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Dedication:


To all who have found that life did not go as planned. 

You can still make a difference.
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Chapter 1

Rattling the Cage
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Mitch slammed the front door harder than he intended, but tried not to care. Thumping down the porch steps two at a time, he hurried to his car, unlocking it with his key fob before he reached the driver’s side door. Before he could start the old Ford, his mother was leaning over the railing, waving a paper bag at him.

“You forgot your lunch,” she called.

Mitch backed his car down the driveway as his window made its noisy descent. He let go of the button, then tilted his head out the window.

“I’ll get something at school,” he yelled over the aggressive music on the radio. “Don’t worry.”

He saw her wave to him in his rear view mirror and felt only a slight guilt that he hadn’t said anything to either of them before he left the house. What would I have to say anyway? He thought as he drove away.

Catch any bad guys on the night shift, Dad?

Have a good day at work Mom.

Would the two of you please stop arguing about how dangerous Dad’s job is?

Mitch took the corner at the T-intersection without touching the brake pedal, and then accelerated as the road straightened out. The edgy beat of the music matched his mood and he pushed the old car, watching the needle on the speedometer climb. Trees and houses flew past in a blur and he gripped the steering wheel tightly, not caring if he got a speeding ticket. He just wanted to get to school, hang out with his friends, and put the stupid argument out of his mind. More than that, he wanted to keep driving, right out of town. On the highway, the police didn’t care as much about high speeds, and he wanted to drive as fast as he could until his pent up frustration was spent. 

It was always the same argument, and it never resolved anything. Of course his job was dangerous, but Mom knew that when she agreed to marry a cop. Dad loved his job. He had been a cop for almost twenty-five years and he didn’t know how to do anything else. 

Mom kept harping on him, though. Mitch could hear them the minute he woke up this morning. Dad had been on a stakeout every night all week, and usually got home about the time Mitch got up. Mom launched into him the minute his heavy boots walked in the door. 

The music on the radio ended, and a commercial started. Mitch blinked and reality snapped back into focus. A stop sign flashed in his vision, far too close. He stood on the brake pedal, the worn tires screeching as the old Ford slid to a wavering stop. The engine sputtered and rattled in time with his pulse as he sat at the intersection, willing his heart rate to slow. He unclenched his frozen fingers from the steering wheel. 

“Shit.”

He checked both ways before carefully pulling through the intersection. Driving like a maniac wasn’t going to help his cause. If he wrecked this bucket of bolts, he would not be able to afford to get a new car for a long time. Not to mention that his parents would ground him until his eighteenth birthday, eight months from now and right before graduation.  He’d never live that down. All he had to do was get through this last year of high school, and then he was out of here. Away from this crappy town, away from the dead-end opportunities, away from the endless arguing. 

By the time he reached the school, he felt calmer. His first stop was his locker, where he collected the books he needed for his morning classes, and then he headed over to Kendra’s locker. She wasn’t there, so he made his way to his first class, alone. 

This day was turning into one stupid thing after another.

Football practice after school helped work out the last traces of Mitch’s frustration and by the time he got home, it was later than usual. He was surprised when he walked in the front door to find his dad sitting on the sofa with his feet up, watching TV.

“Oh, hey Dad. I figured you’d be gone by now.”

“Planned it that way did you?” He smirked at his son.

“No.” Mitch dropped his backpack on the stairs and kicked off his shoes at the door. “We had football practice after school. I thought you were still on stakeout duty.”

“Well, we nabbed the guy last night, so the stakeout is done. I get a night off.”

“Oh. Congratulations, then.” Mitch looked around. “Is Mom home?”

“No, she went to a movie with a couple of her friends. And to answer your next question, dinner is on the stove. We saved some for you.”

“Hey, thanks.” 

Mitch went into the kitchen to fill a plate with lasagna and a couple slices of garlic toast. He returned to the living room and sat down on the worn sofa next to his dad. He forgot about everything for a few minutes as he wolfed down the food.

“How did your day go?” 

Mitch finished his bite before he replied. “Okay I guess. Football practice was fun.”

“Yeah, I always enjoyed football more than my classes.”

When he was finished, Mitch set his plate down on the coffee table. “Hey Dad, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Are you and Mom okay? I mean, it just seems like you spend a lot of time fighting these days.”

Dad sighed and muted the TV. 

“Yeah, we’re fine.” He scratched his chin. “The stakeout last night ended when the suspect and one of the cops on duty were shot. They both ended up in the hospital, but they’ll be fine, and we have the guy we were looking for. Your mom got a little freaked out when I told her about it, that’s all.”

“But that isn’t the first fight you guys have had.”

“I know, but we’ll work it out. In five more years I can retire, and then your mom will have me home all the time.”

He smiled at his son and patted his arm reassuringly.

Mitch noticed, for the first time, the tired lines around his father’s eyes. Streaks of gray striped his sandy hair, and grizzled whiskers outlined his once firm jaw. He was worried, Mitch realized with a start. Worried but still trying to protect his son from his own stress. 

“Do you like being a cop, Dad?”

He nodded immediately. “I really do, but your mom is right. It is a dangerous job. I know she worries about me, and that’s not fair to her.” He turned and faced Mitch squarely. “Go to college, Mitch. Get an education and get a real job, like your sister. Don’t stick around here and don’t be a cop. Your mother couldn’t handle that.”

“Dad, being a cop is a real job. Don’t say it isn’t. Don’t worry, that’s not what I want to do. I don’t plan on sticking around here, you know that. I’m not as smart as Pam, though, and I don’t think I’m cut out for college. I’m sick of school.”

“You are smart, in your own way. You’re good at figuring things out. Good enough to be a detective, I think.” He paused, thinking. “Don’t do that, though. That’s iffy work.”

“Nope, I’m going to travel,” said Mitch, “and see some of the world, while I still can. I’ll figure out what I want to do later. Maybe I’ll try a bit of everything.”

“Well, don’t tell your mom that. She wants you to go to college and become an archaeologist like your sister or something.”

“I thought you wanted me to go to college.”

“Oh sure, that’s always a good idea, but I also know you. You gotta do what you gotta do. I’m proud of you either way, son.”

Mitch felt suddenly ashamed of his earlier anger. Of course, Dad would always know the right thing to say. He opened his mouth to say more, but his father waved him off. “Now put your plate in the dishwasher and get yourself up to your room. Do your homework and hit the sack at a reasonable time.”

Mitch chuckled. “I’m not a little kid, Dad,” but he stood up and carried his plate to the kitchen anyway.

“You’re not eighteen yet, young man. I can still tell you what to do and you still have to do it.”

“Yes sir, Officer.” Mitch gave him a mock salute.

“God, you’re annoying.”

“It’s my job,” Mitch grinned.

Dad chuckled, and then smiled gently. “Go ahead. I’ll wait up for your mom. It’ll be okay, I promise.”

“Goodnight, Dad. And thanks.”

“I love you, boy.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

Mitch climbed the stairs, feeling relieved, at ease for the first time that day. Dad said it would be okay. He only hoped that was true.
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Chapter 2

First Loss
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Mitch saw the break in the line and darted for it, ducking his shoulder to avoid the grasp of the opposing player. Pivoting on his right foot, he broke free of the pack and sprinted for the goalpost, exhilarated. He was free! There wasn’t another player between him and his first touchdown of the season. Even though this was only a practice, triumph coursed through his veins with a burst of adrenaline.

I still got it, he thought to himself, grinning as he pounded down the field. Mitch glanced over his shoulder, checking the position of the other players. He was only two paces ahead of two beefy teens sporting yellow jerseys. With a spurt of adrenaline, he pushed himself to move faster on weightless legs.

Twenty yards. Fifteen. Ten. Almost there.

He smacked the ground hard on the six-yard line, the face guard of his helmet grinding into the stiff, dry turf. The player who hit him from the back immediately released his vice grip on Mitch's waist and leapt to his feet to a chorus of cheers from the other players.

"Great hit," he heard the coach call.

Spitting out dust and dry grass, Mitch pushed himself up to stand and brushed the dirt off the front of his jersey. Turf was much easier to play on when it was green, he thought ruefully. As far as he could remember, the last time this football field was green was last spring.

Cory slapped Mitch on the shoulder pads.

"You're a hard guy to take down," he said, pulling off his helmet.

"Just stubborn I guess." He grinned at his best friend.

"Wrap it up, men," Coach yelled from the sidelines. "That's it for today. Good practice."

A few of the boys glanced at each other, surprised, but gathered up their gear and made their way off the field.

"Is it my imagination or are we finishing early today?" Mitch pulled off his helmet with relief, grateful that there was enough of a breeze to cool his sweat-soaked head.

"Definitely not your imagination," muttered Cory. "Coach seems a little distracted."

Mitch trotted over to where the coach was tossing the footballs into the large mesh bag.

"Hey Coach," he said. "What's up? Everything okay?"

Dan Bryson glanced up at Mitch as he approached. "Hi, Mitch. It's nothing you need to concern yourself with right now. You guys worked hard, and as hot as it is, I figured I'd let you off a bit early." He finished his task and heaved the bag up to his shoulder. "You did really well today. You've gotten stronger over the summer, I think."

Mitch walked alongside his coach as he left the field. "I tried to stay in shape. I want to have a great last year."

"Well, you've always worked hard. You've been a real asset to this team."

"I try."

"You're good enough to play college football, son. You really are. I hope you pursue that."

Mitch looked sideways at Coach Bryson. "Maybe. I think I'm going to take a couple years off and do some travelling, though."

Bryson was quiet for a moment, but nodded his head. "That's too bad, Mitch, but I understand. Maybe you can get back to playing later. Any team would be lucky to have you playing for them.”

"Oh I don’t know. You've got some good talent coming up the ranks here, I think," Mitch said. "You should have a strong team next year."

Bryson nodded but said nothing.

Mitch spotted Cory waiting impatiently by his car as they exited the field.

"Gotta' run, Coach," he called over his shoulder, breaking into a run. "I'll see you tomorrow."

Bryson lifted a hand in farewell as Mitch caught up with Cory. He shifted the heavy bag on his shoulder. Kids are so optimistic, he thought. It never occurs to them that anything can ever change, or that their way of life would ever end.

He rubbed his chest with a broad hand, trying to ignore the clenching ache. It was just stress, he told himself. What else could it be? What else would he be feeling, knowing that his role at this school was almost over? He had been coaching high school football for fifteen years. What else was he supposed to do now?

Moreover, how was he going to tell these wonderful, hard-working kids that they would be the last high school football team this school would ever see?

***
[image: image]


MITCH CAUGHT UP WITH Cory easily, and unlocked his car. He popped open the rusted trunk with a squeak and heaved his sports back in. Cory did as well. He closed it with a hard slam to make sure the catch connected. It didn't always.

"What was that all about?" Cory climbed into the passenger side as Mitch opened the driver's door.

Mitch shrugged as he started the Ford. "Coach said he let us off a bit early because it was so hot, that's all."

Cory shook his head. "Something's up."

"You think so? What are you thinking?"

"Well, things are changing. You can see it, just look around."

"What do you mean?" Mitch backed out of the parking spot and maneuvered his car past the other vehicles and out onto the road.

"Empty houses, closed down businesses, you know, stuff like that."

"We're just in a bit of a slump. I'm sure things will pick up eventually, especially when that new plant goes in."

"My dad says that's been canceled."

"What? Why?"

"No money. Same old story. My dad says that all the resources are moving to the bigger cities. Smaller cities like us can't afford to ship things all over the place, not without support from the government. But if we're not making money, we're not paying as much in taxes so services are cut. Everyone is struggling to get by with less. Dad and my uncle say that the government is trying to centralize everything so they can maintain control. They can't help those of us out here anymore. At least, that's what they say."

"That doesn't make sense. What changed?"

"Well, we think it’s the environment, mainly. We're a farming community, and the crops are getting smaller and smaller every year. The spring bud barely produced flowers and so the orchards in the valley are almost bare of fruit. Without spring rains, the irrigation ponds are dry, and without water for irrigation, the grain fields didn’t germinating properly. The crops are stunted. They are failing." Cory’s words stumbled to a halt.

"See, I live in the city, so I don't really see that. I figured we were just having a run of hot summers," said Mitch.

"There's more."

At the tone of his voice, Mitch glanced over at Cory. "That doesn't sound good."

"No. Our farm has been hit hard. Dad can't afford to put in the high-tech irrigation system that our buyer wants. They say it's a government requirement, but we aren't even making enough to pay our taxes. We sure as hell can't afford this new system."

He was quiet for a moment, unable to go on.

"So what's that mean for your farm?"

Cory looked over at his best friend, anguish in his lean face. "We're selling it off, Mitch. Everything. No one wants the land, but some of the big, government-controlled set-ups want the equipment. We're hoping someone will buy the house, too."

Mitch turned off the highway onto the dirt road that led out to Cory's home. "So..." he hesitated, "So, are you moving into town?"

"No. Mom and Dad both have taken jobs with one of the government operations.”

“Where?”

“Back East.”

“Nooo,” Mitch groaned. He pulled the car up in front of the house and set the car in park.

The two boys sat in the idling car for a few moments, speechless and staring out the windshield.

Mitch looked at Cory. “If you get a job here, you could stay with us. I’m sure my parents wouldn’t mind.”

“Man, listen,” said Cory softly. “There are no jobs here. There’s nothing here. My mom and dad can get me on with the company they will be working for. If I can get my foot in the door with a government operation, I can get opportunities I won’t ever have here.” He turned to Mitch. “Look, you can come with us. There are jobs there. We aren’t moving until I’m done with high school - at least my mom and I aren’t - so you’ve got time to consider it.”

Mitch sighed. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“You’ve got time. I’m serious, dude. It would be great to have my best friend close by.”

The two friends looked at each other for a moment as the car engine rattled quietly.

“Well this sucks,” Mitch grumbled.

“Yeah.” With a sigh, Cory unbuckled his seatbelt and opened the car door. “Thanks for the ride, as usual Mitch. See you tomorrow?”

“Sure thing. Say hi to your mom and dad for me.”

“I will.” He slammed the passenger door and moved to the back of the car to get his bag out of the trunk. With a wave to Mitch, he climbed the broad porch steps as the car pulled back out on the gravel road.

Mitch drove home with a heavy heart.
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Chapter 3

Big Plans
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The chickadee's quick movements caught his eye as the tiny bird flitted through the tree branches, hunting for bugs. Hopping from branch to branch, its distinctive gray and white plumage stood out against the pale bark and yellowing leaves of the old ash tree.

Harvey drove with his windows down. It was hot for early September, he mused. It felt like it had been hot for years. Things would cool down by November, he hoped. Some rain and cooler temperatures would be nice.

He watched the chickadee for a moment before he pulled away from the curb and continued on his beat. Several abandoned houses in this neighborhood required a police presence on a daily basis. No one could afford to buy them, and no one could afford to tear them down, so they sat, slowly deteriorating over the last couple of years. It was a shame, too. The once elegant houses now rested in dilapidated slumber, no longer useful to anyone.

It appeared as if the chickadee was the only resident of this quiet neighborhood. Most of the homes along the street were occupied, though, carefully maintained by invisible owners as they hid behind the new security bars Harvey could see on the lower windows. There was a time when such things weren't needed in this neighborhood.

Everyone was afraid. It was evident in the closed feeling of the homes, the lack of people, the empty streets. Children didn't play outside much anymore. The first ones to abandon hope and move to the bigger cities were the families with children. They had the most to fear, the most to fight for, it seemed. There were jobs in the big cities, schools with resources, opportunities that just didn't exist here in this small town any more.

Even the birds were leaving, it seemed, or dying out. Harvey could remember the lilac bushes around his house when he was a kid. They were filled with sparrows year round, chattering noisily and taking turns at his mother's bird feeder. There were always chickadees, wrens, and finches in the trees, hunting bugs and interacting in smaller groups. They would come and go in organized, high-energy flocks and talk amongst themselves, as the sun would set on cooling summer evenings.

Harvey couldn't remember the last time he saw a finch. Even the numbers of the pigeons on the courthouse were dwindling. There were still crows, though, and magpies. The carrion birds always did well in lean times. But then, they thrived on the demise of other creatures.

Harvey turned the corner to start down the next street, taking time to look down the alleys and between houses. Squatters in the abandoned buildings were less concerning than looters who might be stripping the homes of valuable resources. Times were tough, and Harvey tended to look the other way if someone was seeking shelter in an empty house for the short term. There were rumors that some investor was working on turning some of the bigger, abandoned homes into cheap studio apartments for low-income people. There was already a waiting list of hundreds of names at City Hall, on the off chance that the rumor was true. People were desperate, and cheap housing was better than no housing.

The next street over was more populated. Rows of duplexes and low apartment blocks lined the street. Most people were at work or school this time of day, but he could see a few people sitting out on their balconies or front steps, trying to take advantage of the slight breeze. Seniors, mainly. Harvey raised his hand in greeting to three elderly women who were sitting on a shaded front porch.

"How are you doing, Ladies?"

They waved back.

"Just fine, Officer," called out the woman in the blue housedress.  "Lovely day, isn't it?"

"It certainly is," he replied. With a second wave, he carried on.

Harvey didn't know why his wife was so worried. He may be a cop, but not much happened in this city. She really had no reason to fear for his safety. He always got the quiet beats, too. After twenty years, he had seniority, so for the sake of his wife, he took the safe jobs. Maybe after they retired, they could move somewhere more interesting. Until then, he was needed here.

He turned the next corner and headed back to the station. Aside from the occasional car, he heard the distant call of a single crow and a warning bark from a dog somewhere.

Otherwise, all was silent.

***
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MITCH TOOK HOLD OF Kendra's hand as they left the movie theatre. He dropped the empty popcorn bag into the garbage and held the door open for his girlfriend as they stepped out into the warm night.

"That was great," he said. "I've been waiting to see that one for months. We always get the new releases two weeks after everyone else and it sucks to have to wait."

"Yeah, it was good." She hitched her purse up on her shoulder and looked around at the parked cars.

"Good? Don't you mean fantastic?"

She glanced at him. "Sure, whatever."

He shook his head, chuckling. "Fine, I won't take you to any more action movies."

She didn't say anything as he opened the passenger side door and she got in. He climbed into the driver's seat and started his car, backing out carefully and pulling out of the parking lot.

"So, you want to get something to eat?"

Kendra shrugged and pushed a strand of dark blonde hair away from her face, not looking at him. "No, I'm good. I told my mom I wouldn't be too late."

"Okay, could we just talk for a bit?"

"Sure."

Mitch drove three blocks to a small playground and pulled his car over, next to the curb. Turning off the key, he turned to smile at her. "Come on, when was the last time you played on the swings after dark?"

She smiled back at him and they both got out of the car, running over the dry, dusty grass to the tall swings at the back of the park. Laughing, the two young people jumped on the swings and pushed back to start the worn swings swooping back and forth in the empty, dark playground. Gripping the cool chains, Mitch used his body weight to push his swing higher, yelling in childish glee.

The night air felt almost cool as it rushed past his face and he grinned with sheer, uninhibited joy. The dark, cloudless sky glittered with millions of sparkling stars that wavered in the rising heat, making them twinkle. Mitch watched the stars as he reached the top of his swing on a backward swoop and felt a sudden longing to launch himself skyward to soar in the crystalline heavens.

Kendra's giggles spurred him on, and when he reached a decent height on a forward swing, he released the chains with a whoop, and let his momentum carry him through the air, to land on his feet in the sand. He hit the ground hard and used his football training to bend his knees and roll forward. Once he regained his feet, he thrust his fists in the air in triumph.

"I'm an astronaut," he laughed.

"What are you, six?" Kendra chuckled and dragged her feet in the sand to slow herself down.

"Maybe. Remember how much easier life was, when we were six?" Mitch dropped down to sit on the sand, stretching out his legs and leaning back on his arms.

"For you, maybe. We didn't have much when I was little. Mom barely made enough to keep us fed. I just want to get done with high school and get a job and move into my own place." She hopped off the swing and came over to sit next to him.

"Okay, so here's what I'm thinking," he said. "I can't wait to be done with high school either." He leaned forward and took both her hands in his. "As soon as we graduate, let's get out of here. Let's pack a couple backpacks and just start travelling. We can work odd jobs on the way to make a bit of cash, hitchhike, stay in hostels or whatever. When we make enough money, we'll fly across the ocean and backpack across another continent. Let's go see the world while we can. What do you think of that?"

Kendra pulled her hands out of his and sat back, studying him closely.

"What? Just like that? Just up and walk out of here right after grad?"

Mitch grinned, nodding. "Yeah, why not?"

She was silent for a moment, looking around the dark playground.

"Please say yes," he prodded. "It wouldn't be any fun without you. I can't think of anyone I'd rather travel with."

She smiled then, and leaned forward to hug him. "Sure, Mitch. If you promise it will be fun."

"It will, I promise." He grinned, and then kissed her, with the passion of youth. 

A single cricket chirped an unanswered serenade from the parched underbrush.
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Chapter 4

Questionable Opportunity
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Kendra stuffed her modern literature book into her backpack and pushed her locker closed, spinning the combination lock a few times. Giving it a final tug, she walked away to head to her next class. A flash of pink caught her attention as Serena hurried up beside her, bouncing with excitement, as usual.

"Is there ever a time you're not cheerful," she asked her dark-haired friend.

"Not really, but I have lots to be cheerful about." Grinning, she flashed her hand in front of Kendra's face. "Take a look."

"Oh my god." Kendra grabbed Serena's hand and pulled it closer, studying the emerald-studded ring on her friends' finger. "Is it real?"

Serena yanked her hand away, pouting. "Of course it's real." She held her hand out in front of her, gazing fondly at the ring.

"Where did you get it?"

"Where do you think? From HIM, of course."

"Him? Meaning, the invisible, mysterious boyfriend, who your parents know nothing about?"

"Exactly."

"So how do you intend to explain the ring?"

The girls turned the corner and trotted down the wide staircase, pushing past the steady stream of kids ascending the stairwell.

"Well, I take it off when I'm at home, silly. I can't let them see this."

"Then what's the point?"

Serena hugged her notebook to her chest. "After graduation, we'll announce our engagement, and he'll meet my parents then."

"Oh, so you're engaged now?"

"Not yet. Not exactly."

"What does that mean?"

"This is just a promise ring. He'll give me a real diamond ring when we get actually engaged."

"He's that rich? What does he do?"

Serena glanced sideways at Kendra. "He's kind of self-employed."

Now Kendra returned the look. "Doing what?"

"Oh, all sorts of things." Serena avoided her probing gaze. "But the fact of the matter is that I'll always have what I want, and I'll never be poor again."

"And what does he want in return?"

Serena turned and grinned at her friend. "My undying love and loyalty."

"I'm sure that's all."

"Well, maybe my help with his business sometimes."

"What kind of help?"

"Long story. I'll explain later." She stopped, turning to stand in front of Kendra. "Listen, you could have a piece of this, too. You'll lack for nothing, and here's the best part," she forged ahead when Kendra started to shake her head. "You'll be helping the people in the town. People who really need help."

Kendra frowned at Serena. "What's this about?"

"Look, you're going to need a job once you graduate, and there aren't a lot of jobs out there right now. This will give you the security that you need."

Kendra thought of Mitch's plans to travel the world. It sounded romantic, but what were they going to do with no money and no home? Doubt swirled in her chest and she bit her lip. She had never had security in her life. And helping people? How could that be a bad thing?

"Okay, I'm listening."

***
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THE NEWS HIT THE TOWN like an imploding building. The cereals manufacturing plant had been on the planning committee's drawing board for two years, promising jobs and an influx of badly needed cash into the floundering city. The investment backers released a statement that morning, announcing their intention to move their proposed build location to a larger center, citing production and staffing shortages and costs. Just like that, four hundred jobs vanished like steam on a hot afternoon, and the residents of Melina were devastated.

"This is not good," Mom said as the story was announced on the evening news. "A lot of people were counting on that plant. Cereal grains and beef cattle are what are keeping this city on the map. If we lose that, how are people going to stay afloat?"

"We still have a lot of cattle ranches around," offered Mitch hopefully. "There are two big packing plants just outside of town, and they have jobs."

"Without the grain, you can't keep the cattle fed, son," said Dad softly, not taking his eyes from the television. "It's all connected."

Mitch thought of the conversation he had with Cory, and told his parents what Cory had said.

“Wow,” Dad shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. With the Jameson cooperative folding up, that’s the third major operation in this area to go. No wonder the plans for the plant were scrapped. It’s just not viable.”

“Is it really as bad as everyone is saying?” He looked from his dad to his mom, seeing worry etched in every line of their face.

“Could be,” said Mom. “But it’s more than just a run of bad weather. Legislation is squeezing the profits of the smaller farms, making it harder for them and small businesses like local stores to compete, to stay ahead of things. We’re being taxed out of our livelihoods, and wages aren’t going up.”

“But Cory says something else is going on. The wheat, corn and other grains aren’t growing because it’s so dry all the time, but the trees aren’t growing fruit any more, or not much. He said the other plants in his mom’s garden barely produce anything, either. She only got a small crop of tomatoes this year, hardly enough to can for the winter. What is stopping everything from growing fruits and vegetables?”

Dad shrugged. “I don’t know much about gardening, but it seems to me that you need fertile soil to grow good crops. Maybe the soil is so depleted that it’s no good for crops anymore.”

“Don’t forget pollinators,” Mom interjected.

“What do you mean by pollinators?” asked Mitch.

“The insects that pollinate food crops; butterflies, bees, wasps and such. Even some flies and other flying bugs contribute to pollinating. Think about it. How many insects did we hear at night this summer? Hmm? I remember when I was kid, the summer nights virtually vibrated with the songs of cicadas, crickets, and other bugs. We would even hear frogs and who knows what else, out singing their songs. How about lightning bugs? Remember the lightning bugs you used to catch when you and Pam were kids? It’s been a couple of years since we saw any lightning bugs. They’re just...gone.” She lifted her hands helplessly, and dropped them in her lap.

The three people sat in contemplative silence for a few moments. 

“Toxins?” asked Mitch. “Pollutants in the atmosphere? You’re right, though. Where are all the bugs?”

“And the birds, too,” said Harvey. 

“Birds?”

“Yeah. I was driving around on my beat today and I saw one little chickadee and remembered all the birds that hung around when I was a kids. You hardly see or hear a bird anymore.”

“Something has changed, but I don’t know what it is,” said Mom. “I’m not the only one who is asking questions. Rumors fly around about government conspiracies, but those kinds of rumors have been around for as long as government has existed. Whatever is happening, the small towns are going to be the hardest hit. Just look at where we live. People are already packing up and leaving. I mean, I hate to panic and run at the first sign of trouble, but maybe they have a point.”

“And what point would that be,” asked Harvey. 

She shrugged. “Maybe we need to go where the jobs are. I love it here, but we have to think ahead. If the farms are folding up, and the big cereal plant isn’t happening, how long do you think the store is going to last? Not to mention; how long do you think they are going to need three managers? At some point, my job is going to be redundant and I’ll be out of a job. Soon after that, there won’t be anything left of this town.”

“Oh Jessica, these people are more resilient than that. I’m sure the government as a whole is working on making sure people don’t lose everything. Even locally, City Hall has plans in the works to take care of people in need and make sure the Federal government doesn’t forget whom they are working for: us. We’re a long way from the catastrophic destruction of civilization as we know it. We’ll be okay.”

“You’re such an idealist. But I prefer to keep my eye on reality.”

“An optimist, my dear. There is a difference.”

“Well,” she huffed as she stood and picked up her coffee cup. “I still say we cut our losses while we can and go where we have a chance to survive.” She took her cup to the kitchen without a backward glance. 

“This is our home, Jessica,” Harvey called after her. “I’ve got a decent job and I like the people I work with. Maybe after I retire, we can consider moving but not right now. They need me down at the precinct, and we have a lot on our plate right now. I can’t just walk away from the station right now. That wouldn’t be right.”

She reappeared in the kitchen doorway, hands on hips. “What about the fact that we need you here - Mitch and me? Your family. You’ve done your time with the station. So what if you quit a few years early?”

“And forfeit my retirement package?”

Mitch stood up and headed for the stairs. “Well, goodnight folks. That’s it for me.”

They were at it again.
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Chapter 5

Bargain with The Raven
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Kendra's heart was pounding so hard, she was afraid the others could hear it. She followed Serena along the dark alley, her fists clenched tightly at her sides. 

Breathe, you idiot, she told herself. They're going to think you are nervous. She forcefully unrolled her fingers and stretched her hands, wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans.

A squeak to her right startled her and she glanced over at a collection of scattered litter that had blown up against a dumpster. A flash of movement, grey fur and a long, naked tail was all she saw as the rat vanished beneath a newspaper. She shuddered visibly and swallowed.

Breathe, you idiot.

"Kind of a funny place to do business isn't it," she asked Serena, who was three paces ahead of her.

"Try to keep up, won't you," Serena whispered, glancing at her quickly. "We don't want to keep them waiting." 

The two boys they were following turned left at a T-intersection and hurried along between the tall buildings. Serena followed them, turning to gesture at Kendra.

"This way, hurry," she hissed.

Kendra stepped over a paper bag and flinched as she walked into a gust of steam that was seeping from a pipe that jutted a short way out of a wall. The odor of fried food and garbage assaulted her senses and she resisted the urge to put her hand over her nose and mouth. She swallowed convulsively and hurried on.

“Oh, one more thing,” Serena said, glancing back at Kendra. “Don’t use my name.”

“Your name? Why not?”

“Just don’t. They know me as Gemma. You got that?”

“Gemma. Okay.”

They came around another corner and Kendra saw a small group of about five people, standing under an overhang that led to an underground parking lot. They all looked up when Serena and Kendra arrived with the two young men.

Serena immediately walked over to one of the taller men of the group, smiling up at him as he slipped his arm around her waist.  

"Corbin, this is the girl I was telling you about." She smiled at Kendra.

Corbin moved away from Serena and approached Kendra, the barest hint of a crooked smile on his face. Wavy brown hair hung down to his collar and as he stepped forward, the nearby streetlight revealed that his eyes were a pale blue. His square jaw and a straight nose belonged to a man in his early twenties, in a face devoid of wrinkles or gray hairs. Even though he wasn't much older than Kendra was, he appeared to be the oldest one of the group. The rest of the small band waited silently, watching her closely. A quick glance showed that there was another girl in the group, as well as the four other men.

Kendra licked her lips and took a calming breath, resisting the urge turn and run.

Corbin lifted his chin slightly in greeting. "So why have you come to see us? What do you hope to gain from this?"

Kendra looked around at the rest of the faces, then back at their leader. "I don't hope to gain anything. I was brought here to meet you."

"Why?"

Kendra looked at Serena, alarmed. What was he asking?

Serena gave her a small smile, nodding encouragingly.

She looked back at Corbin and shrugged. "I heard you help people. This town needs more people like that. Besides," she licked her lips again and looked at the other people. "There won't be a lot of jobs when we graduate from high school, and I want to be able to help my mom out. I don't want to be wondering where my next meal is coming from. Uh, Gemma said you guys could provide some...security." She lifted her chin and tried to project far more confidence than she felt.

He nodded and took a step back, glancing back at his pack.

"What do you know about us?" he asked. 

"Not much. Just that you find things for people when they can't get them anywhere else, and you get supplies to people who need them."

"That's right."

"Can I ask you a question?"

"Go right ahead."

"Are you running a Black Market type thing?" She forced herself to meet his eyes unwaveringly.

He thought about that for a moment and lifted a hand dismissively. "Something of the sort. But our services go beyond getting insulin to low income diabetics."

"You do that?"

"Of course, but we also get luxury items and do favors for people who can afford to pay for them."

"What kind of favors?"

Again, he waved the question away. "Not important right now. However," he moved a step closer to her. "There is a reason you were brought to me."

"And that is?" Kendra's heart felt like it was going to rise up in her throat and choke her.

"I'm always on the lookout for useful people. You know, people who have skills or connections that we can use to our advantage."

She narrowed her eyes at that. "How do I fit in to that?"

He glanced back at Serena, who grinned broadly. "I hear you are good with numbers. That's always a useful skill in an organization such as ours. As well, I have been made aware that your connections may be useful at some level."

"My connections?"

He smiled. "I understand you boyfriend's dad is a cop."

The color drained from her face as the repercussions of this meeting hit her. "I don't know anything about what goes on at the police station."

"Maybe you do, maybe you don't. Maybe you just happen to hear something here and there. We're giving you the opportunity to trade that information and your talent with numbers, for some benefits." He bared his teeth in a humorless grin. "The 'security' you're looking for."

"Why do you need information about the police?"

He shrugged again. "In our line of work, it helps to know what the police are up to, what they know, where they are, that sort of thing. They wouldn't take any notice of you. You're not the kid of a policeman."

"And if I don't agree to help you?"

He waved his hand. "You're free to go and you'll never hear from us again. But," he smiled, "You won't have our protection or our 'security', you won't find a job that will pay you better, and you're completely on your own. And you won't be helping anyone else in this city. Your choice." 

Kendra looked over at Serena, who took a few steps towards her.

"You want to make a difference in this town?" Serena indicated the people standing around her. "These people have the resources and the power to make a difference. You just can't question how they do it."

Kendra took a step back and turned around to look down the empty alley. She crossed her arms across her chest and took a deep breath. This was a lot to think about, but she did want to help the people of this city. She wanted to help her mom. She felt a stab of guilt when she thought of Mitch's plans for them. What did he have, though? Big plans and high ideals? Grand adventures and no money? What kind of life was that? Who does that help? No one but Mitch. How could he take care of her if neither of them had money? Being broke for the rest of her life terrified her, but how could she better her situation if she couldn't pay for any training or education? If she had money, she could make something of herself. She could save up for college, and she would be helping the people of this town in the meantime.

She turned around and smiled at the group of people watching her. "Okay, what do I have to do?"

Corbin smiled and stepped forward, taking her hand to shake it. "Easy. You become one of us. You take a name that fits in the group, and you start your training."

"Name?"

He pushed up his sleeve to reveal a tattoo of the silhouette of a flying raven. "All of us have code names that relate to ravens. I'm Corbin. My deputy there," he indicated a tall, dark-haired young man who stood back in the shadows, "is Rook. You friend from school here," Serena stepped to his side, "is know to us as Gemma. Most of us don't know each other's real names, and if you do know someone's name, you are to never reveal it. This is why your friend did not introduce you by name. Understood?"

Kendra nodded. "Does the tattoo have to be on my wrist?"

"No. You can put it anywhere you want."

"Why ravens?"

"Ravens are the smartest of all the birds. They are resourceful and they can survive anywhere by taking advantage of opportunities around them. They network with other ravens and crows, as well as other birds and animals. That's what we do." 

"Okay. When does this happen?"

"Two days from now. We have to decide on a name for you, and set up a time for your tattoo and your initiation. Your friend Gemma will let you know."

Kendra nodded and glanced at Serena, who nodded back.

Corbin held out his hand again. Kendra took it and they shook hands firmly.

"I'm glad to have met you. I'm sure you will make a useful addition to our little band."

"Thank you for the opportunity."

"Go. We'll talk again soon."

Kendra turned and followed Serena out of the maze of alleyways.
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Chapter 6

Bumbling Thief
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Aside from the distant wail of an ambulance siren, things were quiet for a Saturday night downtown. Mitch and Cory were wasting some time wandering the partially lit streets. It was the first free evening they had managed to get for a few weeks, and they decided to wander around downtown, get a bite to eat and maybe catch a movie later on. There wasn't much else to do.

The heavy winter clothing in the store windows seemed out of place, considering how mild the weather was for the fall, and they laughed at some of the outrageously padded coats that no one would even consider buying. It didn't get that cold any more.

They were peering through the security bars of the display window of a shabby electronics store, then Mitch felt something jab him in the back.

"Hey, what the...?" He turned around to see a shorter man standing behind him and aiming a handgun at him. "Shit."

Cory turned to see what Mitch was talking about and froze. The person with the scarf tied across the lower half of his face looked young, no more than a teen, really. His wide, gray eyes were all that could be seen of his face, and they darted nervously from Mitch to Cory and back. Straggly dark blond hair stuck out from under a well-worn ball cap that was pulled down low on his face.

"Hand over any money you have," said a voice, the words muffled by their passage through a faded brown scarf.

Cory took a step forward, reached out a hand and yanked the scarf from the kid's face.

"Kenny?"

The boy's eyes got wider when they focused on Cory's face. "Oh, hey Cory." He took a step back and dropped his arm to his side, still holding the gun.

"What the hell are you doing, Kenny?"

"Oh, well," Kenny gestured vaguely with the pistol. "I um..."

"Put that thing away before you shoot your foot off, you fool," Cory snarled. He turned to Mitch, who was watching the whole exchange, completely bewildered. "You remember my younger cousin, Kenny. He's an idiot, obviously."

"Yeah, I know Kenny." Mitch addressed the younger boy. "You used to hang out at our house with Cory when we were kids, didn't you? Got yourself in over your head, did you, Kenny?"

"Hey, I know what I'm doing," Kenny griped.

"No, you don't," said Cory. "Your mom would kill you if she could see you. What are you up to?"

Kenny pocketed the gun, avoiding looking at either of them. "Trying to get some cash."

"Like this?"

Kenny shrugged. "Why not?"

"Because it's stupid, that's why. You want a criminal record or something?"

"Of course not, and I'm not stupid. The only stupid thing I did was pick the two of you to rob. Of all the people I could have picked, why'd it have to be you?" He kicked at a pebble on the ground in disgust.

"Yeah, THAT was the mistake." Cory sighed. "Look, why don't you get out of here before someone sees you. Get rid of that gun and go home. Smarten up and I won't tell your mom."

Kenny glanced at Cory apologetically. "Sorry. It's just..." he turned away, hunching his shoulders as he shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, concealing the gun. "It's just something I gotta do." With a last backward glance, he hurried away.

The two young men watched him go, and then glanced at each other.

"What was that all about?" asked Mitch.

Cory shook his head and they continued down the street. "I have no idea. The kid is the laziest thing I've ever known. I doubt he'll finish high school. But turning into a street thug? That's just crazy."

They turned and continued down the street.

"Dad says that street gangs seem to gaining numbers downtown," said Mitch. "The police have gotten more calls to break up fights or chase down vandals this year than they ever have in the past."

"I wonder why?"

"Same old story. Dad says it's because there's nothing to do here. No jobs, no opportunities. Kids want to belong to something. They want to feel important."

Cory turned and looked down the road where Kenny had run off. "I wonder if that's what that little turd is up to."

"If he is, he's in for a world of trouble."

"Shit. My Aunt Estelle is going to lose it if she finds out. What a rotten thing to do to her. What an idiot." He sighed and turned back to follow Mitch.

"That's why Kendra and I are getting out of here after graduation. There's nothing here for us, so we'll hit the road and see the world while we can."

"Look, man, I'm serious about you coming with me when we move east. My dad's already there, and has already lined up jobs for my mom and me. It's entry-level, but they'll train, and the pay is decent. There are lots of chances to move up in the company."

Mitch tilted his head back to look up at the tall buildings that reached up to the darkened sky. "It feels like selling out to corporate government control to me. I don't like that idea too much."

"But that's where the money is."

Mitch glanced at his friend. "What will you do be doing?"

Cory shrugged. "Warehouse at first. I know how to run any type of big farm equipment, so I can work my way up to equipment operator or even management. If they will train, I could even get into the corporate end of things. Then I'll be making big money."

The boys were silent for a few paces, each lost in their own thoughts.

"I wish you weren't going," said Mitch, finally.

"Come with me."

Mitch shook his head slowly. "I've got other plans, man. Plans that don't require me to be tied to a corporate government job."

"But listen, the government is working on plans to take care of everyone. That's why big corporations are working with the government. They are working on projects to control food production and distribution of goods, so that everyone has the same access to the things they need. That's why we have to go where the jobs are. If those government people hadn't made my family an offer, we wouldn't have lasted another year. They gave us the out we needed. In exchange, we can use our skills and experience to help them build a better system for everyone. This is the future, Mitch. Think about it! When all the resources are centralized, then they can be distributed fairly and everyone will be taken care of. It's the only way to handle this ongoing drought and the changes that are happening to all the crops. The government has huge plans, and everyone is going to benefit from it."

Mitch felt a nauseating clench in the pit of his stomach. He didn't like the sound of that at all.
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Chapter 7

Ride Along
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The digital clock over the city train station read 12:25 a.m. when Mitch and Cory exited the movie theatre with the handful of other moviegoers. The action movie was entertaining, but for all the hype, it wasn’t that great. The boys were walking down the block to where their cars were parked when Mitch noticed a police squad car drive through the intersection in front of them. The driver looked familiar. 

“Hey, I think that’s my dad.” Mitch watched as the squad car slowed and pulled over to the curb half a block down. He glanced at his friend. “I’m going to go say hi. You want to come along?”

“Naw, I gotta get home. I promised my parents I’d help them out tomorrow.”

“Okay, but I’ll see you at school on Monday, right?”

“You betcha.” Cory gave him a thumbs-up and continued on to his car.

Mitch glanced both ways and hurried across the street, jogging to catch up with the police car. As he got closer, he saw that it was his father, sitting in the driver’s seat and writing something in a notebook. Mitch leaned down to the passenger window and tapped on the glass. 

Harvey tapped the button to lower the window, and his face lit up when he saw his son.

“Taking a break officer?” Mitch grinned at him.

“Hey Mitch, what are you doing down here this time of night?” He unlocked the car doors and Mitch pulled open the passenger door to get in. 

“Cory and I went to that big theatre a couple blocks down to see a movie. We caught the late showing.”

“Was it any good?” Harvey flipped his notebook closed. 

Mitch climbed into the passenger seat. “I’ve seen better. So what’s on the agenda for tonight?”

Harvey put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb. “Not much, but you know the drill. Not a word to anyone that you were in this car, and if I’m on the radio, you’re quiet.”

Mitch drew his forefinger and thumb across his lips, mimicking pulling a zipper closed. Dad never let him ride along before he turned sixteen, but when he finally reached that age and was allowed to ride along on his dad’s route, neither of them mentioned this fact to Mitch’s mom. It was easier that way. Besides, the risk of danger was minimal.

Harvey pulled down the street and turned left, heading for the edge of town. 

“You gotta see this,” he said. 

He turned right into a largely abandoned industrial park, and then left into a dark back alley. Shutting off the squad car’s lights, he rolled the car along slowly until they could see light at the end of the alley where the buildings ended. He drove just far enough until they could see what was going on beyond the warehouses and office buildings. Harvey shut off the car. Before them was a massive construction site, lit up at all angles by large floodlights. Work was going on, even in the middle of the night, as they could see bulldozers and backhoes breaking up the dirt and loading it into over-sized dump trucks. One massive demolition machine was tearing up the remains of an old warehouse, picking up the debris and dropping it into another huge dump truck. No signs or company logos could be seen anywhere, nothing that would indicate the outcome of the project.

“What are they doing here?” Mitch whispered, even though there was no way anyone in the construction site could hear them. 

“We don’t know. We only get close enough to get an idea of what they are doing. They just showed up a couple weeks ago and started tearing down buildings.” Harvey paused then pointed off to the right. “Look over there. Can you see them?”

Mitch narrowed his eyes, squinting in the direction his father indicated, before he saw them. Even with the floodlights, it was hard to pick them out in the shadows. “Armed guards? For a demolition site? That doesn’t make sense.”

“No, it doesn’t. The police have been told nothing about this project. They haven’t asked us to keep an eye on things, and as far as we know, no one has filed any permits for the work. All we know is that six months ago, a private buyer bought up all these buildings for three times what they were worth. They paid cash, so we don’t know who they are.  This is completely outside of the city’s control.”

Father and son watched in silence for a few moments, and Mitch shuddered with a sudden chill that raced down his spine. “Why are there no jobs in this town, if this huge construction project is happening?”

“Yeah, that’s the question. Also, why are farms being sold off or abandoned? If a big company is moving something into this town, then we shouldn’t be in such dire straits.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Mitch saw a pickup truck pull up to a group of men wearing hard hats. That wasn’t what caught his eye, though. It was the logo on the door of the truck. 

“These people are from the federal government,” he murmured under his breath. “This isn’t a company. This is a government operation.”

Harvey looked where Mitch indicated, then picked up a small pair of binoculars on the dashboard to study the truck closer. “You’re right.”

“Maybe that explains the armed guards.”

“But why guard the demolition? You can see them all around the perimeter. See over on that side? And over here, just past that end building. They are stationed to watch anyone entering or exiting the site, but not visible enough to see them at first glance.”

“So it’s a highly sensitive government operation?”

Harvey tossed the binoculars back on the dashboard. “Could be. The odd piece of this puzzle is the involvement of the private buyer. Why is the federal government involved, if this is a private contract? ” 

“Maybe to cover up what they are doing. If the government doesn’t technically own the property, then they can work around regulations or manipulate the records. I’d guess it gives them another layer of protection.”

Harvey turned and smiled briefly at his son. “You’re good at this. You’ve noticed things I didn’t. Too bad you don’t want to be a cop.”

“Yeah, could you imagine mom’s reaction if I did? I wouldn’t want to be around to witness that.”

Harvey chuckled and started the car. Shifting into reverse, he inched the car backwards, staying in the shadows. When they were clear of the alley, he turned on his headlights and drove the squad car back to town. They didn’t speak again until they were under the streetlights of the main drag through town. 

“Wow, that’s crazy,” Mitch finally spoke, breaking the silence. “Who else knows?”

“The Captain, some of the other guys I work with. We’ve spoken to the mayor in private and he agrees we need to keep this under wraps for the time being. Just until we know a bit more about what’s going on. Maybe the government will come forward and fill us all in on their plans when they get a little further along. At any rate, you’re not to say a word to anyone, do you understand? Not to Mom, not even to Cory or Kendra. We don’t know what’s up so we need to just sit on this for a bit. Got it?”

“Got it.”

At that moment, Harvey’s radio crackled to life. 

“Unit One-Nine, we have a possible robbery or break-in at Pelman’s Pharmacy at fourteenth and sixth east. Can you do a drive by and assess the situation?”

Harvey picked up the radio receiver and clicked it on. “I’m not too far. I’m on my way over.”

“Acknowledged. Call for back up if you need it.”

“Will do. I’ll radio in as soon as I’m on the scene.” He switched off his receiver and glanced over at Mitch. “Where’s your car, son?”

Mitch pointed. “A couple blocks that way. Not too far from the theatre.”

“Okay, I’ll drop you on my way. Can’t have you on a call, you understand.”

“That I do. Not a problem.”

Harvey stopped the cruiser at the curb close to Mitch’s car, and he opened the door to get out. 

“Just be careful, okay,” he told his dad. “You know I worry about you, too.”

“I know. Probably the same way I worry about you, your mom and your sister. Now get going. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“You promise?” 

“I promise.”

Mitch grinned and got out of the car.

“Just remember,” Harvey called out. “Not a word about anything to anyone, right?”

“Right. Have a good night, Dad.” 

Harvey raised his hand and sped away as soon as Mitch slammed the door shut. 

Mitch watched his father pull away and turn right at the next intersection. Shaking his head, he pulled out his keys and made his way to his car. When he turned the ignition, the digital clock on the dashboard blinked on. The time was 1:15 a.m. It had been less than an hour since he hopped in his father’s squad car. The surreal quality of the realization left an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. Why did it feel as if many hours had passed? Perhaps the sudden knowledge that there was something going on in the city. An unknown. Mitch couldn’t help but feel that this unknown was going to shift the balance of things somehow. 

The government had plans for their small city. Plans that were going to change everything.
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Chapter 8

Graduation
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Mitch saw Cory at his locker and hurried to catch up to him. 

“Hey Cory, you heading over to the gym?”

“Yeah. My guess is that you are too.”

“We all are. The whole team.” Mitch hoisted his backpack onto his shoulder as they hurried down the hallway towards the gymnasium. 

“What do you suppose Coach called this meeting for?”

Mitch shrugged. “Wish those of us who are graduating good luck, post his team lineups for next year. The usual, I would guess.”

Most of the football team was in the gym already, gathered on the bleachers at the far corner. Cory and Mitch joined the group. The last few team members arrived, and the football coach stood in front of the group, hands on his hips and scanning the faces before him anxiously. Mitch felt a twinge of alarm as the man who had been their football coach for many years, cleared his throat a couple times before he could speak. Coach Bryson was never at a loss for words. 

“Gentlemen, I want you know what a privilege it has been for me to be your coach this year, and every year for the last twenty. It has been an honor to work with you boys, and watch you grow in to outstanding young men. For those of you who are graduating this year, I wish you all the best. You’ve made me very proud over the years.”

He paused and looked at his sneakers and the gathered boys glanced sideways at each other, sharing uneasy glances. This wasn’t the usual end of year speech.

Coach Bryson raised his head, eyes moving between the boys again and sighed. “I, uh, I have an announcement to make. One I never thought I would ever hear myself make.” He paused again and cleared his throat once more, the sound loud in the absolute silence of the large gym. “You boys gathered here are the finest football team I have ever had the joy of working with. Every one of you is a credit to your uniform and I, um...I’m going to miss you all.” His voice cracked on the last word and the boys tensed in fearful silence, listening hard.

“I am...heartbroken...to inform you that you are the last football team this high school will ever see.” 

A clamour of voices filled the gym, bouncing off the walls, a sudden outburst of chatter and moans. Coach Bryson held up his hand. “Just give me a few more moments, men. The school board has informed us that all extra-curricular activities, including sports and musical programs are being cut indefinitely. Funding has been pulled from the school - from all the schools in this city - as a cost-saving measure. The, uh, the city just can’t afford us anymore. I’m...um...I’m sorry boys. There won’t be a football team next year. There won’t be any sports. No band, no choir, no art club. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

“What are you going to do, Coach?”

Mitch wasn’t sure who called out the question, but his mind was preoccupied with what he had witnessed with his dad several weeks ago. There was going to be money in this town, but it was all related to the government, somehow. Not enough money to save the football team, though, he thought bitterly. 

“Well, I’m going to have to look for work in one of the bigger cities back east. I have some family there, so I’m leaving right after graduation.”

There was silence in the gym for a moment as everyone processed the news.

It was Mitch who spoke up first. “It’s not fair, Coach.”

At everyone’s nods and vocal agreement, the coach held up his hand again. “I know boys, but sometimes life hands you obstacles, and you just have to tuck, protect the ball and weave around them. Do you understand that?” At their nods, he continued. “I want you all to remember that, okay? Remember what you learned on this team, how you worked together, how you trained so hard to move past your weaknesses. Can you do that for me? Can you remember? There is always a way around that linebacker in front of you. Keep pushing, keep working, and keep making me proud of you. You are outstanding young men, and I have been so proud of you. I will always be proud of you. Remember that.”

The team rose to their feet as one, cheering, then gathered around their coach in a show of support and gratitude. 

Mitch joined them, but the painful disappointment burning in his chest made it feel more like a funeral than a celebration. 

It was so unfair.

***
[image: image]


THE DAY OF MITCH’S high school graduation dawned hot and clear, and he and his family were at the hall early. Lacking funding and on the verge of shut down themselves, the oldest performance theatre in the city had offered their space to the area high school graduations at a severely reduced price. The faded wallpaper and shabby upholstery held echoes of grander times, but the elegant theatre was still spacious and comfortable for the gathered students, friends and family. 

Mitch waited in his seat at the front of the theatre with his classmates, feeling a curious mix of pride, joy, grief and anger. He drummed the fingers of his right hand on his knee, as he bounced the heel of his carefully polished shoe nervously on the worn flooring. He glanced over at Cory, where he was seated half a row away. Cory flashed him a grin and a thumbs-up sign. Mitch returned the smile and the gesture, though he didn’t feel as optimistic as he once had. It was the end of an era and his future was still uncertain. His mind kept wandering back to the scene of the warehouse demolition, playing the images over and over in his mind. It wasn’t just his future that was uncertain. It was the city’s future as well. The government had a lot of money to invest, but they weren’t investing in the city. None of it made sense. 

More than ever, he determined that he and Kendra needed to get out of town as soon as possible and find their fortunes somewhere else. There was nothing for them here. He could see the back of Kendra’s head and the smooth line of her cheek where she sat, two rows ahead of him and down a bit. He wished she would turn around and look at him; offer him a smile or a wink, or anything. He hadn’t seen much of her lately. When he did see her, she was always busy with something else. He got that. This was a busy time of year for everyone. But still. He just wanted to know that she was okay. They hadn’t talked much about their immediate plans after graduation, and he wanted to get some concrete details in place. There was a lot to think about, and he wanted her input. 

He sighed. I’ll find her right after the ceremony, he thought. She was coming to his house for the graduation party later today. He felt a happy, warm rush of feeling at the thought. Maybe he’d ask her to marry him, just for kicks. Maybe not, though. Not yet. The party was going to be fun, and if nothing else, he was looking forward to that. They would have lots of time together after they hit the road. Maybe they would go north, first. The people up north were friendly, he had heard, and the drought wasn’t as bad there. It would be nice to see some forests. His musings lifted him out of his ambivalent feelings for a moment. There was so much to look forward. No sense brooding over the gloomy outlook for this city.

Mitch rose with the other students when prompted, and waited to hear his name, shifting his weight from foot to foot. He caught a glimpse of Coach Bryson, sitting with some of the other teachers, and felt a stab of renewed grief. How many more losses did this city have to endure? 

When he heard his name, he crossed the stage, smiling at the principal as he accepted his diploma. Twelve years of school and he was finally done. 

But now what?

Harvey had booked time off work to be at Mitch’s graduation, and fatherly pride shone in his eyes as his son walked across the stage to accept his diploma. He took his wife’s hand in his and turned to smile at her briefly. She returned his smile and gave his hand a warm squeeze. Just a few more years on the Force and he would be able to finally retire and be at home with her. Safely, the way she wanted. Maybe they would do some travelling. It was all going to work out well. She had waited for a lot of years for him, and had been so patient. She deserved any vacation she wanted. Harvey dropped her hand and applauded as the last graduate crossed the stage. 

This was a good day.
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Chapter 9

Wrong Place
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Harvey shined his heavy flashlight through the front window of the pharmacy, but didn’t see any signs of movement. He moved to another window and shined the light in another direction. Still nothing. If he could go inside, he could take a closer look, but dispatch had just asked him to drive by and assess the situation, as usual. He figured it was nothing, but at least he could say he went by and had a look.

He lowered his flashlight and clicked it off, looking around the empty street for anything unusual. The cool night air brushed gently past his cheek but didn’t carry with it the sound of anything out of the ordinary. The city was asleep this time of night and this was generally a quiet part of town. 

This was the part he liked about his job. These quiet nights when he patrolled alone, keeping watch over this city and its citizens, standing guard so they could rest easily. So many people were talking about moving away, but he loved this town. This had been his home his entire life, and he was proud of the part he played in keeping it safe. He smiled with satisfaction that all was calm. Melina was a good town, really.

This was the second time this week that he had been called to check on this particular pharmacy. The owner of the shop had reported several incidents of shoplifting, but the culprit had not been caught. They weren’t even sure it was the same person. Things went missing in stores all the time. Then the security alarm had been tripped two days ago, indicating a break in. Since Harvey was on the downtown beat, he was the one who drove by. A bathroom window in the back of the store was open, and further investigation showed that the lock on the window had been broken from the inside. Someone knew his or her way around the store, so this wasn’t a random incident. It was likely that someone had been in the store earlier in the day, and had broken the lock on the bathroom window, planning to come back. It wouldn’t be the first time this had happened.

Harvey walked around behind the store to check on the window that had been the culprit of the previous investigation. The storeowner told them that the lock had been replaced, but he checked anyway. The window was shut tight, so he tested the remaining windows, working his way around to the front of the store. Nothing was amiss. He returned to his patrol car, and once inside, he picked up the receiver and clicked the transmit button.

“This in One-Nine. No movement at the store, no sign of entry. I’d say it was a false alarm.”

“Thanks for checking in One-Nine. I’ll note it on the log.”

“Acknowledged.” He released the button and returned the receiver to its cradle. Starting his car again, he shook his head. People were getting jumpy. Even with a security system, shop owners lived in fear of break-ins. He understood their caution, though. This kind of thing seemed to be happening more and more. As resources dwindled, crime increased. If things continued on the way they were, the police would have to hire a lot more officers. He felt a pang of regret that Mitch didn’t want to be a cop. He understood why, and if he was honest with himself, he agreed with Mitch’s decision. Even so, it would have been nice to have his son follow in his footsteps. What more could a man hope for in a son?

He had barely driven three blocks when his radio crackled to life again. 

“One-Nine, come in. Come in One-Nine.”

He picked up the receiver and clicked it on. “One-Nine here. Go ahead.”

“Sorry One-Nine, you need to turn around. We got a call about a skirmish in an alley near where you just were.”

“What kind of skirmish? Gang related?”

“Possibly. Phone call from a young woman, saying someone is threatening her boyfriend with a gun. She said there are several people in an alley off fourteenth east. She didn’t say how many. She was afraid someone is going to get hurt.”

“Got it. I’m on my way.”

Harvey turned at the next intersection and circled back in the direction he came from. Gang violence was on the rise, too, for some reason. His instinct told him it was related to the break-ins at various stores. Stolen goods were valuable on the street. He pulled past the alley that dispatch had indicated and saw several people at the far end, partially hidden by a dumpster. The alley was narrow, and he didn’t want to get trapped, so he parked his cruiser on the street and walked up the alley, staying close to the wall and out of view, behind the dumpster, for as long as possible. The thought crossed his mind that he should have called for backup before he entered the alley. If it was just a heated argument, though, he could manage it. He carefully slid his handgun out of the holster and thumbed the safety off. As he approached the altercation, he could hear raised voices, both male, as far as he could tell. 

“I’ve told you before,” said one man calmly, “This is our territory, and you don’t have our permission to steal our business.”

“I’m not stealing anything,” the second voice said. His shrill tone betrayed not only his fear, but also his age.

It was just a kid, Harvey realized.

“Look,” the kid continued, “I can’t get this stuff anywhere else. I wasn’t going to sell it here. I have...I have a buyer somewhere else, I swear!”

“I don’t care if you want to sell it a hundred miles away. You can’t steal from our sources, ‘cause that’s called doing business in our territory. Are you really that stupid?”

“Yes...I mean no,” the kid shrieked. “I swear - here, take this, you can have it. I’ll go away and you’ll never see me again, I swear you’ll never see me again.”

“I guarantee I’ll never see you again. Neither will anyone else.”

At the boy’s next hysterical screech, Harvey stepped out from behind the dumpster, his gun aimed at the group of people. A quick assessment told him there were four young men and two young women on one side of the standoff, and one skinny boy on the other side, both hands in the air. In one hand was a pistol. Most of the people in the larger group held handguns as well, and the tallest youth held his pistol out in front of him, aimed at the younger boy. 

“All right, everyone just calm down now. Let me see your hands, and I want your weapons on the ground.” He took a step toward the younger boy, who looked at him in shock.

No one moved for a moment, and then the lead man slowly raised both hands, still holding his gun. 

Harvey took a closer look at the younger boy. “Aren’t you Estelle’s boy?” When the boy nodded quickly, Harvey stepped closer to him and held out a hand. “Give me the gun, son, and get behind me. I’ll get you out of here and we’ll sort this out.” 

The boy took one step towards the cop he recognized, and Harvey smiled encouragingly, holding his free hand out to the boy. 

“Come on, son. It’s going to be okay.”

Kenny glanced at the other group of people and his eyes widened. He reached for Harvey, just as the grizzled cop also glanced at the tall young man holding the gun. In the instant that Kenny had started to hand over his gun, the older boy lowered his weapon and leveled it at Kenny. 

“NO!” Harvey grabbed a handful of Kenny’s jacket and dragged him behind him as he raised his service revolver, but it was too late. He heard the explosion of a gun, but wasn’t sure if it was the other man’s weapon or his own. The white hot, searing pain that blossomed in his chest answered his question all too well. Still gripping his revolver, his arm suddenly became too heavy to hold up, and he dropped his arm, not noticing when he let go of his gun. He dimly heard shouts over the roar in his ears. Someone was yelling at the others to get out of there. He could feel Kenny’s skinny arms wrapped around him and lowering him to the ground, and he was grateful that the boy was there. Kenny was screaming something, but he couldn’t understand what he was saying. All he could see was shadows, but he could see the shadows scattering and running away. At least the boy was safe. 

“I’m sorry, Mitch,” The whispered words seeped out of his cold lips. “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise. I’m sorry...” 

The last thing he heard was Kenny, sobbing. 

But at least the pain was gone. 
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Chapter 10

Moving On
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Mitch wasn’t sure if it was the doorbell that woke him up or the sound of his mother’s voice when she opened the door. As soon as he was awake enough to realize that someone was at the door, he knew. A sick rush of adrenaline washed over him at his mother’s cry and he threw back the cover and stumbled to the top of the stairs. Two uniformed police officers stood awkwardly in the doorway of their home and Mother stood rigidly with one hand braced on the door, and the other resting on her throat. Even from where he stood, Mitch could tell she was shaking. 

“What happened?” she choked out.

“It appears that he got shot, trying to protect a kid that was in a standoff with a gang.”

Mother was silent, shaking her head every so often, swallowing compulsively and looking wildly from one police officer to the other.

“Is the kid okay?” she finally managed to say.

“Yes, he was the one who called us. He said your husband pulled him to safety before the gang opened fire, so he stayed with him until we arrived.”

Mother shook her head again. “How like Harvey. Where is the boy now?”

“He gave a brief statement then took off before the ambulance arrived. He left before we could get his name.”

Mitch made his way down the stairs on rubber legs, hanging on to the railing for support. When he reached his mother, he touched her shoulder and she turned to look at him with frantic eyes. 

“Your father...”

“I heard.” There was nothing else to say.

“What do we do now?” she whispered. “What do I do now?” She looked up at her son again. “Mitch, he promised, didn’t he? He promised us he would be safe. What the hell was he thinking? He promised me everything would be okay.”

“I know Mom.” Mitch wrapped his arms around his mother and could feel her trembling. He looked at the police officers. “What’s next?”

“We’ll be in touch,” said the older officer. Mitch recognized him but couldn’t remember his name. “We can get you any help you need,” he said. “If you need anything at all, you just need to call us. We’ll have a support person contact you and help you with, um, arrangements.”

“Jessica,” the younger officer reached out to touch her arm. “Your husband was a good man, and an exceptional cop. Everyone loved and respected him. We know this is a terrible loss, but understand that he gave his life in the line of duty, protecting this town. He will be sorely missed.” 

She looked at the two cops and Mitch was startled to see cold rage darken her face.

“Get out,” she said quietly, her voice shaking breaking with anger. “Don’t tell me what kind of man my husband was. Don’t tell me how much he’ll be missed, and don’t patronize me with useless platitudes. Just get out. I don’t want to see you or any other cop right now.”

They nodded and backed out of the door. 

“We understand,” said the older one. “Someone will contact you shortly.”

“I don’t want to talk to anyone right now,” she replied, and slammed the door shut.

Mitch crossed his arms and shivered. “Mom, they were just doing their jobs.”

She rounded on him and he took a step back, shocked at the fury in her eyes. “Shut up,” she said. “Don’t tell me...don’t tell me anything. Just shut up.”

The two were silent for a moment, staring at each other.

“Mom,” Mitch’s voice broke. “You’re not the only one...grieving, here. I just lost...my dad.” The shock and grief washed over him and spilled from his eyes in hot tears.

“Oh Honey,” she moved suddenly to wrap her arms around her son. “Baby, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. Oh god, I’m so sorry.”

They clung to each other, sobbing hysterically.

***
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BY THE TIME DAWN BROKE, Mitch had managed to doze on the sofa for a few minutes. When he opened his eyes to the sunlight streaming in the living room window, he could see that his mother was still pacing in the kitchen, putting dishes away and wiping down the counters. He doubted she had rested at all. 

He closed his eyes again. The ache in his chest blossomed anew as he remembered.

Dad. Dad was gone. 

He got up and made his way to the kitchen.

“Mom.”

She turned at the sound of his voice and he could see that her eyes were red and swollen, her face pale and blotchy. She had been crying for hours. He gave her a hug.

“Sweetie, I’m sorry, did I wake you?”

“No.” He got a glass out of the cupboard and opened the fridge to get the bottle of orange juice. He poured himself a glass of juice and sat down at the kitchen table, running a hand through his tousled hair. “Do you have any idea what our next steps are?”

She picked the kettle up from the stove and took it to the sink to fill it with fresh water. “I’ve been thinking about that. I mean, I’ve got my job here, and with your father’s...well, the house will be paid for, so we’ll be okay from that standpoint.” She set the kettle on the stove and turned it on, then came to sit down at the table. “I don’t want to stay here, though. I hate this. I hate this place, I hate that everything here reminds me of your father, of everything he promised, of the plans we made for after he retired. I just can’t stand it. Right now, I’m so angry, I can’t think straight. I just want to get out of here.”

“Do you want to sell the house?”

“I don’t know how easy that will be. People are leaving this town, not buying up real estate. I don’t know what to do.”

Mitch took another sip of juice, trying to pull together his scattered thoughts. 

“I know we can’t make any major decisions right now, though,” she continued. “There is a lot to do in the next few weeks, and I need to come up with a plan. I do know that I want to go be closer to your sister.” 

Pam, Mitch thought, how is Pam going to take this? “Does she know?”

“Yes, I called her a couple hours ago, when you were sleeping. She’s pretty upset. She’s going to be flying back here in time...in time for the funeral. I don’t know when that is, yet.”

For a moment, the gentle simmering of the kettle was the only sound in the silent kitchen. The early morning light sketched long shadows across the table and Mitch watched a floating dust mote drift aimlessly through the light, free of any connection. I can’t leave yet, he thought. I can’t leave Mom like this, not until she knows what she wants to do.

“Mom, I’ll get a job here, just something temporary, to help you out for a bit. Let’s just wait until everything is sorted out, then we’ll know what our next steps are. We don’t have to make any decisions right now.”

She looked at him and a small smile turned up the corner of her mouth. “Yeah, you’re right. We can talk things over with Pam when she gets here. Everything will work out.”

He finished his juice and stood up. “It will. For now, I’m going to have a shower and maybe get out of the house for a while, if you’ll be okay here for a bit.”

She waved him off. “I’ll be fine, Honey. I have a lot to think about, and I’ve got some calls to make. You go on.”

The teakettle started whistling as Mitch climbed the stairs to his room.

***
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MITCH DIDN’T DRIVE far before he pulled over to the side of the road and called Cory. His best friend had left town right after graduation, as promised, but thankfully, they could still talk by cell phone. Glad that he could talk without breaking down, he told Cory briefly what happened. After expressing his own shock and condolences, Cory reiterated his invitation to join him in the larger town. 

“I can’t right now, man,” Mitch said. “I need to be here for my mom, at least for the next few weeks. I’m going to get a job here through the summer, and then I’ll decide what to do after that.”

“All right, but the offer is always open, just remember that.”

Cory’s familiar voice over the phone was a soothing comfort, and Mitch felt fresh tears welling up in his eyes. Talking to his best friend was softening the dam. “I will. And Cory...thanks. I miss you, you goofball.”

“Miss you too, you doofus. It’s just not the same, not having you around.”

“Yeah, same here.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Look, I gotta go. I’m supposed to be out looking for a job.”

“Got it. Say, my mom’s cousin runs that big gas station and convenience store out on the end of Main Street there. He’s always looking for someone to take the night shift. You should go talk to him. Tell him I sent you.”

“I will, thanks. And Cory?”

“Yeah Bud?”

“Take care of yourself, okay? Keep me posted about what you’re up to.”

“Always. Hang in there, Mitch.”

“You too.”

Mitch watched the cell connection drop, then lowered his head onto his arms and cried like a four-year-old until the ache in his chest eased somewhat.
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Chapter 11

One Good Turn
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The night shift wasn’t so bad, actually, once Mitch got used to it. It gave him time to think, and he didn’t have to deal with too many people. Right now, he couldn’t handle a lot of people. He appreciated the show of support, but the expressions of sympathy got to be a bit much after a time. He grieved in his own way, by throwing himself into work. He didn’t need to be constantly reminded that his dad had been killed in the line of duty. 

The funeral was a blur. Mom barely cried her face a stony facade of fortitude. Mitch let the flow of condolences wash over him, all the stories of how Harvey had helped this person or that one, of what a difference he made in this or that person’s life. It all felt like rainfall on a windowpane. He could see it, and hear it, but couldn’t feel it. He could recall replying to people’s comments, but couldn’t remember what he said. He just wanted it to be over. At one point, his eyes met his mother’s, and he could see the tiniest crack in her carefully controlled demeanor. She wanted it to be over, too. Pam was more withdrawn, if that was possible. It was good to see her, but the three of them were immersed in their own separate versions of hell. Grief made for strained conversation, their reunion a mockery.

However, at work on the night shift, Mitch could relax a bit, and allow himself to feel his pain, a little at a time. ‘I miss you, Dad,’ he wrote on a piece of scrap paper in front of him. Angry at the sudden rush of tears, he wadded up the paper and threw it in the garbage. A jolt of guilt caused him to dig the paper out of the trash, smooth it carefully, fold it and put it in his pocket. 

It didn’t make sense, but the counsellor said that was par for the course. Grief rarely made sense. 

He was grateful that Cory had put him on to this job. Carmine was happy to see Mitch and even happier that he agreed to take the night shift. It was hard to keep staff that would work the night shift. A job was a job, as far as Mitch was concerned. It allowed him to pay for his car and save up some money. Mitch shifted to a more comfortable position on the stool behind the counter. He hoped Kendra was saving up some money, too. She said she was working, and didn’t have a lot of time to hang out. He brushed away his uneasy feelings about her, not wanting to think too much about her lack of communication. She never said much about their plans to travel. She was busy, that was all. She came to the funeral, but she stayed out of the way. Afterward, she had come to see him, giving him a quick kiss before the left. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all she said, her eyes bright with tears. 

Well, they all were. It was a bad time for everyone. 

The tinkle of the bell over the door jolted Mitch out of his gloomy thoughts. Customers would be a welcome distraction at this point. He glanced up as a young man was making his way to the back of the store. He was wearing a hooded sweatshirt with the hood pulled up around his face, so Mitch couldn’t see who it was. The skinny youth pulled a paper cup from the cup holder and started pouring himself a coffee from the large carafe. Mitch ran a quick mental checklist. When was the last time he had refilled the carafe with fresh coffee? He hoped it was still hot. 

A second tinkle drew his gaze back to the front door. Two more men came into the store and started looking over the rack of chips and other snacks. Both of them wore baseball caps pulled down low over their eyes, but Mitch could see them glancing furtively at him and at the other kid in the store. A spike of adrenaline put Mitch on full alert. Something was up. He glanced at the back of the store. The first man was looking over the case of day-old donuts, picking out two of them to put into a paper bag. He seemed unaware of the other two men in the store. 

Sudden movement snapped Mitch’s attention back to the other men. He noticed that they had pulled scarves up over the lower half of their faces. They walked briskly to the till and one of them had a handgun in his hand, pointed at Mitch’s head. 

“Open the till and hand over all the money. Hurry, and you won’t be hurt.”

Mitch froze for a moment, and lifted his hands where they could see them. “I can’t just open it without a purchase,” he said.

“Well, let’s just say I want to buy this bag of chips,” said the second man sarcastically, setting a bag of potato chips on the counter. 

Mitch reached for the chips, his mind racing. What was it that Carmine had said about robberies? Did he say anything about robberies? Go along with it, or was there an alarm button he needed to push? He was drawing a complete blank.

In a heartbeat, the other young man was at the front of the store, a handgun trained on the two intruders. 

“Turn around and walk out of here right now and you won’t be reported,” he said evenly, advancing slowly on the would-be thieves.

They began to back away a step at a time, until the one with the gun turned his weapon on the younger man. 

The hooded vigilante took another step forward, putting himself between the two thugs and Mitch. He lifted his gun until it was aimed squarely at the face of the armed intruder. “I mean it,” he said. “Walk out of here right now and you won’t get shot. You won’t end up with a police record, either. I’m giving you one chance to make a better decision.” 

Mitch could see the hesitation in the face of the gunman, and his partner grabbed his arm. 

“Come on, this isn’t worth it. This guy could have pushed the alarm button already.” He tilted his head to indicate Mitch. “Let’s get out of here before the cops arrive. Come on man.”

The gunman glanced between Mitch and his protector and dropped his arm. Both of them turned and ran from the store, disappearing into the night. 

Mitch released the breath he was holding and sat down hard on the stool. “Shit, that was close.” He looked at the hooded man in front of him. “I can’t thank you enough for helping me out.”

The young man turned around and Mitch realized with a shock that he recognized his rescuer. 

“Kenny?”

“Hey Mitch. You all right?”

“Yeah. Holy crap, man, how did you know?”

“I heard a rumor that someone might try for this store tonight. The hard part was making sure I was here before they got here.”

“I don’t get it.”

Kenny shrugged. “I owe you one.”

“In what way?”

Kenny looked at Mitch carefully, choosing his words. “Mitch, your dad gave his life to save mine. I’m the kid he was protecting the night he got shot. I’m the one that called for help.” 

Mitch stared at Kenny blankly, the blood draining from his face as he wrestled with renewed grief, anger and a strange mix of gratitude. 

“Look Mitch, I never wanted him to interfere. I wanted to die when he was shot. Your dad was such a great guy, and a good cop. You can’t know how sorry I am. That shouldn’t have happened.”

“No, it shouldn’t have.” Mitch struggled with his thoughts. “But that was my dad. He cared about everyone. I know he did what he felt he needed to do. I know it wasn’t your fault, Kenny.”

Kenny looked at his shoes and pushed a small pebble across the floor. “Um, there’s something else. I heard your dad’s last words.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah.” Kenny looked up at Mitch, anguish in his eyes. “He said he was sorry. Sorry he couldn’t keep his promise to you, Mitch.”

Mitch swallowed and nodded. “Thanks for telling me.”

“For what it’s worth, your dad not only saved my life, but he changed it as well. I was making some bad decisions, and what he did changed everything for me. I smartened up, because of him. I don’t want to die on the streets. I want to work to help kids not get sucked into that life. I still have my connections, but I try to help kids make better decisions.”

Mitch just stared at him. “I...I don’t know what to say, Kenny. I’m glad for you, though. Good for you. I’m really glad you were here tonight. Thanks.”

“Like I said, I owe your dad a huge debt. Your dad saved me, so I’ll be around to keep an eye on you. As long as you’re in town, I’ve got your back. Okay?”

Mitch smiled. “Okay, Kenny. And thanks again.”

Kenny moved back to the coffee machine. “All right then, now I can get my coffee and a couple donuts, if that’s all right with you.”

Mitch gestured expansively towards the coffee and donuts. “Take what you want. It’s on the house. The donuts will get tossed out in the morning when the fresh ones come in anyway. Take them all.”

Kenny laughed and filled a bag with the last of the donuts. “Thanks, man.” He picked up his coffee, tucked the bag of donuts under his arm, and moved towards the door. He paused, one hand on the door. “There’s just one more thing, though you might not want to hear it.”

“What’s that?”

“Um, the person who called the cops to stop the fight in the first place?”

“Yeah?”

“That was Kendra. I’m sorry man. She has, um, connections with that gang. She was afraid, uh, a certain person in the gang was going to get hurt and called the cops to stop the fight. I know that sucks, but you need to know that. Kendra’s the reason your dad was there that night.”
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Chapter 12

Breakup
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Mitch was seething with rage as he paced back and forth in front of Kendra’s house. She wasn’t home when he got there, and her mom said she would be home in about forty minutes. He told her that he would wait outside. Mitch paced the sidewalk for ten minutes, waiting for her to return. He had no idea what he was going to say, but launching into her when he was this angry was probably not a wise choice, or healthy. Giving up on waiting outside, he got into his car and pulled away from the curb, driving a block away to park in front of a school playground. He got out and stared at the still swing set, and then shook his head. Exasperated, Mitch flopped down on the dry grass and laid back, draping his arm over his tired eyes. It had been a while since he had been awake during the day and the sunlight seemed harsh. He rolled over on his stomach and buried his face in his crossed arms, closing his eyes. 

Mitch wrestled with his thoughts. He still didn’t know what to say to his girlfriend. Was she responsible for his dad’s death? Was it intentional? On top of everything else, did she have a part in destroying his world, too? 

Dad, I miss you, he thought for the millionth time. When did everything start to change? Was it when you died, or was it long before that? When the farmers started selling off their farms? When the city stopped funding the schools? When stores started closing up and people started leaving town? Was it when the government moved in with their own secret plans that didn’t help the city at all? 

At least they had finally let everyone know what they were up to on that one. But a top-secret, government-run greenhouse? That was just weird. They said that this was the first of its kind, a way to deal with the drought. Soon all the cities would have their own facility to provide the town with food. Their claim was that they could grow more food in a controlled environment, and would be able to produce enough to supply each town. The problem was that they brought in government workers to finish the facility. None of the jobs went to the people of the city who desperately needed jobs. They said it was because of security concerns. Security? How much security did a greenhouse need? They had allowed people to see the partially constructed facility from a distance, from behind tall chain-linked fencing that was topped with barbed wire. From what they could tell, it was going to be huge, but how much of the structure was going to be administrative buildings, and how much was going to be the greenhouse itself, it was hard to tell. 

Whatever. Mitch had more pressing concerns right now. He pulled out his cell phone and glanced at the time. He still had thirty minutes to wait. Crap. Where was she at this time of the morning? He should be at home, asleep right now. He closed his eyes again and fought against the wave of fatigue. If he weren’t careful, he’d end up taking a nap on the dry grass. 

A brief hum past his ear made him open his eyes. Two feet from his face was a small, green dandelion, topped with a bright yellow flower. In a playground full of dry grass, there were a few stunted, green weeds, and the stubborn dandelion was the most prevalent of all. A few of them even ventured bravely to put out a flower here and there. 

The hum came from a small bee, and Mitch didn’t move, watching the fuzzy insect carefully. When was the last time he had seen a bee? Surely, there were still bees around, but it seemed like they were rare. He remembered, as a small kid, hearing bugs all summer, moving around the grasses, flying amongst flowers, grasshoppers chirping as they launched themselves into the air to avoid being trampled by small boy feet. Mitch tried to remember if he had seen any bees at all this summer, but as far as he could recall, this was the first one. 

He studied the busy insect, smiling at how it worked its way over the flower, collecting pollen and parting the flower petals with its efficient feet. The furred abdomen wiggled as it moved back and forth, getting the most out of this rare food source. 

A small detail of information clicked into place with a larger puzzle. Bugs. That was what was missing this summer. It wasn’t just the lack of rain; it was the lack of bugs. Why were there very few bugs? This seemed connected to everything somehow. The environment was changing and the bees were disappearing. The vanishing bees were a symptom of a larger problem. 

Did the government know about this? Of course they did. They were here building a giant greenhouse weren’t they? They know something they aren’t telling us, he thought. This is so much bigger than a few bees or farms being abandoned. 

The bee finished its task and launched itself into the air to find another flower. Mitch rolled over onto his side, propping his head with one hand. The bee didn’t care about government conspiracies, massive greenhouses, or the slow decay of one city. Its only job was to collect pollen to make honey, so that is what it did. In the face of ecological decimation, one bee kept making honey, because that was what it was programmed to do. Despite widespread problems, it did what it could to make a difference where it was, and it did what it could, using the only skill it had. 

Mitch quelled the rising unrest in his chest. Make a difference where you are. He thought of Cory, and of Pam, who left town to go to college. He thought of his mom, determined to follow her to greener pastures, as it were. He thought of the bee, as it hummed its way to the next flower and the next. 

Where’s your hive, little bee, he thought. Who are you making honey for? Are you really making a difference with your efforts? 

The bee didn’t care. It had a job to do.

****
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KENDRA WAS HOME BY the time Mitch returned to her house. She seemed uncomfortable to see him, but came out onto the front porch, closing the door behind her. 

“You look tired,” said Mitch. 

“So do you.”

They stared at each other in silence for a moment. Mitch glanced out at the quiet neighborhood for a moment and then back at her.

“What’s this job you have, Kendra?”

She shrugged. “I help some friends out with some special-order deliveries.” 

“Friends?”

“You can’t tell me who I can be friends with,” she said, holding her head up defiantly.

“No, that’s not what I’m trying to do.” He sighed, clenching his jaw reflexively. “Where were you the night my dad died, Kendra?”

The look on her face was all the answer he needed.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Because I want to know.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Look, Kendra, I know you called the cops that night and my dad got shot. I want to know your involvement in it.” He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and hunched his shoulders defensively. 

She crossed her arms and took a step away from him. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. “I...I was just trying to stop a fight.”

“Why were you there at all?”

She shrugged and looked at him. “Again, that’s none of your business.”

He took a step towards her, his fists clenched by his sides. “My dad died in that alley that night, Kendra, and I want you to tell me your part in it. Is my dad dead because of you, Kendra? Is he? Dammit, I want to know.” He was shouting as he advanced on her.

She backed away, holding her hands up in front of her. “Don’t you dare lay a hand on me Mitch. So help me, you will pay if you hurt me.”

He stopped and exhaled heavily, shaking his head. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to know. Why did you call the cops that night?”

“I already told you, I was trying to stop a fight. I didn’t know it was your dad who would show up, and I didn’t know he was going to get shot. It’s not my fault.”

“But why were you there? You haven’t told me why you were involved at all.”

She shrugged again, a tiny smile on her lips. “I’ve found a new opportunity. One that is going to allow me to help the people of this town, and make some money.”

He looked at her blankly. “You’re in a black market gang.” It was a statement, not a question.

“You don’t understand. They are helping people.”

“No they are not. They steal goods and sell them to people at jacked up prices. They are using the desperation of people to line their pockets. That’s wrong.”

“Not if it helps people.”

“It doesn’t,” he shouted. “What about our plans, Kendra? We were going to see the world.”

“Your plans, Mitch, not mine. You’re a nice guy and all, but you lack ambition.”

“Ambition?”

“I don’t want to be poor, Mitch. I can’t. I can’t live off the land and not know where my next meal comes from. I don’t want to be without money. You understand don’t you?”

He took a step back, incredulous. “Kendra...”

“I’ve got someone who is going to look after me. I’ll have everything I need. You go on your little trip, and if you make your fortune in the world, you come see me when you get back.” She smiled sweetly.

Mitch’s stomach churned. “You can’t be serious. That’s what this is all about? Money?”

“It’s over Mitch. I’m sorry. I’ve got to look after myself. Please don’t bother me again.” With that, she blew him a kiss, turned and went back into the house, slamming the door behind her. 

Mitch didn’t think it was possible for his heart to shatter into pieces that were any smaller. He was wrong.
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Chapter 13

Major Decision
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Mitch clocked out when the morning shift arrived at 7:00 a.m. and lifted a hand to them in greeting as he left. If he hurried, he could be at home in bed, before Mom was up, and wanted to talk. He pulled out of his parking spot just as the sun broke above the horizon. He squinted and pulled down the visor. It was already hot and was likely to get hotter. He was glad he was going to be at home, asleep in a dark, air-conditioned room during the worst of the heat. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a proper meal but wasn’t hungry. The fact that his jeans were hanging loosely on him had nothing to do with his eating habits, he was certain. 

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

He was half-asleep when he turned the last corner towards home. He wasn’t really watching when he veered into the driveway, as he just wanted to get inside and go to bed. His head was pounding, and he tried to ignore the constant, nagging nausea in his stomach.

The rending crash jolted him fully awake. The pressure of his seatbelt prevented him from impacting the steering wheel, but it still knocked the wind out of his lungs. He didn’t have time to wonder why the airbag didn’t deploy, but the car was so old, they probably didn’t work anyway. 

“What the hell?”

When his vision cleared, he looked up and realized that he had clipped the fence running along the length of the driveway, knocking a couple boards out of the fence.

“DAMMIT! Mom is going to kill me,” he yelled at no one in particular.

He unhitched his seatbelt and got out of the car to assess the damage. The bumper folded in a bit on the driver’s side, but the fence took the most damage. The car was probably still drivable, and while he could probably ignore the misshapen bumper, he couldn’t hide the broken fence from his mom. 

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit, shit,” he told the clear morning sky, rubbing fingers over his tired eyes. In a sudden burst of rage, he picked up one of the broken fence boards and began beating the hood of his old car, smashing the splintered wood down on the faded paint job repeatedly until small dents began to appear. He continued with the front corner of his car, pounding the bent fender and raining blows on the headlight until he heard a satisfying shattering of glass. He didn’t realize he was sobbing and venting his anger in vicious snarls and shouts of unhinged rage. He didn’t even realize his mother had come out of the house until she wrapped her arms around him and dragged him away from his car, pulling the shattered fence board from his shaking hands. 

“Come inside Mitch. Come on. Just leave it. Let’s go inside. Come on.” She led her sobbing son up the porch stairs and through the front door, ignoring the curious looks from neighbors who had come out of their houses to see what was going on. 

She lowered Mitch onto the sofa and sat down next to him, wrapping her arms around him as he curled into a ball against her, crying like a baby. 

“What’s going on baby? Talk to me. What’s going on?”

“I broke the fence,” he said, he cries muffled by her arms.

She chuckled. “No Sweetie. I mean, what’s going on with you?”

He pulled away and sniffled, wiping his eyes against his sleeve. “It’s not fair, Mom. None of it. Nothing’s fair.”

“I know, Sweetie. You’ve probably lost more than any of us. I know you’re hurting.”

“I’m just...mad, that’s all. It’s just one damn thing after another.”

“I know.” She was silent for a moment, rubbing his back soothingly. “When was the last time you talked to the counsellor?”

He sniffed again and dropped his head in his hands. “It’s been a while. It’s hard to make an appointment when I work nights.”

“I think you need to go talk to her.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” 

She patted his arm. “Are you all right?”

He looked up at her and forced a small smile. “I will be.”

“Okay. Why don’t you get some sleep and we’ll talk later when you wake up.”

He glanced out the front window. “What about my car?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll move it. We’ll deal with that later. Right now you need to get some rest.”

“What about the fence?”

She chuckled again. “Well, it’s easier to fix than the car, but it doesn’t matter right now. Okay? Go to bed. We’ll talk later.”

***
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MOM WAS HOME WHEN MITCH woke up several hours later. 

“There’s some spaghetti on the stove. Get some food and we’ll have our chat.”

Mitch filled his plate and carried it to the table while Mom poured him a glass of iced tea. 

“This is good,” he said, stuffing his mouth. “I can’t remember the last time I ate a solid meal.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” she said. “Listen, Mitch, I’ve been talking to Pam, and she’s gotten me an interview at the university. I’m going to fly out there tomorrow and check out apartments and such in the vicinity of the university.”

He looked up at her, but didn’t say anything as he worked his way through the pasta.

“Honey, I want you to come with me - not tomorrow, mind you, but if I move out there. There are good opportunities around a university, and maybe you can take some classes and work towards something.”

He finished his bite and took a sip of the iced tea before he answered. “I’d have to think about it, Mom. All my plans have been changed and I need to figure out what I want to do. I don’t know if I’m ready for college yet.”

“You don’t have to decide right now, you understand. Just give it some thought.”

He nodded. “I will.”

***
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MITCH WASN’T THINKING about anything in particular as he strolled down the dark city street. It was his first night off in two weeks and he didn’t want to go home. Mom was pressuring him to move to the university with her, and he didn’t want to discuss it. Yes, he wanted to leave this town. No, he didn’t want to go with his mother and sister to a university town. He couldn’t explain it to himself, much less explain it to his mom. He needed some time to think.

A familiar voice called his name softly as he passed a dark alley, and Mitch smiled. 

“Hey Kenny, what are you up to?”

The younger boy stepped out of the shadows, grinning in the dim streetlights. “I just talked a kid out of handing some drugs off to a gang leader. He figured he would get full price for them, but I showed him what his cut would actually be, and the people he would be hurting. He decided to go home instead.”

“You did a good thing.”

The two boys continued down the street while Kenny filled him in on some of the rumors circulating on the streets.

“There are some who think the new construction is for a research facility, and that the government is going to start rounding up street people to use for bizarre experiments,” Kenny was saying. 

“That’s ridiculous. It’s a controlled greenhouse to help bring fresh food to the town. Every city is getting them.”

“That’s what they are telling us, but you know the government. They only tell us what we want to hear.”

“Don’t believe it Kenny. The government has to find a way to take care of everyone. My dad...” he choked on the word. “My dad said they are doing everything they can to help as many people as possible.”

“Well, I don’t know about that, but I do know that there are people here that need help. I don’t have much, but I’m helping where I can.”

Mitch thought of the bee on the dandelion. “No one can ask any more of you, my friend.”

They heard the quick whoop of a police siren behind them, and a squad car pulled up to the curb. They turned to look as a uniformed police officer got out of the car and walked towards them. 

“Good evening, Officer,” said Mitch with a friendly tone. “What can we do for you?”

The cop leaned forward and took a good look at Mitch. “Hey, you’re Harvey’s kid aren’t you?”

“Yes sir.”

He looked at the younger man. “Kenneth, staying out of trouble are you?”

Kenny put his hand on his chest and gave a small bow. “Always.”

“What are you boys doing out here in the middle of the night?”

“I had the night off,” said Mitch. “Just felt like taking a walk downtown and seeing what was up.”

“I get that.”

“Hey, I’d love to stay and chat,” Kenny interjected, “But I need to check on someone. Catch you later Mitch?”

“Yeah, keep in touch.” He lifted a hand in farewell as Kenny pulled his hood up and hurried away. 

“He’s a good kid,” said the cop. “He’s gotten pretty useful to us downtown. We get our best tips from him.”

“Yeah, he’s...he’s been a good friend to me too.” Mitch watched Kenny’s retreating back disappear around the next corner.

“Look, Mitch, I know you’ve heard it a lot, but your dad was an excellent cop. We could use more like him. Now that you’re done with high school, we could use you on the Force.” He looked at Mitch expectantly.

Mitch looked at the cop for a moment, and then turned his gaze down the street. The streetlights created dim yellow islands on the empty sidewalks. The street appeared deserted, but Mitch knew better than anyone that there was a lot more going on than he could see. A lot more than anyone could see. There are people here that need help. Kenny’s words rang in his head. Running away didn’t help anyone, and the thought of travelling alone left a sour feeling in Mitch’s stomach. He would be just another working stiff in a university town, and worth nothing to anyone as a backpacking drifter. 

Dad cared about this town. Kenny cares about this town. 

There are people here that need help.

“I know, officer,” he finally said. “My dad always wanted me to be a cop. I think I could be of use to the police force. I know it would make my dad proud.”
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Chapter 14

Police Training
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Mitch drove by the hospital before he started his night shift. Kendra’s mother called him an hour before, telling him the news. Someone had found Kendra behind a dumpster in lower downtown, badly beaten. She was alive, but badly hurt. Her mom felt that Mitch deserved to know. 

“If you didn’t break up with her,” she sobbed over the phone, “She wouldn’t have been running with such a rough crowd.”

I didn’t break up with her, Mitch wanted to say, but it didn’t matter. Kendra’s mother was going to believe what she wanted to believe. “I am so sorry. I tried to work it out with her,” he told her. “I’ll go by and see her today before I go to work.”

“Yes, and tell her I’ll be by as soon as I can.”

When Mitch ended the call, his heart was pounding. What had Kendra gotten herself into? Despite what she did to him, she didn’t deserve this. 

He arrived at the hospital and the nurse at the desk directed him to the ICU. They would let him see her for two minutes only, the nurse said. She wasn’t conscious, but maybe the voice of a friend would help her. 

Mitch was horrified when he saw her. Tubes stuck out of her mouth and nose, and long intravenous needles were stuck into both her arms, dripping fluid into her battered body. Her beautiful dark blonde hair was matted back and deep purple smudges ringed both of her eyes. The abrasions on her face made him wince and the bloodied splint on her right forearm make him feel ill. Who had done this to her? 

A nurse came into the room at this point and he touched her arm as she moved past her. 

“Do they know what happened?” he asked her. 

She shook her head. “They found her, badly beaten up. Judging by where she was found, they suspect it is gang-related.” She turned her attention to Kendra, checking her vitals and adjusting her bedding. She turned back to Mitch. “Are you a friend or family?”

“Uh, friend,” he replied.

“Well, she certainly has a lot of friends.”

Mitch didn’t know how to respond. He just looked on helplessly as the nurse adjusted something on the I.V. drip that ran into Kendra’s arm.

“You need to go now,” she told him. “She needs to rest.”

He nodded. “Kendra, it’s Mitch.” He touched her hand lightly. “Please get better. A lot of people...love you.” He turned and left the room. 

In the corridor, he almost bumped into a tall, dark-haired young man. The two locked eyes and Mitch suddenly understood. 

“You’re here to see Kendra,” he said abruptly.

“So?”

He grabbed the boy’s arm. “What happened to her? Tell me.”

The youth yanked his arm out of Mitch’s hand. “It’s none of your business.”

“I’m her ex-boyfriend,” Mitch replied. “My dad was the cop that was killed one night in a gang fight. She was there.”

The taller boy eyed him carefully. “She should never have called the cops in the first place. That was her first mistake.” He turned and slipped into Kendra’s room.

Mitch stood in shocked silence for a moment, and then hurried to the nurses’ station. “You need to post security on Kendra’s room, and don’t let anyone in there but her family.”

The nurse looked up. “Why is that?”

He pointed to her room. “The guy in there with her right now is a gang member, and likely responsible for her injuries. He shouldn’t be in there with her.”

The nurse looked at him blankly for a moment, and then she picked up the phone. “Security to the third floor ICU station please.”

Mitch slipped out of the hospital before they arrived.

***
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MOM WAS WAITING FOR him when he came downstairs before his shift. That was fine. He wanted to talk to her, too.

“Mitch, I got the job,” she blurted out without preamble. “The one at the university. I start at the beginning of August, in two weeks. That’s enough time for you to give notice at your job and pack up your stuff. We’ll get someone to rent the house or something. Maybe one of those government workers who are building the new facility. It’s going to be great, you’ll see. I found a nice, two bedroom apartment and...”

Mitch held up his hand. “Mom, I’m glad you got the job you wanted, but I’m not going.”

“Oh come on, Mitch. You can go backpacking any time. You need an education, and you’re not going to get that hiking around the world.”

“Well, I wouldn’t agree with that. I could learn a lot by travelling, but that’s not why I’m cancelling my trip.”

She frowned briefly. “What else could you possibly be doing?”

“Mom,” he sat down at the table, taking her hands and lowering her into a seat next to him. “I’m staying here. I...um...I want to be a cop.” Like Dad. He almost said it but clamped his lips shut in time. That wouldn’t help his argument any. 

Her face went white with shock, then red with rage. “WHAT? No. No, honey, you can’t do this to me.”

“To you? I’m not doing this to you. I’m doing this because it’s the right thing. This city needs good cops, and I know it’s something I would be good at. Dad would agree with me.”

She stood suddenly and flung her hand at him. “Yeah, and look where it got him. DEAD, that’s where. You want to die? Is that it? I’ve already lost my husband and now my son wants to follow him?”

“Mom, no, please listen...”

“You want to guarantee me you won’t die in the line of duty? Can you do that?”

“Well, I’ll do the best I can, but...”

“No, you can’t guarantee that.” She collapsed in a chair and dropped her face in her hands, elbows on the table. “Oh god, Mitch, I can’t stand to lose you too. I just couldn’t stand it.”

He moved to drop an arm around her shoulders. “You won’t Mom. I’ll do everything I can to stay safe, I promise.”

“Yeah, your dad promised,” she cried into her hands. 

“Mom. Mom, please understand. I can stay here at the house, and I’ll get paid while I’m going through training, so I’ll have enough cover the expenses. You said the house is paid off. I’ll be fine.”

“I won’t.”

“Yes, you will. You’ll have Pam. She’ll look after you and you can look after her. I’ll check in with you every week, and I’ll come see you when I can.”

She looked at him with tear-streaked eyes. “Oh Mitch, I love you so much.”

“I know, Mom, and I love you, but I have to do this. Please understand that. For Dad, for this town, for the people who are going to need all the help they can get. Rather than everyone running off at the first sign of trouble, someone needs to stay here and keep everyone safe. This is my purpose, Mom. This is why I am here. You know what happened to Kendra. I need to make sure that never happens to anyone else. The gangs are becoming a real problem, and I want to be a part of the solution. The police force needs all the help they can get, and I could be really good at this.” He gripped her cold fingers in his warm hands, willing her to understand. 

She reached up to touch his face. “Sweetie, I do understand. I see so much of your father in you, your dedication, your gentleness, your kind soul. Your stubbornness, too. I never saw two people who were so gentle and pig-headed stubborn at the same time, but it’s because I see your father in you, that I fear for you. Promise you won’t take stupid chances. I need you. Pam needs you. We’re family, and we need to stick together.”

Mitch grinned and leaned over to kiss her forehead. “It’s going to be okay, Mom.”

“But what if you have a family? A wife? Kids? What happens when you get shot in the line of duty and leave them to fend for themselves?”

He stood up and looked out the window where the sun was beginning its descent. “If I learned anything, Mom, is that I never want to do that to anyone.” 

“You say that now.”

He looked down at her. “Nope. I won’t ever leave someone widowed.” What he didn’t add was that he wouldn’t raise kids to listen to their parents bicker constantly about his job, either. As much as he loved his dad, he would never do to some woman, what his dad did to his mother. Or allow someone to do to him, what his mother did to his dad. Families were for people who were free to love. Not cops.

“I need to get to work,” he said. “I’ll see you when I get home.” He paused at the door. “I’m going to be a cop, Mom, because there are people who need my help. It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

The evening was cooling as he stepped out on the front porch. The dry smell of summer-scorched grass mingled with the odour of drying leaves and dust. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye and looked down to see a small bee, lifting off a cluster of blue lobelia in a pot on the front porch. The bee rose high enough to buzz past Mitch’s ear, then turned and headed home, towards the setting sun.
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