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Chapter 1


[image: ]




Mark Cervantez woke up with a start to the rank smell of an unflushed toilet and a man yelling obscenities. It was a drunk fighting the deputies in another cell. When Mark’s tired eyes focused on the bars, it took him a second to recognize he really was in county jail. He grabbed his throbbing shoulder and tried to rub out the pain. The cops had yanked him hard before throwing him to the ground. He wished so badly that this was just a nightmare he would wake up from in his comfortable bed, instead of this hard bench. 

He stood up and pushed on the bars of his cell until his arm throbbed. The putrid sewer smell was making his throat hurt. Mark was starting to feel claustrophobic, but he didn’t need any more attention from the deputies, so he just swallowed his feelings. He was sure some of these guards would gladly come up with a reason to teach a lesson to a supposed anarchist, who had assaulted one of their own. What bothered him even more, was what he would say to Sylvia about how he got into this mess. So far, no one had cared to hear his side of the story.

***
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A LARGE GROUP OF PEOPLE stood outside the entrance to the main office of an oil refinery in Wilmington, California, waving signs and banners. In the background, smoke rose from pipes. A group of activists wore canary t-shirts, bearing the name HEALTHY COMMUNITY COALITION across the front. Another smaller group sat on the lawn of the property. Mark sat on the grass chanting, “We want clean air,” along with the others. They all wore the same white t-shirts with blue lettering on the front, which read CLEARLY BLUE LA. Mark was well aware that they were trespassing, but he felt their civil disobedience was going as planned. They had to trespass to get the attention they needed but everyone knew it was just a symbolic protest. The organizers had guaranteed the police there would be no violence.

Just then, he saw several young men in white shirts joining the protest. Their shirts were plain white, but similar to his. He got anxious when he saw some of the young people put bandanas over their faces, but he wasn’t sure what they were planning to do. The community coalition continued chanting, “Stop polluting Wilmington.” The young men joined in on the chant, but were standing and raising their fists. 

Mark hadn’t told his wife, Sylvia, he was planning to be arrested, because she would have immediately vetoed that idea, but he tried to put that out of his mind. He reassured himself it was all symbolic anyway. The most he could get charged with was a misdemeanor for disturbing the peace, which would more than make up for the pressure they were putting on the oil refiners.

Mark spotted a black jacket on a young woman with an A and the classic anarchy circle around it. There weren’t supposed to be any anarchists. Who notified them of the sit-in? He watched a bunch of young people amass to one side of him. A couple guys were challenging the police to a fight. 

Mark stood up, while the rest of his group continued the melodic chant with alternating phrases of “We want clean air” and “Clean up Wilmington.” When he looked in the direction of the sheriffs, they were already speaking into their radios, even before the anarchists started calling them pigs and showing them the finger.  Mark spotted bags of oranges being passed around by the anarchists. 

He waved over his friend, Herman. He stood a few feet away with some high school students, wearing matching white Clearly Blue LA shirts. Herman wore a Rastafarian beanie. “You better get the students out of here. I’m not sure what these guys are up to, and I don’t want the cops confusing our kids with them. I’ll catch up to you later.”

Herman leaned over to him and talked into his ear. “What about you? Are you coming with us?” The anarchists were getting loud, and the tension was palpable.

“Yes, I’m going to leave soon. Go back to the school. Let me see if I can do something to help calm the situation.” 

Herman led the students away, and, at the same time, the anarchists started forming a skirmish line across from the sheriffs. A half hour ago, three cops were leaning on their cars, looking bored. The anarchists were now all yelling obscenities. A big guy leading the others got nose to nose with a cop. The police were outnumbered but more cops were arriving from other departments wearing riot gear. A helicopter beamed down its spotlight from overhead. Mark could see the anarchists were well prepared, with some standing behind the healthy community people. A couple people were recording video from across the street. 

Many of the peaceful protesters started leaving, but a few college kids got caught up in the excitement and began yelling obscenities with the anarchists. It was going to be hard to extract his people from the mob mentality that was forming. At that moment, Mark felt old; it was completely out of his control now. The anarchists looked like they were mostly teens; at thirty-two, he had a family at home. He got up and looked for his friend, Eduardo, and tried to find some of the original organizers. 

He couldn’t find anyone because the protest had become a mob in a matter of minutes. Then, the peaceful protesters were caught between the anarchists and the cops. The oranges started flying toward the police, who deflected most of them. More cops showed up in riot gear with their batons out. A cop without a helmet got hit square in the face with a rotten orange, and the yelling escalated into pushing the next instant. For a surreal moment, Mark couldn’t believe his eyes. The anarchists had overrun the cops. This was the last thing he wanted. The scene unfolded in slow motion. Someone was going to be held accountable by the university board that sponsored Clearly Blue LA, and that was even if things didn’t get worse.

A sheriff’s deputy got separated from the other cops and was beaten by three or four men, while the other cops were distracted by a teen jumping on top of a patrol car. Mark made eye-contact with the deputy for a second before the deputy got kicked and went down. Mark found himself stuck in a mob. People were pushing him toward the cops, while others pushed to get away. He got clear of the fighting, but couldn’t find Eduardo or anyone else he knew. 

An older lady with the housing coalition had fallen and was bleeding from her knees. She was trying to get up, but was being trampled by the anarchists hurling oranges at the police. Mark pushed a kid, who was wearing a mask, off the lady and helped her up, while trying not to slip on the oranges piling up around them. He took a couple inadvertent kicks, but was able to pull her up, while the mob moved away for a moment. He confirmed she was mostly ok, so he turned to look for Eduardo. 

The anarchists were getting out of control, so he was relieved to see more cops arriving. A group of cops rescued the fallen deputy from the crowd. He saw that some of the police were wearing L.A.P.D. and highway patrol uniforms in full riot gear. He got caught up in the crowd again as people began running from the police and toward him. The anarchists began running away when the cops started making arrests. The tide had turned, and the crowd suddenly thinned, with only the diehard anarchists still fighting the police. He gave up looking for Eduardo right before he saw cops pointing at him. He got yanked by the arm and thrown to the street. Someone had a knee on his back, and the next moment, another cop pulled his arms back and handcuffed him. His wrists ached; the cuffs felt like they were cutting into the bone. His left shoulder felt like something got torn when he was yanked back up and dragged away from the crowd. 

All he could do was focus on his arm, which was throbbing now. He was put down on a curb a block away with three young guys with matching buzz cuts in plain white t-shirts, who had clearly been fighting the police.  He could finally get some words out. “Officer, I’m not an anarchist.”

A cop put his baton in his face. “Shut up or I’ll shut you up.” Mark was hoping someone would tell the police he was not one of the anarchists, but instead, he found himself loaded onto a bus with them. 

The bus was nearly full when they put him in a seat toward the front. Mark had to sit at an angle to relieve the stress of sitting against his cuffed hands and his aching shoulder. A guy, who still had fight in him, continued to yell obscenities from his seat in the back. A couple of cops grabbed him and carried him off the bus, even as he kicked at them. A kid near him dripped blood from his nose. The paramedics came onto the bus and took a kid, who was slumped over. They put him on a gurney and left with their lights flashing. 

The holding cell at the local sheriff’s office was a busy place. They photo’d and fingerprinted him with the anarchists which was irritating enough but worse he wasn’t allowed to make a phone call until the next morning. He took his time, deciding who to call. His sister couldn’t bail him out. Plus there was always the possibility she would panic and call his mom, which he imagined would have been a nightmare of crying and hysteria. He preferred jail, over dealing with his mom. That only left Sylvia, his wife. She was not going to be happy, but was going to find out anyway, even if a friend bailed him out. Despite her anger, he had to convince her it wasn’t his fault. 

It was not til the next afternoon that he saw her, she stood there in the crowded lobby. With her hair up, in jeans and a long sleeve Pendleton shirt, she was all business. Sylvia was not smiling, but he could see the relief in her eyes, when she saw him across the room. Mark noted she was biting her lower lip, like she did when she was stressed. Sylvia held a piece of paper in her hands, but she held it like it was somehow painful to the touch. He was handed his wallet while she waited in the lobby. 

When he was directed into the lobby, she didn’t move to hug him. Her eyebrows were wrinkled when she spoke. “Are you okay?”

“Mostly, I didn’t sleep and my arm is throbbing, but otherwise, okay.” At least, they were on speaking terms.

On her next exhale, her nervous expression was gone. “Dios mío, unbelievable, Mark. Vámonos, I need to go pick up the kids.”

“They haven’t told me anything.”

“I bailed you out. They gave me these papers.”

“How much did it cost? Let me see.” He read down the form.

“The bail guy was very friendly. He said it was some kind of serious felony.”

“Felony?” he yelled out, a couple people in the lobby turned to stare at them.

Sylvia shook her head. “Let’s go, I don’t want to talk here.” 

He pleaded his case as he followed her out. “I can’t believe this. I didn’t do anything. I didn’t assault an officer. The most I should have gotten was a ticket for unlawful assembly. They wouldn’t listen to me.” 

She turned to face him in the parking lot. “The bail bondsman let me write a check. I had to transfer our property tax money to cover it.”

“What? All of it? You should have left me in there.”

“Yeah, all of it. We didn’t have a choice. We can’t afford for you to lose your job on top of this.” She took a breath. “You lied to me, Mark.”

He tried playing it off. “Why do you say that?”

She raised her voice. “You never told me this could happen.”

“I had no idea...”

She put a hand up. “They’re calling it a riot on the news.”

He sighed. “I should have told you I was planning on some civil disobedience, but you have to believe me. I never expected this.”

She looked him in the eye for a second and took a breath. “I know you just spent the night in jail, and you haven’t slept but we need to find the money to pay the taxes. I was thinking maybe we could talk to my dad.”

“Hell no. I’m fixing this. You’ll go to your parents for money over my dead body. And I don’t want you telling my family either. I’m going to figure it out.”

“Oh, so you’re going to fix it?”

“Yes, of course.”

She crossed her arms. “Explain how you’re going to do that, Mark.”

“I don’t know yet. Sylvie, I’ve been thinking about making a move at work. This is probably a good time.”

“That easy, huh?” She started walking away. 

“I told you, it’s not my fault that I got into this mess.”

“I’m mad at myself. I thought you were past all this stuff. You’re a grown man with two kids at home, a mortgage, and a lot of debt. Remember?”

“Come on, Amor.” He tried to take her hand as they reached her van. She pulled her hand away.

“You told me you would be home by midnight. I got up at three in the morning, wondering where you were. I called your phone and didn’t get back to sleep. I spent the rest of the night wondering if you were in an accident or worse. You promised you were going to prioritize the kids since you missed Lily’s birthday because of that protest last time.”

He shook his head. “I was trying...”

“Oh, I know, you were supporting your school buddies. You didn’t think of us once, did you?”

Mark didn’t have an answer. He just looked at her, but she turned away and got in the driver’s seat of the van. He sat in the passenger seat while she wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Come on, Sylvia.” 

There was nothing more to say.

After a moment of silence, he saw her gather herself. 

“You need to grow up, Mark. I need to be able to count on you too. I can’t stay with a man I can’t trust.”
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Chapter 2
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It felt great to be riding on the open road. Mark’s electric bike was humming along on his shortcut to the University Center. He was expecting some answers from Eduardo as to what happened last night, especially after his major blow-up with Sylvia, but riding his bike through the campus of California State University was exactly what he needed.  The air seemed fresher here, especially after where he had spent the night. This was the place he had received two degrees, and felt most at home. 

He always pedaled hard up to the campus, not engaging the electric motor, but once there, he liked to take in the atmosphere. Mark slowed down and caught his breath, while watching the sunset for a minute. He gained energy from watching the students go about their day. On the other hand, every year, he felt a little more self-conscious as he got older. A gust of wind blew his hair into his eyes. Mark shook out his hair and combed it back. Another point of disagreement with Sylvia was that he rarely wore his bike helmet.  

He locked up his bike in the rack next to the main entrance to the student center. A brand new e-bike was locked up next to where he parked his older model. Mark knew it was Eduardo’s. He shook his head, but couldn’t keep from admiring how the design integrated the battery into the frame. It wasn’t possible to keep up with Eduardo, no matter how hard Mark tried. He always had the better model of everything. Mark reminded himself that Eduardo didn’t have a family to support, but he was still a little jealous, especially of his electric cars. Eduardo had one of the first Toyotas made and had just added an expensive, sporty one, to his collection. 

Mark found Eduardo having a gourmet blended tea drink in the lounge. He nodded as Eduardo rose his cup to him.

“Mark, good to see you. Glad to know you’re okay now.”

Mark put down his satchel, irritated at how nonchalant Eduardo was. “How many of our people were arrested?”

“You were the only one.”

“I’m glad no one else had to go through that. Where were you?” Eduardo sat there like nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

“We all pulled back when the anarchists showed up. I thought you left like the rest of us.” Eduardo’s answer was matter-of-fact. This irritated Mark even more.

Mark tried to tamp his rising anger at what sounded like a condescending tone. “I stayed to make sure everyone was okay. I assumed you’d do the same. So, I was looking for you when I got tackled by the riot cops.”

Eduardo took a sip of his drink. “It was every man for himself at that point.”

Mark’s temper rose at the matter of fact comment. He restrained his desire to pour Eduardo’s drink over his head. “I wish I would have known everyone else left because this is going to cost me. Not only is Sylvia furious with me, but it looks like I’m in some serious trouble.”

Eduardo shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

Mark was at a loss for words. “You’re at least testifying on my behalf, right?”

“Whatever you need, Mark. The only thing is, Clearly Blue can’t pay for your legal defense, even if we had the money, due to the bylaws.”

Mark exhaled and sat down. “The bylaws. I guess I have to figure it out.” 

Mark stared at Eduardo, considering whether to tell him how he really felt, even if it cost him his friendship. 

Someone slapped him on the back. “What’s up, inmate Cervantez?”

“Very funny, Herman.” Mark noted Herman was wearing his waist length hair down with some beads in it. An odd look for an Asian guy. His hippie shirt, frayed jeans, and flip flops stood out against the other guys’ casual dress.

“Just kidding, but seriously, how was it in there? You got a husband now?”

“It was terrible in there.” Mark’s eyes shifted to Eduardo who was ignoring him and writing in a notebook.

Herman was still looking at him. “I’ve been arrested like ten times, Mark. It was your time to show solidarity.” 

Mark stared at the oversized Hindu beads Herman wore around his neck. “They have me on serious charges.”

“Pigs, man. Whatever you do, don’t let them intimidate you into a plea. They’ll drop the charges if you hold strong,” said Herman while grabbing a menu.

“Are you sure about that?”

Eduardo spoke up. “He’s right, Mark. You need to fight this.”

Herman looked up from the drink menu. “I told you, I know what I’m talking about.” He snapped his fingers. “You need to call Abel. He’s helped me and some friends who got framed in Santa Monica a couple years ago. He’s not corporate. We met him when we went to hear his jazz band. He’s an excellent bass player. I keep him on speed dial.”

Mark considered it for a second. “I was thinking about defending my own case.”

They both looked at him like he was stupid, but Eduardo spoke. “You don’t want to do that, Mark.”

Herman stood up. “Rookie mistake. They’ll throw the book at you, dude. Progressives are all criminals to them.” Herman glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’ve got to get to my meditation session. Gentlemen, stay centered. Namaste.” He handed Mark the menu with the attorney’s number and added his trademark peace sign.

After Herman headed off, Mark was left staring at Eduardo, who avoided eye contact. 

“We need to come up with a plan in case something like this happens again.”  

Eduardo shook his head. “Maybe, but we probably want to stay away from protests for a while and focus on fundraising. I don’t want our name associated with anarchists; plus, we’re going to hear from the university about this.”

“I guess you’ll have to work on that, since I’ll be busy figuring out how to pay for my bail.” Mark got up and dialed the attorney’s number.

Eduardo nodded. “Don’t worry about the org. I’ll keep things running. You know Herman can be a flake when he loses interest.”

***
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THE LAWYER’S OFFICE was just two small rooms in a strip mall. Mark looked around, noting there was no art on the walls and not much paperwork. A USC calendar and a local little league team sponsorship plaque made up the only adornments. Mark wondered whether Abel didn’t get many visitors or he didn’t care to put too many resources into impressing clients. However, Mark wasn’t planning to be a repeat customer. 

Mark was grateful the attorney had agreed to meet on a Saturday, but he felt a little uncomfortable with Abel’s long, natural, tightly curled hair and matching goatee. Mark watched Abel’s locks bounce in the air, wishing he had cool hair instead of his own straight, Aztec hair as he liked to call it, but he needed an attorney who was going to be taken seriously. He could turn off a conservative judge. Then again, he knew his own long hair and dark skin, along with his being an activist, would be held against him.

“Ah, here you are,” said Abel, looking up from his computer. “I’ll call the D.A. and check on your arraignment date. It could be a few weeks, especially with the number of people they arrested. The bad news is, it looks like the case is assigned to Assistant D.A., Lance Vu.”

“Why is that?”

“He’s aggressive and doesn’t give up easy.”

“Oh, great. I bet he hates activists, too.”

“Don’t worry. I know how to deal with downtown D.A.’s. I will take care of your arraignment.”

“They won’t put me back in there, will they?”

“No, no, just stay out of trouble, Mark. Do me a favor and avoid any law enforcement contact at all cost. Having a clean record is great, but this guy will try to pin spitting your gum out on the street as evidence of a violent tendency.”

“No problem. It was a terrible experience. It smelled like a toilet was backed up. I was held for less than twenty-four hours, but it was humiliating to lose my freedom like that. Bail was ridiculously expensive for being falsely accused, but worth every penny to get out of there.”

Abel nodded. “The sheriff’s station jail. So you didn’t get the pleasure of central jail downtown?” 

“No, thank you. What those idiots did to that cop is inexcusable, but I’m not willing to pay for their stupidity.” 

“I’m going to get you through this. We just have to see what evidence they are going to present.”

“Abel, I have to be eligible to be bonded. I work with money. I can’t have a felony on my record.”

“Listen, you are a family man.” Abel counted off on his fingers. “You’re going to show up in court wearing your best suit. You care about your community and volunteer your time. You didn’t beat anybody up, and they have to prove their case.” 

“I’ve got a bunch of people who will testify I was there for a non-violent protest.”

“We’ll need all their names. The D.A. may want to depose some of them, which means hours of prep and meeting time.”

Mark sat there for a second while Abel typed into his computer. He spotted the bass guitar behind the desk. This wasn’t a decoration. Mark wondered if Abel practiced between clients. “So, what’s next?” 

Abel smiled. “Well, you do have to pay my retainer so I can get to work.” 

“Oh, about that, do you take credit cards?”

“Yes, I do. I know how it is. These things happen at the worst time. Get back to work.”

Mark was starting to like this guy. But this was getting serious, so he wondered if he needed a bigger firm. Abel seemed too laid back. He needed a wolf on his side. He admitted he couldn’t afford a big aggressive firm, so he’d have to make sure Abel bared his teeth. “Does it matter if I get a better job?”

“By all means. A promotion would be helpful in telling your story to the judge. Have you told me everything that’s going to come up?”

“Yes, exactly as it happened. I should have had someone taking video.”

“Well, I’ve seen those videos disappear, but don’t worry about that now. Go spend time with your family.” Mark headed to the door. “Oh, and Mark, remember what I said. Avoid getting into any trouble until this is over.”

Mark nodded his head. “I won’t even drive above the speed limit.”
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Chapter 3
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The bus had barely stopped when Hallie Corning jumped off at the Downtown LA terminal. The place was desolate since it was after midnight, and there was no Hollywood glamour to be seen. In her civilian clothes, the only thing that indicated she was ex-army was her duffel bag. She was on guard in this strange city and noted everything, including the bums sleeping on the floor. Her stomach grumbled, so she looked around for something to eat, but nothing looked appetizing since she didn’t want a bacon wrapped hot dog off a cart.  The one thing she was sure of, was that no one was going to call her Lieutenant psycho behind her back again. She was free from the endless paperwork and the bullshit she had to deal with in the Army.

An older man in a sweater walked up to her and saluted her. She saluted back out of instinct. “Hi Hallie, I’m Wilmore.”

“Good to finally meet you, sir.”

“Let’s get you out of this place. You’re probably hungry. I know just the spot.” They walked to his Cadillac and put her bag in the ample trunk. “I know it’s a boat, but I love how it drives. I have a small electric car, but sometimes I like taking the boat for a spin. I keep talking about converting it, but I haven’t gotten around to it yet.” They climbed in. “My son kept telling me to recycle it, but this is the car I taught him how to drive in, so I can’t let it go. He’d be close to your age now; you would have liked him.”

Hallie saw a sad look cross his face. “It’s almost a tank.”

He came back to the present and chuckled. “So, your dad never told you stories about his adventures in Nam?”

“No. You served with him?”

“Yes, ma’am, we were on the ground together in sixty-nine, not a good year for GI’s in the jungle.”

“I bet. But I’m still not sure why you are doing this for me.”

“Like I told you, I’m repaying a debt to your father.  But, to be honest, you’re helping me as well. You’ve got the kind of skills we can’t find around here, and you share our world view.”

“In that case, sir, count me in.”

“Before I forget.” He handed her a paper bag with cash. “In our line of work, it makes sense not to leave too much of a trail.” She peeked in the bag and noted the stack of bills. “We’re putting you up in a small house for now. It’s month-to-month in Venice, near the beach, but if you don’t like it, we’ll find you someplace else.”

“I’d like to go visit my mom.”

“That makes sense, but we need to talk about cutting some ties. I got you a little car. It’s got some dings, but we overhauled the engine. The plates are registered to a shell corporation. Have you come up with a new name yet?”

She nodded. “I’ve always liked Leah. I need to let my mom know I’m going to be out of pocket for a while, so she doesn’t report me missing or something, especially when my final Army separation papers come through.”

“Leah, I like it. Now, let’s talk about building your team. Like I told you, I’m excited about us doing a lot of good together. You get it, Hallie, and that’s worth much more than what I can do for you now, but we’re just getting started.”

She nodded. “When do I meet the team? I want to see what I have to work with.”

“Right away. What’s going to surprise you is how many like-minded people you’ll get to know. In the meantime, I got you some material I’d like you to read.”

“With all due respect, sir, I didn’t sign up to do some reading. I’d like to get my team together and start making plans.”

Wilmore nodded. “Last time we tried something like this, we weren’t fully committed, so it failed. This time, I wanted to get a leader with the fortitude to see it through.” She watched him without responding. “But, in all fairness, they didn’t have your Special Forces background.”

She raised a hand. “Sir, I would have gladly joined the Special Forces, but that wasn’t available to me. I worked with Intel, and we coordinated with Spec Ops for extractions.”

He nodded with enthusiasm. “Right, right, just tell me what you need, and we’ll get it. When the time is right, I’m going to introduce you to our benefactor.” 

Leah nodded, wondering who this benefactor was and how much of a problem he was going to be. She had learned to hate hierarchy in any form. 
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Chapter 4
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“It is so nice sleeping in my own bed, Sylvia. It’s amazing what we take for granted.” Mark sat up in bed. Sylvia was already half dressed. It was Monday morning and his first day back at work since the incident. He was glad he had scheduled Friday off, but he had planned on sleeping in, not being processed through the LA County criminal system.  

She called out from the bathroom, “I guess you have to learn the hard way.”

“Yeah, I guess.” He got up and headed to their small bathroom. 

“I haven’t forgotten we were going to talk about your riding your bike to work.”

He smiled at her and stretched. “I got it under control.”

“You ride too far, Mark. Every day I worry about you getting in an accident.”

“I’m bulletproof, Sylvia. Nothing’s going to happen to me.”

“Oh, really?” She crossed her arms and blocked the doorway with her body. He knew a lecture was coming, but he was saved by a shriek from his daughter. Sylvia went to her and took care of it. 

It was overcast when Mark stepped out of his small house and gazed around the neighborhood in Montebello, just outside of East Los Angeles. He ran his hand through his wet hair, which dripped onto his shirt. In the crowded little garage, beside his smog-producing car Sylvia insisted he buy, sat the object of his affection. Mark looked down at his e-bike and squeezed the tires. He unplugged the e-bike from the outlet; the green light indicated the battery was fully charged. He completed his ritual of running his finger over the brake pads and sprayed a little oil on the chain. 

Mark had to get moving to beat the heavy traffic to work. He ran back into the house to get his satchel and say goodbye to the kids. He stopped in front of a painting that hung in his hallway. An Aztec warrior stood on a hill, looking down at the valley below. He held his sword in his hand, but his expression was somber, even grief-stricken. “Temoc, why so sad today?”

Mark smiled at himself in the reflection. Knowing he had a good attorney working for him, he felt so much better. Now, he had to make it up to Sylvia, but how? 

His two-year-old son ran up and grabbed his leg while Mark was gathering his things.  “Mango, you little rascal, what are you doing?”

He tickled his son, who was squeezing his leg. “I’ve got to get to work, Mango.”

From the other room, Sylvia called out, “I told you not to call him that.”

Mark laughed and answered, trying to sound like Mango. “What are you talking about, mommy?”

She walked into the living room, followed by their four-year-old daughter, Lily, who had just had her hair brushed and put into a ponytail. She pointed the hairbrush at him. “You’re on thin ice, Mark.” But Lily distracted her by messing with her hair, the ponytail pulling up on the corners of her little face. “Leave your hair alone, Lily.” Sylvia took Mango into the kitchen. 

“Good morning, Luly.” Mark smiled at his daughter. 

She glanced at Mark. “Hi,” was all he got before she was called into the kitchen. 

Mark chuckled, then finished arranging his gear. He wrapped his satchel over his shoulder and followed her into the kitchen where Sylvia was serving the kids some cereal. He saw the look on Sylvia’s face. She had an idea, and when she spoke, she didn’t fully face him. “Mark, have you considered talking with Jesse?” He shook his head, but she continued, “I spoke with Laura, and she said his business was getting back on its feet.”

“The last person I’m asking for any favors is Jesse. You didn’t say anything, did you?”

She put her hands on her hips. “No, but he’s familia, I just don’t understand why you don’t get along.”

He watched Mango eat. “I already have a plan; I’m going to get a promotion at work.”

“That easy?”

“What is your name?” he asked his son, leaning over him.

“Me, Mango!” 

“That’s right, you’re Mango.”  Mark picked him up and gave him a kiss.

“Mark, don’t confuse him. That’s a ridiculous name.”

“And what is your name?” He looked at his daughter. 

“My name is Lily.”

“Darn, they got to her already,” said Mark as Sylvia crossed her arms and stared at him.  “You’re my Luly.”

“Let them eat.”

He stood up. “Don’t worry. I have a plan to get that promotion to accounting manager. I told you; I’m going to fix this.”

“Go to work, Mark, and don’t get fired.” 

He saw she was still not feeling as positive as he was about getting that promotion. He tried to think of something he could say to make her trust he would fix things, but nothing came to mind. 

“I’m going. You know, Sylvia, it’s a beautiful day, and freedom is a wonderful thing.” She didn’t answer, so he shrugged his shoulders, put on his sunglasses, and hurried out the door. 

Sylvia followed him to the door. “Don’t forget, you’re picking up the kids from daycare today.”

Realizing he forgot about picking up the kids, he slapped his forehead. He emerged from the garage on his e-bike. “I can’t. I have a meeting.” Her crossed arms and crinkled nose made him realize that he blew it again.

“What meeting? We agreed you would pick them up.”

“I forgot about the meeting after work. I can’t skip it.”

She shook her head. “Are you serious, Mark?”

He put his hands together in a prayer. “I know I shouldn’t be asking, but after everything that happened, I have to attend the meeting today. I know I already owe you a lot, but can you get them?”

“I guess, but I’ll have to rush, and Gladys hates it when we’re late.”

“I love you. I’ll make it up to you.”  He took off before she could respond.  

She stood there and watched him ride off down the street. He prepared to battle traffic. If Sylvia knew half of what he dealt with on the road, she’d refuse to let him ride but, luckily, she didn’t. He just had to remember to keep his cool and not kick the doors of distracted drivers. 

***
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THE BATTLE FOR SPACE on the road with a greenhouse gas factory of a truck on Whittier Blvd left Mark drained when he got to work. He had a hard time keeping his cool as the cell-phone-against-his-ear driver nearly ran him over. He took a seat at his cubicle and felt the weight of needing that promotion. Mark felt overqualified for his current job, because he could reconcile the books with his eyes closed. He looked at the small stack of papers that had accumulated in his inbox. He’d have that taken care of by lunch, but he was still too restless to concentrate, so he went to the lobby to check on Terry. 

Terry sat at her desk, sporting her latest mood. She wore a tight pink dress with black stockings. Her bleach blond hair had freshly dyed pink tips. She was officially titled the office manager, but she didn’t manage anything, other than the mail. “What’s with all the pink, Terry?”

“How much do you like my new look?”

He put a hand to his chin. “If the building collapses, they’ll definitely find you first under all the rubble.”

She laughed. “That’s what I’m going for, jerk. God, Mondays suck. What did you do this weekend?”

Mark swallowed. “You know, the usual.”

She turned on her computer. “You have a boring life, Mark. You need to go party with me.” He didn’t answer. “It was quiet here on Friday, you probably just did gardening or something, didn’t you?”

Mark relaxed. No one knew about his problems, and he planned to keep it that way. “Yeah, something like that.”

“Well, let’s go get some coffee, and I’ll tell you about my weekend.”

“Okay, but I need your help with something.” He got Terry’s attention with that comment.

They spent most of their time talking about her. 

“Oh wait, let me see what this guy wants.”

A young, fit, leading man looking guy came into the office with a handcart full of boxes. 

Mark waited while she checked him in. Terry was naturally flirtatious, but she ignored that the guy was checking her out. Mark wasn’t surprised; he saw it all the time. The guy was looking down at her cleavage when she looked away. She was pretty, had an attractive figure, and was just twenty-five. Terry sent the delivery guy on his way, then smiled at Mark and led him to the break room. 

On their way, they passed by a tall, somewhat pale, thin woman, who didn’t acknowledge them. Mark detected a look on the woman’s face that appeared to be annoyance, bordering on anger, especially when she looked away from Terry. Mark hadn’t been introduced to everyone in the company yet. Unlike Terry, who knew every single person there and, apparently, every detail of their lives, he just knew the accounting people, and not that well. 

They walked into the break room and grabbed coffee cups. Terry shook her head. “I can’t stand that woman.”

Mark shrugged. “What did she do?” 

“I’ll tell you later.” Terry yawned. “I’m still tired from this weekend.”

“Anyway, I don’t know if I told you, but there’s talk of an accounting manager position. I need to get that job.”

She stirred her coffee and rubbed her temple. “Why’s that?”

“A lot of reasons, but mostly, so I can pay some bills.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s the most boring reason of all, Mark. I told you, paying bills is for suckers. You need to take an expensive trip somewhere.”

He waved his hands. “Focus, Terry, and help me with this.”

She laughed. “First of all, stop dressing like a pencil head. Why the buttoned shirts, anyway? I want to see you in a hot pink polo shirt and aviator sunglasses tomorrow.”

“Oh, is that all it takes?”

“You’ve got to get noticed for more than your rock star hair.” 

He laughed. “Good one. You might have a point.”

“Now, let me tell you about what happened on my date with Clifford. Did you know they kick you out if you cut in line at Magic Mountain?”

Mark smirked. “Don’t tell me you got kicked out.”

She smiled. “I talked my way out of it.”

He stood up. “Tell me the rest at lunch.”

She threw her hands up. “What am I supposed to do ‘til then?”

“Go harass the lab techs.” 

“Great idea.” 

Terry’s ridiculous advice on changing his wardrobe had gotten Mark thinking. Later, Mark saw her talking to a bald-headed lab tech. Mark never got tired of listening to Terry’s crazy stories, but he had a deadline looming, so he started crunching numbers, and that’s when a great idea that had been staring him in the face all along came to him. Mark didn’t like taking risks at work, but he was up against the ropes, even if they were made of iron. 
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Chapter 5
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The large cemetery in Whittier, CA, was concealed by residential and commercial areas. Hallie’s car was angled so vehicles driving in wouldn’t notice her in the shade of a large tree. This section of the cemetery, sat at the top of a steep hill.  Below the cemetery was a snaking, noisy freeway, but in this particular section, there was some privacy.  Most of the graves had simple stone markers, making it look more like a park.  

Hallie looked at herself in the rearview mirror. She obscured her face behind a floppy hat and a pair of sunglasses. Hallie checked her watch and then continued to thumb through an oil company infrastructure report Wilmore had given her.  She still couldn’t believe this was real. These people really were going to fund her own operations. 

So far, there was no catch other than having so many people looking over her shoulder.  She just had to decide how she’d make the most impact without getting arrested. She hadn’t told Wilmore, but she had her own ax to grind with the Feds. She was going to settle the score, and it wasn’t just that Colonel Denoir had held up her promotion to Captain on bullshit technicalities. She had done her part in the war, and that should account for more than her lack of boot licking. 

She made plans in her head, until she saw the five-year-old Mercedes coupe enter the cemetery and head up the hill.  It was time to take her first step in her new vocation.  

The woman in the car didn’t look in Hallie’s direction as she drove up the incline.  Hallie kept her distance, even though the woman was oblivious to her. She wondered if maybe she was being a little too careful in approaching. The name, Jane Lorn was written on her notepad. 

Jane parked the car and pulled out a picnic basket and a folding canvas chair. Then, she walked a hundred feet to a grave marker.  She became animated as if there was someone else there, but Hallie could see no one. Jane began to speak to a gravestone. Hallie watched from behind a tree. 

“Hello, Daddy. I had a hectic week last week. I’m sorry I wasn’t out here yesterday, but lately, I can’t seem to get out of bed. You know I hate birthdays. It’s getting harder, Daddy. You’d think they’d have something better to do than attack me or my department.” She paused for a second. “I am trying my best to get along with them.”  

Hallie surveyed to see if anyone else was in the area. This woman is having a long conversation with a tomb. Was Wilmore serious about recruiting this crackpot?  It was evident that Jane was completely engrossed in her conversation.  She took a rag to the headstone over the name ‘Gus Lorn.’  

“I pay them extra to keep your stone clean, Daddy, and look at this mess.”  She pulled out some overgrown grass at the edge of the stone.  

She sat back down on her chair, once everything was to her satisfaction and got out a bottle of wine.  She then unwrapped a cheese and cracker tray.  “We’ve got to celebrate my birthday, Daddy.”  She grabbed a bottle opener and uncorked the wine.  She poured wine into two glasses then set one on the stone.  She drank the other and refilled her glass.  

Hallie was getting bored. A twig snapped under her foot. Jane looked around, but didn’t get up. Other than the white noise of the freeway below, the place could be considered quiet and peaceful. 

Jane’s voice started taking a bit of a slur as she drank her third glass.  “Dad, I turned forty today, and I have no one and nothing to show for it.  Are you disappointed with me? I tried; you know I did.  I tried so hard until I was going in circles.  I don’t see the point to anything anymore.  There is no justice, there was none for you, and I failed you.  Why doesn’t the earth do me a favor and just swallow me up?”  

Hallie couldn’t catch all of what Jane was continuing to ramble.  When she saw Jane get out a birthday cake, her curiosity and patience were exhausted. Hallie walked back to the cars and approached Jane from the road. She pretended she just arrived. 

“Jane, sorry to bother you, but a mutual friend said I could find you here.”

Jane stared at her with a dumbfound expression.  Hallie could tell Jane was embarrassed, but ignored that and, instead, made herself comfortable in Jane’s chair. 

“My name is Leah.”  Hallie smiled, picked up the bottle, and read the label.  “Like I said, a mutual friend said we may be able to help each other.”  Jane stared at her another moment. “I’m sorry I interrupted your mourning, Jane, but I think we ...”

Jane cut in. “What friend?”

“That’s not important.  The question is, what do I have to offer you?”

Hallie could see Jane regaining her composure. She didn’t have much time to make her pitch. She was already packing her stuff and turned to Hallie. “You won’t tell me who sent you. I don’t have time for practical jokes.” She stuffed her things into her picnic basket and stood. 

“This isn’t a joke, Jane. I’ll make it quick. I’ve been told you are a brilliant biochemist. You are slumming at a small lab right now, but could just as well be working at one of the majors.” Jane stopped packing her bag and eyed the young woman who was enjoying her chair without even asking permission to take a seat. “I don’t know why you are still at Richtech, but I see an opportunity. Our mutual friend says we may be able to help each other.”

“You are flattering me, but you still won’t tell me who sent you.”

“Well, Jane, let’s just say we don’t advertise.” 

Jane picked up her basket. “I’m not a criminal.”

Hallie shook her head. “No one said you were. We’re not going to have you cook up some meth.” Hallie laughed, but Jane began walking to her car. Hallie picked up the fold-up chair and followed her. “You want something, Jane. I know it. I can get you what you want. Just name it. Money, fame, a professorship? Think of me as your genie; your wish is my command.” 

Jane continued walking; she smiled to herself and shook her head. Hallie stopped. “Dammit, Jane, everyone wants something. I know I do, and I really think you do as well.”

Jane opened her trunk. “You can’t give me what I want. No one can.”

Hallie gave her a confident smile. “Why don’t you try us?”

Jane was getting irritated. “Are you for real?”  

“Oh, we’re for real.” Hallie nodded.  

“I guess you know enough about me to find me here, but what can you really do for me?” Jane shook her head, but turned to Hallie. 

“We have the resources, Jane, and you have the knowledge. We can do a lot of good together.” Jane stared at her with a conflicted look. That’s when Hallie knew she had her hooked. She could already see she’d have to use a short leash to keep Jane under control.
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Chapter 6
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It was a crisp, sunny morning. Winter was turning to spring, which made riding more pleasant, but Mark was not paying attention to the weather when he stood outside of the Richtech building. He wore a headset and paced, while he spoke to Abel. 

“The judge agreed to move up your hearing to next week, Mark.”

“So, if they don’t have enough evidence, the judge will dismiss my case.”

“Yes, that’s right. Our best chance is to get the officer to acknowledge he misidentified you.” This was wonderful for Mark to hear. He had hope.

“I’ve tried a case with this judge before. He is very fair. I don’t want to get your hopes up too much, but we won that case.” 

“That’s awesome to hear. Can Sylvia be there?”

“Yes, actually, it’d be great if she could attend.”

Mark limped into the conference room. His co-workers were singing happy birthday to Sunny, his favorite accounting partner, who was a few years older than him, but always smiled when she saw him. The song was sung out of tune. Mark just listened from the back of the room, unable to help much in the singing department. He rubbed the leg he was limping on. 

Terry walked over to him after she was done singing. 

“You have cake radar, don’t you?” He grinned at her. 

“Shut up, Mark. What’s wrong with your leg?”

“I got pushed into a bumper on my ride this morning.”

“I’d be suing somebody over that.”

He shook his head. “It was partially my fault. I stayed up most of the night.”

“Doing what?” She flashed him her wicked smile. 

He laughed and shook his head. “I wish; Mango had an asthma attack.” 

“Poor baby. Is he okay?” 

“Yeah, it helps that his mom is a nurse.” 

Terry puckered her lips when he mentioned Sylvia.

“Let’s eat cake.” She grabbed a couple of pieces. “Did you see the suit on that guy David was interviewing earlier today?” 

“No, what’s going on?”

“I thought you would know. He took a guy with a swanky suit into his office a while ago.”

Mark tried to enjoy his cake, but he was distracted by the thought that the guy might be interviewing for the accounting manager position. But then, a more sinister thought entered his mind. What if the guy was from the district attorney’s office? 

Terry was talking to some clerks when Mark snuck away to do some reconnaissance. He walked by David’s office. The door was open. He saw the man was still there, sitting and talking to David. Mark’s hands started getting sweaty. The guy very well could be from the DA’s office. Terry was right. It was a nice suit. Mark walked to his desk and thought it over.  If the guy was from the DA’s office, then most likely, David would mention it. Mark reasoned that if he wasn’t, he could ask David about the position. 

Mark waited until the guy left and went by David’s office, but he found him on the phone. He went by in the afternoon, but David was in another meeting. Mark stopped by David’s office one last time before heading out the door. He was nowhere to be found, and most everyone had left. Not knowing if David knew about his trial was going to bug him all night. 

When Mark got outside, he found David getting on his own bike. David’s wasn’t an e-bike. It was a racing bike. He wore competitive riding gear, nothing like Mark’s commuter look. 

Mark walked over to him. “You rode today.”

David smiled. “Hi, Mark. Yeah, it gives me a chance to get some miles in. The ride to work is brutal, but I like my ride home.”

“How many miles do you ride?”

“My route is about twelve.” David finished fastening his aerodynamic helmet and adjusted his riding cleats. 

“I don’t want to hold you up, but wanted to ask, can we make an appointment?”

“Sure thing.  I’ll get you on the calendar tomorrow. Is something wrong?”

“No, you were just busy when I stopped by. I have a quick presentation for you.”

“Yeah, I was solving a problem for a client. Okay, I’ll pencil you in. You still ride, right?” 

“Yup, every day. I got my e-bike right over there.”

David smiled, “Right on.” They pounded fists. 

Mark watched him ride away, hoping he had come across well. He had wanted to ask about the manager position, but he felt like he let the opportunity slip away. He worried about how he was going to convince David he was the best candidate.

***
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IT HAD BEEN A WHILE since Jane had felt hopeful. She checked the time on her watch and took a sip of her cappuccino. How long had it been since she’d felt this good? She loved this French cafe in West LA.  Her boss agreed to meet with her, but Saturday afternoon was the only time he could make for her. He let her pick the location as long as it wasn’t far from his golf course.  She chose her favorite sidewalk café. The wait staff knew her by name, and she loved their European style. They always had a place for her, no matter how busy they got, and she felt truly at home with a book and their famous croissants. 

She reviewed her pitch again. It was a warm, sunny winter day, so she was hoping her boss, Richard Richter, had a good time on the course. She was rarely able to have Richard’s attention, and she’d only get one chance to sell him on her plan. She didn’t see Richard as he came up behind her and was startled by his voice. 

“Hi Jane.’’ He stood there smiling, dressed impeccably in his golfing attire and perfect hair. 

“Oh, Richard, I didn’t see you walk up.” He gave her a halfhearted hug. Then she saw he was followed by David Gall in his trademark round eyeglasses that reminded her of an owl. The contrast between David’s old jeans and a polo shirt, which was one size too small for his long torso, and Richard’s fitted outfit, which appeared to be custom made, was comical to her. She didn’t hide her disappointment at seeing Richard’s right-hand man and chief operating officer with him on a Saturday. 

Richard and David sat down under the umbrella at her little table and took a look at the drink menu.  Jane gave Richard a warm smile. “So how was your game, Richard?”

“It was good. I’m still trying to get David to pick up the golf bug, but it’s been rough.”

She smiled and handed him a menu. “Richard, they have great food here.”

Richard took it. “You’re unusually happy, today.”

Jane smiled. “Well, I have great news.”

Richard passed the lunch menu to David and said, “We just have time for a drink.”

Jane tried to recover from the fact that she wouldn’t have the one-on-one with Richard she wanted. “Okay, well, I’ll get to the point then. Through some contacts I have in the academic community, I found an organization that wants to partner with us.” 

Richard’s cell phone went off with a chirping sound. He reached for it.

She had David’s attention, though. “What kind of partnering do they want to do?” he asked.

“They’ve got some research they need completed.”

“A government contract?” David asked as he pushed up his glasses and studied the menu. 

Jane tried to hide her dislike of him.  Even the way he examined the menu so carefully bothered her. “It’s not a government contract, but they are affiliated with some universities. I believe they have some well-heeled donors. 

Richard put his phone away. “That’s exactly what we need, Jane. Good job.” 

David chimed in. “What’s the catch?”

Jane smiled and tried to remain patient. “There’s no catch. We may need to attend some meetings and maybe a fundraiser or two.”

Richard brushed his hand through his hair. “I bet. Give David your contact info, so he can check them out, and then I’ll close the deal. If this works out, Jane, I’ll remember it in your bonus at the end of the year. Not only do you head our research team, but now, you’re bringing in business. I love it. I’ve got to head out. Let’s go, David.”

Jane hid her anger as they walked away. She wanted to complain to Richard about how he didn’t treat her with the respect she deserved. Leah had reminded her about her value as the head of research. She could always work for a bigger firm with a larger salary. Instead, Jane just watched them leave. She wondered if David would screw this deal up for her. He was always hogging Richard’s attention, and she was tired of being on the losing end.
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Chapter 7
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Hallie’s mom pulled a cigarette from her pack then picked up the disposable lighter from the kitchen table. Hallie sat across from her and watched the cigarette tremble before her mom finally lit it. After observing the smoke as it rose to the stained ceiling for a minute, Hallie spoke. “Coming here was a waste of time.”  

Her mom stared back at her as she puffed on the cigarette. Hallie looked at the dirty, depressing, stained curtains that had never been washed. They were there when she left for the Army, and before that, when she was a kid.

“Why’d you leave the Army?” her Mom asked again. Her gold tooth flashed in a sunbeam, the only thing of value she owned.

“Never mind, Ma. I already told you, anyway.”

“You had it made there. What are you going to do here? There’s no jobs out here in the valley. Unless you want to work in the fields with the wets, picking the onions?”

“Save the lecture. I’ll be out of your hair in a couple of days.” Her mom just grunted and shook her head. “I ran into some trouble when I was deployed in Afghanistan. I can’t tell you anything more than that.”

“Trouble, huh? You always was as stubborn as your father. All he cared about was his bike and his buddies after he got back from the war.”

Hallie hated that old, threadbare nightgown her mom wore.  It made her look ancient and irrelevant. “The way I remember it, he was fine until he got sick.”

Her mom stared at the ceiling. “I told him driving that old, open tractor with the pesticide spray was no good for him, but he wouldn’t listen to me, neither.”

Hallie glared at her mom for a second. “You never cut the old man a break. One time, I asked him why he came home smelling of chemicals. I remember he tickled me, said it wasn’t that bad, and that he was lucky to have that job.”

Her mom shook her head and flicked her cigarette into the full ashtray on the table. “You was always more his than mine. So what are you going to do, now?”

“I’m heading to LA. I’ve got something going up there.”

“LA? Hell, you can’t ‘ford that town with no job. I hope you saved some of your pay, ‘cause I can’t give you any. I can barely afford my ‘lectric bill.”

“I’ve been here a day, and I want to claw my eyes out. I’ll see you later, Ma.” Hallie headed out the door with the broken screen clanging behind her. 

She wore her old gear, a white t-shirt, and long, black shorts; her Vans kicked up the dust on the street. She grew up in this small town, and as she looked around at the broken down cars and empty buildings, she decided it was more run down than when she left. The only place in town worth visiting was the Buzzard, an old biker bar. She’d rather spend some time drinking beer with old biker wannabes than watch her mom waste away.

The only drawback to the Vrai Vert was that she wasn’t allowed to tell anyone what she was doing. She essentially had to cut off all her friends and family. Family was easy enough; there was nothing here for her. Her dad was dead since high school, and she had never really gotten along with her mom.  Her old friends were on her mind when she entered the bar. She could use some help from people she trusted.  She sat at the bar and ordered the darkest beer they had. It wasn’t even quitting time, so the place was mostly empty. She saw a couple of old guys, who appeared to be permanently stuck to their seats. An overweight Mexican woman kept eyeing her as if she was guarding the fat, oily biker she was sitting with. You can keep him, bitch; you have nothing to worry about. Hallie laughed to herself. Some places never change. 
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