
		
			[image: The Night Jogger: A Tale of San Marco]
		

	


The Night Jogger: A Tale of San Marco
James L. Gagni Jr.
 

Copyright



 

Copyright © 2011 James L. Gagni Jr.
All rights reserved.
ISBN: 978-1-105-43759-5

Dedication



For my wife, Cherry Gagni
You'll forever be my muse.

Acknowledgments
The Tales of San Marco series was a product of blood, sweat and tears. Though not in the literal sense, I really never would have accomplished this if not for the individuals and groups around me.
First of all, my special and deepest thanks go out to my wife, Cherry C. Gagni. Without whom, I never would’ve started nor pursued nor continued this book. Through her ideas, suggestions, constructive criticisms and praises, my stories grew into something more than a thought that I wrote down on some paper. It became something I can finally share with others.
To my parents and in-laws, whose invaluable support, also gave me the inspiration to pursue this project. And they especially gave me the connection to those people who gave invaluable comments regarding my work.
My deep gratitude also goes out to the people who bought the first book I self-published. It is very humbling to receive your good feedback. It truly warms the heart of an author.

Chapter 1
 
"Come on Dad, Please." a woman in her late 30's told his aged father. "Please come with me... Just this once."
"Well, I've told you a hundred times, Emma." her father responded, "I'm not coming with you."
"Dad, how will you get well? You're not even taking your medicine."
"Who's the tattle tale who told you that?" asked Emma's father, Bill, then raised his eyebrows.
"You know who Dad. Don't even pretend there's someone else here besides the maid."
"Oh yeah. I forgot your Mom left me for that cocky bastard Mike... Mick... Mint..."
"It's Mitchell Dad. And why do you still think about that? It's like, more than thirty years ago."
"No one ever forgets something like that, young lady." Bill, snorting through his distinct long nose, irritably responded to Emma. "Not even an old forgetful man like myself." As they sat in the balcony of their huge house, he looked at the far distance. The view was fabulous from their vantage point. The lake with the mountain range behind it was a magnificent sight to behold. Bill closed his eyes for a moment and tried to remember a cherished memory. As he opened them again, tears already formed in his eyes and it slowly fell down through the mole in his right cheek.
Emma sat down on the other wooden armchair next to his Dad and put her designer bag on the exquisite antique coffee table in front of them. She placed both her hands on his Dad's arm and looked at his teary eyes staring into the horizon.
"Sorry for bringing up Mom," Emma said as she stroked her Dad's arm.
Bill patted his daughter's hands comfortingly and smiled at her, telling her, "Don't you worry, my dear. I've buried that hatchet with your Mom years ago. I was thinking about something else. But it doesn't matter anymore." He wiped away his tears, put both his hands on hers and said, "What matters more is what the future holds."
"Which will be nothing more than a thought if you don't let me take you to the hospital." Emma quickly interjected.
Bill breathed out a deep sigh and let go of his daughter's hand. "Here we go again with 'the hospital'. I've already told you a hundred times I won't go. I don't want to go."
"But you've already fainted twice this week."
"It was nothing... Probably just the heat..."
"What if it happens again? And what if this time, the maid is no longer there to help you. Something much worse than your fainting spells might happen, don't you realize that?"
"Then I guess the maid's fired..." Bill said as he gave a stern look at his daughter.
Emma sighed as well as she picked up her bag and put it on her lap. She looked at his Dad who was once again staring upon the lake and the mountains. As she looked upon the view as well, she was reminded of why his parents bought a house on that spot.
Unbeknownst to her, her Dad looked beyond the lake... Beyond the mountain ranges... Upon the slowly dimming sky. As tears welled up in his eyes again, Bill continued in a hush tone to the softly blowing wind, saying "...then I guess my wish will finally be granted as well."

Chapter 2
 
The streetlights slowly turned on along the roads, turning them into brightly lit avenues. Darkness still gripped some of their back roads but the well-to-do residents knew it would be lit up in a few months. Especially when majestic mansions and sprawling houses have now occupied most of the previously empty lots. Nestled far from the city centre, it has attracted the rich, business-minded people from far-flung places who preferred a home away from the hustle and bustle of city living. Just thirty minutes away from a magnificent lake, it has also attracted family members who enjoyed the tranquility of nature. It was an exclusive residential village, one of only two in the quiet town of San Marco, and it was sought after.
Jogging around in the evening for the first time, Tim casually walked out of the gates of his posh two-story apartment. He veered right and immediately saw his neighbor Bill sitting at the balcony of his huge house, as he had always seen him do for the past year Tim had been living in that village. As he passed by, he noticed Bill's daughter Emma as well, one whom he rarely saw at that house. Tim gradually increased his jogging speed, glanced at the speedometer in his sports watch, then looked up at the balcony again. As he saw both of them looking at him, Tim smiled and waved at them. Although both of his neighbors waved back at him, he clearly saw one of them was visibly upset. He ignored what he thought he saw, mostly because he wasn’t the type who would mind such things. Then he looked at his watch once again to turn on the timer and picked up his pace to begin his one hour jogging routine.
Barely 15 minutes into his jog, he stopped abruptly. It was only then he realized he won’t be able to follow his usual jogging route. Some of the backroads he used during his morning jog weren't lit up yet and most of them were too dark to even see through.
"Stupid night shift!" he cursed under his breath. Tim has always been used to jogging in the morning. But yesterday, he started his first night shift duty as he supervised his guys working in a different time zone. Not wanting to break his healthy routine, he decided to try out jogging at night, even if it meant he would have to jog alone again. Most of his jogging partners only did their routines in the morning and never at night.
Tim caught his breath for moment then he looked around to see which road he should take next. He took out the mobile phone from his shoulder, planning to use the interactive map in it to see his intended route. He returned it quickly though when he realized it doesn't show which roads were lit-up. Frustration setting in, he looked at the dark road in front of him. He knew the road up ahead was a little dangerous. He found a steep cliff right next to the walkway when he went through it in the morning. One slip on the walkway easily meant the difference between life and death. He told himself he might make it through if he would just follow a straight line. And wanting the thrill of living on the edge from time to time, Tim decided to try out the dim road.
Just as he was about to jog again, Tim noticed someone at the corner. That person jogged in place while he waited for the signal light at the intersection, which would permit him to walk through. Being the first one he saw jogging at night around that area, Tim waited for him to cross. He wanted speak to him and hoped the guy would be kind enough to guide him around there for that night.
As the guy crossed the road, Tim jogged right beside him and introduced himself. Fortunately for him, the guy was cool with being jogging partners with him for that evening and was happy to show him the route he usually took when jogging at night. Though small and a bit burly, the man who introduced himself as Matt looked quite fit to Tim. And despite Matt's stature, he seemed to Tim like an energetic man who was full of life. And the guy was quite loquacious. Matt showed Tim the avenues and roads he often took during his nighttime jogging routine, which were often the brightly lit ones. He also pointed out to him he would only use the dimly lit back roads which span short distances. Most importantly, he gave Tim his first rule when jogging at night, "Never attempt to use the really dark back roads. Even if you think you're familiar with the road itself during the morning, it's a whole different animal at night." Matt smiled when he said this, but Tim could see the stern look in his face. Tim almost stopped in his tracks when he remembered it was similar to the one he tried to cross a few moments ago before he met Matt.
As they jogged together around the area, Matt spoke to him about loads of stuff. He talked about health topics like the benefits of jogging in the evening and common socio-political situation ones such as the sudden sharp rise in the difference between the rich and poor in San Marco. And just as Tim almost grasped Matt's understanding of common human matters, completely assuming Matt was probably some kind of a lawyer or businessman, he was pleasantly surprised when he started talking about the weird and supernatural, like reports of ghost sightings around San Marco.
"People think something is off about this place. But to tell you the truth," Matt told Tim in a mild-mannered but matter-of-fact tone as they jogged through another long avenue, "I think it's just a bunch of made-up stories to scare the kids. Problem is, even most adults living here have taken it seriously."
"Why would you say that? Don't you believe in the supernatural?" asked Tim.
"Well I'd like to think I do, I've stopped believing in it a long time ago. And with the advent of modern technology, I must have lost touch with nature. Or wherever else those 'unnatural' things come from. How about you, do you?"
"Yeah, I kinda do. You can say I'm more of a 'nature' person than a modern-technology guy. Though I own some modern gadgets, but they're only out of necessity. And since I'm more in-tune with nature, I guess that is the reason why I'm a huge believer in the supernatural."
"Hmmm..." said Matt who seemed to be thinking deeply. "I suppose time will come when I too will believe"
Tim smiled in agreement, "I suppose you will."
About a few blocks from Tim's apartment, both joggers rounded a corner. As they did so, the alarm on Matt’s watch went off, then so did Tim's. They both walked slowly towards the nearby bus stop and turned off their alarms.
"That's an hour of jogging and I think that is enough for me tonight." Matt said to Tim as he huffed and puffed deep breaths.
"Yeah, me too." remarked Tim, tired but clearly not as much as Matt. "My apartment's close by so I'll just be walking from here. How about you? You need a ride?"
"Nah, I'm cool. I'm just going to walk there as well."
Tim extended his hand towards Matt. With a huge smile on his face, he said "Thanks again for the assist, man, and it was great to have met you. I never would have gotten a handle on jogging at night in this area if not for you."
Matt extended his hand as well, clasped Tim's hand in a tight grasp and shook it eagerly. "It was nice to have met you too, man."
Both men said their goodbyes and walked in opposite directions later. Just then, Tim turned around and called out to Matt, making him turn around as well.
"Hey Matt. I'm going out again tomorrow night. You wanna join me again?"
Matt thought for a moment, then smiled. "Sure. Why not? Like jogging partners, right?"
Tim smiled as well as he thought to himself, "Isn't that nice. A jogging partner on my first night jog." He responded to Matt saying "Yes. Like jogging partners."
They bade goodbye to each other once again. But as Tim turned to go, Matt called out to him. He turned around and saw Matt was still standing on the walkway, smiling.
"Just being curious and I don't mean to sound weird or anything else." said Matt. "You say you're a believer in the supernatural... I was just curious if you have ever experienced one?"
Tim smiled as well and remarked "No. Not yet. But I suppose it's just a matter of time until I will."
Still smiling, Matt responded "Yeah. I suppose you will... "

Chapter 3
 
In the nights that followed, as he slowly adjusted to his night shift work, his body adapted to night jogging as well. Tim would begin his routine with a 15-minute jog from his apartment towards the very dark back road he almost attempted to run through. From there, he met up with Matt, who then jogged with him for several minutes until their one-hour time limit was up. As they passed through different roads and street corners, Matt's talkative yet good-hearted nature always entertained Tim. Matt would talk to him about everything under the sun while Tim rarely spoke. Probably because Tim was already tired from talking through different meetings during his workday. But mostly because he enjoyed the topics Matt would bring up during their jogs.
In their jogs, both of them often went through the same route. Although at times Matt changed it, they always followed Matt's strict rule about jogging through a dark road only if it was either short, or if it was necessary to get to another point. Any other way was a "no-no" for him. 
However on one evening, as they met at their usual meeting point, Tim attempted to convince Matt to try out the dark back road nearby. He told Matt had plotted out and memorized the walkway that passed through it. Tim claimed despite the danger of going through the walkway which sat next to a deep cliff, he knew a way through it that should be safe for them to cross. Matt stared at him sternly, momentarily losing his usual calm look, and told him, "Definitely not!"
As he saw Matt’s angered look for the first time, Tim didn’t push his luck against him and stopped asking. But as Matt pushed forward onto their designated route, Tim looked back at the dark back road next to them. As he stared upon it, he was drawn closer. The darkness almost beckoned him to come closer. As a feeling of being adventurous suddenly overwhelmed Tim, he decided to try it out. Without looking at Matt, Tim walked slowly towards the walkway. Meanwhile, Matt continued jogging by himself and was talking aloud, probably thinking Tim was behind him, 
As Tim edged towards the walkway, the darkness soon enveloped him. It wasn't as dark as he assumed. He still saw the walkway, even when he reached the part of the walkway where the streetlamp's light ended. Confidence building in him, he started to jog slowly upon the walkway’s pavement. Just then, he heard footsteps coming up behind him. Tim quickly felt happy that Matt finally decided to join him in his adventurous run. But moments later, he was disappointed when the man finally caught up to him on his left side. Tim realized it wasn't Matt. Saying to himself that having someone join him was good enough, he decided not to ask who he was and just enjoyed having someone else there. 
The other man Tim was with barely spoke as they both jogged along the walkway of the dark back road. The man jogged at Tim’s left side, giving him ample view of the cliff as they approached it. The edge of the walkway overlooking the cliff seemed to have changed. As if by some sort of mind-trick, it appeared to Tim as if it was just one massive vacant lot. Tim slowed down his pace to have a better look and found himself vaguely amused by being unable to see beyond the cliff, like his eyes were being cheated.
Slowing down as well, Tim's companion finally spoke to him, "The view looks really awesome, huh? Very different from what it was in the morning. I told you it would be great to go through here."
"Yes, it really does." confused but otherwise in agreement, Tim responded as he looked at his companion. Tim immediately smiled as a thought of recognition came to him. He felt he had seen his companion before but was unable to figure out when. Aside from the man's distinct long nose and a dominant mole on his right cheek, he looked oddly familiar. He looked at the man once again and inched closer to get a good look. As he finally got closer though, goosebumps crawled all over his body when he realized where he remembered him from. It was someone he knew from around the neighborhood, only older... much, much older.
As the similarities seemed too weird for him, Tim quickly changed his pace to slow down further. He reached out to his companion to ask his name.  But he accidentally lost his footing and stepped on the edge of the walkway. He wobbled on his legs and struggled to gain control. Then Tim’s right foot which held onto the edge slipped and pulled his whole weight towards the blackness of the cliff. Tim closed his eyes, anticipating a painful fall, when his companion's arm stretched towards him. Tim quickly grabbed his arm and the man pulled back hard. But Tim's body had already gone over and was only held onto the ledge by his left foot. The other man grunted and yelled, trying hard to pull Tim back. He slowly walked backwards for stronger leverage in lifting Tim upwards. Wanting to gain a stronger momentum, his companion attempted to make a bigger step backwards. But as he lifted his right foot, his left foot lost its hold. The man stumbled forward and lost his grip on Tim's arm. Tim fell backwards into the darkness of the cliff. From his viewpoint, Tim saw his companion yell out something indiscernible before the man fell flat on the walkway, banging his head. As Tim witnessed the walkway zooming away from him and the blackness of the cliff enveloping him, Tim screamed loudly and closed his eyes.
It was at that moment Tim woke up from his bed, sweating profusely. His mouth was still opened wide, seemingly shouting a soundless scream. He looked around him and saw he was in his room, safely inside his apartment, neither wounded nor dead beneath a deep ravine-like cliff. He breathed a deep sigh of relief and flopped back on his bed. Tim looked at the digital clock next to his bed and saw it was still four in the afternoon. It was three more hours before another jogging routine with Matt would begin.
"Matt..." he said to himself. Then he remembered how Matt warned him not to go through that dark back road. "It's probably why I dreamt of it. But why that weird nightmare? And who was that guy who jogged with me? He looked so familiar."
Tim tried to go back to sleep, but was unable to. He was consumed with trying to think where he saw that man.
That evening, as Matt met Tim at the same place, Tim glanced at the nearby dark back road. His dream was so surreal he felt it really happened. Matt jogged away and Tim followed, jogging quickly to catch up to him. He did not want to replicate his dream, wherein Matt left him behind. Just as Matt was about to start talking about something again, Tim interrupted him and briefly told him about his dream.
"It was weird coz it felt so surreal, it seemed like a memory. Like it really happened to me, you know? Now I know I should always stick by your rules." Tim told Matt.
Matt just looked at him and smiled.

Chapter 4
 
It had been more than thirty minutes. Tim sat down at a bench near the intersection where he always met up with Matt. He had been waiting since he arrived and walked aimlessly to and fro.
"Where could he be? He's always on time... I wouldn't think he'll ever be this late." he said to himself.
Tim looked at his watch and saw he has only got several more minutes before he would need to prepare for work. Not wanting to start his work without his daily jog, he decided to go ahead without Matt. Tim was confident as he had become familiar with their usual route. He took one more look back at the road where Matt usually appeared. When he still did not see him, Tim began his short run.
The next evening, Matt did not show up again so Tim went on his routine alone again, but not after he waited for almost thirty minutes again. By the time Tim arrived home, he concluded Matt must have been sick for the past two nights as he knew Matt would never skip a night jog with no reason at all. Too bad he could not confirm it with Matt as he does not have his phone number… it never crossed Tim’s mind to ask for it.
Confident Matt would finally be there, Tim began his night jog the following evening with a smile on his face. Tim missed his new friend and longed to hear his litanies about life, politics, and especially the supernatural. He hadn’t met a man so unbelieving yet knew so much about them. As Tim walked out of the gates of his apartment, he was surprised that instead of seeing Bill sitting at the balcony of his house, he saw Emma. She wore an elegant black dress and stared at the horizon, upon the mountain ranges beyond the lake. Tim was quite amazed at seeing Emma doing what his father, Bill, used to do.
"Bill..." Tim said to himself. He hasn’t seen Bill in the past few days. He was about to think of a probable reason why but was immediately distracted when Emma waved at him. Tim smiled and waved back at Emma. With the motion of his hands, told her he'll be dropping by, to which she smiled and mouthed the word "Ok."
Tim had not spoken to Emma for quite a while so he was pleased at being able to drop by later. He turned on the timer in his sports watch and jogged casually towards the intersection to meet Matt. Almost thirty minutes later though, Matt still hasn't showed up. Disappointed but nonetheless aware he couldn’t do anything else, Tim began his short jogging routine. Once again, he was without his usual night jogging partner, Matt.
As the alarm of Tim’s watch went off, he ended his run for the night and walked towards his apartment. He contemplated whether he should start doing his routines by himself as he had lost time for the past three nights while he waited for Matt. As he stood outside his apartment and took out his keys, he overheard voices outside the gate. When Tim looked there, he dropped his keys on the ground, surprised when two men quickly passed by, apparently jogging.
Tim quickly picked them up and ran towards the gate to see who they were, excited at the prospect of having other night joggers in the area. But when he opened the gate, they were no longer there. He squinted to see where they could have gone.
"Hmmm... Must have been new guys. They must have turned towards some back road or something." Tim said to himself. "I'll just try to catch them tomorrow, and then I'll tell about Matt's rule of not going through those dark back roads."

Chapter 5
 
Having a few more hours before he was needed at work, Tim dropped by Bill's house to catch up with Emma. As soon as he got out of the gate, Emma saw him and waved. Then she motioned for him to come up. Apparently, she stayed at their balcony since Tim first saw her there. The gates were opened so Tim let himself in and the sprawling landscape in front of the huge house greeted him. Emma welcomed him with a huge smile on her face. She seemed happy to have someone else there as she looked all alone in the big house, aside from the three or four maids she had. Tim was served a cup of tea as Emma invited him into living room.
When he couldn’t find Bill and then assumed he was probably somewhere else in that huge house, he asked Emma. "By the way, where's your Dad? I haven't seen him since I came in. And if I remember correctly, it seems I haven't seen him seated at his favorite spot in your balcony these past three days."
Emma smiled at Tim, but he quickly realized it was a forced smile. Something was amiss with Emma right now and he had triggered something bad with his question. The room suddenly turned awkwardly quiet. Before he was able to apologize, Tim suddenly saw tears welling up in Emma's eyes. She looked at him and said, "Dad died in the hospital this morning."
His eyes opened wide and he gaped. Tim was shocked at the news as he had only heard about it. He quickly put down his cup of tea on another of the house's antique tables and sat beside Emma. Tim held her hand and tried to comfort her. Emma finally gave him a genuine smile and said "Thanks." From then on they were both all smiles. They told each other how they were both doing, especially Emma who lived around the city centre, far from her Dad's home.
When Emma shared stories about her Dad, she was no longer too emotional. She told Tim how her Dad had been very tough until the end. Bill even told Emma to be strong as she held his hand before he slowly slipped into a deep sleep. Bill was in a coma for almost three days. A few hours later, he died. But Emma mentioned that days before her Dad went to the hospital, she had noticed something different in him. While she was used to seeing him at the balcony, staring at the spectacular view in front of him, he oftentimes spoke softly to the wind and smiled, as if he had long been at peace. But in rare moments, he cried out to the sky and called out the name of his friend who died a long time ago, and then he would say he’ll soon be with him again. Emma stood up, picked up a small photo album and browsed through it. As she found the photo she was looking for, she handed it over to Tim.
Tim almost let out a surprised shout when he looked at it. The background looked oddly familiar, something he knew he had seen before. But there was something stranger. The man in the photo looked exactly like the man in his dream, his companion, with a smile exactly like his! His mind quickly came to a conclusion on the identity of the man. As he was about to tell Emma who it was, Emma confirmed his identity for him. "It's a photo of my Dad, almost thirty years ago when this village was relatively new. And days before his big accident."
He didn’t say anything to Emma, but he felt a chill when she mentioned “accident”. Tim was brought back to the fragmented memories of his dream, like it had been true. He clearly remembered as his companion fell down trying to save him as Tim himself fell off into the darkness of the cliff. He shook off the thoughts and asked "The background looks familiar. Is this place somewhere close?"
Emma looked at him, surprised at how Tim knew. "Yes. It's actually at the creek about fifteen minutes from here. Have you been there?"
Tim thought about saying the truth, but hesitated. He just said, "Not really... it just looked familiar, that's all." Then he asked Emma again, his voice more frightened than curious, "You mentioned there was an accident. Mind telling me what happened?"
Emma sat next to Tim again and told him. After her Mom left her Dad, he grew very distant from everyone around him, including her. So Emma’s older brother told their Dad it might be helpful if he tried jogging, especially in the evening when the air would be much cooler. And so her Dad did as he was told. The best thing that happened to her Dad, she said, was during his first night jog, he met this other night jogging enthusiast who later became his closest friend.
Emma looked at the photo of her Dad and smiled. She then said "Dad said he met this overly talkative guy whom you would always want to hang around with as he would tell you so many things... human life, politics. And the weird thing was Dad said, he was the first guy he met who doesn't believe in the supernatural phenomenon, yet knows more about it than anyone else."
The description of Bill's close friend sounded strangely like someone he knew. Tim moved closer to Emma, photo album in his hand.
Emma noticed how Tim acted strangely but was unmindful of it. She then said "When they first met, Dad was told about a certain rule his friend has... and that's never to jog through any dark path. And if you've been here that time, there were a lot less streetlights than there are now. But Dad, being adventurous and all, wanted to try out the path in that photo during one of their night jogs..." Emma pointed to the photo Tim held in his hands. "... And Dad's insistence for several weeks forced his friend to finally agree. But that was when tragedy struck." Emma's face frowned as she remembered how his Dad related the truth about the accident to her, years after it happened. "Everyone knew it was an accident: his friend slipped on the walkway next to the creek while they were jogging on it that fateful evening and fell to his death below the creek. But Dad told me there was an element to the story nobody else knew: Dad was the one who caused his friend's death. When Dad insisted on trying out that dark road by the creek, his friend only agreed if his Dad will take the less scenic view beside the road. Despite my Dad wanting to see the view of the creek at night, he said yes to his friend's condition. Little did Dad know, his friend actually saved him... taking the fall instead of my Dad."
Taking the photo album from Tim, Emma flipped it to another one. She seemed to be looking for a different photo. Then she said "Dad cried bitterly when he told me about it, saying he tried to save his friend but couldn't hold on to him. For years, he felt guilty. Not just about causing his friend's death but also because he was unable to do anything to help him." Emma paused when she finally found the photo she was searching for. She handed the album back to Tim and said "It was only this morning I realized why he was neither sad nor fearful about dying. It was because Dad knows he'll be with his friend. That was him, next to Dad."
Tim took the photo album and followed Emma's finger to where she was pointing at the photo. Goosebumps crawled all over his body when he looked at the other man in the photo. It looked a lot his night-jogging partner, whose name now escaped him due to his uneasy nerves. As he fought the unnatural feeling growing inside of him, he asked Emma "Bill's friend, what was his name?"
Noticing the anxiety in Tim, Emma looked at him in a confused manner and said, "His name was Matt. Why?"
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