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You are bright lights in a dark world


Chapter
1

 


 


Crack!

I knew that sound. It was very familiar. Bone
breaking, snapping in half. The wild screaming that followed
validated my belief. I doubt he would walk again. Not normally,
anyway. Certainly not any time soon. Surgeons will have to insert
an intramedullary rod into the medullary cavity of the tibia
with screws fastened at each end. He will be on crutches for six
months while it heals. Maybe it will never heal. Maybe he will walk
with a limp for the rest of his pathetic life. Maybe a cane. Maybe
he is lazy and will get a wheelchair instead. Maybe motorized.

There are all kinds of maybes when you have a
snapped bone sticking through your skin.

I was to blame. I had planted the heel of my
right Nike hard against his shin, sending all my weight and
momentum forward with precision timing. He went down in a whirl of
flailing arms and four-letter words.

I stood over him. Our eyes locked. His full
of pain and panic. Mine full of stern warning.

Roughly ten minutes ago, he had passed by me.
I had watched him carefully. He was suspicious to me. His shoulders
hunched slightly forward as he swept past me, long legs working
hard. He was the type of guy you wouldn’t turn your back on. It
wasn’t just his attire—the baggy jeans, dirty and ripped at the
knees, the white wife-beater so dingy that it made his scruffy face
appear clean—it was also his eyes. They were cold. He was a
villain.

I had gathered all of that in just one quick
passing. I had felt his energy, too. He was a lit fuse. So, as I
opened the door to my triple black 1970 SS El Camino 454 LS6 and
slid down inside, I had shut the door and watched him out of
curiosity. I turned my attention away from the flyer I had been
studying and waited to see what the creep was up to.

I had sat in the sweltering heat watching him
move through the park and thought about what I was really
doing.

Damn it was hot. It was the type of day in
mid-July that would have sent me to the beach somewhere along Lake
Michigan, in some small town packed with privileged tourists who
were buying fudge and jaywalking, someplace where relaxation took
priority and the locals found solace far off the beaten path. But
not today. Not yesterday, last week, or the past few months. Which
is about how long I have overstayed my visit to San Antonio.

I had fled Seattle in an attempt to leave
behind the memories of my last job and drove until I was tired of
driving. The physical distance never matters, though. I knew
better. The faces of the job haunt me for weeks afterwards, no
matter how far I run. And Seattle had been bad. Probably the worst
job I had taken. I was truly lucky to be alive.

I had grown comfortable in my role as a
hitman. I had learned how to study people, to read them, to either
trust them or to break them. I was good at it. I was a blue-collar
worker getting my hands dirty. The money was good too, but it was
never about getting paid. I considered it more of a service to
humanity. The world was a scary place if you opened your eyes. A
guy like me was necessary to even the playing field.

I had been sitting motionless in the heat, in
my dark jeans, a black T, and black Nike sneakers. My usual attire
these days. Minus the leather jacket for obvious reasons. I had
kept watching the creep work his way through the park towards a
group of benches where I had been sitting minutes ago trying to
forget where I’ve been and what I’ve done. Forget about being a
hitman. Forget about the people I was forced to deal with, forced
to hurt, the scumbags, the unworthy of life, those who were dark
and terrible on the inside, like monsters in human form. But I
could not forget. It was not distance I needed to put behind me, it
was simply time.

I had hoped, anyway.

I had been thinking of taking a leave of
absence and taking time to recover. Find a small town and disappear
for a while. Be normal again. Just another guy in the crowd. Get my
mind back on track, all that self-care crap you hear about in
therapy. And I would have. But as I left my bench, a purple piece
of paper blew onto my leg and I looked down to see a black and
white photo of a young woman’s face. It bothered me. I became
troubled right away. Not because it was a missing person’s flyer,
but something else. Something I couldn’t put my finger on just yet.
I took the paper with me and made my way back to my car.

That’s when the creep had passed by me.

That’s when I knew I should stick around for
a few more minutes. My hunches had been paying off lately. I was on
a roll. I was going to wait this one out.

I had felt a tinge of pain in my right
shoulder. The wound I had received in Seattle would take some time
to heal. The Phillips screwdriver had been jammed in there pretty
deep. It will take time, the cute nurse had said. But time
doesn’t heal everything.

I had taken another look at the flyer. I
studied the face and tried to recall it in person. I couldn’t place
it. I hadn’t seen her. I had visited the same park for nearly two
straight weeks, same time of day, eating the same fast food from
the same burger joint around the corner. I enjoyed the quiet here.
More importantly though, there was shade.

It had been about a quarter to four and not a
cloud in the sky. No wind, either. I couldn’t recall the last time
it had rained. The trees looked like they were suffering. The grass
was brown in large splotches. Dead, or in the process. It had
seemed to be the average look in the area, and I was tired of
it.

I had set the flyer down and stared out into
the park to find the creep circling the group of benches. Looking
for lost change, I figured. Maybe a discarded cigarette stub. By
that time my interest had dwindled down to almost nothing. I
figured it was time to leave. Not just the park or the city. I
meant the damn heat, the dead grass, the lack of blue lakes. All of
it. I had planned on staying just through the winter initially and
after May had come and gone, I found excuses not to travel north
again. But this place had little to offer me, and the heat of the
day had run its welcome. I could be in Montana in a day, maybe
Wyoming. Some place with fresh air and blue water. Some place with
big open spaces and less people. In my head, I began mapping out
places I would stop, places to eat, rest, whatever, along the way.
I like road trips. I like new places. Figured I wouldn’t make it
back to the deep south any time soon.

I had looked out into the vast sky and
stretched in various positions. I saw a jet at 40,000 feet.
Probably going about 600 mph. A costly, but quick trip. Busy people
fly. Anxious people. People with deadlines and reservations to
keep. I prefer driving. Crank the radio. Roll the windows down. No
hurry. No worry.

I had put the key into the ignition.

Goodbye, Texas.

I had looked into the park one last time and
that’s when I had seen it happen.

Creeper had made his move on an older woman.
He came up behind her as she was sitting on a bench looking in the
other direction. He had snatched her bag and began moving back away
without her knowing. From the El Camino parked curbside, it had
looked to me like he had the woman’s purse. He was quickly heading
back towards me.

Fight or flight.

I had thought about driving away. It was just
a purse.

I sighed. Took my hand off the key.

I had figured I could do something quick,
stumble him up, get the purse back to the old lady, and then get
out of Dodge. It would be over in a few minutes. Nice and easy.

I stepped out of the car and made a line
towards him. I had kept my head down, just a guy out walking,
uninterested in anything or anyone.

He was about my age, height, and weight. Face
sweaty. Stubble on his chin. A devious look in his eyes. I had
purposely veered into his path just in time to send my right foot
hard against his left shin, sending him face-first down into the
dead grass.

I stared down at him now. He was crying and
punching the ground in anguish. A part of me wished that I had just
drove away. It was just a purse. But then I looked at it. It was a
brown paper bag, not a purse. Probably a lunch sack.

“Asshole! You broke my leg!” he screamed.
“What the hell are you doing?”

He let go of the bag and gripped both his
hands on his left tibia where his pant leg was wet with blood. He
was obviously in pain. His shouting was a bit extreme though. I
didn’t care for it.

I walked closer to the bag, which he suddenly
desired, but I beat him to it.

“You’re dead! You hear me!”

I held the bag. “Can’t get your own
snacks?”

“You dumb asshole!”

There was something in that bag and it wasn’t
snacks. It was firm. Tall. Hefty. Weighed a pound, probably. It was
familiar. I knew it. I hoped I was wrong.

“What’s in the bag?”

No response.

“I could just take it.”

He glared at me. Must’ve ran out of swear
words. I suggested he begin to combine them, create new words,
compound words.

“Would you rather talk about your leg? That’s
a serious break. You’ll be in the hospital for sure. They’ll serve
you Jell-O in a cup. You like Jell-O, right?”

“I’m going to put a bullet in your
skull.”

“Maybe I’ll break your other leg. You’ll get
more Jell-O.”

“Don’t touch me.”

He moved uneasily back away from me. The wet
spot on his pant leg was growing.

“Why don’t you tell me what you’re doing
before you bleed out?”

“Why? You gotta badge?”

“I’m not a cop.”

“You’re a dead man.”

I began to unravel the bag.

“You got no business with it, you moron! You
don’t even know what’s going on!”

I stopped, bent down, real close to him. I
could smell cigarettes and something worse lurking underneath his
shirt. I stared at him hard. “I’m giving this back to grandma and
if you’re still here when I get back, I’m breaking your other leg.
Understand?”

He didn’t say anything.

But the old lady did.

Standing beside him suddenly, she pulled a
small revolver out of her purse. “What’s going on here?”

“I saw him take your bag. He was just telling
me how sorry he was. He’s learned his lesson. He wants to
apologize.”

She stared down the creep for a second before
turning to me. She was older, maybe mid-60s. Slight Mexican accent.
Her skin was shimmering. She looked wealthy.

“You saw him steal my bag?” she said.

I nodded.

“And you broke his leg?”

I nodded again.

“You didn’t have to. You could have tripped
him instead. He might never walk again.”

“You’re right. On all accounts.”

“Well, I am glad that you were here.” She
turned to the creep. “Not your finest hour. Go to the
hospital.”

The man got to his feet. Not an easy task. He
couldn’t apply pressure to his broken leg. It was like watching an
infant stand weeks before it was ready. He said nothing and hopped
away on his one good leg as best he could.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She nodded.

“How much money is in the bag?”

She looked surprised. I handed her the
bag.

She frowned then. She put her gun in her
purse and I noticed she had several of the flyers I had been
looking at. She pulled one out and handed it to me. It was the same
one, same woman’s picture, name beneath, along with a phone number
and a reward.

“It’s my daughter. Vega. That man called me
and said he had information. He said he could tell me where she
was. He said to meet him in the park and bring the reward.” She
wiped her face with a colorful handkerchief. She spoke with the
confidence that well-educated people do. I pegged her for being
wealthy. At least better off than most of the people in this
area.

“What happened to her?”

“Missing. Police cannot find her. Say they
have a thousand missing girls.”

“You think they can’t help you?”

She nodded. “Hang flyers, they say. Pray,
they say. But it’s now three months and no news. There’s no help
for my Vega. I don’t know what else to do but hire someone to find
her.”

She was having a hard time keeping herself
together. My heart ached for her.

“I’m very sorry.”

She shook her head and mumbled her response
as she walked away. I turned and headed back to the El Camino,
staring at the flyer.

Once inside the car, still lost in the black
and white image of Vega, I began filling colors in to humanize the
picture. I went with Mexican descent, tan skin with brown hair and
dark eyes. Short, maybe stout. I pictured her to look a bit like
her mother. Maybe less gawdy jewelry.

The statistics had been running through my
head since she first gave me the flyer. The old lady was angry with
the police, but in all likelihood, Vega was dead. Her body may
never be found.

I tossed the flyer out the window. I didn’t
need two of them. Maybe the next guy will have better luck than I
did.

I started the car. I pulled out into the
street and drove south along the park. In about twenty-five minutes
I’d be at the freeway. It was a long haul up to Montana, but I
won’t mind. I like to drive, especially at night, under a full
moon, or a blanket of stars.

I made a left at the streetlight and made eye
contact with a young, pretty woman on the sidewalk. Blonde with
blue eyes. I held her gaze for a moment before she looked away.

Then all the gaps in the flyer came to life
in my head.

Dammit!

I had it all wrong.

My left foot buried the clutch pedal down
into the floormat while my right foot stomped the brake, creating a
terrible screech as the tires left two lines of black rubber
shrapnel across the pavement. I downshifted into first gear and
busted a sloppy U-turn. My eyes scanned the park, coming to rest
near the sidewalk up ahead where the old woman was walking. I
pushed the gas pedal further, the El Camino SS surging ahead ten
over the speed limit with the ease of a flying bullet.

She was crossing the street as I came to a
skidding stop beside her. We locked eyes.

“Get in.”

Her head cocked to the side in question.

But there was no question. No doubt about
it.

I had seen Vega.


Chapter
2

 


 


Vega.

Two days ago, I had stepped away from the ATM
and shoved some crisp twenties into the front pocket of my jeans
and saw her. I had stopped walking. Stopped everything. I just
stared as she walked past, probably ten feet away. To say she was
attractive was an understatement. She had stick-straight blonde
hair that fell across the mid of her back, which bore a vibrant
green T-shirt. Her skin looked smooth and flawless; I doubt she had
any make-up on at all. And those eyes—crystal blue and
intelligent.

I stared.

Guess the two guys walking at either side of
her noticed me doing so. They were nearly past me before I even
noticed them shooting me hard looks. One was tall, the other
shorter than Vega, who was closing in on six feet herself. The tall
one wore a jean jacket, sunglasses, a long tied-up ponytail with a
receding hairline. The shorter guy was bald and sported a goatee
and fingerless brown leather gloves. If they had said anything in
passing, I didn’t remember. After what Vega had done to my mind,
I’m surprised I remembered them at all.

I had continued to the sidewalk and turned
left, opposite the direction that Vega had went. My mind had
already moved on to the business at hand. I had to get to the
burger joint before shift change brought in the new cook who
over-seasons everything.

I told all of this to the old woman as we sat
inside the El Camino, parked on a side street. She hadn’t said a
word since getting in. I guess she was processing. Maybe
overwhelmed that she had some news on her daughter. Maybe deep
inside she had believed, too, that Vega had been murdered and would
never be found.

“Either of those men sound familiar? Friends
of hers perhaps?”

“No,” she answered. “Her friends were nice
girls.”

“Any chance I could speak to them?”

Her head shook slightly. “They don’t come
around anymore. No one does. Not since they stole my Vega.”

We didn’t make eye contact. I was looking out
the window, back to when I had seen Vega on the sidewalk. I hadn’t
noticed her struggle to break away from the men then. But maybe she
had done so before and had learned a lesson. A hard one. Maybe one
that broke her spirit. Maybe now she merely obeyed to survive.

I turned my attention to the old woman, to
keep my mind from wandering down a dark hole of Vega’s well-being.
I’ve been in some dark places before and saw things I’d never be
able to forget. I could feel my blood pressure rising.

“Where did they go?” Her hand came down upon
my forearm and I instinctively jerked it away.

“I’m sorry.” I put my arm back to where it
was. She seemed to understand. “I don’t know where they went. It
wasn’t important to me then. I never thought of them again.”

She was quiet for a moment, staring out to
someplace a million miles past the windshield. I knew then why I
had overstayed my visit to Texas. Vega.

“I’m going to help you. I’m going to track
Vega down.”

She turned to me with a curious look. “You
are policeman?”

No. Policemen have rules.

“I’m just a man who helps people in
need.”

She smiled. “I know what you are.”

Good. I suddenly felt uncomfortable with
telling the old woman that I was a gun-for-hire, a hitman, a
vigilante, a man who was paid to make people hurt.

“You are an angel. You were sent to save
Vega.”

Not the words I would have chosen. I didn’t
reply. She looked happy and I didn’t feel the need to ruin it with
a minor technicality.

Her lips slowly curled up into a huge smile.
There was life in her eyes, a twinkle of emotion she probably
hadn’t felt in a while. Relief. She shoved the sack onto my lap.
“For you.”

Reluctantly, I opened the sack. I smiled
despite my attempt not to. Crisp, new fifties and twenties were
neatly stacked into a brick that was wrapped by red rubber bands.
Could be close to a five thousand dollars.

“It’s a thousand dollars,” she said.

I was a bit off. I shrugged. I’ve worked for
less.

She added firmly, “I can give you more when
you bring Vega to me.”

“It’s not about the money. Go home and try to
put your life back together. I’ll call with updates. Okay?”

She nodded. She reached for the door, opened
it, then turned back to me. “I didn’t give you my number.”

I pointed to the phone number on the flyer.
She smiled and nodded. She shut the door and bent down into the
window frame. She held out a hand the size of an overweight
twelve-year old.

“My name is Bella.”

I took her hand. “I am Michael Lynch.”

“This is a good day, Michael Lynch!” She
began singing and clapping. “The Lord has sent me an angel.”

She danced away, still singing and carrying
on. I stared down to the flyer of Vega. My only thought was how
different she looked than her mother.


Chapter
3

 


 


Morning.

I was sitting in a greasy spoon restaurant
eating a pile of scrambled eggs that were wetter than I prefer, a
stack of dry pancakes, and a few orders of bacon, of which I had no
complaints. I had ordered a tall glass of orange juice, pulp free,
my favorite, but judging the size of my cup, I should have ordered
a gallon. I can only imagine someone asking for a ‘small’ would be
served a thimble.

It was early, nearly 7:30, and I hadn’t slept
all that well. I couldn’t get Vega and her mother out of my mind. I
had tried to form a strategy but knew that would be short-lived and
I began fearing my next conversation with Bella would be very
apologetic.

I would start by hitting up the bank and the
local businesses to see if anyone had security footage from two
weeks ago. It was doubtful, but I had to start somewhere. The local
police department would be next, which seemed as bleak. After that,
if things go as poorly as I figure they would, I was going to hit
the streets and ask questions. Seems unlikely, but I’ve turned over
a few stones that way before.

I stood, tossed down a twenty to cover the
bill and tip, and walked out to the sidewalk, into the new day’s
air where traffic, both foot and vehicle, were picking up. People
were shuffling in and out of coffee houses like addicts. Can’t
do anything until I get my coffee. They’re not morning people.
They’re not like me. Get up, get at it. No need for anything in my
system to help me function, to help me do my job.

The day was warm already with the promise of
strong heat this afternoon. I wanted to get at it and get the most
out of this morning before then. I turned left and walked to the
intersection, then made another left. I would keep to the sidewalk
for three more blocks before making another left to reach the
bank’s front door. I didn’t waste my time.

Someone else did though.

I was still two blocks away when I heard her
voice running up behind me quick, abrupt, and direct. A trace of
excitement in her words.

“I said not another step, black T-shirt
guy!”

I turned. She spun me back around
immediately. Pushed me flat to the storefront wall.

“Keep your hands against the glass!”

“What did I do?”

“Don’t move.”

“What about my jaw?”

“Is there a problem with your jaw?”

“No. I want to know if I can move it?”

“No.”

She pushed me against the giant glass windows
of the coffee shop. I saw small tables and chairs just beyond.
People watched. I made eye contact with a woman eating a
fudge-coated brownie. She was in mid-bite and held it there. We
both were confused.

“Anything in your pockets? Any needles? I’m
not going to get stuck with anything?” She said, patting me
down.

I was offended. I wasn’t some meth-head with
scabs and sores on my face, scrawny and malnourished. I’m not thin,
I’m strong and physically able to do just about anything.

“No. Just some change.” I was glad I had left
my snub-nosed .38 in the car under my seat.

“Any weapons on you? Bazookas? Grenades?
Rocket launchers?”

“Pants are way too tight for all that.”

Her voice was raspy, her hands small but
quick as they searched me, and kept me pinned to the window. I had
only caught a quick glance of her, a youthful, tanned face, jet
black hair tied back underneath the blue cop hat, matching the blue
uniform top. Dark blue pants? Black, maybe. She wore dark
sunglasses. Maybe pink lipstick.

“Want to tell me what this is about?”

“Stay quiet. Don’t move.” She kept at it,
doing a thorough job searching. I didn’t mind. I just stared into
the eyes of the brownie-eater and smiled like it was the best
moment of my life.

The cop yanked out the folded-up flyer of
Vega from my back pocket. I didn’t hear it unfold. Instead, her
hands immediately went to the front pockets where they removed a
few wadded-up dollar bills. Mostly ones and fives. I felt her back
away.

“This all the cash you have? Where’s your
wallet? ID?”

First, I don’t carry my ID in my wallet, and
I don’t carry my wallet on me. Bad move in my line of work. “In my
car.”

“Turn around. State your name. Where’ve you
been, where you’re going.”

I obeyed, turning slowly around to stare down
at her. The cop stood about two feet away, investigating my money.
Which wasn’t much. I never keep a lot on me. Also bad for my line
of work.

She was taller than I had figured. Slim. No
lipstick. Dark blue uniform pants. Maybe mid-twenties. And not
married. At least, not wearing a ring. She was all business.
Beautiful and intelligent. A combination that would make some men
intimidated, but I was going to—

“That’s an awful lot of thinking about your
name.”

“I’m Michael Lynch. What’s this about,
officer...?” I let it hang so she could fill in the blank. She
thought different.

“Where are you coming from?”

“Diner around the corner. The one with the
sponge pads for eggs. You know of it?”

“I know you were in there this morning. I
know what you ate. I know you drank three glasses of pulp free
orange juice.”

“Two and a half really.”

“I know because the manager called it in. Can
you think of any reason why he would do that, sir?”

“Michael. Not sir. I’m not that much
older than you, officer...”

“Officer is fine.”

Damn right she’s fine. My God does she smell
good.

“Let’s continue on with the diner.” She
added.

She was cute. Stone faced, trying hard to be
rough. I’m guessing she was new on the force. “Did I over tip?
Service wasn’t that great.”

“You think you are funny?”

“I have my moments.”

She said nothing.

I said, “I’m assuming you’re going to tell me
what the problem is then?”

She paused. I couldn’t see her eyes past the
sunglasses, but I could feel them on me. Maybe she wasn’t a newbie.
She definitely had an edge to her.

“You paid with a counterfeit twenty, sir. In
the past few weeks, those have become quite popular. They’re a
thorn in my side right now. Is there anything you’d like to tell
me? Anything you would like to confess?”

I could feel my eyebrows rise. “I confess
that I don’t even know how to tell the difference. If I had one in
my possession, I wouldn’t know. Unless it was an obvious fake, like
some board game money. But it wasn’t, was it?”

“Where else have you passed money this past
week?”

I gave her my run down of usual places, from
the diner to the greasy spoon. My guess is that she’s received no
complaints about my money at those establishments. I think she’s
run into a dead end, and the look on her face suggests there’s been
plenty of them.

“Sorry I can’t be of more help,
officer...?”

Officer Smellsgood.

She stared at me for a moment. She was trying
to find a lie, trying to see if she could trust me or not. When she
spoke again, the excitement in her voice was gone, the edge had
diminished, and she sounded like a normal person. She sounded
genuine, and I could tell the job was getting to her.

“Can you think back real hard and tell me
where you received that twenty?”

“Bank, actually. ATM around the corner, about
a week ago.”

“Are you sure about that?”

I nodded. No smile. No need for her to think
I was lying. “Absolutely. I’ve withdrawn money once a week there
for the past month. Always twenties.”

“What’s your address? Employer?”

I gave her the whereabouts of the place I was
renting, and then paused. I had reservations about explaining my
job. Cops tend to ask a lot of questions, and I liked to keep a lot
of answers to myself.

“And?” Smellsgood said with a look to
encourage me to answer the second half of her question.

“I’m self-employed.”

“In which field?”

“I find people.”

“So you’re a PI?”

“More or less.”

“What are you doing here right now?”

“I was just hired to find a missing person. A
young woman named Vega.”

“Vega hired you?”

“No. Bella did.”

“Who’s Vega?”

“Her daughter. Vega is missing. Has been for
two weeks. Her mother hired me.” I pointed to the flyer in her
hands. She opened it. I gave her a brief rundown of my encounter
with Vega and how I met Bella.

“Why didn’t she call it in?”

“Said she did.”

“I’ve never heard of her.”

I shrugged. She seemed to be thinking of
something. I let her. She was quiet a moment. I just stared at her.
No complaints.

“Two weeks?”

“I know the odds.”

We were quiet for a moment.

Her head turned in the direction of the bank.
“Why don’t you have your ID on you?”

“Could get stolen. Then I could have some
nutcase at my house waiting for me to come home. Then all kinds of
bad things could happen.”

“Are you always this funny?” She looked right
at me again. No smile.

“I have my moments.”

“Lucky me.”

The corners of Smellsgood’s lips
curled ever-so slightly. I smiled back. She gave me a good vibe.
Past the rigid front she was showing, due to her job, I knew, she
was a cool chick.

“It’s against the law to be in town without
an I.D. on your persons. If I see you again and you’re without it,
I will write you a citation. And I hate writing citations. It’s a
lot of paperwork that I don’t have time for. So please don’t put me
through that. It really pisses me off.”

I nodded. She handed back my cash.

“Table For One at the other end of town has
the best breakfast.”

She turned swiftly and walked away, pulling
out a small pad of paper and writing as she did so. I watched her
until she rounded the corner, out of sight. I was upset with myself
for not getting her name. But I had a funny feeling I would be
seeing a bit more of her in the days to come.

I hoped so, anyway.


Chapter
4

 


 


The bank.

I had walked the two blocks to the bank after
the cop turned me loose and proceeded with my plan for tracking
down Vega. There would be security cameras facing the sidewalk that
I was hoping to see. Maybe in the footage there would be a clue, a
vehicle they stepped into, or another store they entered. It was a
long shot, I knew, but it’s what I was working with.

I stood inside at a counter designed for
customers to fill out deposit forms or balance their checkbooks or
simply to wait for the next available teller. But there were none.
I had been standing for two minutes now and hadn’t seen anyone in
the bank at all. I turned, roaming around, hoping someone would pop
out of an office space and see me, but so far that hasn’t worked
out. I looked at the doors and windows for a sign saying they were
even open.

Then I saw out of the big glass windows to
the drive-up teller section, a white van parking at the ATM and two
figures working on loading it with cash. Most of what they were
doing was blocked by the machine itself, but I got the gist of it.
Nothing better to do, I watched them. But it was over in a flash. A
blonde woman shut the backdoor to the van while a young guy locked
up the machine. The woman walked around to the front of the van,
got in, and drove away. The machine guy walked to the bank.

He entered with a smile. A tall, slim kid,
maybe late-teens. His hair was cropped short and neat. No evidence
of facial hair. Business attire, pressed, no wrinkles.

“Morning,” I said.

“Oh, hello. Good morning to you, sir.”

His voice broke a few times, like puberty
clung desperately. I watched him move around to the business side
of the counters. He had things to prepare and seemed to be rushing
through it. After a few moments, he looked back to me and smiled,
waving me over to him. It was probably his first job. Very eager to
please.

“Good morning, sir. Sorry about the wait.
Usually, James is here and helps the…” He caught himself rambling
on. “How can I help you?”

“I need to look at your security
footage.”

There were a few things that took place on
his face then. One of them was worry. Quick and abrupt, then back
to casually forcing that smile. I wasn’t entirely sure of his
reservation with my request, but there was no mistaking that he had
one.

“I’m sorry, sir. That’s not something I can
show you.”

“It would only take a minute. Two, tops.”

“Are you a policeman?” He was worried.

“I need to see the tape to help locate a
missing woman, who I saw pass by the bank the other day. Maybe you
can have someone else—”

“I’m sorry, but
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