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			To those who want to be the change and stand strong in

			whatever adversity they face.

			God bless!
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			“Can you say that again?” Michael said, almost dropping the phone.

			The monotone voice on the line was unmistakable. He never believed he’d be on the receiving end of one of these calls. It was a courthouse liaison known for making these types of notifications.

			“Again, Mr. Andrews, we have your wife, Rachel Elise Andrews, aka Rachel Elise Dunham, in custody.”

			“On what charge?”

			“She was arrested by Official Jaspar Aachen on the charge of solicitation. A violation of Subsection 12 of JSI2399 of the Federal Speech Act.”

			“Federal Speech A— What was she doing?” Michael asked. Rachel had gone to the grocery store, not to a political rally.

			“I am not at liberty to say, Mr. Andrews. She is being processed as we speak. This phone call is a courtesy as required by law. You have the option to seek outside representation or to have the court appoint your spouse an attorney. Mrs. Andrews has also been advised of her rights. Do you have any questions for me?”

			“When can I see her?”

			“As I stated, she is being processed as we speak. She will then be taken to the courthouse, where she will be given an opportunity to plead. Those proceedings are closed door. She will be given the option of a court-appointed attorney or to notify the judge of representation. This is part of the point of my call. To inquire if she has representation. I can then pass this information to our judge, and we can proceed from there.”

			“Yes, I will have an attorney for her. When can I see her?” Michael asked again, more firmly.

			“If you retain a licensed attorney meeting JSI-2399 standards, he will need to submit his request to the court at the hearing. If the judge approves, he will be permitted to represent your wife.”

			“And if not?”

			“Then she will be appointed one by the state at your cost,” the stern voice informed him.

			“And until then?”

			“Your wife will remain in county custody until the hearing tomorrow.”

			“Can I see her?”

			“After the hearing in the morning, sir.”

			“Can I call someone to speak to her at least?”

			“Again, Mr. Andrews, after the hearing in the morning,” the voice did not break the monotone cadence. There was no remorse or concern. There would be no getting through.

			“Do you have information on what time her hearing will be?”

			“The courthouse opens at 8:30 AM. The docket will be printed and on display. Understand that no firearms, drug paraphernalia, or recording devices, including cellphones, are allowed within the courtrooms.”

			Michael rolled his eyes, “Yes, thank you. I will leave my arsenal at home.” He hung up the phone and sat in his recliner. He could feel his heart beating between his ears. What in the world is going on? It was a good thing that…

			Michael pulled out his phone, flipped a couple of screens, and pressed on the face of a smiling older gentleman. The phone rang three times, and the voice associated with the face answered.

			“Michael, what can I do for you, son? These kiddos are giving their grandad a run for his money.”

			“I bet they are, Frank. One just feeds off of the other. It’s like they have it all planned out.”

			

			“I’m sure they do. Rachel should be here before long. You lookin’ for her?”

			“Actually. No. She is the reason why I’m calling.”

			“What’s happened?” Frank’s tone changed. Michael could hear him shooing kids away in the background.

			“I was hoping you knew. All I got was a notification from the county booking office. Rachel has been arrested.”

			“On what charges,” Frank Dunham said with the same questioning tone he had given the clerk.

			“They said something about soliciting and violating Federal Speech Act laws.”

			“That usually means she was saying things she oughtn’t.”

			“Saying things? Like what?” Michael asked. He couldn’t think of what Rachel could say that would get her arrested. Much less at the grocery store. Was she complaining about the price of cereal or that the tomatoes weren’t red enough?

			“Dunno. The only real things that could get someone in that much trouble would be speaking against someone in office or talking about God, and the person hearin’ it didn’t like it. All it takes is a phone call now, or an Official heard it firsthand, and that’d do her in.”

			“I don’t know. I don’t see Rachel doing that,” Michael said, shaking his head. He never knew his wife to be outspoken when it came to politics or religion.

			“Just givin’ ya reasons,” Frank said. “But we would both agree that she didn’t go pickin’ a fight.”

			“Agreed. That isn’t Rachel.”

			“Not my granddaughter in the least,” Frank said with an exhalation. “Let me call a buddy or two and see what I can find out. I’ll get back to you if I find out anything.”

			“Thanks, Frank,” Michael said. He knew Rachel’s grandfather was connected with law enforcement and would call up the chain to find out what exactly happened. He made arrangements to pick up the kids and ended the call.

			

			Michael sat and ran his fingers through his hair. He looked up at the clock, giving himself an hour to get ready to pick up Angie and Aiden. Not that they would mind him being a bit late. They enjoyed being at the ranch. Running around with chickens and horses was every four-year-old’s dream, and Great-Grandpa was never far behind, even in his eighties.

			Frank Dunham had lost his first wife, Eleanore, before Michael was born. Michael remembers growing up with Margaret, his second wife, but everyone called her Maggie. She was a waitress at the local diner. She, too, had lost her spouse. Michael’s dad had conducted the funeral. That service was one of his first memories when he was four.

			Frank had been instrumental in comforting Maggie through her loss. Then, as they put it, ‘God had plans’ for them—they were married a year later. Rachel had been the flower girl. She, too, had shared in the pleasure of running around the Dunham farm. Now, their kids, Frank’s great-grandkids, were experiencing that same joy.

			After a quick shower, Michael called his grandfather-in-law back, but he had yet to hear anything from anyone. With how Officials held everything tight to the vest, it was doubtful they would get any information until the hearing; it had always been that way. Frank’s contact had been retired for twelve years, but he still had pull. He even said there was a required separation of branches between Official and local Law Enforcement. No one could explain the reason; it just existed.

			“Well, thanks for trying,” Michael said, looking at his watch, hoping that Rachel would be given something to eat. “I am headed your way now for the kids. I just have one phone call to make.”

			“We’ll have supper waiting,” Frank said.

			†††

			Michael searched his through his junk drawer for a card that he knew was there. He had pushed it aside a thousand times. One of those items he could never bring himself to toss. He finally found it under a book of matches that was so old the would probably never strike.

			Johnathan Clarke – Attorney at Law

			He dialed the number, and a humbled voice answered on the second ring.

			“Good afternoon, this is Johnathan Clarke. How can I help you?”

			“Mr. Clarke. This is Michael Andrews. Jacob’s son.”

			“Yes, Michael. I remember you. How are you? How are Rachel and the kids?”

			“Not good, Mr. Clarke. I need your help. Rachael has been arrested.”

			†††

			Neither Angie nor Aiden asked about Mommy when Michael arrived or during suppertime. They ate as a family and talked about feeding lambs and that Aiden could run faster than one of the chickens. The questions came when they loaded into the Suburban, and the lingering smell of Mom’s perfume hit the three of them.

			“Where’s Mommy, Daddy?” Angie asked first. “She said she was gonna pick us up.”

			“Yeah, she said she would have a surprise,” Aiden followed.

			“Mommy has a few things she needs to do before she comes home. She asked me to pick you up and take you home.” He hated to lie, but what could he do?

			“Can we get some ice cream?” Aiden asked, the surprise still in the forefront of his mind. Angie echoed the sentiment. It was for the best. He should be grateful that children are often unaware of how complex life can be. It took him back to the stories of when he was young. He was told that his parents nearly divorced when he was two years old, but that certain life events brought them back together. He had no memories of the incidents that surrounded that timeframe. He now wished he had asked his dad about it. His little ones will soon not settle for, Mom is doing a few things.

			“Sure, why not? Double scoops for everyone,” Michael said, turning down the road leading to the ice cream parlor.

			“Make mine a triple,” said Aiden. “I am almost five. I can take it now.”

			“Hey,” Angie reached across the back seat and whacked her brother, “I’m almost five too, silly-head.”

			“Dad! Angie hit me.”

			“Oh, come on now, you two. She was just playing, Aiden. And Angela, you don’t need to be hitting your brother.”

			A duet of okays sang from the backseat.

			Michael pulled into the Dairy Queen, and the family went inside and ordered, settling on double scoops all around.

			“Should we order for Mommy?” Angie asked.

			“No, Mommy won’t be here with us. We’ll see her later,” Michael answered, feeling the stress in his voice becoming more evident. He knew he had to come up with something because soon, the children would realize that Rachel wasn’t coming home tonight. He had to buy some time because he already knew it would be at least until the morning.

			Angie accepted his answer and scooped into her double chocolate bowl with whipped cream, syrup, and two cherries. Aiden’s was strawberry and vanilla ice cream with a strawberry topping and whipped cream. Forgotten was the punch in the car, and it was replaced with a taste mine challenge. They both agreed the other’s was good but still felt they had the better deal. Even Dad got to sample each on top of his chocolate-strawberry combo with chocolate syrup and whipped cream, taking bites in between glances at his phone.

			By the time the bowls were empty, and both faces and clothing were chocolate-covered, Michael had come up with a plan. Get the kids home, and when Mom wasn’t there waiting for them, he’d call Frank for a check-in. He would then tell the kids that she went over there, forgetting that she had asked Daddy to pick them up. Then they invited her to eat dinner. After she ate, she got so sleepy that she didn’t want to drive anymore and decided to have a sleepover at Grandpa Frank’s house.

			Later, when Michael had the kids home and was helping them clean up, he told the kids his well-laid-out plan.

			“Oooohh,” Angie said. “Can we go have a sleepover with Mommy?”

			Michael could only laugh, “No, sweetie. We need to stay here. It’s bedtime, and Mommy is already asleep. She was tired.”

			“Ohh, alright,” she said, pulling her pajama top over her head. Michael kissed her on her now clean forehead, tucked her into bed, and headed to Aiden’s room.

			“You okay, buddy?” Aiden was already in bed.

			“Yep,” Aiden said, then sat up. “Daddy? Can we pray for Mommy?”

			Michael was startled the request came from his four-year-old son. He was a bit nervous because he wasn’t sure what he would say. He hadn’t prayed in quite a long time.

			“Sure, Aiden. We can pray for Mom,” Michael said, sitting on the side of his bed.

			The second Michael’s eyes were closed, Aiden began to pray, “Dear Jesus, please be with Mommy right now. Please help her to sleep good and don’t let her be sad. Amen.”

			After his Amen, Aiden laid back down in his bed, “Thank you, Daddy. I feel better now. Good night.”

			Michael turned his son’s light out. He wasn’t sure where the prayer came from. He knew it wasn’t from anything he had taught him. He didn’t pray. Was it something Rachel had been teaching the kids? Whatever it was, it had helped comfort the boy.

			And to be honest, he felt much better, too.
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			“Next case on the docket, County vs. Andrews. Two counts of soliciting an undercover Official, agent of the state. One count of violating subsection 12 of JSI2399 and one count of violating ADA Title VI.”

			“Thank you, bailiff,” the judge said. Then, reviewing her notes, “These charges state you were openly attempting to coerce an innocent bystander to acquiesce to your religious views. Is this accurate, Mrs. Andrews?”

			“Pardon me, your honor. Sorry, Johnathan Clarke, for the defense.” Rachel Andrews’ attorney stood as he answered. He lifted a file folder toward the bailiff, who approached him, delivering it to the judge. “I am submitting my qualifications as stipulated. You should find my standing above reproach. I am here to represent Mrs. Andrews in this case.”

			The judge flipped through the folder handed to her. She nodded with an approving pout. “You have excellent credentials, Counselor. I will grant your motion. You may represent Mrs. Andrews.”

			“Thank you, Your Honor,” Clarke said with a nod to Rachel. “I would like to begin with a formal request to dismiss this case. “

			“And your reasons,” the judge countered.

			“This is Mrs. Andrews’ first offense. She is a model citizen, and these laws are vague when they concern the matter of faith. The discussion she engaged in was a mutual, private conversation. If anything, we should be filing charges against the filing party for invasion of privacy.”

			“Counselor. If you examine the documents closely, you will find that the charges are filed by the party she was having the discussion with.”

			“Pardon?” the attorney reexamined the documents he had. The names were there, but it did not mention who filed the complaint by name.

			“Page twelve. Paragraph four, Mr. Clarke.”

			Clarke thumbed through his file. “Nine, ten, eleven… Your Honor, my documents do not contain a page twelve.”

			“I am not sure what to tell you. Your office must be lacking in its ability to file correctly. Are you sure you can handle your client’s defense, Counselor?”

			“I’m quite sure, Madame Judge. I am not in the habit of losing critical documentation,” the attorney said in a firm but respectful tone.

			The judge exchanged glances with him and his client. “It doesn’t change the facts. This case was brought against Mrs. Andrews by the party she was harassing. The charges will stand, and she will face her accuser. As for the law and its ambiguity, that is a matter for trial. You can argue your case, and the jury can make that decision.”

			“A jury trial, Your Honor? For two counts of solicitation?”

			“You are forgetting the count regarding the Anti-Dehumanization Act of 2015. Dr. Houston’s rights were violated when Mrs. Andrews approached her and verbally berated her. It is within her rights to request a trial by jury. And so, she has requested.” The judge turned her attention toward Rachel. “Mrs. Andrews. Did you or did you not ask Dr. Houston if she was a Christian?”

			Johnathan answered quickly, placing his hand on Rachel’s shoulder, “Don’t answer that, Rachel. It’s a trap.”

			Rachel had been sitting quietly. She looked up at Johnathan, who shook his head, “Don’t say a word,” he said in a near whisper. “We’ll talk later.”

			He turned back to the judge. “Your Honor. We are not at trial. This is only the representation phase to show Mrs. Andrews has an attorney on record and to present the charges against her. Just as you will not allow me to question her accuser, I ask that you do not question my client until trial. I can now see we have no other option but to proceed to trial.”

			The judge glared at the attorney who dared challenge her in her courtroom. But Johnathan knew he was in the right. And he knew she could do nothing because just as any foul-up he made could get him thrown off the case, any chance of her showing prosecutor favoritism would give him grounds for a mistrial.

			“Counselor. How long will you need to prepare for trial?” the judge’s tone floated on air.

			“Since I have a weekend to prepare, I can be ready Monday morning, Your Honor.”

			“We will commence with this case Monday morning at nine AM. Be ready, Counselor.” The judge slammed her gavel with a force that resonated through Johnathan’s spine and made Rachel jump. The judge rose and exited to her chambers.

			Johnathan turned to Rachel, still in a whisper, “You, okay?”

			“I’m not sure. I guess I’m still a bit in shock.”

			“I will meet you in the back office so we can talk more,” Johnathan said, placing his paperwork in his leather briefcase and standing. The bailiff took Rachel by the elbow, leading her through a side door and out of sight.

			†††

			Michael saw Johnathan push through the swinging doors of the courtroom. He had been sitting on a bench, his head between his knees, waiting for news about his wife. The break in the silence startled him. He was at the attorney’s side after a couple of steps.

			“What happened in there?”

			“Nothing, Mr. Andrews. As I said before I went in, this was just a preliminary hearing. The charges were brought against her, and a trial date was set.”

			“Her trial? I thought you—”

			

			“Mr. Andrews,” the attorney began, “believe me, I tried. But the prosecutor already explained his client wants to go to trial. The charges against your wife pretty much state it will go to a jury trial anyhow. It’s gray, but to argue would’ve been futile. The laws that exist now side with the faulted party—you, above everyone, should understand this.”

			Michael shook his head. Anytime federal laws were mentioned, everyone seemed to remind him of what his family has been through. Even after more than twenty years, it was still a weight he had to bear—although he was only two years old when the events that created that weight occurred, and he had no memory of what transpired. How was he supposed to deal with that?

			“Did they say anything about the charges? What was she arrested for?”

			The attorney stopped walking; his head cocked to the side. “They didn’t mention the details of what happened, but the judge did question Rachel about asking someone about God.”

			“Asking someone about God? Are you serious?”

			“That’s what the judge said, or rather asked Rachel. I told her not to answer. The judge isn’t supposed to ask those types of questions at a preliminary hearing. His job is just to determine if there is enough evidence to move forward with the charges. Another reason why I felt it was best to go straight to trial. It just didn’t feel right in there.”

			“Where are you going now?” Michael asked.

			“To see Rachel. You can join me if you behave yourself.” Johnathan eyed Michael. “They have rules, Mr. Andrews. You are to stay ten feet away from her—no hugs or kisses; no touching. You cannot pass her anything, not even a glance or blink—no coded messages. If you violate these rules, they will ban you from future visits, or worse, I could be removed from representing her. So don’t break the rules, got it?”

			“Got it,” Michael said as they rounded a corner.

			Johnathan knocked on the door, and a man in uniform answered and gave both of them a once-over. When he seemed satisfied, he let them through the door.

			“I’ll need to frisk both of you,” he said.

			Michael and Johnathan submitted to the search, and after a couple of minor personal space violations, the bailiff grunted his approval. “Mrs. Andrews will be brought to you shortly,” he said, then turned to Michael. “You know the rules about fraternization, correct? You can look but don’t touch. Ten feet, or you’re out of here.”

			“Understood,” Michael said with raised hands.

			“Alright. I will be back with the accused,” he said and left the room.

			“Did he have to say it like that? The accused?” Michael snapped under his breath.

			“Relax. He’s just trying to get under your skin. They all are,” Johnathan answered. “Sit back and say as little as possible. Remember, remain seated when he brings her in. Even if she approaches you, don’t react if he restrains her. Overreaction will get you kicked out of here fast.”

			“Why are you telling me all of this?” Michael asked.

			“Because I don’t want you to get barred from seeing your wife. I’ve seen it too many times. One slip-up and you’re done. So please listen to me. You’ll thank me later.”

			“Okay. I just hope they are giving her the same lecture. Because I’m sure she will wonder why I won’t hold her.”

			“You can explain. Or I can if you’d like me to, if that’s easier. We’ll play it by ear when she arrives. Just relax. We’ll have this case wrapped up before you know it, and Rachel will be home with you and your kids soon.” Johnathan grinned and turned back to his paperwork.

			The sound of approaching footfalls tapped then stopped at the door. The knob turned, and Rachel, now in an olive jumpsuit, entered the room, her makeup smeared around her eyes. The bailiff held her by the arm and directed her to a chair across from them. He rearranged the cuffs from behind her back to a clip attached to the table. Then, he stood at ease in the corner.

			Michael wanted to reach out and hold her but remained where he was. “How are you?”

			Rachel sniffed, “Okay, I suppose. How are the kids? Are they with Pop?”

			“Yeah. Don’t worry. They don’t have a clue what’s going on. I told them you had a sleepover at Grandpa’s.” Michael tried to laugh a little to ease the tension. Rachel smiled, but that was about all the emotion she showed.

			“Thank you,” Rachel wiped her eyes. The cuff chain was just long enough to allow her to raise her arms that far. She looked to the ceiling, then back to him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so careless.”

			“For what?”

			“Talking to people.”

			Michael nodded.

			“That’s enough, Rachel,” Johnathan said. “If you start acting guilty, they will treat you as guilty. Don’t give in to their pressure. Stand firm.”

			Rachel nodded, wiping her eyes again.

			“He’s right, Rache. Stay strong. We are here for you. Mr. Andrews is here to see that you are treated fairly and that you get out of here as soon as possible.”

			Johnathan pulled out a yellow legal pad and a pen from his jacket pocket. “Okay, Rachel. I need you to take me through your day. From the time you woke up until you were brought into the courtroom to see the judge. Don’t leave out any details. What did you do? Who did you see? What did you say? What was said to you?”

			Rachel recited her account of the day beginning with seeing Michael off to work that morning. She gave Johnathan times and details Michael had forgotten, like the color of the shirt he had been wearing. She mentioned their disagreement about what time he would pick up the kids, which turned Michael a couple of shades of embarrassed pink. She proceeded through her day with various errands and then to the grocery store.

			She took a deep breath and slowed her pace. “I don’t know what it was. But I kept passing a woman in the store. Nearly every aisle we would cross paths.”

			“Wouldn’t that be a common occurrence in a grocery store?” Johnathan said. “When I’m grocery shopping I frequently see the same people as our patterns match up.”

			“Yeah, but this was different. It’s hard to explain. I began to feel like I should talk to her.”

			“What made you feel that way? Do you know her? Had you seen her before that gave you some familiarity?”

			“No, not at all,” Rachel said, shaking her head. “I had never seen her before.”

			“But you had the urge to speak to her?” Johnathan said, writing on his pad.

			Rachel nodded, “An overwhelming urge. I finally figured maybe God wanted me to talk to her or say something to her.”

			“God wanted you to talk to her?”

			“Yeah. It was the only reasonable explanation I could think of,” Rachel shrugged. “She hadn’t given me any reason to believe she was looking to speak to me. I know I didn’t know her.”

			“Are you sure?”

			Rachel’s eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t think so. Why?”

			“Just asking,” Johnathan wrote. “Continue.”

			“We crossed paths again in the produce section and made eye contact. That’s when she smiled at me. I figured that was my opening. I figured, there is no better place to strike up a conversation with a stranger than in the produce aisle. We were near the onions, and she had placed both sweet yellow and white in her basket. So, I asked her about the difference.”

			“But you know the difference,” Michael said.

			“I know that. But she didn’t. It was a conversation starter,” Rachel explained.

			“And that opened the door for you to talk about God?” Johnathan asked.

			“Eventually?”

			“How did that work?”

			“We first talked about food. Then, cooking and cooking times. That led to who for. It turned out she was new to the area. That’s when I felt led to ask her if she had been able to find a local church.”

			“You know that’s close to going too far, right?” Johnathan asked. “There are laws.”

			“I know. But I didn’t ask her if she believed in God. I just asked about church. That didn’t step over any lines or laws.”

			“You certainly toed it, though. And if someone were an atheist, they could very well take offense to even the mention of church.”

			“Yeah. I suppose. But the truth is. It’s what I felt led to do. And I would do it all over again,” Rachel said with a smile, tears nowhere near her face.

			“How did she handle you asking her about church?” Johnathan continued.

			“She thanked me and said she would consider it. Then we ended our conversation. She went to find tomatoes. I headed for the cashier.”

			“Mrs. Andrews, did Dr. Houston at any point give you any indication that you upset her with your words? Did she frown, growl, snarl, smirk, squint, throw a turnip, or say anything that would give you the inclination she disapproved of your conversation that day?”

			“None whatsoever.”

			“Hmm,” Johnathan scribbled on his pad, then looked up. “We may be in a good position here, Mr. and Mrs. Andrews. I don’t see any laws broken. If the encounter went as you say, there shouldn’t be any reason we couldn’t settle out of court. I will speak with opposing counsel and see if we can work something out.”
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			“You’re joking, right?” prosecuting attorney Xavier Ford said, leaning back in his chair. “A slap on the wrist?”

			“Who has she hurt here? What real law has she broken, Xavier?” Johnathan said.

			“Federal law, John. You’re lucky we are still sitting in County courts.”

			“For asking a woman to church?”

			“Precisely. My client is an atheist. She was offended by your clients’ forward remarks.”

			“She was attempting to be friendly.”

			“To Mrs. Andrews, maybe. But a clear infringement of Dr. Houston’s Dehumanization Act rights to remain free from such abusive language hurled at her.”

			“Abusive language? I don’t see how this discussion can be abusive.”

			“Did you know Dr. Houston had to leave the market immediately and abandon her purchases? She needed to call her therapist and take a Xanax to calm down. She had been off those meds for nearly two months. Your client set Dr. Houston’s mental health progress back months, if not years.”

			Johnathan didn’t have a response. How could he? This was turning into something far more serious than he had imagined. This wasn’t going to be settled with a handshake and a slap on the wrist.

			“What are you suggesting?”

			“We are beyond apologies and simple fines, John. They are seeking time here. Serious time. The amount on the table is two million and the full sentence of twenty years.”

			“All because my client invited her to church?” Johnathan asked, proud of himself that he was able to maintain his composure.

			“It seems that way,” the opposing lawyer nodded. He pushed a file folder across the table. “I’m afraid this deal is non-negotiable. I’m sorry, Johnathan. The ink was dry even before I touched it.”

			“Non-negotiable?” Johnathan said.

			“The only two who can alter the terms are the client and the judge at sentencing.”

			Johnathan gave a derisive snorth. He knew how likely either of them was likely to budge—not only in this case but in any case brought to trial. It was the reason cases went to trial, to exact justice. Or rather, the form of justice that fits the day’s definition—that, too, was ever-changing.

			“Can Mrs. Andrews be released on her own recognizance?”

			“I doubt my client will go for that, but I can ask,” Xavier shrugged.

			Johnathan sat back in his chair and sighed. “You know this was much easier when judges could handle stuff like this. Laws have gotten frustrating.”

			“For you and me both. JSI2399 and the AD Act took a lot of power away from the system and put it into the offended party’s hands. Heh. I even have to watch what I say to my client. She’s a feisty one. And please don’t repeat that, or I will be on that side of the table with you.”

			“I’m not looking to get anyone in trouble. I’m just trying to get Mrs. Andrews home to her children and husband. Even if it is temporary.”

			With a sigh, Xavier Ford removed his glasses and placed them in his pocket. “Understandable. But I have my client’s best interests to represent, even if they are contrary to my own belief in what’s right. I’m sorry, Johnathan—my hands are tied. The only hope your client has is if the judge is in a forgiving mood or my client gets on the judge’s bad side. But either way, this goes to trial.”

			“I get it. But don’t think I’ll go down without a fight. I will dig into your client’s past and uncover anything I can to get this case thrown out. False accusations or a history of abuse of the system.”

			“She’s not a plant, if that is what you are hinting at. Plants don’t exist anymore. And don’t even try to bring that up. I know about the Andrews family history. Jacob Andrews is a well-known name. Don’t think we aren’t privy to his connection to Rachel.”

			Johnathan squinted at the mention of Jacob. “Why would you bring Jacob into this? What does his history have to do with Rachel?”

			“C’mon, John. Do you think I am stupid? Everyone knows about what happened in this town twenty some-odd years ago between the Andrews family, that pastor, and Official Nathan Edwards.”

			“I’m afraid you’ve lost me,” Johnathan said. He had heard the stories but was vague about the connection.

			“You think there are plants out there and that Rachel was targeted by one of them. Mind you, perhaps not because she is an Andrews, but because she was forced into a situation she was unprepared for.”

			“That’s insane. I thought no such thing. I’m trying to defend my client from an outrageous law that shouldn’t be on the books to begin with.”

			Xavier looked at him with piercing eyes, then shook his head. “Perhaps you are. But be careful, Counselor. If you start to rattle cages, her being an Andrews may make more of a difference than you bargain for.”

			“It’s been forever ago. Why would a case from a quarter century ago matter now?

			“Some folks have longer memories than others is all I am saying. You never know who is watching.” Xavier closed his briefcase and stood, indicating their meeting was at an end.

			“All that matters to me at this moment is defending Mrs. Andrews to the best of my ability and seeing she gets home to her family.”

			“You’re in for a battle then. Dr. Houston isn’t going away. As I said, she even has me scared.” Xavier extended his hand. “For what it’s worth, I am glad Mrs. Andrews has you to defend her.”

			Johnathan accepted his hand, rolling his eyes. “Thanks.”

			“So, I’ll see you in court, Counselor,” Xavier said and exited the office.

			Johnathan looked over his notes and the documents he had been handed. He felt something was amiss. A crucial document short going into trial? And the page numbering was off; the numbering for page five in the lower right corner was a stick figure. That didn’t make sense to him. Why just one-page number? That was the least of his concerns. He had a client to defend. A court clerical error was the least of his worries.

			The laws were clear, and Rachel had indeed violated them. He needed to find a loophole that would get her exonerated. Xavier did make a mistake. Johnathan hadn’t considered the possibility of Dr. Houston being a plant. What were the chances? He had only heard the term used a few times, but he knew what they were. This possibility gave him hope and a new avenue to investigate.

			†††

			Michael paced the room. He could tell he was making Johnathan nervous from his paperwork shuffling and pen clicking. Even he seemed lost.

			“I’ve looked at this every way I can, Michael,” Johnathan said. “I don’t believe there is anything I can do, unless this judge is sympathetic to your situation.”

			“So, what happened in your meeting with the prosecutor?” Michael asked, finally picking a spot to stand.

			Johnathan shook his head, “It started off fine, but then the prosecution dropped the hammer,” he pulled out the file Xavier had given him and set it on the table. “Maybe you better sit down.”

			Michael didn’t like the sound of those words. The look on Johnathan’s face made it worse. He sat next to his attorney and read over the complaint and stipulations. He wanted to vomit when he read all the zeros. They didn’t even extend the courtesy of abbreviating it. Michael closed his eyes and did the math; the kids would be entering grad school when she got out.

			“Do you need a moment?” Michael could hear his attorney say. He opened his eyes and looked over at him. His eyes were filled with genuine concern.

			“No. I’ll be fine,” Michael ran his fingers through his hair. “So, what do we do?”

			“As I said, pray for a kind judge who will allow your wife to go home during the trial. That’s about it. There is nothing I can do at this point; she will see a judge and jury.”

			“Because you think she’s guilty.”

			“Michael, if she was talking to a person beside her and said ‘Jesus,’ and this woman walked beside them and overheard her, she can be considered guilty. The fact that she spoke to her directly and admitted that she invited her to church? Yeah, she is guilty, according to the laws as they are written. And those laws will be spelled out in that courtroom,” Johnathan said, pointing toward the wall.

			Michael released an exhausted sigh. “What’s next?”

			“I’m heading in there and fighting for your wife, that’s what,” Johnathan said, meeting his stare. His dark grey eyes didn’t flinch. The wrinkles that creased his face lent gravitas to his determination. “I have been on the sidelines for far too long. Our common friends knew what was going on way before I did. But, according to Xavier, this is not like the situation that your family went through.”

			Johnathan stroked his chin, “What strikes me is that I didn’t mention Frank or your father, nor had it crossed my mind. Which makes me wonder whether that is where I am supposed to look or if it is an attempted red herring to keep me occupied.”

			“What can I do to help?”

			“How close were your dad and Frank Dunham?”

			“Close. They worked together at the church before it closed a few years ago.”

			“Would you be willing to talk to him? Or would it bring up bad memories?”

			“What do you need to know?”

			“How plants were used against him. Xavier says they haven’t been used in years. But if we want to do anything about getting Rachel out, we need to explore all our options, including the possibility of Dr. Houston being a plant.”

			“I am still trying to understand the whole idea of a plant.”

			“From what I understand, the government used to place paid individuals within communities to ensure the Federal Speech Act was being enforced. They would sneak into places to listen to people’s conversations, teachers’ lectures, and pastors’ sermons to ensure they were not breaking JSI2399 laws. Then, all it took was one phone call, and they could arrest the speaker. Like an Official, a plant’s word was above reproach. And if they could find a single witness, a conviction was guaranteed.”

			“Do they have a witness?”

			“Their witness list is blank at this point,” Johnathan said, shaking his head. “But that doesn’t mean much, given that she is a doctor. Her title is their witness list. It places her in a higher category than a common citizen.”

			“And you believe she is a plant sent to trap my wife?”

			“Not your wife, per se. It could’ve been simply the wrong place at the wrong time; could have been her job at the county office…” Johnathan’s eyes diverted to the door.

			“What?”

			“I don’t want to bring it up because its connection is minute, but it could be concerning what happened around twenty years ago.”

			“What are you talking about? My dad and his friends?”

			Johnathan held up his hands. “I’m just tossing out possibilities. I don’t want to leave any stone unturned. This is your wife we’re talking about, remember?”

			“Why would someone want to retaliate against something that happened over twenty years ago on someone who wasn’t even born?”

			“You were,” Johnathan said, pointing at him.

			

			“I was two. And I don’t even know the full story of what happened,” Michael exhaled and sat. “All I know is that my dad lost a friend because of what happened, and my parents got back together. Then they led the church of the friend that died. There was something in there about a corrupt cop.”

			“An Official. Yes. They were the ones who were in charge of placing plants to catch people breaking laws.”

			“Oh. I didn’t know that. And you think this has something to do with Rachel?”

			“I didn’t say that. But with the warning I received from Xavier, we have to keep all options on the table. Nothing is impossible. I will say, up until today, I didn’t believe plants existed anymore. But it has been a long time. The old ways have a habit of resurfacing when new ways become lax and unfocused.”

			Michael shook his head. “I don’t know what to think. I just want Rachel out of here.”

			“I will do my best. But don’t be surprised if she is held indefinitely.”

			Michael began to pace again, and Johnathan went back to clicking his pen and reading over the documents Xavier handed him. Michael knew he had to get home to the kids. It would be suppertime soon, and he had already put enough on his in-laws. Even though they never made a fuss, Michael never felt comfortable pushing responsibilities onto others. He and Rachel agreed early on to do their best to rely on each other and make the best of every situation. Then the twins happened. Help became a common word, and it was something Michael desperately needed now.
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