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THE SEED

An Ironic Political Thriller

Jon McDonald




Dedication

To the McDonald’s Farm gang

Mike and Barbara




 

Prologue

 

The Planting

 

Tous tightly clutched the tattered leather pouch to his side. After being torn from his mother at the age of fourteen, it was all he had left from his family. The bag was almost empty; it held little more than some rough sacred stones to ward off the evil eye, and a stash of fruit from the Monkey Bread tree that had sustained him on the journey across the Atlantic. The fruit was now almost depleted.

Slaves were regularly fed yams, and oat stew—hardly a substantial diet. But Tous’s Monkey Bread fruit, which his people considered a whole food, had kept him in better health than most of the other slaves. He’d concealed his pouch from the masters, but doing so meant sequestering himself in the foulest part of the ship to avoid detection during the horrendous trip over from Africa to the shores of Brazil.

Once they arrived, the ship’s master, eager to be rid of his stinking cargo, forced the slaves—at least those who were still alive—from the bowels of the ship’s hold. They were herded by the crew onto flat-bottomed boats and transported up a wide river valley where the rain forest came down to the edge of the river. As Tous crouched in the bottom of the boat, he noticed how different the fecund forest smelled—of mulchy damp—and tasted—of copper and salt—from the dry hill region of Africa where he’d been born and raised.

Once situated in their new home, it was the slaves’ job to clear away the forest and prepare the soil for the planting of sugar cane. But the cemetery was growing faster than the cane fields. Many of his fellow slaves came down with fever in this hellish mosquito-ridden climate, and as there was little that could be done for them, many of them died.

How ugly the clear-cut fields were in this strange and forbidding land. The animals and birds grieved and fled. The waste from the burned slash clouded the river. The rains created flooding and erosion. But slowly the land was forced to yield, and the sugar cane fields were established. Barns, sheds, and a sugar mill were built. The master’s house rose on the high ground, and finally, simple shacks were erected for the slaves.

When Tous turned sixteen he was baptized and given the last name of Braga—after the master’s home district in Portugal. He was given a wife, Graça. On their wedding day, having bribed the overseer with a pencil he’d found behind the Master’s house while gardening, he was allowed to take her up to his favorite spot on a high rise just downriver from the plantation. It was drier there and reminded him of his home. He gave her the very last remnant of his homeland as a wedding present—a seed from the Monkey Bread fruit that had sustained him on his journey across the Atlantic, his sacred stones having been stolen from him not long after he first settled on the plantation. It was his most precious possession, but as she held it in her hand she appeared puzzled. She looked up at him with questioning eyes.

Tous smiled and took the seed from her hand. He put it in his mouth. The seed had dried during the two years he’d been in Brazil, and he wanted to moisten it. He leaned in toward her, and as he kissed Graça, he transferred the seed to her mouth. She was startled, but also aroused. As they kissed, they played a game of “pass the seed,” the game moving them to seek a bed of grass to consummate their nuptials.

At the exact moment their baby was conceived, establishing a new line on a new continent, Graça pushed the moistened seed into the soft earth at the margin of the grasses. It marked the spot where history would play out in ways that could not yet be foreseen. Just as the seed germinated in her, the seed of the tree sprouted and began to grow into a tall and majestic sentinel that would oversee this land for centuries to come.




PART I: A NEW DAWN FOR AMERICA




The President-Elect

 

Mid-November after the presidential elections

 

Edward Perez, President-Elect of the United States of America, sat at his desk at Perez Petroleum, in the heart of downtown Chicago, clearing out his office. It had been a long and grueling election campaign. While he was elated at his personal victory, he was also exhausted. He desperately needed a week or two without the media pounding after him every waking moment. Elena, his new, thirty-eight-year-old, campaign-perfect wife, was nagging him to take a Caribbean cruise, but the Secret Service had nixed that idea immediately. As the new president-to-be, they told him, he would be way too exposed and vulnerable. Elena would just need to get used to this new way of living—restricted and under constant Secret Service supervision.

Edward’s family had a summer estate on the Michigan Upper Peninsula right on the lake, surrounded by vast acres of unspoiled mixed conifer and maple forest. It was the perfect location for the peace and quiet he craved. Once he was inaugurated, Edward could take Marine One and, in no time at all, be at Milwaukee’s General Mitchell International Airport if he needed to catch Air Force One to get back to Washington in a hurry. So, instead of a cruise, it would have to be a working vacation at the summer house in Michigan—though, because it was now late autumn, there was always the danger they might become snowed in.

Elena’s fantasy of a tropical paradise vacation had to be put aside, he’d decided, as pressure was now on for him to select his cabinet, and not even Elena’s pouty pleading could dissuade him.

Today it was time to turn Perez Petroleum over to his Board of Directors and consign the Chicago house to his son, Diego, and/or his daughter, Carmella, for caretaking for at least the next four or eight years.

It was not an easy task for him to relinquish control of the business he’d founded in a parched Texas town over forty years ago. He had started out with nothing but a rusted Ford pickup, a few hired hands, and his native smarts—building Perez Petroleum into the second largest, privately held, gas and oil exploration company in the United States, with many domestic and overseas contracts.

But Ed had been a hard worker, and while his hair was thinning, he had maintained his shape and macho Latin good looks. He inspired confidence on a campaign poster or on the cover of Time Magazine. By leveraging his humble beginnings and the exploding worldwide energy crisis, and with the help of major Republican backing and corporate money, he had overcome all opposition to his candidacy—despite heroic efforts to defeat him by the environmentalists, and (what Ed called) the dippity-do liberals.

“Mr. President-Elect, AmVista’s Chairman, Terrance Geiger, is on line one,” Ed’s secretary announced, poking his head through the office door.

“Kevin, you know I’m not taking any more calls here. I’m done. My transition team is now handling all my communications.”

“I explained that, sir, but he says it’s very urgent. He asks as a personal favor.”

Ed pondered for a moment.

“I guess it won’t hurt just this once.” Ed picked up the phone. “Terrance, you old dog, what’s up?”

“Ed…sorry…I mean, Mr. President-Elect…” Terrance laughed. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

“Ed’s fine.”

“I know this is probably not the way these things should be handled now, but I need you to know something very important that might well affect your presidency.”

That got Ed’s full attention.

“Just a moment.” Ed went to the office door and closed it so no one could listen in—neither his business staff, nor his presidential team. “Go ahead, Terrance. What is it?”

“My sources in Venezuela tell me there’s a major military buildup about to take place that could adversely affect the global energy markets.”

“Really? I’ve not been briefed on any such activity.”

“My source is very reliable, and we both know Casados is such a wild card. I’m sorry that we ever had to use him to help us with that Brightway business. And, Ed―” he paused, unsure if he needed to say this—”But I just wanted to remind you to erase any trace of your involvement with Brightway.”

“I’m aware of that Terrance, believe me. I’ve taken all the necessary precautions.”

“Good. And Ed, I just want to be sure you understand, this Venezuelan situation could potentially escalate into a major conflict. Please keep an eye on Casados. He’s a wily critter.”

Ed was silent for a moment. So this was what it was going to be like to be president, he realized in a brief moment of panic. He’d need to surround himself with the very best people as close advisors.

“Terrance, let me have some of my people get back to you for a briefing on the Venezuelan details. I’ll give your report my fullest attention. Thanks for the heads-up.” Ed made a mental note to consider Terrance Geiger as his energy secretary.

* * * * *

Diego steadfastly refused to use a dictionary when he was doing the Chicago Tribune crossword puzzle in bed on Sunday mornings. Brandon, on the other hand, had no such qualms. Diego told Brandon he was cheating whenever Brandon consulted the dictionary he kept surreptitiously tucked under his pillow, but Brandon shrugged the accusation off. Chiquita couldn’t care less. The Chihuahua scratched an urgent itch behind her left ear, curled up again between the two of them on the bed, and immediately dozed off again.

“What are we going to do about the apartment when we have to move into your dad’s place?” Brandon asked, contemplatively, after he got stuck on forty-nine down.

Diego responded with a combination of an “Um” and a cough.

That was not a satisfactory answer for Brandon. “What?”

Diego shook out the sports section in annoyance. “I’ve already told you we can’t discuss that just yet. I don’t have all the details about the house. I don’t know what Carmella’s plans are. I don’t know what Dad’s plans are. And I need to have this fucking Secret Service briefing before we have any idea about what we can or cannot do.”

Brandon grinned. “Am I gonna have a Secret Service detail too? That would be so cool.”

Diego shook his head. “I doubt it. I can just see my dad’s Nazi supporters having a shit fit over his gay son using taxpayer dollars to coddle his male lover.”

“Hey, that’s it,” Brandon yelled suddenly, grabbing his puzzle page.

“What’s it?”

“Forty-nine down—coddle. Perfect. There’s my last word.”

“Yeah, but you cheated.”

“I don’t think so.”

Diego looked nothing like what you might expect a president-elect’s son to look like. At age thirty-two, with his long black hair, his scruffy beard, and his dark piercing eyes he looked more like a mountain man than a president’s son. That was partly due to the fact that he had just returned from a two month trip to Bhutan. He hadn’t reacclimated yet to the wilds of urban Chicago after the rigors of meditating in a monastery. He needed a haircut and a shave to be all spiffy and presentable tomorrow morning when he returned to work at Gardner, Chappell, and Banks—a leading Chicago law firm that had taken on Diego as a junior associate, but only after his mother’s urgent and insistent pleading. She was one of their top billed clients and had clout with the brass. Not that he wasn’t bright and well qualified for the position. But his rebellious reputation in the legal community preceded him: he was considered fiercely anti-establishment and too politically ambitious.

He identified himself as a Terraist—a term derived from the word Terra meaning “Earth.” Diego had worked for several years with a number of different mainstream environmental groups, but their inability to accomplish anything of significance only frustrated him. So he’d decided he needed to work from within the system, closer to the heart of darkness—where he could subvert corrupt power structures like a Trojan virus growing stealthily inside an infernal machine. That’s why he’d pleaded with his mother to help him find the right firm to take him on. He relished the idea of being a wolf in sheep’s clothing. His saucy renegade mother, long divorced from his father, happily complied.

Brandon stared at his wild-man boyfriend. “I’ll be very pleased when I can see your face again. You look like a wilderness wolf-man right now.

“I’ll shave the beard if you cut my hair. I have to be bright and shiny as a new penny when I go back to work tomorrow.”

“Well, maybe.” Brandon hesitated. “But I’m not at all sure I like you going out there again to work for The Man.”

Diego threw his hands up in the air. “But how else can I subvert the system? I have to do something to counteract my father’s dastardly deeds.”

“You are too much. But I still don’t understand how you two can get along as well as you do. He must hate what you do.”

“He does, and I certainly hate what he stands for too, but it doesn’t get in the way of our personal relationship. And he does accept that I live with a crummy, lowlife homo, so he can’t be all that bad.”

Brandon threw the arts section at Diego and bounded out of bed to be the first in the shower. Chiquita sprang from her sleep in shock and consternation at the disturbance and charged out of the room to her supper bowl, seeking solace after the rude interruption of her nap.

* * * * *

At three a.m. on a bitterly cold morning near Columbia University, along the upper west side of Central Park in New York City, a solitary figure stalked the almost deserted street. Only the occasional cab or solitary car cruised by. The androgynous figure, rushing along the park, was wrapped in a down coat, knit cap, and muffler—hiding all but their eyes and nose—frantic breath gushing forth like ghostly blossoms. The person waved their arms wildly in the air as they carried on an inner monologue. A casual observer might be inclined to cross the street to avoid such a person, assuming it was some unstable crazy who might pose a threat. There was no way to guess the depth of their anger, or realize the insipient danger the figure posed—a danger that could reach even to the highest levels of the land.




It’s What’s Best for the Country

 

Six Months Earlier

 

The AmVista Center in downtown Houston was an ostentatious gem on the Houston skyline, funded by the rapidly expanding price of oil. The corporate offices were popularly called the eggplant—not unfairly, given its appearance. The main office tower was rounded at the top while its tinted windows reflected a faint aubergine hue.

The stepped plaza around the building consisted of a series of ponds, each sporting its own fountain. Anyone walking into the building when it was windy was refreshed with a cooling spray on a hot Houston summer’s day. And while the office tower claimed a quarter of the block, the rest of the block was filled by the AmVista Sports Center—a complex of hockey, basketball, tennis, and racquetball facilities, with, of course, ample underground parking.

The AmVista boardroom took up the whole top floor of the office tower. Terrance Geiger sat at one end of the board table. His back was to the table; he faced the floor-to-ceiling windows, his legs stretched out before him, as he leaned back in his chair, gazing across the shimmering pollution that is the Houston skyline. He was thinking.

One would hardly take Terrance for an oil man at first look. He had none of the sun-burned, rough-skin look of an oil man who had worked his way up the corporate ladder from the oil fields. No—Terrance was more of the Harvard MBA type. In his mid-fifties, he was trim, athletic, and sharp of mind and instinct. He had directed a number of diverse corporations over the years—ruthlessly—and always with his eye on the next conquest—to be master of a corporation who climbed ever higher up the list of the Forbes top 100 companies.

Deborah Salcido knew better than to interrupt Terrance’s thought process. Instead, she waited patiently for him to return his attention back to her. A woman in her forties, she was Texas blond and tough and lean as a hungry coyote. Despite the tough demeanor, Deborah didn’t look like a typical head of corporate security either. The position was usually filled by ex-military types—guys with chiseled jaws, washed-out blond crew cuts, and previously broken noses. What Deborah did possess, though, was something most of these other guys didn’t—ruthless cunning. She had started her career in her father’s security and alarm business in Corpus Christi. Her brothers—wimps, as she saw them—had no interest in the family business. But Deborah did. Within two years of starting at the family firm, she had taken over the business and built it into a thriving statewide enterprise. She was as ruthless with her competitors as she was in every other aspect of her life. Rumors flew about how she might really have eliminated some of her competition. Rumors that caught Terrance Geiger’s attention when it came time to fill the head position of AmVista corporate security. He’d recruited her eagerly and had given her the job on the spot before her first interview was even over.

Finally, Terrance returned his attention to Deborah, his face lighting up with a satisfied smile. “It certainly looks like Perez has this election thing in the bag. Barring some unforeseeable revelation, our energy PACs, along with Drugs, Chem, and Wall Street have managed to control the media and the message very much in his favor.”

“Money talks,” Deborah said with a smirk.

“Yes, it does,” Terrance said. “And I have every reason to believe that the onerous restrictions and regulations on our industry will soon begin to tumble in our favor. The enviros don’t stand a chance with a Perez White House.”

“But none of it would have happened without the oil shortage. I don’t suppose you might know how that came about do you?” Deborah smiled a conspiratorial smile. Terrance returned her smile, but wagged his finger at her in a subtle warning.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said coyly. “But now, down to today’s business.” He placed his hands on the table and was ready to move on.

He called his assistant. “Will you please send Ben in now?” He turned back to Deborah. “I want you here when we get this guy’s report. There are some issues we need to discuss when he’s finished.”

“Ben Folinari?” Deborah asked.

“Yes. He’s just returned from northern Brazil. He and his team have confirmed a huge new oil field just south of the Guyana border. But we’re having some difficulty getting access to the land we need.”

A couple of minutes later, Ben was shown into the conference room.

“Please take a seat, Mr. Folinari.” Terrance directed Ben to a seat on his left and across the table from Deborah.

“Ben, how did the negotiations go?” Terrance asked anxiously.

“Not great. They absolutely won’t sell. The land’s been in their family for generations. It’s a matter of pride for them. They insist that money is no incentive for them at all.” Ben sat back in his chair.

“There must be alternative drilling sites,” Terrance said with an edge to his voice. “There are certain to be other locals you could approach who would be delighted to do business with us and our rich supply of Yankee dollars. No?”

Ben squirmed in his chair. “I wish I could say there were, but the geological configuration there is such that to drill in any other location than at that particular spot would cost us literally millions more. And access to transportation would be another huge problem. I’m afraid if we want to access this oil we need that land.”

“Did you offer to buy only the mineral rights? There’s no reason we need the land as well, is there?” Terrance asked.

“Of course, I offered,” Ben answered. “But it’s not quite as simple as that. Look, we need their land for headquartering our operation for the petroleum extraction. We also need to build service roads around the area, and we would need to construct a pipeline to the river across their land and a lot of the neighboring properties as well. We can ship the crude out by river, but it’s a shallow draft there. The big tankers can’t access it, so we need to ship the oil downriver in smaller boats to the nearest port where the super tankers can dock. All of that has got to be considered. But these people say they want nothing at all to do with us. They’ve got this humongous ugly, big, old tree smack dab in the middle of their property. They say that it, as well as their land, are sacred or some such crap.”

“And you’re certain of the quality of the find?”

“Oh man, like you can’t believe. An ocean of sweet, sweet crude.” Ben shook his head. “You’ve looked at my report, right?”

Terrance nodded, then sat back in his chair and thought for a moment, a smile finally flickering, his eyes crinkling. “Money always talks—eventually. You just didn’t go high enough with your offer.”

Ben shook his head. “I wouldn’t count on it. You had to be there.”

“We’ll see, we’ll see,” Terrance said confidently. “And, of course, there are always other means of persuasion as well.” Terrance gave a quick, but meaningful glace to Deborah.

“Is there anything else, sir? My team’s ready to go back out.”

Terrance shook his head. “Thank you for your report. We’ll inform you as soon as we work out our next steps. And I promise you we will succeed.”

Ben stood, nodded, and left the room.

Terrance turned to Deborah as the door shut behind Ben.

“So you see what we’re up against.”

“Yes.” Deborah sharpened her gaze.

“Any thoughts?”

“Of course. But it depends on the parameters and restrictions.”

Terrance nodded. “I would ask you to consider this problem and bring me some suggestions for action—without any parameters or restrictions.”

She nodded. “I can certainly do that.”

“And for now, it is to be just between the two of us, you understand?”

“Of course. You can always count on my complete and absolute discretion.”

* * * * *

Lia Braga was a petite but powerful young woman. She dressed casually in African-inspired clothing. Her skin was the color of caramel, and she wore her dark hair close cropped, almost like a boy, because she didn’t like to fuss with it. And her simple, natural beauty was more than enough to inspire admiring glances from both men and women alike. She spoke beautiful English, with just a hint of the Samba dancing playfully through her speech.

She wore little makeup, but her large brown eyes were bright and captivating. Tonight Lia stared glassy-eyed at her computer screen. She had been communicating with a company in California that was interested in developing products made from the Baobab fruit, but she was struggling to understand the spreadsheet they’d submitted for her consideration.

For Lia’s graduate thesis, she was exploring the nutritional benefits of the Monkey Fruit, which came from the Baobab tree. The fruit tasted like a cross between grapefruit, pear, and vanilla; could be a sustainable food that would benefit the producers in Africa; and would provide a new high powered super food to a starving world.

*

Lia’s boyfriend, Cran, who was standing behind her, put his hands on her shoulders.

“Are you ever coming to bed?” he asked. “It’s after three, you know.”

She let out a sigh and looked up at him. “It is late, isn’t it?”

“You are not going to solve all the world’s ills at three a.m. You need to get some rest. You have that tutorial tomorrow, remember?”

“I know. Just five more minutes.” She stared at the computer screen once again with absolutely no comprehension as to what she was looking at. “I have no idea what attenuated annuities are, and how they relate to super-foods entirely baffles me.”

“I’m not sure you’re even reading that correctly. But that doesn’t matter right now.” Cran picked her up from her chair and carried her to their bedroom. Her head rested sleepily on his shoulder. He had already pulled back the covers, and he laid her gently on the bed, then pulled the covers up snugly around her neck. She watched him return to the computer and shut it down so she would not be tempted to return to its seductive siren song. He returned and crawled back into bed beside her. She rested her head on his shoulder as she swiftly drifted off to sleep.

And that night she once again dreamed of her home and family in Brazil.

Lia was the very first in her family of seven generations to go to college—and she’d worked hard to make her family’s dreams for her a reality. She’d graduated with honors from her Brazilian university, a feat that ensured she was accepted on full scholarship to study for her masters at The Earth Institute, Columbia University in New York City.

A lot was riding on her making a success of her studies. Her family, though humble, was proud of its heritage. She dreamt often of the rambling farm her ancestors had established in the gentle highland above the river, just down from the sugar plantation where the family had been forced to work as slaves for nearly a hundred years.

Looming high and majestic in most of her dreams, was the Baobab—or Monkey Bread tree—her great-great-grandmother had planted in a location that was blessed with fertile soil and an abundance of spring water. The tree had served as a talisman for the family—a hope for a better future. And by the time they acquired the land, the tree was already thirty feet in diameter—a monster trunk with a strange scruff of leaves and branches at the top. It looked like a giant carrot sticking out of the ground with a green toupee.

And then, as tired as she was, she drifted on into an even deeper and dreamless sleep.

* * * * *

The Perez campaign headquarters was bustling with activity after the recent positive poll numbers were released. New media requests were pouring in, and the volunteers were frantic with requests for campaign buttons and bumper stickers. The new polls showed the candidate leading by a few percentage points nationally, but there were still far too many states leaning toward the Democrats, and Perez did not have enough electoral votes locked up to clinch the election. Still, they were five months from Election Day, and a lot could happen in that time.

“We’re taking a hit with the evangelicals,” Martin Buckley, the overweight, frazzled, and hard-nosed Perez campaign manager said, sliding a paper across the table to Ed.

“Why is that? I stand for everything they could possibly want.” Ed scoffed, tossing the paper aside.

Martin proceeded cautiously. “Well, to be honest, it has partly to do with Elena.”

“Oh Christ, what has she got to do with any fucking thing?”

“Well, if you scan that report you’ll see a lot has to do with her age—so much younger than you are. And then there’s your divorce from Milly. There’s a perception out there that you, ah…dumped Milly because of the breast cancer, and that it was way too soon after the divorce when you hitched up with Elena… See where I’m going with this?”

“I dumped Milly ‘cause she was a fucking radical bitch. Jumpin’ hell,” Ed wadded up the report and tossed it across the room at the poster of his Democratic opponent that the staff used as a dart board. “Well, what can we do about it?”

“Look, your polls are nice and high with the Hispanics, and you’ve got business solidly behind you, but you are sucking with the evangelicals and the independents. The independents are almost always a toss-up anyway, but the evangelicals—we should be able to lock them up—if we play it just right.”

“Okay, okay. How do we fix it?”

“And then there are the rumors of your affairs…”

“Oh…” Ed paced the room, lighting up one of his smuggled Cuban Cohibas.

“You know the Dems are working full tilt trying to dig up those fine ladies.”

“Can’t we just kill ‘em?” There was a stunned silence. Ed looked up and waved his cigar. “Joke, joke. God, you guys are just wa-a-ay too serious. You gotta get a life.”

Martin was not amused. “Maybe after the election—unless you would like us all to take an extended vacation right now.”

“Sorry…”

“And then there’s your son… You know…”

“The fag. Yeah. Well, that’s just off limits. We are not gonna go anywhere near that bullshit.” Ed paused and smiled. “Well, maybe we could recruit a boyfriend for our little pudgy Carmella and have a big white wedding in August. That could help. All that squishy family stuff—great press, right?”

Martin nodded, but was not satisfied. “But the evangelicals—we still need to get together a solid strategy to wrap them up.”

“What about if I get baptized again?” Ed scoffed. “I could do it each day for a week across the south. That might do it?”

“Come on… You are not helping.”

“Isn’t there some goddammed conference coming up. Some stadium bullshit… Couldn’t I go there and spill my guts about how much I lo-o-o-o-v-e Je-e-e-s-s-s-u-s, and I could grovel and puke and make ‘em all weepy. That should do it.”

Martin rose from the table and moved toward the door as though to leave. “Well, I can see that you are not going to take this at all seriously. So if you lose this election please don’t come crying to me afterwards.”

Ed was thoughtful. “Can’t we make some kind of a deal with somebody? Find some top preacher guy and offer him a cabinet post or something, and then he can rally all his troops behind me?”

Martin chuckled. “Hey, you might just be onto something there. Let me make a few calls.”

* * * * *

The conference hall was crammed with a mix of boisterous roughnecks fresh off the oil rigs and suave corporate executives anxious to get back to their thousand-dollar escorts waiting in expense-account hotel rooms.

All of them were packed in to attend the US Oil and Gas Producers Association’s annual meeting, which was being held in Chicago at the McCormick Place convention center. Terrance Geiger was seated at a table up at the front of the conference room near the speaker’s table. Ed Perez was seated next to him.

Ed kept his eyes firmly on his phone, texting his way through the presentation speech. He smiled weakly at Terrance and apologized, “Running a campaign, you know…” Terrance nodded.

After his speech, the speaker paused and pointed his finger at the table with Terrance and Ed. Ed was still too preoccupied with his phone to notice; Terrance nudged him. “Now as a non-profit trade association, I am sure you all understand that we cannot officially endorse any candidate for president.” There was a roar of laughter from the audience. “However, it does not take a stretch of the imagination to understand who the next president of the United States is going to be.” A spotlight picked out Ed at the front table. He put on his biggest candidate grin. “I would like to take just a minute to call your attention to a very special guest here this afternoon, a close friend of our current member Terrance Geiger—and himself a past member of our organization. I think you all know our guest’s name.”

The crowd roared and shot to their feet in a standing ovation. Ed stood modestly and waved his hand. He leaned into Terrance and whispered, “Thanks for letting me attend. It’s been a great honor, but I’ve got a dozen other stops in Chicago this afternoon.”

Terrance stood, slapped Ed on the back and held his hand up high in the air like a referee announcing the winning championship boxer. “Keep up the good work, old buddy,” Terrance whispered as Ed disengaged from him. He strode toward the exit waving to the assembly, the spotlight following and embracing him all the way until he disappeared through the exit doors.

* * * * *

Diego was struggling with his head. It was hot and itchy, and he could barely see out of the eye holes. He hadn’t thought about the sweltering heat when he’d volunteered to be a dancing polar bear for the GreenPAC demonstration. Now he felt like a fool in this ridiculous costume. But despite his discomfort, he couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of what his father would think of all this. His father’s new role as a presidential candidate had thrust Diego into the unlikely role of being a spokesperson for everything his father was against.

Of course, he didn’t regret it—this was his calling—but it put tremendous pressure on him to stand up and be on the mark every single time he was out in front of a crowd. He was not just some dedicated protester. He was a symbol—a potent weapon against his father—an embarrassment and a nascent political force of his own. But, just now, he was struggling to get a breath of fresh air, and as he yanked the skanky bear head off the costume, he saw Terrance Geiger standing directly in front of him. Terrance immediately recognized Diego.

“Diego?” a surprised Terrance queried.

“Mr. Geiger?” Diego responded, equally surprised.

“I was just with your father at the convention. Did you know he was in town?”

“Of course.”

“And you chose to dress like this and prance around with this radical group when you know how important it is right now that we all support your father’s candidacy?”

“You and your group can support him all you want, but you can count out all of us in this group.” A cheer went up from the fifty or so committed environmentalists that Diego worked with, as they waved their signs of protest.

Terrance studied Diego for a moment, before a faint smile appeared, and his eyes crinkled. “Tell me, son, how exactly did you get here?”

“I live here.”

“No, I mean how did you get to this demonstration? Did you drive? Did you take the bus—the El?”

Diego smiled back. “I walked. No, I didn’t use any of your global warming products to protest your global warming products.” Others in the demonstration laughed and cheered again.

Terrance smiled a self-satisfied grin. “Very well, I admire that. Now tell me where do you live? Do you live in a hole in the ground? Do you hunt your food with a pointed stick? How do you really think this world runs? How exactly do you live your lives—all of you—without energy? How many of you use iPods, iPhones, iPads? Do you Google and Tweet and look for friends on Facebook?” The crowd was silent.” His grin twisted into a superior smirk. “And what do you suppose they run on—squirrels in a cage? Do you listen to music at home? Run computers, watch TV? Do you cook on a stove, keep your food in a refrigerator, mow the lawn, take the bus or the train to school or work?

“Energy. Energy. Energy. This whole fucking world devours energy. And if someone doesn’t have it, they want it. Now why don’t the whole lot of you grow up and get a life? Examine this world a little more closely and with just a dash of reality.”

Diego was not going to be intimidated by Terrance, and he moved closer to stare directly in his face. “And that is exactly why we are here. Of course energy is important. We’re not morons. But we need to put our minds, resources, and dreams into alternative energy. We need to work together to harness the sun, the wind, the ocean. We need better and newer technology. But every time some new and promising technology comes along, you guys buy it up, bury it, and claim that only fossil fuels can save our lifestyles and, of course, protect your profits.”

The protestors cheered Diego and pressed around him, jeering at Terrance.

Terrance reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. He peeled off five hundred-dollar bills and thrust them into the neck of Diego’s bear costume. “Here. My donation to your oh-so-worthy cause.” He turned to leave, but then swiveled back. “And be sure to record my donation as a gift from AmVista Gas and Oil…and send me the receipt.”

* * * * *

Lia was bustling around her bedroom, packing. She was excited to be going home to visit her family for an extended vacation, but she wasn’t going just to enjoy her family. The trip was necessary in order to continue her research on the Baobab tree. She was progressing on her thesis, and her negotiations were heating up with the California company interested in using the monkey bread fruit as a new nutritional product. They had perfected a technique to dehydrate the fruit into a powder without the need for excessive processing and had discovered it contained six times the amount of Vitamin C as oranges, twice the amount of calcium as milk, and had a lower glycemic index with more fiber than bananas, apples, apricots, or peaches. They predicted a vast potential for profit.

Cran stood in the doorway watching Lia pack.

Lia had met Cran, an MBA major, in a thesis management seminar and was immediately attracted to him. While he was not tall, he was compact, muscular, and his long, dark hair fell forward over his face in a winning, boyish way. He was an assistant coach on the swim team. Within a week of their meeting, he’d invited Lia to the Columbia-Yale competition. The sight of him in his Speedos, with his coaching jacket, and cute little whistle had enchanted Lia, and within just a few months they’d moved in together.

Cran came up behind Lia, and she felt him put his arms around her from behind. “I’m really going to miss you,” he sighed. “I’ll be thinking of you every day I’ll be working alone on my thesis.”

She turned around in his arms and kissed him tenderly. “Me, too. But it will be good for both of us. Just think how fresh it will be for us when I return.”

Cran hesitated a brief moment. “Baby, I’ve been thinking about us. And with you being gone most of the summer, I want you to have something to look forward to while you are deep in the wilds of the jungle.”

Lia laughed. “Oh Cran… I think you have a gross misconception of where my family lives. We are hardly deep in the jungle.”

Cran shook his head. “That’s not important. What I’m trying to say is, I want us to marry when you get back. I was thinking of an autumn wedding at my family’s place upstate. It will be so pretty in the fall. The trees will all be so beautiful then…”

Lia put her hand up to Cran’s cheek. “Oh baby, that is so sweet, but you know how I feel about marriage.” She shook her head. “I love us just the way we are. I don’t need a marriage contract to be true and loving to you. And I hope you feel the same about me. And if it ever comes time for us to part, then we can just walk away.”

“But what if we have children?” Cran responded.

“Then we will love them unconditionally.”

“But…”

“No buts.” Lia flashed him a smile and settled the discussion for the moment by planting a warm, wet kiss on his mouth. Within moments they had toppled onto the bed to execute a more passionate farewell. Cran would have to be content with this arrangement for the time being. But he didn’t seem to mind all that much.

* * * * *

Carmella was so pissed. She’d been looking forward to her junior year abroad in Indonesia. Her plan was to spend part of her time exploring Balinese mask-making, her new passion after her trip to Bali last summer. But now that her father had decided he was running for president, he’d said it was impractical and unsafe for her to go to Indonesia alone. He’d said that until he became president (he was very sure of himself), there would be no Secret Service protection for his family. The extended tantrum she’d thrown had no effect: her father had insisted that she would spend her junior year back at Columbia. He’d promised her a trip abroad once the election was over, but told her she’d just have to make the best of it until then.

Everyone said Carmella had a sweet face. Which usually meant everyone thought she was fat. True, she was a little overweight, she admitted. She’d struggled with her weight all through her teen years, even flirting with bulimia until her mother took her in hand.

Then she’d discovered fencing in her freshman year at Columbia, and quickly became a major threat in epée on the women’s fencing team. She was Ivy League woman’s champion in her sophomore year, and there was even talk of her qualifying for the Olympics. And though her weight was still a concern, she believed she’d turned a corner in her quest for health and beauty.

But now that she was being denied her year abroad, she needed to search for a compensating passion, something besides fencing and her usual roster of undergraduate classes.

Today, since she was summering at the family retreat on Lake Michigan, she combined this search with the opportunity to lounge—sitting on the end of the pier, her feet splashing lazily in the lake. The sun was warm, but a refreshing light breeze blew across the cooler water and kept her comfortable as she flipped through the Columbia course catalogue looking for an interesting elective. Diego had suggested that she look at the Earth Institute to see if it might be offering any undergrad courses as it was considered a major player in environmental research.

Carmella adored her older brother. He was funny, and always accepted and encouraged her, even during her awkward years. She had been the first one he had come out to. And she totally supported him in his renegade environmental causes. She’d taken his suggestion: Now her search brought up a course in sustainability management which caught her eye. Reading the course description, she became more interested. It involved not only classroom study, but also some interesting sounding field trips and hands-on research. The instructor was a female teaching assistant, Lia Braga.

Hmm, that sounded promising. Carmella marked it in the catalogue and jotted it down on her list of classes to sign up for.

Just then her phone gave out a loud burp ringtone—a fact that annoyed her mother no end—signaling an incoming text. Her friends from down the shore, siblings Skip and Louise Mellon, texted her—did Carmella want to come sailing? Oh yeah! And she dashed back to the house. College courses would just have to wait.

* * * * *

“The big problem we have, as I see it, is going to be the Brazilian government,” Deborah Salcido said, as she sat alone with Terrance Geiger in his elegant and expertly decorated office—as cold and intimidating as he was with its cold marble surfaces and cool blue-gray fabrics. “We can’t just instigate this kind of operation without legal repercussions. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”

Terrance pursed his lips, unwilling to accept her conclusion. “Brazil is a very big country. Lots of wilderness. Lots of resources. Lots of corrupt officials. I don’t believe we will have any problem with the Brazilian government. They know which side their bread is buttered on.” Deborah smiled. Terrance leaned forward, “And you have exhausted all other avenues of persuasion with these peasants?”

“I’m afraid they are completely intractable.”

“Too bad. It’s always preferable to ease the way with money. Violence can often be a little messy. And the press doesn’t like it very much.”

“Of course.”

“So you’re prepared to proceed? Everything is ready?”

“It is.”

“And there really is no other way to persuade these people?”

“I honestly don’t believe they are open to any reasonable offer.”

“And what about an unreasonable offer? Compliance is always preferable to force, even at a steep price.” Deborah shook her head. Terrance hesitated but a brief moment. “Then let’s go forward with your proposal.”

“You won’t be disappointed, I promise.”

“And no slipups.”

“Nothing can go wrong. It’s well planned. All contingencies have been accounted for.”

“Very well, you have my permission to proceed.”

* * * * *

Diego tugged at the stiff collar of his shirt. He hadn’t worn a shirt and tie—except around his father—for years. But now that he was just about to enter Harold Chappell’s office for his first day at his new job, he had to look the part. In his previous roles, working for environmental groups, casual dress had been the norm. He suddenly had a moment of panic as he contemplated the impending change in his life. But he took a deep breath and pushed through the office door with purpose and resolve. He knew Mr. Chappell would expect that from a new associate.

“Sit,” Chappell barked, his back turned toward Diego, as he studied a brief. Harold was the senior partner, a man of heft and presence—his manner and corpulence reminding Diego of a scowling Supreme Court justice. There was an extended silence as Diego waited for Mr. Chappell’s attention to turn to him.

Finally Mr. Chappell faced Diego. “So, you’re a mama’s boy?”

“I beg your pardon, sir?” Diego managed, in a controlled but slightly flustered response.

“Your mother got you this position; is that not correct?”

“Well, I believe she contacted your firm and enquired if there were any available positions. That was my understanding.”

Harold smiled. “So that’s your understanding, is it? I see. Well…such a pleasant misinterpretation of the facts. Actually, your mother begged for us to take you on. She seemed to believe you were almost unhirable in the open market with your rebellious reputation and your leftist political ambitions.” Chappell took out a cigar and took his time lighting it. “But she was finally persuasive when she threatened to take her very substantial business elsewhere unless we found a cozy place for you here in this firm. And as we greatly value her continued patronage, we decided to give you a try—on a trial basis, of course. You will have six months to prove yourself.”

“I will do my very best for you, sir.”

Chappell turned toward his office window as he puffed on his cigar. “And now I understand you are planning to take a two-month leave of absence in just six weeks. Is that correct?”

“I explained when I interviewed that I had a prior commitment. I booked a spiritual retreat in Bhutan months ago,” Diego said, with just the slightest twitch of his left eye.

Chappell smirked, “A spiritual retreat? Really? How charming. And what exactly does your father think about all this nonsense?”

“We don’t often see eye to eye on a lot of issues, sir. But to be honest, his opinion is not really of any concern to me. I certainly don’t seek his approval for my actions. We often have to agree to mutually disagree on many issues—his as well as mine.”

Harold smiled slightly. “Good, got some spunk, I see. Very well. You are on a trial basis for six months, including the two you will be absent. And as we at G, C & B are toying with the idea of opening a department of environmental law, you might just find your place here after all. But I am keeping a keen eye on you, young man.” He extended his hand to Diego. “Good luck.”

“Thank you, sir.”

*

“Wuf Moskowitz,” the lanky young man with a straggly beard in the cubicle next to Diego’s offered his hand. “Well, Jerome really, but everyone just calls me Wuf.”

“And why is that?” Diego asked, shaking hands.

“You know, see a hot broad and I go woof, woof. Just sorta stuck.”

Diego laughed. “Yeah, I do that a lot too, only with me it’s hot guys.”

“Gotcha. Let me know if you need any help—you being the newbie and all.”

“Thanks, appreciate that.”

Diego’s desk phone rang. It was his first call at his new job, and it startled him. “Hello, Diego Perez,” he answered tentatively—quite unsure as to who might be calling him so soon.

“Darling, how are you getting on in your new position?” a woman’s voice crooned.

“Mother?” Diego was surprised to hear from her so soon.
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