar, and the satisfaction of leading her own team conquered her hesitation.

Susan made a silent promise to herself, her heart pounding with a mix of determination and trepidation. She would embrace the opportunity, confront the challenges bravely, and have faith in her capacity to change and succeed in her new surroundings. As her emotions shifted, the physical sensations changed from a knot of fear to a bold feeling of assurance as she prepared to begin a new chapter.

“Well, what do you say, Susan? Are you in or out?”

At that very moment, a profound realization washed over Susan. That a courageous act of direct confrontation could overcome the daunting uncertainty of the unknown. 

“Mrs. Anderson, this is truly something I have been working towards.”

“Well, Susan, your work has been exemplary and I fought for you to be the first person the position was offered to. I know this is a big decision but I’ll need your answer by nine-o-clock Monday morning, okay?”

“Okay.”

Walking away from her boss's office, a renewed sense of purpose washed over her as she realized she had not only triumphed over her anxiety but also shattered the self-imposed limitations that had previously constrained her. Yet one lingering question remained in her mind . . . Rem.
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Fragmentation
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ALL DAY SATURDAY, THE echo of Susan's words played on repeat in Rem's mind. Four simple words, we have to talk, reverberated through his thoughts. As he drove toward the magnificent Horseshoe Falls, the thunderous roar of the water plunging into the basin below grew louder and louder. The mist from the waterfall, carrying a refreshing, natural scent, filled the air, creating a revitalizing atmosphere. A cool breeze gently caressed Rem's cheek. He felt the gentle breeze caress his hair, a soothing motion that brought him peace. He hoped the roar of the cascading falls, their cool spray kissing his skin, and the sheer, awe-inspiring spectacle of their power would silence the harsh words Susan had spoken.

Approaching the intersection of Clifton Hill and River Road, the traffic light flashed a brilliant red, its intense glow made Rem bring his vehicle to a standstill. As he nervously pressed the gas pedal, a thrilling rumble of the engine coursed through the car's chassis. He surveyed the scene, taking in the dazzling billboards and pulsating neon lights that cut through the inky blackness of the night sky. He whispered, You can do this, over and over, trying to calm his racing heart.

Rem's knuckles turned white as his grip on the steering wheel intensified. The echoing sound of his whispers pulsed through the car, heightening the thick atmosphere of anxiety. As he considered the possible pitfalls, his stomach clenched with rising anxiety, a palpable tension growing with every second, fueling his mounting fear of what might be amiss.

A flood of recollections, each tied to the four terrible words, made his blood run cold and overwhelmed him. Rem recalled a few times he'd heard those words together, and a suffocating dread descended. “Like when dating Nancy, the echoes of my father's stern warning against dating employees. Or when I failed to pay rent because I lost a couple of week’s salary playing poker. Yeah, my mother had a few choice words after the terrible four. The mortification I felt when my little princess sister caught me that weekend with Carol. Memorable. Every one of them.” 

He exhaled a deep sigh, the crushing weight of those memories settling heavily in his mind, a burden he bore. He recognized that those four precise words together always signaled approaching trouble and hardship. As Rem worried, the tranquil silence was shattered by the ear-splitting roar of a potent V-eight engine and the guttural growl of twin exhaust pipes coming from the car beside him. Turning his head left, he saw a brand-new nineteen-sixty-five white Mustang GT three-fifty, its engine revving at the stoplight, eager for a race. 

The intersection's bright streetlights caught the sleek blue racing stripes on the metallic white car, making its finish glitter like a carpet of diamonds. The sleek sports car rumbled, a low growl that vibrated through Rem's chest, a tangible sign of its untamed strength. He knew how dangerous it was, but the sight of the powerful vehicle sent a thrill of excitement through him, overriding his fear of the risks.

As he carefully examined their car, the damp, metallic scent of the engine mingled with his thoughts, leading him to speculate about their desperate hope for a swift escape. The air, heavy with the spray from the falls, vibrated with the roar of engines surrounding them. He realized that the two men, seeing his three-ninety badge, mistakenly thought they could take him down. Yet Rem grasped the situation with deeper insight. 

As the driver of the powerful Mustang pushed the accelerator pedal further, the engine roared with a powerful sound, causing the car to vibrate intensely and sending strong vibrations through the surrounding air. The rhythmic purr of Rem's engine maintained its steady pace, creating a harmonious counterpoint to the deep, powerful growl emanating from the Mustang. His nervous foot continued to pump the accelerator, his body tense with anticipation. His left hand gripped the leather-clad steering wheel, its smooth surface cool against his palm, while his right hand nervously clenched and unclenched the leather-wrapped knob atop the chrome shifter that angled up from the center console. Rem pulled on the shifter, feeling the smooth resistance of the gears as he slipped the transmission into neutral. With his right foot now pressing the brake pedal, he released the pressure of the heavy-duty clutch on his left foot and leg. Seconds felt like minutes before the light changed to green, illuminating the surroundings and flooding Rem’s senses with
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