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CBS News Transcript/Burrelle News Services 
Show: 60 Minutes (7:00 PM EST) 
Date: Sunday, Sept. 12, 1999 
Segment 3: After the Fall 
 
Program Intro: 
LESLEY STAHL: In the months after the Parramore Plaza disaster, the “theme 
park capital of the world” began to forge a new identity for itself. The people of 
Orlando said—quietly, of course—that some good had come out of the tragedy. 
 
[Video Clips] 
 
DELPHI OWENS, Mayor: We’re a real city now. We pulled together. The world 
saw us for who we truly are. 
 
ROBERT F. TANNER, Exec. Director, Orange County Convention Center: 
Honestly? No more Mickey Mouse jokes. 
 
GORDON LIMAN, Bishop, St. Barnabas Episcopal Church: Attendance went 
up by thirty percent. That day brought us closer to God. 
 
[Video Clip/Juni Bruder talking to a firefighter at the Plaza site] 
 
STAHL (voiceover): There were those who might have disagreed with the 
bishop, including the reporter who quoted him and won a Pulitzer Prize for her 
coverage of the Plaza fire and its aftermath. Her interviews with survivors, 
rescuers, victims’ families—even the sister of the janitor who set the blaze—
helped “make sense of a senseless act,” as the Orlando Herald put it. 
 
After her suicide, many wondered why such a gifted writer had failed to find 
solace herself. 
 
Sadly, she left no note. 
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It’s true Juni didn’t leave a note. She left a 200-page manuscript. The writing 
took most of a year, though she wouldn’t show me. Not until it was done, she 
said. At the time, her sudden fit of shyness struck me as funny—thousands of 
strangers read her stories every day—but mostly I was glad to know she was 
working. She almost sounded like herself again. My life was hectic, you under-
stand, and I didn’t have time to worry. 

The last time Juni called, I was running late for a class and let her message 
go to voicemail. 

A week after the funeral, I opened her laptop. Sacrilege, even for me. That 
computer was so much a part of her; she talked about her brain in terms of 
hard-drive space. Her password was easy: Excedrin2. Her desktop was clear, 
everything put away, like her room when we were kids. There were only 
three folders: Work, Financial and Personal. The first was a warren of stories 
and drafts for the Herald. The second held all the records of day-to-day life 
(expense reports, insurance forms, an old budget). The third was empty. 

The little wastebasket at the bottom of the screen was not. 
The document inside was dated May 31, the day Juni died. Forgetting to 

empty the trash just wasn’t like her. The apartment was spotless when I arrived. 
She’d even cleaned out the refrigerator. Her transcripts and clippings were filed 
in plastic storage bins, indexed and watertight. No loose ends, except for one. 

Did she mean for me to find it? Does it matter? She must have known what I 
would do. I’m a priest, after all. And her brother. 

She left it to me to dispose of her personal effects. 
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Aria Interrupted 

Dozens of witnesses later recounted Sunday night’s phone call during the 
opening act of “Rigoletto.” Due to the continental design of Bob Carr Auditorium 
(there was no center aisle, so patrons who bought the best seats had to cross a 
continent to reach them), some thirty people had to uncross their legs or stand 
to let Dante Costas sidestep his way to the exit. For most of the ticketholders in 
Orchestra Left, “Questa o Quella” was ruined. 

Some remembered Costas apologizing profusely. Others said he was unfor-
givably rude. All agreed he was polite enough not to return until intermission, 
a span of forty-five minutes. 

Three blocks away, no one saw a handsome man in a single-breasted tuxedo 
walk into the parking garage of the Parramore Plaza. The night guard was away 
from his post, making the eight o’clock rounds (in truth, sneaking a cigarette on 
the rooftop terrace, the building being smoke-free). The surveillance cameras 
would be destroyed in the fire the next day. 

If Dante Costas’s wife noticed the faint smell of linseed oil on his hands when 
he joined her in the courtyard at intermission, or if he seemed a bit distracted at 
the private fundraiser for the Orlando Opera Company after the performance, 
she never mentioned it. 
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Random Acts 

On the last night of his life, Marko Abissi ate at his sister’s house. He tried 
never to miss the traditional Sunday meal with Valerie and her kids, even 
though his wife, Rosanna, always refused to go along. After the separation, he’d 
been able to bring his two-year-old daughter on the occasional weekend when 
Rosanna needed a babysitter. Not tonight. Three days earlier, at the preliminary 
hearing in the divorce proceedings of Abissi vs. Abissi, the petitioning spouse 
was awarded sole custody of the couple’s minor child. The Ninth Judicial 
Circuit Court had declared the respondent an unfit father. 

By all accounts, Marko Abissi was suicidal. 
His life had been in a downward spiral since the cold December night he’d 

fought with his wife and left the house. That in itself wasn’t unusual. Valerie 
had given him a key for the times he needed a place to crash. Her boys were 
used to waking up and finding Uncle Marko on the couch. He cooked “private 
eyes” (grilled toast with an egg in the middle) for breakfast. 

After those nights, Marko went to work in wrinkled clothes and waited for 
the storm to pass, as it usually did, with the requisite amount of groveling. 

But this time was different. Instead of the silent treatment, he got a phone 
call. There was a hint of satisfaction in Rosanna’s voice when she informed him 
that if he came home, she’d have him arrested. It was the first time he’d ever 
heard the term “restraining order” outside of a TV show. 

Domestic battery—that was something out of a nightmare. He’d never 
struck a woman in his life. It didn’t matter. Within a span of three months, he 
would lose his home, his job and his daughter. 

He’d been in line for promotion at Cornerstone Homes, where he worked as 
a construction manager. Unfortunately, the company’s zero-tolerance policy 
made no exceptions for a plea of nolo contendere. 

With child support and legal bills to pay, Marko sold his truck and cashed in 
his 401k. When he applied for work with the cleaning service, he neglected to 
mention his conviction on a Class A misdemeanor. Another first, lying on a job 
application. He rented an efficiency apartment near the daycare center. He 
memorized bus routes. He tried to get on with his life. 

But he couldn’t live without his daughter. 
He said so, breaking down at the dinner table, the night before he died. 
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Loss ‘Catastrophic’ in Plaza Collapse 
Death toll climbs as rescuers search for the missing 
Compiled by the Herald Staff/Tuesday, April 14, 1998 

ORLANDO—Arson is suspected in the fire that raced through the Parramore 
Plaza on Monday morning, causing a series of explosions that brought about 
the collapse of the downtown office complex in less than sixty minutes. Scores 
of emergency personnel who responded to the first 911 call and entered the 
burning 12-story building are among those injured, missing and feared dead. 

At a press conference Monday afternoon, Mayor Delphi Owens said the loss 
would be “catastrophic.” 

Firefighters struggled to bring the smoldering blaze under control, even as 
they mourned fallen comrades. Shifting debris and heavy smoke hampered the 
search for victims. A makeshift morgue was set up at the Orlando O-rena, where 
an ice-skating surface was ready for a Starz on Ice performance, now canceled. 

Emergency rooms in Orange, Seminole and Volusia counties were inundat-
ed with the injured, many suffering burns, smoke inhalation and cuts from 
broken glass. Due to recent budget cuts that closed one local trauma center and 
left two others understaffed, many critical cases had to be airlifted to Tampa 
and Jacksonville. At least one victim died in transit. 

Volunteers from across the country are arriving to aid in the recovery effort. 
Search and rescue units have been mobilized from as far away as Seattle. FEMA 
task force members were en route to Orlando within hours of the collapse, and 
FBI and ATF investigators have already begun collecting evidence. 

‘I’m in trouble here,’ caller said 
The first 911 call came at 9:03 a.m. The caller, identified as a janitor, reported 

a fire on the Plaza’s second basement level. The building had an underground 
parking garage and maintenance wing, a rarity in Florida, where groundwater 
thwarts subterranean construction. “I’m in trouble here,” the man said. “It’s too 
far gone for fire extinguishers, and the sprinklers aren’t coming on.” 

Within minutes, an explosion ripped through the atrium, opening a gash in 
the floor and destroying several businesses on the lobby level, including a cafe, 
a gift shop and a bank branch. A separate blaze was reported in the twelfth-
floor restaurant, Douze. Witnesses saw a van speeding away from the scene, 
fueling a bomb scare. Based on the blast’s proximity to the basement storage 
area, investigators believe industrial cleaning chemicals may have ignited. 

Thick smoke had filled the atrium by the time fire and rescue units from 
OFD Station 2, a block away on Parramore Avenue, arrived at 9:06 a.m. Accord-
ing to reports, the basement floors were fully engulfed. Engine and ladder 
companies from two other stations reached the scene in minutes. Police and 
emergency personnel began organizing the evacuation and treatment of victims. 
A triage area was set up in the Central Avenue commons across from the 
building. 
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The Plaza had three main stairwells connecting upper floors to the ground. 
The central stairs were damaged in the first explosion. Survivors reported 
debris and smoke in the southeast stairwell; only the northwest side remained 
clear. Several groundskeepers were reportedly trapped on the roof. 

Of the 350 people estimated to be inside the building when the fire started, 
at least 100 made their way to safety. The initial evacuation was orderly. Accord-
ing to fire department records, a building-wide fire drill had been conducted at 
the Plaza on April 7 as required by state regulation. 

Countless lives were saved by an accident on the San Luis Bridge that 
snarled I-4 traffic, preventing at least two-thirds of the building’s 1,000 employees 
from arriving at work on time. 

A second, much larger explosion roared through the building at 9:23 a.m. 
Fire officials pinpointed a natural gas rupture as the likely cause. The Plaza, 
lauded for its fuel-efficient design, featured a prototype gas-fired air handling 
system, the first of its kind in the state. The tremor was felt across the down-
town area, causing widespread panic. One radio station reported an 
earthquake. 

Many people were feared trapped in the southeast stairwell after the second 
explosion. Radio calls between firefighters and the command post indicated 
that evacuees were “jammed up” on the second and third floors. Other victims 
may have tried to retrieve their cars from the parking garage. 

Witnesses in the atrium saw both elevators stopped below the eighth floor. 
“People were banging on the glass,” one man said. Engineers were conferring 
about the problem when the second blast severed the elevator cables. Several 
children on a field trip were among those trapped, but their identities have not 
been released. 

At 10:04 a.m., a loud crash echoed from inside the building. “An ungodly 
sound,” said one witness who watched from the I-4 overpass. “You could tell 
the whole thing was coming down.” The northern side of the Plaza buckled, 
sending glass flying in all directions. “I held my breath, thinking, oh, my Lord, 
those poor people,” the man said. Seconds later, the building collapsed, falling 
toward the commons. 

Many victims and medical staff were killed in the triage area. All local fire 
units, including 65 firefighters and 19 vehicles from six stations, had responded 
to the scene. It is not known how many off-duty personnel also reported for duty. 
Countless fire trucks, ambulances and police cars were buried in the rubble. 

Cause of the blaze unknown 
Due to the intensity of the Plaza fire and the speed with which it spread, arson 

experts believe an accelerant was involved. Authorities focused their initial 
investigation on the janitor who reported the blaze, identified as Mauro Abissi. 

Abissi, who had worked in the building for fewer than three months, was 
seen carrying a suspicious package into the atrium at 8:45 a.m. The security 
guard at the front desk told police he stopped Abissi and asked for his I.D. 
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badge. Abissi claimed to have left it in his basement locker and was allowed to 
pass. Abissi was later observed on closed-circuit camera in the maintenance 
area where the fire broke out. 

Abissi is believed to have died in the collapse. The security guard, Harold 
Arnett, is being treated for third-degree burns at Orlando Regional Medical 
Center. Arnett remains under a suicide watch. 

According to police, Mauro Abissi, 29, was charged with domestic battery 
last December. Records indicate an emergency restraining order was issued 
against Abissi by his wife, Rosanna. 

The 911 operator who spoke to Abissi said his last words were, “Don’t let 
TV forget me.” His family could not be reached for comment. 

Death toll expected to climb 
Twelve people are confirmed dead in the Plaza collapse. At least 250 are still 

missing. The American Red Cross is compiling a list of survivors, hospitalized 
victims, confirmed deaths and those reported missing by family members. 

The building’s owner and architect, Dante Costas, is among the missing. He 
was last seen helping people exit the parking garage. Costas, an active support-
er of philanthropic causes in Orlando, provided office space to many nonprofit 
organizations, including Habitat for Humanity, the Alzheimer’s Research Trust, 
Planned Parenthood and the Central Florida Arts Council (CFAC). 

A CFAC board meeting was scheduled for Monday morning. One attendee, 
Muriel Hutchins Montemayor, was reported missing by household staff. The 
heiress to the Hutchins Department Store fortune used a walker and may have 
been unable to descend the stairs from the CFAC boardroom on the fifth floor. 

Several government agencies, including the Internal Revenue Service and 
the Department of Veteran Affairs, maintained satellite offices at the Plaza. 

The building also served as headquarters for Gulf Breeze Savings & Loan, 
the recent target of federal investigators. Chairman Thomas Rhodes, acquitted 
on fraud and conspiracy charges in January, was reportedly in the building at 
the time of the explosion. His current whereabouts are unknown. 

The offices of music mogul Stan Diamond, whose successful string of “boy 
bands” formed an Orlando entertainment empire, took up half the Plaza’s 
eleventh floor. Two members of the singing group B4Me, Jason “Flossie” 
Cabanis and Joey Dixon, along with manager Rami Green, were among the 
victims. A third member, Zenas Witt, escaped without injury. Stan Diamond, 
scheduled to meet with the group on Monday, ran late for the appointment and 
survived. 

In the days to come, investigators will focus on the many unanswered ques-
tions related to the structural collapse of the Plaza, the failure of the sprinkler 
system to control the fire, blocked exits that may have contributed to the death 
toll—and the motive for this heinous act. 
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Monday the 13th 

Most people thought it was a shuttle landing. After more than a hundred 
flights from Cape Canaveral, the twin sonic booms of the orbiter’s return were 
almost routine. Two problems: There hadn’t been any launches that month—a 
fact pointed out by know-it-alls who read the paper—and there was only one 
boom. 

Thousands of office workers who’d stood at their windows watching the 
double plumes of the Challenger would feel the same sick horror as black smoke 
obscured the downtown skyline. 

Fifteen miles north, Juni Bruder was getting a root canal. 
While news began to filter into the Lake Mary dental office, the Herald reporter 

drooled in her chair, lips numb, gums packed with cotton. The dental hygienist, 
a talkative girl named Marcy, had disappeared half an hour earlier to make a 
temporary crown. With the Novocain wearing off, Juni could feel the familiar 
tightening across her scalp, a deeper pressure, the onset of a migraine swelling 
against the bones of her skull. She’d taken the first appointment of the day, 
hoping to be back at her desk by noon. Now, she was afraid she’d end up with 
an ice pack in a darkened room. She’d forgotten to pick up her refill of Imitrex. 

Someone at the front desk said, “Oh, my God.” 
What? 
Something about an explosion. 
Running footsteps, a slamming door. 
Some kind of attack. 
The “William Tell Overture” rang on somebody’s phone. 
Somewhere downtown. 
Above the office’s piped-in music, Juni could hear a radio being tuned. The 

receptionist and patients in the waiting room were grilling the mail carrier, as if 
every government employee had the scoop. In the absence of facts, the story 
was taking on a life of its own: a bomb, a terrorist missile, a towering inferno in 
the Sun Bank building, or the new city hall. 

“I was there when they imploded the old one,” a man said. “Remember they 
filmed it for a movie?” 

“Lethal Weapon Two.” 
“I thought it was Three.” 
Juni wanted to scream. 
Marcy peeked into the room, her eyes red and swollen. “Your crown’s almost 

done,” she sniffled, blowing her nose. “My husband works downtown. I 
couldn’t get through to him on the phone.” 
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What did that mean? Was he there? Was he hurt? 
“He called from home. He’s watching it on the news.” 
Goddamn drama queens. 
Juni was thirty minutes away in good traffic. It was an urban myth, good 

traffic on I-4. At best, she was looking at an hour, maybe two— 
“I-4’s closed,” the receptionist announced. 
Marcy leaned into the hallway. “East or west?” 
“Both. The expressway, too.” 
Jesus Christ, this was bad. 
Juni tried to map different routes in her head, but the pulsing throb at her 

temple kept dissolving the lines. She could try Semoran, or 17-92, but so would 
every other driver who knew the roads. Traffic would be backed up for miles. 

Bob Davidson was already on the scene, she assumed, along with Margaret 
Fuller and the other Herald reporters. Tomorrow morning’s edition would be 
wall-to-wall coverage. Juni usually took the human-interest features—she’d 
burned out on the harder stuff—but with a story this big, the paper would need 
every able-bodied writer. Dear God, the obituaries. 

No time to think about them now. 
She needed to call her editor, Carl, as soon as she could feel her tongue. She 

needed to get back to the office. She’d make it by dark, if she was lucky. If she 
could drive with one eye shut. If Marcy could stop crying long enough to finish 
her tooth. 

“Can I get you anything?” the hygienist asked. 
Just tell me what’s happening. I need to know. 
It was a litany of sorts. 
In the end, Juni barely made it to the bathroom to throw up. 
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Her Honor 

The second Monday in April meant the monthly staff meeting for Mayor 
Delphinia “Delphi” Owens. By nine o’clock, the conference room would be 
stocked with fruit, coffee and muffins from the deli, and Delphi liked to be on 
hand to supervise. Not that she didn’t trust the food—Eddie Pollard, the owner 
of Spoon River, handled the mayor’s orders personally. Delphi believed in 
supporting young entrepreneurs, and Eddie never failed to express his gratitude. 

He flirted with her shamelessly. 
Delphi always wore a special hat on Mondays. 
Her hats were her trademark. In fact, voters knew Delphi more for her mil-

linery style than for her politics. Never mind. She used whatever advantage she 
could. At her swearing-in ceremony, the brim of her satin hat had been so wide, 
the judge was forced to stand three feet back. 

Her first official act as mayor had been to hire Austin Dabney away from the 
biggest law firm in town. Fortunately, he valued public service over money, or 
she wouldn’t have been able to afford him. Austin kept the locals in line with-
out ruffling any feathers. It didn’t hurt that he was a hero to every OPD officer 
on the beat. As a patrolman, he’d been wounded during a routine traffic stop 
and finished his law degree in a wheelchair. Last year, he’d finished the Boston 
Marathon in under two hours. 

“Dibs on the blueberry,” the hero was saying now as he wheeled into the 
conference room ahead of Hank Layton, Delphi’s press secretary. Hank feinted 
left and ducked around the chair, making a dash for the food. He made it there 
first, but Austin rolled over his foot. As Hank yelped and hopped around the 
table, Austin held up his prize and took a bite. 

“Children.” Delphi shook her head and went back to her notes. Because of 
spring break, the agenda would be light this morning: a Green Space opening, a 
volunteer forum, a greeting at the Central Florida Home & Garden Show. 

Lydia Humphrey, her executive assistant, drifted into the room and took a 
seat. The ex-English teacher rarely spoke. Delphi assumed she was busy in her 
head, taking notes and silently correcting people’s grammar. Lydia’s letters on 
the mayor’s behalf were poetry; Delphi even relied on her to send condolence 
cards. She always knew the right words to say. 

Hank, on the other hand, never knew when to shut up. He was a pro when 
it came to spreading the news—Delphi had seen him type a sober, thoughtful 
press release in minutes, never backspacing—but give him an audience, and he 
launched into stand-up comedy. He could be funny, Delphi had to give him 
that, and Lord knew he could liven up a dull party, but he wasn’t always wise in 
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his choice of targets. His joke about Commissioner Weirauch, whose hairpiece 
did in fact make him look like a cocker spaniel, was her first mayoral lesson in 
damage control. For that reason, she kept Hank on a short leash. 

“What’s burning?” he asked now, stirring his cup. Delphi smelled nothing 
but coffee, so she paid him no mind. Hank would go a long way for a punch 
line. 

Austin, sitting next to him at the window, said, “Can’t see.” City Hall stood 
at the southern end of the downtown corridor, and the 36-floor Sun Bank 
Building blocked the view. 

The door opened, and a receptionist leaned inside. “Mayor Owens, there’s a 
call for you on line two.” 

Delphi’s rule was simple. If your beeper or cell phone went off in her presence, 
you owed her five bucks. She didn’t believe in wasting other people’s time. In 
her former life as a real estate agent, she’d been a chronic offender. But now 
that Delphi attended meetings for a living, she didn’t tolerate interruptions. 

Everyone in the building knew the drill: Unless it was an emergency, take a 
message. Delphi had been in office for twenty-eight days, and her rule had yet 
to be tested, when the Parramore Plaza went up in flames. 
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For Immediate Release: 

Mayor Owens Declares State of Emergency 
ORLANDO, FL (April 13, 1998)—Mayor Delphi Owens has declared a state of 
emergency in response to the arson attack on the Parramore Plaza. Under the 
advice of Police Captain Reilly Killion and Fire Chief William Herndon, and in 
accordance with Section 13-25(a) of the Orlando City Municipal Code, the 
mayor issued an administrative order creating an emergency disaster area at 
3:30 p.m. The order enables the city to apply for state and federal disaster 
assistance. 

Access to a 30-block section in downtown Orlando, bordered by Robinson and 
South streets, Hughey Avenue and Westmoreland Drive, will be restricted to 
rescue and law enforcement personnel until the scene is secure. 

Residents within the affected area are being evacuated. Dust, debris and unstable 
structures surrounding the Plaza continue to pose safety hazards. The American 
Red Cross has established an emergency shelter at the First United Methodist 
Church, 142 E. Jackson Street. 

At the mayor’s request, Governor Lawton Chiles has dispatched National 
Guard troops to maintain order and prevent looting. The Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) will work with local officials to assess needs and 
damages. 

The Mayor’s Emergency Management Office (MEMO) will coordinate the work 
of various relief agencies participating in the recovery effort. 

For details, contact Henry Layton, Public Information Officer. 
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A Family Way 

Faith Browning braced her forehead on the toilet seat, praying for the flu. 
She’d been sick four mornings in a row, and it was becoming impossible to 
ignore the obvious. 

She was pregnant again. 
Web would have a cow. 
They’d agreed to stop at three. Caitlin was in preschool now, and Faith finally 

had the house to herself again. The boys were barely old enough to tie their 
own shoes, let alone help with a baby. 

At Christmas, Cait had asked Santa for a baby sister. 
Another son, and Faith wouldn’t have any good dishes left. 
Ten fingers and ten toes—that’s all she cared about. That and not gaining 

too much weight. It had taken her two years to get back into her skinny jeans. 
It’d taken Web two minutes to get her out of them. 
Last fall, the car seat and crib had fetched all of forty dollars in the garage 

sale. She’d donated the stroller to Goodwill. Perfect timing, as usual. Just last 
week, Web had mentioned taking a cruise for their anniversary, getting away, 
the two of them. Nude beaches, he’d said, crooking his eyebrows. 

Guess what, honey? There’ll be plenty of heavy breathing in your future, but not 
the kind you wanted. 

If he so much as looked at her sideways, she’d kill him. 
But what could he say? It was all his fault. He’d been too much of a baby to 

schedule the vasectomy. Big, strong cop, and he couldn’t pull the trigger. 
Bet he’d make a beeline for the urologist now. 
She would need to schedule a doctor’s appointment herself. Faith thought 

about calling Web in the car, but he hated talking to her in front of Ernie. His 
partner, who never cracked a smile on duty, thought Web goofed off too much 
as it was. 

Ernie took his responsibilities seriously. Wouldn’t he make the perfect god-
father? Faith could see them at the christening: Ernie, the kids, her parents, 
Father Hubley. In her arms, she was holding a baby with the Mathenys’ red 
hair—like every other boy in her family—and Web’s blue eyes. 

But Web wasn’t there. 
When the phone rang, she was already crying. 
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Famous Last Words 

“Get something on the janitor.” Her editor, Carl Hamblin, didn’t bother 
with small talk. Juni had pulled off the highway, sick a second time, throwing 
up the coffee and Excedrin she’d swallowed at the dentist’s office. The radio 
reports were enough to turn her stomach, even without the migraine. 

The Plaza was gone. 
She found a napkin in the glove compartment and wiped her mouth. A pair 

of sandhill cranes grazed in the field beside the road, heedless of traffic and the 
strange woman leaning out of her car. Watching the silent birds wade slowly 
through the grass, she began to feel better. For a few minutes now, she’d be able 
to think, almost function on a human level. The knifing pain behind her eyes 
had dulled to a throb. She could almost move her lips. While she’d been retching 
in the weeds, all southbound lanes on SR-417 had crawled to a full stop. 

Juni tried her cell phone again, still marveling at the ability to dial from her 
car. Before today, she’d only used the new toy twice: once to activate her account, 
and once to call her brother in Chicago to say, “Peter, guess where I’m calling 
from!” Carl’s number had been busy all morning, the network down. Radio 
announcers were begging people to stay off the lines, except for emergency 
calls. Like everyone else, Juni considered herself exempt. 

It was a shock when she finally got through. 
“Where are you?” Carl rasped. 
“The Greeneway. Oviedo.” 
“Are you drunk?” 
“Novocain.” 
“Hell of a time to be getting your teeth drilled.” 
Juni rubbed a pressure point along her brow and tried to concentrate. “What 

do you need?” 
“Davidson’s guy at the OPD says they’re looking at a janitor,” Carl said. 

“Got a pen?” 
“Go.” 
“M-a-u-r-o A-b-i-s-s-i. He carried some kind of package into the building, and 

nobody stopped him. The Plaza security guard was talking in the ambulance, 
but he’s out of it now. Third-degree burns or some such. Margaret’s on her way 
to the hospital.” 

“Where’s the janitor?” 
“Under the building, with any luck.” 
“How bad is it, Carl?” 
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“Couldn’t tell you,” he said. “We can’t get close. The whole area’s cordoned 
off.” 

“No credentials?” 
“State of emergency, babe. Do not pass Go.” 
Two lanes over, an idling semi released its brakes with a roaring hiss. The 

cranes took flight, wheeling away into the empty sky. 
“What the hell was that?” 
Up ahead, drivers were getting out of their cars to talk. Juni sighed into the 

phone. “I’ll be home for Christmas.” 
“Remember that piece you wrote on the Plaza when it opened? We’ll need 

that copy, fluffed and dried.” 
“When? Today? I don’t think—” 
“Do what you can. Get something on the janitor first,” Carl said. “We pulled 

the records. Sounds like this guy beat his wife, among other things. He wanted 
his name on the nightly news, the fucking bastard. What’s ‘Abissi’ anyway—
Lebanese, Palestinian?” 

“Fax the papers to my house, okay?” 
“Will do. Tonight’s print run is held up. Get something filed by ten.” 
“Carl?” 
“Yeah?” 
“How bad is it, really?” 
“Honey, you don’t want to know.” 
He was wrong, of course. 
Juni turned off her engine, rolled down the window and changed the AM 

station to NPR. Hearing Cokie Roberts say the word “Parramore” made it real 
somehow. This wasn’t just a local tragedy—it was national news. 

Despite the sun’s heat through the windshield, Juni shivered. 
She wanted to go back. Back to this morning in the shower. Back when the 

worst that could happen was a root canal. 
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Jaysukh Chaudhary, Owner, The Clean Team, Monday, 4-13-98, 7:45 p.m. 
Mr. Chaudhary, I’m sorry to bother you at home. 
Who is this? 
My name is Juni Bruder. I work for the Herald. I’m trying to get some background on 
your employee, Mauro Abissi— 
How did you get this number? 
You had the cleaning contract with the Plaza. You’re one of few people who knew him— 
My lawyer said not to talk. 
I understand, and I’m not asking for confidential information. I’m just trying to find 
out what kind of person he was, anything you might— 
He only worked for me three months. Call his family. They knew him better 
than I. 
Frankly, they’re not answering the phone. 
Can you blame them? 
No, and I wouldn’t either. That’s why, when something bad like this happens, we end 
up talking to people on the fringes, people like you who get thrust into the news through 
no fault of their own— 
Thrust? What do you mean by this, thrust? 
It’s a matter of public record that Mr. Abissi worked for you. It’ll be in the papers 
tomorrow. 
He wasn’t working for me! I fired him! 
Mr. Chaudhary, do you mind if I record this? It’s very important, what you’re saying. 
When did you fire Mr. Abissi? 
Five days ago. Write this down: I fired him on Thursday. He was not working 
for me when this terrible thing occurred. I have—I had his signature: Marko 
Abissi. Terminated as of Thursday, April 9. Five days ago. 
He signed it “Marko”? 
That is his name. 
Not his real one. 
My real name is Jaysukh. Nobody calls me that but my mother. It’s Jay. Do you 
want to see my driver’s license? 
I’m sorry, Mr. Chaudhary. It’s just that the details might…well, anyway. You fired 
Mr. Abissi—Marko—on Thursday. Why? 
Let’s just say they weren’t too pleased with him, where he was. Three years I 
had that account. I could not afford any trouble. 
How many of your people worked there? 
Uh, fifteen, actually. Six on the day shift, nine at night. 
All accounted for? 
Yes. A miracle, truly. All of them, late for work. I should dock their pay. 
Did you have any problems with Marko before, any other complaints? 
No, only the one. He was a good worker, a hard worker. 
So let me understand this. Someone at the Plaza complained about Marko on Thursday, 
and you had to let him go. 
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Correct. 
Did he argue about it? 
No. He left the building quietly. He came to my office to pick up his check. He 
asked me who complained, but I couldn’t tell him. 
Can you tell me? 
No. 
What was the complaint about? 
When it’s the owner of the building, you don’t ask. You say, “Yes, sir. Anything 
you say, sir.” 
Mr. Costas? He called you himself? 
No, I didn’t mean— 
Had you dealt with him before? I mean, I would have expected someone from his office 
to handle the day-to-day details. 
Mr. Arnaud usually called, but I didn’t— 
Mr. Chaudhary, this is very important. You’re saying Dante Costas called you on 
Thursday and told you to fire Marko Abissi? 
I’m not saying anything of the kind. I need to go. 
Did Mr. Abissi give you any indication that he meant to do someone harm? 
Oh, yes, of course! He told me he was going down to that building this morning 
to blow it up! What do you think? Of course not! He shook my hand. He said he 
was sorry. He took his check and left. That’s it! 
What was he sorry for? 
Losing his job? I don’t know. It’s what a person says in such a situation. 
I’m just trying to understand— 
You think I don’t know? I keep asking myself, how could I not see? What did I 
miss? If you ask me, I’d say it’s impossible! I looked him square in the eye. I 
saw nothing! Nothing like this! If I did, I would have strangled him with my 
bare hands! 
Did you think he was capable of violence? 
No! He was a nice young man, quiet, too good to be washing windows, but he 
worked hard, so what did I care? I didn’t ask why he lost his other job. Now, I 
wonder if I should have— 
Can you tell me where he worked before? 
I don’t know. Construction somewhere. It’s on his application. One of our 
workers vouched for him, so I didn’t care. 
Do you mind if I swing by your office tomorrow for a copy? 
Too late. The FBI took it. 
The FBI? Already? 
My files, my computer, gone. How am I supposed to work without a computer? 
They looked like accountants, these guys. No guns, no bullet-proof vests. Suits. 
Did they ask for anything specific? 
Do burglars give you a list before they ransack the house? 
So any information you have on Marko is gone. 
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They left the phone book. I can look up his number for you. 
It’s unlisted. 
Why didn’t I think of that? 
Mr. Chaudhary, I’m sorry to put you through this. 
It’s okay. You are only the messenger. 
I hope your business doesn’t suffer too much. 
You mean, other than bankruptcy? 
Why do you say that? 
Miss—what was your name? 
Bruder. 
Miss Bruder, you cannot imagine this is what they call “good” publicity. 
No, I suppose not. 
And the lawsuits will bury me besides. 
But as you said, Marko wasn’t your employee anymore. 
That won’t stop the lawyers. 
How long have you been in business, Mr. Chaudhary? 
Eighteen years. My wife was nagging me to retire. 
Well, you know what they say— 
Please don’t tell me “everything happens for a reason.” 
You don’t think so? 
I don’t think these people died so I could join the AARP, no. 
Did you know anything about Mr. Abissi’s military record? 
No. Only the cough. 
What do you mean? 
He had a cough. I asked. It came from the Gulf, he said. He took medicine. 
That’s it. 
Did he talk about his divorce? 
Miss Bruder, you seem to be under the misapprehension that we sat around 
discussing life. I run a business. I saw Marko once a week on payday. We spoke 
five minutes, maybe. He showed me pictures of his little girl. I bragged about 
my grandson. We debated the merits of an arranged marriage. 
You believe in that sort of thing? 
No. The Unitarian Church frowns upon it. I am a U.S. citizen, Miss Bruder. I 
met my wife at a drive-in theater. My daughters found husbands quite well on 
their own. 
I didn’t mean— 
No, this is good, Miss Bruder. Good practice. This is America. Innocent until 
proven guilty. But when the people decide who is good or bad, there is no 
argument. If they say Marko did this thing, he is a bad man. And he worked for 
me, Jay Chaudhary, so I must be a bad man too. 
Not if you didn’t do anything wrong. 
Tell that to the FBI. 
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Plaza Janitor Fired Five Days Before Attack 
Suspect lost custody of daughter in Friday hearing 
By Juni Bruder, Herald Staff Writer/Tuesday, April 14, 1998 

ORLANDO—The suspect in the arson attack on the Parramore Plaza was fired 
from his job five days before the fire, according to the man who employed 
Mauro Abissi as a janitor. Jaysukh Chaudhary, owner of The Clean Team, says 
that a complaint about Abissi was filed on Thursday. Chaudhary would not 
comment on the nature of the complaint. 

“He was a good worker,” said Chaudhary, whose company supplied fifteen 
janitorial employees to the Plaza on contract. His records were seized by the FBI 
on Monday. 

Little is known about the suspect, whose family remains in seclusion. On 
April 10, Abissi attended a hearing at the Orange County Courthouse in which 
his wife, Rosanna Roberts Abissi, filed for sole custody of the couple’s 2-year-
old daughter. The motion was granted. 

The couple had been involved in divorce proceedings since January, when 
Abissi, 29, pleaded no contest to a misdemeanor charge of domestic battery. 
Police were called to the Abissi household on the night of Dec. 26, 1997, at 
which time an emergency restraining order was issued against Abissi. 

According to military officials, the suspect was a Desert Storm veteran who 
received treatment for unspecified health issues after his deployment to the 
Persian Gulf in 1991. Abissi served with the 101st Airborne Division. 

April 13 marks the seventh anniversary of his unit’s return from Kuwait to the 
airfield at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. This week also marks the third anniversary of 
the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. 
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To Sleep, Perchance 

A church bell tolled for the dead. 
As Juni marched in the funeral procession, she looked down and realized 

her shoes didn’t match. One blue, one black. She turned to the man beside her 
and whispered, “Has anyone noticed?” He shook his head and kept sweeping. 

No, not a bell. A phone—hers—ringing. 
Wake up. She fumbled for the light and knocked a glass off the end table. The 

cordless phone was wedged between sofa cushions. 
“Hello?” 
“Were you sleeping?” 
She recognized the cough. Carl had made good on his New Year’s resolution 

to quit smoking, but she guessed this week would test his will. 
“No,” she said. “I’m up.” Dark through the windows yet. What time was it? 

She glanced at her wrist—a little after six. Weird to be wearing her watch; she 
usually took it off before bed. Along with her clothes. 

Oh, now I remember. 
“You’re going down to the site this morning,” her editor said. 
She’d taken an Excedrin PM around three a.m. after filing her stories and 

watching too many hours of CNN. But every time she closed her eyes— 
“Excuse me, what?” 
“The governor’s on his way,” Carl said, hacking again. “Oh, Jesus, hang on.” 

She heard the crinkle of cellophane, a click. 
“Those things will kill you.” 
A deep puff. “Only the good die young.” 
Even the old jokes weren’t safe anymore. “The governor’s coming,” she 

repeated for him. Her socks were wet; she righted the empty glass and pressed 
her feet into the carpet, soaking up water. 

“Governor Chiles is coming to tour the damage and talk to volunteers,” Carl 
said. “The official word is no press, but the mayor made a special request for 
you to tag along.” 

“She did?” 
“She did?” He mocked her in a high voice. “Like you didn’t already know 

you’re the teacher’s pet. Shit. I went to school with girls like you.” 
Peeling off her socks, Juni wrung them into the glass. The water was gray. 

“When?” 
“The mayor’s chief of staff is meeting you at the South Street checkpoint at 

eight.” 
“Am I taking a photographer?” 
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“Negative. Not with what they’re pulling out of there. Not yet.” His voice 
caught on the last note, and Juni held her breath, waiting for him to regain his 
composure. Carl? Terrifying. “Hey,” he said, clearing his throat. “Did you catch 
Dan Rather yesterday?” 

“No. I stayed with NBC.” She carried the glass to the kitchen and poured 
the dirty water down the drain. Her headache was back with a vengeance, not 
that it had ever left. A good night’s sleep— 

“You were probably still in your car. It was early yet,” Carl said. “Without 
live feed, old Dan ran out of things to say, so they went to their local guy on the 
street, the Channel 5 affiliate—what’s-his-name, the one who goes out in the 
hurricanes?” 

“Phil Connors?” She downed two more Excedrins with the inch of cold coffee 
left in her mug. 

“Yeah, Phil Connors at the hospital with his hand over his ear, doing his man-
on-the-scene impression, and Dan says, ‘Can you tell us, Phil, is Disneyland 
under threat?’” 

It hurt to laugh. 
“Now, you know Phil was dying to say, ‘Uh, Dan, Disneyland is like twenty 

miles from here. That’s a whole ’nother zip code.’” 
“Actually, Disneyland is in California.” 
“Oh, man, wouldn’t that have been funny?” 
“What did Phil say?” 
“He said, ‘Dan, as far as we know, Walt Disney World is secure.’” 
“‘But the Goofy Police are on high alert.’” 
Carl let out a hoot and went into a coughing fit. “The best part,” he said, 

catching his breath, “was when they interviewed the tourists who were pissed 
off about the parks being closed. ‘We bought a four-day park-hopper. What the 
bloody hell are we supposed to do?’” His British accent sounded vaguely 
Jamaican. “Un-freaking-believable.” 

Standing in front of her bedroom closet, Juni remembered the laundry she 
hadn’t done. Fortunately, her wardrobe ran to black. “Is the airport open?” 

“Governor Chiles ain’t walkin’.” 
“Speaking of which,” she said, “I need to jump in the shower.” 
“Comb your hair this week. You might get to meet Bill.” 
“Mr. President? Been there, done that, shook his hand. The tornadoes, re-

member?” 
“Oh, right. No impressing you with the leader of the free world.” 
Juni stopped short in the bathroom. “I completely forgot. Dante Costas and 

his wife went to the Renaissance Weekend with the Clintons in December.” 
“The what?” 
“Don’t you read your own paper?” 
“Not if I can help it.” 



 
 

22 / ALISON R. LOCKWOOD 

 

“It’s this annual think tank at Hilton Head,” she said. “Invitation only. Mrs. 
Costas gave a talk on global trade. Al Franken was there.” 

“The guy who wrote Rush Limbaugh is a Big Fat Idiot?” 
“Yeah. My hero.” 
“You pinko liberal feminazi.” 
“Aw, you say the sweetest things.” Juggling the phone, she stripped out of 

her clothes and threw them on top of the overflowing hamper. 
“Hoo-wee,” Carl said. “This story just took on a whole new dimension if one 

of the people who died at the Plaza was friends with the president.” 
“Dante Costas isn’t dead yet.” With a silent prayer, Juni ran to the utility 

closet and searched through the towels in the dryer, whispering, “Yes!” as she 
came up with a pair of clean underwear. “They haven’t found him yet.” On the 
way back to the bathroom, she grabbed her robe. She shouldn’t talk to Carl 
naked. 

“Boy,” he said. “Clinton couldn’t have planned it better himself, could he? 
Ken Starr will have to back off the investigation for a while, out of consideration 
for the presidential grief.” 

Juni leaned into the mirror. “Man, you’re cynical.” The skin under her eyes 
looked bruised. She pressed a fingertip into a dark half-moon and watched the 
spot go from white to purple. 

Carl faked a Southern drawl. “‘I did not have sexual relations with that 
woman.’” 

“Don’t,” she said, groaning. “I voted for him.” 
“The man broke my heart,” Carl said. “I voted for him, too.” 
“When’s he coming?” 
“That’s what Monica said.” 
“Jesus, Carl.” 
“Probably not until Friday. It’ll take a few days to work out the security detail. 

Hey, think you can stop at the O-rena and do a piece on the morgue?” 
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